Chapter 1

The strange-looking aircraft skimed over the steel-blue surface of the
Atlantic Ocean, intently hurtling toward its destination

The craft was a curious hybrid-part helicopter and part fixed-w ng cargo
pl ane. Its stubby fusel age hung under a wi ng section that, though thin,
supported two huge turbine engines. Like a conventional airplane, these
engi nes drove massive propellers that sped the craft through the air at a
respect abl e speed.

But this airplane had a hidden talent.

Its engines, encased in bul bous nacelles on each wingtip, could be rotated a
full ninety degrees. Once done, this action would al nbost magically transform
the oversize propellers into overhead rotors. Thus, the airplane was able to
take of f and land vertically like a helicopter

It was officially known as the MV-22 Gsprey. The amazing tilt-rotor aircraft
had been designed to be the close air support mainstay for US Marine Corps
anphi bi ous assault operations. Like the seagoing bird of prey it was naned
after, the Gsprey was built to skimthe waves and strike swiftly, delivering
Marines and material to the battle. At one time, before Wrld War |11
hundreds of them had seen service around the gl obe.

Now t here was only one.

Maj or Hawk Hunter, the man behind the airplane's controls, was concentrating
on keeping the green-and-gray camoufl aged pl ane as cl ose as possible to the
tops of the ocean swells.

Adj usting the control surfaces with the barest flick of a wist or the
slightest pressure on a rudder pedal, he found hinself continually
conpensating for unseen turbul ence in the heavy, pre-dawn salt air. Every few
seconds his eyes darted about the airplane's cockpit console, quickly
nmonitoring its gauges. Then he would | ook up and, by adjusting his helnet's
infra-red sighting goggles, scan the thin line of the horizon, searching for
the point of land in the distance that was his destination.

Hunter had fl own hundreds of conbat missions in every type of aircraft, in
every corner of the globe-bis virtually undi sputed reputation as the best
fighter pilot who had ever lived |led to his being known as The W ngman.

But this mssion was |i ke no other.

In the OGsprey's squat fuselage behind Hunter there were twenty-four commandos,
all of themtensely gripping then-weapons as they sat facing each other in the
cranped cargo cabin. Rocking with the aircraft's notion, the sol diers-nmenbers
of the elite Football City Special Forces Rangers-stared down at the floor, or
up at the overhead conpartnents, or sinply sat with their eyes cl osed. For
them the tinme before conbat was al ways reserved for private thoughts. It
woul d be no different on this day.

For Hunter, too, it was a time for reflection. Even as he was nani pul ati ng the
controls and reviewi ng the mssion plan, another part of himwas reliving a
bad- dream nenory that was still as painful as if it had happened the day

bef ore.

Actually it might as well have been a lifetinme ago ....



The nightmare started with the outbreak of World War 111. Lulled by severa
years of gl asnost-eia peace, the world exploded in war after a massive Sovi et
attack-launched in conplete surprise on Christrmas Eve-killed nillions of West
Eur opeans, not by nucl ear hol ocaust, but by nerve gas. A massive Sovi et

i nvasi on of Western Europe foll owed. Eventually, China was nuked and suddenly,
any country who had a dispute with its nei ghbor decided to have it out.

The Free World struck back. After much suffering and misery, the US and NATO
forces had cleverly won the final battle
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of the war, soundly defeating an overwhel mi ng Sovi et war machi ne-and al

wi t hout using nucl ear weapons. Mscow pl eaded for an arm stice. Magnani nously,
the West agreed. But then, just as it seened that peace was at hand, the

Sovi ets |l aunched another devastating attack-this one a nuclear strike at the
heart of the American continent. Al of the country's |ICBMs were destroyed in
their silos, and its remining nucl ear arsenal rendered usel ess. Now the
nation's heartland was a desol ate wastel and-an ugly, festering scar that
stretched fromthe Dakotas down to the northern border of Texas.

Now, the once-fertile fields of America's breadbasket were a nightmarish
radi oactive noonscape call ed the Badl ands.

Only later was it learned that the Soviets had been aided by a traitorous
"mole" in the US Governnent. Soneone, who, as part of a sinister plot,
arranged to have the US President, his famly and his cabi net assassi nated
just after the arm stice was decl ared.

Suddenly shattered and | eaderless, the US had little choice but to accept the
harsh ternms of the Soviet "victors," a nockery of justice known as the New

O der. Under this decree, the United States of Anerica ceased to exist.

I nstead, the nation was carved up into a patchwork of territories, free
states, and independent republics, nost led by crimnal puppets of the
Soviets. No sooner had the New Order been declared when these mni-countries
began fighting each other, further increasing the instability of the American
continent.

But the darkness of these times had not totally consumed Hunter. In the
handf ul of years that followed, and through several full-scale wars and dozens
of major battles, he and his allies-known collectively as the United American
Arny-had fought back to reclaimtheir country and secure its borders.

Mont hs before, these denocratic forces had soundly defeated the

Sovi et-sponsored Circle Arny in a* battle for control of |ands east of the
M ssissippi. Mre recently, another mmjor engagenent had w ested control of
t he Panama Canal froma group of fanatical, nuclear-armed neo-Nazis.

Yet despite these successes, Hunter knew the battle was far fromover. In
fact, he believed the nost difficult tasks |ay ahead.

But the United Anericans had gai ned the momentum At the

present tine they controlled nost of the continent's nmajor cities, and for the
first time since the Big War, its borders were relatively well-guarded.

And as such, they knew now was the time to go after the traitor

"There it is, Hawk, dead ahead. . . ."



The words fromhis co-pilot-and close friend-JT Thonmey shook hi mout of his
trance.

Tooney was pointing directly to a small speck of green up ahead that was just
barely visible in the pre-dawn darkness. Hunter's infra-red enhanced eyes
darted to the island on the horizon, then to the instrument consol e and then
to his watch.

They were still on schedul e.
He flicked the intercomsw tch on his cockpit control panel

he called back to the assault teamin the cabin. "Tinme

"Bernuda now in sight,’
to put the rosaries away.

The island-their target-had served as headquarters for the notoriously corrupt
"New Order" gang since the end of Wrld War 111.

Nom nal |y headed by the traitor hinmself, the group of international criminals
had used the lush resort as a stronghold fromwhich to enforce the harsh
tenets of the New Order. At the time of its inposition, these rules restricted
virtually all forms of open conmunications and personal freedons. They al so
forbade the display of any synmbol of US patriotismsuch as the national anthem
and the pl edge of all egiance-and even outlawed the nmention of the term"United
States of Anerica."”

And for anyone fool hardy enough to display the red, white and bl ue banner t hat
had been the nation's flag, the penalty was death.

Hunter had nade up his mnd very soon after |earning of the New Order's rules
that he woul d never submt to them Instead he vowed that he would fight back
whenever and wherever he could, until he had defeated the tyranny or it
defeated him He had kept that vow throughout the darkest days of the terrible
struggle, in dozens of battles on a hundred shores.

Never was the dream of Anerica far fromhis thoughts.
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And now he was on the verge of striking at the very heart of the beast that
had terrorized his nation for so long. He felt gallons of adrenaline punmping
through himat the nmere thought of it. How sweet is thy nectar, the w ne of
revenge!

"I read ten mnutes before we enter their airspace, Hawk," JT said, once again
pi ercing his thoughts.

"Roger, ten mnutes,” Hunter acknow edged. "Better start cranking the ECM"

As he heard the reassuring whir of the Gsprey's electronic counter-neasures
package begin transmtting, his thoughts narrowed to the m ssion ahead.

Even the Soviets did not evoke the sanme contenpt Hunter had for this
ex-Anerican traitor and his thugs. During World War |11 and since, the Soviets
had been the nmmj or enemny-he had fought themas a soldier, giving no nercy and
expecting none. But the treachery and deceit of the turncoat had summoned a
fury in himthat had been boiling for years. He knew it woul d not subside
until the betrayer was brought to justice.

And that was the object of this mssion.



The real planning had started shortly after they found the QGsprey.

When the United Anerican Arny recl ai ned the sout heastern coastal states from
the hands of The Circle, they discovered nost of the former US mlitary
installations hi the area had been | ooted or destroyed. The military hardware
was | ong gone-nost of it sold on a thriving New Order American bl ack market.
There, anything capable of being fired was qui ckly snapped up by the nenbers
of the many free-lance armes that served the two dozen or so nation-states
now residing on the North Anerican continent.

But near the fornmer US Marine base at Cherry Point, North Carolina, the Circle
had overl ooked a creaki ng contai ner ship that had been beached on the sandy
banks of the Pamico Sound. Whether it was a supply ship on its way to the

Eur opean battlefront that never left port, or a luckless privateer washed
ashore as he tried to run the Grcle bl ockade was never known. But inside its
rusty hold lay the sixty-foot tilt-rotor Gsprey
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aircraft, still packed in its factory grease.

The United Americans quickly assenbled the Osprey and Hunter had flight-tested
it hinself shortly after returning fromthe canpai gn agai nst the Canal Nazis
down in Panama. For nost pilots, it would have taken hundreds of flight hours
to learn the secrets of tricky vertical takeoffs and |andings, rotating

engi nes, and conbi ned conmplexities of helicopter and fixed-wing flight.

Hunter had it mastered in an afternoon

Once their transportation had been secured, the neticul ous planning for the
raid on Bermuda began in earnest. Prinmary and secondary neans of ingress and
egress were evaluated. Maps were drawn up. Intangi bles |ike weather and tides
were checked. Most inportant, several teams of United American undercover
agents were dropped on the island, spies specially trained to mx in with the
Ber nudan popul ati on.

Training for the strike teamitself had been done quickly and secretly. The
Speci al Forces Rangers-being the protective force for the continent's ganbling
nmecca, Football City, formerly known as St. Louis-were everyone's first choice
to carry out the strike. And there was never any question that Hunter would be
the m ssion comuander.

There were many | ong days and sl eepl ess nights leading up to the m ssion. As
D- Day approached, Hunter and the other nmenmbers of the United Anerican top
echel on found thensel ves inmersed in a nyriad of last-mnute details. Ar
cover. Refueling. SAM suppression. Landing sites. MedEvac. The inevitable
unexpect ed conti ngenci es.

Despite the aval anche of concerns, they were ready to go in less than three
weeks.

At 3AM on the norning of D-Day, the team had taken off fromthe short field at
Cherry Point. Hidden in the darkness, at first they flew southeast, away from
the primary target of Bernuda.

The odd flight plan was necessary because, first and forenost, the Gsprey
needed a disguise. This is where the American intelligence operatives cane in.
The spies had discovered that
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the Cuban Air Force routinely flew a supply nmission to deliver food, fuel, and
ammuni tion from Havana to the New Order ministers. Using a battered Sovi et

AN- 12 Cub turboprop cargo plane, the weekly flight had been "requested" of the
Cubans years" before by the very nysterious mlitary clique that had run the
Krem in since the war.

Far from an i nconveni ence, the weekly mlk run to Bernmuda was considered a
pl um assi gnment by the Cuban pilots who flew it-neither the United Americans
nor the renegade Yankee air pirates had ever bothered these flights before.

On this day, however, the Cubans discovered that there was a first tine for
ever yt hi ng.

They had been 250 miles fromtheir destination when the Cuban pilots first
spotted the QOsprey.

It was as if it had appeared out of nowhere, popping up fromthe hazy sea with
its twin rotors tilted up, positioning itself just a quarter mle off the
cargo plane's port side. Before the Cubans could react, a Stinger
anti-aircraft mssile-fired by one of the commandos stationed on the Gsprey's
side gunner's station- flashed in on them

At that range, the sophisticated weapon couldn't niss. The Cuban pilot was too
stunned to even key his radio before the Amrerican mssile's guidance system
drove its warhead hone, smashing deep into the hot exhaust of the cargo

pl ane' s portside outer engine. Wthin seconds, a mushroom of orange fl ane
engul fed the plane. Then there was a powerful explosion .

There was no need to confirmthe kill-aside froma scattering of weckage and
an oil slick bobbing on the ocean surface, nothing remained of the Cuban
aircraft.

The Iightning-quick action had been needed to provide their disguise-the
Gsprey's radar signature resenbled that of the Cuban cargo plane, and if al
went well, it would be interpreted as such by eneny radar operators.

That had been an hour ago. Now as they closed in on the island, JT | eaned over
and yelled to Hunter.
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"We're in their SAM envel ope,"” he reported. "About five mnutes to landfall."
Taki ng the Tooney's cue, Hunter quickly scanned two screens in front of him
hopi ng he woul d not see the tell-tale blips indicating that hostile radars
were locking in on them At the nmoment, there was not hing.

So far, the disguise was worKking.

Hunter was glad to see the weat her was cooperating-at that noment, the weather
around the usually pleasant island was niserable. Low hanging clouds, fairly
hi gh wi nds, and a noderate rain had been the forecast and the United American

nmet eor ol ogi sts had been correct again.

Using a thick cloud layer to hide thenselves, they were skirting the island' s
southernnost tip a few mnutes |ater

There was still no sign of alarmon the ground, at |east none observable from



the air. Using the N ght Scope goggles, Hunter could see that there was a | arge
cluster of mlitary vehicles at a tiny airport about six mles to their west.
He coul d al so make out an assortnent of cargo and combat aircraft bearing
Cuban, Soviet, and commrercial insignia. Although heat inages indicating ground
personnel were evident around the base, none of the airport's intercept

ai rpl anes appeared to be on alert.

And, best of all, not a single one of the anti-aircraft batteries was nanned.

Hunt er took another deep gul p of oxygen fromhis mask, a small cel ebration of
relief. Their intelligence proved correct once again: It appeared as if

conpl acency had becone the normon the New Order's island headquarters, at

| east in the early norning hours.

Once they were beyond the radar sweep enanating fromthe airbase, Hunter knew
that if they continued to be lucky, few of those awake on the ground woul d
give the lone plane flying above the heavy | ayer of clouds a second thought.
Upon hearing the high whine of the Osprey's engines, those in the know woul d
just assume it was the routine "crack o' dawn" supply flight coming in from
Cuba and heading for the island's only other aircraft facility, a small grass
strip on the northeastern shoul der of the island.

Skirting the island to the far eastern side, Hunter decreased
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the Osprey's speed to a near-hovering crawl. Hi s electronically assisted

vi sion scanned the hilly contours that curved down to neet the ocean on this,
the island' s rocky side. He was | ooking for one patch of ground in
particular-its formwas enblazoned in his menory via a high altitude recon
photo taken of the island just a week before. The place was ideal for their
mssion-it was isolated, fairly well-hidden and provided a flat place to set
the Gsprey down.

He checked his watch again-it was just 0600. The sun was com ng up and
eventual ly, it would burn off the inclenent weather. He knew that quick action
was crucial now Although they had successfully pierced the eneny's airspace
there would be trouble if just one of the island s radar operators suddenly
becane alert while the strike force was still airborne.

"There it is . Hunter called over to JT.

The co-pilot adjusted his own N ght Scope gl asses then he too sawit. Of to
their left, a small, flat-top nountain that broke off into a cliff. At its
summit was a tall white skyscraper

Thi s building was their objective.

Once an ultra-luxurious resort hotel, the 25-story structure was surrounded by
high walls and fronted on the seaside by a | arge concrete bunker. A |ong
curving road ran fromthe entrance to this bunker down the sl oping oceanfront
hillside to the beach below, a distance of about a nile.

Hal fway down, the road flattened out slightly right next to a dense grove of
pal mtrees. This was the predesignated | anding zone. In seconds, Hunter had
turned the Gsprey toward it.

"Hang on, gang," he called to the troops in back as he approached the LZ

Then, pulling back on the Gsprey's controls and rotating the big nacelles
fully skyward, he quickly put the aircraft into its hover nmode. The effect was



like slanming on the car's brakes at 70 nph. There was an audi bl e screech as
t he airplane suddenly went true vertical and started to drop, its huge rotors
scattering sand and | oose brush in the downwash as it drew closer to the pal m
grove.

They landed with a thunp! Hunter instantly idled the twin engines and once
again called back to the Rangers.

"Wl comre to Bernuda, boys."
Swiftly and silently, the Rangers |owered the Gsprey's rear
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ranp and scattered into the palmgrove. In less than a half mnute, they had
secured the deserted |l anding zone. Thirty seconds |l ater, the airplane was
canoufl aged with special netting.

At that point, Hunter keyed his m crophone and set the Gsprey's transmitter to
"Long Range- Send. "

"OK, partner,"
shot . "

Hunter said to JT. "Let's see if we can get a clear radio

Usi ng his best hey-non accent, Hunter called into the nicrophone: "Hello,
Cousin. Hello Cousin. Fishing is fine ... | say, fishing is fine . "

Fi ve agoni zi ng seconds went by.
He repeated t he nmessage.
"Hello, hello, Cousin. |I say, fishing is fine . . . very fine

Both he and JT stared at the aircraft's radio speaker, as if looking at it
woul d produce the needed reply.

"They m ght be out of range,” JT offered, his tone slightly worried.

"Not if they're on tinme, they're not,'
message a third tine.

Hunt er said before repeating the

Suddenly the speaker burst to life. " "Allo, "a/to/ Cousin!" a strange,
obvi ously mi m cked voice on the speaker called back to them "If fishing is
fine, then we conme to fish . "

Bot h Hunter and Tooney breathed a sigh of relief. The |ow, focused radio
nmessage had come back | oud and clear, so nmuch so it caused both Hunter and JT
to shake their heads at soneone else's bad inmtation of a Bernmudan accent.

"See you soon, Cousin," Hunter replied. "Over and out."

The all-inportant diversion was in notion. Now it was time for the strike team
to get to work.

Hunter and JT clinbed out of the Osprey and quickly took a | ook at the |ay of
the land. They were just 20 feet fromthe dirt road that led up to the cliff
that jutted out above them about a mile away. It had stopped raining and was
getting h'ghter. The sun was just above the horizon now, its intense gold
light already burning off some of the clouds.



Once again, Hunter checked his watch. It was 0607. They had | ess than twenty
mnutes to get in position before the diversion started. But one inportant

el ement was still nmissing. He gathered the assault teamin the thicket of
palms to review the plan
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and wai t.

Barely a minute later, the low runble of a | arge di esel engine caught his ear
Soneone-or sonet hi ng-was advanci ng up the coast road.

In a split-second the strike force dove for cover anong the pal ms, pointing
their M 16s down the open road at the advanci ng sound. Soon a vehicle,

conpl etely enveloped in a cloud of snoke, cane into view It was a battered,
doubl e-deck tour bus, its trail of dirty engi ne exhaust punctuated by staccato
bursts of backfiring.

The clustered Rangers hunkered down even farther as the ancient vehicle cane
grinding up to the clearing. The driver, intent on janming his bal ky gearshift
into what seened like every other gear, didn't see the commandos until he was
literally on top of them

Suddenly he was facing 25 M 16s

The bus driver, a tall, rugged black man, slammed on the brakes, and seeing he
was surrounded, nervously stepped out of the creaking bus. Two Rangers stepped
up to frisk himand found nothing. By this tine, Hunter and JT had noved up

| mredi ately, Hunter and the driver engaged in a hearty handshake and a quick
orgy of back- sl apping.

"Hunter, ny old friend!" the sunny black man said in an excited whisper
dripping with the Queen's English. "It is good to see you well."

"Hurmdi ngo, it seens like | am al ways asking you for a favor," Hunter told the
man. "But it is good to see you also, sir."

Though he | ooked and tal ked the part, the man, Hundi ngo, was not a native
Bernudan at all. In fact, he was an African, and a chief of a tribe of

Congol ese warriors to boot. Educated in England before the Big War, Hundi ngo
had close ties to the British Free Forces who now held sone senbl ance of order
i n near-anarchic Western Europe. Hunter had nmet the chief a year before when
the pilot hel ped sone Brits tow a di sabl ed nucl ear aircraft carrier across the
Mediterranean in an effort to stop the ruthless terrorist known as Viktor from
relighting World War I11. Hunmdi ngo and his nmen had guarded Hunter's precious
F-16 at a crucial time during that mssion

Now, the mighty chief was working with the United Ameri -
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cans. He was the | eader of one of the UA spy teans that had been inserted on
the island. He had | earned much. But nost inportant, via a pocketful of

bri bes, he had bought a job driving non-essential New O der personnel and

visitors fromthe center of town to the skyscraper and back

"W have so little time to talk, ny friend," Hunter told him "Is everything
goi ng according to plan?"



"Yes," Humdi ngo answered quickly. "Everything is set. | suggest you have your
| ads hop into the notorcoach. Their clothes are bundled up in the back."

A signal from Hunter and 20 of the Rangers scranbl ed aboard the ancient
vehicle. They imediately hid between the seats, retrieving packages of
clothing they found there. As planned, JT and the rest of the commandos woul d
stay with the Gsprey.

"CGood luck, Hawk," JT called out to Hunter.

"You, too,
"And when you hear us holler, cone a-runnin'.

Hunter replied as he hopped into the rickety open cab of the bus.

Then, with a series of |oud backfires and grinding of the gears, the
doubl e- decker behenmoth started up the steep incline, heading to the entrance
of the bunker.

Hunter | ooked at the tinme again, and peered over the cracked dashboard to see
t he dusty road ahead.

Only twelve minutes to showti ne, he thought.
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Chapter 2

Fifty mles off the western coast of Bernmuda, the two brightly painted F-4
Phant ons were huggi ng the surface of the softly swelling Atlantic. On the
flight |eader's count, they turned at a predescribed point and streaked toward
the island at nmore than 800 miles per hour.

The bold lettering on their nose sections |abeled them"The Ace Wecking
Crew," the well-known free-lance air conbat teamthat flew for Hunter and the
United Anerican Arny. Their slogan, enblazoned in simlar circus-style
lettering on the shining fusel ages, read: "No Job's Too Small, W Bonb Them
Al."

The owner/operator, Captain "Crunch" O Malley, had al ways believed that it
paid to advertise. Because these days if you had two supersonic fighters and
crews who knew their business, you had a very marketable commodity in the New
O der worl d.

But Crunch and his teamweren't flying for pay nowthis mssion they were
doing gratis.

The "fishing is fine" signal they had received fromHunter told themthat they
still had the critical advantage of surprise-no alert had been sounded at the
time Hunter had called in the strike. That was fine with Crunch-his Phantons
were kick-ass jets, but any day he could avoid tangling with M Gs and the |ike
was fine with him

Wth a wing signal to his partner in the Number 2 Phantom a captain known to
all as Elvis Q Crunch relayed the order to armtheir ordnance. Each pl ane was
carrying about ten thousand
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pounds of napal m bonbs on hard points under the wi ngs and fusel ages of the
souped-up fighter-bonbers.



In the rear seat of his F-4, Crunch's navigator/bonbardi er snapped off the red
covers over the bonb arming switches and clicked all of themup to prepare the
deadly nunitions. Five tons of jellied gasoline hanging fromthe w ngs made
both nen nomentarily religious-one stray tracer round from an eneny gun and
their speeding fighter would turn into a supersonic ball of fire.

Crunch turned to make the final approach, hugging the rolling wavetops as he
kept his two-ship flight under radar until the |last possible second. The
wave-|icking wouldn't last |ong though- they would need sonme altitude when
they let the napal mgo, or they'd be caught by the flames of the expl osions.

On O Malley's order, the Phantons broke up off the deck together. They were
now a scant five mles away fromtheir main target: Bernuda's tiny mlitary
airport. Using his APG 65 advanced inmaging radar set, Crunch was able to "see"
a scattering of aircraft on the airport's runways and taxi ways. The | argest
was a Soviet-built airborne tanker that he guessed was of Libyan origin.

Al the better, Crunch thought.

H s rear-seater targeted the big tanker, parked near the airport's nmain fue
depot. Although O Mall ey knew the Soviets and their satellites were drilled in
proper defensive depl oyment and di spersal of aircraft, that know edge was not
evident at the New Order base.

In other words, the big tanker was a sitting duck

The two F-4s fl ashed over the beach, at the sane instant "popping up" to 750
feet. Both pilots then i mediately kicked in their afterburners, increasing
their speed to an awesone 1, 000 nph.

Si x seconds later, they were over the target.

To the shocked gun and mssile crews, many just sitting down to norning chow,
it appeared as if the circus-colored F-4s had materialized out of nowhere.
Before they could race to their battle stations, the first sticks of napalm
bonbs had been | oosed fromthe wi ngs of the streaking Phantons, smashing into
the clustered machi nes on the crowded runways.

Crunch's bonbs found their mark with a direct hit on the
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tanker, which, as he correctly guessed, was covered wi th Libyan markings. The
gel ati nous m xture exploded in an ugly, oily nmushroom of orange-white flane as
it engul fed the big plane, touching off an even bi gger explosion as the
contents of the tanker-several thousand gallons of jet fuel-erupted into the
mur ky gray sky.

In Phantom 2, Elvis's bonbardier had laid his deadly napal m eggs anong the
scattered fighter planes and helicopters along the opposite end of the runway.
These, too, erupted in searing geysers of fire that grew |larger with every
airplane and fuel tank that was added to the angry tenpest.

The two sets of fires grewin size and ferocity until they met near the center
of the main runway, devouring several Cuban-marked H nd helicopters and
i gniting an underground anmuniti on bunker

"Bingo!" Elvis cried out as he sawthe tell-tale greenish-white flame of tons
of rifle amm going of f.



W thin seconds, the secondary expl osions started successive chain reactions
anong the nearby fuel storage tanks, bursting one after another until the
entire fuel depot was one spraw i ng sheet of flane.

Less than a minute after the jets had departed the area, the entire airport
was engul fed in a w nd-whi pped firestorm one which generated tenperatures so
hot, the asphalt on its runways literally nelted.

Arcing his swift Phantom around to survey the scene, Crunch realized the
extent of the destruction at the airport. So intense was the inferno that the
fires were beginning to spread beyond the airport's perinmeter and on to other
parts of the island. Their mssion was conplete; the target was destroyed.
There woul d be no need for a second pass.

Crunch felt a brief pang of renorse. He had visited Bernuda nmany years ago-on
hi s honeynoon yet-and had al ways renmenbered it as a peaceful island paradise,
noted especially for its cal mand cooling ocean breezes.

Now it looked like a little piece of Hell itself.

Pi cking up his partner on the back side of his turn, Crunch took one |ast | ook
at the towering colum of flane and bl ack
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snoke over the airport. Then he kicked in his afterburner and roared away to
the west, |eading the Phantons of the Ace Wecking Crew back to Cherry Point.

As it had many nornings before, the beat-up shuttle bus |abored up the w nding
road to the skyscraper's hilltop entrance and approached a small guard
station.

"Everyone stay cool,"” Hunter calmy called back to the Rangers. "Here cones
our first potential problem™

No | onger crouching in the aisle, the Rangers, now wearing |long white sheets
and hoods, were sitting two by two in the seats on the | ower deck of the bus.
The strange di sguise was a key to the m ssion. Hundi ngo had found out severa
weeks before that a . nunber of crimnal gangs fromthe American

mai nl and- neo- j Nazis, Mafioso, air pirates-regularly visited Bernuda at
the invitation of the New Order mnisters. Provided guns, drugs and
prostitutes, these gangs would eventually return to Anerica and whip up
troubl e.

Now, the United Americans' plan called for the strike teamto play the part of
one of the nore notorious racist gangs Hundi ngo knew were actually el sewhere
on the island.

Hurmdi ngo sl owed the bus as it reached the guardhouse. Inside the small

buil ding was a Vietnanese |ieutenant. The chief gave the man a routine wave
and handed hi m an envel ope. The guard, who recogni zed the ol d bus, quickly
read the note which authorized the Knights of the Burning Cross to proceed to
t he skyscraper. Hardly | ooking up fromthe dog-eared nudi e magazi ne he was
readi ng, the Vietnanese officer waved the bus through

"Thank you, Ho Chi M nh," Hunter whispered as Hundi ngo gunned the bus past the
guardhouse and into the small parking lot next to the skyscraper. They canme to
a stop in front of a conbination bl ockhouse and bus stop shelter, which was
right next to the entrance to the building's little-used underground parking
gar age.



Nearby a | arge closed-circuit video canera rotated nonotonously back and forth
across the approachway, its cold unblinking eye passing over the bus severa
tines.

Tb the rear of the bus was a spectacul ar view of the Atlantic Ccean. On cue,
the Rangers turned and | et out a chorus of "ooos"
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and "aahs." Then several who were carrying caneras began clicking away.
Meanwhi | e, Hunter stood and addressed the group in nostly inconprehensible
pi dgi n Engli sh

To the hal f-dozen New Order guards-mercenaries all-sprawl ed around the bus
stop structure, nothing about the odd scene | ooked unusual

Just anot her busl oad of free-loading Anerican terrorists, wearing their crazy
costumes and taking tourist-type pictures. Absorbed in eating a pick-up
breakfast in the warm early- norning, Bernuda sunshine, none of the guards
gave the busload of sheeted people a second | ook

But then, suddenly, the guards felt the ground starting to shake
"Now Co! Go!" Hunter screamed at the Rangers.

The robed Rangers burst out of the creaking bus, the first six men firing away
with their silencer-equipped M16s. In a matter of seconds, the startled
guards were quickly-and quietly- nmowed down and the strike force's

shar pshooter had put a hushed burst into the Vietnanmese officer in the
guardhouse. At the same tinme, Hunter blinded the rotating security canmera with
a blast fromhis tracer-filled M16 assault rifle, which was also carrying a
silencer for the occasion.

Al the while the ground continued to runble with the force of a

m ni -eart hquake. O f to the southwest, Hunter could see the billow ng bl ack
snoke and towers of flame shooting up fromthe tiny airbase a dozen mles
away. Once again, Crunch & Crew had been right on the noney.

Now, it was up to Hunter and his gang to work quickly.

The trio of South African mercenaries manni ng the skyscraper's bottom fl oor
vi deo security systemwas baffled at why their rear entrance canmera had
suddenly blinked out. Short-circuit? Sudden drop in power? O perhaps the
slight shaking they had felt noments earlier had something to do with it.

In any case, with the early norning hour and their coffee just being poured,
none of the three was too anxious to get up and check out the canera's
problem Still, it had to be done.

"I"ll go," one of them a sergeant, said finally. He was hungover
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froma | ate-night drinking bout and was hoping the fresh air would clear his
head and settle his stomach.

Retrieving his little-used AK-47, the soldier drained his coffee cup and
started out of the small TV security control room But when he reached the
door he was surprised to find that sonmeone was trying to conme in as he was



trying to go out.

It was a man dressed in an outl andi sh white robe and hood. Behind himwere a
dozen other nen, all dressed the same way. As they stood facing each other for
a very long second, the South African saw that the "visitor" was holding a
canera in one hand; a hand grenade in the other

Suddenly the hooded man pushed the South African hard, causing himto ree
back into the control room tossing the grenade in at the sane tine.

There was a bright bolt of light and a very nuffled explosion as the HE fl ash
grenade quietly obliterated the small TV studio and everyone in it.

Hunter nodded grimy as the Ranger sapper gave himthe thunbs-up signal. The
first objective had been destroyed. Surveillance caneras all over the building
were at that moment quietly blinking out.

No one noticed that the building's top floor camera had suddenly stopped
nmovi ng. To the contrary, it was business as usual on the top floor of the
skyscr aper.

The ten-man ni ghtguard was preparing to change shifts at 0630, as usual. The

| ong-range satellite communi cati ons systemthe electronic unbilical cord to
the mlitary clique in the Kremin- was about to be switched on, as usual. The
evening's retinue of high-priced call girls-having plied their trade all night
long in the skyscraper's top fl oor penthouse-were about to be paid and

di sm ssed, as usual

But when the officer of the nightwatch-a Bul gari an nercenary-drew back the
suite's massive drapes to let in the norning light, he saw somnet hing very
unusual . Instead of the routine picture postcard view, he and the others in
his squad were astounded to see a funnel cloud of black smoke and flane rising
up fromthe airfield, 12 mles to their south.
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"Jesus Chri st " the startled officer said in a voice barely above a
whi sper. "What the hell is happening over there?"

He turned to tell his second-in-comuand to quickly informthe mnisters that
somet hing was am ss at the airport. Instead his attention was nonentarily

di stracted by five of the skyscraper's six elevators all arriving at the top
floor simultaneously.

The next thing he knew, the penthouse reception area was awash in deadly, yet
strangely muffled gunfire. Armed nen in long white robes and hoods were
pouring out of the elevators and shooting everything in sight. The New Order
of ficer was i medi ately shot square hi his |left shoul der and, a nonent |ater
in his right knee. He crunpled to the ground, instantly in shock, and watched
as the intruders nethodically blasted away the nen in his squad.

In his last conscious nonent, he saw two nmen, apparently gunmen's | eaders,
sprint across the foyer. They pressed thensel ves up against the far wall,

qui ckly consulted a small map, then dashed off down the hall toward the First
Mnister's private office.

"Christ," the officer said as darkness clouded in on him "They'll fire me for
this . . ."

Hunter was the first one to reach the predesignated door, leaping into it with



his full weight, nearly bursting the heavy slab of wood fromits hinges.

Rolling up in a tuck, he sprang up with his M 16 at the ready, sighting it
down an absurdly |long conference table at the three nattily dressed nen seated
on the other end. The startled trio was silent as Hunter, Hundingo and twelve
of the Rangers filled the plush conference roomto surround them whipping off
their hooded masks to reveal their faces for the first tine.

At |last Hunter was face-to-face with the traitor hinself:

As he stared into the man's piercing eyes, The Wngnan felt his finger tighten
on the M16's trigger. The gun was on full automatic, and a three-second burst
woul d surely be enough to dispatch the man to Hell

But frontier execution was not his m ssion.

Before himwas the ultinmate saboteur, the man who a handful of years before
had knowi ngly crippled Anerica's defenses and
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al l owed the devastating Soviet mssile strike to smash Arerica's ICBMs in
their silos. Twenty nillion casualties and a nucl ear nightmare known as the
Badl ands had been the result.

Bef ore himwas the nan who had nmurdered the President, his famly and his
cabi net. The col d-bl ooded but hands-off assassin whose henchrmen had done the
dirty work, while he jetted to Moscow and into the arnms of the war-nongering
Soviet mlitary clique.

Before himwas the architect of the most vile form of tyranny imagi nabl e-the
oppressive New Order that had been inposed on a dazed nation against her will.
Desi gned to keep America disjointed and fragnmented, its creators had tried to
choke the very thought of freedomfromever stirring in the nation's

consci ence agai n.

But in Hunter's opinion, the worst of all the traitor's crines was that he
betrayed the nation that had given himlife, wealth, and power, even while
serving as the country's second-highest official. Yes, before him like a
noder n- day Benedict Arnold, was the man whose kiss of death had seal ed the
fate of the nation

Bef ore hi m was none ot her than the ex-Vice-President of the United States.
A long nonment of silence passed before the traitor spoke.

"Who . . . who are you?" he asked, his face absolutely white with fear. "Those
robes. W weren't expecting you today."

Hunter didn't recognize the other two nen sitting at the table. But fromthe
papers scattered across the top of the table and the clatter of a nearby
telex, it was apparent that the three were in the mdst of some kind of review
nmeeting when the attack cane.

"What do you want?" the traitor asked nervously. "Mney?"

Hunter al most had to suppress a laugh. As if sonmething as petty as gold or
silver served to fuel his passions.

Hunter cleared his throat and began a speech he'd been waiting to deliver for



years.

"We are Anericans," he said in a strong, clear voice. "And we are bringing you
back to stand trial for the crimes you commtted agai nst your own people."

No sooner had Hunter made his pronouncenment when the two other nmen began
chewi ng furiously. Before any of the Rangers could stop them each man had
broken the seal on the tiny black
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pill they had routinely kept in their mouths. The pills contained a deadly
poi son and i medi ately both men began choking on their own bl ood. One gurgled
something in German and pitched forward, hitting the table with a | oud whap
The other sinply slunped in his chair, his eyes grotesquely rolling up into
his head. Both were dead in a matter of seconds.

In a flash, Hunter | eaped across the table and jamred the butt of his M 16
into the traitor's mouth. A nmoment |ater, Hundi ngo was beside him forcing the
traitor's jaws open and preventing himfrom chonpi ng down on a suicide pill of
hi s own.

A strange, al nost comical 15-second struggle ensued until Hunter was able to
literally rip the poison capsule fromthe man's nout h.

"It's not going to be that easy," Hunter yelled at the man. "In fact, 111
personal |y guarantee that you still have a long |ife ahead of you."

Their prisoner was now absolutely terrified, so much so he started babbling:
"Where... who... what are you doing in those robes?"

"We're taking you back to a place you used to know," Hunter snarled at him
"Back to Anmerica."

Hunter gave a signal and two of the Rangers rushed up to bind and gag the
traitor with strong duct tape. Then, just as the group started to nmake their
way down the silent corridor back to the grisly | obby area, one of the Rangers
left to guard the | obby called out to Hunter

"We've got company, Hawk .. ." the man said, motioning himto the foyer's huge
wi ndow.

Hunter ran up to the wi ndow and took a quick | ook down.

Com ng up the road he counted four BWMPs, two T-72 tanks and at |east a dozen
troop trucks.

"There's al ways soneone who wants to crash the party," he said.

Then, running awkwardly but swiftly in the long white robes, he and the rest
of the strike force headed for the stairs.

By the time JT had brought the Gsprey into a hover over the skyscraper, the
skies had cleared and the entire strike force was
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out on the building s roof, |ooking absolutely bizarre in their Iong white
body sheets.



Al ready, the Rangers were firing down the 20 stories at the eneny troops
bel ow. Suddenly there was a | arge whunp! and snoke and fl ames i mediately
began pouring out of the first three stories of the building. Tooney woul d
learn later that the Rangers had pl aced several del ayed-reaction bonbs onto
t he skyscraper's elevators and then sent the lifts down to the bottomthree
fl oors.

Still many New Order troops were rushing into the building, while others were
stonping up the open stairway on the building s east side. Another explosion
went off-this tine on the fourth floor-blow ng out just about all the w ndows
on the bottom half dozen fl oors.

Meanwhil e the two eneny tanks had taken up positions in the parking | ot and
their gunners were trying to raise their nuzzles high enough to shoot at the
Rangers on the roof. Another eneny squad fired a rocket-propelled grenade from
the parking ot up toward the roof, but the round fell short by about 15 feet,
smashing into the side of the structure with a great burst of fiery snmoke and
pl aster.

Al the while Ibonmey felt that he was watching sone kind of odd war novie. The
plan called for himnot to provide covering fire for the strike force, as one
stray bullet was enough to screw up the Gsprey's delicate w ng hinges, and
therefore weck the Americans' only neans of escape. So, too high for the New
Order soldiers to hit him he hovered out of harms way and waited.

But not for long .

Just as another RPG round was fired off the side of the building, the Gsprey's
radi o suddenly canme to life: "JT! JT! Can you hear ne, pal?"

"Loud and cl ear Hawk," Tooney quickly replied. "You guys ready to go hone?"

"More than ready," came the answer from Hunter's wal kie-talkie. "Bring that
wagon down here."

"On ny way."

Then, with the speed of a runaway el evator, JT put the GCsprey into a
gut - w enchi ng descent. The four Rangers manning the airplane's gun stations
nearly hit the roof, so acute was the

28
aircraft's "vertical translation."”

By this time the first wave of New Order troops had nearly reached the top of
the building' s stairway. Custered together and pressed hard up agai nst the
buil ding, these soldiers were in a furious gunfight with a handful of Rangers
just a few feet away. Tb nmake matters worse, one of the tanks in the parking
lot-its nmuzzle close to ideal elevation-was now ricocheting cannon shots off
the very edge of the roof.

A near-to-the-mark tank shell blasted away the corner of the roofs concrete
railing just as the Gsprey touched down. The powerful grinding sound of the
VTOL' s engi nes and the hurricane-force winds its huge propellers caused added
to the already chaotic mxture of rifle shots and heavy weapons fire.

Hurmdi ngo, who had been carrying the traitor over his shoul der the whole tineg,
now uncer enoni ously dunped the man into the open passage of the aircraft and
clinmbed aboard hinself. At the same nonment, Hunter was running around the roof



pulling the small knots of Rangers back fromtheir positions to urge them
toward the aircraft.

Hal f of the 20 Rangers were inside the Gsprey when the eneny soldiers finally
br oke through and gai ned access to the roof. On Hunter's yell, the renaining
Rangers flattened out, and the side gunners on the aircraft opened up on the
New Order hirelings with their big twin-fifty nmachi ne guns.

Mormentarily stunned, the enemy fell back Iong enough for the rest of the
whi t e-robed Rangers to scranbl e aboard the airplane.

As usual, Hunter was the |ast one to clinb aboard.
"Go! Go! Go!" he was screaning even before he was hal fway through the cabin
door. Hearing his conmmand, JT inmedi ately gunned the big engines and the

Gsprey shot up at a speed as nauseating as its earlier rapid descent.

Straight up it clinbed, up into the heavens, until the eneny troops on the
roof and on the ground bel ow could see it no | onger
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Chapter 3

Two weeks | ater

"Have you ever been hypnotized before, Mijor Hunter?"

Hunter shifted around uneasily in his chair. It was a rare occasi on when he
felt he actually needed a drink.

But this was one of them
"Mpjor? Did you hear the question?"

Hunt er qui ckly | ooked around the bare roomand then up into the face of the
attractive woman sitting next to him
"No, |'ve never been hypnotized before,"
| can renenber."

he said finally. "At |east, not that

The wonan | aughed. She was about forty and was a doctor- of psychol ogy, yet.
Thi s made hi m uneasy. \

H s eyes darted around the roomonce again. It was dark, with only two | anps
and they were being serviced by dimbulbs. On the | arge wooden table next to
his chair there was a bank of tape recorders, one of which was already
turning. Along with the doctor's chair and his own, there was nothing else in
the room

The place gave himthe creeps. Located deep within the bowels of the old CA
headquarters near Washington DC, it |ooked Iike an old "rubber hose"

i nterrogation roomfroma 1930s cops and robbers novi e.

"I's this really necessary?" Hunter asked, not the first tine.

The traitor had been in their custody for fourteen days now,
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ten of which had been devoted to his interrogation. Being held under heavy
guard in a former US Federal hol ding buil ding nearby, the ex-VP had al so been
allowed to prepare for his trial, which was schedul ed to comrence in anot her
week. A squad of lawyers from"neutral" Finland was given permssion to fly to
Washi ngton and hel p the turncoat prepare his defense.

In the nmeantinme, a nunber of principals in the United American Arny Conmand
Staff were scheduled to begin giving trial depositions-Hunter included. Just
about everyone close to the trial knewthat it would be won or |ost based on
the strength of testinony about the traitor's nobst grievous crime: his part in
the starting of Wrld War 111. As such, the nost detailed i nformati on about
the war was necessary for the US prosecutors to present at the trial

Still, Hunter was apprehensive about the whol e procedure.

"It seens like there's a million other things | should be doing," he told the
woman doct or.

Li ke making sure his F-16 was still in flying condition. O |like getting sone
I ong overdue R&R. Or like trying to find his lost |ove, the beautiful
Domi ni que.

"I believe this exercise is very necessary," the doctor told him "For you, as
wel | as for the others.

"Your testinmony will be the key element in this trial. W can't expect you or
the others to have total recall of the events leading up to the traitor's
crimes. That's why this session, and the others, will be crucial in presenting

our case and assuring that the traitor pays for his crines.”

Hunt er had heard the expl anation many tines before, but it didn't rmake him
feel any better. He hated thinking about the fact that soneone was going to be
tinkering with his brain-his psyche. Hs very private subconscious.

"Listen, doctor," he said in one last valiant stab at an alternative. "Wy not
let me just lock nyself up sonewhere and I'll wite it all down? The whol e
thing . . . The day the war started. The transit to Europe. The war itself.
What happened afterward. It isn't likely I've forgotten any of it."

She strai ghtened out her short skirt and picked up a clipboard.
"You have probably forgotten nore than you realize," she
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said. "This has been the case with the others. M. Tooney. M. Wa. The Sovi et
pilots

"As you know, I'mentering all of these recollections into a conputer-a G ay
supercomputer. Wth its highly advanced word processing software, the conputer
will be able to interconnect all of your testinobnies into a single document.
It really will be quite unique. A 'white paper' they used to call it, though I
prefer to think of it as a 'computerized epic,' if you will. But then again,
I["ma romantic

"I'n any case, when the conmputer has done its work, | believe we'll have an
excel | ent perspective on what happened back then."

Hunt er shook his head and nuttered a curse under his breath.



"\What ever happened to the old judge and jury type trial?" he asked. "Just put
me on the witness stand and give me an hour. I'Il convict the SOB nyself."

The doctor lit a small cigar and seductively blew out a |ong stream of snoke.

"Maj or, you know that CGeneral Jones and the Command Staff have approved of
this method of trial," she said. "So have the trial justices. If the traitor
is to be punished for his crines, it is absolutely necessary that he get a
fair hearing. Generations fromnow, people will |ook back on how we handl ed
this. W cannot be perceived as a |lynch nob, dealing with a crinminal via
brutish Od West justice. It is an inmportant cornerstone to the reconstruction
of our country that we afford himevery opportunity within the American
judicial system"

Hunt er shook his head again. "Including going out and hiring some snart-ass

Fi nni sh | awyers for hin? Do you know what the Finns did to us after the war
was over? They're the ones who destroyed all of our military equi pment.”

"I know that, Major," the doctor cooed to him "And if we are going to win
this case, we're going to have to beat the best. That is why this conputerized
deposition is inportant.”

Hunter let out a long breath of resignation. He knew she was right.

"And there's another reason for this," she continued, her hand lightly

touching his shoulder. "This docunent will, in effect, serve as a history of

what happened. It will be witten as
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al nrost an 'oral history.' The reasons we chose this style of witing are too

nunerous to explain now, suffice to say that we will go into a |l ot nore detai
once the trial starts. But | suspect that you, Mijor Hunter, will play a very
large role in this story. I'd like to think of it as the first chapter of the
Second American Epic. Years fromnow the Anerican people will greatly

appreci ate what we are doing here. You do want to be a part of that, Mjor,
don't you?"

Hunter shifted uneasily in the chair again.

"I guess ... | nean, sure | do . he said finally.

She smled again. "OK, nowthat's the spirit,"’
00zi ng sensuality.

she said, her voice positively

She touched himagain, this tinme on the back of his neck

"Now, " she said, in a voice barely above a whisper. "Just close your eyes and
relax . "

The next thing Hunter knew, the pretty wonan doctor was massagi ng his
shoul ders.

". . . that's when | net Domi nique," he heard hinmself saying. "It was a little
farmhouse in northern France, near the shore and | had . . ."

"That's all right, Major," the doctor told him gently squeezing his
shoul ders. "W've got enough informati on now. "

He shook his head, blinked his eyes open and was instantly aware of a dul



throb in his jaw. It was as if he had been chewi ng gum non-stop for hours. The
first thing he noticed was the doctor's ashtray was overflowi ng with crushed
out cigar butts.

"But we just started,"” he said, slightly unsure of hinself. "Didn't we?"

The doctor laughed and Iit a tiny cigar. "W've been at it for twelve hours,
Maj or," she said, reaching over to switch off the tape recorders. "You broke
the record by nmore than five hours.™

Hunter reached up to massage his sore jaw. He felt groggy, woozy, as if he had
just cone out of a sodium pentothal daze with sone of his teeth m ssing.

"I ... | was tal ki ng about Dom ni que," he said, nore to hinself than to the
doctor.
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She nodded slowy, her eyes tightening in a slightly suspicious squint.

"You gave ne everything | needed to know about the war," the doctor told him

"Your menmory is incredibly conmplete and detailed. | find it fascinating, to be
perfectly honest. In fact, | amsure now that the conmputer will build its text
around your testinony, using the recollections of the others sinply to fill in
t he bl anks.

"I'n other words, Major, you're going to be a nodern-day U ysses. You'll be the
hero of our story. And when it's over, you'll be even nore fanous than you are
now. "

Hunt er shook his head and rubbed his jaw again. Sonmehow that prospect didn't
appeal to him
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Chapter 4
The bartender poured out another bourbon and Hunter drained it imediately.

"Why does it seemlike a million years since |I've had a drink?" he asked
Tooney, who along with their friend Ben W4, had been hol di ng down the far end
of the Washington DC bar with himfor the past three hours.

"It's the hypnotic session,"” JT answered, lighting a cigar. "I was under for
three hours, but it felt nore like three weeks. | can't inagine what it nust
have been |like for you to go under for twelve hours. It's got to do a job on
your lds-ville."

"Twel ve frigging hours," Hunter said, shaking his head and notioning the
bart ender for another shot. "Goddamm, | know a | ot of stuff came up that | was
sure woul d stay hidden inside nme forever."

It was the day after Hunter's marathon session with the pretty wonman
psychol ogi st. He had spent npbst of the daylight hours sleeping, yet still he
felt mentally exhausted.

"That was the whol e idea, Hawk," Ben said. He had struggled through a
four-hour session of his owmn. "It's just kind of strange how they're planning
to programthe conputer to mx it all together like that. Like it was a novel
or sonething."



At that point, three | adi es of somewhat-questionable repute wal ked into the
snoky, dimy lit bar. To no one's surprise, JT knew all three.

Thankful for the diversion, Hunter was about to order a
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round of drinks for the femal es, when another wonman caught his eye.

She was sitting at the opposite end, of the bar, in a very darkened corner
talking to three other wonen. It was only that she had |lit a cigarette and the
match illuminated her face that Hunter saw her at all. And while JT's friends
may or may not have been "working girls," there was no doubt that the four
worren at the table in question were hookers.

Is that really her? he thought.

Hunter hastily excused hinmself and slowy made his way down the crowded bar
attenpting to get a closer |ook at the woman. Wien one of her conpanions lit a

cigarette of her own, he was able to glinpse the nystery woman once agai n.

Despite the pound and a hal f of nake-up, he could see she was very pretty,
wi th beautiful long brown hair and what | ooked to be a lovely figure.

Could it really be her?

He inched his way farther through the crowd until he arrived at the very end
of the bar and staked out a position just ten feet fromwhere the four hookers
were sitting.

Suddenly he felt a tap on his shoul der

"Interested in the merchandi se, pal ?"

He turned slowy and faced a snall, bejeweled, white-suited nan.

"You talking to me?" he asked, instinctively reaching for the butt of his
shoul dered M 16

"Yeah," the small man replied, his voice betraying sone kind of foreign accent

Hunter couldn't quite place. "I saw you eye-balling the produce. You want to
buy or what ?"
Once again, a cigarette was lit at the table, this one fully illum nating the

face of the woman in question
Goddamm, Hunter thought, it is her.
"How much?" he asked the pinp, never taking his eyes off the woman.

"One bag of gold for one,’
for all four."

the slimy little individual answered. "Three bags

Hunter couldn't help but laugh in his face. "Sure, pal," he said retrieving a
single bag of silver fromhis flight suit and passing it to the man. "This is
for the pretty brunette. You can
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keep the change."

The man grudgingly took the silver. "I got roons, too,
two bags of silver "

he said. "Nearby. Only

Hunt er pushed the man away from himand was al ready wal ki ng over to the table.
"I won't need a room" he told him

A few seconds later, Hunter was standing over the table, the woman | ooki ng up
at himthrough a haze of mascara and eye liner

Even t hough she recognized hi mright away, she showed absolutely no surprise.
"Fancy neeting you here," she said, blowing a stream of cigarette snmoke up
into his face.

He reached down and gave her arma slight, yet forceful tug.

"Come on," he said somewhat harshly. "I just bought you."

"My dream has come true," she said, gathering her things together. She crushed
out her cigarette and stood up, straightening out her black negligee-style
mni-dress in the process. "See you later, girls," she said, wi nking at her
conpani ons.

At the other end of the bar, JT had been followi ng Hunter's actions wth

al nrost painful curiosity. Now, as he watched Hunter |ead the hooker back

t hrough the crowd and toward the front door, he turned to Ben and said: "Since
when did he start paying for it?"

Ben turned and was about to say something when he got his first good | ook at
the painted | ady.

"I can't believe it," he said. "That can't be who | think it is."
Just before he reached the door, Hunter gl anced back over his shoul der at his
two friends, a very strange expression on his face.

It was Elizabeth.

She was the same worman who, not a nonth before, Hunter had tranped all over
Central and South America trying to | ocate. She and her father had been mgjor
pl ayers in the plan the United Anericans had used to prevent the fasci st

organi zati on, The Tw sted Cross, from destroying the Panama Canal. In fact,
her father was the man responsible for building a crucial piece of equipnent

t hat hel ped Hunter deactivate the 52 nuclear-tipped underwater nines the Cross
had pl aced in the Pan-37

ama Canal .

During the time her father was building the deactivator and the United

Ameri cans were preparing to invade the canal, Hunter had volunteered to rescue
El i zabeth fromthe same Canal Nazis who had ki dnapped her with the intention
of having her lead themto a vast fortune hi hidden Mayan gol d.

But even though the whole affair eventually had a successful outcone-the Nazis
were soundly beaten, the mnes rendered i noperable and the canal saved-the
adventure had left Hunter unsettled. He was the first to admt to hinself that
he had become enanored with the whole idea of his playing the hero, rescuing
the fair nmaiden fromthe clutches of the dastardly Nazis. And during his
search for her, he had becone infatuated with her-sight unseen except for a



grai ny photo her father had provided. This romanticizing reached the point
where Hunter actually fantasized-not entirely subconsciously-that when he
rescued her, they mght actually . . . well, walk off into the sunset

t oget her.

But that storybook ending was a far cry fromwhat actually happened.

She didn't nmelt into his arnms when he first found her, despite the fact that
he plucked her just in time froma band of extra-vicious Canal Nazi Skinheads.
And the tearful reunion he imgi ned would take place when she saw her father
again in actuality resulted in little nmore than her giving hima peck on the
cheek before noisily demanding to be fed.

And the fairy tale ending he had conjured up about them actually being bonded
together in eternal bliss was deflated when she sent hima rather crude,

por nogr aphi ¢ photo of herself along with a cryptic nessage stating that he
shoul d "surprise" her sometine. Then she had di sappear ed.

Until now .

He put her into the car he had been using to tool around Washi ngton-an
all -white, souped-up 1983 Pontiac Firebird. dinbing in behind the steering
wheel , he turned to her and said: "What the hell are you doi ng?"

She | aughed -that laugh-and lit a cigarette.
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"I"'mjust trying to earn a living," she said, blowing a stream of snoke into
hi s face.

Hunter couldn't remenber feeling so befuddl ed.

"Not a nonth ago you were on the verge of being killed by Nazis and I fly al

over half of Central America to save you," he said sternly. "And now you're

runni ng around Washi ngton dressed |ike a cheap hooker "

"That's because | am a cheap hooker," she replied. "You just bought ne,
renmenber? And for what? Two bags of silver?"

"One bag," he said, shaking his head.

She | aughed agai n-the laugh that was tinged with no small anount of nadness.
"All right!" she exclained. "So that's what |I'mworth. The cheaper the
better."

Wth that she shifted in the car's bucket seat, intentionally letting her
skirt hi ke up around her upper thighs. For the quickest of monments, Hunter's
eyes zeroed in on the lovely formof her |egs, wapped as they were in

al luring dark nyl on stockings.

"For Christ's sake, you're a scientist,"” he said, frustration and anger rising
equally in his voice. "You' re probably the forenost archaeol ogist left in this
country. Probably in the entire world."

She crushed out her cigarette and i Mmediately lit another one. "Is this your
car?" she asked.

Hunter was reaching his boiling point. He had barely settled down fromthe
m nd- bl owi ng hypnotic tell-all testinony session. And now, in the one night he



t hought he could actually cool out, he runs into this.

"Look, forget about the Goddamm car," he said. "Just tell ne what the hell is

goi ng on . "

She | eaned over and ki ssed himon the cheek, leaving a bright crinmson lip
print.

"You're always so full of questions," she said. "Let me ask one: after this,
are we going to go sonewhere and screw our brains out?"

Hunter was so stunned by the question, he was speechl ess.

"That's what you bought me for, isn't it?" she asked, noving her hand to his
upper thigh

He took a deep breath and | ooked around. The sidewal ks were crowded with the
usual cast of arned soldiers and beautifu
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worren. The street itself was busy-military vehicles fromjeeps to MI tanks
runbl ed by, occasionally followed by a civilian-type car. All in all, it was a
fairly normal scene for post-Wrld War 111 Anerica.

The insanity was inside the car

"I'"ll ask you one nore tine," he said, reaching Ms limt. "Wat are you doing,
working for a scunbag like that guy in there? Selling yourself? You dont need
to do this for nmoney. Your father is well off now And you should be, too."

She ran her fingers through her hair and began to reapply her heavy lipstick
with the aid of a conpact mrror.

"You really want to know what |'m doi ng?" she asked, smacking her lips to even
out the bright red color. "OK 1'Il tell you: I'm working undercover."

"Under cover?" he said. "An undercover what?"
"I"ma secret agent," she continued, still dabbing on the lipstick. "I'm
gathering information for a group of people who will eventually take over this
entire country."

Hunt er rubbed his eyes hard. Could this conversation get any nore insane?

"We've still got some work to do," she ranbled on. "but eventually, we'll have
everything lined up. Then, well, we'll just nove in and take control."

Hunter closed his eyes and shook his head. "You are crazy," he said, finally
submitting to the situation

Suddenly, she turned toward him Her eyes had becone bl ack as coal, her nouth
tight and quaking, her entire face drawn in. In an instant she | ooked |ike
anot her person entirely.

"You bet I'mcrazy," she hissed at himwith a voice that sounded as if it
bel onged in a cheap horror novie. "And don't you ever forget it ..."

Wth that, she yanked up on the door handl e, dashed fromthe car and ran down
the street.



She had di sappeared into the shadows before Hunter could make up his nind
whet her to follow her or not
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Chapter 5

Si x days | ater
The Fl ag.

Hunter stared at it through the m st of the early upstate New York sunrise,
unfurling into the nmorning sky, proudly hailing the begi nning of a new day.

"Present arns!" The Marine officer's crisp conmand echoed across the parade
field.

Hunt er snapped to attention

A full company of Marines, their dress blue unifornms razor-creased fromwhite
hats down to gl eam ng patent-|eather shoes, clicked as one to rigid attention
t hen began marchi ng past the review ng stand where Hunter and the others

st ood.

A cold wind blew across the open parade field. For sone reason Hunter thought
that it would be warmer than this.

They were in Syracuse. It would be here, in the city's giant donmed stadi um
that the ex-VP's trial would be held.

Despite the chill, Hunter knew that all things being considered, the site was
a natural place for the historic event. Before the war, the huge domed stadi um
had been the football and basketball arena for the fanpbus Syracuse University.
Li ke the other major cities in the eastern United States, Syracuse had been
evacuated during the chaos following the Big War. Mst of the residents had
either fled to Free Canada or scattered to seek the conparative safety of the
smal | towns in rural New York.

41

Shortly after the war ended, a new city had sprung up around Syracuse's
airport, it being a strategically-located point sitting on the crossroads of
the air convoy routes for nmost of the Northeast corridor. Under the guidance
of his friend, the enterprising Irishman M ke Fitzgerald, the Syracuse

Aer odrome had becone fanous as a waystation and watering hole for aircraft and
their pilots, dispensing cargo, fuel, and repairs to any and all paying

cust oners.

And even though nearly two-thirds of the base had been destroyed in the second
and final war against The Circle, the Aerodrone had recently gone back into
operation, although on a linted basis.

But in all that time, the 50, 000-seat indoor athletic stadi um downtown had

| ai n abandoned for | ack of any practical uses. It too had been damaged during
the Circle's brief occupation of the city. But even before that, the powerful
ceiling fans used to inflate the synthetic-fabric dome had been shut off,
allowing the roof to sag to within forty feet of the playing surface. The

pl ace becane a dark haven for sone of the shadowy figures who, for whatever
reason, had chosen to stay in the old city since the war.



But when the New United States Provisional Governnent realized that by opening
the ex-VP's trial to the public, the public m ght cone in droves, they

sel ected the Donme as the venue. The donme was reinflated, the insides cleaned
up and prepared for the crowds to conme. It was also re-lit and wired for . a
phal anx of TV caneras, which would be able to broadcast the [ trial to those
areas of the country able to receive TV.

That norning Hunter, Toormey and Ben flew the fighter escort for the KC 13S
aircraft carrying the traitor and his lawers to the trial. Even as they
passed over the city before the sun was conpletely up, they saw that The Done
was thronged with people-ordinary citizens-pouring in through its concrete
passageways.

As it would turn out, although nore than 50,000 people were able to get in,
nore than tw ce that nunber canped outside, content, it would seen, to foll ow
the progress of the trial via the |large | oudspeakers erected outside the Done.

"Command, attention!" the Marine comander shouted out, bringing Hunter's
t houghts back to the flag-raising cerenony
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before him

As the last of the Marines nmarched off the parade field, all eyes on the
review ng stand turned toward the | ow runble that was building in the eastern
sky. Squinting into the rising sun, Hunter could nake out the sw ft-noving
shapes, racing ahead of the sounds fromtheir engines. The four F-4 Phantom
jets streaked across the sky in a tight dianond shape and seened to join as
one to disappear into the hazy western horizon. Only the screamof their
engines told those on the ground that they were making a wide turn to pass by
agai n.

This time the Phantons cane in | ower and slower, fornming up hi a tight chevron
pattern, their |leader hi the center, two planes wi ngtip-to-wingtip, slightly
behind on his right and left, and one tucked hi behind him offset just high
enough to avoid his exhaust trail. As they neared the parade field, the
Phantomin the nunber-two slot to the |eader's left eased back on his stick to
bring the plane out of formation, its vapor trail describing a gentle swooping
arc to the heavens as he clinbed out of sight.

The remaining F-4s, now with the vacant position in their tight pattern, flew
on over the review ng stand.

The M ssing Man Formation. A tribute by flying men to their conpanions, | ost
in battles fought and wars won but never forgotten. Every man assenbled on the
stand sal uted and then bowed his head, each renenbering fallen conrades who
had paid the ultimate price for the victory that had cost themall so dearly.

Hunt er wat ched as the Phantons sped away to | and at the nearby Syracuse
Aerodrome. As the reviewi ng stand enptied out, he lingered for a tine to watch
the flag the color guard had raised as it lofted with each burst of w nd, high
atop the shining flagstaff at the head of the parade field.

Al most instinctively he reached into his left breast pocket and pulled out a
smal |, frayed cloth. Carefully folded into a tight triangular shape, it
reveal ed only a faded bl ue background arrayed with pale stars. Unrolling it to
its full length, he stared at the red and white stripes creased and marked
frombeing folded too long, and fingered its tattered edges.



It was a small Anerican flag, the same one he had taken fromthe body of a man
he saw brutally nurdered hi New York City
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way back when Hunter first returned to Anerica after the war. He al ways
consi dered the nman, his nane was Saul WAckerman, as the ultimte patriot;
someone who was shot sinply because he was carrying the American flag.

Hunter had carried it with himever since, an act that for the j past few
years under the New Order, was puni shable by death. This had never deterred
hi m t hough, and it had conme to be an authentic good |uck piece for him

Not so the photograph he always kept w apped inside the t flag. This was
the well-worn picture of his estranged girlfriend, Dom nique. t

As it was, he hadn't been able to look at it in tw nmonths ..
"These proceedings will cone to order!™

A hush fell over the jam packed Donme stadium as the Chief Justice of the
Ameri can Provisional Governnent, using an el aborate public address system
gavel ed the trial open

Hunt er | ooked around the place, still amazed that the event woul d draw so many
people, or that it was happening at all. In front of him at the southern end
of the Done, a stage had been erected. The nost prominent feature on it was

t he dark wooden jurist's bench behind which the panel of five judges woul d
sit. Before themwere two | ong wooden tabl es-one for the 12-nman team of
Government prosecutors, the other for the defendant and his seven attorneys.

Behi nd these tables was a snall gallery of assistants, aide-decanps and
general go-boys. Behind them was a succession of three raised platforms, each
one cranmed to the max with TV cameras, wires, lights, generators, editing
machi nes, and |l arge, dish-1ike m crophones. A massive spaghetti-tw rled bank
of wires-easily five thousand of themstretched back fromthe TV platforms, up
the Done's center aisle and out the front door, where nore than half of them
were attached to the virtual forest of TV satellite dishes |ocated outside
next to the arena.

Back inside, over the judges' bench was a huge TV screen, once so popular wth
the Syracuse fans, especially those way up in the cheap seats. Now, the people
in the back would | ook to this screen to show them what was goi ng on
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There were security personnel everywhere. An entire battalion of the fampus
Football City Special Forces was on hand-600 battle-tough veterans. They were
responsi ble for security outside the Dome. To acconplish this they were arned
with everything fromMI| tanks to Rol and SAM systens. No fewer than 20 of
their assault helicopters were airborne at any given nonment, ready to spot and
deal with any kind of external problemthat mght disrupt the trial

Security inside the arena woul d be provided by 500 nmenbers of the famus US
Marine 7th Cavalry, the unit fornmed by the late Captain John "Bull" Dozer, and
a 250-man contingent of Republic of Texas Rangers.

H gh above and | ooking down on it all would be three separate flights of
fighter planes-F-20s, A-7s, and a few F-5s- providing a CAP over the entire



city.
It would be a jury trial.

The 36 individual s enpanel ed had been picked fromall over the continent by a
re-charged Social Security conputer. They would consider all the evidence to
be given, as would the judges. They woul d deci de on whet her the ex-VP was
guilty or innocent of high treason. And if the verdict was guilty, they would
al so deci de his sentence.

Of to one side of the jury box was another small gallery. This was the
Wi tness seating, and this is where Hunter, Jones, Tooney, WA and at |east one
hundred ot her people were sitting.

Beside this gallery, and right next to the judges' bench, was the docket in
whi ch the witnesses, and eventually, the defendant hinself, would offer
t esti mony.

"W will now begin with the prosecution's opening statenent,” the Chief
Justice boomed over the PA system

Dr. Leylah, the pretty woman psychol ogi st who had hypnoti zed Hunter and the
others, took the stand, cleared her throat and began to speak

'The primary concern of these proceedings is the war itself, the war which the
prosecution hopes to prove was a direct result of treasonous acts committed by
t he def endant while he held the second-highest position in this country's
gover nient .
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"W have conducted nore than two hundred interviews with veterans of the
conflict. We have studi ed thousands of official docunents as well as severa
personal journals. We inputted all of this data into a Gray S7-SG
supercomput er and programed it to produce a single docunment, one that
enconpasses all of the separate depositions into one, uniquely witten
docurent .

"The result we have called The First Book of Testinony.'

"Copies of this Testimony will be distributed to the justices and the defense
team t oday. Tonorrow, we hope to give copies to witnesses and to those
citizens who are on hand to watch this trial

"Once you receive your copy, you will imrediately notice that as | said, this
testimony has been witten in a very unusual way. In short, it will read like
a book, or nore accurately, a novel. The text was witten in this narrative
style by a special software designed to take many points of information and
collate theminto a narrative. To this end, the conputer incorporated not only
actual events, but also the thoughts, the opinions, and even di al ogue, actua
and as recalled by sone of the principals involved . "

e The doctor paused for a sip of water as she let the first part of her
statement sink in to the thousands gathered.

"Wth the court's indulgence, | will briefly explain why we have chosen to
present the testinmony in this rather unusual way.

"W on the prosecution team believe that what we do here at this trial wll
have a |l ong-lasting effect on our country and our people, beyond what justice



is neted out to the defendant.

"W believe that this trial has given us the opportunity to produce the first
H story Book, if you will, of the Second American era. But we also chose to
produce it in this narrative style because we like to think we are realists.
The future is unknown. We have no. way of know ng whether in ten years our
civilization here in Arerica will still be on the road to recovery or whether
it will be thrown back to the I evel of the Stone Age.

"We felt it was our duty to consider all the possibilities and produce a
docunent that, no matter what the conditions are in ten years, or twenty, or a
hundred, people will be able to read it, study it, renenber it and, nost
inportant, retell it, whether it be in the hallowed halls of studious
research, or around a

46
canpfire.

"So, therefore, this testinobny was witten by the superconputer as an ora

hi story, because we know that throughout the entire scope of mankind's
history, the oral tradition has certainly endured the | ongest, as the works of
Pl ato and many others would attest."

Once again, the pretty doctor stopped and took a sip of water. Then, to his
surprise, she turned and | ooked directly at Hunter, sitting in the wtness
gallery just a few feet away.

"One final note," she said. "Every classic has its hero. And this docunent, as
programred by the G ay superconmputer, will be no different "
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Chapter 6

The rest of the first day of the trial was taken up by a nmultitude of
procedural motions-instructions to the jury, swearing in of w tnesses and so
on. The defense teani s opening statenent went particularly slowy as it had to
be translated from Finnish to English. As it was, the statenent was a | ong
ranbling affair, which, if Hunter had understood it correctly, clained that

not only was the ex-VP innocent, he had actually "sacrificed" hinself for the
good of the nation

The trial was adjourned at sundown that day, those gathered feeling slightly
cheated at the anti-climactic tone to it all.

But the second day woul d prove to be nore exciting.

One hour before court was to begin the next day, Hunter was draining his third
cup of coffee in the cafeteria of the United American Army's tenporary
Syracuse headquarters when M ke Fitzgerald wal ked in.

Hunt er had found sl eep inpossible the night before, due in nost part to the
trial, but also to his bizarre encounter with Elizabeth Sandl ake exactly one
week before. He just couldn't stop thinking about it, and he knew his |ined
face and baggy eyelids probably tel egraphed his condition

But, if anything, Fitzie |ooked worse .

He fetched a cup of coffee and sat down beside Hunter, clutching a videotape



as if it contained an expl osive charge
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"What the hell happened to you?" Hunter asked, not quite believing that anyone
could | ook worse than he did this norning.

"Terrible things, Hawker," he answered, neatly slipping a pint bottle of
scotch fromhis pocket. Wth magician's precision he deposited a splash of the
liquor into his coffee cup, did the same for Hunter's, then returned the flask

to its original hiding place-all in one snooth notion. "I've been up close to
forty-eight straight hours now, and still | have a full week's work ahead of
ne. "

Early in the planning for the trial, Fitz had been appointed as an Oficer of
the Court. Because he was not directly involved in the war's hostilities (he
was in the hospital at the time, recovering froman airplane crash), the
Irishman found hinmself on the court's "discovery" team the group of men who
woul d interrogate the ex-VP and report directly to the trial's justices. As
such, Fitz had been working day and ni ght and he | ooked it.

The stocky Irishman took a long swig of his coffee then put the videotape up
on the table.

"This tape is part of the Vice President's testinmony," Fitzgerald told him
"Hi s deposition, you mght say . "

Hunt er picked up the tape cassette and turned it over in his hands. "I knew he
was being questioned,” he said. "But | didn't realize you were videotaping
it."

"Ch, yes," Fitz answered, lighting a cigarillo. "By his attorneys' request."

"That figures," Hunter said. Just because the world had quaked through a third
worl d war, plus five years of aftershocks, didn't mean that all the fancy
| awyers had been suddenly swal | owed up.

"And this is just six hours of about thirty that he gave," Fitz said, taking
the cassette back

He shook his head and | ooked straight at Hunter
"Hawk, you won't believe what that bastard has told us," he said gravely.

"I"ll believe anything at this point," Hunter answered.

Bef ore Hunter could ask himagain, Fitzgerald blurted out, "It's a terrible
thing he's done to us, he has."

"OfF course it's terrible, Mke," Hunter said. "I mean the guy's
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pi cture coul d replace Benedict Arnold' s in the encycl opedia next to "worst
traitor.' "

"You're not getting the point," Fitz said. "I'mtalking about what he told us
that we didn't already know "

"Well," Hunter said sinply, "just tell ne .



Fitz shook his head. "I can't," he said. "I"'man officer of the court in al
this, remenber. You're a witness. If | pass inside information on to you, it
could screw up the whole trial."

Hunter suddenly felt his teeth clench. He knew that due to the intentionally
strict guidelines set up for the trial, all it would take was one slip-up and
the ex-VP could go free. Right or wong, that was the American way and t hat
was what the trial was really about. Preserving the American way .

Yet Hunter could tell by Fitz's deneanor that something big, sonething
downri ght expl osive was on that tape.

"I"'mafraid to ask you even for a hint," Hunter said in a hushed tone.

"OF this, you don't want a hint," Fitz said, finishing his coffee and getting

up to go. If anything, he | ooked worse than when he wal ked in. "You'll just
have to wait until the bastard takes the stand. It will all be in the court
docunents they' Il pass out. You'll see it right before you in black and
white."

Fitz took a deep breath, then added: "But | will tell you this: W, here in
America, are in worse danger now than we've been since the Big War."

And on that frighteningly cryptic note, Fitz wal ked quickly fromthe
cafeteria.

Dam, Hunter thought. Does it ever end? They finally kick the Soviets and
their agents out of the country, secure their southern border and water trade
route, and snatched the ex-VP back to stand trial. Wasn't that enough to

pl ease the gods?

Suddenly, a strange sensation went through him For a nmoment, he felt a pang
of regret that he hadnt taken Elizabeth up on her anorous offer a week before.

Part Il The First Book

O Testi nony
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Chapter 7

I f anything, the Done was even nore crowded than the day before.

Dr. Leylah took the stand once again, a huge docunent under her arm At the
same time, duplicate docunents were being passed out in the witness gallery.

O the 50,000 people on hand, no one was nore surprised than Hunter when he
began readi ng the first page

Gray Interactive Testinony Project
Transcri pt 1-AF4, Sub-Docunent A

"Recol | ections of the Hostilities"
First Wtness: Major Hawker Hunter

Addi tional Testinony: Mjor JT Tooney, Major Ben-hoi W,



Captai n Geoffrey Spaul ding, Mjor D. Larochelle, Lieutenant
B. Fitch, Captain J. O Malley, Captain Elvis "Q" Colonel B
Davis, Col onel L. Corshkov

Addi tional Information: The nmenoirs of General Seth Jones
The day the war began

"Captain Hawker Hunter, reporting for pilot training . . ." The unifornmed
ai rman behind the desk executed a crisp salute and briefly scanned Hunter's
orders. "Everything seens to be in order, sir," the enlisted man said.
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"W' ve been expecting you."

The airman picked up a phone, punched in a series of nunbers and quickly
reached soneone on the other end. "Sir, you asked nme to notify you when
Captain Hunter arrived," he said. "Yes sir, he's here already."

Hunter was standing in a place called Building B, just barely containing his
ent husi asm Despite its |ackluster name, the place | ooked |ike something out
of a science fiction nmovie. Functional, yet otherwordly, with just a
smattering of Christmas decorations. In actuality, the building housed what
could only be described as the ultimate in pilot flight-training facilities.

So this is howit feels when your dreamfinally cones true, Hunter thought.

He had just arrived at the Cape Canaveral Launch Center, via a bunpy, crowded,
day- bef ore-Christmas conmercial flight fromLas Vegas. Although he was all owed
a few hours, if not a night's sleep, before reporting for duty, he was ready
-now. Ready to begin training for America's space program Ready to |earn how
to fly the Space Shuttle .

Canaveral was .everything he had imagined it to be. Launch towers. Contro
buil dings. MIles of open area. Thousands of people. A high-tech city on the
edge of the Florida coastal swanps, its atnosphere heavy with history.

An Air Force officer soon appeared and introduced hinmself as Col onel Nei
Schwei ker.

The introduction wasn't necessary-Hunter knew Schwei ker was one of the NASA' s
best and hi ghest-profile astronauts.

"Good to neet you, Captain," Schweiker told him firmy shaking his hand.
"We've all heard a | ot about you."

Hunter was always a little unconfortable at the extra attention he received
when peopl e realized who he was. But it was well known-courtesy of cover
stories in both Time and Newsweek-thai at 17, Hunter was the youngest graduate
ever of MT s aerospace engi neering program And that he had conpl eted work on
his aeronautics doctorate degree three nonths afterward. And that he was the
youngest pilot ever to join the USAF' s Thunderbirds Denbnstrati on Team And
that he was the youngest pilot ever to be selected for Space Shuttle pil ot
trai ni ng
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"You're early," Schweiker told him checking his watch. "You can rest up
anwhile if you want."

"No thanks, sir," Hunter answered. "I'm anxious to get going. Al so, | don't
want someone to have to give me the run-through tonmorrow and spoil their
Christmas. "

Schwei ker nodded. "OK," he said. "I can give you the quick | ook-see. Just
enough to get you sonewhat situated. The real work will start the day after
t onmor r ow. "

After Hunter's gear was stowed in the pilot trainees' personal quarters,
Schwei ker scared up a jeep and gave hima quick tour of the inmedi ate base.

The astronaut was a friendly, easygoing sort who insisted that the mlitary
formalities be dispensed with. As they rode al ong, they discussed the shuttle
itself and the two-site training-fromFlorida to Houston-that Hunter would
begin shortly. Al the while, Schweiker pointed out the training classroons,
the rest facilities, the labs, the launch site, the ness hall and the

of ficers' club. Most inpressive was the nonstrosity called the VAB-for Vehicle
Assenbly Building. This was the place where they put the shuttles together. It
was a building so tall that clouds actually formed just belowits ceiling.
"Hell of a time to start training,"
t he holiday and all "

Schwei ker said to himat one point. "Wth

Not that much of a problem Hunter thought. He'd been spending his holidays on
either college canpuses and mlitary bases for several years, ever since his
parents were lost in a plane crash

"Lot of guys are stuck here," Schwei ker continued. "That's why the ness hal
puts on a really good holiday feed. And there's always a big bl owout at the
Oficers' Club if you're interested.”

"That's good to know," Hunter told him He knew there was no better way to get
a perspective on a new base than to make that initial prow through its
aut hori zed sal oon.

They returned to Building B, their 90-m nute tour conplete. After making a few
phone calls, Schwei ker offered to drive Hunter back to his living quarters.

"No, thanks," the young pilot told him renenbering one spot in the tour that
he wanted to revisit. "I'll hoof it back . "
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He t hanked Schwei ker, left Building B and wal ked over to a marble and bronze
monurrent they had passed earlier. It was a nenorial to the astronauts killed
in the Chall enger disaster.

Feel i ng an undeni able attraction in the place, Hunter sat down on the stone
bench across fromthe menorial and stayed there until the Florida sun had
nearly set.

It was a | ong shadow that Hunter cast as he wal ked back toward the personne
quarters, his body still awash in the near-sanctity he had felt while sitting
bef ore the Chall enger menorial for the past few hours.

If not for them he had thought over and over, would | even be here?



Suddenly his body started tingling with a new sensation-this one nore

i medi ate and acute. From an early age Hunter knew he had been bl essed-or was
it cursed-with a gift akin to ESP. As the sensation was ultimately

i ndescri babl e, he thought of it only as thefeeling-a finely tuned, highly
reliable intuition that nade hi mwhat many said was "the best pilot ever."

But this feeling did not just affect himin flight. In fact, it perneated his
entire exi stence-awake or asl eep, wal king around, as well as flying.

And now, at this nmonent, it was telling himthat sonething was wong somewhere
in the cosnos-desperately w ong.

Instinctively, he headed for the center's conmunication buil ding

Hunt er expected that nost of the CENCOM s personnel woul d be gone-either hone
with famlies or joining the celebration at the Oficers' Cub. But as he
approached the white stone building, he saw that it was a hive of activity.

H s i nner nmessage was confirnmed. Something was up.

It was now the hei ght of dusk and every light in the place was on. He wal ked
into the main adnministration area and it seened |ike every tel ephone was
ringi ng or buzzing at once. Both Air Force and NASA personnel were scranbling
around in a dance of controlled confusion-so nmuch so, not a one stopped to
guesti on who he was or what he was doing there.

He took a set of stairs two steps at a tine and found hi nsel f
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in the CENCOM s main control room a facility that held no | ess than two
hundred tel ephones, plus banks of telex and fax machi nes. Like downstairs, it
seened as if every one of these comunications machi nes was going full-blast,
knots of mlitary types and civilians gathered around them their faces
screwed up with concern. In the cacophony of shrill ringing, insistent

buzzi ng, and tense conversation that cascaded throughout the | arge room
Hunter was able to distinguish only two words: "Gernany" and "casualties."

In the midst of the chaos, his attention was drawn to a small television set
in the corner, all but ignored in the din. Surrounded by hal f-enpty paper cups
of eggnog left over fromwhat had been a small office party, the slightly
beat-up TV was bl aring out an animated Christnmas program oblivious to the
desperation in the room Struck by the incongruity of the cartoon's carefree
music in the frenzied atnosphere, Hunter's eyes were instantly glued to the TV
screen.

An instant later, the cartoon stopped, the screen flickered and then was
filled with the words: "Energency Broadcasting System"

Suddenl y everything stopped. The roomwas flooded wi th the nightmarish EBS
tone everyone present had heard many tinmes before. But now, for the first
ti me, the dour-voiced announcer said: "This is not a test "

I nstead, he instructed viewers to change to another channel. One brave soul
anong the many in the roomdid so, only to find the same EBS graphi c bei ng
broadcast, with the words "This is not a test," blinking rapidly.

Hunt er woul d never know just how | ong he stood there, an uninvited interl oper
who, like the others, stared in disbelief as some unknown announcer appeared



on the screen and solemly, nervously read the bulletin for Doonsday.

In his menmory, Hunter could only recall swatches and bits of the first report:

MI1lions of West Europeans dead . . . Soviet chem cal weapons strike

t housands of Soviet SCUD missiles |aunched against civilian and mlitary
targets . . . mssiles carrying nerve gas. . . . Soviet invasion of Wstern
Europe . . . No nucl ear weapons used yet . . . the President is asking

Congress to

57
convene i mediately . . . war will soon be decl ared.
Through it all, Hunter did remenber the absolute silence in the room Then

when the screen finally went to black, the nen in the CENCOM their faces pale
beyond belief, sinply went back to their tel ephones and tel exes and resuned
their tasks.

Hunter's next recollection concerned his close friends fromthe Thunderbirds.
Several days before he reported to Florida, three of them had "turned over."
That was, like hinself, they had been reassigned after finishing their
two-year stint with the Aerial Denpbnstration Team GCeneral Seth Jones, Captain
JT Tooney and Captain Ben WA had relocated to a NATO F-16 base near Rota,
Spai n, where Jones had taken over the job of Cl NCUSAFE ( Conmander -i n-Chief, US
Air Forces-Europe). Hunter would have been with themif Jones hadn't first
recommended, then bullied through, Hunter's appointnment to the space shuttle
pil ot training.

Had they, three of his closest friends, escaped the deadly gas attack?

Then, after the shock, cane anger. It welled up inside of himlike a boiling
tidal wave. So the Soviet bastards had finally done it. ... MIlions of

i nnocent s-worren and chi |l dren-had undoubt edly perished along with, he assuned,
many of NATO s troops.

And on Christmas Eve yet, when the civilized world celebrated a tinme of peace.
How sinister that the Red Army's war machine let loose its first deadly volley
on this day.

Suddenly, as if on cue, one of the men in CENCOM approached him

"Are you Captain Hunter?" the man asked, probably recognizing Hunter fromthe
previous years' gush of publicity.

"Yes, | am" Hunter confirned.

"W have a telex here, sir, that nmentions you by name," the man told him

"Formal orders, but, in light of this . "

The man's voice trailed off, but his nmeaning was crystal clear. The
announcement of World War 11l tended to put a dent in the formalities for the
time being.

The man led himto a tel ex machine that was clicking furiously. Tearing off a
portion of a nessage recently received, the man pointed to one, brief
par agraph that started with Hunter's
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nane, rank, and serial nunber.

There were surprisingly detailed orders-in this time of crisis, some conputer
somewhere had tracked himdown: He was i medi ately reassigned to the 16th
Tactical Fighter Wng, as the Thunderbirds were officially listed on the Air
Force's active conmbat unit roster. He was to report to Langley Air Force base
in Virginia at once. Fromthere he would join a "tactical escort and resupply
force" and transit to Europe.

In other words, Hunter was going to war.
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Chapter 8

Langl ey Air Force Base was a whirlwi nd of controlled chaos.

It seened to Hunter that every military transport in the Air Force inventory
was out on the tarmac. Al around him the cold norning was shattered by the
scream of jet engines being pushed up to speed, intakes greedily sucking in
the clean, crisp norning air igniting within their crucibles, driving the big
turbines that in turn thrust out flanm ng exhausts in long fiery arrows.

At the same tinme, hundreds of big propellers churned, biting into the air and
sluicing it behind themin a thousand rivers of wind that flowed across the
airfield, whipping the collars and sl eeves and trouser |egs of the arny of
ground crews.

Forklifts, tanker trucks, and flatbeds roared across the vast expanse of

concrete on hundreds of intersecting lines, crisscrossing under w ngs and
bet ween fusel ages to deliver their |oads of fuel, supplies, weapons, and

ammuni tion, then to scurry back for nore.

The scene didn't look a bit Iike Christnmas norning.

Every one of the airplanes being | oaded at Langley that day were crucial
conponents in the massive "air bridge" that was being strung fromAnerica to
Europe to deal with the enmergency. Long gone were the days when ships al one
could carry the tools of war to the fighting front. This new war-decl ared by

t he President that norning-demanded nore i mredi ate delivery; measured in hours
and days instead of weeks and

60
nont hs.

Only by this air route would the vital cargo of nmen, machi nes, and nateri al
reach the al ready-struggling NATO forces in tine.

Hunt er had caught a cargo plane up fromFlorida just before mdnight and, on
arrival, was i mediately ordered by one of the Langley base doctors to get at
| east four hours sleep. He took the physician's advice-even he needed sl eep
every once in a while. But now, with the dawn, he was up and anxious to
fulfill his own orders. And they were to get the hell over to Europe.

Qddly though, there was very little news fromthe front. Qher than the
initial terrifying report, very little could be determ ned about the present
situation. Communications in and around the battle area were either

nonexi stent or at the breaking point. Al that was known was that the Soviets
were about to advance into the areas devastated by the chemi cal attack and



NATO was doing everything it could to stop them
But nost inmportant, neither side had detonated a nuclear bomb . . . yet.

Now, as Hunter was being transported by jeep across the vast field to take his
pl ace in the nassive air convoy, he noted its main players.

At one end of the base, supported on ranps and aprons of poured concrete nany
feet thick, towered the giant Lockheed C- 5A Gal axy super-transports of the Air
Force's Mlitary Airlift Conmand. Wth their huge nose sections yawni ng open
to reveal the cavernous cargo bays within, and their tail ranps descended to
provi de access, they |ooked like giant dragon being stuffed with the machi nes
of war.

Here one was being | oaded with sixteen heavy trucks, being driven into the
gaping maw formed by the up-tilted nose. There another was taking on a

hal f - dozen Apache attack helicopters. Another would carry two M| Abranms main
battl e tanks, creaking on their platforms as the grinding winches reluctantly
drew their 60-ton nasses into the belly of the beast.

In all, the huge transports would each be | oaded with nore than 260, 000 pounds
of cargo. And when the flight was ready to begin, each one would rol
ponderously to the flight line, its
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four giant engines ready to defy the gravity that hugged it to the earth.

Farther on were the newer, smaller but sleeker C 17 transports. These too
swal | owed up vast quantities of the cargo that was being fed by the steady
stream of trucks. Beyond the | oom ng, swept-back flat tails of the G 17s were
the mainstays of the air bridge, the C 141 Starlifters. Hunter counted at

| east four dozen of them

Beyond were the canoufl age-pai nted C 130H Hercul es, the workhorses of the
Tactical Airlift Command. Their squat bodies trundl ed down the runways on
sturdy tires and thick | anding gear struts, designed to absorb the shock of
short, bunpy, inprovised airstrips, many of which would be close to the front.
Their four big turboprop engines, supported by Iong, tapering w ngs studded
with big flaps and spoilers, were designed to bring the seventy tons of plane
and payl oad down and to a full stop in less than 3,000 feet.

And then cane the KC- 135 Stratotankers, and the big KC 10A Extenders, the

ai rborne gas stations of the sky. These flying tankers would each carry tens
of thousands of pounds of the precious fuel that all the airplanes in the
convoy woul d hungrily consume-via in-flight refuelings-on their journey over
t he broad expanse of ocean.

On the opposite side of the flightline, Hunter saw dozens of civilian
transport planes and airliners. Every major airline and air transport
conpany's aircraft markings were evident on the crowded runways. All around
hi mwere big overseas airliners- 757s, 747s, DC-10s, and L-1011s that were
al so preparing for the takeoff.

He knew that the private conmercial jets had all been commandeered "for the
duration" by executive order. Everywhere he | ooked there were uniformed nen
mlling about on runways, pouring into the airliners. These were the
reservists boarding the big jets, waiting to join their conrades already in
Eur ope.



Hunter's driver expertly cut their jeep through the sea of nen and machi nes
that spilled out across the runways, dodging fuel trucks and airplanes alike,
to reach the hangar far across the field where the fighters were being fuel ed
and armed for the escort mission across the Atlantic.
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Passing the last group of civilian transports, they approached one hangar
where six planes of the 16th Tactical Fighter Wng sat poised on the runway,
ground crews | oadi ng ordnance under wi ngs and punping JP-8 into fuel tanks. As
the first fewrays of sunlight broke through the cold Christmas norning mst,
the F-16s appeared to be sparkling like deadly, silver daggers.

Hunter saw the F-16 that would, for an indeterm nate anount of tinme, be his
own. Unlike his Thunderbird version, this F-16 was "armed and dangerous"-a
supersoni ¢ killing machi ne that was designed for the split-second
kill-or-be-killed environnent that the skies over the battlefields had becone.
H s practiced eye ran over the lines of the beautiful airplane, its big air

i ntake slung under the |long tapered nose giving it the look of a hungry shark
racing for its prey.

The F-16 was a relatively small airplane-this was one of its many advant ages.
The smaller the airplane, the smaller the blip on the eneny's radar screen. To
further reduce the plane's already-small "signature," radar absorbent
materials lined the | eading edge flaps of the wing, making the F-16 that mnuch
less a target for the eneny planes and missile crews who woul d be searching

t he skies above the battlefield with their electronic SAM dragnets, hoping to
lock their deadly firepower on to the speeding fighter

The F-16 would be a difficult target for themindeed. Scream ng through the
sky at nmore than tw ce the speed of sound, if the |uckless eneny fighter or
anti-aircraft battery failed to shoot it down in the first attenpt, they would
face a hail of firepower fromtheir angry target.

Hunt er jumped out of the jeep, thanked the driver and i mredi ately began

i nspecting his new aircraft. Four AIM9L Sidewi nder mssiles protruded from
under the F-16's wi ngs, and two nore capped the w ngtips. These advanced air
intercept mssiles were tied into the F-16's fire-control radar. Wen an eneny
airplane was trapped in its electronic web, its pilot was as good as dead. A
"fire-and-forget" heat-seeking mssile, the reliable Sidew nder would take its
target fromthe on-board "track-while-scan" conputer, and |leap off the F-16's
wing to close on the eneny at speeds in excess of 1,500 nph. As it neared the
target aircraft, its own infra-red gui dance systemwould |ock on to the
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nost i ntense heat source-usually the flanming jet engi ne exhaust-and the eneny
pl ane woul d disintegrate in a fireball as the missile did its deadly work.

For cl oser-range engagenents, the F-16 had a multi-barrel, 20-nmrapid-fire
cannon and as Hunter watched, the ground crews carefully | oaded the 20mm
rounds into the big gun's ammo chanber. Guaranteed to blast holes in any type
of airborne arnmor, the cannon shells would punp out of the six barrels to form
a lethal hailstormof screanming |ead that would slice the designhated target to
ri bbons.

A multi-role tactical aircraft, the F-16 al so possessed an excel |l ent

ground- attack capability. The 'hard points' on each wi ng and under the

fusel age were designed to carry heavier ordnance- Rockeye cl uster bonbs, Mark
82 500- pounders, napalm or incendiaries-enough for a respectabl e bonb | oad.



Bi gger air-to-ground m ssil es-AGWs-could al so be suspended under the wi ng.
AGW 65 TV-gui ded Maverick missiles, their cold canera eyes relentlessly
focusing on the target, could be counted to seek out and destroy fortified
ground targets. AGM 88 HARMs- Hi gh-speed Anti-Radar M ssiles-could hone in on
eneny radar signals to wipe out the SAMsites with pinpoint accuracy. Even if
the launchers switched off their gun-control radars, the HARM s onboard

nm croel ectronics processor woul d enable the missile to still find its mark.

And, while one set of sophisticated el ectronic systens sought out eneny
targets and gui ded the weapon systens, another set was designed to protect the
pl ane from beconming a target itself. The new ANV ALQ 165 system was installed-a
def ensi ve avi onics systemthat was nore often called the Airborne

Sel f-Protection Jammer, or the ASPJ.

Designed to identify the frequencies of incomng threats, warn the pilot, and
take el ectroni c counterneasures, the ASPJ was just one of the hundreds of
acronym | abel ed of fensi ve and defensive systens in the technol ogi cal arsena
of the F-16's array. |FF, TFR, LANTIRN, FLIR TACAN, MMC, VHSIC, ASPJ, OPS
APG PSP, AVLSI, ADF, AFCE, and so on. Each one was a conplex, multi-unit
sophi sticated el ectronic subsystemthat formed the innards of the F-16 war
bird, connected by an equally conpl ex nerve network of electronic cables,
wires, and
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trunks that wove between the ribs and struts of the airplane's steel and
al um num skel et on

They were all silent now, lifeless, waiting for the spark that would bring
themto consci ousness once the big GE F-110 turbofan engine, the very heart of
t he airplane, began to throb once again.

Hunter clinmbed into the cockpit, reviewing the flight and weapon contro
systens that were now second nature to his experienced eye. He strapped the
wi de harnesses across his nmiddle and over his shoulders, the belts that would
keep himin his reclined seat even when the fighter was streaking across the
sea at Mach 2. To other pilots they were chains that held them down, trapping
themin the tiny cranped space that was separated fromthe world outside only
by a thin canopy. To Hunter they were bonds of faith, part of his special
union with the aircraft around him

A few m nutes of preparation passed, then finally, he got the signal fromthe
ground crew chi ef.

"Fire it up!" the man yelled to him
Hunter answered with an OK hand gesture and pushed the required buttons.

The engi ne exploded in a wail of power and fury. Then the-F-16"s other systens
quickly rose to full power. This was a very special time for himit was as if

anot her part of himwas coning to life. Hawk Hunter the man was receding, held
i n suspended ani mati on as Hawk Hunter the pilot-"the best ever"-took over. Hs
very essence surged into the airplane's flight systenms and washed back to him
again. It was as if the little fighter jet was al so undergoi ng a

nmet anor phosi s-becom ng a living, breathing thing i nstead of an inaninmate piece
of steel, rubber, and plastic.

Suddenly the man seated in the cockpit becane secondary-Hunter's inner being
had entered into a higher state of consciousness as it continually flowed from



himinto the F-16's control s and back again. The on-board conputer didn't need
manual inputs-Hunter's brain provided the instant data it required. The rudder
and stabilizers and wing surfaces didn't have to depend on their electronic
control s-they noved as Hunter's |linbs noved. And when the radar and radio
systens crackl ed
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with life, it was as if they were Hunter's eyes and ears and voi ce.

Once again that very special feeling entered hi mthe sensation that set him
apart from comon stick jockeys. He couldn't describe the feeling to anyone-it
woul d have been useless to try. It flowed through himevery tine he was in the
cockpit of an airplane-any airplane.

But it was especially acute in the F-16 that he had grown to | ove.

Hunter took the next few mnutes to go through the pre-flight checklist and to
review his flight plan.

Hi s i nmediate orders called for himto take the other five F-16s and fall in
with the rest of the great air armada that would transit to the NATO airbase
in Rota, Spain-ironically the sane place where his friends Jones, Tooney, and
WA were stationed.

Soon enough, he would know their fate, and what woul d have been his, had he
been with them.

H's orders told himthat the air convoy was formng up in three groups: The
first was conposed of the big boys, the C5A Gl axies and the G 17s, |aden
with tons of heavy cargo. They woul d be guarded by two squadrons of F-15C
Eagl es, the kick-ass air-superiority fighters that, with its tw powerful
engi nes, were the fastest strike planes in the NATO i nventory.

This first flight would be led by an E-3A Sentry Airborne Warning And Contr ol
System aircraft, commonly known as AWACS. Its 30-foot rotating radar dish
woul d scan the skies ahead and bel ow to warn of any hostile forces within
striking distance.

In the second group would follow nost of the slower C 130s and C 141s, al ong
with all the civilian air transport planes. Their escort would be provided by
a flight of reactivated A-10A ground attack planes. Oficially nicknaned
"Thunderbolts,” the nen who fl ew these squat tw n-engine airplanes had quickly
dubbed t hem "Wart hogs" because of their ungainly appearance.

Ugly or not, under the right conditions, the A-1GCs could chew up col ums of
tanks with the forward-pointing, seven-barrel, 30nm GUA-8 GE Catling guns
mounted in their noses. Plus, these particular A-10s had a deadly m xture of
Standard ARMs (Anti- Radar M ssiles) and Rockeye cluster bombs sl ung under
their w ngs.
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The problemw th the Thunderbolts was that they were slow very slow The |ack
of speed made them chop-1licking targets for any Soviet grunt arned with a
portable SAM Wiat's nore, the sub-sonic 'Bolts were true attack airplanes. In
ot her words, they were definitely not dog-fighting aircraft.

Wthout a trace of smugness, Hunter coul dn't inagine what help the A-1Gs could
be, should the convoy run into trouble somewhere over the two thousand miles



of ocean between Langl ey and Rot a.

Bringing up the tail-end of the convoy was the third group, the KC 135s and
the KC- 10 airborne tankers, which would be refueling any stragglers as well as
the fighters, whose fuel consunption would be higher at the relatively slow
speeds they'd be traveling to stay with the big cargo pl anes.

Al so assigned to the third group was a squadron of AC-1 SOQU gunshi ps. The
attack version of the Hercules transport, these planes were the | atest

i ncarnation of the "Puff the Magic Dragon" AC 47 gunships that served in
Vietnam Flying out of Hurlburt Field near Fort Walton Beach, Florida, the
AC-130s were on their way to support Special Forces Qperations in Europe and
the Med. They carried an awesone ampount of firepower-a 25-mm Gatling gun
capabl e of a sustained fire rate of 6,000 rounds per nminute, a 40-nm cannon
and a 105-nmm howi t zer on special mounts by the left rear cargo door

And they were all wired in to a ANNAPG 70 digital fire-control radar system
Wth their Forward-Looking InfraRed (FLIR) and Low Light-level TV (LLTV)
sensors, they could pinpoint an eneny position w th devastating accuracy, day
or night.

Hunter had seen these planes do their deadly work before and it had definitely
left an indelible inpression. In a test run perfornmed on a designated target
area, one AC 130 gunshi p maki ng one pass had bl anketed an area the size of a
football field with thousands of rounds of nulticaliber shells fromtheir
Catlings, cannon, and how tzers. \Wen the snoke cl eared away, every single
square foot of earth had been hit. Nothing could survive that kind of fire
control intensity.

O course, Hunter had to once again remnd hinself that the gunships, like the
smal | er Thunderbolts, didn't have nuch of a
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def ensi ve capability. The AC 130s sl ow speed and nonexi stent maneuverability
limted its effectiveness against heavily defended targets or targets
protected by eneny fighters. Their new Kevl ar |ightweight arnmor woul d protect
the crew against stray small arns fire from defending troops, but that was
about it.

Now, as the AC-130s took off, their fuselages cranmed with spare ammo for
their Catlings, cannons, and 105mm howi tzers, Hunter's F-16s were to fall in
behind them lifting off last to formthe trailing edge of the air bridge. By
"riding drag" on the tail of the convoy, the supersonic fighters would be able
to kick in their afterburners and catch up to the others if there was any
troubl e.

But what kind of trouble could there possibly be at 40,000 feet over the
Atl antic?

Plenty .

"Fal con flight |eader ready for takeoff. Request tower clearance

Hunter was surprised at how detached his voice was - as if he were outside
hinself |istening to another person

"Roger, Falcon |eader," the tower's own di senbodi ed voice replied. "Your
flight is cleared for take off on runway three-niner, eastbound. Wnd speed is
five knots, fromthe east-southeast. Ceiling at fifty-thousand . "



Hunter then led the six F-16s down the runway, gradually building speed unti
they ascended into the bright December sky over Virginia. Once they were

ai rborne and organi zed, he picked up the proper heading for the first |eg of
the journey, then rose to join up with the rest of the convoy.

He | ooked out of the F-16's canopy at the fading coastline of the eastern
United States. The sky was clear, the sun was bright; but still his uncanny
"sixth sense" told himthat sonmehow, it would be a long, long time before his
eyes woul d see another dawn in Anerica
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Chapter 9
The first five hours of escort duty passed w thout incident.

The convoy, stretched out over 75 mles, was riding smoothly, seven mles
hi gh, and so far executing a perfect chapter out of the textbook on formation

flying.

The flight of F-16s, led by Hunter, traced long, lazy 'S curves above the
ponderous fl ock of AC 130s and airborne tankers, who pl odded strai ght ahead.
The zi g-zaggi ng was necessary to keep the speedier Fal cons fromraci ng ahead
of the slower transports.

Still, the time gave Hunter the opportunity to think-not always the best thing
to do when one was about to go to war. He renenbered one of Jones's nore
famous "cause-effect-result” speeches. This one was titled: The many ways to
get killed in an airplane. "Frozen fuel |ine-flameout-crash: Dead. Too many gs
in a tight dive-blackout-crash: Dead. Electrical problem -engine
fire-explosion: Dead. Lose power on takeoff: Dead. Mdair collision: Dead.
Pancake into the runway: Dead."

The point was that an airplane-any airplane-could turn on its pilot and the
results could be fatal. Just about the only way to avoid such nasti ness was
for the pilot to thoroughly know the airplane and to know hinself. It was this
one golden rule that led to the real message of the speech: How not to get
shot down
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in conbat.

"I'f you know your airplane and you know yourself better than the other guy
knows his airplane and knows hinself, then you will shoot himbefore he shoots
you. "

It all sounded so sinple. Too sinple. But now, alone in his cockpit at 40,000
feet over the Atlantic Ocean, Hunter was finally realizing the subtle
conplexity of Jones's words. And their darker meaning stayed with himduring
the hunp hours of the flight, |ooking over his shoulder |ike an unseen

uni nvit ed passenger.

Hunter's brooding was interrupted by a static-laden radio blast fromthe F-1S
squadron many mles in front of him Leading the convoy with the big
transports, he deduced the Eagl es were sonewhere over the Azores by now.

H s guess was accurate, as verified by the F-1S squadron conmander.



"Falcon flight l|eader, this is Eagle | eader. W are past Checkpoint Al pha Zulu
and turning for destination Ringo-Gscar-Tango. Over."

Hunt er knew that Al pha Zulu was the code designation for the Azores.
Ri ngo- Gscar - Tango neant Rot a.

He responded in the flat, toneless drone born of thousands of routine radio
nessages.

"Eagle flight leader, this is Falcon | eader. Roger your status and | ocation
Al'l clear back here. Over."

Hunt er knew the F-15s were now comrmitted to go for Rota- they were already
across that imaginary line in the sky that marked the point that they could
still turn around and have sufficient fuel reserves to reach a tanker
rendezvous point should Rota not be a safe place to |and.

It was tinme to refuel

Hunter loitered behind the other F-16s, listening to their pilots converse via
secure transnissions with the big KC 10A Extender airborne tanker crew during
t he conpl ex refueling process.

He didn't know any of them except for their nanes: Crider. Christnman, DuPont,
Ri co, and Samuels. Yet each one took on the needed fuel l|ike an expert.
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"They're like extras in a novie," Hunter thought, realizing in the sane
instant that "extras" were usually the first ones to get killed in war fil ns.

Wth that sobering thought, he eased his own fighter effortlessly into a
flight path just below the big aerial tanker, and after a successful hook-up
took on a belly full of fuel

Once gassed up, Hunter and the other F-16s resuned their zig-zag patterns high
above the transports. The weat her was crystal clear-the ocean bel ow a

shi mering blue. The overall effect was one of peace, tranquility. Hardly the
weat her one woul d expect to see while heading into the jaws of Wrld War H

This irony was sweepi ng through Hunter when, suddenly, he was shaken wth
anot her, nmore sinister feeling. Sonething was wong up ahead.

Dead wong .

Even before his radio crackled to life with the first report, Hunter had
punched in his afterburner. At the sane tine he relayed instructions to
DuPont,. Crider and Rico to do |ikew se and follow him

Captain Geoffrey Spaul ding didn't even know that there was a problemuntil the
jetliner had started to fall.

Cruising with his flight of A-10A Thunderbolts hi gh above the flight of
transports and airliners, he had observed the |ast plane on the left w ng of

t he convoy formation-Airplane Nunmber 6-shake with a convul sive shudder. An
instant later it started to trail flanes and snoke and began to | ose altitude.

Spaul di ng i medi ately grabbed his nicrophone. "Flight Six? Wiat is your
si tuation?"



There was no reply .
"Flight Six," he called out. "Confirmin-flight emergency .
Once again, there was only silence.

Even as Spaul ding attenpted to reach the pilot of the stricken airliner once
again, a dozen things raced through his mind. Did the 747 have an engi ne
probl en? A fuel problen? Was it electrical? Al unlikely-the pilot hadn't
reported anything and with mechanical failures, there usually was a warning
sign-an oi
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pressure gauge, an engine tenperature light, or any one of the hundreds of
f eedback and nonitoring systens that checked the plane's vital signs would
general ly give sonme sort of advance notice before trouble started.

"Flight Six, Flight Six . . ." Spaulding called out. "What is your situation?"
There was no answer. Only static.

He watched in horror as the 747 was al nost imedi ately engul fed in flanes.
Then it turned over, spiraled for the long plunge down.

The spi ke of fear finally stabbed him Mybe they'd been hit by eneny fire.

As the A-10A had no | ong-range radar to speak of, he quickly scanned the area
visual ly, checking his position at the sanme tine. They were at 40,000 feet and
still had nmore than 1000 nmiles to go to the mainland of Europe. Were would
eneny fighters come fronP? Unl ess

Suddenly his radio crackled to life.

"Thunderbolt Leader! This is 747 Flight One!" he heard the desperate,
electronically distorted voice say. "W are under attack! Repeat . . . we are
under air attack!"

Spaul di ng qui ckly cal cul ated that Flight One was five mles ahead of his
present position and a mle and a half bel ow

"Roger, Flight One," he replied. "W're on our way .

Spaul ding i medi ately radi oed up the rest of his 'Bolts and as one they dove
to catch up with the airliners.

They reached the scene just as Flight One was goi ng down. But he could see no
eneny fighters-not right away, at |east.

"Where are the bastards!" he cried into his mcrophone.

No sooner had he said it when one of his pilots called back
"Captain! This is Miurphy! | can see them. " cane the message. "Six mles
out due north. There's eight-no, nine of them | can see themclear as day .

Spaul di ng i medi ately put his Thunderbolt into a wi de, arcing 180-degree turn,
a maneuver the rest of his flight foll owed. Wthin seconds he was able to see
a handful of aircraft riding alnost parallel to the flight of airliners.



"They're Soviet junp-jets . Spaul ding called out to his flight, surprised
that his voice was so calm He had inmrediately
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recogni zed the uniquely ugly profile of the Yak-38 Forger, a fighter flown by
t he Sovi et Navy.

He knew nore than a few things about the Yak. One, it was equi pped with AA-2
Atoll air-to-air mssiles, with a range of about six mles. Two, the Yak, was
a Vertical Take-off and Landing type jet, and therefore operated al npst
exclusively fromthe deck of certain Soviet ships.

In other words, there was a Soviet carrier down there, sonewhere.

Spaul di ng knew he had to act fast. There was no doubt that when the Sovi et
fighters had finished shooting at the convoy with their standoff m ssiles,
they' d probably swoop in at close range to finish the job with their guns. If
t hat happened, the ungainly A-10s woul d have no chance at all to save the
transports, or even thensel ves.

So the 'Bolts would have to dive-now, straight through the formation of eneny
fighters from head-on and above. And then, well-then he'd worry about what to
do next.

It only took seconds for Spaulding to first broadcast a coded "Under

Att ack-Di stress" message to the rest of the convoy. Then he arned his Gatling
and signaled his flight to do the sane. The Standard ARMs and Rockeyes hangi ng
fromtheir wings would be usel ess against the airborne targets. Spaul di ng

t hought ruefully that the heavy ordnance ni ght be good for extra weight during
the first dive, but then the bonmbs would only be that nuch nore high-expl osive
baggage to drag the 'Bolt down before the swifter eneny fighters.

But Spaul di ng knew t he Anericans had one advantage: The Sovi et Forger was an
absolutely terrible airplane-a poor attenpt by the Soviets to duplicate the
superior British-designed Harrier "junp jet." Unable to master the conpl ex

t hrust-vectoring technol ogy that allowed the Harrier to use its engine for
vertical takeoffs and landings as well as level flight, the Soviets had

i nstead stuck a big turbojet in the Forger's fuselage with adjustable nozzles,
and cranmed two snall er engines forward, just behind the cockpit. The
resulting hybrid was a heavy, difficult-to-fly nonstrosity that squatted on
the decks of Soviet carriers, unable to take off w thout the conbined thrust
of all its engines, and unable to use its forward |ift engines to naneu-
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ver in flight.

Spaul di ng al so knew that the Soviets were trying to work around this

di sadvant age. The Forgers were obviously operating off one of the Soviets'
very few aircraft carriers -he guessed it was either the Kiev or the Leonid
Brezhnev. They had probably tracked the air convoy fromfar out, then waited
until the form dable F-15 force was past. Once cleared, the Forgers swooped in
on the transports, firing their air-to-airs in a cowardly stand-off attack on
the hel pless airliners.

And that was what Spaul di ng knew he had to stop.

The A-10s increased their power dive on his command. The sun was with them



and al t hough the Forger was equi pped with a standard naval aviation radar, it
was notorious for breaking down. For the monent, the el enent of surprise was
with the Thunderbolts.

Spaul di ng crossed his fingers and took a deep gulp fromhis oxygen mask ....

Just as the enemy airplanes were about to nove in on the remaining airliners,
the A-10s dove through their formation. Instantly the A-10s' conbi ned barrage
of seven-barrel GE Gat-ling guns raked the topsides of the Soviet fighters.
The big anti-armor shells punched through their steel skins, finding a cockpit
or a fuel tank or an engine. The Soviets-caught conpletely

of f-guard-i medi ately scattered. Yet in the quick, steep pass, at least three
of the Forgers went spinning into the sea.

Now t he el enent of surprise was gone. The A-1Gs had bought some tinme for the
unarmed airliners to escape, but now the six remaining Soviets appeared to be
splitting off to engage the sl ower Thunderbolts.

Though the Forgers were nobody's idea of a dogfighter, they were nore than a
match for the A-1Gs, which were designed for shooting up colums of tanks on
the ground, not for aerial conmbat. Knowing this all-too-apparent limtation
Spaul ding i medi ately ordered his flight to break off and dive for the deck

Mich to Spaul ding's di smay, none of the Forgers followed. |Instead the
remai ni ng eneny fighters sinply continued on their way, intent as they were on
going after the undefended jet liners. The Soviet pilots, Spaul ding figured,
were w apped in an obedi -
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ence straitjacket. They had orders to shoot down as many of the airliners as
possi ble, and to the Soviets, an order was an order, with very little room for
i nterpretation, spontaneous thought, or individual initiative.

But he al so knew that at this altitude and speed, his A-10s woul d never be
able to catch up to the faster Forgers. Perhaps his actions had given the
airliners tine to escape. Then again, may6e not. But he knew he was correct in
taking the risk. And in any case, he knew he couldn't help the airliners now.

"This is 747 Flight Two, to Escort Commander or any escorting aircraft ... W
are under attack once again. W have just sustained near-m ss damage. | have
an engine fire on nunber one . . . Can you assist?"

The 747 pil ot was di sheartened when he didn't receive any i mediate reply.
"Fuel line off to nunber one," his co-pilot reported. "Fire extinguishers are
on, but as of now not effective . "

The 747 pilot took another | ook at his nunber one engine, then keyed his

m cr ophone once agai n.

"This is 747 Flight Two, to any escorting aircraft " he called into the
m crophone loudly. "W are under attack and damaged. This is a critica
in-flight emergency. Can you assist? Over."

No sooner had the transm ssion ended than the airline pilots saw no | ess than
a hal f-dozen bluish-gray jet fighters clinmbing toward them

"Christ," the pilot said, trying his best to keep the big plane |evel. "Those



guys are not on our side
Suddenly, the airliner's radio canme to life.

"Roger, 747 Flight Two ..." a stone-cold calmvoice said. "W're on our way .

Just then four jets streaked in front of the big airliner, and, as one,
twi sted down toward the approaching eneny aircraft.

Both airliner pilots inmediately recogni zed the quartet of airplanes as F-16s.
"The cavalry has arrived!" the co-pilot yelled out.
"That's right," the pilot said. "Now let's get us and the rest of
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t hese covered wagons the hell out of here

On the call of the Flight Two pilot, the four remaining airliners clinbed and
turned slightly southward, trying to put as nmuch di stance between them and t he
i npendi ng dogfi ght as possi ble. The sudden ascent also served to douse the
flames of the lead 747's stricken engine.

"Dam, " the 747 pilot said through a sigh of relief. "W mght nmake it to
Spai n yet "

Hunter led the four F-16s through the six Forgers with surgical precision

The Soviet pilots, knowing full well the difference between the cunbersone
A-10 and pistol-hot F-16, inmrediately tried to break and run.

But for nost of them it was too | ate.

Al t hough they had the nunbers in their advantage-it was, after all, six

Sovi ets agai nst four Americans-the Forgers were all but sitting ducks. Wi ghed
down by their Rube ol dberg-1i ke engi ne arrangenents, the Soviet aircraft
suffered nearly twice the turning radius of the smaller, quicker F-16. Pl us,
they had greedily expended nost of their air-to-air nissiles on the hel pless
airliners.

Now, they woul d pay.

Hunt er keyed his offensive systens in on the |lead Yak, figuring correctly that
the airplane was being flown by the flight leader. Aligning his fire radar and
armng two Sidewi nders, Hunter hooked onto the Forger's vul nerable six o'clock
position and stayed there. The eneny tried to jink this way and that-but to
absol utely no effect.

Cool | y-maybe too nmuch so, he would later think-Hunter aimed the first
Si dewi nder and let it fly. Unerringly, it sped to its target just a half mle
away and obediently smashed into the rear of the fleeing aircraft.

There was a puff of snoke followed by an orange ball of flame. Then cane the
expl osi on .

It was silent, oddly silent. Hunter felt the F-16 shudder just a bit as he
flew through the air ripple concussion resulting fromthe blast. Then, as he
clinmbed and streaked by, all he could see



was a cloud of black snoke, peppered with pieces of gray and barely flam ng
wr eckage. Then there was not hi ng.

It had happened so quickly-no nore than five seconds had el apsed. But, just
like that, Hawk Hunter had killed his first human being
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Chapter 10

Captai n Spaul di ng had reformed the Thunderbolts and wheeled themin a big arc
| ow over the churning waves.

It was true that he had done all he could for the airliners, but still his
psyche was unsettl ed.

What now? Hug the waves all the way to Spain? Or get back up to an acceptable
altitude and risk getting caught by nore eneny fighters? O should they play
it safe, wait up for the final segnent of the convoy and play Last Place Looie
to the tail-ending AC-130 gunshi ps? He was certain that's what his commanders
woul d want himto do. The whole idea, after all, was to get the A-10s to the
battl e zone where they were needed.

But sonething was gnawi ng at him He knew the Forgers had iced at |east two
junbo jets, if not nmore. That meant a m ni num of 600 Americans had gone down.
Could he, in good conscience, |let such an act go unanswered?

H s answer came as his A-10 broke through the fine ocean nist |ingering just
above its surface.

Dead ahead was a Sovi et naval task force

It was composed of an aircraft carrier (the Brezhnev, it would later turn
out), plus a Kirov-class cruiser, two Sverrf/ov-class light cruisers, and a
protective ring of six, Sovrenennyy-class, guided-mssile destroyers.

Their bows all pointed directly at the flight of A-1GCs, the big ships | ooked
i ke skyscrapers |l ooming up fromthe ocean surface, bristling with radars and
m ssile launchers, and anti-air-

craft guns that woul d soon be tracking the incom ng attack planes, if not
al r eady.

Screw it, Spaulding thought. This is war
"Ckay guys," he hollered into the radio, "ARMs and guns on this pass, on ny
command . . . Everyone ready?"

Spaul di ng heard a reassuring chorus of approval fromhis flight.

"Al'l right," he said, taking a quick succession of gulps of oxygen and
checking to nmake sure his Anti-Radiation Mssiles were now properly hot.
"Let's get sone payback . "

Kl axons on all of the Soviet ships were blaring by the tine the nine A 10s had
turned and begun their dash across the wavetops in three groups. Instantly,
each ship's battle command center switched on its fire-control radars. SAM
crews began sendi ng out the searching pul ses of radar waves and i medi ately
started picking up | ouder and | ouder pings as the di stance between the ships



and the attacking airplanes rapidly decreased.

A ripple of panic went through the Soviet AA crews as the A-10s were conming in
so low, the gunners strained to depress their guns to neet them

"Hang in there, guys," Spaulding urged his pilots as he tightened his grip on
both his mssile release switches and the Catling triggers. He was | eading the
first wave of A-1Cs and they were heading for anidships of the Kirov-class
heavy cruiser. "Just a little bit closer, nake sure they can't turn off the
radars in tine . "

The attack was crazy in and of itself-but it would be a conplete disaster if
their mssiles didn't have enough tine to | ock on

"Alittle closer "
were now comng up to neet them "C oser

he urged his two wi ngnen. Puffs of |ong-range AA fire

The AA fire grew nore intense as the cruiser suddenly lurched hard to port in
an effort to dodge the attacking planes. Someone on board the Soviet ship

| aunched an anti-mssile rocket which streaked about crazily and fel

harm essly into the sea.

"C oser ." Spaulding urged. "Closer . . . Now Fire ARM!"

He found hinself squinting his eyes as the dazzling rocket plune erupted under

each of the Thunderbolt's w ngs, sending the big white anti-radar nissiles
slicing through the sky toward the heavy cruiser

The other two A-10s of his group did the same, and soon six vapor trails
traced the paths of the streaking mssiles, their inertial guidance system
conputers locking on to the cruiser's SAMradars. Now, even if the Soviets
turned the radars off, the mssiles' menories would home themin with deadly
accuracy.

Too late, the Soviet sailors on the Kirav cruiser had seen the missile
separations on their radar screens. Now they screamed for the fire-contro
officer to shut down the active radar, knowing it was a beacon for the
American nmissiles to followdirectly to them

But it was usel ess.

In seconds, five of the six bulky mssiles found targets on the cruiser's
superstructure and around the perimeter of the deck. Powerful explosions
rocked the big ship as nost of their air defense radars and SAM batteries bl ew
up within a few seconds, spreading fire and shrapnel in their death throes.

Just before the Thunderbolts flashed over the heavy cruiser, Spaulding called
out for Catling fire. Their GE GUA-8 30nm seven-barrel nose cannons whirl ed,
spitting flame and |l ead fromthe A-10s as they raked the center of the cruiser
in a coordinated strafing run. Everywhere on the ships sailors were diving out
of the path of nurderous stream of cannon shells that poured forth fromthe
attacki ng pl anes.

The second wave of A-10s roared in and al nost perfectly mnicked the
devastating attack. This time four of the six ARMs found targets, once again
rocki ng the huge ship with a shudder of powerful expl osions.

The third wave of 'Bolts executed another textbook attack on a nearby escort
destroyer, hitting it with all six missiles, five of which inpacted on its
bow.



"Regroup and strafe!" Spaulding called excitedly as he wheeled his own A-10 up
and around the Jf/rov-cruiser

Once again coming in lowand in three waves, the Thunderbolts roared over the
two ships, covering each with withering cannon fire. The destroyer had been
able to turn itself hard to
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port, thereby offering less of a target to the third group of A-10s. But the
cruiser, its elongated bow now fighting agai nst the suddenly choppy sea, took
the full brunt of six Catling guns in the first and second wave. Its starboard
si de was now awash in snoke and fl ane.

But not all the Soviet gun crews had been neutralized and sonme of the
anti-aircraft crews -on the protected portside began finding their mark. One
A-10 in the first wave exploded in mdair, its fuel tank riddl ed by tracers.
Anot her 'Bolt, the | eader of the second wave, caught an AA shell directly on
its starboard engine, virtually disintegrating it. The A-10 imredi ately | ost
altitude and ski pped heavily across the waves, finally exploding on inpact
near the side of one of the destroyers.

Al t hough two of his pilots were killed, Spaulding felt he still had to press
the attack. Neither enemy ship was out of conmi ssion yet, but two or three
nmore strafing runs mght do it.

But then suddenly, he was aware of a new threat.

Once the attack began, the Soviet carrier had turned away fromthe action. But
now, sonewhat recovered, its captain was |aunching Forgers to deal with the
Al Cs.

At that point, Spaulding knew his Thunderbolts woul d have one nore pass at

best before the Forgers were on them He radioed instructions to the remaining
A-10s to break their formations and i ndependently target and drop their
Rockeye cluster bonbs on the two stricken Soviet ships. Then it would be tine
to tactically wthdraw

This last run was a lesson in confusion. The independently attacking A-|GCs
were approaching fromall angles, and thus harder for the surviving SAM crews
to target. But the Rockeyes weren't designed for bonmbing naval targets. Mre
than a few of themfell off the mark, bracketing the pair of Soviet ships with
huge geysers of sea water

One cluster bonmb, however, went off right on the foredeck of the big cruiser
sending a wall of fragnents and shards into the ship's superstructure,
instantly destroying its bridge and conmbat control center

Spaul di ng was the last plane in, dropping his Rockeyes on the stern of
trailing destroyer, now directly behind the | oom ng Soviet carrier. By this
tine it seemed as if the air was filled with
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Yaks. Spaul ding | ooked back just in time to see one Forger on his tail
punpi ng away with his exterior gun pod. Hs A 10 shuddered as it

si mul t aneously | ost an engi ne and sustai ned heavy danage to the tail contro
sur f aces.



Unable to clinmb or turn, the stricken Thunderbolt roared over the battered
destroyer, and slamed into the carrier's main superstructure, neatly clipping
its radar mast off at the base with its left wing.

Sonehow, Spaul ding was able to hit his eject button just as his A-10 tunbl ed
into the sea beyond the carrier
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Chapter 11
The battle between Hunter's F-16s and the eneny Yak Forgers had been brief.

Three of the Soviet fighters-including Hunter's first kill- had been
destroyed. A fourth was snoking heavily as it left the battle and the
remai ning pair were |last seen fleeing to the north.

Wth nost of the Forgers disposed of, Hunter led the flight of F-16s at ful
speed back toward the | ast reported position of Spaulding' s A-10 flight. At
the sane tine, the AC- 130 gunships and the two remaining F-16s at the tail end
of the air convoy were approaching the sane area.

Hunter reestablished radio contact with his trailing F-16s. M nutes before,
Crider had spoken to one of the six A-10 pilots that had been in Spaulding' s
flight. The surviving 'Bolts, their ammunition gone and their fuel critically
depl eted, were now attenpting to make it to Rota. The A-10 pilot told Crider
of the Thunderbolts' daredevil action against the Soviet surface ships and

al so provided himwi th the |Iast known position of the eneny. Crider quickly
rel ayed the report to Hunter

Di gesting the information, Hunter contacted the AC-130 flight, speaking to the
| ead ship's senior Fire Control Oficer, an Air Force Reserve |ieutenant naned
M ke Fitch.

They qui ckly surm sed -as Spaul ding had before themthat this particular
Soviet task force had probably positioned itself in the sea | ane beneath the
likely Langley-to-Rota air route days before the sneak attack on Western

Eur ope. No doubt ot her
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simlar Soviet naval groups were scattered strategically around other parts of
the Atlantic as well.

The Soviets in this group, then, had somewhat cleverly evaded the AWACS and
the F-15s by leaving their active search radars switched off as the first leg
of the air convoy passed over, using only the less effective, but "cooler"
passi ve radar systemnms. They, |ike the Americans, knew very well that, in war,
a "hot" radar set was like hanging a bull's-eye over one's self, especially

t he I ong-range, juiced-up "active" radars.

Yet, Hunter knew that follow ng the Thunderbolts' attack, the Soviets had
probably shut down nobst of their surviving active systens agai n-that was,
until another air convoy passed over and the Forgers resumed their deadly
stand-of f raids. And then nore defensel ess air transports m ght be |ost.

But it would take nore than the cannons riding aboard the F-16s to destroy the
heart of the Soviet task force.

So he quickly discussed an idea with his F-16 pilots and with Fitch on the



| ead AC- 130 gunship. They conpared current positions, timng and renaining
fuel loads, and finally came to the conclusion that Hunter's plan, though
ri sky, had a chance of succeedi ng.

Li ke Spaul ding before him Hunter knew he had to take a ganble. But this one
was a double long shot. He was betting not only that all the active radar sets
on the Soviet ships were switched off, but also that the shitbox Soviet

passi ve systens couldn't tell the difference between the gunships and the
regul ar transports, at least not until it was too |late.

If the first two guesses were correct, then the third | eg of the bet dictated
that the Americans had to switch off their owmn AN APG 70 digital fire contro
radar sets, as the "hot" sets would have given thensel ves away too soon

The overall result would be that just about everyone involved woul d be
shooting with one hand over one eye .

On board the Soviet aircraft carrier Brezhnev, the Soviet task force conmander
was feeling sonewhat rattled, yet still confident.

H's primary m ssion had been executed: his airplanes had
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shot down at least two of the American airliners, and damaged several nore.
And, in the strange air attack that followed, three of the Amrerican A-1Gs had
been shot down.

But his task force had al so paid a price. The "T/rov-crui ser was heavily
damaged, still afloat, but all but useless. The destroyer was burning badly
and woul d nost |ikely have to be abandoned. As nany as six Forgers unaccounted
for. And his own ship was missing its main radar nmast after the last A-10 had
sheared it off shortly before crashing.

Two airline transports and three A-10Cs at cost of two battered ships and a
hal f - dozen Yak fighters, he thought. Wo won this battle?

He had no time to think any nore about it-rather, it was tine to resune his
m ssion. Stay hidden, avoid US submarines, wait for another Anerican air

convoy, and attack again. Al in all, his ow ship was in good shape. The few
stray bomb hits that reached them hadn't been serious. N nety percent of his
conmuni cati on and command equi pnent was still working- and all his active

radars were shut down. Even the troubling lack of the top mast radar woul dn't
be a problemfor too long. H s damage control parties had assured hi mthat
substitute radars were already working to pick up the slack

And even now, he could see a repair crew was clinmbing to the top of the
superstructure in order to mount a tenporary radar dish near the top of the
cli pped-of f mast.

It was these nen who were the first to see the approaching F-16s ..
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Chapter 12

Li ke the valiant A-1GCs before them the F-16 Fal cons came in just above
wavet op | evel

They would strike in two groups: Hunter, Rico and DuPont would go in first; a



mnute later, Crider would | ead Christman and Sanuels in for the foll ow up
"Cannon arned and powered," DuPont radi oed over to Hunter

"Ditto here, Captain," Rico confirned.

Hunt er checked and confirmed that his own big gun was ready.

"Roger, cannons ready,"’
to target "

he called back to them "I read twenty and two miles

Wth their radars switched off, this would be an eyeball attack. But this
didn't worry Hunter-their target would be one of the biggest things afl oat.

"There they are," Hunter called out calmy, spotting the silhouettes of the
Sovi et ships just above the horizon. Also visible were the hal f-dozen pl unes
of bl ack snoke com ng fromthe damaged crui ser and destroyer.

"And there's the big guy," Hunter continued, spotting the massive outline of
the carrier, Brezhnev. "Everyone got a visual ?"

"Roger," came the near simultaneous reply fromhis two w ngmen.

"OK," Hunter said, feeling an invigorating rush of adrenaline
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wash through him "It's showti ne.

Wth a kick of their afterburners, the first three F-16s were in anongst the
Soviet ships within seconds. For the first wave of the attack, the carrier
woul d be the sole target-the rest of the ships would be |l eft alone for the
time being.

Al though the carrier's SAM crews were not prepared to fight, the Soviet
anti-aircraft gunners saw them comng. In seconds the air was filled with AA
fire. But the ninble fighters, roaring in three abreast, were able to jink
around the heavy stuff with aplonmb, turning wing-tip up hi order to reduce
their target profile. They were heading toward a point off the port side of
the carrier's bow, rising above the waves ever so slightly to bring their
noses level to the uplifted front ranp of the carrier's flight deck

"Ready . " Hunter yelled into his radio as the airplanes approached the
500-foot-to-target mark. "Fire!"

Instantly their cannons spoke with one terrifying voice. Spitting 20mm shells
across the crowded flight deck, the expl oding rounds gashed several waiting
aircraft, then wal ked up the side of the superstructure to pepper it with

hol es. Then the three fighters screanmed up and over the nassive ship.

It took |ess than four seconds, but Hunter knew all three of them had
inflicted damage.

But this was just the beginning .

No sooner had Hunter and the others gone into their steep near-vertical escape
clinmbs, when Crider, Christman and Sanuels roared in. They too found targets
up and down the front part of the ship, including a direct hit on a Soviet

Ka- 25 Hor none ASW hel i copter



Despite the lightning quickness of his first pass, Hunter had spotted the two
Forgers warming up on the carrier's flight line. Once he, R co, and DuPont
were regrouped, he signaled themto concentrate fire on the first jet on their
next pass. He woul d take the second jet al one.

The three of themdid a tight 360-degree |oop, and less than a nminute |ater
were boring in on the carrier again. The AA fire was nowtripled in intensity
as gunners on the surroundi ng escort ships were now joining the battle. Hunter
knew t he eneny SAM crews-then- radar no doubt switching on by the
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dozens-woul d soon be back in action

The trio of jets split up about a mle out, Rico and DuPont going for the
Forger near the front of the carrier's flight deck, Hunter aimng for the one
nearer to mdships.

Less than a quarter-mile out, Hunter started his cannon firing on the second
For ger.

Al t hough he was going just as fast as before, it seenmed to Hunter |ike

everyt hing had suddenly gone into slow notion. As he roared in on the carrier
he could see his target-apparently a two-seat version of the Forger-just
starting to lift off the carrier deck. He slammed his cannon trigger and felt
the F-16 shudder as the huge gun started firing. He foll owed the cannons
snoke streans and wat ched as his shells tore open the left wi ng of the Soviet
junpjet, exploding its fuel tanks and spilling fire onto the flight deck

Then, in a flash, time resumed its normal pace and he was up and over the
carrier once again. Looping back and | ooki ng down through his canopy, he saw
that he had conpletely destroyed the Forger, and that Ri co and DuPont had
killed their target as well. Now two najor fires were sweeping the ship's
flight deck, virtually insuring that no nore planes could take off until the
wr eckage of the two Forgers was cleared, and the fires were extinguished.

At this point it seemed |ike panic swept through the Soviet Task force. Two of
the destroyers made tight turns and obviously started to escape, whether under
orders or not, Hunter woul d never know. Then the Soviet anti-aircraft
batteries' crews started to fire blindly at the attacking fighters. Wth
little or no radar yet operating, they were hard pressed to hit one of the
speeding fighters -after all, they weren't pokey A-1GCs.

But still, the streams of tracers and the streaki ng ungui ded m ssiles nade the
sky around the task force look Iike a |lethal gauntlet for the F-16s.

Hunter reformed his flight and pressed ahead with the second phase of the
pl an: a concerted strafing run on the starboard sides of the remaining
escorting ships. If the second part of his attack plan was to work, they'd
need to clear the path

As the F-16s swept in fromthe starboard quarter at an oblique angle to the
remai ning light cruiser and destroyers, al
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the ship's guns were focused on them blazing away at the strafing pl anes.

Cannon fire laced the cruiser's foredeck, and nore shells obliterated the
bri dge of one of the destroyers, tearing into the superstructure.



Al'l eyes, even those of the carrier crew, were on the six buzzing pl anes .

None of the Soviet sailors saw the big AC 130s | oom out of the valley created
by the big swells as they skinmed across the ocean's surface in a long line,
like a flight of birds of prey. Even when they were spotted, the Soviets
failed to notice the howitzers, cannons, and gun barrels protruding fromtheir
f usel ages.

That is, until they opened up with the first broadside.

In the lead gunship, Fire Control O ficer Mke Fitch switched on the Hughes
digital fire control radar, locking on to the big carrier deck and the Forgers
still lined up to receive their pay-loads. The 105mm howi tzer and the 40mm
cannon in the rear bay tracked the carrier in unison as radar gave themtarget
and range.

The nmulti-barrel Galling gun behind the pilot was arned and ready. In their
arnored, soundproof battle management station in the center of the gunship,
the crew nonitored their weapon consol es from behind a U shaped bank of
sophi sticated m ssion control computers.

From each station, the radar operator/navigator, electronic warfare
specialist, and fire control officer could verify their target and operationa
status as the big airplane gained altitude and | eaned over, slightly dipping
its left wing toward the Soviet carrier

"Spectre Flight, lock radar and open fire as your guns bear!" Fitch's voice
rose as he mashed the gunship's fire buttons. Instantly the 25mm Gl ling gun
roared to life, spitting fiery death al the rate of 6,000 rounds/ m nute. The
howi t zer and cannon fired iheir firsl shots together, then in a staccato
poundi ng rhythm as they renmai ned | ocked onto the carrier's deck, relentlessly
punpi ng hi gh explosives into the clustered Forgers.

The Sovi et fuel and bonb | oadi ng crews abandoned their planes on the

vul nerabl e, cluttered flight deck, hoses flailing, spilling jet fuel across

t he deck surface. Bonb trucks rolled haphazardly as their drivers dove for the
fal se safety of the
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superstructure or the perinmeter passageways. Pilots, strapped into their
seats, were struggling to escape their bonds as the first barrage ripped into
the carrier deck

The Brezhnev's flight deck was instantly engulfed in flames and vi ol ent
expl osi ons as the gunshi ps poured their massive payl oads of nmulti-caliber
ammunition into the big target. Tracers cascaded down in dazzling streans of
[ight, punctuated by the thunmping flashes of the heavier guns. Fireballs of
oi ly smoke rmushrooned fromthe carrier's flight deck as one Forger after
anot her was touched off by bonmbs and flash fires fromthe spilled fuel

The fire followed the tiniest rivulets of fuel into cracks and crevices where
it had settled, spreading to all parts of the exposed deck and starting to
feed back on itself. Columms of snoke and flame roared as high as the top of
t he superstructure, where the radar mast repair crew was watching death erupt
bel ow t hem

One by one, the AC 130s passed over the carrier's deck, pounding away wth
their nmassive firepower |ike great airborne Men o' War delivering broadsides
to the hapl ess enenmy. Only these broadsides were digitally controlled to keep



targeted on the Soviet ship throughout the |ong, banking turn around the front
of the Soviet task force.

Several Soviet ASWhelicopters erupted in huge geysers of snoke and fire as
their fuel tanks and ammunition pods expl oded. Huge swat ches of thick gray
pai nt peeled off the burning ship and wafted in the sky like flani ng | eaves.

The stunned Sovi et gunners on board the other ships began to respond with
anti-aircraft and machi ne guns as the AC-130 flight slowy rounded the front
end of the task force.

Now, just ahead of the flaming carrier lay the Iight cruiser i and the
al ready-battered destroyer. On board the |ead gunship, Fitch quickly swtched
off the infrared sensors of the fire con- " trol system realizing it
woul d send their weapons pouring back I on the flam ng carrier instead
of on the escort vessels.

He radi oed the other ships to do the same. As he | ocked on to the new target,
the light cruiser, he felt eneny nachine gun fire rake the left side of his
gunshi p. Even in the soundproof co- i coon, surrounded by the banks of
conputers, he could hear the
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dull thud of the bullets as they struck the boron-carbi de Kevlar arnor.

Fitch knew the armor would hold off the smaller guns, but a big shell would
bl ast them out of the air. Their best defense would be a good of fense, he
t hought, suppressing the big ship's guns with a barrage of their own.

But at this point, the scales tipped slightly-and tenmporarily-in the Soviets'
favor.

Two Forgers, survivors fromthe previous furball with Hunter and the F-16s,
had finally made it back to the area. Quickly and uncharacteristically
absorbing the situation, their pilots streaked toward the AC 130s, | ooped up
and came back again near the center of the gunships' I|ine.

Siting one AC-130 near the middle of the line, one Forger opened fire.
Instantly the gunship absorbed burst after burst of concentrated fire fromthe
Yak's 23mm gun pod. Wthin seconds its right wing shattered as both engi nes
expl oded. The big plane fell out of line and cartwheeled into the ocean in
fiery slow notion, finally sinking upside down in the churning water.

Anti-aircraft fire fromone of the destroyers had found its mark on a second
AC-130's rear fuselage, starting a fire that threatened to engulf the entire
aircraft. The opportunistic Forger, sensing another easy kill, bored in on the
stricken gun-ship, unaware that he was crossing directly into the firing
pattern of the AC-130 flight |eader's Catling gun

"Captain, give ne ten degrees up on the port wi ng! Just a hair closer
Fire. . . now" Fitch roared as he hanmered the fire button

The Gatling roared to life; in less than three seconds nearly 300 rounds of
25mm amo had perforated the Forger, which di sappeared under the fierce
barrage of lead fromthe gunship. Pieces of what had been the Sovi et
interceptor filtered down out of the sky as the snoke cleared. But no

i ndi vi dual part was recogni zabl e-the airpl ane had sinply been vapori zed.

Now there was only one |eft



Hunter sliced through the air at Mach 2-plus to overtake the hapl ess Forger
who was nmaneuvering near the flam ng deck of the Brezhnev, trying frantically
to signal the ship to activate, the autogui dance systemthat would link with
hi s on-board aut ost a-
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bili/er to I and the cunbersome junpjet.

Anot her bolt of anger shot through Hunter as he watched the Soviet interceptor
hovering over the carrier's burning deck, its hot exhaust gases nerging wth
the flames and snoke, bl owi ng them out and fanning themin a large circle
around where the plane was to touch down. This was one of the guys that iced

t he defensel ess transports, he thought. Wthout hesitation, he clanped down on
his cannon trigger and let |oose a long burst of fire.

The shells inmrediately tore into the I ength of the hovering Soviet airplane.
Its forward lift engines instantly blew out and failed. The pilot, caught in
the mddle of the furious barrage, slunped forward on his control stick
causing the stricken Forger's nose to drop sharply. It hung there, suspended
for a brief, terrible noment as the rear engine struggled to keep the plane
al oft.

Then the poi nted nose of the plane plunged straight through the burning deck
of the Brezhnev, propelled by its still-firing rear engine and burrow ng down
to the second deck of the big ship. A nuffled expl osion shook the Sovi et
carrier as the Forger's weapon | oads and remaining fuel supply blew up deep
within the ship's interior.

H gh above, Hunter's wings were buffeted by the force of the blast as the
ship's main magazi ne was touched off three decks bel ow by the burning plane.

The Brezhnev settled back into the water now, her back broken by the powerful
expl osions. Flam ng fuel and oil fromthe fires raging on deck now poured onto
the sea around the ship, creating a series of floating bonfires.

At that awesone and frightening noment, all of the Soviet gunners stopped
firing and all of the American airplanes stopped attacking.

It was as if sonmeone had bl own a whistle -the battle was over. .,

The surviving AC-130s turned eastward and gunned their engines. O ose behind
were five F-16s.

Only Hunter remained, circling the battle zone at 10,000 feet.

As he stared down at the flam ng, oil-slickened water, he wasn't thinking
about the destruction that had just been
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wrought -No, his mnd was filled with thoughts of the first Soviet pilot he'd
shot down earlier while trying to protect the airliners. He had destroyed the
Forger-and its pilot-with such workmanlike precision it scared him

Was that really all there was to it? Was that how easy it was to kill a man?
And could the situati on have been reversed? Wuld that Soviet flyer have bl own
hi m out of the sky so coldly, so efficiently? Wuld he have watched as Hunter
pl umret ed downward into the frigid Atlantic waters? Wuld he have felt the



same strange enptiness that was inside of Hunter now? Whay was it okay for

Hunter to kill and not the other way around?

Maybe Jones was right . . . this was the way it had to be: kill or be killed.
Get the other guy before he gets you. Reduce it all down to nunbers and

t echnol ogy, and guaranteed you'll factor out the human equival ent. Understand
that and it gets easy- too damed easy. Jones had expl ained the killing al

right. But he never told himhowto live with it afterward.

Wth that thought firmy entrenched in his psyche, he booted in his
afterburner and streaked off to rejoin the air convoy group as it headed for
Rot a.

Far below and not a half mle fromthe battle scene, Captain Spaul di ng was
just hauling himself aboard his inflated life raft.

He had watched the titanic battle froma dangerously cl ose vantage point,
bobbing in the sea, not daring to inflate his raft for fear the angry Sovi et
sailors would try to shoot him

Now that the battle was obviously over, he clanbered aboard the raft and
forced-vonmted the seawater from his stomach. Then, conpletely exhausted, he
simply let the raft drift, not quite believing that he was still alive or that
he had witnessed one of the nost awesone air-sea battles in history.

Two hours later, still only a few mles fromwhere four Soviet ships |ay dead
and smoking in the water, he watched as the carrier Brezhnev expl oded once
again and finally slipped beneath the waves.
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Chapter 13
At Rota

Rot a Naval Base sprawl s al ong the Spanish coast near the nouth of the
Medi t er r anean.

A "hone-away-from home" port for the US Sixth Fleet in peacetine, Rota was now
t he choke point for incomng supplies to NATO s southern flank. The first
flight of the "air bridge" had | anded, and the tons of cargo, machinery and
materiel that had been so frantically | oaded at Langl ey hours before was now
being just as frantically off-I|oaded.

Truck convoys streaned through the airfield in endl ess green lines of chuggi ng
di esel smoke and grinding gears, picking up supplies for the I ong hazardous
road trip to the fighting front, hundreds of nmiles away. Navy trucks ferried
cargo |l oads to the docks, where ships of all kinds fromthe Sixth Fleet were
jamred into the harbor, filling their holds with the supplies and anmunition
that woul d support the Navy's Mediterranean operations.

Huge containers rolled out of giant transport planes onto fl atbeds, and were
pi cked up by towering cranes that |owered theminto the gaping holds of the
bi g supply ships.

On the flight line, |oading crews swarmed each pl ane al nost before it had
stopped taxiing, popping airlift doors and openi ng | oadi ng hatches to di sgorge
the big planes' hastily packed cargo to the waiting trucks.
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As soon as one transport had been relieved of its burden, another would be
hurried along the runway to take its place in the long line of stuffed birds
waiting to be gutted. This was the first stop in the air bridge that stretched
back across the Atlantic, to Langley and the nountains of supplies in

war ehouses and supply depots across the United States.

Al the while, the sky was swarmng with helicopters, shuttling in and out.
Sone were big workhorses |ike the Chinook, taking on supplies that could not
wait to be driven to the front. Qthers were gunships, returning to this-one of
the only true "rear areas" in the war-for re-armng and/or repair. O her
choppers carried nessengers, caneras, the wounded, doctors, even an occasiona
civilian casualty. Still others sinply orbited the big base, watched the
ground bel ow |i ke hawks for prey, ready to thwart any possible terrorist-like
attack.

Still farther up, two E-3 AWACS pl anes were keeping watch for any eneny air
strike or missile attack.

On other runways below, the decimated airliners had linmped in to the airbase
with tattered wi ngs and shredded fusel ages, burning engines trailing snoke. At
| east two had pancaked into the runway, snapping their |anding gear as they

t ouched down.

Streaks of foamdrying on the surface traced the path of a DG 10 that had

| anded wheel s-up and flipped over, its weckage pushed out of the way by the
ground crews. And everywhere there were anbul ances and stretchers and wounded
nen.

The survivors of the A-10 flight had | anded nearby, and the pilots | ooked over
their planes with the ground crews, fingering the bullet holes and noting

ot her battle danage. Each pilot, some furtively and others openly, had taken a
| ook down the now shortened line of Thunderbolts, and wondered how Captain
Spaul di ng woul d have told the pilots' fanilies

In the cold, but sunny Spani sh skies overhead, the six F-16s flewin a tight
formati on over the air base.

First three of the fighters peeled off and | anded, then the second group

m m cked the maneuver. Although in light of their decisive victory against the
Soviet task force, tradition may have dictated a victory roll or two, neither
Hunter nor the other pilots felt this was the tine or the place. They had

wi t nessed not just a battle but a disaster in which thousands |ost their

lives. As
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such, they had no desire for grandstandi ng.

Hunter set his plane down | ast and taxied over to where the rest of his
squadron was parked. As he shut down the engi ne and popped the canopy, the
ground crews began their work, chocking the wheel s and hel pi ng hi munstrap
He clinbed out onto the wing and then down to neet the rest of the squadron
For the first tine, they all shook hands and formally introduced thensel ves.
Crider, DuPont, Christman, R co, and Sanuels. They had just been names to

Hunt er back at Langley. The "extras" in the unfolding war epic. Now, as he
took in their faces, he felt as if they were his brothers.



After the planes were secured, the pilots nmade their way to the briefing room
near the base's command center. It was a small auditorium rows of chairs with
smal | desks attached to their right arnrests assenbled in front of a stage
where a single lectern stood in front of a series of maps hanging fromthe
wal | .

The map on top was of Western Europe, with concentric rings traced in

i ncreasing di ameters around the focal point, a small dot on the south coast of
Spain | abeled "Rota." The rest of the maps showed the various points on the
Eur opean conti nent where fighting had broken out.

Dr ai ned and exhausted, Hunter had shuffled into the darkened briefing roomand
slunped into the nearest chair. The last thing he thought he'd hear was a
famliar voice

"Hey, flyboy, don't | know you?"

Hunter | ooked up to see JT Tooney and Ben W4, Hunter's old Thunderbird
buddi es, standing over him

"Jesus Chri st was all Hunter could say, standing up to shake JTs hand

"Wl come to sunny Spain, ny nman," Toonmey said, his ever-present sungl asses
reflecting the rooms subdued lights. "You'll like it here. It's just |ike
Nel lis, except that the Vegas hookers were expensive and the casino booze was
cheap; Here, the Spani sh hookers are cheap and the booze is expensive . "

Ben W4, the so-called "Flyin' Hawaiian," was right behind JT, furiously
punpi ng Hunter's hand and beam ng.
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"dad to see you could nake the party, Hawk," he said. "Can't have any fun
wi t hout the W ngman."

W ngman. Hunter's ni ckname had been bestowed upon himthe first day he'd been
at Nellis, when General Jones had assigned himto fly on his wing even before
Hunter had sat in the F-16's cockpit. At first the Wngman | abel had been
uttered sarcastically, but after he had proved his unique flying abilities,

t he cyni cs had becone believers, and the name was al nbst reverently connected
with Hunter's fromthen on
"It's great to see you guys . "
room "But where's the Jones Boy?"

Hunt er said sincerely, |ooking around the

Suddenl y soneone yelled: "Atten-shun!"

At that noment, a small, wiry but sturdy figure wal ked onto the stage,
carrying with hima fistful of paper and an undeni abl e sense of drama. Setting
his briefing papers down on the lectern, he stared out at the small audi ence.
"At ease, gentlemen,"” Jones said. Then he nodded toward Hunter and added:
"dad you could join us, Captain. Sane for you other nen. Crider, DuPont,
Christman, Rico, Sanmuels. dad you all nade the trip in one piece . "

Ceneral Seth Jones was the picture of what an Air Force general officer was
supposed to ook like: his posture ranrod straight, blue flightsuit festooned
with ribbons and wi ngs, the trademark cigar clenched between his white teeth.

"First of all, that was top-notch work out there, nen," Jones said, referring



to the battle at sea. "Extraordinary, even. If and when this thing is over,
you boys may be | ooking at sone Air Medal s, or maybe even somet hi ng hi gher

Wth that, the accol ades ended. They all knew Jones had the | atest
intelligence data from Suprenme Allied Conmander, Europe, commonly known as
SAUCER, which was NATO s high command. The pilots quickly took chairs nearer
the front of the roomas Jones pulled down a map of Central Europe with the
current disposition of forces highlighted in red and bl ue.

"The purpose of this briefing is to update you new nmen on the situation,"
Jones said, speaking clearly and distinctly despite the cigar in his nouth.
"CGentlenen, in a word, that situation is grim Possibly even worse than we had
first inmagined . "

He stopped to flick an ash and let his words sink in.
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Then he began again: "Although the war has been on for nore than twenty-four
hours now, we really don't have nuch hard informati on beyond what you probably
al ready know. According to the |atest reports, West Gernmany was hit pretty
hard. We know that major SCUD missiles hits |anded here, here, here, and here
in the heavi est concentrations."”

Hs listing of the |ocations was punctuated by taps of his pointer at
Frankfurt, Brenerhaven, Bonn, and Stuttgart.

"I'n Brenerhaven, they |obbed in persistent nerve agents with the SCUDs,
renderi ng the whole damm port and city usel ess for nonths, thereby denying us
a route through which we could have re-supplied the central ground units in
Germany, " Jones conti nued.

"The rest of the gas was a nonpersistent nerve agent, probably GD, which will
likely disperse in forty-eight hours or less. As far as we can tell, there has
yet to be any major eneny troop advance into these areas, or along any front
as yet. Just probing actions so far. They are nost likely waiting for the gas
to dissipate at least to the point where they can send in sone arnor with a
forward decontanination team O course, we are under the sane linmtation

with the added problemthat, sorry to say, NATO troops are woefully
under equi pped for this type of chem cal warfare.

"But our spy satellites show us that the invasion is com ng- soon."

"What's the status of our operating bases in West Germany?" DuPont asked. "Is
anything flying up there at all?"

Jones shook his head. "No, I"'mafraid not," he said, turning back to the |arge
map of Western Europe. "W' ve been forced to abandon all the forward Gernan
airfields. The main ones have been gassed, and the ground forces have been
torn up so badly we weren't sure how |l ong we could hold themeven if we'd

st ayed.

"Fortunately, we had enough warning to fuel up the aircraft and get the gas
masks and CBW gear handed out at the airfields before the strikes hit. W
managed to save nost of the aircraft and sone of the ground and support

per sonnel . "

"\What about civilians? Dependents? Service famlies?" Hunter asked, not really
sure that he wanted to hear the answer.
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"Some got out Jones said after a pause. "Some didn't . . ."

The expl anation hit Hunter and the others like a ton of bricks. Certainly
there had been mllions of civilian deaths, nmany, many Americans anong t hem

"When do we | aunch our own chem cal strike?" Christman asked.

Tooney and WA were still |ooking down at the floor. They'd heard the answer
before, and they weren't going to like it any better this tinme around.

"W don't . . ." Jones said. "Under direct orders of the President: W are not
to counter-attack with chenical weapons. Period."

"But why?" Rico asked.

Jones cleared his throat. "Because the President does not want any nore
i nnocent civilians killed," he said.

"\What about nucl ear weapons?" Crider asked.

"Sane order," Jones said. "The US will not be the first side to introduce
nucl ear weapons."

"Even | owyi el d neutron bonbs?"

"Especially lowyields," Jones responded. "The feeling is that first nuclear

use will just have a domino effect. As serious as this situationis, it is
obviously a major concern that it not get conpletely out of hand, and end up
i ncinerating the whole dam planet, which, at this point, | mght add, is
still a good possibility . "

"So in other words," JT said, "we're fighting another 'limted war?"
Everyone in the room bl anched at the comment. The words "limted war" nade up

the hated mlitary buzz-phrase for the failure in Vietnamas well as the
| ess-than-glorious results in Korea.

The conmment turned Jones's face a slight red. JT had a bad habit of speaking
his mind alittle too abruptly.

Still, the senior officer maintained his cool. "W are soldiers, Captain
Thoney, " he said. "W are hired by the people of the United States to do a
job. And right nowthat job is to carry out orders, no matter what we think of
them™

The pilots were sobered by the general's words. They all felt as
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if they were one step away from either Armageddon or capitul ati on-Hunter

i ncl uded. A combination of hunger, sleeplessness, and high anxiety turned the
briefing into a surrealistic episode for him In |less than twenty-four hours,
t he whol e world had turned upside down, and now he felt as if he were caught

in the eye of a hurricane.

After an uneasy pause, Jones continued with the briefing.



"Ri ght now, the vast area of West Germany hit by the SCUDs is a

no-man' s-land,"” the senior officer explained. "But, as | said, if the
satellite photos are right, we expect the Soviets to start driving as soon as
t he gas di ssi pates.

"And, believe it or not, we're going to let themdo just that."
Now a wave of disbelief washed through the room

"Unopposed?" Toomey asked, expressing the surprise all of themfelt.
"For the nost part, yes," Jones replied. "Sone of our special rear guard
troops will try to delay their progress by blow ng up bridges, roads, rai
stations and communi cations |inks-soft targets. But it's going to be token
opposition, at |east over the next eighteen to twenty-four hours . "

"We're just going to give it all to then?" Rico asked, still not catching
Jones's drift.

The general nodded, then reveal ed another map, this one marked "Projected
Situation."”

"There are several reasons for this strategy," he explained. "First of all, it
allows our troops to withdraw to nore defensible positions.

"But secondly, if this strategy |eads the Soviets deeper into Germany, or even
right to the edge of France, it will serve to stretch out their supply lines.
Conversely, it nakes our supply lines shorter. The key is this: If we can
gradually inflict casualties on the eneny's rear areas by way of anbushes and
air-strikes, and hitting himat strategi c chokepoints as he noves across this
no-man' s-land, we'll not only be buying the precious time that NATO needs to
regroup, we'll also be whittling down the eneny's nunerical advantage in
arnor, aircraft, and nmen. In theory, the farther west they go, the nore their
supply lines will be stretched and vul nerable."

Ben WA raised his hand. "But Ceneral, if they build up a head
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of steam they may be unstoppable,"” he said. "How | ong do we | et them march?"

Jones let out a long breath. "As long as it takes for the arm es of NATO to
make a stand and stop the advance."

"If they can stop the advance . JT added al nost sarcastically.

Jones started to reply, but didn't. He knew his wi se-ass pilot was right-there
were a lot of ifs in the risky strategy. If the air bridge held for the short
term If the surface ship convoys could get through for the long term If they
were successful in delaying sone Red Arny units fromreaching the front.

But there was one crucial question remaining. For the strategy to work, NATO
had to at | east neutralize the Soviet tactical air advantage over the next
forty-eight hours.

And that's where Jones and his pilots, and the rest of the NATO air forces,
canme in.

"The success of all this is based on our quickly achieving air supremacy, or
at least, parity,"” Jones said soberly. "And that is our challenge. And believe



me, a |lot of people are depending on us."
He then reveal ed yet another map.

"To that end, gentlenen," Jones said, through a puff of cigar snoke, "let's
di scuss our first mission . "
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Chapter 14

First combat in Europe

Hunter was out on the flight line early.

In the pre-dawn shadows, the silent row of F-16s stood watch over the |ong
stretch of runway. Unlike the Thunderbird Fal cons that bal anced lightly on
their tricycle I anding gear, the fully-arned F-16 were slung with Sidew nder
m ssiles, wing tanks, and huge belly tanks that barely cleared the ground
under the plane's fusel age.

To fly fromtheir base in Rota, perched on the southern tip of Spain, to the
target areas over Germany, they would need every drop of precious fuel those
tanks could hold, and then sone.

That's where the tankers woul d cone in.

The KC- 10A Extenders, flying out of the support base at nearby Mron, would
rendezvous with the speedy fighters over southern France to top off the tanks
so the '16s woul d have as full a |oad as possible. The tankers would al so be
on standby if the F-16s were returning with | ow fuel

Yet the tanker rendezvous was only one tiny part of the conplex plan that
Jones had devised. It had been spinning around in Hunter's mnd ever since the
briefing. He had even dreaned about it-what could go right, what could go

wWr ong.

The mission was appropriately code-named "Qperation Punchout,” and it was
designed to do nothing | ess than neutralize the Soviets' major forward air
bases in Eastern Europe.

102

The reason behind this rather grand objective was sinple: The Soviets had at

| east a five-to-one advantage in tactical aircraft over NATO But depriving
the Soviets of their forward airfields and support bases woul d sonewhat even
the odds in the air, at l|least for the next crucial 24-to-48 hours. If the
operation was successful, then Soviet airplanes would have to fly farther

away, fromtheir rear bases, just like the NATO aircraft were doi ng now. And
once the Soviets' arm es advanced westward, they would be further renoved from
the coordinated air support needed to sustain the advance of their
overwhel mi ng ground forces in the Central European Theater

But for the plan to succeed, it was crucial that the split-second schedul e be
followed with the highest degree of precision. In order to avoid Sovi et
concentration of defenses, Jones had called for coordinated and sinultaneous
attacks all along the East/West border. This in itself would be difficult,
consi dering the hundreds of NATO aircraft that were to be invol ved.

But beyond the attacks thensel ves, the plan also involved some conplicated



decepti on maneuvers-deaks and feints that the Soviets would have to fall for

Wth all this in mnd, Hunter clinbed into his cockpit and completed his
preflight checklist.

The last instrument test he performed was to touch a single heat-sensitive
button on the F-16's console that activated a special radar pod the tirel ess
ground crews had slung underneath the fighter's right wing the night before.

A small radar-emtting transponder came on, triggering a yellow LED on his ECM
di spl ay.

Satisfied, Hunter clicked it off and watched the yell ow dot fade out. Now, at
| ast, they were ready. The nission could begin.

For Hunter and the other F-16 pilots, their role was just beginning. But even
as they were preparing for takeoff, the first major phase of "Qperation
Punchout" was already underway in the dawn skies over East Gernany.
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As the cold fingers of first light were prying the |id of darkness off a new
day, Captain Mchael Francis "Crunch" O Malley was rechecking his position for
what seened like the hundredth time in the [ast ten nminutes.

H s squadron of F-4 Phantom Us were at that nonent scream ng across the Wst
German border just north of Kassel, flying barely a hundred feet off the
frozen ground. O Malley did a quick calculation and then took a deep breath.

They were now over East Germany.

So far, everything since take-off fromtheir base near Ei ndhoven, Holland to
this point at the border had gone according to plan

O Mall ey relayed the tine check and coordi nates to his backseat weapons

of ficer, a young lieutenant from Tennessee with the unlikely nane of Elvis
Aaron Pettybone.

Elvis just barely grunted "Roger," in response, his eyes riveted to the radar
threat-receiver on his console. At the nonent, the device was silent but
alert, its electronic probes searching the skies and ground in front of the
speeding fighter, looking for the tell-tale radar beans from hostile missiles
and aircraft.

It wouldn't be this quiet for long, Elvis thought grimy, especially since
they were just about to enter one of the densest concentrations of SAMs in the
worl d. At least Crunch had been there before, Elvis thought. He knew what it
was like to have to fly through the gauntlet of SAMs, each one a radar-guided
expl osive javelin hurled from bel ow.

El vis had only been through the simulations they'd practiced endl essly, and he
wonder ed how he'd react when the console warbled out a real warning-a rea

SAM controlled by real radar, fired by a real eneny crew, trying to kill them
for real

Crunch was thinking about the SAM belt, too; and about the Soviet fighters he
knew were up ahead sonewhere, waiting to pounce. He kept the Phantonis

ai rspeed at just under 700 nph, the nmaxi mum possible w thout the fuel-greedy
afterburners. They still had alnpst a hundred nmiles to go to reach the target,
and he had to save the speed and fuel for when he needed it.



They streaked across the snow covered |land into the rising sun, having left
the conparative safety of West Germany for the decidedly unfriendly skies of
Soviet-control |l ed East Germany.
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El even ot her Phantons foll owed himacross, all rising on toward the sane
target.

Crunch | ooked out across his wings at the planes to his left and right.
Despite its age, the Phantom |l was a nean-|ooking fighter

In its heyday, the F-4 was in use as a fighter and attack plane by the Air
Force, Navy, and Marines as well as a dozen other countries' air forces. But
now t he aging fighter-bonbers were used for special purpose strikes, rigged as
a jamrer in the "WIld Wasel" configuration for detecting and nullifying eneny
radars, or as a RF-4 reconnai ssance plane for aerial surveillance.

Crunch checked his position again. Forty miles inside the border and still no
eneny radar acquisition

Ei ther the Soviets were sleeping or

"SAM SAM SAM Two o'clock!"™ Elvis hollered into the intercom his voice |oud
enough to override the suddenly pulsing shrill tone of the mssile warning
indicator. "Break left!"

"Dam!" Crunch swore as he realized how cl ose the SAM was-t hey' d been flying
l ow, and the Soviet crews had shot on visual sighting only, w thout lighting
up their radars.

He rolled the plane in a tight circle and pulled the stick up sharply, punping
his chaff di spenser to confuse the nissile by scattering half a pound of
al um num shavings into the cold air.

He prayed the nissile's radar guidance would take the bait. Wat seened |ike
an eternity later, he saw the SA-2 missile pass the Phantomwell behind and to
the left. The pulsing tone of the radar warning was fading now, as the mssile
sped away.

Anot her F-4 wasn't so lucky. The Soviet SAM crews had bracketed himwth a
pair of missiles, and he'd turned directly into one's path while trying to
avoi d the other.

The Phant om was shredded when the SAMs proxinmity fuse detonated the missile a
nmere thirty feet fromthe airplane. Crunch and Elvis both swung their heads
around, | ooking for parachutes.

There were none

Now t he radar warni ng began a new, insistent blaring. More SAMs had been

| aunched behind them and their powerful mssile-control radar signals had
been picked up by the F-4's threat indicator
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"One | aunched-check that, two-at our six o'clock!" Elvis began excitedly. "No
gui dance signal s yet "



The young weapons of ficer knew that the first stage of the SA-2 was ungui ded,
directed only by pinpointing it in the general direction of the attacking
aircraft. Wen the first stage fell away, its second stage received signals
fromits ground crew

So now they would have to wait-wait until the eneny ground crews had conmitted
t hensel ves.

The steady, high-pitched whine told Elvis the missiles were scream ng toward
their tail at 2,000 nph, and every instinct told himto run-to bell ow at
Crunch to floor it and try to escape. But his training told himdifferently-he
had to rely on that training to overcome his instincts and to give Crunch the
signal for the right tine to break away.

The seconds were agoni zingly slow .

Crunch, too, felt the tension building, his hands sweating on the stick as he
listened to the screeching warning signal. He had to watch the altinmeter, the
ai rspeed, and the sky in front of him and he had to rely on the young
lieutenant behind himto tell himwhen to start evading the two expl osive
arrows that were slicing mercilessly through the air toward him

"Steady . . ." Elvis called ahead, his eyes glued to the small radar screen in
his rear cockpit that showed the position of the two SAMs as tiny, fast-noving
blips glowing directly behind them "Steady, sir "

When they started flashing and blinking, he knew the missiles' radars were
hot, and-the whine of the threat indicator changed to a hi gher-pitched warble,
assaulting their ears with its relentless cries.

"Now Dive and pull right!" Elvis yelled over the threat indicator's soprano
whoopi ng.

Crunch pushed the stick down and then yanked it over, feeling the g-forces
push agai nst himas the Phantom sliced around in a hard diving break.

The SAMs couldn't make the turn, and streaked off into the distance, finally
detonated by their crews when they realized they were too far off course to
correct.

Normal Iy Crunch woul d have continued the roll-out, angled the plane down, and
fired off a Shrike anti-radar missile at the
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of fendi ng SAM crews, hoping the missile would home in on the anti-aircraft
battery's radar. But he needed every missile the F-4 was carrying for the
nm ssi on ahead; now was not the tinme for taking on the SAM crews bel ow.

Now was the tine for extra speed.

Crunch kicked in the afterburners and i mredi ately he and Elvis were sl amed
back in their seats as the Phantom s twi n engines shot the plane forward at
nearly twi ce the speed of sound. They gained sone altitude to provide nore
maneuvering roomif they needed it.

Crunch checked his tinme and position again. The evasive action had cost
several precious mnutes. Now they would have to nake up for tine with speed
and that nmeant using the fuel-sucking afterburners. The nore fuel they used
the I ess they'd have to get back.



But right now, Crunch knew their survival was secondary. Because if they
didn't get to the target area at the right nonent, there m ght not be any
point in trying to get back.

Their objective for Operati on Punchout was the Soviet air base at Neuri ppin,
East Cernmany, headquarters of the Soviet Central Air Army. Mre specifically,
the force of Phantonms was ainming to knock out as nmany eneny SAM sites around
t he base as possi bl e.

That's why timng was so inportant. If they arrived too soon, the crews of the
SAMs ringing the airfield nmight not have their search radars activated and
thus the radar-busting mssiles the F-4s were carrying woul d be usel ess. But,
if they were too late, the sky would be full of Soviet interceptors waiting to
pl uck the agi ng Phantonms out of the skies |ike maraudi ng hawks.

Several tense mnutes passed until Crunch checked his position and made vi sua
contact with the target.

"OK, boys," he called out to the others in the strike. "There's the bull's-eye

As the flight of F-4s bore down on the Soviet base, Crunch could see that they
were alnost too | ate: several groups of Soviet fighter aircraft were already
on the flight line, ready to begin taxiing down the runway.
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He qui ckly assenbled his Phantons for the attack

"Weasel Strike, Code Bravo!" Crunch said crisply into the microphone in his
oxygen mask

In one fluid notion, four Phantons to his left peeled out of formation and
dived toward the airfield, leveling out barely forty feet fromthe ground.
Wthin seconds they were scream ng along parallel to the main runway.

These F-4s were rigged as "WIld Wasel" SAM suppressors, their specially
designed el ectroni c countermnmeasure jamm ng systens emtting powerful signals
to confuse the Soviet radars.

As they roared overhead, cannisters on their w ngs spewed huge cl ouds of

al um num chaff that hung suspended over the airfield, further frustrating the
Soviet crews as their radar screens first went white fromthe janmm ng, and
then | ocked on to the huge concentrations of chaff overhead.

"Commence attack! Lock and fire!" Crunch shouted into the m ke as he shoved
his throttle further forward.

He and the other Phantons were exactly ten seconds behind the Wasels. In
their rear seats, each weapons officer arned the six |arge AGV 88 HARMs
(Hi gh-speed Anti-Radar M ssiles) hangi ng under each Phantom s w ngs.

The pilots were just the drivers now - it was all up to the nen sitting behind
them In the | ead Phantom Elvis fired his salvo of nissiles toward the Soviet
base. The Soviet SAMcrews, in an effort to "burn through" the Wasel's

janmm ng, had cranked their radar outputs to maxi num and, of course, that was

just what Elvis had wanted themto do.

Now t he HARM s own on-board sensors identified and | ocked onto the pul sing SAM



radar signal. The sophisticated mcrowave circuit boards inside the missile's
gui dance system processed the inconing signals in conplex flight-contro

al gori t hms- sem conduct or chi ps nade thousands of decisions in a fraction of a
second as the HARMs raced of f the Phantomis wing, follow ng the radar pul ses
i ke a homi ng beacon

The ot her Phantons had unl eashed their nissiles at nearly the same tinme, each
war head' s relentl ess electronic brain keying in on the radar sites they had
pi npoi nt ed.

Too late, the SAMcrews saw the brilliant flashes under the attacking pl anes
wi ngs. Now the |ightning-quick HARMs were
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burning toward themat nore than 3,000 miles per hour. Some of the crews
abandoned the launch vehicles, frantically diving for cover as the mssiles
bore down upon them

O hers tried to desperately launch their own mssiles before the HARME struck
Both tactics proved to be futile .

The HARMs found their mark with deadly accuracy. The forennst SAM site was
struck sinultaneously by three of the big missiles, and it was vaporized
instantly. The sane fate fell upon the sites on either side of it.

Then, within seconds, all around the perineter of the airfield, mssiles were
boring into the big SAM I aunchers, destroying crews and machinery in
deaf eni ng, earth-shaki ng expl osi ons.

One HARM inpacting on a SA-2 site close to the flight line, ignited spare

m ssil es' stacked next to a | auncher. They erupted |ike huge sticks of

dynam te, sending their deadly debris in a flamng circle that engul fed one of
the Soviet fighters taxiing down the runway.

In the confusion of the lightning raid, the Soviets had only been able to

[ aunch a handful of SAMs, npbst of which were decoyed by the chaff clouds or
evaded by the swooping Phantons. Their vaunted air defense batteries were now
scattered piles of snoking junk that marked the SAM sites that had formed the
base' s defensive perineter

Crunch | ooked back over his shoulder at the pillars of smoke rising up from

t he Sovi et base, then he checked the time again. The attack had lasted only
fifty-seven seconds, and alnost all the Soviet anti-aircraft mssiles had been
wi ped out.

Crunch clicked on his radio switch to the predeterm ned channel and made his

report.

"Ringside, this is Phantom | eader. Ri ght Cross delivered. Mxinmm effect.
Over."

The radio crackled with static as he listened for the reply fromthe m ssion
coordinator in faraway Bel gi um

Crunch knew that his part of the Operation Punchout, "Right Cross," had gone
wel . But he also knew that it was only the first part of a mmjor operation

"Phant om Leader, this is Ringside," his radio crackled back. "Roger your



report on Right Cross. It's your call on continua-
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tion; Left Jab still en route. Over

The coordinator's voice was tense but fornmal as he relayed the information to
the F-4 squadron | eader. « They were giving Crunch the option of additiona
strafing attacks on the Soviet fighters still lining the runway. The burning
wr eckage of the airplane that had been touched of f when the SAMs had expl oded
had pinned the remaining jets on the ground, but the flight crews were already
trying to clear the burning weck and at the same tine turn sone of the
fighters around to take off in another direction

Crunch wei ghed the options. None of the Phantons had taken hits, but their
fuel was near the mininumsafe Iimt for the return flight. Still, if they
could nail a few of the fighters, it mght give the next phase of the
operation a better chance.

He was on the verge of ordering the F-4s to formup for a strafing run with
their cannons, when he heard Elvis and the radar threat indicator scream at
the sane tinme, both in high-pitched insistent tones.

"Atolls launched! Six o'clock! Cinb and break left!" the weapons officer
hol | ered over the nowwailing threat warning. Two Atoll AA-2 air-to-air
nm ssil es had been | aunched at very cl ose range behind them but from where?

The Soviets hadn't been able to launch any fighters yet. There was no tinme for
anal ysis now, first they'd have to shake the m ssiles.

Crunch yanked the stick back and hauled it over to bring the Phantomup in a
sharp, clinbing turn, once again punping the chaff dispenser and | aunching a
pair of small but intense flare decoys, whose brightly burning infrared
signatures he hoped would lure the mssiles off his tail.

Only one of the Atolls took the live bait, swerving away to neet the flare in
a fiery explosion. The other detonated in one of Crunch's chaff clouds, close
enough to pepper the side of the Phantomwi th shrapnel

"Damage report!" Crunch snapped into the intercom m crophone, as he, too,
scanned his instruments for signs of engine or control failure.

"Al'l systens normal. Cannon armed. Read three bogies at our four, |ow
altitude, stationary." Elvis had identified the Soviet
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aircraft that fired the missiles-three of their HAVCC attack helicopters had
managed to lift off and unload their air-to-airs at cl ose range!

Two ugly, billow ng clouds of black snoke marked spots in the sky that had
just been occupied by F-4s, and the HAVOCs were naneuvering for a second
vol | ey.

Crunch nade his decision. There was no point in waiting around for the whole
Soviet fighter wing to get airborne, even though the Phantomnms could have
certainly made short work of the helicopters.

"Phantom flight, this is Phantom|eader,"” Crunch called to the others in the
flight. "Head for the | ockers. Repeat, head for the | ockers. Rendezvous



pl us-si xteen at Point Blue .

They'd already lost three of the F-4's, and they'd conpleted their part of
Operation Punchout. Crunch wanted no part of the angry Soviet pilots behind
the throttles of the Su-27 Flankers that had just begun their takeoffs on the
now- cl eared runways bel ow. That was a job for the seond wave.

He punched the afterburner for a quick burst of speed out of the target area,
and the F-4s of Right Cross disappeared over the western horizon

[1
Chapter 15

Sovi et Wng Commander Pavel Osipovich Gorshkov angrily gunned his throttles
forward as the big Su-27 interceptor sped down the runway, past the w eckage
of his unfortunate wingnan's aircraft that snoldered in a charred heap near
the SAM site whose expl osion had engulfed it.

Damm the Americans and their el ectronics! he cursed.

The F-4's missiles had annihilated nearly every defensive battery around the
big air base. And not a single SAM had clained a victim

He wanted desperately to lift his plane off and give chase to the speeding
attackers. His planes could easily overtake the older F-4 attack planes with
Mach 2.3 speed supplied by the newest jet engines in the Soviet air force. And
their | ook-down/shoot -down radar woul d nmake short work of the Phantom

i ntruders.

But he had his orders: They were to let the F-4s escape.

He knew the Americans woul d not have | aunched such a strike-one targeted
against their anti-aircraft defenses only-if they had not planned to follow it
up with heavier bonbers. And that was surely a higher priority-to intercept

t hose bonmbers before they could finish the destruction of his air base.

That woul d be the best revenge.

The Soviet fighters had all lifted off the ground now, assenbling on
Corshkov's order into a tight formation. They'd received a prelinnary fix
fromone of their forward radar operators on what had to be the flight of
Aneri can bonbers
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headi ng toward them at high altitude, and just now crossing the French border
The Americans are either desperate or foolish, Gorshkov thought. The radar
blips indicated that they were flying the ancient, hulking B-52 strategic
bonbers-hardly a match for the Soviet "Flanker" interceptor he was piloting.
Even i f the bonbers carried the new sophisticated cruise nissiles, Gorshkov
knew his interceptors would reach them|long before they were hi a position to

fire.

Radi oi ng instructions to his squadron to foll ow, Gorshkov punched in his
afterburners to close in on the approachi ng Anerican bonbers.

At 47,000 feet, high over the French border city of Strasbourg, Hunter had



just switched on his specially installed radar transponder, and watched the
yel | ow i ndi cator blink on.

One hundred and eighty feet on either side of him Toomey and WA had done the
same, as had CGeneral Jones and the rest of the F-16 pilots of the 16th TFW

They were flying high in [ oose formations of threes, their spacing duplicating
that of the manmmoth B-52 bonbers whose radar signatures the special enmitters
were m m cking. Whereas nost NATO aircraft carried el ectronic gear to nask
their presence or interfere with the Soviet radars, the devices on the small
fighters were designed to broadcast to the Russians the exact |ocation and
type of aircraft they wanted themto believe were on the way to bonb them

The F-16 pilots already knew that Ri ght Cross had been a success - SAMsites
surroundi ng several Soviet bases had al ready been attacked. So far, Jones's

pl ans for Operation Punchout had worked. Now if only their part of it, Left

Jab, could go according to schedul e

But that depended on the Soviets' taking the bait.

Hunter knew the principle of the radar emtter/decoy was sound enough. But the
key in this gambit was convincing the Soviets that NATO would really send the
creaking B-52s on a tactical strike. Even with stand-off cruise mssiles and
el ectroni c counterneasures, the big bonbers would still be sitting ducks
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for alnpbst anything the Russians threw up to intercept them

Still, Hunter knew that his side was hol ding sone pretty high cards. One ace
in the hole was the fact that the night before, NATO had virtually erased the
Sovi et airborne radar capability. Fromall reports, Operation Warmup had gone
like a dream A squadron of shadowy near-radar-proof F-119 Stealth fighters -
airplanes still so secret, Hunter had never even seen one yet- had clained as
many as ten of the Soviet's AWACS-|i ke Minstay converted transports, both in
the air and on the ground. Deprived of their eyes in the sky, now the Sovi et
fighters would have to be right on top of Hunter and the others to realize the
phony B-52 deception

O course, once they made visual contact, the Soviets would know that they'd
been fooled by an F-16 squadron. Wat woul d happen then?

They' d know t he answer soon enough

Suddenl y, the NATO forward radar station reported a squadron of Sovi et

i nterceptors was heading toward the F-16s at Mach 2 plus. Hunter took a deep
breath and | ooked across the w de expanse of sky in front of him searching
for the Soviet fighters.

W ng Commander Gorshkov was scanning the skies in front of his squadron al so,
searching in vain for the multiple contrails that the Anerican bonbers woul d
| eave in the sky.

Where were they?

He could still pick themup on radar, maintaining their high-altitude
formati ons. Hadn't they spotted the Soviets yet? Surely the B-52s' powerful
search radars could identify themby now Either the Anericans were nore
foolish than he thought, or sonething was wong. Very w ong.



Still his instruments told himthe Anerican bonbers were continuing on course.
The Soviet interceptors were closing the distance at better than Mach 2,
trying to reach the flight of high-flying aircraft before they could | aunch
their Tomahawk crui se mssiles.

The Su-27s were equi pped with the new AA-10 air-to-air nmissiles, perfect for
[ aunchi ng from medi um range at bul ky airborne targets like the B-52. Al
Corshkov and his pilots
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woul d have to do is to get close enough to give the mssiles a radar |ock
then it would be as sinple as flipping a swtch.

Now t hey were well inside West German airspace. Suddenly a light cane on in
the center of Gorshkov's cockpit weapons console, turning the glass cover |ens
a brilliant blue.

He waited until the blue Iight began blinking. Then a | ow beeping tone began
to fill the cockpit.

Cor shkov instantly barked a command at the rest of his squadron as he reached
down for the mssiles' arming switches. He pressed the | aunch button on his
control stick and watched his four AA-1GCs streak off his wings toward the
bonber formations, their own radar guidance systens |ocking on and tracking
the signals they received fromthe planes ahead.

More than sixty deadly airborne torpedoes raced through the sky, searching for
their targets

Hunter was the first to acquire the AA-I Gs visually.

The F-16s' threat warning radars had shown the nissile separation fromthe
Fl ankers, each big radar blip giving birth to four speeding, |ethal baby
blips. In all the F-16s' cockpits, radar warnings sang their piercing,
one-note songs of alarm reminding the increasingly unconfortable pilots of
their unaccustoned role as bait.

The F-16 was not accustomed to being the hunted, he thought netaphorically.
Usual |y, the warning signal meant instantaneous evasive action-diving,
clinmbing, jinking, turning-anything to avoid the relentless pursuit of the
deadly missile.

But on orders from Jones, the planes of the 16th were hol di ng course,
transponders broadcasting a hom ng beacon for the Soviet mssiles. It was a
nerve-w acki ng gane of chicken, and nore than one pilot | ooked down at the
smal | yell ow dot that gl owed renmorselessly on their consoles, wanting to reach
out and squel ch the signal, breaking away.

But none did. Sweating and tense, they waited for Jones.

The general felt the pressure, too, and nore. The lives of his pilots and the
wei ght of command was riding with himin the F-16's small cockpit. Like al
aspects of the operation, he had to tinme this exactly right. If he gave the
order too soon, the Soviets
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woul d realize what was happening. Yet, if he waited too long, he'd | ose nost
of his squadron to the onconming m ssiles.



Timng is everything, he thought.

Hunt er | ooked t hrough the HUD at the sky in front of him barely able to pick
out the eneny missiles fromthe surroundi ng cl oud base. H s radar had no such
troubl e, however, and was blaring out its warning with fierce urgency.

Surely Jones wasn't going to wait nuch | onger

Suddenly the general's voice cane on the line: "Falcon Flight, comence Left
Jab! Repeat, commence Left Jab! d oves off now '"

Jones was meking his nove, his voice crackling through the radio speaker with
the command the F-16 pilots had been anxiously awaiting.

They all breathed a collective sigh of relief into their oxygen masks, then
silently hoped that the general had not waited too |ong.

Hunter's qui ck hands had reached for the transponder swi tch even before
Jones's order had been concl uded. The yellow LED blinked off as he punched the
swi tch down and sinmultaneously jamred his control stick forward to put the
F-16 into a gut-churning power dive. Using full afterburners to charge under
the incomng missiles, the extreme maneuver i medi ately served to close the
gap with the Soviet fighters that had | aunched them

Hunter didn't ook around until the F-16 had leveled after the dizzying plunge
fromthe thin air of 47,000 feet where they'd flown, trying to inmtate the
high-flying B-52 Stratofortresses. Now at 35,000 feet, the g-forces rel axed
their envel oping fingers fromhis body. He swiveled his head to see the Soviet
m ssil es pass above and behind him

Their radar hom ng signals abruptly cut off, the Soviet AA-10s lost their

gui dance fix and began | ooping randomy, unable to re-establish a solid radar
contact. Some collided, exploding in nmdair, and the rest sped off into the
clouds or fell to the earth harm essly.

Except for one

Hunter was surprised and dismayed to see a single F-16 still flying at a
dangerously higher altitude.

It was DuPont
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Hadn't he gotten the word to switch off the transponder and dive? Was
something the matter with his radi o? O had sonething gone wong with the

radar emtter?

"DuPont! doves off!" Hunter bellowed into his oxygen mask m crophone. "Throw
the switch, guy, and acknow edge!"

"I can't ... | tried ... It nust be jarmed . . ." DuPont replied anxiously.

He had punched the heat-sensitive switch on and off half a dozen tines with no
effect. The yellow light still glowed on his console |ike a panic button. A
singl e power switching transistor had failed short, bypassing the console

swi tch and keepi ng the radar signal beaming out fromthe F-16's w ng pod.

In his frantic efforts to kill the signal, DuPont had del ayed his dive with



the rest of the squadron by a critical few seconds. Now, as he was in
m d- pl unge, one of the Soviet mssiles was hungrily homng in on him

"Jettison the pod, DuPont . . ." Hunter called to the stricken pilot.
He woul d never know if the man heard himor not.

The Soviet AA-10 slammed into the F-16 just forward of the right w ng root,
roughly the position of the transponder pod. The resulting expl osion ripped
the small fighter in tw, disintegrating the right wing and forward fusel age
section.

The shredded weck hung in the thin air for an agoni zing nonent before it spun
down in an ever-increasing spiral on its left wing, until that too, was torn
off by the force of the free-fall. The shattered nose of the Fal con plunged
strai ght downward toward the earth, a blunted, broken arrow

Hunter felt paralyzed, watching the stricken F-16 fall, powerless to help the
young pilot who had the m sfortune to be stuck with the faulty transponder
Swit ch.

Why? Why had DuPont been the one? What cosmic crapshoot had rolled his unlucky
nunber that particular day? It could have been any one of them Hunter
t hought . But why DuPont ?

Suddenl y, Jones's voice brought Hunter out of his brief stupor

"Fal con Flight," the voice crackled over the cockpit radio. "W've got bogies
dead ahead at twenty-seven thousand. Read
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si xteen Flankers in formati on and cl osing fast. Engage on first pass only.

"Repeat, engage on first pass only . . . Over." Hunter could see the Flankers

bel ow hi m now, streaking toward the squadron of F-16s. Wth no snmall anmpunt of
anger welling up inside him he arned both his cannon and Si dewi nders and took
aimat the rapidly approaching eneny fighters. If he only had one pass, he was
sure as hell going to make it count

At first, Wng Commander Gorshkov was stunned, not wanting to believe his own
radar .

Al t hough better than nost of the Soviet systens, the Flanker's radar was stil
qui te susceptible to sudden, unexplained failure. But this glitch was very

bi zarre. The blips fromthe big B-52s they had been tracki ng had vani shed j ust
monents after he and his flight fired their long-range mssiles at them
Certainly the mssiles couldn't have reached the targets and destroyed every
one of them so quickly.

He i medi ately radi oed his wingman to confirmthe |loss of contact. H s scope
too showed no bli ps.

It was then that an awful fear began to creep up on Gorshkov. Had the
Anericans fool ed then?

A moment | ater his wingman called and inforned himthat he was getting
readi ngs indicating that one eneny target was hit.

CGor shkov qui ckly pushed the Reset button on his target acquisition radar and



confirmed what his w ngman had report ed.
At least they'd hit sonething. But just what it was he had to find out.

CGor shkov punched in his afterburner and brought the Su-27 interceptor up to
full speed. Suddenly three pilots in his flight were urgently calling him and
reporting new targets were appearing on their radar screens. Wthin seconds,
CGor shkov saw them too-snal l er, speedier blips were popping up all over his
screen.
"Fighters . " he whispered, suddenly putting the pieces of the puzzle
toget her and realizing his worst fear had cone true. The Americans and their
gadget - happy Air Force had tricked them using fighters to decoy them thus
| eaving their main base
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back in East Germany virtually unprotected.

He | ooked up through his plexiglas canopy to see the |arge group of eneny
fighters cruising high above them He could tell imrediately by the eneny
pl anes' small profile that they were F-16s.

Suddenly his pilots were radioing himfor orders. Wre they to engage the
enemny, or return to base? Li ke good Soviet pilots, they wouldn't proceed
wi t hout his authorization.

He nentally reviewed his own orders-to engage and destroy the eneny bonbers
before they could | aunch their cruise missiles. But there were no bonbers
And he knew the F-16s carried no cruise mssiles-they were flying too fast.

But he could not return to his base with this blunder hanging over him No-if
his radar said the planes above himwere bonbers, then he would shoot them
down as bonbers.

"Engage!" he called out to his flight. "Bogies are ten or nore F-16s! Keep
hi gh and wat ch your fuel consunption!"

At the same nmonent he was giving the orders, CGorshkov knew that his twn
engi ne plane woul d use a lot of fuel dog-fighting the swift Fal cons.

But it was too late to worry about that now Al that mattered to hi m now was
shooting down at |east sone of the Anericans to make up for the col ossa
nm st ake of having been |lured hal fway across Germany with a fal se radar signal

He arnmed his cannon while he coaxed nore speed out of the big engines, angrily
rising to nmeet the F-16s above him
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Chapter 16

Hunter saw the big Flankers clinmbing up toward the rapidly descendi ng Fal con
squadr on.

Instantly he sized up the inpending engagenent. The smaller F-16s had the
advant age of speed because they were power diving. But the quickly shortening
di stance between the opposing forces would make it inpossible to use their

Si dewi nders agai nst the Soviets-the m ssiles would have to make too tight a
turn.



However, Hunter knew their angle on the |arger Flankers provided the F-16s
with a big target for their powerful 20mm Vul can rapid-fire cannons in their
noses, a thought that Jones confirmed a second | ater

"This will be a gunfight," he called out to the Falcon flight as now barely a
mle separated the two forces. "One pass and back to the ranch."

Seconds | ater, staccato bursts of cannon flane thundered out as the two
formati ons of fighter planes collided in the German skies.

Hunter deliberately held off firing until the range was so close he could see
the Russian pilots' helnets in their forward-perched canopies.

Com ng down froma steep angle, he targeted one of the Flankers in the second
wi ng of the Soviet squadron. As eneny tracers whizzed by on either side of his
canopy, he sighted through the HUD, then squeezed the trigger in three sharp
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bur st s.

Hunter's first burst tore into the flat topside of the third Flanker's
m dsecti on, wal ki ng cannon shells back toward the twin tails, shattering the
right engine and neatly slicing off the right rudder and stabilizer.

The fatally wounded Sovi et plane yawed crazily across the sky before
plumreting earthward in a death dive.

Just behind and to Hunter's left, Rico was furiously punping cannon shells

i nto anot her Flanker's cockpit. The big Soviet interceptor exploded in flames
and Rico had to spin out to avoid flying through the debris that scattered

t hrough the formation.

Further to his right, Jones had made short work of another Soviet fighter
nearly carving it in two with successive bursts of cannon fire.

"Ckay, flight, formup and withdraw," Jones called into the radio as nost of
the diving F-16s | evel ed off and regrouped up on his wi ng. The sharp, quick
engagerent had been picture perfect fromthe Americans' point of view Jones
knew that they didn't have to fight this batch of Soviet airplanes any |onger-
with the Flankers' fuel reserves all but gone, and their being way beyond
their bingo point for return to their base in East Germany, the Soviet planes
were as good as shot down al ready.

As one, the Falcon flight turned and were headed sout h-sout hwest at better
than Mach 2, and Jones was waggling his wings at the frustrated Soviets,
daring themto follow

"See you later, suckers," he thought.

W ng Commander Gorshkov was nearly choking with rage.

He' d been caught too low, and the Anerican fighters had torn through his
squadron |like wildcats, flamng three of his pilots w thout taking a single
hit thensel ves. The Fl anker's speed and size advantage was nullified by the
steep clinb they were forced to make to intercept the F-16s, and the smaller

Fal cons had accel erated right through and past them streaking off to safety.

The fact that his own plane had been hit, and that he was | osing fuel fromhis



left wing tank was al nbst secondary. There was no way he and the others could
return to their base anyway. He checked his other gauges, did sone rapid
ment al cal cul ations, and grimy nade his decision
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Ordering the rest of the fighter wing to turn east and try to bail out over
their own lines, he pointed his plane at the disappearing Anericans and ki cked
both engines to full afterburner, rocketing through the skies toward the
F-16s, his left wing trailing a steady vaporous w sp of raw fuel

Wthin a mnute he had caught up with the Americans. Sighting one of the F-16s
trailing the main formation, CGorshkov tightened his grip on the stick and
edged his finger around to the fire control button of his cannon. Another half
mle, and he'd tear the Anmerican right out of the sky. His radar acquisition
signal started chirping, flashing the informati on he needed to conplete the
attack. Just a few nore seconds

It was his special intuition that had kept Hunter fromrejoining the F-16
flight right away.

And now he knew why.

He had sensed t he danger seconds before his radar beeped out the warning of
one of the Flanker's relentless pursuit. Now, he was already pulling up and
around to get a clean shot at the Soviet before he had a chance to fire at the
trailing F-16.

Hunt er wat ched the big Soviet jet close the distance until the F-16 pil ot
-Hunter thought it was Samuels - finally snap-rolled his airplane out of
harm s way and back under his attacker

As the Flanker tried to make the turn with the Falcon, Hunter saw the radar
target-finder light up through his HUD. It flashed twi ce and gl owed steadily.
Quickly he armed a Sidewi nder. This was his one and only shot-if he waited too
| ong, the dogfight-ing planes in front of himwould be too close and the
"Wnder's infrared seeker night select either one of the speeding pl anes

hot exhausts.

Hunter took a gul p of oxygen and squeezed the nissile release. Instantly, the
AlM9 roared off his wingtip toward the Flanker's tail, covering the distance
in less than five seconds.

The Soviet pilot had just opened fire when Hunter's nissile di sappeared up
into his left engi ne exhaust and expl oded. The left side of the plane erupted
in a blinding flash and poured out black snoke as flane devoured the entire
left wing, spreading
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T

fire fromthe | eaking fuel back along the I ength of the Flanker's fusel age.
The stricken Soviet shuddered, pushed through the sky by the billow ng cl ouds
of bl ack snoke and flame behind it. Then it fell off on its left wing,

spi nning downward in a near-vertical dive.

Corshkov had hit his eject button just in tine. Propelled by small explosive



bolts under his seat, the Soviet pilot was literally bl own out of the
Fl anker's shattered cockpit. Spinning violently through the air, he was
surprised his chute depl oyed at all

Just barely conscious, the next sound Gorshkov heard as he floated to earth
was the thunderclap of the inmpact as his plane buried itself in a German
soybean field and burst into flanes.

Wth his luck, the Soviet pilot thought, he would land right in the nmddle of
the raging fire his downed aircraft had created.

Far below and circling around the bl ack colum of snoke that rose up fromthe
burni ng Fl anker, Hunter heard Jones report to the m ssion coordi nator back in
Bel gi um

"Ringside, Ringside, this is Falcon | eader," Jones intoned. "Left Jab is
concluded. Repeat . . . Left Jab concluded. Confirmthree-no, four kills. One
friendly down. Bandits headi ng east, but we believe they are past their

bi ngos. "

"Roger, Falcon flight," cane the clipped reply.

"Pl ease advise appropriate elements to commence Roundhouse,"” Jones conti nued.
"Repeat, cue Roundhouse! Advise results on conpletion. Falcon Flight |eader
returning to base. Over and out."

Hunter had joined the F-16 formation just as Jones had finished his report.
Taki ng up his usual position on the general's wing, they led the victorious
Fal cons back toward Rota.
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Chapter 17
The US Air Force FB-I1ls were already circling over friendly airspace in \Wst

Germany when the order from Ringside cane through on the designated channel

Cranking their tapered wings in toward their narrow fusel ages, the big
tactical bonbers dashed across the East Gernman border, their powerful turbofan
engi nes pouring out nore than 50,000 pounds of thrust and noving pl ane,

pilots, and pay-loads at Mach 2.5 toward their destination

A truly schizophrenic aircraft, the F-11l was either a very big conbat fighter
or a very small heavy bonber, designed to do both jobs for the Air Force in
the late '60's. The first of several sw ng-w ng supersonic planes, some pilots
swore by it while others swore at it. The conpl ex vari abl e-sweep wi ngs gave it
enornous flexibility in its conbat mission capabilities: Wth w ngs spread out
it had the Iift necessary for take-offs, |andings, and | ow Il evel bonbing runs.
Wth the wi ngs swept back, it could penetrate eneny airspace at high levels
doi ng nmore than twi ce the speed of sound to deliver a nucl ear payl oad.

But the "Aardvark," as it was called with varying degrees of affection, was
al so a tough plane to handle in spite of the tons of sophisticated flight
control conputers that assisted the pi-
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| ot.

A conpl ex terrain-avoi dance radar system woul d keep the plane down on the



deck-usually at an altitude of 200 feet or |ower-automatically maintaining a
const ant hei ght over mountains, trees, hedgerows and buil dings. A pilot could
kick in the terrain-avoi dance gear and be treated to a dizzying roller coaster
ride through the treetops-very effective for coming in under an eneny's radar
defenses. Not so diligent in settling one's stomach.

The FB-111s streaking toward Soviet Air Wng headquarters at Neurippin were
the tactical bomber variants, carrying a nassive dual payl oad of speci al
runway- cratering bl ockbusters and incendiary cluster bonbs on their w ng
poi nts.

Crossing the East German border, the Aardvarks switched over to their
terrain-followi ng radar flight control and dropped to the terrifyingly I ow
altitude of 200 feet, still doing Mach 2. Their high speed and tree-top |evel
woul d bring themin | ow and fast enough to avoid Soviet fighters.

But there was another threat to be wary of: there was a possibility that the
Soviets mght have already rushed in nobile anti-aircraft radar units to
repl ace the SAM | aunchers destroyed by the Wl d Wasel s.

To counter this threat, a specially configured EF-111A "Raven" flew slightly

ahead of the main flight of F-1l1s. Bulging at the seams with radar detection
and suppression equi pnent, should the Soviets light up their active search
radars, the Raven's powerful jamers would fill the eneny's screens with a

blizzard of electronic "snow," thus giving the bonmber flight a clear shot at
the target.

Meanwhi | e, the Soviet base commander at Neurippen was facing a tough decision

He had long ago lost all contact with the flight of Flankers that had been

| aunched to stop what had been thought of at the tine to be a massive force of
cruise-mssile-toting B-52s. The |ast of the surviving Flankers had gone down
150 miles short of the base, empty of fuel, its pilot reporting the
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Ameri cans' maski ng deception before ejecting. The base conmander cursed that
there were no Soviet in-flight refueling aircraft available to himto save the
Fl ankers, although he knew that these airplanes were a rare conmodity even in
the best of tines.

Now, the conmander had two critical points to consider. Another flight of

Fl ankers-these belonging to the Polish Air Force-were coming in froma rear
base near Warsaw and were due to land at his base within mnutes. Meanwhile,
he had sixteen aircraft of his own Iined up on the runway, ready to take off
for an aggressive patrol just west of the denmarcation line between the
Germanys. This flight, originally scheduled for earlier in the norning, had
been del ayed by the American F-4 attack

But now the Soviet commander was about to di sobey one of the tenets of
warfare; that was, exposing the majority of his forces at one time. In
peacetinme, it would be routine for themto [aunch the 16-airpl ane patrol
flight and recover the Polish Flankers all at once. But in wartinme, it was a
gigantic risk. By allowing the fighters-both those taking off and those

| andi ng-to cluster on the open runways, he would | eave hinsel f w de open for
di saster should the eneny strike.

Standing in the huge base's control tower, he glanced out at the crews
struggling to nount a tenporary radar antenna for the base's single nobile SAM
| auncher. This was another point of contention with him How could he be



expected to defend such a critical base with only a single, back-up SAW?

He bl ew his nose and yearned for a glass of vodka. The | ack of reserve SAMs
was nore evidence that Mdscow had been ill-advised if not downright insane to
start this canpaign-this entire war-when it did. Although he was certain that
NATO wasn't quite aware of it yet, the massive chemical strike on Wstern

Eur ope two days before had been as nuch a surprise to the Soviet forward
conmmanders as it nust have been to the NATO conmmanders thensel ves. None of the
advance Soviet military units in Europe had had any indication that their
government was about to |aunch World War I11. And as such
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none of them was prepared for the struggle.

Way did they do it? the commander had asked hinmsel f over and over again. Mre
i mportantly, how could they possibly win a war that had started such as this
one?

He shook away the disturbing thoughts and | ooked back at the SAM crew. The
anti-aircraft battery would be operational in monments -when it was, he could
take the chance and | and the incom ng Polish fighters, while at the sanme tine
[ aunchi ng the | ong-del ayed 16-airplane patrol.

It would turn out to be the npost disastrous decision of his long mlitary
career.

The FB-111s descended on the Soviet airfield just nmonents after the |ast of
the Polish Flankers had | anded.

Wth no SAMs operational, the Soviets were trapped, hor-rendously exposed on
the runways. The first wave of Aard-varks thundered over the cluttered base,

dunpi ng thousands of incendiary bonblets in w de patterns anong the grounded
pl anes. Expl osi ons erupted across the entire width of the main runway as the
firebonbs did their deadly work, touching off hundreds of separate fires that
qui ckly joined forces, engulfing planes, fuel storage, hangars, and dozens of
ground personnel with yell ow orange sheets of flane.

The nobile SAM | auncher that the Soviets had counted on to defend their base
was one of the first victims of the raid. Even while its screens were being
jamred by the EF-111 Raven, a Rockeye canni ster, dropped by one of the |ead

Aard-varks, inpacted squarely on it, killing the radar crew and destroying the
battery.

The FB-111s swept around for another pass at higher altitude, this tine

| oosing their special runway-cratering bonbs on the base's nowflam ng
airstrips. The weapons tunbled off the wing points of the FB-11ls and began a

swift free-fall as their pointed steel noses ained strai ght down at the
burni ng ness bel ow.

As they accel erated toward the ground, a spinning airspeed sensor tripped a
smal |l charge in the tail of each bomb, which fired a rocket to propel the
expl osive | ances downward at nore
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than 2,000 mles per hour

The speeding darts struck the burning runways and burrowed al nost ten feet
into the hard concrete before their warheads detonated, sending huge chunks of



concrete flying through the air. Flam ng planes reared up as the heaving
runways snapped and buckl ed beneath them |eaving giant craters jagged with
rusted ends of snapped reinforcing rods to mark the bombs' devastating
handi wor k.

The final bl ow was delivered with M« 80 500- pound conventional bonbs,

| aser-sighted in directly on the base's two control towers, repair hangars,
and barracks conplex. Miltiple explosions shook the ground as the bonbs were
detonated shortly after inpacting their targets.

Survivors raced to escape the flames and destruction that tore through the
shattered air base, once the proud headquarters of an entire Soviet Air Wng.

Scanpering back over the horizon fromwhich they had cone, the FB-111ls cranked
intheir wings and floored their powerful engines to race for the border and
the conparative safety of their base in Bel gium

Hunt er heard Jones receive the terse prelimnary report from Ri ngside, the
m ssi on coordi nator.

It was al most noon now and they were well on their way i back to Rota. The

t hree-pronged raid on Neurippin had been a smashing success. Sinilar, though
| ower-scale, nmissions carried out by combined US and other allied air forces,
had al so gone off well. In a little nore than six hours, hundreds of NATO
aircraft had been carefully choreographed to inflict a heavy toll on the
Warsaw Pact's forward airfields and strike planes.

But they would have to wait until they were back at Rota to get the ful
results-and casualty reports-over secure conmuni cations channels.

Casual ties. Hunter thought about DuPont again. \Wat bothered hi m nost was the
guy never had a chance to shoot back. The big Soviet air-to-air missile, with
enough expl osi ve power to smash a strategi c bonber, had obliterated the F-16
in
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a split-second.
And worst of all, it wasn't supposed to happen-they were just decoys

Why DuPont ? Why today? How many other pilots had cashed in their tickets in
this first full engagenent of the war? How many nore before it was over?

I ndeed, Hunter knew that DuPont was just a small part of the war's horrifying
toll.

On the return trip, the pilot they called the Wngman surveyed the devast at ed
West CGerman countryside, ravaged by the ghastly Soviet chem cal munitions that
rained down on it two days before. Looking down fromhis aerial vantage point,
Hunter could just inagine the attack that had laid waste to this once-fertile
| and. The poi sonous Val kyries, riding down on their wi nged SCUD mi ssile

st eeds, had brought death everlasting in a cruel nockery of the prom sed | and.

Now here there was only death, pitiful and agonizing, for warriors and
i nnocents alike.

Dead |ivestock dotted the snow covered hills, dark spots that stained the
qui et white bl anket. Likew se, the autobahns were cranmed with cars, sone
twisted into huge, still snoking pile-ups caused as their drivers, fleeing the
poi sonous gas, died in agony at the wheel. Here and there bodies were strewn



out side the smashed cars, victins flung out by the force of the collisions or
propelled by their last dying gasps, trying to escape the very air that
carried death.

Safe but not secure in the artificial bubble world of his F-16 cockpit, Hunter
saw masses of bodies littered around the city of Frankfurt. The streets were
cl ogged with carnage, spilling out beyond the city linmts in straggling dry
rivers of corpses that marked the futile attenpts of the denizens to escape

t he gas attack.

Only death as far as the eye could see. No notion, no life, just death. Once
again the Bl ack Spectre had visited Europe. Centuries before it had come in
t he gui se of the plague and had w ped out nore than a quarter of the
popul ati on. Now it needed no natural nask-man had invented terrifying new
means to inprove on nature's destructive powers.

"Vengeance is mine," thought Hunter as he flew over the
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grisly tableau of pestilence bel ow. He | ooked over at Jones, who was scanning
t he countryside too, undoubtedly thinking nmuch the same thoughts. There woul d
be vengeance enough to go around
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Chapter 18

Back at Rota, Hunter |anded directly behind Jones, bringing the F-16 in for a
fl awl ess three-point |anding.

He taxied off the main runway onto a cross-strip, waiting as a | ong stream of
C-17s and C-5As trundled across his path, lining up for their takeoffs back to
the States on a parallel strip.

He felt their jet wash rock his plane fromside to side as their big engines
pushed them al ong at faster and faster speeds, finally heaving the groaning
behemoths into the air near the end of the runway. Hunter watched, thinking
how i nprobable it nust seemto those less famliar with aerodynanics to see
nore than a hundred tons of metal nachine becone airborne.

The transports went past, and he slowy maneuvered the fighter toward the
speci ally constructed hardstands that now housed the aircraft of the 16th TFW

Inside the gray caverns were fueling stations, nmunitions | oaders, and repair
facilities for the F-16s. The thick concrete walls were designed to withstand
al nost anyt hing the Soviets could throw at them short of a nuke. And if it
got to that point, Hunter rem nded hinmself, it wouldn't much matter where the
hell the planes were if they were still on the ground.

Qddly the hardstands and hangars still carried the markings and insignia of
the US Navy, and their overlarge di nensions bore testinony to the fact that
they were actually designed for the big P-3C Orions of the Navy's anti-sub
patrol. Wen the war broke out, a flight of Orions had been shuffled around to
provi de a
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hone for the 16th TFWs smual | er F-16s.



Oiginally the F-16s woul d have been based up north at the NATO base in
Torrejon, near Madrid. That sprawing airfield and support facility had been
constructed at great expense by the Air Force, and it was virtually dedicated
to the F-16 fighters which had been its primary residents. The 16th woul d have
shared the base with the 72 Falcons that fornerly conprised the 401st TAC Air
Wng, joining in their defense of NATO s vul nerabl e southern flank with cl ose
air support and interception mssions. But several years before, politics had
reared its ugly head to deny NATO the use of the base. The Spani sh gover nnment
at the tine thought the bases were too "provocative." So the F-16s were stuck
on the "ass-end of Europe" instead of being hundreds of nmiles closer to the
battl e.

Hunter forced hinself not to dwell on the stupid political decision that had
forced the F-16s to fly out of Rota. He wasn't a politician-he was a soldier
As such, he was supposedly trained to fly and fight anywhere.

After turning the F-16 over to the ground crew, Hunter quickly headed for the
briefing roomto get the | owdown from Jones on their recent m ssion

He found the small roomnearly overflowing with pilots. The general was

al ready there, analyzing the conmuni ques and trying to evaluate the results of
the surprise anti-airfield strike they'd just conducted. Still in his flight
suit and puffing on a fresh cigar, the senior officer was sifting through a
mount ai n of paper, poring over the coded nmessages com ng through from airbases
around Europe, and fromthe m ssion coordinator in Belgium Finally, he nmade
some notes, tapped a few nunmbers into a snmall handhel d cal cul ator, and turned
to the pilots who were buzzing around in small groups or talking to the
debriefing officers at tables around the room s periphery.

Al eyes turned toward the small podi um as Jones approached it, paper in hand.
"Centl enen," he begun formally, "it gives ne great pleasure to report the
prelimnary results of Operation Punchout, our strike against the Soviets'
forward air bases. W won't be able to verify all the data for sone tine, but
the indications are that we did considerabl e danage to nost of their forward
airfields."”
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Spont aneous cheering erupted fromthe tired pilots, elated t know their
m ssion had been a success.

"Intelligence estimates that nost will be inoperable for at |eas tw weeks,"
Jones continued. "Sone even | onger "

There was anot her round of cheers.

"W al so have a prelimnary report that states we took out moi than three
hundred enemy aircraft during the operation, nost ¢ themon the ground."

More cheeri ng.
Then Jones's voice took on a sobering tone.

"NATO | osses, " he said gravely, "were thirty-seven aircraft. Te Weasel s went
down either over the SAM belt or the Sovie airfields. The biggest single |oss
i nvol ved a squadron of twelv Luftwaffe Tornados coming in for Roundhouse. They
wei junped by M Gs that nanaged to get off the ground early. A were lost. A
dozen decoy planes in all were shot down, includin DuPont here of the

Si xteenth. "



An awkward hush fell over the roonful of pilots, renenberin their conrade who
woul d never return. Jones quietly explajne that a NATO search and rescue team
had been sent to the eras site mnutes after it happened, but there was
not hi ng that anyon coul d have done.

The nmood only got worse as Jones reveal ed another map of th battle zone, this
one indicating the latest intelligence on th ground fighting.

Despite the vast success of Qperation Punchout, it was clear t everyone in the
roomthat the situation on the ground was gettin worse for NATO Judging from
the spreading red arrows o Jones's briefing map, it was apparent that Sovi et
arnor, obv: ously equi pped with CBW decontam nati on gear, had bega pouring
into desolate, lifeless West Gernmany |like an iron tids wave. Al indications
were that the main force of the Red Armwas driving fast and furiously toward
cities like Frankfurt, Manr heim Karlsruhe and Bonn

And the only thing in between were the scattered NATO rea guard ground forces.

Even before the Red Arny had made its nove into Ws Germany, SACEUR ( Supremne
Al li ed Commander, Europe) 01 dered nobst of the NATO heavy arnored units to
fall back a
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pl anned in a neasured withdrawal to nore defensible positions, behind the
Rhine. Wthin 12 hours of the Soviet attack, nost of these NATO units were in
nmoti on, noving deliberately westward through the chem cal - cont ami nat ed
wast el and that Germany had

become. But not everyone was taking part in this dreary, strategic
retreat.

Soneone had to stay behind and sl ow the Red surge. In one area-it being
designated by several blue dots on Jones's map- this unenviable task fell to
several US and German artillery units both equi pped with big 155mm

sel f-propelled howitzers, sone US Arny Arnored Cavalry forces, and a brigade
of German national guard forces, the Landwehr. Wth little nmore than sheer
guts, this delaying force woul d stay behind and set up ambushes for the

Sovi ets advanci ng on roadways in central West CGermany. The cluster of blue
dots was | abel ed NATO Bl ue Force Charlie. Jones pointed to their position on
the map and said grimy: "OF all the rear guard groups, these guys are goi ng
to get hit the worst-al nbost point-blank. But they're buying precious tine for
the arnored units, who are going to need every second of it to establish
positions west of the Rhine."

Poor bastards, Hunter thought. He knew the projected casualty rate for the
lightly arnored anti-tank units was nore than ninety percent, and that was
under a normal battle scenario.

And there woul d be not hing nornmal about this .

But he also realized that their nearly hopel ess stand m ght nmake the critical
di fference between the clash of arnored titans that would surely follow.
Wthout their rear guard effort, the Soviets might catch up and overwhel mthe
retreati ng NATO arnor before it had a chance to establish a defensible
position behind the Rhine, and that would seriously affect NATO s "strategic
wi t hdrawal " pl an.



So the artillerymen and the Arnored Cav and the German national guardsmnen
woul d all have to be thrown to the sacrifice. It was a grimfact of war, but
that didn't nmake giving the orders any easier

"Now, depending on the results of their initial encounter, we're going to give
these guys in Blue Force Charlie as nmuch hel p as possible,” Jones said. "W'lI
be taking off soon to provide close
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air support for the main arnmor counterstrike.

"OfF course, other air units will be doing the same all up and down the |ine,
and, judging from our success against the eneny forward air bases, eneny air
activity should be scattered at best."

Jones took a puff of his cigar, then continued: "Now if we're successful, we
can stall the main Soviet thrust and the Army boys will have sone breat hing
roomto set up sone better defensive positions behind the Rhine."

"And if we fail?" JT asked. "Wat happens if the whole front coll apses?”

Jones didn't so nmuch as wince. "Then," he said soberly, "the Soviets wll
reach Paris in |less than two weeks."

In the cold sunlight of the central German plain, the first steps of the
deadl y dance had al ready begun

oer | eut nant @unter Wessel of the Bundewehr's Second Artillery Battery
shivered inside his parka as he stood beside his massive 155nm sel f - propel | ed
gun and wat ched the enpty stretch of road before himthrough his powerful
Hassel bl ad bi nocul ars.

He knew that very soon a torrent of Soviet arnmor would be noving down this
particul ar section of rural roadway. And with the pullout several hours before
of the last of the other NATO armor units, he and his men and their six big
guns were al one agai nst the Red Arny.

Wessel checked his watch, then barked out a command to his gunnery sergeant.
The sergeant yanked the |lanyard of the M 198 155mm howi t zer and a deaf eni ng
report echoed through the woods where Wessel's nobile guns had dug in. The
howi t zer | eaped back a few feet fromthe recoil of the shot and spat a |ong
cylindrical projectile out into the frigid afternoon sky.

At precisely 200 feet over the spot they had ainmed, the howitzer shell opened,
all owi ng nine small parachutes to escape and float to earth. The chutes gently
deposited their | oads onto the hard-packed frozen road surface sone three
kilometers in front of Wessel's enpl acenent.

The German officer did sone quick cal culations, then called out another order
to fire. Another explosion shook the ground beneath his feet. This time the
smal | parachutes canme to rest just
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beyond the first set, slightly off to the side of the road.

Four nore shells, 36 nore parachutes. Five minutes |ater, Wssel was confident
that the road was adequately sewn with the deadly, air-delivered m nes.



He nodded curtly at the gunnery sergeant and gave a new order to train the
howi tzer's I ong barrel down at the highway a few hundred meters beyond the
spot where the mnes were laid. Satisfied with their preparedness, he clinbed
up on his L55nm sel f-propelled gun, directing the driver to nove the cl anki ng
artillery piece to a position further forward and to the left. Now all they
had to do was wait for the enemy arnored col um.

It seened like an eternity, but actually only forty m nutes went . by before
they first heard the sound.

It was faint at first, but relentlessly, it becane | ouder and | ouder. \Wile
the tanks were still unseen in the distance, the German artillerynen al nost
had to block their ears, so deafening was the renorsel ess squeaki ng, clanking,
and grinding of hundreds of tracked netal nonsters rolling down the road in
front of

them The tension was naddening as they waited for the advancing
arnmored colum .

Finally the eneny arnor came into view on the narrow road. In the lead was a
Soviet T-80, their newest main battle tank. Like the rest of the colum, the

| eader's tank was conpletely "buttoned-up"-hatches sealed to protect the crew
i nside. The colum stretched out behind himin a seemngly endl ess green line,
atraffic jam of weaponry, dwarfing the country road and even the forest
around it.

Cl oser and closer the lead T-80 cane, nearing the spot in the road where
Wessel's artillery had | obbed their lethal surprise. But the Soviets were
nmoving too fast to see the thin wires projecting up fromthe flat discs on the
r oadbed.

Evidently, they had been ordered to make a rapid advance, and that was exactly
what they were doing, though not as cautiously as the situation dictated.

Wessel's grip instinctively tightened on the binocul ars.

"Just twenty-five neters nore, and for you, the war will be over," the young
German officer thought darkly, his eyes on the | ead eneny tank, hoping it
woul d continue its blind advance.
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It did. The lead T-80 nade contact with the first artillery-scattered M/18
m ne, pushing the thin detonating wire forward until it triggered the powerful
expl osi ve charge contained in the shall ow conical disc.

The force of the nmine's explosion was directed upward at the heavily arnored
belly of the T-80, punching a hole in the tank's arnor just underneath the
driver. The driver never heard the exploding nine, since a jagged piece of
shredded arnor plating tore through his head, entering just under his chin and
exiting through the back of his hel net.

The driver collapsed on the tank's controls, lurching the vehicle across the
hi ghway until it struck a second mne, which tore its left tread to pieces.

The serpentine track flattened itself out as the roller wheels and sprockets
continued to spin, ratcheting nore of the steel tread through the one-way
cycle until the torn end escaped the | ast wheel and the fifty-ton netal
nmonster ground to a halt.



A second tank, noving at the same speed, had attenpted to go around the

| eader's stricken vehicle on the right. But it too struck one of the
artillery-scattered m nes and expl oded in an ugly black cloud. The third tank
inline slamred into the leader's lurching, track-thrown T-80 as it plowed
around to the left.

The rest of the tanks and arnored personnel carriers cane to a shuddering
stop, bl ocked by the three wecked tanks in front of them and penned in by
the thick woods on either side of the road.

A Soviet infantry squad, clad in bulky anti-chem cal wi nter gear, burst forth
fromone of the BMP-2 arnored personnel carriers that was traveling with the
tank columm. Moving clunsily in the heavy, protective clothing, the Soviets
didn't see the thin detonation wires of the M692 anti-personnel mines laid by
the German artillery battery.

Their squad | eader tripped the first nine

Instantly, the explosive charge shot a lethal circle of netal fragnments into
t he hapl ess Soviet soldiers, killing nost of them including the squad | eader
whose | egs were conpletely severed by the bl ast.

Wessel wat ched the scene through the powerful binoculars, quietly relaying new
coordinates to the artillerymen in his battery,
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who in turn were adjusting the position of the ML09's big 155mm gun by sli ght
degrees. At the sane tine, the other five artillery crews were coordi nating
their fire control with Wssel's, each targeting a different section of the
roadway that was now jamed w th Soviet arnor.

The young German officer took a deep breath and rai sed his arm once nore,
knowi ng that both his gunnery sergeant and radi o operator were riveting their
attention on his gloved hand, waiting for the signal

Exhaling a cl oud of vapor into the cold air, he dropped his hand and shout ed
the order to fire. The six big guns spoke with one, terrifying thunderclap
that rolled into the sky. Puffs of black snoke emerged fromtheir nmuzzles as
t he heavy MA83 shells roared away toward the eneny.

At the precise nonent, each warhead sprouted eighty-eight bonbl ets which

rai ned down on the enenmy arnor and infantry. Mrre than two thirds of these
were anti-arnor shape charges that | anded on the tops of several Soviet tanks
and detonated with a downward-directed explosion, blowing holes in the thin
top arnor and randomy killing crews with shrapnel and fl anes.

The rest were anti-personnel fragnentation bonblets, which expl oded anong the
infantry who were disnounting fromtheir BMP-2's to clear the weckage from
the front of the colum. The deadly netal shards tore through the crowded
groups of Red soldiers, literally and horribly shredding them The narrow
roadway was quickly a mixture of blood and bl ack snoke, colums of which were
rising fromthe wecks of burning tanks.

The shells continued to fall, creating a chaos which raged through the Sovi et
col um. Wessel had given the order for independent fire to each artillery
crew, as the billow ng snmoke and burning tanks nade it difficult to identify

i ndi vidual targets. His own MLO9 self-propelled gun was continuing to punp
shells into the forward end of the colum, trying to disable nore tanks in the



crowded roadbed that cut through the deep forest. But soon enough the Soviet
arnmor began to fight back. The T-80s' 125mm mai n guns answered the shots as
they tried to pinpoint the muzzle-flashes of the Gernman artillery pieces.
Shell s began to whistle through the trees around Wssel's position as the
Sovi et gunners searched for the range. A huge expl osion
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behind himand to the right told Wessel that one of the eneny tanks had found
part of his ammunition supply.

Then, fromfarther back in the Soviet columm, several big self-propelled
assault guns raised their 203mm barrel s skyward. Though they were well behind
the front end of the Soviet colum, their range was bei ng provided by the
forward tank crews. Soon the huge projectiles were landing with deadly
accuracy on the NATO positions.

Wessel saw two fixed gun enpl acenments expl ode under the heavy barrages, and
reluctantly decided to give the order to withdraw. The remaining M09s could
still drop back to safer positions and keep pouring indirect fire fromlonger
range.

Wessel crisply relayed the order, but he would never know if it was carried
out .

As he put down the radi o handset, a Russian 203mm hi gh-expl osi ve shell struck
the top of his M09 self-propelled artillery piece, piercing the thin arnor
before it exploded within the gun's belly. A convul sive expl osi on shook the
big tracked vehicle, lifting its thirty tons into the air as a firecracker
would a tin can. Fire and shrapnel ripped through the crowded interior of the
gun, setting everything inside aflame and expl oding the stored ammo in a huge
fireball that blew the barrel clear off the tracks and |l eft jagged, charred
edges of metal curling outward fromthe flami ng hull.

Even before Wessel could utter a short prayer that he and his conrades woul d
not have died in vain, he perished in the raging inferno along with his crew
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Chapter 19

For the second time that day, the F-16s of the 16th took off, grouped up
somewhere over central Spain and, as one, headed for the war zone.

During the flight, Hunter reviewed the main points of Jones's briefing.

The 16th's mission to aid Blue Dog Charlie seened |ike a routine ground
support operation-the kind they'd practiced endl essly back at Nellis.

The F-16 itself was better than average at close air support. But for this

m ssion, the 16th's primary concern would be to provide air cover for a flight
of A-10A Thunderbolts. It was the 'Bolts mission to destroy Soviet arnor as
the recently reactivated airplane had been designed and built specifically for
t hat purpose.

What was definitely not routine was Jones's revelation that a B-52G
Stratofortress would be joining themwhile the mssion was in progress. Its
payl oad was cl assified, the general had expl ai ned, but



"When you guys hear that bomber crew call out for 'Copperhead strike,' " he
had told them "nmake dam sure you clear the battle area i medi atel y-and
mean a good three-mle clearance.”

Hunt er had guessed that Copperhead had sonething to do
140

with a new anti-arnmor weapon, but he kept his speculation to hinself. If Jones
had wanted themto know, he'd have explained it in the briefing.

He filed the codeword away in his mnd and continued his nental preparation
for the m ssion.

US Arny Col onel Keith LaRochell e | ooked through his field gl asses again,
peering at the black colum of snoke rising up fromthe eastern horizon

Bur ni ng tanks, he thought. He could al nost snell them

Qi mbi ng up through the hatch of his own Abranms MLAl tank, he reviewed the
defensive positions his unit-the 1/32 Arnored Battalion of the US Arny Arnored
Cav- had just taken up a few hours ago.

On either side, his squad of arnored beasts lay in their defiladed lairs,
silent but alert, waiting for the eneny.

Just north of his position were the Leopard Us of the Gernman Sixth Panzer
Division, dug into the soil of their honmeland, awaiting the desperate battle
wi th the invading Soviets.

LaRochel l e didn't pause for |onger than a noment to consider the possibility
that in the upcom ng German-Sovi et face-off, perhaps, anpbng the two arnored
arm es, were men whose grandfathers had faced each other in the Second Wrld
War at places like Kursk or Stalingrad.

No, he was not in the nood for historical irony today. The arnored spearhead
of the Red Army was driving relentlessly forward, apparently straight toward
his position. His last intelligence report indicated that he would soon be
faci ng an eneny tank columm containing at |east sixty times the arnored
vehicl es that he and the defending Germans could nuster at the point of
attack.

It was by no choice that he and his men were part of the rear guard action
The Germans were defending their honel and-he and his men were just sinmply
foll ow ng orders.

Their |line of defense was an open field about 60 kil onmeters east of Frankfurt,
close by a bend in the Main River. As overall commander of the allied force,
LaRochel | e had arranged the tanks in a ragged crescent arching around the
edges of the field.
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The depl oyment was thin at some points, but at |east his tanks woul d have sone
cover. They woul d need every advantage that their technol ogy and tactics could
of fer them agai nst the oncoming Soviets and their superior nunbers. Before the
war broke out, NATO critics often said that the West didn't need to match the
Red Arny weapon-for-weapon because their quality would tri-. unph over the

Soviet quantity. LaRochelle knew, however, that in an arnmored clash like this,



quantity had a quality all its own.

As was al ways the case, he heard the approachi ng tanks before he saw t hem
Their incessant clanking and grindi ng forewarned of their appearance like the
draggi ng chain of an intruding ghost-an arny of intruding ghosts.

It won't be I ong now, he thought.

He theorized that the unit of German self-propelled guns that had dug in five
klicks fromhis present position had sl owed up the Soviets as planned, and

bl oodied themin the process. But he also knew that the German artillerynen
were nost likely wiped out for their effort and that their action-just |ike
this one-had been nothing | ess than suicidal

Wth this dire thought in mnd, LaRochelle slid through the Abram s open top
hatch and pulled it shut behind him dogging the heavy' hatch cover. \Watever
el se happened, he and his crew would be inside the belly of their arnored
beast for the duration

The American officer had eased his tank up against a shallow rock formation at
the edge of a stand of trees. The gray, flat shapes rose just high enough to
all ow the ong 120nm barrel of his tank to rest alnost on top of the
table-li ke slab. The granite-like mass woul d protect them agai nst al npst

anyt hing but a direct

hit.
He now turned his attention toward the battlefield before him

As the TC (Tank Commander), LaRochelle was in charge of target acquisition
Five mnutes later, his first target came into range.

It was a Soviet tank platoon-three T-80s-noving across the vast field at high
speed in a wedge at his 11 o' clock. Obviously a scouting unit fromthe main
colum, the trio of tanks were approximately one and a half kil ometers away.

"@Qunner! -Sabot! -Three tanks at one and half clicks, eleven o' clock! -|eft
tank first!" LaRochelle shouted, grasping his turret
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override handle and slewing the big turret to the left.

"Identified!'" the young gunner called back in reply, seeing the Soviet tank
appear in his Thermal |naging Sight (TIS), glow ng brightly against the
background col or of phosphorescent green

LaRochel l e i medi ately rel eased the override. The third man in the turret, the
| oader, slamred a 120-nillinmeter sabot arnor-penetrating round into the
breech, yelling excitedly as he threw forward the gun-safety sw tch.

"Round up, sir!"

It was the sane routine they perforned endlessly in training. But as this was
the real thing, apprehension hung heavy in the cranmped turret. The gunner
mani pul ated his Cadillacs-the big control yokes that bore the Cadill ac- Gage
inscription were the primary turret rotation control handl es-and centered the
Soviet tank in the crosshairs of the TIS reticle. He pressed the range-finder
button with his thunb, activating the MI's laser sighting fire contro
system



Meanwhi | e, the | oader had pressed against a bar switch with his left knee,
sliding open the blast door to the ammo conpartment at the rear of the turret.
He reached up for another round lying snugly in the stowage rack. G asping,
twisting, and pulling the retaining handle with one fluid nmotion, the |oader
slid the bullet-like round out of its stowage tube and into his arnms. Firmy
cradling the round, he pressed the knee-switch again, and the blast door slid
shut. The entire process took perhaps three seconds.

The gunner peered into the rangefinder sight again, in tine to see the nunber
"1450" appear below the TIS reticle, indicating the distance to the target in
neters.

"Round ready, sir!"

"Qun ready, sir!"

"Fire!" LaRochelle's voice rang in the crew s earphones.

Scarcely was the word out of his mouth when the gunner responded.

"On the way!" he hollered, squeezing the trigger-like firing switches on the
Cadillacs. Instantly the turret reverberated with a dull thud as the gun
breech jerked backward, absorbing the recoil

Watching intently through the eyepiece of his TIS extension
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LaRochel | e saw t he speedi ng shell heading right for the left side eneny tank
in the process shedding the shoe-like bushing that held the arnor-penetrating
rod in the center of the cartridge. A second |later the Soviet tank di sappeared
behind a brilliant flash, followed by a shower of sparks as the round hit

horre.

The pyrophoric effect of the M 829 round' s depicted-urani um penetrator turned
the T-80's turret into an instantaneous inferno. The stricken vehicle |urched
to a stop, giant blowtorches of flanme shooting out of its bl own-open hatches
as its stowed ammunition began to ignite.

"Hit!" the Anerican officer yelled out, al nbst unconsciously addi ng: "Jesus,
we actually hit the Goddamm thing . "

Meanwhi l e, the cartridge-case stub of the spent round fell out of the
breechl ock and into a bag dangling below The tank was filled with the acrid
snell of the round's burnt gases. Still the | oader was ready, anticipating the
next shot as he shoved the new round into the still-snoking breech and threw
the safety-switch with a yell.

"Round up!" He then turned back to the amo conpartment to begin the whole
rel oadi ng process again.

"Next target!" LaRochelle shouted exultantly, watching as another shell from
his wi ngman's tank bl ew up the rightnost enemy tank

"Next tank -fire and adjust!" he announced. Taking out the last of the three
Sovi et scout tanks was now totally in the hands of the gunner-|oader team
Their confidence boosted by the first-shot, first-hit, the pair of Anerican
enlisted nen fired the next shell with ruthless efficiency, blowing the T-80's
engine to bits in just under 40 seconds.



LaRochel | e was al ready searchi ng out new targets. Scanning through the
split-shaped vision blocks ringing his turret cupola, he saw a Sovi et BMP-2
infantry fighting vehicle behind a | ow earthen berm Prone Soviet infantrynen
were clustered in front of the vehicle. Two of the infantrynen were kneeling;
one was hol ding an RPG 16 anti-tank rocket |auncher

It took LaRochelle a nonment to realize the eneny soldiers were aimng the
mssile directly at him . . . "Dam," he hissed. Frantically, he twi sted the
turret's override controls, at the sane
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i nstant yelling: "Qunner-HEAT-RPG squad!" into the intercom

"Round up!" The | oader screaned as he whi pped an MB30 HEAT- hi gh- expl osi ve
anti-tank-round into the breech. As the turret slewed right, the gunner
bel | owed hi s acknow edgnment and switched the nmain gun selector switch to COAX

"Load co-ax!" LaRochelle yelled to the | oader, who reached forward and yanked
t he charging handl e of the 7.62mm M240 machi ne gun nmounted coaxially with the
mai n gun

"Co-ax up!" the |l oader screaned in reply, confirmng the rapid-fire machine
gun was arned and ready to fire.

There was no time for the tank crew to use the sophisticated |aser

rangefi nder. The Russian RPG squad would be firing in |l ess than ten seconds
and the powerful rocket-propelled grenade could disable the tank, if not
destroy it. They had to eyeball the range, hoping that any close shot in the
general vicinity of the Soviets mght make the RPG gunner's aima little |ess
deliberate, giving the American tank the split-second it needed.

Normally, it was not possible to fire the tank's main gun and the coaxially
nmount ed machi ne gun simul taneously, but LaRochelle had an experienced crew,
and he had taught themwell.

Squeezing the Cadillacs' triggers, the gunner sent a stream of machi ne gun
tracer rounds arcing over the heads of the stunned RPG team At the sane tine,
he twi sted the manual firing handle near his left knee-this was the "naster
bl aster," an el ectromechani cal firing mechanismfor the tank's 120mm nai n gun

Charged by the naster blaster's spark, the big gun roared again, sending a
bri ght orange tongue of flame out of the end of the Abramis barrel. The shot
screamed over the heads of the clustered infantry but plowed smack into the
BMP, which erupted in a nushroom shaped orange fireball. Still fingering the
Cadi |l | acs, the gunner adjusted his aimdown one half-nil|l and once again
pressed the machi ne gun triggers.

This time the tracers streanmed directly into the kneeling form of the RPG
gunner, cutting the forward Soviet infantryman in two at the waist. H's
partner, wounded as well, |ooked up fromhis own bloody |egs to see the
revol ting scene, then passed out.

LaRochell e was too busy to watch the RPG crew die; and he had no tinme to
congratul ate his gunner on the shot. In a treeline
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at nine o' clock froma range of just two thousand neters, he saw a peculiar



flash and a cl oud of snoke. A shudder ran through himhe' d seen enough
training filnms to identify it as an antitank guided nissile, probably a Soviet
AT-4 "Spigot."

"Sagger! Sagger! Sagger!" he yelled, keying the m crophone in his Conbat
Vehicl e Crewman (CVC) headgear to the "transmit" position. It was the

uni versal NATO warning for an anti-tank missile attack. Instantly all the
tanks on CVC frequency began to nove. Abandoning their hiding places, the
tanks began driving evasively, jinking back and forth crazily in an effort to
give the Soviet mssileers tougher targets to hit.

Their turbine engine whined as LaRochelle's driver reacted to the inplied
conmand, noving the tank backward out of its battle position snug against the
rock formation.

Looki ng through the vision bl ocks, LaRochelle estimted that they would have
anot her twenty neters to cross before they were screened fromthe nissile's
pat h.

"Driver! Jink for you life! Go! Go! Go!" the tank commander hollered into the
i nt ercom

The driver needed no further encouragenent. He wheeled the tank madly to the
left, hoping to present a nore difficult target while also shifting to a
forward gear to nmake a faster getaway.

It was too late. Instantaneously the sixty-ton tank was shaken by a terrific

bl ast. Each crewran rose out of his seat as fl akes of paint showered down from
the turret walls and roof. Dust rose fromevery nook and cranny, filling the
air inside the turret. Wring-harnesses, binoculars, kit-bags, notebooks,
ration- packs, and other equi pnent were torn | oose fromretaining brackets,
stowage trays and hidi ng pl aces.

LaRochelle's head was filled with a loud ringing. Were it not for the hearing
protection provided by their CVC headgear, the whole crew woul d have been
conpl et el y deaf ened.

"Driver!" he yelled above the reverb echoing in his ears, hoping that the
stricken tank could still maneuver. Through the vision blocks the TC saw the
snoki ng hul k of his wingman's tank to the right. He reached for the keying
switch on his radio microphone, issuing the orders for the unit to withdraw to
the next line of battle positions. Wien he heard no static, he realized that
the hit had knocked out the tank's radio.
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"Driver-Mve out-Position Bravo-Route Blue!" he yelled. He said a silent
prayer that the surviving tankers would begin their wthdrawal once the word
was passed. He saw other Abrans throwi ng rooster tails of fine snow behind
them and he knew they'd gotten the word. He hoped that the Soviets would not
be able to get any shots at themen route to the next position. That |last hit
had been too close for confort.

"Crew report!" LaRochel |l e announced over the intercomat |east that was stil
wor Ki ng.

"Qunner up! Conputer inop-turret power up," said the man just below and in
front of the tank conmander

"Driver up-engine's hot," answered the unseen driver fromhis position in the



forward belly of the big tank

"Loader up! Ammo door's jammed!" the | oader called out fromthe depths of the
still-snmoky turret interior

LaRochel l e realized then that the Soviet mssile must have penetrated the
auxiliary amunition conpartnent at the turret's left rear corner. The
terrific explosion that had rocked them was caused by several rounds of main
gun amo det onati ng simultaneously.

Fortunately, the blast door had prevented the explosion fromentering the
turret, instead causing it to exit through bl ow out panels in the top of the
amo conpartnent. Had their vehicle been an old M50 "Patton"-which |acked such
a seal ed conpartnment-the mssile would al nost certainly have killed everyone
in the tank.

He was never nore glad that he was riding in an MLA1 Abrans.

Mormentarily just thankful to be alive, LaRochelle soon realized that he and
his crew were still in ajam They were still facing the |large Soviet colum
in a tank with no comunications, an inoperative fire-control system and al
they had to throw at the eneny were three HEAT rounds that were stowed in the
ready rack next to the main gun.

The American commander knew that his tank force had taken out several eneny
vehicles -certainly nore than they'd | ost thensel ves. But the Soviets were
still rolling forward across the open field with waves of arnor.

LaRochel | e | ooked at the three meager shells in the ready rack
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and at the grime-streaked faces of the other two nmen in the turret. He cursed
the silent radio, wondering how they could hope to stop the Red Arny's
j ugger naut .

He thought it would take nothing less than a miracle to save them all
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Chapter 20

Hunter was the first one to see the I ong green streans of Soviet arnor.

It |ooked just like a flood. The enemy tanks and BMPs were spilling out onto
the German countryside, enptying into a two-nile-wide field like a river delta
neeting the sea. On the near side of the field were the rear guard NATO
arnored units, w thdrawi ng fromwhat had been a thin defensive line.

Bl ack scars in the earth with jagged nmetal centers narked the graves of both
Sovi et and NATO tanks. Though there were nore snoking hul ks on the Sovi et

si de- Hunter counted about a dozen or so-the Anmerican tank conpany on the
southern flank was particularly close to being overrun. Even as he approached
the area, he could see the big Abrans tanks racing to their back-up positions,
the Soviet T-80s in hot pursuit.

Flying in the | ead, Jones, too, took one | ook at the deteriorating NATO
situation and knew what had to be done. Keying his mcrophone swtch, he
call ed back to the A-10 Thunderbolt flight conmander, who was |eading a
squadron of sub-sonic ground support aircraft a few nmles behind the F-16s.



"Tango | eader, comence attack inmredi ately!"

"Roger, Falcon Leader," cane the reply.

The nessage had been received | oud and clear by the A-10 flight |eader
Captain Marcus A. Powers. Instantly he ordered his airplanes to peel off out
of formation and drop to four hundred feet.
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Captain Powers arnmed his GAU-8 30mm Gatling gun, the rotary cannon nestled in
the Thunderbolt's fat nose. Wth the touch of the trigger, a full |oad of
heavy, depicted-urani um slugs would pour out of the big gun, punching through
the relatively thin arnor on the tops of the Soviet tanks. For good neasure,
underneath their stubby wi ngs, the A-1Gs carried Rockeye cluster bonbs packed
with anti-arnor bonblets.

One pass over the battlefield and Powers was able to select his targets.
Dividing his squadron into four flights of three, he assigned each flight to
one of the main colums of Soviet arnor rolling down the roads into the battle
area. Then dropping further still to just two hundred feet, he and his two

wi ngrmen |ined up on the southernnost colum of eneny tanks.

The surprised Soviets didn't have enough time to get off the road when the
Thunderbolts swooped in for their first pass. Their nobile radar unit had
disintegrated under a direct hit by the German artillery anbush a few mles
back, and they hadn't had time to bring up a replacenment. The orders were to
advance, prepared or not, and that's just what they had done. The price for
this adherence to orders was the blind-siding they received fromthe American
attack pl anes.

Captai n Powers squeezed of f several |ong bursts fromhis nose cannon into the
stream of green Soviet arnor on the roadbed bel ow him Bright flashes appeared
under the A-10's chin as the spent urani um slugs punped out of the whirling
barrels, |ancing downward in cascading arcs toward the Soviets. His first
vol l ey struck a T-80 directly behind the turret, exploding the tank's engine

inafireball. The torrent of heavy slugs wal ked back to the next tank in
line, ripping jagged and flaming holes inits thin top arnmor as the deadly
effects of the uraniumburst the turret at its base, killing the crewin a

fiery expl osion.

One of the Thunderbolts to Powers's right found a Soviet fuel truck in the
colum, and its content erupted in a yell ow orange mushroom of flane that
engul fed several surroundi ng vehicles.

At the same instant the A-10 on Powers's left caught a burst of anti-aircraft
fire froma nobile Soviet Gatling-type battery. Spouting flanme and snoke from
under the wing, it staggered out of the battle area, engines m ssing
sporadically, until a gray-black colum of snoke could be seen rising fromthe
hori zon where he
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had plowed into the frozen ground.
Powers suddenly found hinsel f gul pi ng oxygen fromhis nmask |ike there was no

tomorrow. It was his first taste of conbat and he i magi ned he could feel his
heart beating right out of his chest.



"God help ne," he whispered to hinmself. "CGod help us all..."

On the next pass, Powers ordered his Thunderbolts to dunp their Rockeye
clusters over the stalled Soviet colums. Wth norbid precision, literally
hundreds of the arnor-shreddi ng bonblets rai ned down onto the eneny tanks, BM
arnored personnel carriers, and other vehicles that made up the Soviet assault
force.

Wth a quick gl ance down and back from his high speed vantage point, Powers
estimated that one in every three of four enenmy vehicles were being hit by the
deadl y downpour.

By their third pass, Powers could see the roads were now clogging up with the
burni ng wreckage of many arnored vehicles. But still the Soviet battle tanks
poured out onto the open field- fromthe woods, fromdry river beds, from
smal | er roads- roaring across open space to chase the retreating NATO arnor. A
fierce counter-volley fromthe MIls and Leopards-coinciden-tally fired at the
same time as the A-10s' first pass-had nmonentarily stopped the advance in sone
pl aces. But at the sane tine, nore Soviet T-80s and T-72s were approachi ng on
the main roads, maneuvering around the hulks of their |ess fortunate conrades
tanks and joining the fray.

Wrse, two nore of the attacking Thunderbolts were hit by ground fire on their
bonbi ng run and went down in side-by-side fiery crashes. At that point, Powers
reluctantly gave the order to w thdraw.

| mredi ately Jones keyed his mcrophone and sent out an order to his F-16s:
"Fal con Flight, first unit, commence ground support ops."

Instantly half the F-16s peeled off, |leaving their eight counterparts to watch
the skies for eneny fighters. The first unit pilots, |ed by Jones and Hunter
arnmed their 20-nm cannons while diving down to 200 feet.

"Spread out wide on four," Jones called back to his pilots.
Wth aerial show precision, the eight airplanes lined up in two rows of four
across. Now down to just 50 feet, the two quartets
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streaked over the covering forest on the southern edge of the plain and across
the open field, their cannons roaring. The spontaneously conmbusted cannon
shells found targets every few feet- tanks, BMPs, troop trucks and arnored
cars. The Sovi et vehicles caught in the wall of cannon fire belowtried
desperately to zigzag their way out of the aerial assault. But for many, it
was too little too late.

Hunt er was purposely seeking out and firing at the eneny's fast-nmoving nobile
guns. Keying in on the tracked vehicles' distinctive outline, he sent fiery
tongues of flane shooting out fromthe cannon nuzzle on the | eft-hand side of
his F-16's fusel age, propelling a streamof shells ained at the vehicles
amuni tion supply. Each tine a unique, greenish fire burst forth fromthe
tracked vehicle like a clustered fireworks display gone awy as dozens of
rounds whi zzed off in all directions. But still the Soviets cane forward
There were now four hundred tanks deployed in the open field, rolling toward
the sparsely popul ated Iine of NATO arnor. |f they got across the

t hree-kil omet er expanse of open ground, they would easily overwhel mthe

out nunber ed American and Gernman forces. And they would be across in | ess than
ten mnutes, even under the withering fire they'd received fromthe
Thunderbol ts and the F-16s.



Pulling up and out of the long strafing run, Jones knew it was tinme to play
his trunp card.

Punching in a pre-selected radio frequency, the general made a quick call to
the orbiting B-52. Once its pilot assured himthat he had been follow ng the
situation and that everything was "green," Jones keyed his mke to the F-16
squadron's channel

"Copperhead strike!" he shouted into his oxygen mask m crophone. "Clear it
out! Repeat. Copperhead!"

Jones gl anced back over his shoulder at the other F-16 pilots as they punched
their afterburners, punping raw JP-8 into their engines to give theman extra
jolt of speed. Wth one eye on them and the other on the dark speck above him
that he knew was the B-52, Jones kicked his own afterburner and started
orbiting in a high, wide circle over the battlefield, |eaving |ots of space
bet ween him and the open field full of Soviet arnor. The huge bonb bays of the
B-52 yawned open. Instantly
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hundreds of cylindrical projectiles came tunbling out of the big bonber's
belly and started plunmeting to the ground, all the while spinning rapidly.
Once clear of the B-52's jetwash, each cylinder sprouted a small ramair
parachute to stabilize its descent.

As the heavy cylinders plunged to three thousand feet, they di scharged six
subnuni tions, each of which bl ossomed with their own smaller vortex-ring
parachutes. The submunitions spun in a slow, collapsing circle, suspended by
the specially designed chutes that rotated them eight times per second. As

t hey descended, the sensor heads activated their own infrared and
mllineter-wave detectors which scanned the terrain bel ow, seeking the hot
exhausts and solid shapes of the Soviet arnor.

The sky above the large open field was black with pi nwheel i ng parachutes, each
cradling a warhead that was dangling at a 30-degree angle, sweeping in an
ever-narrowing spiral to pick out a target for its |lethal payload. Mnolithic
m crowave integrated circuits fashioned fromagallium arseni de sped through

t housands of conplex algorithms that separated their arnored prey fromthe
snowy background of the German field, homing in on the tanks.

One by one, the sensors selected their victins. Once confirmed and "entered,"”
each projectile fired an expl osive charge at the top of a Soviet tank. Each
expl osion propelled a nmetallic |iner-a copper disk about the size of a dinner
plate-directly down at its target with a velocity of ten thousand feet per
second.

The force of the explosion transfornmed the specially-shaped liners into

el ongated rods of white-hot nolten copper, traveling at speeds faster than six
t housand nmiles per hour. Like fiery thunderbolts flung fromthe heavens by
angry titans, hundreds of the nolten javelins flew down at the crawing green
beasts with the red stars on their turrets. They found their mark with deadly
accuracy, piercing the Soviet turret tops and boring through steel arnor plate
i ke hundreds of high-speed drill bits.

The Sovi et tanks quickly became armored coffins for their hapless crews. The
whi te-hot rods punched through the steel plates to release bursts of fire and
shrapnel inside the turrets. Hundreds of tanks lurched to a halt as the letha
darts found their mark in the metal, as turrets, engines, and anmunition



erupted in huge geysers of fire and snoke.
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Dozens of T-80s were hit in their anmm conpartnents tonating the shells and
blowing the big turrets conpletely away fromthe tank bodies in brilliant
expl osi ons. Everywhere on the battlefield were wecked tanks-burning, snoking
hul ks of torn metal whose shattered bl ack shapes nelted into the snow covered
field.

Up along the roads leading into the battle area, nmore w eckage and carnage
littered the roadways as the tanks had been pinned in I ong ribbons, making it
possi bl e for one explosion to destroy two or nore arnored vehicles at a tine.

The viol ent conbined attack had | asted | ess than seven nminutes, but it had
broken the back of the Soviet arnored assault, and allowed the surviving NATO
arnor to escape.

Hunter and Jones were flying parallel above the snoking scene, surveying the
weapons' devastating effects.

Hunter radioed to Jones to inquire about the nature of the air-Iaunched
m ssil e.

"That, Captain Hunter, was the first conbat test of a SADARM Sense and Destr oy
Arnor-anti-tank smart nunitions," Jones answered. "I think the Soviets wll
have to agree that it was a conplete success."

Jones was inpressed with the destructive potential of the previously

wel | - guarded top secret weapon. They had substantially acconplished their

m ssion-to block this, probably the |argest Soviet arnored advance. But at the
same time he knew that the secret SADARMs were at a premiumonly a half dozen
were thought to be in Europe at the monent. Plus, the weapon's awesone
destructive force could only be used under a very specific condition: that

was, when the enenmy massed his arnor in a fairly wi de open area. Jones was
certain that once the word of the "Copperhead" strike made it back to the Red
Arny' s Hi gh Conmand, orders would be struck preventing such an open massi ng of
Sovi et arnor again.

Jones was about to sweep the area once nore, when his radi o suddenly crackl ed
tolife

"Bogeys at ten o' clock!" he heard Hunter's distinctive Boston-accented voice
call out.

Jones quickly checked his cockpit radar, and initially saw not hing.
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But in the F-16 off to his right, Hunter wasn't relying on electronic neans to
cue himof the threat. He had received the nmessage through ot her channels.

The feeling was washing over him setting off the multiple alarmbells in his
m nd that always signal ed i nmnent danger. A split second before the radar
war ni ng went off, Hunter already felt the presence of the eneny.

Now, even before Jones's own radar rang out the warning, Hunter had kicked in
his afterburner and was clinbing fast.
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Chapter 21

The flight of Soviet fighters had appeared in the eastern sky above the
battl efield.

Coming to the bel ated defense of then- now snoking arnored col ums, the
Russi ans had sent 16 of their new M G 29 Fulcruns to intercept the American
attack pl anes.

The Sovi ets had al nost caught the Americans unaware, still loitering over the
battlefield to survey the effects of the SADARM strike. Only Hunter's
premoni ti on had provided themthe precious split-seconds they needed to gain
speed and altitude to engage the

Sovi et fighters.

Two of the speedy Ful crums peel ed out of the Soviet formation and rose to
chase the B-52G whose pilot had al ready shrewdly assessed the situation and
was pouring the coal into all eight engines to hasten his departure fromthe
battl e area. Dropping high-tech ordnance on Sovi et arnor was one
thing-tangling with a Mach 2 eneny fighter was sonething el se entirely, and he
want ed

no part of it.

Four nmore Ful cruns set out after the lowflying A-10s, who were already
huggi ng the ground and hightailing it back to the southwest. The Soviets had a
speed advant age, but they would have to fly between the trees to catch the
hedge- hoppi ng Thunder bol t s.

The remai ni ng Ful cruns headed straight for Hunter and Jones at better than
Mach 2. But thanks to Hunter's quick action, the F-16s had now gai ned enough
altitude to neet the Soviets at their |evel
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Reacti ng qui ckly, Jones hollered into the mcrophone and crisply di spatched
orders to the 16th.

"JT! Take Crider and save that B-52's butt! Rico and Sanuels, go cover those
"Bolts. Hawk, Ben and Christman, stay with nel"

The general's orders were answered with a ringing chorus of "Roger!" and the
F-16 formation split into three groups.

Jones | ooked over at Hunter through the scratched plexiglas canopy. He and his
wi ngman were in the lead, with Ben and Christman followi ng a half mile behind.

Keyi ng the squadron's frequency, Jones gave the order to hold formation right
t hrough the oncomi ng enemny flight.
"Falcon flight, this is Falcon | eader," he called out calmy. "Let's hold this
pattern and turn fast. Hawk and | will go at them strai ght on. Ben, you and
Christman pick up any bandits that break formation. Cannons only. We'll al
break i ndependent after the initial pass.”

Absor bi ng the engagenment orders, Wa and Christnman pulled back on their
throttles and increased the distance between them and the Jones-Hunter flight
to about a mle and a half.



At that point, Jones called to Hunter and said: "Think these guys are ready to
play a little Chicken Kiev, Hawk?"
"First tinme for everything, sir," Hunter replied tightly. He had a suspicion
of what Jones was planning and he was nore than willing to trust the
experienced man's judgrment, even if it did nmean flying head-on into the
oncom ng force of Soviet M Gs.

That was exactly what Jones had in mnd.

The general had guessed (correctly as it turned out) that the Soviet flight

| eader had ordered his pilots to hold their eight-plane formation, waiting for
t he Americans speedi ng headl ong toward themto break away first and thus give
them a cl ean shot. Now, Jones was hoping his surprise would be enough to
rattl e the superior Soviet force.

As the distance cl osed between the two flights of speeding fighters, their
conbi ned approach velocity was greater than Mach 4. Holding their positions as
ordered, the Soviets were dismayed to see the Anericans fail to break off,
depriving the Ful cruns of the opportunity to fire their AA-10 air-to-air

m ssiles at the broad undersides of the F-16s. Wiile the noments ticked off,
the Soviet pilots tightened their hands on the control sticks in their

cockpit,
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desperately wanting to flick the tw n-engine planes off to avoid the oncom ng
pair of F-16s, but unwilling to do so wi thout orders.

Hunter's right hand rested lightly on the side-stick controller, since he knew
from experience that the slightest pressure could dart the speedi ng plane off
course by several hundred yards in seconds.

Morments flashed by. In little nore than a split second, the two groups of
ai rpl anes woul d be upon each other, perhaps even colliding in md-air.

Hunter re-armed his 20mmrapid fire cannon and | ooked through his Head- Up

Di splay at the oncom ng Ful cruns. They were dangerous-|ooking airplanes-their
twin tails seened to knife through the sky guiding their sleek bodies. But

| ooks al one weren't enough to inpress Hunter, or any of the other F-16 pilots,
for that matter. Little did the Soviets know that the two F-16s which were at
that nmoment hurtling right at themwere being flown by nenbers of the elite
Thunder birds aerial denonstration team

Now t hat was i npressive

Hunter's HUD showed target acquisition for the cannon. He pressed lightly on
the fire button, not enough to engage the cannon, but just enough to make his
reaction a fraction of a second qui cker when the tinme cane to shoot.

The gap between the two adversaries was al nost gone now, and Hunter could only
i magi ne what was goi ng through the nmnds of the eneny pilots. Head-on
maneuvers were comonpl ace for the Thunderbirds team

He couldn't believe the Soviets were as skill ed.

Hs radio came to life with Jones's voice. "OK, Hawk, initiate Big Squeeze
formation. "



Hunt er knew i mmedi ately that Jones was telling himto rotate his wings to

al nost vertical in order to squeeze between the closely spaced Sovi et
fighters. As one, the two F-16s flipped up on their w ngs, at last convincing
the eight Soviet pilots that the F-16s were in fact conmtted to flying
straight into them

It was too nuch for the Red pilots to take. Two of themin front suddenly
started to break formation

But it was too late. Hunter flicked his control stick once and depressed his
fire button in one fluid notion, rocking the airplane over on its wing and
pouring a stream of cannon fire into one of the | eading M Gs.
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The Sovi et airplane seened to stagger in mdair as the heavy cannon shells
expl oded on its nose, wingroot and, finally, its cockpit. Three shells in al
pi erced the canopy glass, shattering it, and puncturing the Soviet pilot's
chest, killing himinstantly. The fighter imedi ately spun out of control

| ost altitude and began a rapid spiral down. Hunter watched as it quickly
slamed into the ground and expl oded on i npact.

Jones had taken out the Fulcrumflight |eader in simlar fashion, punping a
stream of cannon shells in the intake of his right engine, exploding it in a
cloud of debris that the F-16s had to fly through as they passed the startled
Sovi et s.

In a flash, Jones and Hunter were through the Soviet formation, still speeding
away at full AB. At the sane tine, WA and Christ-man dove to pursue two of the
Ful crunms that had broken rank just seconds before.

Twirling around in his seat to get a visual fix on the eneny, Jones signal ed
to Hunter for a two-plane formation |Imel mann turn- one of the countless noves
fromtheir old Thunderbird repertoire.

The maneuver was one of the oldest in fighting aviation history, originally
devel oped by Wrld War | German ace Max | mel mann. A hal f-1oop brought the

pl anes around, and a half-roll brought themupright again; it allowed a pil ot
to gain altitude and reverse direction to face an eneny on his tail. Now
Hunter and Jones woul d use the sane nove to fire nmissiles at the
still-speeding Ful cruns.

As if they were images in a mrror, the two F-16s gracefully executed the nove
as one, bringing their fighter planes up and around to face the tails of the
Soviet M Gs. Hunter and Jones each rel eased a Sidew nder, and the two nmissiles
roared off their wingtips and zeroed in on separate Ful cruns. The deadly darts
raced through the sky, vapor trails corkscrew ng behind them Each found its
mark in the exhaust nozzle of one of the Russian M Gs, and two powerful
expl osi ons shook the air as the enemny fighters were envel oped in viol ent
fireballs.

Warned too late for reaction by their radar threat indicators, the remaining
Ful cruns broke off to engage the F-16s in a w de-rangi ng dogfight. Hunter was
struck by the surprising nmaneuverability of the Russian M Gs-a turn radius and
climb rate conmparable to the F-16's, although the Fulcrumrequired two
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engines to equal the performance of the big OE turbofan that the Fal con
boast ed.



Making their turns, the MGs sent a volley of AA-10 air-to-air mssiles at the
two American planes. The F-16's threat warning alerts began sounding as the
bi g Sovi et airborne daggers sped for their targets. Hunter rolled his plane
over and over in a dizzying sideways spiral, not allowing the mssile's

gui dance systenms to lock on to the wildly revolving jet. Mssing Hunter's

pl ane, the missile spent its remaining fuel and plunged harml essly to the
ground. Jones had al so evaded the two missiles fired at his plane, as did Ben
Wa, who with Christman, had pulled up closer to Hunter and Jones by this tine.

The battle raged for another full mnute. Then suddenly, Christman ran out of
[ uck.

Fl yi ng behind Hunter, he had attenpted to imtate a corkscrew roll that would
protect himfromthe Soviet mssiles. But he had pulled out too soon
conpleting only three conpl ete spins before he dove, upside down, out of his
orbit and directly into the path of one of the big eneny arrows.

The deadly missile struck his F-16 near the tail section and sent the fighter
st aggeri ng downward, losing altitude in a death spiral. Unable to control the
pl ane, Christnman knew the control |inks nust have been severed. Hi s only hope
now was to eject hinself out of the stricken plane.

Remenbering the training programat Nellis, he quickly tightened the shoul der
straps of the harness that held himto his seat. Then he reached down to his
| eft-hand side and pulled the ejection seat rel ease handle, instantly firing
the charge that blew off the canopy, sending it flying backward into the

pl ane's slipstream

The wi nd buffeted his facemask and hel net visor for the |ongest second he'd
ever lived through. Then the main explosive charge fired under his seat,
rockets propelling himstraight up and away fromthe snoking, out-of-contro
fighter. As the seat's trajectory neared its peak, the spent rockets and seat
platformfell away and his pilot chute depl oyed.

The smal |l parachute stabilized Christman's fall rate and used the wind' s
energy to pull the main parachute out of its carefully folded resting place.
The big nylon circle blooned in the sky, its spiderweb of Iines
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cradling the dazed F-16 pilot, still shaken by the force of the ejection

bl ast. The cold wi nd and shock of the chute's opening brought himaround, and
his vision had just started to re-focus when he saw his plane spum ng crazily
bel ow him several mles away.

The swirling dogfight was still going on above, and Christman found hi nsel f
strangely fascinated at being so close an eyewitness to the battle.

This is why he didn't see the Fulcrumclosing on his drifting parachute unti
it was too |late.

Not content with shooting the plane down, the Soviet was going to try and kil
the hel pless pilot. Christman turned and i mredi ately went into shock as he

wat ched the M G s nose cannon open up. Hearing and feeling the heavy cannon
shel I s whi zzing through the air around him he was powerless to defend hinself
agai nst the cowardly attack -an attack that had | ong been condemmed by flying
men of every air force in every war. >

Hunter saw the Sovi et bearing down on Christman, but it was too late.



Three rounds tore through the thin nylon chute and sliced several of the
control lines. Then one cannon shell struck the dangling pilot full in the
chest. The heavy shell tore through his torso, destroying several vital organs
before exiting Christman's | ower back. The stricken pilot grasped the chute
lines in one |ast desperate act, then fell iinp as his bullet-ridden parachute
descended rapidly.

In a final gesture of contenpt, the Fulcrumpilot passed close by the chute,
near enough to fully collapse it with the powerful jet wash. Hopel essly
entangled in its own rigging, the chute fell in on itself, wapping around the
lifeless formof Christman and carrying it down the several miles to the
earth.

A blind rage consumed Hunter as he pushed the throttle forward to pursue the
mal i ci ous Sovi et pilot. Shooting down planes was all part of the horrible gane
of war. But gunning down a helpless pilot after he'd bailed out was just plain
cowardly rmurder.

The anger which burned inside himlike a piece of hot netal, radiated its heat
in short pulses up into Hunter's brain. The fire indelibly branded a nmark on
Hunter's senses.

War was war. But senseless killings had to be avenged.
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The W ngman had swooped in on the twin-tailed Fulcrumand fired his cannon
fromclose range. But his raw anger had interrupted his usual concentration
and the tracer shells went w de, just past the Soviet's canopy. Hunter cursed
as the M G dove away.

The MG pilot realized the close call he'd just had, and he knew he had to get
this Anerican off his tail and fast. H s best defense would be a strong
of fense, he thought, diving away in a fast |oop

In seconds, the agile Fulcrumwas able to twist around and rise slightly, its
pilot attenpting to maneuver behind and beneath Hunter's F-16. At the sane
time, another MG was drawing in close to Wa's Falcon in a separate action
near by. Thinking quickly, Hunter swerved and fired his cannon straight into
the guts of the MG keying in on Wa, ripping away the eneny's right whee
undercarriage and perforating its md-fusel age fuel tank

No sooner had he fired when Hunter felt the hair on the back of his head stand
straight up. Purely on instinct he yanked back on the F-16's controls, putting
the fighter into a steep near-vertical clinb. Al nost i mediately he was
surrounded by green-yell ow tracers stream ng past his canopy from bel ow. The
first Ful crumwas beneath himand only his extra-sensory sixth sense had saved
himfromtaking the entire burst right in his belly. As it was, he felt two
dull thuds on the underside of his plane, small explosions that staggered the
Fal con as Hunter slamred the throttle forward. In saving Ben, Hunter had been
caught by the other Soviet pilot, and now he only had one way out.

No matter what the risk, he was going to take it.

Hunt er picked up speed as the Ful crum s cannon volley ceased, and he nosed the
F-16 over at full speed to pull a full outside |loop. Wth an inside | oop, the
pilot and plane are inside the imaginary circle drawn in the sky, and
centrifugal force presses down, sonetines inducing the pilot blackout by
forcing blood fromhis brain.



An outside | oop, however, puts the plane and pilot outside that circle, and
causes a "red-cut" by punping too nmuch blood to the pilot's brain. In extremne
cases, the resulting g-forces can actually burst a pilot's eyes and cause

bl eeding fromhis ears.

Hunter knew all this, but he also knew he needed to get behind the Ful crum He
woul dn't have tine to twi st around for a normal |oop-the ninble MG woul d be
able to get away whil e he nmaneuvered.

162

So he had to do it the hard way. Hunter felt the pressure building as the F-16
strained to conplete the | oop, wings flexing. He was conmitted to the nove
nowthere was no flipping out of it at this point. He was directly upside
down, at the bottom of the loop, and he could see the red veil start to rise
behi nd his vision as the bl ood pressed against his retinas.

Now hi s ears were popping, warning himof the pressure building inside his
head. His feet and | ower |l egs were tingling, deprived of the blood they
needed. Hi s vision became narrower, a small tunnel surrounded by a sea of
crinmson. He tasted blood in his mouth as a small anobunt oozed through his gums
around his back teeth. He felt hinmself straining against the g-forces,
desperately trying not to pass out before he conpleted the I oop

It was near the breaking point for him and the |oop m ght have killed an
aver age pilot.

But Hawk Hunter was no average fighter pil ot

He swept through the bottomof the |oop, his vision still a reddish haze as
the F-16 rose on the outside edge of the invisible circle. The pressure began
to subside, and his head started to clear. He had done it... He was flying

upri ght now, and he was above and behind the hom cidal Ful crum pilot.

For his part, the MG pilot was nothing | ess than bew | dered. Mpnents before
he saw the American nose over, and thought he dived away fromthe battle, or
turned off in a wide bank to circle around. But then there was no sign of him
in the sky below or to the sides.

Where had he gone?

Hi s answer cane from behind as Hunter laced the Fulcrum s tail section with
cannon fire from point-blank range. A relentless stream of 20mm shells poured
into the wide, flat valley between the Soviet fighter's rudders, igniting both
engi nes and severing nost of the tail section. Instantly half the Sovi et

ai rpl ane was engulfed in flanes. It began breaking up and started to fall out
of the sky in a ragged, fiery spiral

Hunt er watched the pilot funble for his ejection nechanism and the rage
burned hot within him He changed his angle on the Russian slightly, re-aimng
and firing his cannon so that the shells traced a straight path across the

Ful crum s right wi ngroot, anputating the flat appendage |like a surgeon's

scal pel
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Deprived of nmore than half its lift, the stricken MG fell off on its

now wi ngl ess right side in a tight spin. The rapidly increasing g-forces
pi nned the Russian pilot's arns at his sides, as they suddenly becane too



heavy to nove.

Unable to reach his ejection handle, he realized his doomin a silent scream
that lasted all the way down to the hard-packed ground, three miles bel ow.

Hunter followed the MG s weckage down, making sure the Soviet pilot was
truly finished. There was no parachute, and Hunter allowed hinmself a split
second of unrewardi ng satisfaction as he watched the M G inpact into the side
of a small nountain.

The feeling of revenge didn't |ast |ong, however. Hunter knew the Sovi et
pilot's death woul dn't bring Christnman back

That was the problem he thought. In war, eventually everyone | oses

Wth that, he clinbed back up, hoping to join the air battle that was stil
ragi ng above.

By this time, JT had doubl ed back to join the dogfight, assured that the B-52G
was safely out of harms way. Working together, he and Jones had just picked
off a Fulcrumthat had tried to latch on to Ben WA's tail, as the Hawaiian was
in turn flam ng another MG with his cannon

The surviving Russians broke off their attack at this point and headed for

hone, unwilling to stay and provide nore ducks for the 16th's shooting
gal l ery.
Hunter, still seething at the col d-bl ooded nurder of Christnan, was gane to

pursue the M Gs. He noved to engage his afterburner
But then, he suddenly stopped.

He had never quite felt the eerie sensation on the back of his neck before,
but in a split-second he knew what it neant.

Sonet hi ng was wong with the F-16.

He qui ckly scanned t he gauges and displays in the cockpit, searching their
mut e, nunbered faces for a clue to the nature of the problem A blinking red
LED light confirnmed Hunter's suspicion: his airplane was about to experience a
maj or electrical systemfailure.

While | oss of power was a serious problemin any aircraft, it was especially
critical in the fly-by-electrical-wire F-16. He had a redundant flight contro
system and back-up computer, but it would
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now require his full attention and strength to bring the plane back hone.

Jones pul l ed al ongside Hunter's cruising fighter, sensing Hunter's problem He
| ooked at the young pilot through the canopy and keyed his nicrophone.

"What's the problem Hawk?" The words were casual, but there was an underlying
tension to the voice. Jones knew only too well the many of things that could
bring a pl ane down.

"Not certain, sir," Hunter answered calmy. "lI'mgetting an electrical failure



i ndication. | thought | felt some iron in ny tail. Can you take a | ook?"

Swoopi ng low to scan the plane's underside for damage, Jones i medi ately saw
the source of the trouble.

I ndeed, the M G had nailed Hunter's airplane with at |east one cannon round,
blowing a | arge, jagged hole in the underside of his fuselage toward the tail.
Jones let out an involuntary gasp, sucking in air through his oxygen mask, and
gl ad his mcrophone was still not keyed.

"Where did he get ne?" Hunter asked.

"Let me put it this way, Hawker, old boy," Jones replied. "If your plane was a
bird, it would never have chi cks agai n. "

Wth that, Jones relayed a damage report in full. The bottomline was that the
aircraft was still intact, but the afterburner and the stabilizer controls

wer e heavily damaged

"Lucky you didn't punch in your AB," Jones told Hunter. "You'd be flying a
pair of angel wi ngs instead of a ruptured duck."

Hunter closed his eyes and sent a big thanks out to the ethers, grateful that
his own internal warning systemhad prevented himfromlighting out ful
afterburner after the fleeing Soviet fighters.

Meanwhi | e, Jones ordered JT and WA to head back to Rota as quickly as

possi ble. After initial protests, both pilots reluctantly agreed. Because of
their extra nileage action before the Ful crum dogfight, both were | ow on fuel.
Escorting Hunter's stricken fighter back, at such a slow speed and | ow
altitude, would burn their reserves and possibly cause themto crash as well.

I nst ead, Jones would stick by the damaged F-16.

Hunt er watched as the two F-16s roared off, their outlines growing smaller
until they di sappeared into high cloud cover toward the south. His own F-16
was acting very sluggish, plow ng
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through the air instead of slicing it: he had to coax it to nmaintain altitude
and level flight. Wthout stabilizers, every odd gust of wind threatened to
buck the airplane over. He was |ucky the stabilizers had been jammed in the
straight position-if they were up or down, he would never have been able to
control the airplane.

And so the two F-16s flew on, Jones dropping altitude periodically to check

t he underside of Hunter's plane, and Hunter wrestling with the heavy controls
of his damaged fighter. The two pilots didn't speak, except to exchange
airspeed and altitude information, or indicate fuel status. It would be tight,
but they woul d have enough to make it back to Rota.

What was of nore concern to Hunter was the |anding gear controls.

H s cockpit instrument panel showed his |anding gear as inoperative, and he
didn't dare test it while still en route. If by sone niracle of electronics it
did engage and | ower his wheels, he m ght not be able to raise them again, and

the plane couldn't stand the extra drag with the critical fuel situation

O course, if the landing gear couldn't be lowered at all,... well, he'd worry



about that when he got back to the base.
If he got back to the base
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Chapter 22

As was usually the case when a stricken airplane was coming in, activity at
the airbase at Rota slowed to alnost a standstill.

Aircraft that could were diverted to other fields. Energency vehicles -

f oam spreadi ng tankers and fire trucks-were |ined up along the edge of the
runway. All the other base aircraft were noved into their handstands, or
taxied to the opposite side of the field. No one liked to think about it, but
they had to protect the remaining planes fromany crash that might result from
t he damaged pl ane ski ddi ng out of control.

Furt her behind were the anbul ances, grimy dubbed "the meatwagons." Their
second-pl ace status was a concession to fatalistic reality-pilots rarely
survived unsuccessful crash landings. If a plane augured into the field and
there was a fire, the best they could hope for was to renove the body parts
after the flames were out.

The rescue crews stood by nervously, waiting for the signal. The 16th's ground
crew chief, a Louisiana Cajun named Bl ue, was out on the tarmac also, clad in
an asbestos fire suit and gl oves. The heavy hood was pushed back to
accommodat e the bi nocul ars he was using to search the deepeni ng shadows in the
nort hern sky.

Sonmewhere up there was a pilot and an airplane in trouble- Blue had nightmares
about such things.

The [ ong m nutes of anxious waiting ended when they heard a | ow runble vibrate
across the field. A buzz rippled through the nmen clustered on the runway.
Fi ngers poi nted skyward. Voices
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rose. Two specks appeared on the horizon-one of them snmoking heavily.

The roar of the engines built steadily as the two outlines devel oped into a
pair of F-16s that began a wide circle over the base. Jones was doing all the
talking with the base's air traffic controllers, as Hunter was busy trying to
keep the plane aloft wi thout benefit of the broad stabilizer flaps.

He formally cleared his own landing with the tower and then turned his
attention to the damaged pl ane.

"Rota tower, this is Falcon | eader. Confirm clearance and emergency | andi ng
prep on runway two-niner, over?" Jones's voice was steady as he flew past the
sl ender tower with the gl ass-encl osed cupol a.

The cl earance was confirmed speedily, and the foamtrucks quickly sprayed out
a thick blanket of glistening white across the surface of the designated
runway. The bubbly carpet was designed to prevent sparks in the event the
aircraft had to make a wheel s-up | andi ng.

Inside Hunter's cockpit the tenperature was hovering near the 100-degree nark.
He had switched off the airplane's cockpit air conditioner, along with al nost



every other auxiliary system in order to save fuel, and he was paying the
price as his flight suit was now soaked through with sweat.

He circled the base two nore tinmes, using up the last of his fuel reserves.
Al the while Jones stayed right behind him ready to tell himany change in
his airplane's condition

When Hunter saw that his fuel was down to the bare nmininum he knew t he npnment
of truth had finally arrived. Now it was tinme to see if the | anding gear woul d

work . . . He pressed the undercarriage console button and crossed his
fingers. Avyellow light began to blink, telling himthe gear could not be
| owered. He quickly punched in a conputer override command, but still the

cursed yellow light continued to blink. One last try was the flip of

t he«manual override switch above the blinking indicator light on his panel. He
tried it a dozen tines, but still the yellow light stayed on. That settled it:
the [ andi ng gear was definitely no go.

Jones and the tower confirmed the gear's failure to | ower, but Hunter had
al ready resigned hinmself to |anding the plane w thout
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the benefit of wheels. This was something they'd never practiced at Nellis. As
he brought the fighter around for the final approach, Hunter heard Jones's
reassuring voice tal king himthrough each step of the forced | andi ng.

He found hinself mechanically performng the normal landing drill, trying not
to concentrate on the thought that there would be nothing normal about this

l andi ng. Wthout the stabilizer flaps to guide the F-16's tail section, it
woul d be harder than ever to bring the plane in gently enough to avoid

di saster.

And, he had only enough fuel for one attenpt.

"Ckay, Hawk, ease back on the throttle a bit nore," Jones called to him

"That's it... Okay, give it a little note wing flap ... No, not that nuch..
just a goose. That's the ticket. Okay, a little less throttle... Watch the
airspeed now ... Bring her down a little bit nore . . . Watch your drift.
Steady . . . That's it . . ."

Jones was flying right beside Hunter now, over the runway, his own |anding
gear extended to slow his airspeed to match the crippled bird' s. Hunter was
gradual | y decel erating the damaged airplane, reducing altitude by a few feet
at a tine, struggling with the now bal ky control surfaces. Still Jones was
besi de him coachi ng and wat chi ng.

"Ckay, Hawk, you're alnost there ... Afew nore feet... Just try to stay on
the foam.." At this point, Jones was forced to push his throttle forward and
gain altitude as his plane threatened to stall out at the |ow altitude.

Hunter was only ten feet above the runway now, perfectly level. A hundred feet
forward was the foam path the crews had sprayed for him

"Mss that foam" Hunter thought to hinself, "and it'll be a short funeral."

He breathed in sharply and let the plane drop a few nore feet. Directly over
t he foam now, he edged the plane down until the ventral flaps were slicing

t hrough the whitecaps on the foams surface. Alittle |lower, and they made
contact with the runway itself, sending a grating vibration through the
airframe as Hunter used the thin netal plates like curb feelers to guide the



pl ane down. Now the big air intake bel ow the fusel age was beneath the surface
of the foam sucking in the white froth to the engine's flam ng core and
spewi ng the snoky vapor out the exhaust nozzle.

169

Then came the scraping sound of metal on concrete as the intake's underside
made contact with the runway.

The plane sluiced through the foamon its belly, wings rippling fromone side
to the other as Hunter struggled to keep its nose pointed straight forward.
Wth no brakes to control his landing, he had to rely on full w ng flaps,
applied gradually as the plane | ost speed.

But it wasn't enough ... The end of the foam was approachi ng too quickly.

He burst past the CO2 bl anket, sending a shower of sparks and netal fragnents
behi nd himas the scarred pl ane screeched down the bare asphalt runway.
Suddenly he was spinning and his eyes were filled with lights. There were
sprays of sparks-sone bouncing off the canopy, others seem ngly ricocheting

i nside the cockpit itself. Around and around he went, the sparks being as
bright as flanes froma welder's torch. He was sucking on the oxygen mask |ike
never before, as if the air would save himfromthe conflagration of sparks.

At sone point, he was thrown forward so violently that the crash hel net was
yanked right off his head. Then he was thrown up and backward, a notion which
caused himto crack his head against the top of the hard canopy gl ass.

He | ost consciousness at this point. It seened as if he was out for an hour
but | ooking back on it, it was probably only a few seconds.

Yet in that tinme, a very strange thing happened.

He found hinself in a state which he could only describe as a "w de-awake
dream" He was back in the States, standing on a huge pier. There were a few
big gray Navy ships around, indicating the place was a mlitary port. He felt
ol der, bigger, nore bulked up and his hair was nearly to his shoul ders. He was
wearing a black flight suit and carrying a battered flight hel net and tal ki ng
to people he didn't recogni ze about an upcoming flight.

Yet, at sone | ater point, he began to clinmb down into a submari ne.

Then a rather pleasant darkness began to settle in on him

Blue was first to reach the burning airplane.
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Breat hing heavily in the cunbersone fire gear, he |eaped onto the wing of the
snoki ng fighter and heedl ess of the danger, funbled inside the heavy gl oves
for the canopy rel ease handl e | ocated on the fusel age on either side of the

cockpit.

Poppi ng the energency cover off, he yanked the handl e out several feet to
bl ast the clear canopy away fromthe tiny cockpit.

It launched off the plane, landing with a clatter several feet away. Reaching
into the narrow conpartnment, he tugged at Hunter's restraining straps, trying
to rel ease the dazed pil ot even as the clouds of black acrid snoke closed in.



The fire crews had al ready rushed up to the burning airplane and were
drenching it with chem cal foam and CO2 extinguishers in an effort to quel
the fire. But they knew they were fighting a | osing battle.

Hunter was vaguely aware of the activity churning around the outside of his
cockpit. H s head felt light, and his feet seemed frozen to the rudder pedals.
Everyt hi ng had happened so fast, but nowit seemed to be thrown into sl ow

nmoti on. The sparks were still in his eyes and he felt even hotter than before

It took himnore than a split second to realize that he was surrounded by
fire.

Suddenly two massi ve hands reached down and literally yanked hi mout of the
cockpit. Next thing he knew he was flat-out on the wing, his flight suit
actual ly snol dering. Then he was yanked again, off the wing, to the ground and
dragged for what seened like a mle or two.

Finally all the nonsense stopped and he was stationary again. Flat out on his
back, facing the clear but cold Spanish sky.

He tried to | ook at the crowd of faces around him but the bright sun was in
his eyes. Finally, he recognized Ben and Thoney, in the gaggle of people
kneel i ng over him

"How s the plane?" he asked thickly, his throat dry.

Despite the tension, those around himcoul dnt suppress a relieved |augh at
Hunter's question

Thoney and Ben gently raised himup by his shoul ders and pointed himtoward
t he runway.

H s eyes cl eared enough to see a huge pile of blackened netal surrounded by a
raging fire so intense even the fire crews had backed off.
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H s head still spinning, he neverthel ess began to realize that he had just
cone very close to being killed. "Who . . . who pulled ne out?" he asked

shakily. The crowd of people parted slightly to let a tall young man wal k
t hrough and kneel beside him It was Bl ue.

Hunt er opened his nmouth but could not speak. Blue relieved himof the
difficult nonent by saying: "Just buy nme a drink sometine, Captain."”

"You're on!" Hunter said, weakly shaking the man's hand. "Your drinks are on
me for the rest of your life!" Then he | ooked over at the charred ness that
was once an F-16. "Can you fix it?" he asked, still woozy. Once again the
cromd around himlet out a laugh. "Fix if?" Blue asked. "Damm, Captain, | can
heal the sick, but | can't raise the dead. That there airplane is pernmanently

Hunmpty- Dunpty city, ny friend."

At that point, the nedical people arrived. A doctor gave Hunter the quick
once-over and determ ned that he had suffered no serious trauma, save for the
nasty crack on his head.

Nevert hel ess, the medic gave him a sedative injection before he was | oaded
onto a stretcher and into an ambul ance.

W thin seconds, Hunter was asl eep and dream ng once agai n about submari nes.
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Chapter 23
The flightline was deserted.

Hunter paced along its length, follow ng his di mshadow being cast by the
nearly full Spanish noon. It was close to m dnight and an absolutely eerie
cal m had envel oped the air base.

The place was so quiet in fact, that if it weren't for the nmenories of the
past two days it would have been hard to guess that there was a war on

The sedative knocked himout for just four hours and once he woke, he had
found it inpossible to get back to sleep. He spent two hours of tossing before
finally getting out of his cot. H s back and neck were just a little stiff
fromthe crash, but his nerves were working overtime and he knew he had to
expend sone of the energy. And the fresh air would be a welconme relief to the
nmechani cal | y punped oxygen it seemed he'd been breathing since arriving in

Eur ope.

He finally reached the spot where his F-16 had cone to a flam ng, screeching
halt earlier that day. What debris was left of the fighter had al ready been
haul ed away-all that remai ned now was a bl ackened streak where he'd run past
the anti-flame foam

In all his years of flying-both civilian and mlitary airplanes-it was the

cl osest he had conme to buying the farm Looking at the black, burnt scar on
the runway, he felt a change come over him Not a revelation or a religious
experi -
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ence. Just a very subtle shift, in his psyche.

He knew if he were a cat, he would only have six lives left. Pulling out of a
crash like his in one piece wasn't sonething he coul d expect to happen too
often. In fact, he knew he mi ght never be so lucky again. That is, unless he
worked on it. So right then and there he deci ded he would do just that: use
his special gift-his extraordinary sixth sense-to its fullest extent. Use it
to stay alive. Never doubt it. Always trust it.

And renmenber to buy Blue all the drinks he wanted for the rest of his life.

He was on the verge of heading back to his quarters when he noticed a |ight
burning in the base's conbat information center. After talking to the security
guard, he walked into the C C and found Jones there, analyzing reports from

t he previous day.

The general rubbed his tired eyes and ran his fingers through his
cl ose-cropped hair as if to massage his weary brain.

But he wasn't surprised to see Hunter.

"Coul dn't sleep, Captain?" he asked, knowi ng he too would have a hard tine
sl eeping had he come as close to getting killed as Hunter had done.

The young pilot just shrugged. "I'ma little restless, sir," he said finally.



"Well, the doc told ne that except for a few bunps and bruises, you're
certified to fly," the general said. "You dodged a pretty big bullet out there
t oday. "

Jones noved aside a pile of conputer data and reached across the desk to
retrieve two fairly clean coffee cups. Then he pulled out a fifth of prem um
Scotch froma file cabinet drawer nearby.

Pouring the two cups about three-quarters full, he pushed one across the desk
toward Hunter, notioning himto sit down.

"Strictly nmedicinal, Captain,” Jones said.

Jones knew the therapeutic value of alcohol on pilots, jittery or otherw se.
For his part, Hunter wel comed the fiery anber |iquid.

After a few long sips, the general turned his attention back to the reamnms of
data in front of him

"This is the latest intelligence report fromthe front," he said. "It contains
an anal ysis of photo transnissions fromone of our
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satellites in stationary orbit. One of the fewthat are still flying, |I should
say."

"You nmean?" Hunter began to say.

Jones anticipated his question and nodded. "Yep," he said, dragging on his
cigar. "We've been blowi ng up each others' satellites for the past forty-eight
hours. The Sovs are doing it via sone top secret SAM device; we've been
nailing themw th ASAT m ssiles | aunched from F-15s back over the States."

Hunt er shook his head. The thought of outer space caused himto briefly
renenmber his short stay at the Kennedy Space Center. It seened like a century
ago.

"OfF course," Jones continued, "once both weapons get into orbit, the
satellites are killed via renpte control, using the stars to navigate and so
on. It's all very technical."

"Has it cone to this now?" Hunter wondered aloud. "Killing in space? Machi nes
killing other machi nes? Wiy do they even bother with us flesh and bl ood types,
sir?"

"Pl ease don't get phil osophic on ne, Captain,"” Jones said, holding up his
hand. "Some human still has to push the right buttons to make it all happen

"Besi des, before this thing is over we'll have guys knifing each other in
muddy trenches even as our 'space invaders' are battling it out in orbit, mark
nmy words."

Hunter drained his drink. "So, what is the latest situation, sir?" he asked.
"Still bad?"

Jones nodded grimy, |eaned back and re-lit his cigar

"Is it getting worse?" Hunter asked.



Once agai n, Jones just nodded.
"Any chance it will still go nuclear, sir?"

This time, Jones hesitated for a nonent. "Oificially, the answer to your
guestion is *yes,' " the officer said finally. "Beyond that, everything el se
is classified . "

Jones poured out two nore drinks. Looking at Hunter now, the senior officer
was reni nded of days |long ago on the sweltering jungle airstrips of Vietnam
when he had fl own and fought beside Hunter's father. Flying m ssions was
really like a job back then. Take off. Drop your bonb | oad. Dodge sonme SAMs
and be hone for supper. Next day, do it all again.

Now, in this real war, every conbat m ssion had to be eval u-
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ated in ternms of how many young men wouldn't return, if any. And he, Jones,
had the responsibility for all of them It was no joyride taking the handling
of lives other than your own, and having to live with the consequences
afterward.

"Now, | do suggest you get some sleep,” Jones told him abruptly breaking up
their drinking session. "Real sleep, | nean. You'll need it tonorrow. "

Hunter didn't ask himwhy or what woul d take place the next day-part of him
didn't want to know. He just stood up, thanked the general and sal uted.

"Briefing starts at oh-six-hundred,"” Jones said, returning to his data through
a haze of cigar snmoke. "Be on tinme, Captain . "

"Yes, sir," Hunter said, turning to | eave
Jones had been careful not to let his voice betray his innernost feelings.
That was part of it, too, he thought as Hunter wal ked out of the room

The responsibility of command was not for sharing.
Hunter was the first one to report to the briefing early the next norning.

Alone in the room staring at the large map on the wall, he realized why Jones
had been so reluctant to tell himthe news fromthe front the night before.
Many things had happened in the past twenty-four hours. Wen Hunter had first
seen the map before him it was covered with red and bl ue opposi ng arrows

sl ashing across the continent of Europe. Now the center of the map was

dom nated by just two huge red arrows that carved straight through West
Germany in the north and south.

It didn't take a master tactician to determine the arrows were convergi ng on
France. In fact, they were pointing alnost directly at Paris.

The original plan was for NATOto let the Soviets plow across the
no- man' s-1and of West Germany, slowi ng themup with harassing actions and
meeting themin full force sonewhere west of the Rhine.

But now it was obvious that the Soviet tide flow ng west had not been sl owed
down much, if at all, despite punishing | osses
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fromthe slowy withdrawing rear guard forces. A strong stand by NATO had been
made at the Rhine River and held back the Red Arny's juggernaut for nearly
twel ve hours in some of the bloodiest fighting the continent had ever seen

But it had not been enough.
Now, the entire NATO front was col |l apsing back toward France.

Wth the | and war going so badly, it was clear that the combined air forces of
the West had becone the only effective nmeans of stopping the Soviet onslaught.
Fl ying a conbi nati on of strategic and tactical bonbing runs, close air
support, and long-range interdiction mssions, it was the air forces that had
so far held the Soviets froman all-out successful blitzkrieg-like dash to the
sea.

How many mi ssions had been fl own, Hunter wondered, still studying the nap.
Fromallied fields in France, Belgium Holland, Spain and Engl and? How many
pilots had been | ost? How many airpl anes?

How | ong woul d this madness conti nue?

There was a definite whiff of desperation in the air. The base seened to be
shrinking, as nore and nore NATO aircraft had come to call it home. On his way
to the briefing, he saw an incredible assortnent of displaced Free Wrld
aircraft had been crowded onto the tarmac, nost of themarriving during the
early norning hours.

Even the map in the briefing roomseemed to be getting smaller, he thought. O
maybe it was an optical illusion, caused by the shrinking of the blue-col ored
NATO controlled territory.

But worst of all, the cluster of chairs around the briefing roonm s podi umwas
getting smaller, drawing in closer |like wagons in a besieged canp. The day
Hunter first came to Rota, there had been nearly forty pilots jamed in the
briefing room elbowto-elbowin the small desks.

Jones woul d have the chairs renoved when pilots didn't cone back, and now,
just two and a half days later, there were only fifteen seats left.

What was it Jones had told himabout how nany ways there were to die in an
airplane? It seemed to Hunter that the lost pilots of the 16th TFW had covered
all the bases. A pilot
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naned Daly had been shot down by a M G over Stuttgart. Someone named Bachman
had caught a SAM on a bonbing m ssion to Poland. Chang ditched in the Med and
was never recovered. Van Dell hit the side of a nmountain in the French Alps in
a dense fog. O'Neil had run |l ow on fuel and bailed out over Soviet-held
Germany, only to be shot by ground troops.

And Teddy Crider, one of the guys that had fl own over with himfrom Langl ey,
had augered in during a raid on the city of Aachen. O themall, Hunter had
only known Crider. The rest were just names to him

Extras in the war novie .

Yet despite the appalling loss of pilots, there was a small pinprick of good
news whi ch Jones brought them as soon as all of the remaining pilots had



assenbl ed.

The weary officer, halfway through his breakfast cigar, told themthat
although it was too early to tell for sure, it did appear that the strategy of
hitting the Soviets' extended supply lines was slowy having an effect. NATO
intelligence was hinting that the advancing Red Arny m ght be facing an

i ncreasingly crucial supply problemin the next twenty four hours. In fact,

t here was even evidence, though slimand prelimnary, that the Soviets had

sl owed the steady progress westward they had nmade since punching across the
Rhi ne, because of the stepped-up raids on their rear areas.

But there was no less a price to pay for continuing this tactic.

As Jones explained it, the eneny's rear areas were, if anything, even nore
heavily protected by SAMs and AAA guns, as well as fighters, nmany of which the
Soviets had drawn fromtheir top echelon reserves based in Asia.

That was why NATO was about to change tactics.
Jones bluntly told themthat the Pentagon was planning "a final push."”

Final was the word that caught everyone's attention in the briefing room
Fi nal for whon®

Jones expl ai ned that a sweeping counterstri ke was being planned to sever the
Red Arny's supply lines that had so quickly extended across npbst of Europe.
The idea was to cut off the head of the Soviet arrows that were poised to

pi erce the heart of France and conplete the evil enpire's conquest of
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Eur ope.

Call ed Operation Rolling Thunder, the plan involved a nmassive airborne assault
of key eneny points stretching back into West Germany and even beyond, to be
carried out by a conbined force of NATO parachute units, primarily American
and British troops. But for such a bold, alnost desperate nove to work, three
thi ngs had to be acconplished: 1)NATO had to gain absolute air superiority
over the battlefield, 2) the alnost-straining Soviet supply lines had to be
hit in one massive blow, and with a force harder than the tactical fighters
could deliver, and 3) the paratroopers had to land on their targets at the
right tine in the right place.

Jones told themthat they had no control over points 2 and 3. But Point 1
gaining air superiority, was right up their alley.

And that's what the core of the briefing was all about: the aerial portion of
the counter-attack, code-named Operation Chained Lightning. The final push in
the air

"Qur plan calls for a non-stop fighter sweep across the entire Wstern Front
for the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours,” Jones told them "Every NATO
fighter fromhere in Rota all the way up to Gslo and back that can fly is
going to be put in the air. They are even transiting over sone old Nationa
Guard birds fromthe States. The objective is to draw the eneny's entire air
force into a battle over France-and as we knock off their first-echelon
squadrons, they'll nove up their second-stringers, and then the reserves.

"I'f we can, we'll make them comit every plane, every pilot, and every SAM
this side of the Uals to the defense of the front. If we can acconplish this,



we can take the heat off the paratroopers once they are sent in, and we can
clear the way for the big attack on the enemy supply lines.

"So, for us of the 16th TFW that neans flying nultiple sorties-day and ni ght
if we have to-for the next couple of days. And I'm not going to nmince words.
It's going to be dam tough."

The general paused, scanning the pilots again. 1'll never get used to this
part, he thought. I'll never get used to sending young men up to die. But he
knew t here was no choi ce.

"Ceneral," one of the junior pilots had spoken up in a
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slightly shaken tone, "when will the flight schedul e be posted?”

"Mster," Jones answered firmy, "there will be no flight schedule. Al of us
will take off at thirteen hundred hours today, and fromthat point on, every
man will refuel and rearmand take off again as often as possible. You will be
flying up to the battle area in pairs or even independently. You will be
expected to use your own judgnment as to whether or not your aircraft-and you
as a pilot-are capable of another sortie.™

The rather bizarre orders were met with many an open nmouth or involuntary
exclamation for the pilots.

"Now | know this is all very unorthodox,"” Jones continued. "But the success of
Operation Chain Lightning depends on us flying as nany sorties as possible.
However, you won't be helping the effort by flying a badly damaged airpl ane,
or flying when you can't keep your eyes open

"But 1'll level with all of you. We're blowing the wad on this one. If this
grand counter-attack fails, then anything can happen. I|ncluding the use of
nucl ear weapons. Either by us, or by them"

"What about the other part of the operation, General ?" another pilot asked.
"This attack on the supply lines. If all our airplanes are caught up in the
fighter sweep, who's going to hit the eneny's supply |lines?"

Jones took a deep breath and let it out slowy.

"The nature of the rest of Operation Rolling Thunder is top secret," he

answered. "l'msorry, but | can't tell you any nore than that. W just can't
take the chance of soneone getting shot down with that know edge. | don't have
to tell you how badly the enenmy is going to want to know just what the hel
we're up to, and you can bet he'll have ways to squeeze it out of you."

The very thought fell across the roomlike a shadow, as each pilot saw his own
private hell, created for himby his own imagination. Sone things, Hunter
t hought, you are better off not know ng.

There were no nore questions.

"I't is now oh-seven hundred, gentlenen," Jones said formally, checking his
pilot's chronograph. "l suggest you get sone rest before this afternoon's

mssion. We're all going to
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need it."

One by one, as they had cone in, the pilots left. Sone would seek the uneasy
sol ace of a few hours' restless sleep. Sone woul d choose the distraction of a
hal f - eat en breakfast that would later churn in their nervous stonmachs. Somne
would wite letters hone. Sone woul d pray.

Hunter had |ingered behind the rest, watching Jones as the general began
shovi ng maps and papers back into his briefcase, his brow furrowed as he

t hought about the orders he'd just given. To provide ground support to the
retreating ground troops had been somewhat routine. To plan and execute a
series of integrated deep strikes against the Soviet supply lines had been
tougher, but not out of the realmof his pilots' training. But this Operation
Chain Lightning was different . . . A fighter sweep was sonething that hadn't
been used on such a grand scale since Wrld War 11. Back when Pappy Boyi ngton
and his Bl ack Sheep Squadron had |l ed nore than a hundred planes at a tine
agai nst the Japanese Zeros of Rabaul in the Pacific, bleeding themby using
his Corsairs, Lightnings, and Thunderbolts to goad the eneny into dogfights
they couldn't win, or destroying themon the ground with strafing runs.

At | east back then, the US had air superiority: better planes, better pilots,
better bases than the eneny, and nore planes to boot. Now al nost the reverse
was true. He had better pilots all right, and probably rivet-for-rivet better
pl anes; but there were so few of them And fewer bases, crowded with the
fragnments of a few hundred squadrons that |acked the spare parts, trained
ground crews, and hardened facilities to do the job right.

But worst of all, Jones had to adnit to hinself, was the purpose of the
fighter sweep-of Chain Lightning itself. Not to win a particular battle, or
even really to establish long-termair superiority over the fighting front.
No, the 16th and the other NATO fighter units were sinply being used as bait
for the Soviet fighters.
"Goddam flying circus," Jones nunbled to hinself. "What's all this about a
circus, Ceneral?" The ol der man | ooked up, suddenly aware of Hunter's
presence. "Nothing, Captain," the general said quietly, running his
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hand t hrough his gray-flecked whiffle-cut hair. "Just talking to myself.
Happens when | haven't had enough scotch. | think it affects nmy brain cells."

Hunt er knew better. Jones al ways exuded unal | oyed confidence in any nission to
whi ch he was assigned, be it training an unruly group of Thunderbird

candi dates to bombi ng an eneny fuel dunp a hundred mniles behind the lines.
Sonet hi ng wasn't kosher about this Chain Lightning stuff.

"What's the real scoop on this mission, General?" Hunter asked hi msquarely,
nmoving closer to the briefing table. "Wy a fighter sweep?"

"Like I told all of you before, Captain," Jones started blandly, "we have to
draw out the enemy's reserves. Make himput everything in the air and bl eed
himdry."

Hunt er knew he was about to cross a |line between rank and friendship, a
privilege that was his only because Jones and his father had been tight.
"But a fighter sweep is going to cost us a lot of airplanes, sir," he pressed.
"And the Soviets have nore of themleft then we do. Not to mention pilots.”



"You think I don't know that?" Jones snapped. "You think | don't know t hat
I've only got about fifteen hundred airworthy fighters to put up agai nst
probably three or four thousand of the eneny's? You think | relish the thought
of playing a gane of attrition when the other guy's got nore pieces to give
away? You think | |ike sending nen up there to die?"

He stopped abruptly. The two nmen just stared at each other. Hunter had never
seen the nman lose it as he had just now.

"I"'msorry, Hawk," the older man said softly, "But there's just no other
choi ce . "

The angui sh showed on Jones's face as he turned away fromthe young pilot.
"It's okay," he said. "Hell, | guess | can tell you a little nore about it.
Dam it, if you get shot down, it means the Sovs have a Wngman of their own;
then we might as well hang it up anyway."

Hunt er appreciated at the conplinent, but he was nore curious about the plan
edging up to glance at the maps and charts that Jones haul ed back out.
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Jones | ooked down at the cluttered table, hands hol ding down the fol ded edges
of the maps.

'The supply situation is critical, Hawk," he began. "NATO command esti nmates
one week of the basic supplies - maxi rum One goddamm week and nost of that is
going to have to go to support the paratroop units they' re assenbling right
now at a very secret location. W just haven't gotten the airlift, the
materiel, or the manpower to keep the air bridge open twenty-four hours a day
and the sea supply just isn't going to cone together in tine.

"So we've got to break their backs now, in the next couple of days, or else
the Soviets are going to roll right down through France and kick our sorry
asses into the next mllennium The question is: howto do it?"

"Do what we're doing now, bonb their supply lines to kingdom cone," Hunter

said, catching the strategic drift.
"Correct," Jones said. "But you and | both know that we can't do that with

fighters alone. Not with the current state of affairs. It has to be one, big
massi ve bl ow.

"That's where Rolling Thunder enters the picture . "
"We're not going nuclear, are we, General ?" Hunter asked, his eyes w dening.

"No, Hawk," said Jones. "But maybe the Soviets will wi sh we had when he sees
the treatment we do have for him"

Spreadi ng out the maps, the two men studied themuntil it was alnost tine to
| eave for the flight Iine and begin the first sortie of the last battle of
VWorld War Three.

183

Chapter 24

It was not the same Hawk Hunter who clinbed into the cockpit of his



repl acement F-16 on that gray afternoon

He barely noticed that the jet was inexplicably painted all white, a sharp
contrast to the blue-gray color schene of the other fighters of the 16th TFW
He did his pre-flight checklist in grimsilence, nechanically preparing his

pl ane for the inpending conbat. Four Sidew nders and a noseful of cannon amo,
he thought ruefully. It hardly seened |ike enough to take on the entire Sovi et
air force. But then again, he wouldn't be alone in the skies above France.

Al along the flightline in Rota, every NATO interceptor that could get

ai rborne was being prepared for the first wave of Jones's fighter sweep. A
ragtag fugitive fleet of aircraft-the refugees of a hundred forward NATO air
bases-was clustered on the Spanish tarnac.

Besi des Hunter and the other fourteen surviving F-16s of the 16th TFW the
Ameri can planes included thirty or so F-15 Eagles, the kick-ass
air-superiority fighters that carried four big nediumrange air-to-air
mssiles as well as another four Sidewi nders, plus a rotary 20mm cannon in the
starboard wi ng. Hunter knew Jones wi shed he had nore.

A coupl e of squadrons of F-4G Phantom Us were lining up to join the fray.
Thrown together fromthe remmants of half a dozen squadrons whose bases had
fallen to the Soviet advance, some of the fierce-looking fighters had been
fitted with ANV APR-38 el ectronic warfare pods to enable the ol d workhorses to
carry up to
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three Sparrow AlM 7 radar-guided mssiles as well as four Sidew nders.

The rest had already been configured as "WIld Wasel" SAMkillers, armed with
t he new AGVt 88 HARMs (Hi gh-speed Anti-Radar M ssiles), bundles of chaff,
speci al decoy flares, and el ectronic jamm ng gear. Jones had wanted to provide
the fighter sweep sone protection fromthe Soviet anti-aircraft mssiles sure
to be packed in close to the fighting front, and the "Wasels" fit the bill

Just as Jones had predicted, several Air National Guard units had been ferried
over to Europe. Already stripped of their frontline planes-F-16s, F-4s, A-1GCs
and F-15s-by the initial call-up, the only fighters the strapped ANG groups
could muster were a handful of F-106 Delta Darts, a dozen vintage F-105
Thunder - chi efs, and even sone creaking F-101 Voodoos.

Hunt er knew Jones didn't spend rmuch tine thinking about what woul d happen to
the vintage interceptors if a flight of new generation Soviet fighters, |ike
the MG 29 Fulcruns, fell in on the aging National Guard planes. It didn't
matter whether he worried about it or not-he needed every fighter he could
get.

The real "flying circus" atnosphere on the base was brought on not by the USAF
pl anes, diverse as they were; but by the incredi ble assortnent of NATO
aircraft assenbled at Rota for the final push. Al nost every nenber nation's

pl anes were represented on the field, and some of the southern flank countries
had transferred their entire air forces of Jones's direct comrand at Rota.

The renmai nder of the Spanish Air Force was now there: Some US-built F-5s, and
a dozen ol der F-4 Phantom Us, as well as some stripped-down French Mrage Ills
and its later F-1 derivative. Even nore basic was the tiny Portuguese
contingent, flying an odd conbi nation of subsonic A-7 Corsair Us and stubby

G 91s, a 1960s lightweight fighter of Italian design



The Italians thensel ves had a few planes at Rota, although nost of their air
forces were still based in Northern Italy or deployed in the Med. About twenty
of the dimnutive G91s, two squadrons of F-104G Starfighters, and severa
dozen F-104S versions, built by the Italians thensel ves, were sent to help
with the fighter sweep. Their pointed fusel ages and very short, thin w ngs,
conbi ned with a higher than average accident rate, had earned the Starfighter
t he
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ni cknane "Manned M ssile."

Unfortunately for Jones, the Italians had already |ost nost of their Tornado
i nterceptors over Gernany, and had insisted on keeping the renmai ni ng squadron
for the defense of Rone.

The G eeks, in an unusual show of cooperation with NATO, had seen fit to send
nost of their surviving planes. Miuch of their frontline air strength had been
| ost during a clash near the Bulgarian border. But there were still nore
Starfighters, some A-7 Corsair strike planes, two full squadrons of F-5
Tigers, and a handful of Mrage F-1s. Jones, knowi ng his history | essons well,
had wi sely separated the Greek pilots fromthe Turks, who also sent a

conti ngent.

TUrkey had the dubi ous distinction of the oldest aircraft on the flightline at
Rota, a collection of ancient F-100 Super Sabres. These North American
swept-wing jets were the first mass-produced interceptors to go supersonic,

but they dated back to the early 1950s. At |east the rest of the Turks' planes
were somewhat newer: two squadrons of F-5s, sone nore mature F-4Cs, and

what ever Starfighters hadn't al ready been shot down by the faster M G 23s and
-21s of the Soviet's southern air defense division

O all the NATO partners, it had been the Germans who had taken the brunt of
the Soviet air assault, both on the ground and in the treacherous skies over
Cer many.

Dueling with the speedy Ful cruns and Fl ankers of the Soviet's front |ine
squadrons, the pilots of the Luftwaffe had used their Tornado CGR 3s, F-4
Phant om Us, and even the aging F-104G Starfighters with skill against the
newer Russian jets, holding their own in dogfights and on strike m ssions.

But the overwhel mi ng nunerical superiority of the eneny was too nmuch to
handl e, and, for the second time in the century, the Luftwaffe had been
whittled away to a shell of its forner self. Mst of the Tornados that

remai ned after the airfields were overrun had been ferried to England; only a
handf ul of German F-4s and Starfighters were now on the field at Rota.

The French had the biggest contingent of nodern aircraft, next to the US

pl anes. The advanci ng Soviet forces were within striking distance of nost of
their home bases fromthe fighting front in Belgium so nost of the Arnee de
la Air jet fighters had been split up. Half were sent to Rota in the south,
the other half to the NATO
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air base at Lakenheath in southern Engl and.
At Rota, there was a full squadron of the new Mrage 2000s; as well as al nost

a full wing of Mrage F-Is; sonme older Mrage Ills; and a handful of
British-built Jaguar GR| interceptors.



Al t hough the French forces weren't under Jones's direct comand, their Air
Force Chief of Staff had agreed to participate in the Chain Lightning fighter
sweep, and Jones was glad for the help. Rather predictably, the French had
cone in late to the war. But as soon as they saw the Red Arny's murderous
advance through Germany, they had thrown the full weight of their ground
forces into the battle.

The rest of the assenbl ed airplanes at Rota were the scraps and | oose ends
left fromthe hundreds of mssions flown during the first days of ferocious
fighting that had taken place on the continent. Here was a group of sturdy
British Buccaneer |owlevel interceptors that had run out of fuel over France
and been abruptly reassigned to Rota; there were sonme British Jaguars fromthe
G braltar base. A Dutch Starfighter. A Canadian F-18. Four French
Super - Entendard fighters stranded when their carrier went down in the Med. A
pai r of Dani sh Saab Vi ggens from God- knows- where.

And all of themwere gassing and arming up for the big fighter sweep

It truly is a flying circus, thought Hunter as he sat in the cockpit of his
all -white replacenent F-16, watching the various aircraft take off fromRota's
six active runways. "A Goddamm three-ring circus."

The question was, could NATO keep it flying | ong enough to do any good?

Several hundred of the NATO aircraft were already airborne and widely circling
the base. By Hunter's count, there was one airplane taking off every 12
seconds fromeach of the six runways. At that rate, and barring the
ever-present danger of md-air collision, it would take close to an hour to
get all 800 airplanes in the air.

Per plan, the 16th TFWwas scheduled to take off toward the end of the massive
[ aunch. Yet Hunter wondered if the Rota ground crews would make it that far
Al ready the strain on them was past
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t he breaking point. In the past 24 hours, they had been called on to service
the 800 allied fighters that had crowded Rota's hangars, shops, and runways.
Aircraft fromten nations' air forces, in various states of repair, wth

di fferent fuel, ammunition, and mai ntenance requirements. And there were not
nearly enough trai ned nmechanics to do the job.

Hunter was sure it was simlar in other place as well. Rota was just one of
four NATO bases-two others were in England, the third in Holl and-where
aircraft participating in Chain Lightning were based.

It was strangely ironic, Hunter thought as he continued the preflight
activities, that after all the specialized training and practice and genera
screwing around, it would all come down to this: one |ast cavalry charge in
the air. Al nost 2000 NATO aircraft in the sky at one tinme, trying to draw out
t he eneny.

But Hunter knew the nost inportant question of all: Wuld the Soviets take the
bait?

H s thoughts were broken by the appearance of his ground crew chief and
real -1ife guardi an angel, Bl ue.

"Good | uck up yonder, Captain," the southerner drawled, "and let's try to



bring this one back in one piece, OK?"

"It's a deal," Hunter said, shaking hands with the nman.
Then suddenly, alnost as an afterthought, the flight mechanic asked: "Do you
t hi nk we have a chance, sir?"

Fromall the activity at the field, everyone fromthe pilots to the cooks knew
that some kind of final push was on

Yet the question al nost stunned Hunter, not so nuch that Blue had asked it,

but more in how he asked it. The pilot was silent for a nonent, studying the
crowded cl usters of gauges and readouts on his cockpit console, yet not really
seeing them He was thinking about how he had asked the very same question of
Jones earlier in the day during their discussion about Chain Lightning and
Qperation Rolling Thunder. That tal k had been between two peopl e who woul d
participate in the upcom ng battle and who woul d know whether it was a success
or a failure alnost imrediately. The question from Hunter had actually been an
i nquiry about the logistics, the tactics, the basics of the upconing m ssion

But Blue's question was different. He, and the other base support personnel
had no ot her choice than to stay behind and await
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the outcone. It would be an agonizing long vigil. And in that nmonment, it
seened to Hunter that the totally-unassum ng Bl ue suddenly represented
freedom | ovi ng peopl es everywhere. What will happen? WIIl the plan work? Do

you think we have a chance?
Hunt er gave an answer in a neasured, yet determ ned voice.

"Blue, take it froma betting man: this plan has about a one in a thousand
chance of coming off," he said. "It's a long shot. The |longest .... But
sonehow, we'll nake it work . "

Blue's face fairly drained of all color. He wasn't expecting such a frank
reply fromthe pilot.

"But don't worry, friend," Hunter continued. "I promi se you, ny wheels will be
down and | ocked when | conme back this time. Save the happy foam for the
Frenchi es, OK?"

Bl ue managed a | augh, then clinbed down off the F-16's access | adder and gave
Hunter a salute.

"Good hunting, Captain!" he yelled. "And Lord help the rest of us!"

Wth that, Hunter brought his scream ng CE turbofan engine up nose to ful
power. He was soon shooting down the crowded runway, gaining speed and
altitude as the all-white F-16"s tricycle nose wheel lifted off the ground
first, pointing the little fighter's tapered snout into the sky. Another
hundred feet and the main gear had lifted off, too.

Hunt er was ai rborne once agai n.
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Chapter 25

Ainmbing high into the sun above Rota, Hunter tucked the |anding gear under
the wi ngs and | evel ed of f.

The rest of the 16TFWwas al ready al oft and grouped. Hunter noved up into the
formati on and took his customary place off Jones's right wing. They circled
hi gh above the base like that for the next ten mnutes until the rest of the
NATO aircraft were airborne and grouped. Then, as one, the huge air arnmada set
out to engage the eneny in the gray skies over France.

Much maneuvering foll owed as Jones ordered the "WIld Wasel" F-4 Phantons to
go ahead first, followed closely by the F-15s, the Tornados, and the smaller
F-16s. Hi s reasoning, he had explained to Hunter in the briefing room was to
send the first sweep over eneny-held territory in successive waves, |eading
off with the SAMKilling, radar-janm ng Weasels to put a dent in the Soviets'
air defense system They woul d have the advantage of surprise, and even a
tenmporary edge in nunbers, until the eneny figured out what was going on. More
than a hundred Phantons, each carrying four HARM anti-radar m ssiles, would
have the Soviet gunners thinking the sky had fallen on them in |arge,

hi gh- expl osi ve pi eces.

But it would also tip off the Reds that something big was up, and bells would
go off all the way fromthe front back to Mboscow Once the size of the NATO
force was reported, the Soviets would be forced to |aunch all avail able
aircraft, starting with their state-of-the-art fighters. That's why Jones
want ed his heavy artillery to go
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in first. The allied air-superiority fighters like the F-15s, the Tornados and
t he dogfighting F-16s would draw the Soviets' first echelon interceptors-Su-27
Fl ankers, M G 29 Ful crunms, plus the new M G 31 Foxhounds-into battle inits
openi ng st ages.

If the NATO top dogs could hold the Reds off until the second wave of NATO
fighters -launching from Hol I and-arrived, the Soviets would have no choi ce but
to call up some of their reserves, thus matching the French Mrages and Fl s,
plus the rest of the interceptor F-4s and F-5s, with the roughly equival ent

M G 23s and Su-17 Fitters.

Fol | owi ng the sane progression, the next wave of NATO pl anes-coming in from
Engl and-woul d i nclude the older Star-fighters, the National Guard Delta Darts
and Daggers, the A-7s, and the G 91s. ldeally, they would face the East Bl oc
nati ons' |ess nmodern M G 21 Fi shbeds and Su-15 Fl agons; and so on down to the
scraps at the bottom of both forces' barrels: NATO antiques |ike the Turks
F-100 Super Sabres and the National Guard Voodoos, plus the Brits' Jaguars
woul d be engaging M G 19 Farmers and Su-9 Fishpots of similar vintage

But Hunter and Jones both knew that such equival ent mat chups were by no neans
preordai ned-if the Soviets held back a few flights of Fulcrunms or Foxhounds,
they woul d make mi nceneat of the sl ower NATO fighters in the |ater waves. But
this was a ganble and they had to reason that such rough parity would exist,
if only in the first few hours of the battle.

One thing was for certain: As soon as both sides had scranbl ed once, the nelee
would be on in full swing, and nore than forty years of jet fighter
devel opnent woul d be on di splay, over the crowded skies of eastern France.

Then it woul d be every plane-and every pilot-for hinself...



Up near the front line, the Soviet forward SAM crews were tired and tense,
weary from a night of non-stop NATO artillery and nortar attacks, and worried
about what this day would bring.

Usual |y the NATO forces woul d save their harassing fire for the forward trench
line or the massed Soviet arnor near the front. But this past night and on
into the norning, the sky had been alive with American rockets, nortars, and
shel I s scream ng over the heads of
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the foot soldiers and into the ranks of the nobile SAM 11 antiaircraft mssile
| aunchers, sonme two mles behind the |ines.

The attacks seenmed to conme in short bursts, then fade away as Sovi et

| ong-range artillery responded. Although the American fire was scattered and
sporadi c, an occasional high-explosive shell or rocket found its mark directly
on or under one of the heavy mssile trucks, exploding nunitions, nissiles and
men with a deafeni ng thunderclap

Each time, the cursing Soviet SAM crews had scranmbled onto their nassive
vehi cl es and |l urched the heavy trucks to new hiding places, only to have the
Americans | ocate them again after they had set up the | aunch tubes and
remounted the radar nasts of their anti-aircraft missile batteries.

Thi s exhausting game of hide-and-seek had | asted all night and well into the
nmorni ng along the entire front-1ine.

It was past noontinme before the skies had suddenly becone quiet.

A bl eary-eyed young Soviet |ieutenant stared into the hypnoti zing green screen
of his nobile radar battery, blinking as the rotating sweep arc illum nated
his tense face twi ce per second.

Li ke nost of the SAM crews around the old French fortress near Verdun, he
hadn't slept in alnost 36 hours, thanks to the exasperating eneny attacks the
previ ous night. Against standing orders, his captam had staggered off to sleep
after ordering half the crewto stand down and get sone rest. The |ieutenant
was |l eft to monitor the droning radar screen

The young officer nmuttered a curse and rubbed his bl oodshot eyes hard with the
heel of his hand, trying to relieve the incessant itching. Wat he needed was
sl eep, he thought, not nmore of this senseless game. He hadn't been able to
string together nore than 12 hours of sleep since the war began and even then
he had been tired, his unit just having returned from maneuvers in the Urals a
scant two hours before they were ordered to nove west quickly.

Even he, a lowy junior officer, knew that the SCUD attack on Western Europe
had caught just about everyone in the Red Army by surprise.

Now hi s gaze wandered about the inside of the control conpart-
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ment on the back of the huge SAM | auncher, straying fromthe assigned task of
nmonitoring the radar screen

If he could only close his eyes for a few seconds



Suddenly, the radar's steady beeping changed tone, rising in pitch as the
relentl essly sweepi ng beam detected an object in the French skies. The Sovi et
operator was instantly awake, horribly aware of his drift into

sem - consci ousness.

As he forced his swollen eyes to focus on the green arc, he realized that he
nmust have slept through the initial seconds of radar contact. The southern
perimeter of his screen was now alive with fast-noving blips-dozens of then
For a long, terrifying split second he stared at the bright spots on his
screen as the sweep arc illum nated them He had never seen so nany

i ndi cations before. ... In one last terrifying second, he hoped that his
screen was mal functioning. Or maybe he was hal | uci nati ng.

Recovering his conposure, he slamed down the red alarm button on his consol e,
shouting hoarsely into the intercom

"Multiple radar contacts! Distance forty mles! Bearing north-northeast,
altitude one-hundred neters!"”

The warning blared through the cracked speaker in the mssile fire contro
conpartnent, rousing an enlisted technician fromhis own hal f-sleep. Cursing
loudly, he flipped on the mssile armng switches and opened the covers of the
| ong tubes that extended up fromthe truck's flatbed at a forty-five degree
angl e.

Scranbl i ng across the conmpartnment to where the fire control officer should
have been, the Soviet soldier was desperately trying to engage the SAM s
targeting radar to lock the nmissile onto the speeding intruders.

Frustrated, he hollered back into his own intercomat the radar operator
"More power . . . Fire control will not lock target . . . Repeat, nore power

The young lieutenant responded to the request inmmedi ately, cranking the output
of the spinning radar dish up to the maxi num as he scanned the screen again.
Just at that nmoment, his captain burst through the door, holding his boots and
clutching his pants to keep themfromfalling around his bare feet.

Wth a pani cked | ook, he screaned for the position and range of the radar
contacts, berating the hapless junior officer at the sane tine.
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"Fool! How did they get so close? Gve ne range and speed of approaching
targets now '

The lieutenant sputtered out the information, nearly babbling. He was certain
the captain would begin pumreling himin a rage. But instead, the senior man
froze in his tracks, his eyes narrowing into slits when he heard the new
position and altitude of the incom ng contacts.

He started to reach across the radar console in front of the cowering junior
officer, his hand traveling toward the intensity control knob. Contacts at
that speed and altitude could only mean one thing-SAMKillers. But the NATO
anti-aircraft suppression flights were usually only four or six planes-here
there were two dozen or nore.

The captain had lived through three simlar attacks by the |ethal American
"Weasel s," surviving by turning off his active search radar quickly enough to
avoid the deadly grip of the Yankee anti-radar mssile's probing gui dance



mechani sm
This tinme he was too | ate.

No sooner had his hand touched the knob when his eyes wi dened in horror

wat chi ng each of the speeding blips give birth to four nore faster blips. The
tiny dots of light rapidly increased their distance away fromtheir host
blips, streaking down toward the center of the radar screen where the hub of
the sweep arc was anchored in its constant rotation

In his last few seconds of life, the Soviet captain realized exactly what was
on the screen before him The large blips were NATO attack pl anes, probably
American F-4 Phantons. The small blips were high-speed anti-radar m ssiles.
The center of the screen was their SAM battery's position

A silent screamrose in his throat as he futilely snapped off the power to the
rotating radar dish. The incom ng mssiles' conplex electronics had al ready

| ocked on to the strongest radar signal available, supplied by the eager young
lieutenant's boost to full intensity. Now two of the racing HARMsE had honed in
on the launch vehicle.

The Sovi et captain knew there was no tine to abandon the steel box that woul d
becone their tonb.

The two missiles struck the SAM | auncher a split second apart, lifting the
heavy truck completely off the ground in a thundering
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expl osi on. The hi gh-expl osi ve warheads detonated in the guts of the SAM
vehicle, ripping it in tw with powerful blasts that in turn set off the
vol atile anti-aircraft mssiles stored wthin.

The two Soviet officers, their erew, and the entire vehicle were consuned in
the yell ow-white eruption that burst fromthe secondary expl osions. Chucks of
debris fromthe wecked SAMsite were flung in all directions, sonme nore than
a hundred yards.

When the snmoke and flanes cleared, all that was |left was a burning mass of
twi sted metal, and the Soviet captain's boots, both of which had sonmehow
survived the hol ocaust.

Less than a minute later, a wave of thirty F-4 Phantons flashed over the
snoki ng hulk, flying at a nere two hundred feet.

Captain "Crunch" O Malley didn't even take a fleeting glance at his handi work,
needing to keep full concentration on the chore of flying nearly tw ce the
speed of sound over the frozen French countryside.

But his weapons officer, Elvis, confirned the kill fromhis rear-seat vantage
poi nt .

"Looks like we got 'em Captain . "
characteristic understatenent.

the young man drawl ed with

Crunch was too busy to celebrate; he knew there were nore dangers in the sky.

As if on cue, the shrill wail of the F-4's airborne threat warni ng sounded,
filling the small cockpit with its urgency.



"We've got company!" Elvis was instantly riveted to the tiny screen, calling
out over the intercomas he identified the source of the radar's warning.
"I"ve got nmultiple bogies at twelve o' clock, nmoving fast. Coul d be Foxhounds."

A sharp chill ran up Crunch's spine. The M G 31 Foxhounds were big, two-seat
interceptors with lots of speed and plenty of air-to-air mssiles on board.
Al'l the Phantom had | eft after shooting the HARMs were a couple of decoy
flares and several chaff cannisters to ward off the Soviet mssiles.

But Crunch knew what he had to do.
" St eady, boys," he said tightly into his radio to the speedi ng Phantom fli ght
stretched out on either side of his aircraft. "You know the drill-let 'em see
us and then we pull a fast U-turn and make tracks ... On ny order "

H's voice trailed off in anticipation of the next bit of data he
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woul d receive fromhis back-seater.

"Not yet, Cap'n," Elvis near-whispered into his intercom "Alittle closer
no movenent yet ... K. . . now They're breaking!"

Crunch savagely yanked the stick over to pull the shrieking Phantomin a
gut-twi sting high-g turn. The sturdy fighter shuddered at the strain, then
bolted for the horizon with the MGs in hot pursuit.

"Send the nmessage, Lieutenant," Crunch shouted to Elvis over the roar of the
Phant om s afterburner-boosted engine. "And |l et's hope those bastards don't
catch us."

Hunter felt the presence of the Soviet planes several nonments before they were
acquired on his F-16's radar

The | arger F-15s ahead of himalready had targets for the huge AMRAAMS
(Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Mssiles) slung under the fusel ages of their
speeding fighters. The Eagle pilots saw two sets of speeding blips appear on
their screens-the ragged |ine of Phantons escaping at |ow altitude was being
rapi dly overtaken by an orderly formation of faster M G 31 Foxhounds.

In anot her ten seconds, the Soviets would be firing their own large air-to-air
mssiles at the fleeing F-4s. But the Eagle flight | eader was hol di ng a steady
course toward the two flights of planes ahead, breaking radio silence to give
instructions to his nen.

"Fast Lane One, Fast Lane One," the deep voice crackled over the radio,
"Bogi es are dead ahead forty mles out. Do not |aunch until Wasel flight goes
t hr ough. "

The F-15's powerful radar enabl ed each pilot to target a separate M G and
lock on with their big mssiles. Wiat's nore, the AVMRAAM s range had a slight
edge over its counterpart, the Soviet AA-10.

Closing to the battle, the streaking Phantons shot underneath the flight of
F-15s. Two seconds later, the Eagle flight | eader gave the order to fire.

"Fast Lane One, launch!" the lead F-15 pilot called out to his wing. "Break
and engage at will!"



Still ten miles ahead, the Soviets were just breaking formation to pounce on
the sl ower "Wasel s" when their own threat warning

196
radars went off, activated by the deadly AMRAAMs fired by the Eagle fighters.

For the noment, the Phantons were ignored as the Soviet weapons officers tried
desperately to jamthe incoming mssiles, relay evasive maneuver directions to
the pilots, and engage the F-1Ss ahead of theminstead of the escaping F-4
strike planes, all in the sane thirty seconds. None of them succeeded in
acconplishing all three before the mssiles tore into their packed formation

The | ethal American rockets had cl osed the distance between the two groups of
speeding fighters before nost of the M Gs could react effectively. Like ducks
in a gallery, four of the heavy Soviet fighters exploded into ugly black
clouds. Two nore of themcollided in mdair as they both swerved to avoid the
attack, adding to the swirling confusion that stretched across the bl eak skies
above France.

A del ayed-fired AMRAAM honed in relentlessly on the Soviet |eader, as the
pilot tried to jink his way out of the missile's sophisticated seeking beam
But it was no use. The AVRAAM i npacted on the big Foxhound near its left
engi ne intake, the explosion horribly ripping the fusel age al ong one entire
side. The airplane blew up just as the pilot ejected, sending the snoking jet
plumreting to the ground bel ow.

Once the wave of AMRAAMS had passed, the Soviets who had avoi ded the incom ng
m ssiles breathed a collective sigh of relief. But the respite didn't |ast

l ong. Ten seconds |ater, they were pounced on by the streaking Eagles as they
descended on the scattering Foxhounds.

Hunter and the rest of the 16th were now cl ose enough to join the swirling
dogfight that was already in progress high above the French countryside.
Several squadrons of M G 29 Ful cruns had also joined the fray, as had a group
of other NATO top-line fighters.

In seconds the sky was filled with roaring, diving, and twi sting planes from
both sides, dueling with cannons and m ssil es.

Hunter only saw the battle in a series of flashes. A British Tornado expl oded
as one of the Ful cruns unl eashed a heat-seeking mssile that di sappeared into
its hot exhaust nozzle. A
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Foxhound was bl own up by cannon fire froman F-16. An F-15 went down. Then two
nor e Foxhounds. He saw a snoking F-16 twi st away fromthe scene. Then a
Tornado and a Ful crum col | i ded head-on no nore than a half mle in front of
hi m

Everywhere he | ooked there were crazily zig-zagging, jinking fighters, dozens
of air-to-air mssiles, |lines of cannon tracers, some m ssing, some not,

expl osions, fire, snoke-all of it |eaving an insane spider web of contrails
across a fifty square mle chunk of French sky. Cockpits on both sides were
filled with the incessant wail of radar warning systems. Target radar screens
went white fromthe effects of hundreds of jamm ng signhals and too many
targets to process.

Radi o procedure was abandoned in the heat of the airborne nelee as pilots



screamed warni ngs to each ot her

"Dive and rol | !'"

"There's two on your tail, Tango-Six!"
"Got 'em Good kill!"

"War ni ng yel l ow, weapons hol d
"Fox one ... Fox one!"

"Tally two! Tally two!"

"Head's up Delta-Four! Foxhounds comi ng down from upstairs!"”
"Lock himup. Lock himup!"

"Break left and clinmb! Now "

"Christ! I'mhit! I'mhit . . .’

Hunt er had never experienced anything like it before. Nothing he'd ever done
had even come close to it. Not the Thunderbird training. Not the sinulations
of Red Flag back in the States. Not even the hellish sorties he'd flown in the
| ast few days.

It was a whol e new ball gane now.

Time seermed to slow as he tried to absorb the whol e scope of the battle and
yet bl ock out the extraneous information pouring into his cockpit consol e and
radi o headphones. H s head swi vel ed constantly around the small cockpit of the
strangely all-white fighter as he tried to keep track of the expanding battle
that had airplanes spinning through the sky |ike mad dervi shes.

Suddenly a Ful crum flashed in front of him Purely on instinct he punched up
his mssile targeting system and let go with a Sidew nder. There was a puff
of snoke, a flash, an explosion and a
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cl oud of debris. That quickly, one nore eneny plane was destroyed. Hunter
pi cked of f another |owflying Fulcrumthat happened in front of bun with a
| ong burst from his cannon

Then he snap-rolled the F-16 to engage a speedi ng Foxhound above him Locking
anot her Si dewi nder onto the Soviet jet, he stabbed the fire control button
just as his own radar threat device was activated by an incoming air-to-air
fired by an Su-27 Fl anker that had just appeared on the scene.

W thout mssing a beat, Hunter mashed another button on his side-stick
controller to release two decoy flares that shot off to his left. The Soviet

m ssile took the high-intensity bait and veered off to expl ode when it net the
flare. Executing a high-g vertical scissoring maneuver, Hunter drew the
attacki ng Fl anker high above the fray, twisting rapidly in the thin air.

When the eager Soviet pilot overshot the smaller F-16, Hunter |anced the big
Fl anker with a sustai ned cannon burst that gashed a wi de wound in the

Russi an's upper wi ng surface. Flame i mediately appeared at the edges of the
torn nmetal, igniting the spraying fuel that quickly engulfed the entire tai



section. The stricken Fl anker plunged down through the clouds, spinning out of
control.

Hunter had no tine to savor the kill or even catch his breath before diving
down into the dogfight again. He spotted Jones's fighter weaving through the
crowded sky, unsuccessfully trying to shake a pair of Fulcrums that seened to
be | ocked onto his tail.

Wthout a nmonent's hesitation, Hunter tipped the F-16 over in a screan ng
power dive to intercept the pursuing MGs. Still a thousand feet above the
Sovi et planes, he poured on cannon fire as he deliberately spun his agile
fighter in a tight barrel roll along the path of his steep dive. The maneuver
sent the 30mm shells arcing into the wing roots of both Ful crums from above,
severing one of themconpletely. Both planes broke off the attack as they
wobbl ed and rapidly lost altitude as a result of Hunter's guns.

"Thank you, Captain," Jones's voice said over Hunter's radio, calmas if
Hunt er had just bought hima drink.

Then Jones sent out a warning to all of TFW6. "Keep an eye on your fue
gauges," he said. "W've got to make it back to the gas stations."

"That's a roger," Hunter replied, keying his m crophone as he
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instantly scanned the fuel supply information displayed in front of himon his
Heads- Up-Di splay (HUD). He was getting near the safe return | evel needed to
make it to the tanker rendezvous.

But still the sky was full of Soviet fighters.

"Estimate enough fuel for a few nore passes, then it's tinme to turn this tag
team over to the next wave," Hunter inforned the general

"Roger, Captain," the general replied. "l suggest we screw themall up and do
a burst and break at forty. Mght draw sonme stray mssiles.”

"Roger," Hunter replied, knowi ng that Jones was calling for the old Starburst
Thunderbi rd maneuver. "On you, break at forty."

Hunter slammed his side-stick controller forward and the white fighter shot
t hrough the swirling dogfight, joined by Jones a split-second behind him

The two F-16s rose as one in a straight vertical clinb, belly to belly only a
scant twenty feet apart. Several Soviet fighters aimed missiles at the
speeding pair of jets that were tearing through the snoke of the battle.

Wth at least a trio of missiles racing themfor the clouds, Hunter and Jones
kept the throttles open until they reached forty-thousand feet. Then both
F-16s chopped power to drop their pointed noses at the ground bel ow, tw sting
in an interlocking spiral as they descended in a blur of wings and contrails.
The Soviet mssiles couldn't make the nose-over with the F-16s, and they
orbited harmessly until their fuel was spent and they expl oded.

The two pilots kept their spiral descent tight and fast until they both broke
away to target separate M Gs in the cluster of fighters bel ow them Two

Si dewi nders flashed from Hunter's wings and they found the hot exhausts of two
Foxhounds. The big jets burst into ugly, flamng balls of jagged netal and

di sappeared in the confusion of the furball



Weavi ng agai n through the tangl ed mass of aircraft and nmissile contrails in

t he pack, Hunter and Jones were joined by two nore famliar F-16s on the 16th
TFW Ben WA and JT Tooney were soon flying alongside in a tight formation
Toget her, the four planes cut a wide swath through the enemy fighters, neeting
any challenge with a hail of cannon fire that ripped through the airspace
ahead
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of themlike four high-tech GimReapers cutting down corn stalks. Six nore
M Gs had fallen away in flanes before the lethal flyby was conplete

Jones comuni cated with his squadron by a wing signal that it was tine to
vector off and withdraw to | et the next wave conme through. The F-15s and the
Tornados were also withdrawing at this point. Their fuel situation would
become critical very soon, and Jones didn't want to risk |osing any pl anes
over the Pyrenees. He needed every one he could get. And then sone.

"Let's go, boys," Jones said, warily eyeing his fuel data through the HUD.,
"Save sone for the next crew. "

Hunter reluctantly broke off the attack and veered off to formup on Jones and
the rest of the first wave of fighters. Several Soviet fighters began a
spirited pursuit, but they, too, were |ow on fuel and didn't chase the NATO

pl anes much past the battle area.

Thus ended the first round of what would be the largest air-to-air battle of
any war. Predictably, both sides called up reserves to cover for their spent
first-echelon interceptors.

No sooner had the conbined force of F-16s, F-15s, and Tornados |left the area
when t he NATO second echelon line of aircraft arrived on the scene. So too
just as the Soviet top-line fighters began retreating, their slightly slower,
slightly | ess-sophisticated second-line fighter force showed up

So far, the Soviets were followi ng the script perfectly.
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Chapter 26

The 16 TFW Fal cons were 50 nmiles north of the French Riviera, when Hunter
Jones, and the others picked up a large flight of aircraft rising up fromthe
Medi t erranean and headi ng i nl and.

"Who the hell are these guys?" JT called out.

"I hope they're on our side," WA added, as the |arge concentration of blips
passed across his radar screen

Jones knew t hey were.

"Let me put it this way,'
bet on the swabbies."

Jones told his pilots. "Next tinme Arny plays Navy,

Instantly, the F-16 pilots knew the | arge aerial force was made up of US
carrier-based aircraft.

It was one ace in the hole that Jones had told no one about. For the past 36



hours he had pl eaded with the Pentagon to assign himsonme Navy airplanes for
the fighter sweep. He reminded the WAshi ngton desk jockies that not only did
the Sovi ets have a big nunerical advantage in ground-based fighters in Europe,
but their replacenments had only to fly fromthe Urals or Siberia to join the
battle. This point was the whole idea behind the first sorties the 16th had
flown in the war-that was, destroying sonme of the eneny's key forward air
bases, thus making it nmore difficult for themto receive and service their
behind the Iines fighters. Jones argued that Navy aircraft, while not

pl entiful enough to even out the odds in the West's numerical di sadvant age,
woul d certainly help a bad situation fromgetting worse.

The resistance from Washi ngt on was i nedi at e and Jones knew
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why. The Navy carrier groups had their hands full with battling the Soviets in
the Atlantic as well as in spill-over battles around the Mediterranean
especially in the Bal kans.

But before Jones had taken off, he had received a fairly optimstic nmessage
stating that there was a chance Navy aircraft could participate in one-and
only one-m ssion of the on-going fighter sweep. Now, seeing the large force
wi nging up fromthe western Med, the general knew that the Navy had cone

t hr ough.

Ten mnutes later the two groups passed each other in the skies just over the
French Riviera.

The Air Force pilots waggled .their wings as a greeting to the Navy aviators
as they thundered past, returning the salute. Despite a | ong-standing
interservice rivalry, there were no insults exchanged as was usually the case
when the friendly rivals net up. The pilots all knew that everyone was in it
t oget her now.

The final push.

Hunter's sharp eyes scanned the naval attack force as it wheeled up toward the
front. A dozen A-6 Intruder attack planes, slung with heavy STARMs- Standard
Anti-Radar Mssiles-were | eading the wave. Hunter knew their function, on this
m ssion anyway, was simlar to that of the "WId Wasel" Phantons-to
preenmptively knock out the nmobile SAMs that the Soviets would surely be noving
up to replace their recent |osses.

Al t hough the sturdy Intruders had no guns or air-to-airs to defend itself, a
sister plane flewin formation with themto jam both ground and airborne
anti-aircraft guidance signals. This particular A-6, called the Prow er,
carried an airborne jaming systemlike the EF-111 Raven. This would keep the
eneny radar operators busy |long enough to allow the lightly-armed Intruders to
escape.

Soviet fighters facing the main naval attack force would nore likely be
tangling with the form dable F-14 Tontats of two carrier wi ngs. Although they
were probably one of the npbst expensive aircraft in the US inventory, Hunter
knew t hey had proven to be worth their price tags in conbat situations. A
truly superior acquisition and targeting radar all owed the weapons officer to
track and fire on six targets independently, while the pilot burned through
the air at Mach 2 plus. Hunter could see huge Al M 54 Phoenix mssiles visible
under the wi ngs and fusel ages of the
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Tbnctats, ready to be targeted and fired on a Soviet plane while the F-14s were
still alnost a hundred m | es away.

Fol  owi ng the Tontats into battle were the smaller F/A-18 Hornets. The Hornets
were newer, and designed to do both dog-fighting and ground attack, hence its
dual F/ A designation. Slightly slower than the speedy Tontats, the Hornets
topped out just under Mach 2, but they carried an inpressive payl oad of

Si dewi nders and Sparrow radar-gui ded mssiles, as well as a powerful cannon in
t he nose.

Jones watched the Navy fliers flash past, and his relief that the Navy had
joined the fight was quickly replaced by a pang of renorse.

More young lives going into the meat grinder

He was al ready stung by the losses in his own formation of aircraft returning
to Rota. A count-off immediately after they withdrew fromthe air battle over
Verdun had told himthe bad news: Three F-16s, four F-15s, and six Tor nados
wer e anong the ni ssing.

True, they had shot down far nore of the eneny's planes in the tw sting,
turni ng dogfight-but they couldn't sustain that rate forever, especially since
the Soviets had nore planes to sacrifice and very little hesitation to do just
t hat .

In the F-16 directly off Jones's wing, Hunter stared grimy at the spiked
peaks of the Pyrenees directly ahead. The sun was beginning to set and the
skies were taking on a frighteningly red hue.

Suddenly, it seemed as if there was red everywhere-even deep within the
recesses of his psyche. He felt an anger building inside him Sure, he had
flamed six Soviet fighters in less than twenty mnutes during the battle. But
i ke Jones, he knew that, even with the Navy's infusion of power and the
bravery and technical superiority of the NATO air forces, the | opsided kil
rati os would soon start to erode. Eventually, the Soviets' nunerica
superiority would start to work in their favor

Hunter felt a cold chill run himthrough at the thought of it. A burning red
fear had descended upon him Not a fear of dying. He was way beyond that
point. No, this was a fear of defeat. What woul d happen if NATO | ost ? Wat
woul d become of the world if the allies failed to turn back the Red tide?
Wul d freedomexist in a world where the Soviets dom nated Europe and hobbl ed
Anerica's
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ability to defend herself? And how | ong would it be before America herself was
consuned?

Hunter stared out of the increasingly red skies. He couldn't bear to watch the
image forming in his nind s eye-a shattering American continent, pieces
drifting away and burning with an eerie crinmson glow, snoke billow ng fromthe
huge cracks in the earth's surface . .. MIlions of innocent people inmmrersed
in the fear and pain of freedom| ost

The vision got worse. A nightmare shimered into focus in the red skies to the
west. The clouds and sunlight and snoke fromthe war seemed to be forming into
the proud colors of the US flag. But the flag was on fire, flam ng out of
control



"No!" Hunter shouted aloud, slanming his fist into the padded cockpit arnrest
and shaki ng the maddening vision fromhis mind. "/ will not let this happen

Just then, a powerful force washed over himlike a tidal wave. It was the
feeling. The sixth sense was now coming into him stronger than he had ever
experienced it before. Suddenly gone was his terrible vision of the dark
specter of defeat. The red skies dissolved to reveal a shining new, blue sky
i mge-a huge red, white, and blue banner rippling like the surface of a wave.
It was a shimering vision of Ad Gory, the stars and stripes itself. Hunter
knew an omen when he saw one: this was a sign of his own nodest destiny.

The feeling had shown himthe path-now he was ready to undertake the journey
hi nmsel f.

Refueling fromthe tankers, Jones had noticed Hunter's odd behavi or

The young pilot had had al nost no conmmuni cation with the tanker crew, just the
m ni mum needed for the refueling process. And even then his voice sounded
strange, lower in tone, alnost di senbodi ed. Before Jones could radio a
nmessage, the young F-16 pilot was off for Rota on full afterburner

The general had learned to respect Hunter's periods of introspection, but this
time he was worried. The young ace had taken a lot of chances in the day's
first sortie, and Jones questioned his own wi sdomin revealing so nuch of the
desperate strategy to him He suddenly felt as if he had unfairly burdened
Hunter by telling
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himthe grimprospects for the success of the final push.
Maybe | should talk to him Jones thought.

"No," Jones imredi ately answered hinmself. "I've got a couple thousand ot her
pl anes and pilots to worry about, and all of them probably need gui dance nore
t han Hunter does."

Back on the ground at the jamred Rota airbase, nost of the pilots returning
fromthe first sortie had |anded, briefly checked their aircraft for damages,
and headed off to the debriefing meetings that had been set up in the main
mess hall. To save tine between sorties, Jones had nade arrangenents so that
his pilots could eat while they spoke with the intelligence officers who

i nterviewed each flier about the eneny's aircraft, tactics, and nunbers.

Hunter, by contrast, had | anded the all-white F-16 on the auxiliary runway
near the refueling hardstand. Displaying sone rare rank-pulling, he
"convinced" the flight crewto gas up the small fighter with a full |oad of
JP-8, despite the standard operating procedure that dictated allow ng the
pl ane's hot engine to cool before punping the volatile jet fuel aboard.

Hunter, still in his flight suit, was clutching a scrap of paper as he ran to
the base's main service hangar. There he found Blue, the echief flight
nmechani ¢, el bows deep inside the radone chanber of an Italian F-104S
Starfighter, cursing and nuttering to hinself as he extracted a faulty cable
connect or.

"Blue, | have to talk to you," the young pilot said.



Sonething in his voice, in the urgency of his tone, caused Blue to stop
abruptly and stare at the young pilot. It was as if Hunter's voice was com ng
fromdeep within a well

"I need you to rig up four of these," he continued, passing the scrap of paper
to the busy nechanic. On it were sketched sone wiring diagrans and a set of
rudi mentary brackets shaped like a rounded letter 'M.

"What is this?" Blue asked, hinmself weary fromtwo straight days of work
wi t hout sleep. "I haven't got tine for any science fair projects . "

Hunter didn't seemto hear the man's protestations as he handed himthe scrap
of paper.
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"It's a nmodification for nmy F-16," he said. "For the Sidew nders. | need to
carry nmore and these will do the trick. Not perfect, but I don't have time for
anything fancy. | need four of themby the time | get back fromthe next run."

"Four of then?" Blue said, as he | ooked at the ragged drawi ng. He had to admt
he was somewhat intrigued by the sinmple, yet efficient design of the system
"You can't just Rube Goldberg this thing onto wing or the fusel age, Captain.
The plane wasn't built for it. It hasn't been tested-you don't know whet her
it'll work or not."

Hunt er responded woodenly, his eyes already fixed on a point beyond the hangar
wall. Hs voice was |low, but steady. "It will work. I'Il wire it together
nmysel f. | just want you to gin it up so |l can do it as soon as | land again."

Bl ue stared hard at the pilot, the nan whose |life he had saved the day before.
For the first tine he noticed how tightly drawn Hunter's face | ooked in the
grimy hangar interior. Then he | ooked back at the crude little sketch, as if
he were being pulled into the project by an irresistible force.

He stared nuttering again.

"Well, | guess the bracket's easy enough," he said. "W've got the stock right
here. And these junper wires seem.." Blue stopped in md-sentence and | ooked
at Hunter again. "Jesus, Captain, how bad is it up there?"

For the first tine, Hunter | ooked away, unable to answer.

"Ckay, Captain," Blue said with another glance at the paper, "I'Il do it. But
to make four of them I'll need some help and | mght be hard pressed to find
a warm body to spare.”

But Hunter didn't hear him He was already running back out through the hangar
door, eyes fixed on the flightline where his white F-16 had just finished
receiving a new |l oad of fuel and ammo, and had transformed once again into a
fully capabl e supersonic killing machine.

One of the ground crew had al ready | oaded the preflight tape containing the
conput er boot-ups, so the sleek fighter was ready to go as soon as Hunter
strapped in.

He was airborne in less than two mnutes. Hi s total ground time was |ess than
hal f an hour.
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Chapter 27

Back at the front, the intense air battle continued, as nore and nore Sovi et
fighters were vectored into the area over eastern France to neet the
i ncreasi ng nunber of NATO airpl anes.

Qddly enough, the massive, on-going dogfight had spurred the Soviet High
Conmand to issue a panicky suicidal order: Its troops must punch through to
Paris now, despite the heavy casualties being inflicted on them by the

out nunber ed NATO def enders.

It was a strange, al nost |aughable dictate, the first real indication that
even though it still held the upper hand, the Soviet H gh Command, so
unprepared as it was for the war, was now beconming a bit desperate. Just
twel ve hours before, the rapid Soviet advance had ground to a halt in many

pl aces, stalled partly because of overextended supply lines and partly because
of the increasing reluctance of Moscow s East European "allies" to serve as
cannon fodder for the Soviet arnored units.

And wherever the blitzkrieg had sputtered, the dividing |line between the
arm es of freedom and those of dom nation had becone a trench-and-sandbag
border, in sone places quickly stretching hundreds of niles |ong.

Fi ghting side by side as their grandfathers had fought head-to-head, German,
US, British, and French troops battled the Soviets in these instantly nuddy
trenches, struggling agai nst overwhel ming odds to maintain a foothold on the
Eur opean continent-a foothold that once |ost, would not be easily regained.

Everywhere along the battle |Iines, exhausted NATO sol diers
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collapsed in the cold, winter nmud, only to be roused when their conrades

tri pped over themin their own weariness. Leaning heavily on the quickly
tattered sandbag walls, they sonmetinmes fired at enemes they couldn't see;
ghosts of World War I, rising up to do battle again. Real enough were the
dreaded, hourly artillery barrages, the daily arnored assaults, and the
ever-present stench of death. On and on it went and those know edgeable in

hi story were nore than convinced that they were w tnessing the nost ferocious
fighting that France had seen in two thousand years of conbat.

Al the while, the air battle raged above.

The Soviet field marshal in charge of the attacking Red Army was rel ayi ng
hourly nmessages back to Moscow, explaining the ferocity of the NATO air

of fensi ve, demandi ng nore SAM batteries, nore planes out of reserve, and nore
supplies if he was to have a chance of breaking through to Paris.

The NATO commanders were concerned as well. For themthe air war was providing
a distraction, but not a decisive victory. The NATO ground forces were
beginning to get the rapidly spreading whiff of despair; the sense that they
woul d eventually run out of French real estate; and that their backs could be
agai nst the sea soon

In many pl aces, troops on both sides were critically short of ammunition. In
t hese pl aces, nmany of the troops lay crouched in their fortified foxholes or
the trenches, watching the ever expanding aerial conbat overhead. Fromtheir
nmudhol es carved in the war-torn French countryside, the air war seened very
distant and oddly thrilling-a non-stop novie reel of spectacul ar dogfighting



by every type of jet fighter inaginable.

It was only when one of the wounded aircraft plunged down to the ground anong
themdid the watching infantrynen realize that the battle in the sky was every
bit as deadly and ferocious as their battle on the ground.

During one whol e day and a dazzling night, they had w tnessed theendl ess
rolling airborne brawl that sent contrails of planes and mssiles
criss-crossing through the skies above them And nmore than a few of them
of ficers nostly, had noticed that one airplane in particular seenmed to be
everywhere at once-diving, tw sting,
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clinmbi ng, shooting all the way.
It was a USAF F-16, painted all white

Thi s airplane al ways seenmed to be in the sky directly above them as if the
pil ot never left the scene of battle. As if he had an endl ess supply of fuel
amo, and endurance. As if he were fighting the entire battle on his own.

The pil ot-who became known as The Ghost -either led a charned life, the nuddy
grunts reasoned, or he nust be one crazy son-of-a-bitch
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Chapter 28
Time had | ost any meaning for Hunter since his vision the day before.

He flew and fought and flew again, a non-stop pattern fromRota's airstrip to
the killing skies above France. Eighteen sorties so far, with no end in sight.

H's jury-rigged Sidew nder nodification was working perfectly. Now the strange
white F-16 could carry up to twelve of the deadly air-to-airs in clusters on
his wings. Many Soviet pilots had watched himfire four, then swooped in wth
the fal se confidence born of a m staken belief that he had shot the entire
wad.

Many had plunged to the ground in flames after discovering the truth.

Now as Hunter entered the battle for the nineteenth tine, he saw the skies
above France had beconme an even larger, swirling mass of NATO and War saw Pact
pl anes. The relatively orderly matched waves of conparable forces had | ong ago
been scranbled into a hopel ess nelee as the old and new cane together in fiery
duel s whi ch now spilled out in a 500-square-mnile area.

Fl ashing into the periphery of the continuous dogfight, Hunter first saw a
Greek F-5 take a Soviet missile head on and explode in an ugly cloud. Above
an older MG 21 was flaned by cannon fire froma French Navy Mrage. To his
left, a US National Guard Delta Dart was engaging a Polish Su-17 Fitter, and
getting the worst of it, but a second Dart was heading for the rescue.

Hunt er even saw one of the pluckier Turks try to turn his ancient
211

F-100 Super Sabre inside a supersonic Su-27 Flanker. Although far superior in
firepower and maneuverability, the Soviet interceptor was out of mssiles and



kept overshooting the slower Sabre. But the Turk's luck ran out when the
Fl anker clinbed sharply and rolled at high altitude to dive on the ol der NATO
pl ane.

The cockpit of the F-100 expl oded under a hail of cannon shells fromthe
di vi ng Fl anker.

The Soviet pilot had no time to congratulate hinmself on the easy kill-in a
second, Hunter was on himlike a tiger, |oosing a cannon barrage of his own
that tore through the Soviet's engines and engulfed the big fighter in a
fireball.

Barely twenty seconds into the furball, and Hunter already claimed his first
kill.

The fight was on thicker than ever. Even the F-16's sophisticated acquisition
radar systemcouldn't possibly identify all the targets in its broad sweep, as
hundreds of blips and I FF signals filled the screen in the cramped cockpit.
Hunter quickly realized that it had never been this packed before, and he knew
he had to nake a choice that he hadn't faced up until now.

If he tried to use his on-board conputers to thread the needl e through the
tangl e of eneny and friendly planes in front of him the processing circuits,
or the Sidew nder's own sensors, would overload and cause the nmissiles to
detonate prematurely. Wth twelve of the lethal airborne torpedoes hangi ng
fromhis wings, that was a chance he didn't want to take.

He took a deep breath fromhis mask, feeling the head rush that pure oxygen

al ways gave him then he switched the F-16's weapons systens from AUTOVATIC to
MANUAL. He used to do this on occasion while training pilots at Nellis, often
chal | engi ng the best student in the class to a simulated combat agai nst

hi mwi t hout the use of his radar and acquisition conmputers and he had never

| ost.

But this was not simnul ated conbat.

He had decided to rely totally on his instincts to fight, a decision that no
other fighter pilot would dare to make. But no other fighter pilot had his
extrasensory powers.

Seeking multiple targets for the Sidew nder clusters, he clinbed sharply and
scanned the eastern sky with his |ong-range inner sensors. He found his prey,
flying in formation just beyond the
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hori zon-two squadrons of M G 23 Fl oggers.

Wth his radar shut down, he knew he was less likely to be picked up by the
crude acquisition systens aboard the Flogger interceptors. Their systems were
designed to intercept Anerican SAC bonbers, and they relied heavily on
ground- based radars and the AWACS-I|i ke Mainstay radar planes for their target
vectors.

Hunter nmentally fixed their position in his head then arned his mssiles.
Except for their flight |eader, the pilots of the MG 23 flight were young

reservi sts who had just been recalled to active duty for the first tine since
their training at one of the Soviets' Siberian air defense bases.



Now, too intent on the upcom ng fracas, they were barely watching their radar
screens.

The veteran flight |eader, Gegor M adimrovitch Tumansky, was the only one in
t he bunch that had ever seen conmbat before and that was as an attack pl ane
pilot in Afghanistan. However, he was intently watching his tiny radar screen
wel | aware that dangers lurked in every part of the conpass in such a

wi de-rangi ng dogfight. He saw the flickering inage of a single blip high above
him but it soon disappeared into the snow edges of the screen as his bal ky
radar set crackled with noise.

Taki ng the warni ng seriously, Tumansky ordered the young pilots behind himto
stay in formation. There's safety in nunbers, he told them again. Besides, he
t hought, no single eneny plane woul d dare attack a whol e squadron, much |ess
two squadrons.

The pilots' strained banter gave lie to their nervousness as they tightened up
their positions, drawing together as if huddling froman unseen noi se.

At the rear of the formation, Hunter was com ng into range behind the | ast
Fl ogger in line.

A sudden burst of speed fromthe F-16's afterburner put Hunter in range, and
he quickly fired a Sidew nder cluster

A split second apart, the three missiles literally fell off the F-16's w ngtip
as the special brackets released them Since they were all junmp-wired to the
same targeting point, their flight path was simlar. And since the bracket

rel ease created a hal f-second del ay
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between nmissiles, they all acquired separate targets in the tight formation
when the Sidew nders' own gui dance systemtook over, |ocating and sequentially
locking in on the hottest sources avail able.

The three supersonic missiles were picked up by the Soviet pilot's threat
war ni ng receivers, but they had only tinme to set off one alarmcycle before
they plowed up the tails of three MGs in the rear of the formation. Three
huge expl osi ons rocked the sky as the fully armed fighters burst into flanes.

"Stay on course!" Tumansky bellowed into his radio after confirmng the kills
on his radar scope. "This could be a deception to draw us away fromthe
fight!"

Slightly shaken, the Soviet colonel once again had seen the small blip on his
target screen, and once again, it had quickly noved off the edge beyond his
limted range. Suddenly another nmissile cluster was fired at the M Gs-this one
fromal nost a ninety-degree angle to the formation, intersecting it in nidair
like a perfectly ainmed torpedo spread fired at a wall owi ng convoy. Each of the
m ssiles again selected different targets as three nore planes took the
flam ng one-way plunge to the nuddy earth four niles bel ow

But this flight of missiles' deadly work was not yet through- debris from one
of the luckless Floggers was sucked into the square side intakes of two
following-in-line MGs, causing themto flanme out and spin down out of
control.

H s conposure nonentarily gone, Tumansky gasped al oud when five nore of his
pl anes di sappeared fromthe screen, nmuttering to no one in particular, "How



can such a thing happen? | saw only three nissiles! Can this be the 'Stealth’
t he Yankees have?"

A chill ran up his spine. No wonder they couldn't see it for nore than a few
seconds on radar. He was about to transnmit the warning to the survivors of his
squadron when the rapidly moving blip sped into his radar range again,
appearing on the other side of the nowragged Soviet formati on. Now the Sovi et
flight | eader was very confused. \Watever it was, the eneny jet was not
invisible to radar. But the pilot seened to know how to stay out of sight-and
somehow, he was carrying nany nore air-to-air mssiles than the Soviet officer
t hought was possi bl e.

Rel uctantly, lumansky knew the nystery pilot would tear the MG formation to
shreds if they stayed in a rigid box.

214

Even before he could bring his jaw cl osed to give the order, the Soviet flight
| eader saw yet another spread of Sidew nder missiles come into view on his
screen, fromthe opposite direction fromwhere he | ast saw t he phantom
attacker! Three nore deadly darts ended the flights of three nore Floggers in
flam ng cl ouds of debris.

"Break formation, and attack at will!" Tumansky called out, his voice rising
sharply. "Find that bastard, now "

The eager young pilots under Tumansky's command did not have the benefit of
conbat experience, and it showed in their amateurish pursuit of the elusive
F- 16.

Several times a MG pilot thought he spotted the eneny plane near the edge of
a cloud bank, and streaked off to engage without waiting for his partner to
fly cover for him Each pilot who found hinmself on the other side of the cloud
di scovered an angry Hunter on his tail, punping round after round of cannon
amo into the hapless Soviet plane. After losing four nore of his planes this
way, the Soviet colonel ordered his surviving planes to pair off and stay
paired off.

But the results were no different.

No | onger content to play the Invisible Man, Hunter barrel-rolled through the
M G tag teans at high speed, alnost daring the Soviets to fire their Atol
air-to-air mssiles at him Wen they did, the nmarauding ivory F-16 sonmehow
managed to lure the speeding darts toward hi mwhil e maneuvering behi nd anot her
pair of Floggers. Incredibly, another four planes were downed by their

conr ades' own missiles.

Hunter had rigged the last three Sidew nders for independent firing, and he
proceeded to target them as he approached the front of the now scattered

FI ogger formation. Head-on, the big Soviet jets |ooked |Iike nmal evol ent

i nsects, their pointed noses and huge air intakes loom ng |larger than life.
The conbi ned approach speed between the M Gs and Hunter was al nost four tines
t he speed of sound.

Deftly jinking and side-slipping the agile F-16, Hunter fired the last three
mssiles at the MGs in front of the pack. Then, with all the speed his
afterburner could nuster, he shot the white fighter straight up into the air,
climbing until he could see the blue edge of the stratosphere arching above
hi s nose.
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Tumansky heard his threat warning alarm sound, and he heard the frantic cries
of the two planes on either side of himas the deadly mssiles engulfed their
Fl oggers in flam ng nmushroons of destruction. He heard the clicks of their
radios as the transmtters nmelted and died forever. He heard the frightened
qguestions fromhis other pilots, wanting to know whet her they should turn
back. At the sane instant, he saw the F-16 shoot by himand clinmb straight
into the sun.

The pl ane | ooked so small, so graceful. Wthout its deadly |load of air-to-air
mssiles, it seened alnmost. . . regal. The shock wave | eft behind by the
F-16's supersonic clinmb brought the Soviet pilot out of his hypnotic trance.

He knew when he had had enough. His remaining pilots were so rattled, they
woul d be worthless in the gigantic dogfight nowonly fifty mles away.

Wth one curt order, Tumansky regrouped his survivors and turned back toward
hi s base

Chapter 29
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Back on the auxiliary fueling strip at Rota, a dozen fighters lined up to be
punped full of JP-8.

O the eight hundred planes that had thundered into the skies only forty-eight
hours ago, |l ess than two hundred were now operational. Forty or so were up at
the battle front, another thirty had just taken off, and nany others were

i npi ng back to the Spanish base. The rest had either been shot down, crashed
en route or damaged beyond all hopes of repair.

Crippled aircraft of a half-dozen nation's air forces were scattered around
the auxiliary runway and in various hangars of the base's sprawling repair
facility. Here a Greek Mrage was getting a new wi ng section to replace a
riddl ed chunk of nmetal sheeting. Next to it, an Italian Starfighter was
propped on a huge steel jack stand, waiting for a new | anding gear strut. On
the far side of the field were the burned-out hul ks of six or seven nore
fighters that had pancaked into the crowded runway and expl oded.

Ceneral Seth Jones, commander of the dw ndling NATO air forces, had just
stubbed out the last bitter end of a cigar, grinding it into the hot tarmac of
the base's runway. Mdre than five hundred airplanes |ost or knocked out of
operation. And that just fromRota alone. . . . God knows how many of those
pilots had been able to bail out and nake it to safety. And he was the one
responsi ble for sending theminto the nadness.

He shook his head, peeling off his flight helmet to run his hands through the
trademark whiffle cut. He suddenly stopped, stifling a
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yawn, and | ooked hard at his hands. They trenmbled slightly, even after a
concentrated effort to steady them He shook his head again, cursing silently.

Al nmost a dozen sorties in the last two days. G abbing a sandwi ch at the
debriefing tables set up in the mess hall. A precious three hours of sleep
while his plane's radar was repaired was required. And all the while he was
bei ng fed new i nformati on about the progress of the other airborne



operation-Rolling Thunder. It was the hinge of fate that determn ned whether
the fighter sweep of Chain Lightning was a bold and desperate ploy or just
anot her sensel ess waste of nmen and machi nery.

In the mdst of his dark thoughts about the war's progress and the appalling
| osses, Jones's thoughts turned back to one pilot. It was alnost ludicrous to
be concerned for a single nman with all the death and destruction around him
but Jones knew this man was different-he was nore than just another pilot.

He approached the white F-16 just as it finished taking on fuel. The pilot was
| ooki ng over the side of the cockpit, checking the notion of his tai
surfaces, when Jones cl anbered up the | adder and stepped across the w ng.

"Greetings, Captain," he shouted above the whine of the idling jet engine.
"Good hunting?"

Jones was shocked when Hunter turned around to face him The younger man's
face was pale and drawn, his chin carried the stubble of two days' growth, and
his flight suit |ooked |like he hadn't taken it off in weeks. But it was the
eyes that startled Jones the nmobst-two gl owi ng enbers, crackling with an eerie
fire that seemed to nmake them burn like lasers fromdeep within his head.

Hunt er barely acknowl edged Jones's presence and continued the preflight check
t appi ng several gauges on the F-16's conpl ex consol e.

"Haven't seen you in debriefing, Captain," Jones said flatly.
Hunt er whi spered in response, "No tine, sir. Later."

"What about food?" the senior officer asked.

Anot her whi sper: "Not hungry."

"And when was the last time you clinbed out of that cockpit and got sone
sl eep, Captain Hunter?"

The rising note of authority in Jones's voice cracked out like the tip of a
| ash.
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"I"ll sleep when I'm dead,"” Hunter said in a reply that was an al nost
frightening nonotone. Wth that, he snapped down the visor of his flight
helmet as if to shut off the conversation

Jones was aghast. Not three days ago Hunter had told himof his first conbat
kill-the Yak pilot fromthe Brezhnev, and how the taking of a human life had
begun to haunt him Ws this now the same young nan? Had the brutality of the
front line air conbat consuned Hunter so quickly, so conmpletely, w ping out
the last traces of humanity?

Jones knew Hunter had al ready shot down dozens of eneny aircraft, many tines
nore than anyone el se in the squadron. Yet what could be left after that
amount of stress and angui sh passed through the young man's soul ?

"How many sorties have you flown, Captain?" Jones asked, al nost sadly.

This time, Hunter didn't even shrug.

Jones was getting unnerved. Although Hunter's actions were now bordering on



i nsubordination, mlitary manners were not forenost in his mnd at that
nonment. Hunter's nental condition was.

"You can't keep pushing like this,"” Jones told him "You can't take on the

whol e fucki ng Soviet Air Force.
"You cant fight this war alone."

Hunter was silent for a noment, the sun visor still masking his eyes. But
Jones coul d see the square jaw work back and forth underneath the inpassive
mrrored | enses.

It was a controlled Hawk Hunter who finally replied, "General, 1'Il fight the
whol e fucking world if | have to."

Jones shook his head, thought for a nonent then reached into his flight jacket
pocket. He pulled out a small, worn | eatherette-covered box and dropped it on
Hunter's lap in the cockpit.

Hunt er opened the battered box to find an old-style pair of sterling silver
conbat wi ngs and a major's oak | eaf insignia devices. Turning themover in his
hand, he read the inscription on the back

"Mpj or James Hunter, USAF, 2-14-68"

"Those bel onged to your father," Jones told him "Right after let, he and
fl ew seventeen sorties against Charlie. Got four kills between us. | went down
over Heni Bana up North-took a SAM
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inthe tail and flamed out. And he stayed with nme, orbiting around for an hour

strafing any of the NVA patrols that tried to approach ny plane. Hung
around until the Marines sent a chopper in for ne. He used up so nmuch fue
guarding ne that he didn't have enough to make it back, so he ditched in the
sea and the Navy boys fished himout."

Jones | ooked down at the son of the man he had flown with in Vietnam
recal ling the bonds of brotherhood forged in the crucible of conbat.

"A lot of guys said he was crazy, and maybe he was,"” the senior officer
continued. "But he was ny best friend. And he was the best goddamm pilot I'd
ever seen . . . Until now"

Hunter flipped the reflective visor back up into the hel met and stared up at
Jones. The fire in his eyes was still there, but it was suddenly tenpered.

Jones put a strong hand on Hunter's shoul der, pointing toward the silver
i nsi gni a.

"He wanted you to have these,"
Congratul ati ons, Major Hunter."

Jones said. "He knew you'd earn them soneday.

Hunt er | ooked up at Jones, then back at the insignia.

"Thank you, sir,
alot to ne.

hi s ragged voice thickening with enotion. "This really neans

"I know," Jones said, clinmbing down to the tarmac. He gave Hunter a crisp
sal ute and wal ked away.



Two minutes later Hunter was rolling down the snoke-bl ackened runway again,
gracefully lifting off into the murky w nter skies over Spain.
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Chapter 30

Soviet Air Marshal Sergei Vladimrovich Ilyushin | ooked at the stack of
reports on his cluttered desk

"How is it possible,” he thought, "to lose so many aircraft in such a short
tinme."

H's data told himthat nore than fifteen hundred Warsaw Pact fighters had been
consunmed in the seem ngly perpetual dogfight over France.

But the | osses, though horrendous, were to be expected in a war such as this,
he reasoned.

The question was: Wiy were the Americans forcing the titanic air battle?

The Americans and the ot her NATO ground troops hadnt counterattacked the
dug-in Soviet troops on the front |ines. There had been no anphi bi ous assaults
further east on the European continent. No novenent on any numnber of possible
second fronts around the world, no indication that the war was about to go
nucl ear. Al that was happening was this sensel ess airborne braw that seened
never to end.

I I yushin shook his head in puzzlement, his fingertips gently massagi ng the
waxy scar tissue on his forehead-a rem nder of his own flying days in the
great patriotic war against the Germans. Hi s Anmerican-made Lend-Lease P-39
Ai r Cobra had been hit by ground fire and crashed over Kursk, putting himin
the hospital with a fractured skull.

Now, for the first time in nmany years, the headaches had started
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again. What could the Anericans possibly be up to? They had pl ayed a gane of
attrition with their expensive fighter planes, losing mllions - no
billions-of dollars in advanced technol ogy to engage the rel atively cheaper

| ower -t echnol ogy hordes of Soviet interceptors.
What coul d they possibly hope to gain?

Fifteen hundred airplanes, the air chief thought again. Before it was over he
knew he woul d probably | ose nmore than two thousand airplanes in this neat
grinder over Paris. H's conmunications staff had been besi eged with desperate
pleas fromhis front line air conmanders, to send nore airplanes, nore

ammuni tion, nore pilots. Already he had stripped the rear of al
reserves-compl etely enptying sone of their Warsaw Pact "allies'"
throwinto the fray.

air forces to

When even that had not been enough, he had called up the Soviet Union's own
in-country air defense forces, sending as many of the new Foxhounds and the
hi gh- speed Foxbat interceptors as he dared. He could not afford to send them
all-some had to stay to defend the Soviet borders thenselves if the desperate
Americans attenpted a last-ditch nuclear strike with their B-1 and B-52
bonbers.



Yet, he knew this was not likely. According to the latest intelligence
reports, all the Anerican SAC forces were at their hone bases.

So why had the Americans pursued this apparently insane strategy?

It wouldn't matter soon anyway, he thought. NATO s crazy fighter sweep had
drawn off the costly harassing attacks on the Red Arny's vital supply lines

t hrough Eastern Europe. Their trains would be rolling again in no tine,
bringing fresh troops and tanks and materiel for the final assault. They woul d
punch through the stubborn NATO Iine and capture Paris. Then the rest of the
continent would fall and this crazy, totally unexpected war would be won.

He pi cked up another ream of reports-details on the supplies and

rei nforcements soon to nmove up to the front. The Red Arny supply pipeline was
now chock full of every scrap of war materiel that the Soviet Union could
muster. Alnost a million reservists on troop trains. Thousands of tanks drawn
fromthe vast reserves of
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t he Chinese border units. Plus all the fuel, ammunition, SAMs, and equi prent
that coul d be spared.

The military might of the Soviet Enpire was riding those steel rails to a
great battle with destiny, I|lyushin thought proudly, and nothing he knew of
coul d stop them

But for some reason, |lyushin's thoughts turned back to a strange report he'd
recei ved fromone of his wing conmanders. It told of a nysterious all-white
F-16 that had singl e-handedly destroyed two thirds of a pair of MG 23
squadrons, forcing the remainder to return to their base.

A war tale, the air marshal thought. Already they are springing up! Even the
Ameri cans cannot have such a pilot or an airplane that could | aunch so many
air-to-air mssiles. And surely even if they did, he too would beconme a victim
of the battle in the skies over France before the fight was over.

At | east Ilyushin hoped so.
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Chapter 31

Tooney had been hanging in the tree for nore than twelve hours.

He was col d, hungry and exhausted - but at |east he was still alive and, as
far as he could tell, he had no serious injuries.

That was nore than he could say for the Soviet pilot who was al so hanging from
a parachute on the tree nearby. This man was quite dead-his broken, frozen
body hanging |like a grotesque, discarded marionette.

Tooney wasn't sure if the dead pilot across fromhi mwas the sanme one who was
flying the MG he had collided with the night before. In fact, there wasn't
much Tooney remenbered about how he came to be hanging fromthe nmassive tree
that was | ocated he believed sonewhere in the Ardennes forest. Al he knew was
hi s parachute harness and straps were the only things preventing himfrom

pl unging the last 150 feet to the frozen ground bel ow



He had been on his twelfth sortie, reaching the outer limts of the

t wo- day- ol d massi ve dogfight just as the sun was setting. He had greased a
Foxbat al nost imediately after joining the fray, but then, sonehow, he
collided with a MG 29 Fulcrum the Soviet jet clipping off his entire tai
section. He hit the ejection button a nere two seconds | ater, and saw that the
Soviet pilot had done the sane thing. His F-16 had crashed about two niles
fromhis present position.

The dead Soviet pilot was already hanging in the nearby tree when Tooney cane
floating down. It was fromthis strange vantage point that Tooney bore eyewt-
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ness to a particularly bizarre chapter of the massive, never-ending aerial
battl e.

The ni ght skies had been |it as bright as day as nightfighters fromboth sides
clashed in fierce dogfighting, that was now visible fromthe rooftops of

Paris. That in itself was chillingly spectacul ar, |eaving even a veteran pil ot
i ke Tooney awestruck

But it was the battle that comenced at dawn and continued into the norning
that left Toonmey with his nmouth wi de open in fascination

At first sunlight, it was as if he was watching a scene from another era. For
the nost part, the skies were filled with NATO aircraft that were nuch ol der
than Tborey hinsel f. Chall engi ng the NATO pl anes was an equally notl ey
collection of Warsaw Pact jets, supplenented by a fewnewy arrived
interceptors fromthe Soviet Air Defense Conmand.

Surprisingly, Tooney saw that the ol der planes in the NATO i nventory were
holding their own with fighters of simlar vintage fromthe dregs of the

War saw Pact aerodrones. He witnessed i nnunerable battles that went on right
above him |In one particularly close battle, a British Lightning, an early
supersonic interceptor, flashed across the crowded sky in hot pursuit of a
Polish-built MG 19 Farnmer. The speedy Lightning quickly overtook the sl ower
M G and punped a Firestreak air-to- air mssile up the hapless Pol e's exhaust,
exploding the MGin a puff of orange and bl ack

Everywhere, the ubiquitous F-4 Phantons painted with the markings of a

hal f - dozen NATO nations were dueling with the even nore ubiquitous MG 21

Fi shbeds of the Warsaw Pact. The two fighters were of simlar vintage, but the
Phant ons had been continually upgraded with avionics inprovenments and better
radar systems, while the Soviets had been reluctant to make the sane
investment in the air forces of their East European satellites. The disparity
was evident as the Phantonms clawed through the M Gs, firing Sidew nders,
Sparrows, and cannon with deadly precision

On it went -an East Gernan Fi shbed was flaned by a West German Luftwaffe
Phantomin a particularly savage rolling scissors exchange of cannon fire,
while a Czech M G loosed a pair of AA-2 Atoll nissiles at a National CGuard
Delta Dart. One of the lethal air-to-airs exploded near the F-106's triangul ar
wing, crunmpling it and sending the plane spiraling dowward in flamnes.
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A squadron of Spanish A-4 Skyhawks was doi ng a nunber on the clumsier MG 21s,
but the Italian and Greek Starfighters in the fight had been junped by a

squadron of Floggers and had taken several |osses before they joined the main
battle. The dimnutive G 91 interceptors were also taking a beating, dw ndling



the already-smal|l Portuguese contribution

In an eerie replay of the early days of the Korean conflict, a pair of Turkish
Sabres tore into a flight of Ronmanian M G 15s, snoking several of the ol der
pl anes.

In between watching the incredible air battles, Tooney was forced on severa
occasions to play dead as Soviet ground units passed right below him The
eneny troops paid no attention-to himor to their dead conrade dangling
nearby. This told Tooney that the war had taken a particularly nasty turn-one
in which the dead were not collected, sinply because they now out nunbered the
[iving.

As the day progressed, Tooney joined a million other conbatants on both sides
who caught thensel ves | ooki ng skyward once agai n.

Once the antique fighters had left the scene, a battle royal erupted at high
altitudes between the newWly returned F-16s and the swift Soviet M G 25 Foxbat
i nterceptors.

In the mddle of it as usual was the crazy pilot in the white F-16.

Flying with his avionics turned back on, Hunter rolled out high above the
dogfight to swoop down on a pair of the big Foxbats.

He knew the heavy M Gs were initially designed to intercept the US B-70
Val kyrie, a Mach 3 strategic bonmber that was never built. Even after the
Ameri can bonber was scrapped, the M G was depl oyed as an air defense
interceptor with incredi bly high speed (Mach 3.2) and as an unarned
reconnai ssance version

The two M Gs bel ow Hunter were not the recon versions, he soon found out.

The F-16's nose cannon spat out a continuous tongue of flame as it sent shel
after shell cascading down into the Soviet planes. One took several shells in
the starboard fuel supply and burst into flames bel ow the diving F-16, forcing
Hunter to fly through the debris.

The second Foxbat, getting the hint when his partner expl oded,
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had punched his afterburners and shot off toward the horizon in an incredibly
fast, but wide turn. The Soviet pilot used his primtive but effective radar

targeting systemto pinpoint the F-16 that had just tried to bl ow hi mout of

t he sky, seeking to punp off one of his two large AA-6 Acrid mssiles toward

t he speedi ng Anerican

Wien the snoke fromhis kill had cleared, Hunter found hinmself on the
receiving end of the huge air-to-air nmissile fired by the fast Foxbat. Wth
the shrill wail of the radar threat warning blasting his ears, The Wngnman

executed a complex series of rolls and dives, designed to break the mssile's
radar | ock on his plane. For extra security, he punped his chaff dispenser

rel ease several tines, and ejected two bright flares that shot far away from
the F-16.

The big Acrid mssile was designed to take out larger targets, like strategic
bonbers, and was confused by the conbinati on of decoy flares, chaff and
Hunter's evasive action. Unable to reacquire a suitable target, the mssile
detonated itself.



Al of Hunter's concentration had been focused on evading the deadly airborne
har poon, and now he searched the skies-and his radar screen - for a glinpse of
the Soviet pilot who fired it. He saw the incredibly fast blip enter the field
of his radar screen just as the | ow pitched warble of the threat warning
system started emitting a radar detection al arm once again.

The I ower pitch, Hunter knew, indicated that the Foxbat's powerful but
narr ow beam targeti ng radar was probing the skies for himwith invisible
pul ses.

Suddenly he knew t he heavy Foxbat was directly behind him alnost three niles
out-and nmoving at near its maxi num speed of Mach 3. Sooner or later, the
Russi an's crude radar would | ock on his F-16 and another big mssile would be
fired.

Hunter's conputer-like brain was flying through a series of cal cul ations even
as the radar threat warning's wail notched up an octave. The Soviet pilot had
himlocked in. ... The Acrid mssile was seconds away from | aunch. C osing at
three times the speed of sound, there really was no way the Soviet pilot could
m ss.

A supernatural cal mdescended over Hunter in the tiny cockpit as the seconds
turned into hours. As if tinme were suspended, Hunter was thinking about his
first combat flight instruction, back at Nellis. He could hear Jones's
gravel ly voice giving a dogfighting "Golden Rule:"
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"The surest way to scare the hell out of a bandit diving on your six is to
flip over and fly straight at him" Jones had said. "It is guaranteed to make
rooki es panic and grown nen wet their flight suits.”

Hunt er knew what he had to do. Even as the threat warning siren song reached
its crescendo, he snap-rolled the agile fighter and executed a puni shing
high-g turn that put himin a steep clinb directly toward the di ving Foxbat.
He punched the afterburner, and the F-16 quickly reached its maxi num cli mbing
speed as the two adversaries closed on each other at an incredi ble comnbined
rate of five times the speed of sound.

The Foxbat pilot had just pushed the missile rel ease when he noticed the
distortion in his radar trace. Wat was the American up to now? he wonder ed.
Searching the skies ahead, all he saw was the blazing trail of the big missile
streak ahead of him The heavy Foxbat was slicing through the sky right behind
the mssile when he saw a bl ack dot directly ahead of him grow ng | arger

The Soviet pilot's jaw sagged in disbelief, held in place only by his oxygen
mask. The crazy Yankee was charging the nissile-and him Before he could
react, he saw the American plane deftly jink and stand the speedy little F-16
up on its wing to evade the mssile's flight path as he continued the
hair-raising clinb.

The deadly Acrid nmissile zooned past the streaking Anerican plane, unable to
acquire it froma head-on angle at that unbelievabl e speed, and unable to nake
the turn to allow the infrared sensors to | ock onto the hot exhaust. The

m ssile plunged harm essly to the ground where it expl oded near an abandoned
French vill age.

Still the all-white F-16 was closing on the |arger Foxbat, using the Soviet's
speed in the dive against him The instant the two airplanes canme within



range, they both opened up with their cannons. Tracer shells filled the

rapi dly decreasing space between the fighters as the two pilots tried to aim
and fire their powerful cannons in the few seconds before their planes passed
each ot her.

At the final split second, the Soviet flier hesitated. Surely the Anerican
woul d pull up now... A thousand yards away-now five hundred! And still the
F-16 was clinmbing directly at him firing away with the nose cannon. Tracer
shel I s whizzed by the Soviet's canopy, adding to the tension. A hundred yards
di st ance di sap-
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peared in less than the blink of an eye. The distracted Soviet pilot had but
one thought: The crazy bastard is going to ram ne.

Instinctively, the Soviet pilot jamed his stick hard left to avoid the
collision he felt was inevitable. Bracing hinself in his diving fighter's
cockpit, he shut his eyes as the roar of the F-16"s engi ne shook his plane
violently. He heard the dull thud of shells lancing his wings as the Anerican
fighter sprayed the Foxbat with 30mm cannon fire. He was sure the end woul d
cone any second

But then-silence. Or at |least relative silence conpared to the deafening din
of the past few seconds. Only the dull roar of the Foxbat's own engi nes rushed
inthe pilot's ears. The threat was suddenly gone. There was no eneny pl ane.
No engi ne noise. No cannon fire. It was as if the Anerican had sinply vani shed
like a spirit.

Slow y, the Russian regained his conposure. He leveled the big interceptor out
and checked for damage. A few holes in the wings and fusel age, but no critical
wounds. Radar was operable, although it showed no trace of the F-16. Now his
relief turned to anger, then to furious rage. How dare the crazy Yankee play
this insane gane, causing himto panic and turn away?

Suddenly his threat alarm sounded again .. . Mssile fired from above and
behi nd .

Now, incredibly, the ivory F-16 was diving on him Its pilot fired one of the
deadly Sidewi nder air-to-airs at the Foxbat's red-hot exhaust nozzles. There
was no time for fancy maneuvering, just a burst of raw speed to escape the

| ethal arrow. The Foxbat rolled sharply and began to dive again.

Hunter cursed as the mssile overshot the fleeing Foxbat, plunging out of
sight in the cloudy sky. He foll owed the Sidew nder's downward track, flashing
the F-16 past the big Soviet jet. Once again, Hunter was preparing to use the
Foxbat's superior speed as an advant age.

Busy evading the mssile, the Soviet pilot cursed al oud when he saw the F-16
fly over himin a shallow dive. He would show this cocky American what a
Foxbat could do with full afterburners in a steep dive. Snap-rolling the heavy
i nterceptor and nosing over to follow Hunter, the Soviet began to quickly
overtake the slower American plane. He had the Yankee's tail section in his
gunsi ghts as the distance between the two fighters closed rapidly.
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Just a few nore seconds, and the American would be scattered to the four w nds
inamllion pieces, victimto the Foxbat's 23-mminternal gun



The screaming whine fromthe F-16's radar threat warning pierced Hunter's ears
with its shrill one-note alarm Calmy, he reached out and switched it off.

H s radar screen showed the Foxbat descending on himat Mach 3. Despite the
extra thrust provided by the F-16's afterburner, the big GE turbofan was being
outrun by the bigger Soviet engines in the Foxbat.

But this was exactly what Hunter wanted .

Wth a deliberate nove, Hunter arned the Sidew nder nissile on the jet's right
wi ngtip. Then he gently cupped the side-stick controller in his right hand and
pl aced his left hand on the manual override flap controls. At the |ast
possi bl e second, he cut the throttle back, haul ed sharply up on the stick, and
dropped every square inch of control surface on the F-16 to its full "down"
position, all in one snmooth notion

If the F-16 could have left skid marks in the sky, they would have tracked the
fighter's abrupt deceleration fromalnost fifteen hundred mles per hour to
just under three hundred in just a few seconds. Hunter was thrown hard agai nst
t he shoul der harness of his reclining seat by the inmpact, recovering just in
time to see the dark shadow of the Foxbat pass overhead at full speed,
overshooting him

Wth the nerest flick of the side-stick control, Hunter found the Foxbat's
twin tails dead in his radar sights. He rel eased the Sidew nder that covered
the short distance in seconds and di sappeared into the | eft-side exhaust
nozzl e of the diving Foxbat.

The Soviet pilot never saw the nmissile comng. His fingers had just tightened
on the cannon trigger, when the American plane had sinply di sappeared. It was
as if the small F-16 had stopped dead in the air, hovering like a bird of prey
before striking. Unable to stop or even slow the heavy Foxbat, the startled
pilot could only watch as the Yankee trickster vani shed beneath him

A split second later, he realized the American's tactic. But it was too |late
to maneuver. The deadly air-to-air mssile fromthe F-16"s wingtip expl oded
deep inside the big interceptor, blowi ng apart the |eft-hand engi ne and
severing the left wing at its junction with the fusel age.
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The stricken Foxbat crunpled |like a paper airplane caught in the grasp of an
i nvisible hand. The left wing section fluttered away in flanes as the main
body of the plane began a sickening wobbly spiral down to the ground,
propelled by the intermttent thrust of the right-hand engi ne. Wen the

pl ane's violent spasnms finally choked off its life-giving fuel, the remaining
engi ne coughed and di ed, |eaving the huge interceptor to plunge to the earth
by the force of gravity al one.

The last thing the Soviet pilot heard as he hel plessly plumeted to the
ground, desperately clawing at controls that were no | onger connected to w ngs
that were no |l onger connected to his aircraft, was a voice that had either
cone frominside his head, or fromthe crazy American, who may have sonehow
found the proper radio frequency.

At that instant, he realized in horror that he would have the rest of eternity
to figure it out.

"Dos vadanya, tovarich," the strangel y-accented voice echoed amd the swirling
chaos inside his cockpit.



Then t he bl ackness cane.

Far bel ow, | bonmey had wi tnessed the intricate battle between Hunter and the
huge Foxbat .

Alternately scream ng and cheering during the fight, the American pilot was
hoarse-too hoarse to yell down at the patrol of French soldiers that were now
passi ng bel ow hi m

Thi nki ng qui ckly, he undid his left flight boot and let it drop. It hit the
last man in the patrol, square on the head, stunning him The rest of the

sol diers turned their weapons upward, ready to fire on the source of the
flying boot. It was only Tooney's w de grin and ani mated wavi ng that saved him
fromjoining the swelling ranks of the war dead.
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Chapter 32

Even as the dogfight raged over the torn countryside north of Paris,
preparations were underway a few hundred mles outside of another European
capi tal

In the qui et woods surroundi ng the G eenham Conmon NATO air base in the north
of Engl and, sixty huge camouflage nets lay strewn in [arge green lunps anid

t he deep tracks of hundreds of huge tires. Freshly cut trees that had stood
for centuries now lay at crazy angles across the rutted fields, short stunps
mar ki ng their original positions.

The ruts marked a random network of tracks |eading across the fields that
separated the edge of the forest fromthe base's runways.

Just a few hours ago, the base had been a beehive of activity, ground crews
and armament specialists frantically working to conplete the nearly inpossible
task of preparing a huge airborne arnada for an operation known as "Rolling
Thunder . "

Now al | was quiet, even peaceful. The only sound was a soft w nd through the
trees and the rustle of |eaves on the ground.

But this would be tenporary.

At the end of the field, the quiet was shattered as ei ght huge engi nes coughed
to life and began an ear-splitting din as they were cranked up to full power.
When the sound had reached its deafening crescendo, the engines |urched
forward on the enpty tarmac, dragging half a mllion pounds of plane and

payl oad reluctantly down the runway.

The huge tapering wi ngs sagged alnost to the ground at their tips, separated
by more than 160 feet of steel skin fromend to end. In fact, small wheels and
struts had been added to the wingtips to
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support the thousands of gallons of jet fuel that sloshed in the bonber's
massi ve internal w ng tanks.

As the massive airplane gathered speed down the runway, the wi ng sag
di m ni shed rapidly until the small wheels left the ground, floating up severa
feet as the wingtips flexed. The huge fusel age trundled along the tarmac, as



four sets of twin tires nmounted on massive struts crabbed the plane slightly
to center it on the runway. The wheel s straightened out, and the engi nes' roar
i ncreased anot her neasure as the heavily laden aircraft began to pick up speed
for takeoff.

Slow y, but inexorably, the dark green behenoth ascended into the cl oudy
Engl i sh sky, undergoing the transformati on from bal ky, droop-w nged bonb truck
to graceful, w nged warrior.

When the thunder of the bomber's engines had faded, the deep quiet descended
on the base once nore.

Al most a hundred mil es ahead, inside the cockpit of the Strategic Air Comand
B-52 Stratofortress, Lt. Colonel Rick Davis of the 52nd Bonb Wng's
headquarters staff was adjusting his oxygen mask and intercom nicrophone.

Seated in the left-hand seat of the big bonber, Davis had just received
confirmation that the last plane in his formation had |l eft the ground back at
G eenham Common, and was now joining the long formation at thirty thousand
feet.

M nutes |ater, the grouped-up B-52s reached their junping off point just off
the eastern coast of England. Wth a single radio burst fromDavis in the |ead
bonber, instructions were transmitted to the navigators in each crew. In turn,
the navigators fed in a series of conplex targeting coordinates to their

bonb- coordi nator counterparts seated next to themin the cranped confines of
the big bonmber's innards.

Once the sixty heavy bonbers had conputed their individual targets and flight
pl ans, they began to peel off the formation and dive for the deck. Davis
managed to sneak a quick look at the orderly formation's bl ossom ng, as
bonbers on either side rolled off on their outboard wings to plunge into the
dar kness bel ow. Each had a separate target, and eventually each would take a
different route to get there.
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The 52nd Bonb W ng had been ordered fromtheir SAC base in California to the
tiny G eenham Cormon field two days after the war broke out.

Flying in pairs, they had hopped across North America to the wi ndswept airport
at Gander, Newfoundl and, then on to Keflavik, |Iceland. There, two bonbers
previously stationed at the base would fly in a huge semcircle at high
altitudes, al nost reaching the Canadi an coast. Then they would drop down to a
heart-stoppi ng two-hundred feet above the frigid Arctic sea and race back to

| cel and undet ect ed.

Later, covered under the dark of night, the two SAC B-52s would lift off from
I cel and and skimthe waves over to England's rocky coast, setting down wth
not too much roomto spare on Greenham Common's short airfield. Once the base
was secured by the SAS unit, the big bonbers were conceal ed in the woods
surroundi ng the base. Hundreds of trees were |opped off to allow the huge
B-52s to ease into the edge of the forest. Then the cut trees were propped
back up in huge holes dug by British engi neer crews.

Fromthe air-or froma photo satellite's probing eye-all that could be seen
was the dense green of England's woods. Even the heat signatures of the big
bonbers had been blotted out by covering the airplanes with a bl anket of CO2
f oam



It had been quite an operation so far, Davis thought. It was only when the

si xty huge airplanes arrived in England, jamm ng the woods around the snall
RAF base, that they had received the orders that explained Operation "Rolling
Thunder." Speci al convoys brought secret ordnance |oads up to the flight I|ine,
and the huge BUFFs-Big Ugly Fat Fuckers, as the aircrews called themwth
varyi ng degrees of affection-started being | oaded with a very special nenu of
or dnance.

For eighteen straight hours, the bonb crews struggled in the thick woods,
cursing and sweating as they painstakingly | oaded each bonmber according to its
pre-determ ned m ssion.

Finally, the long-awaited "go" order was given, and the Brits had | eveled the
trees fromtheir tenporary post holes and the | aden B-52s had trundl ed out
onto the runway.

And now they were in the air, headed for a date with destiny over Eastern
Eur ope.
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Col onel Davis nmentally reviewed the Bonb Wng's m ssion, the product of an
endl ess review of the dwi ndling options that faced NATO i n Europe.

Whil e the conbined fighter strength of the Free Wrld' s air forces had drai ned
t he huge Soviet reserve of interceptors fromthe critical Eastern European
corridor, the Bonmb Wng had been pondering its targets.

Intelligence had been unable to estimte exactly how rmuch reserve troop
strength and spare equi pment was being rushed into the front by the
over - ext ended Soviets, but it was clear that the highways and rail lines were
crowmded with everything needed for the Red Arny's final offensive.

And that was the key.

Because the objective behind Rolling Thunder-and, in fact, the virtual | ast
hope of the denocratic alliance-was for Davis and the big bonbers to prevent
t hat equi pment and those reserves fromreaching the front |ines.

Davis felt hinself draw ng heavier than usual from his oxygen nask.

Despite the myth about conbat pilots-that they were ice-water-in-the-veins
bonb delivery men-Davis did feel |like the weight of the Free Wrld was on his
shoul ders. As Bonmb G oup Leader, the success of the whole mssion while it was
in the air was in his hands.

Now, as he | ooked out on the darkened European mainl and coming up before him
he suddenly felt transplanted in tinme. He knew that nearly a half century
before, other men had flown this route, crossing the Channel to fly over
Fortress Europe in battered B-17s and B-24s. By their efforts did they fail?
Was all their sacrifice and nmisery and terror in vain? Danmt, didn't they do
the job right the first tine?

He shook away his anger and took a half dozen deep gul ps of the pure Big O
No, the nen in those Flying Forts and Liberators had snmted their enem es, and
the planet was at relative world peace for nearly five decades as a result.

Until now.

As his airplane reached | andfall and dashed above the countryside, Davis



i magi ned he could see the ghosts of the nmen killed in those old prop-driven
Forts and Liberators begin to rise up. There
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was not hing different here, he thought. The cause was the same - the defense
of freedom The opponent-ironically once an ally- had sinply changed unifornmns.

The nmen who died trying to free Hitler's Europe had not perished in vain. They
had won their war, defeated their enenies.

Now it was time for Davis and his nmen to do the sane.
A burst of static fromhis radio brought himback to the business at hand.

"Green Flight, at departure point,
t hr ee- f our - ni ner "

the message cane over. "Breaking at

"Roger, Green Flight . . ." Davis quickly replied

The nmessage neant that twenty of his bonmbers were wheeling off to dash across
the flooded Low Countries and strike at the Soviet's forward supply |ines and
rail heads i n westernnost Gernany.

He entered their departure in the mssion |log then rechecked his own position

He knew that the eneny's front-line surface-to-air mssile installations,
battered by two continuous days and nights of "Wasel" attacks, would offer
Green Flight little resistance. And he hinmsel f expected only scattered threats
deeper into eneny territory.

But he al so knew that - despite the on-going dogfight raging just south of
them his B-52s coul d encounter Soviet fighters at any time, either going to or
coming fromthe battle area. And the secrecy of Rolling Thunder had dictated
that his Buffs fly without a highly visible fighter escort. The only defense
the [unbering B-52s had were the twin 50-caliber machine guns in the tail-and
that was no defense at all against the enemy's stand-off air-to-air weapons.
So the BUFFs woul d have to rely on their electronic jamm ng gear, decoy
flares, and netallic "chaff to elude eneny fighters and their deadly m ssiles.
"Blue Flight at departure point,"
three-three-three . "

his radi o crackl ed agai n. "Breaking at

"Roger, Blue Flight . . ." Davis replied.

The bonber force had split again and now Blue Flight would veer off and
eventual |y take a roughly parallel course across the Dani sh peninsula to
penetrate deep into East Germany and Poland right to the front step of the
Soviet Union itself. But they would not cross the line. Under strict orders
from NATO s hi ghest conmand, the SAC bombers were not to cone within a hundred
mles of the Soviet
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border. As throughout the?entire war, no NATO bonbs had fallen on Mther
Russia itself. The thinking was that if the US didn't bonb the Sovi et

honel and, the Soviets wouldn't bonmb Anerica. It was an oddly tacit agreenent

bet ween warring parties, an unspoken pronise that had, so far, held up

But Davis had no intention of com ng anywhere near the 100-m | e excl usionary



zone. He woul dn't have to.

Tactically, his mission was actually little nore than an el aborate
air-launched cruise mssile operation, one that he and his pilots had
practiced endl essly for the past six years. In his hold he held weapons that
could "think," that could be told what and what not to do. Wth their
pre-programred terrain-follow ng aining system they were smart enough to
punch out a target one inch this side of the 100-nmile buffer. And if nothing
el se, that fact would make any Sovi et planner consider the difference between
the West's technol ogi cal prowess and his own side's battering ram approach to
t hi ngs.

Forty-five tense m nutes passed by.

" Approachi ng our flight sequence departure point, Colonel," the co-pil ot
call ed out, once again shifting Davis's concentration back to the task at
hand.

"We break at four-four-seven ... in twelve seconds."”
"OK, roger," Davis answered, snapping a few buttons on his flight consol e and
tightly gripping the steering controls before him

The huge bonber had been on autopil ot ever since they'd flown over the choppy
waters of the Channel, its on-board conputers keeping the Buffs nose a nere
four hundred feet off the ground. But now, they would have to fly even | ower,
at two hundred feet, and the on-board conmputer was not smart enough to handl e
that. Fromhere on in, Davis knew it would require all the skill that he, his
copilot, the navigator, and mllions of dollars of sophisticated equi prment
could rmuster to stay | ow enough to avoid eneny radar detection, while trying
not to plow the B-52 into the ground.

The co-pilot cleared his throat. "Departure point in five... four. . . three .
two . . . one . . . now. "

"Roger," Davis said. "Beginning departure now .
Slowy, the big bonber began to descend.
Scattered across the skies of eneny-held Europe, fifty-nine other
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B-52 pilots were westling with simlar flight plans, plow ng through the
sluggish air just a couple hundred feet above the ground. Each one knew t hat
it was just plain crazy-perhaps, even suicidal-to risk everything on a bunch
of half-century-old bonbers doing a job their designers never dreaned they
woul d be asked to do. But such were the tines .

"Approaching I P, Colonel," Davis's bonb-coordinator called out deliberately
over the cabin intercom

Davi s qui ckly scanned the m ssion checklist which he al ready knew by heart.
But now the words took on a new neani ng. When the big bonber reached its
preassigned Initial Point, the bonmb coordi nator woul d have conplete control of
the aircraft.

O nore accurately, his conputer would. Fromthe mssion-planning data fed
into the system the bonmb control conputers would synchronize the big jet's
ai rspeed, altitude, heading and ot her navigational data with the



pre-progranmred ballistics information derived fromthe weapons load in their
bonb bay. Then, analyzing the target coordinates, terrain contours, and w nd
speed and direction, the computer would spit out the precise rel ease point for
each weapon.

Every twenty seconds, the data was rechecked and updated by nillions of
transistorized brain cells in the bonb control conputer's el ectronic brain.

cane the call fromthe bonb coordinator. "N ne .

"IPin ten seconds..
eight . . . seven .

The young lieutenant seated at the snmall radar screen was at |east two
generations renmoved fromthe bonbardiers of Wrld War Two, who used the

t hen- advanced Norden bonbsi ghts to aimlethal |oads of "dumb" iron bombs over
Htler's Fortress. But |ike those |eather-jacketed nen of yesteryear, he was
the focus of attention in the aircraft as he called off the flight contro
conmands of the conputer's readout.

"IPin six... five ... four ... three ... two . . . one . . . now
The bonb coordinator's voice rose slightly in his excitement.

"Come right to one-one-zero and hold steady..." he told Davis. "Al pha rel ease
inthirty seconds . "

238

Davi s nudged the big plane around in the dense air, ignoring the creaks and
whi nes fromthe shuddering bonber's airframe. His only job for the next half a
m nute was to keep the gossamer-thin needle of the special Flight Contro

I ndi cator centered where the bonb computers calculated it had to be for an
accurate | aunch.

Ri ght now, the needl e was dead on

"Al pha launch in ten seconds,"
switches to 'on' position.”

the bonb coordinator reported evenly. "Arning

He reached over to click off the green safety covers of the toggles, flipping
up the swi tches underneat h.

Davis tore his eyes away fromthe thin white needle of the FCl to steal a
gl ance out the thick cockpit glass. The B-52's nenaci ng shadow, outlined by
the thin noonlight, stole across the flat ground of the East German plain,
rippling along like a serpent.

Inits path was a double line of railroad tracks.

"\WWeapons doors opening . . . NOW.

The ol d bomber shuddered as the huge bonb bay doors yawned open underneath its
f usel age.

"Weapons door open confirnmed . called the co-pilot.

"Al pha | aunch, now"
The young bonb coordi nator mashed the first button on his "pickle" firing

switch. Instantly two tapered cylinders fell out of the bottom of the bomber,
rel eased fromthe |arge rotary hol der suspended inside.



"Weapons away!" he yell ed.
Two lights blinked on the console in front of Davis.
"Weapons | aunched confirmed . . ."he said.

Directly beneath themand traveling on a parallel course with the B-52, the
two projectiles each sprouted tail fins, a pair of stubbly wi ngs, and a radar-
sensi ng port opened in each nose section

In four seconds, the drones had found the railroad tracks. Two nmore lights
popped on in front of Davis.

"I have a weapons lock indication," the bonb coordinator called up to him

"Roger, weapons | ock confirmation . Davi s answer ed.
At that instant, the two weapons diverged fromthe bormber's flight path at
sharp angl es, each heading in the opposite direction.

Li ght years nore advanced than the nassive sticks of iron "dunb" bonbs that
had rai ned on Nazi Germany, these two projec-
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tiles were "smart" drone-bonmbs. Actually, nore advanced than the better-known
air-launched cruise mssiles in many ways, the super-drones had been
preprogramed to search for and destroy targets of opportunity. Images of
speci fic weapons-carrying rail cars were fixed in their electronic brains,
along with those of eneny tanks, ' personnel carriers, trucks, self-propelled
guns, aircraft on the ground and even certain slowflying aircraft in the air.
Davis's B-52 carried twenty of the weapons, each laden with its own store of
submuni ti ons.

The westbound drone sliced along the railroad track, its lifel ess radar eye
searching the steel ribbons below for any sign of noverment. The intense beam
pul sed the ground, interrogating the enpty tracks nore than eight tinmes each
second.

Fifty mles beyond the launch point, the radar sensor detected a noving object
on the rails below Then another. Then another. It instantly flashed a nessage
back to the B-52 nother ship: "Target « |ocated.”

The drone's el ectronic mcroprocessors sent a series of signals to the
muni ti ons di spensers inside its short fuselage. Then, in a feat of renarkable
el ectronic ingenuity, the superdrone perfornmed a flaw ess 180-degree turn
reducing its speed at the same tine.

In seconds, it was silently cruising above the speeding train .

Increasing its pulsing rate to sixteen tinmes a second, the mssile's brain
cal cul ated the speed of the train, the direction of the tracks and any
obstacl es such as tunnels, nmountain or over-hanging trees that |lay ahead. It
qui ckly decided that an upcom ng twenty-second wi ndow was the optinmumtinme for
attack.

Fi ve nore seconds passed. The tracks curved and flowed into a four-mle
strai ghtaway. The missile's conputer-brain clicked and then, on its comand,
t he drone's own weapons bay door opened.



Slowing its speed so the front section of the train would overtake it, the
conputer issued its next-to-final command. Instantly small rockets fired
downward to propel a series of powerful explosive charges at the train's

m dsection of heavily laden flatcars. The warhead cannisters fell with jarring
thuds on the flat beds of the cars or directly on top of the canvas-covered
equi pnrent they carri ed.

Starting four seconds later, and working off tine-delayed fuses, the warheads
i gnited one by one. The |ightning-quick series of
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bl i ndi ng yel |l ow orange flashes obliterated the second half of the mle-Iong
train, blowing its sections off the track in nmore than a dozen pl aces.

When the drone itself was free of all subnunitions, it increased its speed
whil e another electronic circuit armed the warhead in its own nose section
Switching froma radar node to an infrared-honing target system the
renorseless little flying bomb sought out the npst intense source of heat
below it, quickly plunging itself into the second | oconotive pulling the
nowreduced line of freight cars. Wthin mlliseconds, the diesel engine
exploded in a flash of flane and bl ack snmoke. The rest of the train

i mediately derailed and slammed itself into a sickening pile of tw sted
fl am ng netal

It was over in fifteen seconds. A |load of Soviet SAM battery repl acenents
woul d never reach the front.

The eastbound drone carried a different |oad of subrmunitions for its assigned
target. Knifing above the parallel rails, the mssile' s radar had detected
noti on bel ow as a Warsaw Pact troop train passed beneath it, carrying a

15, 000- man di vi sion of replacements to the fighting front in France.

Instantly, the drone's control processors began a patterned, sequential firing
sequence. One after the other, hefty rockets were ignited, propelling a letha
| oad of steel flechettes downward at an incredible speed of Mach 5. The
flechettes were big 120-grain steel nails with sharp tail fins that screaned
downward with an eerie whistling noise.

Al mosf 100, 000 of the deadly darts were deposited along the I ength of the
troop train, exploding through the thin railcar roofs like they were made of
paper. In an instant, thousands of Red Arny reservists were horribly

di spat ched as the speeding spi kes pierced hel nets, skulls and shoul der bl ades,
tearing through their hapless victinms until they exited the train's floor

bone and bl ood skewered around their razor-like fins.

The superdrone, nmother to the thousands of |ethal baby bonblets, now activated
its own targeting procedure, executing a burst of speed and a rapid U-turn to
send it hurtling down the track toward the oncomi ng | oconotive at a hei ght of
only ten feet. The train's engineer had only tine to open his mouth in a
silent scream before the flying bonb obliterated the train's front five cars
with an
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ear-splitting explosion that smashed the ties, rails, roadbed, and all,

sendi ng the burning hulk of the forenpst |oconotive spinning into the air at
least fifty feet fromthe rails.



Farther along the flight path of Davis's B-52, another set of the

muni ti on-1aden drones sought out a colum of tanks bunched up in a bottleneck
on the east bank of a narrow bridge. These drones carried a smaller version of
the MM 1 nunitions dispenser, packed with anti-arnor shape charges that fit
into horizontally projecting tubes in the dispenser's side walls. Explosive
propul sion charges nestled in the center of each pair of tubes were fired
sequentially, expelling the shape charges in a wide distribution on either
side of the drone's flight path.

In a single pass over their target, the two drones deposited nore than five

t housand bonmblets in little nmore than five seconds. The results were
devastating to the clustered tanks. Wite-hot rods of nolten netal burned

t hrough the arnor, turning the tanks' cranped interiors into fiery crucibles
of death. More than five hundred arnored vehicles were destroyed or danmaged as
t housands of the explosively formed penetrators found their marks in the thin
top plating of the T-62's turrets. Even the charges that failed to neet a
tank's top were still fatal to the eneny, since they enbedded thenselves in
the frozen soil to beconme |land mines, clainmng still nore victins as the dazed
crews bolted fromtheir stricken vehicles.

As if to seal the fate of the arnored colum, the two flying bonbs dove into
opposite ends of the narrow bridge, burrowing into the concrete before

expl odi ng and severing the span fromits noorings. Wth tanks and troops
sliding off the shattered roadway, the bridge collapsed into the river in a
spect acul ar crash.

Rel entl essly, the Anerican smart-bonb attack continued

Still nmore of Davis's drones found strings of tank cars, full of gasoline and
di esel fuel, parked in freight yards awaiting transport to the front. They
erupted in towering geysers of yellowwhite flane as they were ignited by
hundreds of incendiary munitions dropped fromthe drones. The nini-firebonbs
created a thousand raging fires that joined into a single huge inferno,
building to a firestormthat consumed the entire rail yard

O her drones found simlar fuel dunps, aircraft parking areas,
242

| ong-range radar stations, tenporary troop billets, bridges, tunnels, power
stations, dans-literally dozens of eneny targets were hit. The bonbardnent was
mul tiplied several hundred tines as the rest of the B-52 force seeded the

cl ouds above Eastern Europe with their smart weapons, raining tons of

el ectronically guided munitions of their w de-ranging targets of opportunity.

And even as the B-52 force was raining death on the trains, tanks, and trucks
in East Europe, the F-1 I1's based at Upper Hey ford and Lakenheath had hit
the Soviets' airfields and the Baltic ports. Many Soviet pilots returning from
t he runni ng dogfight over France arrived to find their landing fields in
snoking ruins. Sone were able to divert the auxiliary fields in the Sovi et
Union itself, but many were forced to crash-land in fields and deserted roads.
Shi ps docked in the Baltic ports were strafed and sunk as they lay at anchor
unable to escape the | owflying Aardvarks.

By norning, the mlitary mght of the Red Army lay scattered |ike crushed and
snoki ng steel toys along the length of its supply routes. Not a single rai
line or major bridge between the Ukraine and the Rhine River was left intact.
Only a handful of air fields, anmunition dunps and troop billets had escaped
the devastation. Nearly a half mllion Warsaw Pact reservists were now War saw
Pact casualties, killed or wounded | ong before they could reach the front



i nes.

Returning to his base just as the sun was com ng up, Colonel Davis, his crew,
and every one of his conmandi ng of ficers stretching back to the Pentagon
itself, knew that Rolling Thunder-the one chance roll of the dice-had been a
success.

But the strategic victory hadn't been cheap

Twenty-five of Davis's bonbers had been | ost sone to SAMs and interceptors,
but nmostly to the hazards of the lowlevel flight they'd been forced to nake.

Two hundred and fifty of his men were gone. But they had done the soldier's
job; they had obeyed orders; and they had carried out an inpossible mssion
That woul dn't be enough for the famlies of those crews who didn't make it
back. Wrds were never enough. But still, somehow, Davis felt the ghosts of
the men who had fallen out of the skies in the war fifty years before could
now return to their resting places, their souls at peace once again.
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Chapter 33

Back at Rota, a weary collection of men gathered on the bl ackened runway,
searching the northern horizon

Their eyes and hands darted at the slightest sound or flicker of light, then
slunped as it faded or di sappeared. Eleven F-16s had | anded al ready, exhausted
pilots coaxing the |l ast few drops of fuel into the battered engines,
struggling to bring the fighters back home fromthe huge dogfight. Mre than
one pilot had pulled his energency fuel lever to make it.

"And then there was one," Ceneral Seth Jones nuttered under his breath,

cursing hinself again for not keeping the stray pilot in closer tow after the
gigantic aerial battle had finally broken up just after sunrise that norning.
Later intelligence reports would confirmthat the Soviet H gh Comand,

absol utely shocked at the devastation wought by the one-time high-tech
superdrone sneak attack and fearing further assaults, had issued a recall from
the swirling dogfight, ordering all its fighters back to the rear areas, sone
back to the Soviet Union itself.

And, at that nonment, thousands of NATO paratroopers were raining down on a
string of key cities that stretched back into East Germany itself. Like
choppi ng the serpent into many little pieces, the denocratic forces were, in a
matter of hours, regaining all of the territory lost in the past few hellish
days.

But there was yet to be a celebration at Rota.

At the end of the gigantic dogfight, Jones had |ast seen the lone all-white
F-16 chasing a single MG off into the horizon, and his
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own fuel level was so critical he couldn't dare foll ow
But if any pilot could make it back, Jones knew this one coul d.

Clustered on the tarmac with himwere other pilots - JT Tooney, just returned
to the base via a French Medivac chopper, Ben WA, and the rest-including Bl ue,



the base's chief engineer, and the base flight surgeon. Al the other planes
were accounted for-they were waiting for the |ast one.

Anot her thirty m nutes passed.

Then, they all heard the same noise at the same tinme-an uneven drone that
could only come fromthe throat of a jet engine. A jet engine throttled back
too far, as the pilot tried to feed fuel to his greedy turbine a drop at a
time. Ajet engine that had seen nore hours of operation in the past two days
than it was supposed to see in two nonths. A jet engine that responded to the
lightest touch on the throttle, easing until the fuel was al nost choked off,

t hen coughing again as it was fed nore |ife-giving JP-8.

Only one pilot would even attenpt to |Iand a supersonic fighter with al nost no
fuel, with no margin for error. Only one pilot could have made it this far

There was never much question that he woul d.

The F-16 had come straight in, not bothering to circle or even ask for
cl ear ance.

Like a faltering paper airplane, the dirty white Fal con descended toward the
base. It swooped down gently in short, alnost flat little scalloping dives as
its engi ne was haul ed back to the stall point; then it surged forward with the
nmerest tap to the throttle, starting another gentle dive. Ever so slowy and
deliberately, the plane was comng down to nmeet the dark runway.

A half mle out ... Now a quarter . . . Now closer still.

And ever so slowy, the plane was descending toward the ground. Now only fifty
feet of air separated the | owered | anding gear fromthe nmurky tarmac of the
runway as the plane crossed the fenced edge of the field. The engi ne was

hi ccuppi ng, starved for fuel as it tried to push the little jet al ong.

Now forty feet.. . another cough fromthe engine . . . another surge to drive
forward and down. Thirty feet now. . . the runway beneath was bl asted by the
sporadi ¢ downwash. Twenty feet. . , another gasp fromthe throttl ed-back

turbine, and then a puff of black snoke was enmitted fromthe plane's tail. A

shudder seened to
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shake the jet as it hung for a | ong second above the pitted runway, its engi ne
runbl i ng.

A final thrust fromthe dying turbofan propelled the F-16 al ong the | ast
stretch of landing strip, until finally the nmain gear touch the ground
heavily, kicking up twin puffs of rubber snoke and bringing the tapered nose
of the fighter swiftly down to conpress the sturdy nosewheel strut to its
maxi mum retraction. At the instant the nosewheel nmade contact with the
paverent, the mighty turbo fan engine sputtered once and was silent.

The W ngrman had cone hone.

Wth its engine trailing the thinnest wi sp of gray snoke, the |lone F-16 rolled
quietly down the runway until it came to a stop directly in front of the
refueling station. It took several mnutes before the cromd of pilots, with

t he nmechanic and flight surgeon in tow, reached the wi ngtip of the snall
fighter.



Jones was the first one up to the cockpit, surprising many of the younger
pilots with an athletic bound onto the flat w ng surface, then over to the
energency foothold. To his dismay, he found the canopy had been popped

al ready. The pilot had already di smounted and was wal ki ng toward the fueling
hoses, still wearing his heavy flight hel net.

Because the pilot still wore the oxygen mask | oose around his neck, Jones and
the others couldn't hear the munbling voice as he wal ked briskly over to the
JP-8 supply and began draggi ng a supply hose back toward his airplane's
starboard side wing tank. Only when he got closer did Jones realize what the
young man was sayi ng.

"CGot to fuel up. I'll get nore ammo, too

The words barely stunbled out of Hunter's mouth before they fell off in
confused slurs around his dangling black mask. Yet his stride was even and
regul ar, carrying the heavy hose w thout even noticing the stunned crowd of
on- | ookers.
"Captain Hunter," Jones called out to the young pilot, instinctively know ng
that he should keep a distance. "Captain, listen tone ... It's all over

Hunter didn't pause or even break stride. "After fuel, nmore amo," he nunbl ed.
"Be back up there in thirty . "

Jones finally wal ked up to the younger man and forci bly grabbed his arm He
was visibly shocked by how ghostly Hunter's face had
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become since he'd given himhis father's wi ngs not nany hours ago.

"Captain, you don't understand," Jones said patiently, standing directly in

front of him physically blocking his path to the all-white airplane. "It's

all over-Mscow has asked for a cease-fire. W don't have to fly the m ssion
any nore."

Hunt er stopped abruptly. H's bleary, vacant eyes tried to struggle into focus
on Jones. His jaw worked back and forth beneath the beard stubble as if he
were trying to understand words spoken in some foreign tongue. H s hands
fumbled with the heavy fueling hose as if he were unsure about what to do with
it. Finally he | ooked up at Jones again.

"Cease-fire?" he asked haltingly.

Hunter's voice was thick with exhaustion, but his computer-like brain was
raci ng on adrenaline, forcing the thoughts to process through the fog of his
weari ness.

"I't's being confirmed now, Captain," Jones reassured the dazed pilot. "W
received the initial burst nmessage. Came fromthe Vice-President hinself-the
President was still airborne in the Wite House command plane. It was garbled
somewhat, but still understandable. The Sovs want to tal k. They've had it.
They're licked."

"What ?" Hunter asked, not quite believing what he was hearing.

Jones smiled for the first time in days.



"It's true," he said. "Wiile we were zapping their fighters, SAC bonbed their
supply lines back into the Stone Age. Qur troops are securing a dozen cities
all the way back to Russia itself. The commi e bastards don't even want to know
how it comes out. They're retreating in droves. Their top brass has called it
quits. In other words, we did it, Captain.”

Hunter, still clutching the big hose, kept staring back at his stained, dirty,
oil-covered white F-16. Its air intake, slung as it was under the pointed
nose, |ooked |ike a gaping mouth, silently panting as if to catch its breath.
Hunter made a hal f-step toward the plane as if he were still undeci ded about
whet her to continue.

Jones had anticipated his extraordinary pilot's potential burnout, and he

di screetly notioned behind Hunter to the flight surgeon, who deftly palned a
smal | silver syringe out of his satchel. Maneuvering through the crowd of

gat hered pilots, the doctor approached Hunter as if to give hima firm

handcl asp, then quickly plunged the needle right through Hunter's flight suit
into his arm
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The sharp twi nge of pain fromthe stabbing syringe made Hunter wi nce and

recoil, but it was as if he was in slow notion. The powerful sedative quickly
found its way through his overtaxed system and though he instinctively tried
to fight it, he finally buckled. Jones, the doctor, and several others reached
around to grab himunder the arns to prevent himfromfalling to the pavenent.

Just before Hunter's bl oodshot eyes cl osed, he | ooked up at Jones.
"It's over, Hawk," the general said calmy. "And we won."

"W won?" Hunter repeated groggily, catching one last glinpse of his
battl e-scarred white fighter and then beyond it, to the piles of burned hul ks
and sal vage wecks that |ined the base.

"W won what?" he asked.
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Chapter 34

The Aftermath

Hunt er spent the next forty-eight hours sl eeping.

Yet, in a strange way, he was never nore awake. He found hinself inmersed in
strange dreans-actual living visions in which he teetered between a coma-like
unconsci ousness and an eerie trance that was nore hal f-sl eep and

hal f - hal | uci nati on

At times he rolled fitfully in the hospital bed, his arms flailing as he
fought off dark denons that the powerful sedative drug had released fromhis
subconsci ous. Now they roved through his nightmare, gruesone and nal evol ent,
conjuring the lurid images that played out in his fragmented non-stop incubus.

Thr oughout hi s drug-induced fog, one cruel vision kept assaulting his
tornmented brain. He was high above the surface of the earth, as if he was
cruising his F-16 into the stratosphere. But there was no sensation of being
confined to a cockpit, or even an aircraft. He was just floating-floating
along in the thin air, powerless to control his flight, Iike a runaway helium



bal | oon accidentally released froma child s hand. And all he could do was
wat ch hel pl essly as the pl anet bel ow appeared sporadically through the dense
cloud formations.

At tinmes he was mles above the North American continent, suspended over the
whirling clouds as they were driven along by the swift river of the jet
stream Below him by some trick of the cloud' s parting, he could see the
entire United States stretching serenely fromAtlantic to Pacific coast, and
from Canadi an to Mexican border. The towering peaks of the Continental Divide
tunmbl ed down to becone the flat plains of the central West, then the fertile
fields of the Mdwest, and then the rolling knobs of the green
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Appal achi an chain rose up until they faded into the eastern coastal plain. It
was, at first, a beautiful, nirvana-Ilike vision

But sonething was terribly wong.

Even as Hunter was watching, an evil-1ooking red-and-black stain appeared in
Nort h Dakota and began spreadi ng south and west. Terrific explosions rocked

t he ground bel ow him seeming to engulf whole states in their deadly volatile
enbrace. The shock waves buffeted Hunter as he hung there, unable to react
except to cry out in anguish for the wounded | and bel ow.

The dark stain flowed faster with each expl osion, driving farther and farther
into the heartland of the nation. As nore territory was consunmed, new

expl osions erupted and added to the snoke and noise swirling across the
continent.

Hunt er was shocked and anmezed; even in his dreamstate he tried to avert his
eyes fromthe terrible scene. But strangely he was unable to do so. He watched
with trancelike fixation as the explosions finally subsided. Fromthe badl ands
of the Dakotas, down to the northern rim of Texas, the ground had turned inky
bl ack, punctuated only by a series of eerie, glow ng pinspots that shimrered

| um nescently agai nst the darkness.

Then somet hi ng even nore horrifying occurred.

Just as the shock waves subsided, the turbulent air was bl asted by anot her
huge expl osion. This one was different fromthe rest, as if it were a volcanic
force welling up fromthe earth's core itself, runbling to a deafening
crescendo that threatened to split Hunter's eardruns.

Suddenl y, huge fissures gaped open in the boiling surface below, as if a
catacl ysm ¢ eart hquake were ripping chunks fromthe very continent itself and
sendi ng them slidi ng away.

He couldn't bear to watch, but still he wasn't able to turn away, being
horrified and mesnerized at the sane tinme. The expl osions continued, opening
still nore wedges of darkness in the |land. A huge piece of New Engl and was

split off fromthe continent, and began drifting out to sea. Mire explosions
sent Texas plungi ng sout hward. The Sout heast, from Maryland to FLorida, had
entirely separated fromthe | arger |and mass, propelled by the m ghty

convul sions of the earth.

There was fire and snoke everywhere. The earth-rendi ng expl osi ons sent
power ful shock waves up to smash agai nst Hunter, who
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struggl ed against themlike a nan being swanped by a series of successive
tidal waves. Their crushing force pressed against his chest |ike a massive
wei ght, sucking the breath out of him forcing hi mdownward.

More expl osions. Closer this time. The downward pull becane a free-fall as the
power ful waves hit himagain and again. He was plungi ng downward faster and
faster toward the fragnenting continent, his arms punchi ng usel essly agai nst
the onrushing air that stole the breath fromhis |ungs. Another explosion
shook himviolently. Now he was falling faster, scream ng agai nst the sound
that seenmed to draw hi m downwar d.

He was falling, hurtling down at alnost term nal velocity, when

Hunter's body struck the floor heavily, causing himto exhale involuntarily
and then gasp for breath with heaving | ungs.

It took several seconds for himto | ook up at the hospital bed, and the
sterile white walls to realize that he had been dream ng. But everything-the
sensation of falling, the noise of the explosions, the continent breaking
up- had been so vivid

So real.
Boomi

He instinctively dove under the netal frame of the hospital bed as the shock
wave hit the sturdy little building, washing over and around it with the sound
of the explosion. Hunter |ooked around as dust filtered down from a hundred
crevices in the room Whatever else it was, he thought, this wasn't just a

ni ght mar e

Anot her expl osi on shook the buil di ng.

The base nust be under attack! he thought, his nind racing.

Anot her bl ast, this one closer, nore powerful.

He had to get up, his brain told him He had to fight back

H's groggy mind attenpted to cut through the last traces of the drug's fog as
he forced unwilling linmbs to respond with urgency. He clunsily stepped into
his flightsuit, washed and neatly pressed and fol ded on the edge of his bed.
H s boots half-on, he stunbled heavily to the door, banging his shin painfully
on the frame, and staggered quickly down the hall to the exit that led to the
flightline.

Anot her expl osi on rocked himjust as he reached the building's main door. His
eyes finally cleared and saw that the puff of snoke and the spit of flane out
on the runway was real enough
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That's when he stopped in his tracks, and literally pinched hinmsel f hopi ng now
that he was asleep and the horror before himwas just another dream

But it wasn't

Qut on the flightline were ten snol dering wecks. He squinted and realized
that he was | ooking at ten snoking and burning air frames-the remains of ten



F- 16s.
Soneone-or sonething - had bl own them up

The snoking hul ks lay heavily on their smashed airframes, |anding gear
crunpl ed beneath them their backs broken in a hideous posture of death. The
shattered air intakes pointed skyward at crazy angles, their nowjagged netal
nout hs were frozen in silent death cries.

He turned back toward the hospital, one nore tinme convincing hinmself that he
was actually up and out of the building, and not still experiencing the
sedati ve hall ucination

But it was all too real

He turned back to the alnpost surrealistic scene. A pair of jeeps were parked
in front of the now destroyed aircraft on the tarmac, and several soldiers
wearing uni forns Hunter didn't recognize were unl oadi ng what | ooked I|ike
anot her batch of high explosives. They called out in a strange | anguage to
each ot her, nethodically preparing another charge and detonator for the next
aircraft in line.

Hunter froze again.

He stared hard at the small blue flags perched on the jeeps' front fenders,
and the light blue arnmbands worn by the sappers. They bore the blue field and
white gl obe synbol of the United Nations.

What the hell was the UN doing here at Rota, denolishing their airplanes? And
why were the US personnel at the base-Jones, Ben, Tooney, Blue, and the others
- allowing it to go on?

Then he noticed the small cluster of Air Force personnel standi ng woodenly
behind a hastily erected barricade of saw horses and bright yellow plastic
tape. Seemingly inpervious to the snoldering glares of raw hatred fromthe
confined men, two of the foreign soldiers stood inpassively in front of the
group, watching themclosely, with their AK-47 assault rifles at the ready.

Puzzl ed for a nonent, Hunter |ooked both at the denolition team then at the
i mprovi sed hol di ng pen. Then he | owered his head and began charging toward the
[ ast two F-16s.
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A warning cry went up fromone of the guards around the airnen; another raised
his rifle to sight in the running pilot. Suddenly one of the confined nen-it
was Bl ue-|eaped forward and struck the guard's gun just as the trigger was
pul | ed, causing the bullet to ricochet off the ground.

For his trouble, the mechanic was |leveled with a chop of the second guard's
rifle butt.

But Hunter kept running, oblivious to the commoti on over at the hol ding pen.
He was on top of the startled denolition team before they knew what was
happeni ng. The two unarmed soldiers carrying the plastic explosives were

qui ckly di spatched by Hunter's powerful punches, and they hit the tarnac
heavily as their dangerous baggage was thrown to the ground in the fight.

Hunter barely had time to turn his head back toward the hol ding area before
t he savage thrust of an AK-47 rifle stock to the back of his neck crunpled him



to his knees beside one of the wecked pl anes.

Blue's face | ooned | arge above himas his eyes gradually focused again. Hunter
rubbed the back of his head where a painful lunp was form ng. He | ooked up at
the I anky crew chief, whose face was twisted in a tight mask of barely
controlled fury.

Suddenl y, the mechanic was hustled away by two UN guards, dragged over to a
wal | nearby and instantly shot in the head.

Now an of ficer wearing a blue patch | eaned over Hunter, a .45 automatic in his
hand. The dazed pilot heard the pistol's hanmer click open

At that noment, Jones cane up beside the officer, and started pleading with
him The UN officer was staring at Jones, a rock hard expression on his face.
Finally, the officer nodded harshly and stornmed away.

Next thing he knew, Hunter was hauled to his feet by the two UN sol diers.

Al the while he was yelling out: "Wat the hell is going on? Wo are these
guys? Wy are they pranging all the goddamm pl anes?"

"They're Finnish soldiers,” Jones told himwarily once he was thrown inside
the pen by the soldiers. "They're the enforcers of the cease-fire, under the
gui dance of the United Nations."

Hunt er was confused. He sat down and took a series of deep breaths, trying
like hell to clear his head. "Finns?... UN? . . . why
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are they blowi ng up our airplanes?"

Jones | ooked himstraight in the eye.
"Buck up," the senior officer said through clenched teeth, his tone nore
serious than at any other tine Hunter could renenber. "A | ot happened while
you were knocked out. Now these guys are not going to let me stay around here
much | onger, so I'mgoing to tell it all to you once and straight fromthe
hi p. Save the questions - it ain't going to do you any good to know the
answers. Got it?"

Hunt er nodded. "Yes, sir

"OK, here's the situation in a nutshell. The Soviets nuked the US. Started two
ni ghts ago, ended this norning."

n \Mat ?u

"It was a bolt-fromthe-blue sneak attack. Everything from North Dakota down
to Texas is gone. Wped out. Al our underground |ICBMs are gone."

"/ can't believe this

"Believe it, Major. There's nore: The President is dead-assassinated. Al ong
with his Cabinet, his famly, his kids, everyone. W' re not sure but we think
the Vice President is running things. But soneone in Washi ngton has al ready
tossed in the towel. That means the war is really over nowand we |ost."

"But, the ceasefire,” Hunter said, never nore feeling like he was living a



nightmare as at that nonment. "The Soviets gave up ... | renenber that."

"I't was bullshit, Hawk," Jones said, his teeth still clenched in silent rage.
"The President got it less than an hour after the Sovs cried uncle. Two hours
|ater, the nmissiles began to fall."

"Did we retaliate?"

"No," Jones answered. "Not one of our missiles got off the ground.”

"But the Navy subs . . *

"The Navy's sub |l aunch systens were sabotaged," Jones said harshly. "I told
you, not one of our missiles were |aunched. Soneone high up in the US
government called off all our defensive systens. Someone up there nust have

been a first-class Soviet nple . "

Hunter could not stop shaking his head. He felt like his brain fibers were
going to burst.

Jones drew even closer to him eyeing one of the guards who had
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nmoved closer to them "Now there's sonething you are going to have to
understand, right now," he said in a harsh near whisper. "There is no nore
United States of Anerica. Get that? It's gone. And these boys here will shoot

you, right now, if you even say those words, United States of America."

"What the hell are you tal king about, sir?" Hunter said. This, of all the
news, shook himthe deepest.

"It's called ' The New Order,' Hawk," Jones said quickly as two nore guards

nmoved up beside him "It's the terns that the U .. | nean, that our fornmer
country agreed to as part of the armistice... That's why they're bl owi ng up
our airplanes. Part of the 'peace agreenent.' W have agreed to be disarnmed.
Both here and back home . . . These 'neutral' bastards have agreed to help

t hi ngs al ong

At that point, the two guards grabbed Jones and began haul i ng hi m awnay.
I nexplicably, a new Mercedes-Benz pulled up, and the guards began | eading
Jones toward it.

"Remenber, Hawk," he yelled as he was being put in the car. "lIt's no nore. The
country is gone. Don't talk about it... to anyone..."

Jones was then literally thrown into the car. Five guards clinbed in with him
and with a screech of tires, the car drove away, down the flightline and out
of the base.

At that point, one nore deafening explosion thundered across the | andi ng
strip. The last F-16 reared up off its |anding gear, propelled by an orange
fireball that encircled the plane's nose and wi ngs, setting off a series of
secondary explosions inside the jet's fusel age.

The interceptor's nose reared up alnost vertically in an angui shed breach to
the cold Spanish sun. Then the crippled jet came down hard, smashing the thin
struts of its main |anding gear and nosewheel as the heavy fusel age sl anmed
the ground. Sparks of flanming fuel and oil streamed fromthe airplane as if it
were bleeding to death in the flanes



It was his all-white airplane.

Hunter felt sick as he watched the F-16 convulse in its death agony. How coul d
this be happening? How many nillions of dollars were being systematically
destroyed? How coul d they ever be repl aced?

H's mind was now racing in afterburner. Had they really fought
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and won agai nst inpossible odds at the fighting front, only to be stabbed in
t he back? Had America been the victimof a deliberate, well-rehearsed plan?

It would be |later before he learned all the details of the New Order: No nore
NATO. No nmore armes. No nore weapons. No nore flag

No nore Anerica.

He knew in his consciousness that his country had been betrayed. Done in by an
i nside job. Someone up top. Hunter felt sick again, sick to his stomach that
an Anerican, one who undoubtedly held a position of trust, had been so call ous
- so ruthless as to sell out his own people. How many had di ed during the | ast
fewterrible days, just to prevent this type of tyranny? And how many

i nnocents had died in the deadly Soviet nuclear strike?

He knew there was bl ood on sonebody's hands.

A secondary explosion ripped through his fighter and Hunter felt a sharp pain
in his heart. It was as if he was experiencing the nortal agony of the dying
F-16. In a real sense, he was dying. Along with his airplane. Along with his
country.

But even in the depths of that terrible despair; even fromthe dark hole of a
grave that Hunter found hinself hurtling through; even though he was
physically and nentally beaten, the pain stopped. Suddenly, he felt sonething
was still beating deep inside him Something down in the unfathomed reaches of
his innernmost soul was stirring. Lights flashed across his psyche. He knew his
dreans during the drug-induced state were no nere coi nci dence. And now, he
knew nore about this seeping horror than Jones or the other pilots, or the
Finns or the Soviets. He had lived side by side with this evil, thrashing it
out in his dreans even as the dreans were becoming reality.

There was a new, terrible, powerful anger boiling w thin him now

Sonehow, he vowed silently-some way, sone day-he would pay back those who had
taken this fromhim

Part Il The Final Storm
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Chapter 35

It took three days to present the entire book of testinony to the court.

As Dr. Leylah read every word aloud with conviction and feeling, the trial's
justices, the witnesses, the thousands of spectators, and even the defendant
hinsel f foll owed along, at tines fascinated, at tinmes angry.



Hunter's own enotions swung fromintense pride to acute enbarrassnent as he
heard the re-telling of his exploits and those of his colleagues during the
ni ght mari sh days of the war.

But it was actually another thought that burned in his mnd during the three
days. It was the comment that Fitzie had made to him just before the second
day of the trial-that Anerica was in nore danger now t han ever before.

Thr oughout the trial, Hunter had kept an eye on the Irishman as he squirmed in
his chair just behind the prosecution table, his ruddy face show ng the signs
of strain of soneone who knew a terrible secret and could not unload it on
anybody.

But it was a secret he wouldn't have to keep much | onger

The fifth day of the trial dawned cold and rainy over Syracuse.

Once nmore the throngs crowded into the Donme; once nore all the principals took
their appointed seats. Now that the prosecution's opening statenent was
finished, it was the defense teanlis turn

Just about everyone assuned that one of the Finnish | awers
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woul d take the stand and, through an agoni zing translation process, would read
a rebuttal as lengthy as the one prepared by the prosecution

So it was to just about everyone's shock when the traitor hinself rose to take
the stand.

The Chief Justice was the first to recover his conposure, slamm ng his gavel
down three times to silence the huge cromd. Wth admnirable aplonb, the judge
I ed the ex-VP through the swearing-in process, enphasizing the words "

hel p you God. "

SO

Once done, the traitor took his seat, adjusted his mcrophone, |ooked out
first on the cromd and then directly at Hunter and said:

"I hereby demand that this trial be stopped and that | be rel eased

i Mmediately. If this is not done, then at noontine tonorrow, a Soviet |CBM
wi Il be | aunched and its nucl ear-arned warhead will detonate at a hei ght of
twenty thousand feet directly above this done."

An absol ute bl anket of silence fell onto the crowd. Had they heard correctly?
Had the traitor really threatened to nuke Syracuse?

Once again, the Chief Justice was the first person to come to his senses. He
asked the ex-VP to repeat his statenment, and the traitor, reciting the
sentences like a child does his school |esson, respoke the dire threat, word
for word

That's when all hell broke |oose in the Dome. Some of the spectators attenpted
to charge the cordoned off trial area, only to be restrained by the strong
arms of the Marine security forces. Others, obviously taking the traitor's
threat seriously, tried to flee the place. Once again, it took a strong action
by the inside security forces to push back those panic-stricken spectators,

t hus preventing a di sastrous stanpede.

All the while the Chief Justice was smashing his gavel on the table, its



poundi ng reverberating throughout the Done via the sophisticated public
address system

"Order!" the judge screamed. "Order in this court!”

It took five full m nutes before sone senbl ance of calmreturned to the Done.
Al the while the traitor sat in the dock, a maddening smrk on his face.

Once the place had qui eted down, the Chief Justice, angry beyond words, turned
to the head of the defense team and demanded an expl anati on
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The Finnish | awyer obediently stood up and carried a docunent to the Justices'
bench, handing it to the |l ead judge. A quick, hushed conversation ensued, then
an uneasy silence fell on the place as the Chief Justice read the docunent.

Hunter, sitting in the witness gallery, had been watching the | atest

devel opnent with a mixture of shock and anger. He knew t he bonbshel |l that
Fitzie had tal ked about had been dropped. Now, he felt an unconfortable enpty
feeling in the pit of his stomach as he watched the Chief Justice's face turn
fromangry red to ashen white.

Suddenly the judge pounded his gavel loudly twice. Then he pulled the
m cr ophone cl oser to him and said:

"In light of irrefutable evidence just handed to nme, | hereby declare these
proceedings a mistrial.... | amalso hereby ordering the security forces both
i nside and outside this building to commence a safe and orderly evacuation of
all citizens fromthis area

"Fromthe information just handed to ne, | am convinced that an atom c bonb
will be dropped on this city at noontine tonorrow. "
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Chapter 36

Al most two hours later, Hunter, Jones, Fitzgerald, Tooney, WA, and severa
ot her menmbers of the United American Arny Command Staff were assenbled in the
Dore' s adj acent conference center

Qut side, a massive, not entirely orderly evacuati on was taking place. By the
judge's orders, everyone was to | eave Syracuse as quickly as possible with the
mul titude of civilians going first. Mst people needed no further pronpting.
However, huge C-5A Gal axy transports were flying into the city, picking up

t hose civilians who had no other means of escape.

By the judge's own estimate, there were close to 150,000 people within the
potential blast area. It would take all night and nost of the next morning to
clear themall out.

But the nen nmeeting in the conference center could not be concerned with the
evacuation. They had an even nore serious problemto face.

None of them had been able to grab nore than a few hours of sleep in the past
few days, and their tired eyes and beard stubble showed their fatigue. Mst of
the men in the room poured hot coffee into their nugs, this time wthout the
benefit of the usual |iberal splashes of "nedicinal" whiskey.



This was hardly time for drinking al cohol. O ear heads were needed all around.
Fitzgerald was the first to speak

"What the traitor told us during his interrogation was the sane infornmation
contained in that statenent handed to the judge. It is apparent now, and

wi t hout a shadow of a doubt, that the Soviet military clique now running

t hi ngs over there has enough hardware
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to launch 1CBMs at this country.™

Al t hough most in the conference roomknew the gist of what the ex-VP' s | awyer
had told the judge, the news still hit themlike a |ightning bolt.

"We are certain now that they gained this launch capability in two ways," Fitz
continued, wearily. "First, they were able to patch together sone of their own
hardware left over fromthe Big War, not an easy task

"Second, we have learned that the hardened SAC facilities that housed this
country's own | CBM command, control, and communicati ons system were | ooted
during the Circle War, their critical components snuggled over to the Soviets.

"The nmost critical of this equipment were systens that control targeting and
re-entry of the I1CBMs. This system which was devel oped secretly here in the
US before the war, uses satellites put into orbit by the space shuttle. These
satellites are incredibly advanced and in several ways. Forenpst to us here
right now, they can direct with incredible accuracy | CBMs | aunched from
anywhere on the gl obe.

"The Sovi ets have incorporated this technology into their own patchwork system
and come up with a launch and detonation procedure that has the ability to hit
us anywhere, at anytine."

"I't's Goddamm nucl ear bl ackmail!" Tboney cried out.
"Exactly . . ." Fitz agreed, nodding his head glumy.
An absolutely stone-cold sil ence descended on the room

Fitz cleared his throat and began again. "You nmay recall a series of secret
space shuttle | aunches in the years right before the war," he said. "Despite
what was told-or | eaked-to the nmedia at the tune, those | aunches really had to
do with putting this particular systeminto space. And as | said, these
satellites have incredible features. Besides the targeting system they have
the ability to clearly photograph any point and anything on our continent
that's bigger than a cigarette pack."

"If that's true," Jones said. "That neans they can watch our every nove

"But wait a mnute," Toonmey said, holding up his hand. "Don't these satellites
revol ve around the earth? If they do, then there nust be tines when they can't
see us . "

Once nmore, Fitz shook his head. "They are all thousands of mniles
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straight up, in a series of geo-synchronic orbits. This means that they can



mat ch the speed of the earth's revolution and therefore stay right on top of
us, day and night. "

"Jesus Christ, Big Brother is watching us ..." Ben said angrily.

"That's correct," Fitz replied somberly.

"But how did the Soviets know that this sophisticated systemwas even in

pl ace?" Jones asked. "I was working in Pentagon secret operations during those
years and this is the first 1've heard of it."

Suddenly everyone in the room knew t he answer.

"He told them" Fitz confirmed, his face flushing with anger at the nere
mention of the traitor. "Only a handful of people knew just how advanced these
satellites were. The Vice-President was one of them"

"And he tipped the Soviets," Wa said, speaking the conclusion all of them had
al ready reached.

"Ti pped them about the system" Fitz said. "Andhow they could integrate it
into their owmn system"”

Anot her pall of silence canme over the room

"So he can make good with his threat to nuke this city,
ot her pl ace?"

Jones asked. "O any

"Can and will," Fitz said. "After spending so much time with him during the
interrogation, I'mconvinced that he would stop at nothing. Hi s threat today
is a definite one. I'msure they have a spy or two in the audience and in the
area. If he isn't set free in twenty-four hours, they'll launch. I'mcertain
of it, and apparently so is the Chief Justice."

"You don't think they'll actually let himgo, do you?" Ben asked.

Fitz could only shrug. "It's either that or this place gets nuked," he said.
"He's even put a proviso into his threat. That is, if anything untoward
happens to him the Soviets will [aunch anyway."

"So in other words," Jones said, "even if we strung the bastard up right now,
they'Il still come down on us."

"That's correct, sir," Fitz replied.
At this point, Hunter stood up

"Just where are they supposed to be | aunching these ICBMs from M ke?" he
asked.

It was the first tine the Wngman had spoken at the nmeeting. Suddenly all eyes
in the roomturned to him

"Just where the particular missile launchers are being kept, we
264

have no idea," Fitz told him "lI'msure there are SS-20 nobil e | aunchers, so
they can be noved around at anytine.



"But as for this hybrid control center, they were quite open about it being
| ocated in the sanme conplex as the big phased- array radar in Soviet Centra
Asia. It's called Krasnoyarsk, and it's in the Soviet republic of Khazakstan

"They can control the remainder of their 1CBMnissiles fromthat one point.
Al they really have to do is push the button. The satellites do the rest:
begin the | aunch sequence, flight time, reentry curves, targeting adjustnents,
determ ne ground blast or air burst."

"I'n other words, they have control of the ultimate 'snmart bonbs," Hunt er

said. "Smart |CBMs, alnost. . ."
"Yes," Fitz answered. "The satellites not only can keep an eye on all of us,
day or night, in all kinds of weather, they can also steer a nuke to land on a
dinme."

Anot her dammi ng sil ence fell.

"And because there are no ASAT weapons around anywhere," Jones said in a near
whi sper, "there's not a damm thing we can do about it."

"Yes, there is,"
radar station."

Hunter said quickly, firmy. "W can go in and take out that

"In Central Asia?" soneone asked. "How? If we can't make a npve w t hout those
bastards tracki ng every one of us?"

Hunter's eyes suddenly began to glow. "There's one place those satellites
can't see," he said.

Early the next norning, the UA Comrand Staff flew out of Syracuse, convinced
that the city had been conpletely evacuated. The ex-VP, under heavy guard, had
been noved back to Washi ngton earlier

At exactly 12:01 PM a five-kiloton-yield Soviet-Ilaunched nucl ear warhead
detonated twenty thousand feet above the city.
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Chapter 37

Three weeks later, Hunter was standi ng on the weat her-beaten docks of an
abandoned shipyard on the Virginia coast, renenbering a dream he once had. A
dream about subnmarines. And a port with many nilitary ships, nost |ong ago
abandoned to the salt and rust. And talking to people he didn't recognize.
"Wl come to Newport News, Mjor,"
told him "Such as it is . "

the man in the United American Navy uniform

The scene at the port was right out of his dream There was a line of forner
US Navy ships now rusted and scavenged for parts. Mst of the shipyard and its
facilities had fallen into disrepair. And he had never net the man who was now
shaki ng hi s hand.

"I'"'m Admiral Cousins," he said. "Commander of the United Anerican Navy."
Hunter knew the UAN was little nore than a collection of arned merchant ships
and some semi-reliable destroyers and corvettes. While in the post-Big War
years the United Americans had, by necessity, built up their ground forces as
well as their air strength, the maritime contingent had been | eft behind.



Once a bustling port and shipbuil ding center, Newport News had been an early
victimof the New Order's di sarmanent program Hunter's eyes scanned the
rusting hul ks of Navy warshi ps that had been sabotaged by the treacherous New
Order goons, or deliberately scuttled by their crews to prevent them from
falling into the hands of the M d-Aks.

Now, nmore than forty once-proud ships of the line lay in ruins or
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on the nuddy bottom of the crowded "harbor, their skeleton-like
superstructures protrudi ng above the surface |ike tonbstones. Hunter

recogni zed the huge forward compartment of a Ticon-deroga-class AEA S crui ser
peppered with ugly wounds of festering rust and scale. Further on were two
AQiver Hazard Perry-class frigates, both sunk deep in the silty muck. The
closer of the two had rolled over on its side during a recent storm exposing
its gray belly to the harsh sun and rusting waves. Now a flock of hungry
seagul | s wal ked its barnacl e-encrusted keel, just as sailors had once
patroll ed her narrow decks.

And sonmewhere bel ow the gray waters that | apped at the dead ships and the

| eani ng piers, Hunter knew there were submarines. Like dying sharks, the giant
prow ers of the deep sea had plunged to the sea floor to nmeet their end. Sone
had been the victinms of the Md-Ak's mindless destruction after the

war -t or pedoes had been detonated inside the forward and rear tubes, tearing
the bows and sterns open |ike huge firecrackers in oversized tin cans. In
nortal agony, the stricken ships had turned out their innards to the sea and
been [ ost forever.

The waters nust have foamed and churned with the carnage of dying ships,
Hunter thought. G| slicks nust have covered the beaches for miles. But now
the water was clean-the sea had stripped the wecks of their polluting fluids
and they became |like natural reefs. The waves that washed up onto the beach
around the docks were white with the natural crisp foam of seawater, al nopst
conpl etely uncontani nated by the telltale rainbowlike pattern of oil and
gasoline that used to cover the harbor's surface like a dirty bl anket.

Except Hunter's sharp eyes detected a single iridescent trail of wavy col or
floating on the gentle waves in the harbor. It Ied a nmeandering path fromthe
storm battered dock out into the harbor until it disappeared under the | ocked
door of the huge covered berth along the ruins of the gigantic shipyard

conpl ex. The nondescript building blended in with the other hul ks of the
harbor, its rusting sides and rippling roof giving the appearance of a

| ong- abandoned railroad car

But Hunter knew the building was not abandoned. He watched a thin trail of
gray snoke curl upward fromthe snokestack near the
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shore side of the enornous structure. The nuffl ed sounds of workers

i nsi de-hamers, torches, cranes and lifts -were nagnified by the steel walls
and roof, echoing out over the harbor l|ike the voices of the ghost ships that
rested here.

I nside the covered berth, Hunter knew, was the first part of a bold schene to
strike back at the Soviets -the first direct retaliation against the Russian
soil since Wrld War Three.



Entering the massive building past the heavily arned Marine guards, Hunter's
ears were assaulted by the crashing din of hanmers on steel, the staccato
poundi ng of high-powered rivet guns, and the sizzle of acetylene torches
cutting through hardened metal. Sparks flew everywhere in the dark cavern
from poundi ng sl edges and arc welders, and fromthe brilliant flares of the
nmetal -cutting torches.

It took Hunter's eyes several seconds to adjust to the relative darkness
inside, until he oriented hinmself and made his way across the cluttered fl oor

He approached a small but powerfully built man in sweat-stained Navy deni ns,
carefully wel ding a massive steel hatch cover in place. A full face shield
covered the man's head, its tiny slit of snoked glass reflecting the dazzling
shower of sparks cascading fromthe welder's tip.

Satisfied at last with the weld, the man cut off the torch and turned to face
Hunter. He tilted the heavy mask back to w pe the sweat fromhis brow

"Hey, Hawk, old buddy," the nman said furiously punping Hunter's outstretched
hand. "How you doi ng, pal ?"

The man was Navy Lieutenant Stan Yastrewski, better known as "Yaz." Hunter had
first net the Navy officer during the Lucifer Crusade, as the desperate
struggle in the Mediterranean agai nst the renegade fanatic "Viktor," had cone
to be called.

During the Big War, Yaz and his crew had survived the weck of their nuclear
sub, the USS Al bany, off the coast of Ireland. Settling first in England, then
eventually noving to Algiers, Yaz and his nen becane a free-lance team of
mlitary technicians and were hired out to consult on high-tech weapons bei ng
used in the madness of the New Order world. Hunter, along with a team of
British nercenaries, had hired Yaz and his boys to help themtow an
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abandoned aircraft carrier-the USS Saratoga-across the Med to engage the
hordes of Lucifer's armes at the Suez.

After that battle, an extraordinary series of events took place that brought
Yaz back to the States, this tine as a prisoner of the dreaded G rcle Arny.
Hunter and the United American Arny |liberated Football City, where Yaz was
bei ng hel d, and ever since, the Navy nan had worked closely with the United
Aneri can Conmand.

"Good to see you, Yaz," Hunter shouted above the noise inside the building.
"How s it going? W gonna be ready in tinme?"

"I hope so, Hawk," the sweat-streaked Navy man answered. "It may |look like a
Chinese fire drill in here, but believe it or not, we've been working round
the clock for twenty days now. But | think we're going to get these old girls
back together again."

Hunt er nodded, and both nmen turned toward the i nmense steel and concrete
trough cut into the floor of the nmassive building. Nestled inside the cradle,
surrounded by hundreds of workers, were two enornous, but sonewhat battered
U S Navy Trident submarines.

"I"ve been involved in crazy plans before,"” Hunter yelled to Yaz. "But this
has got to be the craziest. "



Yaz's team of ex-submariners had been hard at work ever since they received
word from Jones that the two oddly configured subs had to be refurbi shed and
nmodi fi ed-damm qui ckl y.

The subs, the USS Theodore Roosevelt and the USS Chi o, had both been in dry
dock when the New Order cane down. Wien Newport News was overrun by the

M d- Aks, the two boats had had the guts of their nissile | aunching systens
stripped out by reason of sone unknown, hare-brained Md-Ak directive. Al

that remai ned of the boats when denocratic forces retook the area were the two
hol | ow shells. But fortunately, their propul sion systens had been |l eft intact.

The fledgling United Anerican Navy took command of the boats and had actually
put themthrough sea trials, although with no weapons aboard, the maneuvers
were purely for training, and, truth be known, sonewhat recreational

But as it turned out, the massive hollow subs were just what the United
Ameri cans needed to carry out their bold plan. The huge
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enpty mssile bay behind the conning tower on each ship was now bei ng
converted into an equally huge cargo hold. Even now, as Hunter and Yaz tal ked,
Yaz's shipfitters were fashioning hatch covers for the conpartnments, all the
wor k bei ng done hidden in the massive shelter, away fromthe ever-prying eyes
of the Soviet-controlled geo-synchronic satellites.

Yaz | ed Hunter to his makeshift office in a quieter corner of the facility and
produced two cups and a steaning pot of coffee.

"I couldn't believe it when | heard about what happened up in Syracuse," Yaz

said, handing a cup of joe to Hunter. "Is everything really gone?"
Hunt er nodded grimy. "Just about," he said. "The warhead itself wasn't very
large. But it was the airburst detonation that really did all the damage."

"Those bastards,"” Yaz said through gritted teeth. Then he added: "But | have
to give everyone involved in that trial some credit. At |least we didn't give
into their blackmail."

Hunter took a gulp of his coffee. "I agree," he said. "M . Benedict Arnold is
| ocked up so tight Houdini couldn't get himout. But, to tell you the truth,
I"'mnot so sure that history will think losing an entire city in return was

such a nobl e gesture.”

"Do they expect any nore |aunchings?" Yaz asked nervously. "I mean, if they
ever knew what we were up to here . "

Hunter slowy shook his head, and for the first time in a while, he actually

all owed hinself a grin. "No, we don't think anything will cone over," he said,
addi ng, "not any time soon, anyway . "

Yaz's eyes brightened somewhat. "You seempretty sure about that," he said.
Hunt er took another swig of coffee. "It's just about the only damm thing |I am

sure of these days," he replied.

"Well, fill me in," Yaz prodded him

Hunter shrugged. "It's sinple, really," he said. "One of our decontam nation
teans went into Syracuse seven days after the blast, took a bunch of readings,



even recovered small parts of the ICBMre-entry booster
"We ran sone tests and found out that not only was it a |iquid-
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fuel ed booster that delivered the warhead, but that the fuel used was a
m xture. Sone old stale stuff, with alittle bit of new stuff "

Yaz knew enough about | CBM boosters to get Hunter's meaning.

"So they're mxing their fuels,'

he sai d. "Dangerous business. Very tricky .

"And very experinmental," Hunter said. "You know it takes weeks to mx old
stuff with new stuff. Just about a drop at a tine, as | understand it. You
never know how much or how little and the only way to test it is to fire it."

"So," Yaz said, pulling his chin in thought. "W've got to figure that
al t hough they hit upon a working fornula, it will take themsonme tinme to mx
anot her batch. "

"That's right," Hunter said, draining his coffee. "M ninum four weeks, with a
few days for refueling. Now we've got to assume that they've been working on
it now for three weeks."

"So we've got just alittle over a week to do sonet hing about all this," Yaz
concl uded.

"Bingo," Hunter said. "It's going right to the wire. And | can't inmagine them
not hitting Washington with their second strike."

"Those sons-of-bitches," Yaz said, turning to refill his coffee cup. Then he
pointed to the two subs.
"Well, if everything goes right," Yaz told him "we'll be ready to launch in

forty-eight hours.”

"I"'mreally glad to hear you say that," Hunter said, pouring hinself another
hal f cup. "You know we coul d never have even considered this mssion if it

weren't for you and your guys."

"Are you kidding?" Yaz said. "W're just glad we could help. | nean, if you
can't chip in when the alternative is Soviet nissiles raining down on you,
wel | "

Yaz's voice trailed off for a nonent.

"But let ne ask you a question, Hawk," he continued. "I'msure we'll have the
delivery wagons in shape. How about the cargo?"

Hunter instinctively |lowered his voice.

"It's on the way," he said. "All in pieces. Some being carried by truck

O hers by railcar. They're all taking different routes, nothing that can be
tracked directly to this place.”

Yaz nodded, at once conprehending the enormty of their task,
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as well as the danger.

"It's going to be one hell of a tight fit," he said, |eaning back toward the
work area. "For both subs. We'Il be lucky if we can find an extra place to put
a bl anket down and go to sleep."

"I know what you nean," Hunter said. "But the way things are going, | don't
feel much like sleeping anyway."
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Chapter 38

Ei ght hours later, Hunter and Yaz were standi ng back in the sane spot, once
agai n drinking thick, black coffee.

The pilot had just put in an overtine shift, helping Yaz and his guys weld the
| ast conponents of the Chio's cargo hold in place. Now, they watched as a huge
crane nmounted on the dock next to the sub's cradle swung into action

"The monent of truth," Yaz said anxiously. "I just hope ny cal cul ations
weren't off."

The bi g mechani cal armreached over to what seened |like a disorderly junble of
green nmetal, or nore accurately, pieces of a huge nodel airplane. Like a robot
arm grasping pieces of a child' s toy, the huge claw picked up a tapered w ng
and delicately lowered it into the yawning cargo hold of the Chio, where it
was carefully secured by a crew of stevedores, and padded to receive the next
pi ece.

A fusel age section went in next, then an entire |anding gear assenbly. Then an
engi ne. Then another part of a wi ng.

On the other side of the building, another crane was |owering sinilar
conponents into the hold of the Theodore Roosevelt.

"There are one-nillion, two-hundred and thirty-two-thousand, four-hundred and
ei ghty-three separate pieces to a B-1B bonber," Hunter told Yaz, reciting the
figures by heart. "Not counting the forty-eight mles of electrical wring.
"The question is, can it all fit into the cargo holds of these two subs?"
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The supersonic B-1 bonber had been part of the five-plane Ghost Rider flight
that had served the forces of freedomin the great battles on the North
Anerican continent after the war.

The Ghost Riders were a unique group of airplanes. Their fusel ages were jammed
with literally tons of sophisticated electronic janmm ng and maski ng gear. Wen
i nked by conmputer and flying under the right conditions, the five airplanes

were able to cover up one-hundred percent of their "signatures."

In short, when the Ghost Riders were "in system" they could becone invisible
to radar.

But now, the CGhost R ders were no nore.

They had to be sacrificed for this mssion, a decision that Jones and Hunter



painfully had to make. One of the CGhost Riders, Ghost #2, had to be gutted of
all its intricate masking electronics, thus forever breaking up the integrity
of the Chost flight.

Once this sobering yet crucial operation was conpleted, a whole new set of

avi oni cs and weapons systens had to be fitted into the sw ng-w ng bonber,
again in record time. This equi pment too was sadly cannibalized fromthe nore
nodern fighters-the ultra-sophisticated F-20s, nostly-in the United Anerican
Air Corps inventory.

A highly advanced vi deo broadcast system was al so shoe-horned into the plane's
cockpit, this at the special request of Hunter

Then, once it was certain that everything fit, it all had to be taken out
again, and the airplane itself dismantled and packed, and then secretly
shipped via forty-five different routes and vehicles to Newport News.

In all, a dozen airplanes had to be scrapped or disabled to provide the needed
equi prent for the mission. Twelve airplanes that would likely never fly again

Ei ghteen hours after the | oading operati on began, the |ast pieces of the
di sassenbl ed bonber were | oaded into the gaping cargo hol ds of the huge
submari nes.

Once done, steel |-beam supports were guided in across the top of the holds,
and inch-thick steel plates were laid in on top of the
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bonber pieces. The Chio wound up with the nost roomleft over-this of course
was by design. Into its hold, several pieces of earth noving equi prent were
secured-a small grader and one of the portable cranes were cramed into the
crowded cargo bay that had once held two dozen Trident D4 nucl ear m ssiles.

Hunter tracked down an exhausted Yaz, thanked himand ordered that he and his
men get no | ess than seven hours sleep. The next day woul d be devoted to the
task of fitting the massive hatch covers onto the converted submari nes' decks
and making the final |aunch preparations.

"That was the easy part,"
building. "Now, it really gets tough .

Hunt er thought to hinmself before |eaving the huge
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Chapter 39

Ceneral Dave Jones lit his fourth cigar of the norning, and took a sw g of
cold coffee.

He was seated before a large video nonitor encased in a sturdy bl ack-green
box. A smaller box underneath it contained a small conputer screen and a
keyboard, which Jones was using to punch in coordinates froma small pile of
maps and phot ographs spread out on the table in front of him

Periodically, he glanced up at the video nonitor to exam ne the picture
gradual | y taki ng shape, and, if he approved, he would store the infornmation
away in the conputer's menory.

Once every thirty mnutes, he would relight his stogie, warmup his coffee,



and stroll over to the office w ndow and | ook out on the seem ngly enpty,
rusting shi pyard nearby.
"Perfect,” he would think to hinself just about every time. "Looks like there
isn't a soul out there . "

Li ke Hunter and the others close to the m ssion, Jones had taken up residence
at Newport News; specifically in the former digs of the yard's one-tine
conmander. It had taken hima day and a half to nmove all the equi pnent he
needed down from WAshi ngt on, and another half day to get it up and working.

Only then could the down-and-dirty mission planning begin in earnest.

The target was the phased-array radar conplex at Krasnoyarsk, the place
identified as the location of the Soviets' control center for using the
sophi sti cated weapons-targeting satellites. It was in the
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m ddl e of Godf orsaken Khazakstan, a place not too far from equal | y Godf orsaken
Si beri a.

Jones' s equi prent-the video nonitor, the keyboard and the hefty conputer-were
all part of the form dable MAPS, or M ssion Analysis & Planning System

Devel oped before Wrld War Three, the system enpl oyed sophisticated digita

i magi ng technol ogy and a powerful conputer platformto allow pilots and

m ssion planners to plot each leg of their battle sorties on the conputer
screen.

Constructing conputer inages frompre-war satellite photographs, topographica
maps, and ot her sources, the MAPS conputer automatically cal cul ated fue
consunpti on, optimum weapons | oad and sel ected each turnpoint for the mssion
pl anner, plotting the coordinates and vectors for the pilot or navigator

More inportantly, the system anal yzed the known defenses and eneny radar
screen coverage, highlighting areas where the attacking aircraft would be
vul nerable to SAMs or ground fire.

Best of all, the MAPS provided a sinulated radar readout fromthe conpiled
data for any given point on the flight path. Conplex software and hardware
tools allowed a pilot to "preview' his radar screen over the target even
before he left the ground. And the information was stored in an optical nenory
di sk cartridge that could be inserted into the plane's cockpit console for

pl ayback during the nission

It was for the installation of this MAPS hardware that the Ghost Rider ships
had been stri pped.

Jones was just configuring the systemto show eneny radar coverage al ong the
Sovi et northern border and down to the target when Hunter wal ked in, carrying
a bag of sandwi ches and four bottles of beer

Punchi ng several buttons to select the w dest view possible, Hunter settled
down just as the big video screen was filled with a bright red map of the
Sovi et Union. Large pie-shaped bl ue wedges fanned out from selected | ocations
i nside Soviet territory, show ng the range of the known radar sites.

The | argest one indicated was at Krasnoyarsk

"How are things down at the nmarina?" Jones asked without taking his eyes off



the video screen and keyboard. "WIIl our bird and our fish be ready on tine?"
"The bird has been carved and stuffed," Hunter said, chonping a
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t una- and- chi cken sandw ch. "The fish will be ready by tonorrow norning."

"Yaz and his guys did a great job
conput er screen

Jones said, never taking his eyes off the

Hunter took a long swig of the bathtub beer. "How s your end goi ng?"
"We'll knowin a mnute," Jones said, taking bites of his own sandw ch, and
washi ng them down with beer. "Just as soon as the computer finishes draw ng
the latest picture.”

As if on cue, the video nonitor flashed once, indicating conpletion of the
radar mapping. Hunter let out a |ow whistle as the blue cones appeared to
shroud the entire periphery of the Soviet Union

"Goddam, " he excl ained. "According to this, the whol e damed country is
sealed up with SAMs."

Jones studied the video inage and pulled his nmouth down in a frown. "Renenber,
al t hough we're basing this on satellite photos that were snapped before the

Big War, | think we have to assune that the Sovs have kept nost of themin
operation.”
Hunt er studied the conputer image closely. "If | didn't know better, | would

say, judging by this, it would seemas if there was no way to get in wthout
t hem spotting the airplane."

"Or so it would seemat first glance,"” Jones replied. "But |ook carefully at
the northern frontier. This is really what we are keying in on. See it?

Jones pointed to the screen, and Hunter |ooked even cl oser. Some nine hundred
m | es northeast of Moscow, there was indeed a small triangular area near the
northern coastline that appeared to be uncovered by one of the many bl ue cones
that interlocked around the entire country's perineter. The powerful Soviet
radars based in Moscow scanned nost of the northwestern corner of the country,
i ncluding the area due north of the clear spot, nearly up to the North Pole.
The corresponding radar site at Peckora fanned out toward the northeast,

|l eaving a sliver of clear on the screen

"It neans we've got to go in closer than I'd like," Jones offered, "but it's

really the only option | see."

Hunter stared at the video immage for a long nmonent, finally nodding his
concurrence with Jones's anal ysis.

"And egress fromthe target area?" Hunter asked, falling into the fornal
term nol ogy used to describe getting the hell out of sone-
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pl ace you' ve just nailed with tons of high expl osives.

"Ah, yes, the egress," Jones intoned. "Well, as you can see fromthe
cl ose-up, "-he stabbed a few buttons on the keyboard to zoomthe inmage up to a



smal l er section of the picture-"there is a very narrow wi ndow to try and shoot
through, if for some reason the mssile fails to take out the Krasnoyarsk
radar. It's right here.™

Jones traced along a narrow wedge that foll owed the southern edge of the
Krasnoyarsk radar's cone until it met the northern edge of a radar site near

VI adi vost ok. Om nously, the two radar ranges overl apped somewhere over the Sea
of Japan.

"OfF course, if all goes exactly according to plan, we could egress due east in
t he Goodyear blinp, right over the chunk of real estate the Krasnoyarsk radar
is covering," Jones said blandly. "But |I've already laid in an alternative
course just in case.”

Hunt er nodded agai n, recognizing the inportance of a contingency plan

He spent tine with one nore beer and another sandw ch, watching as Jones
continued to punch nore buttons on the conputer keyboard. Wthin two m nutes,
he was able to call up what appeared to be a close-in aerial shot of the
Krasnoyarsk facility.

Actually, it was a digitized simulation conpiled fromsatellite photos and map
coordinates. Athin white Iine traced a jagged path across the screen, each
turnpoint |abeled with a string of nunbers that Hunter knew represented
altitudes, speeds, and vectors.

A white "V' shape highlighted a spot on the map sonme twel ve niles northwest of
t he Krasnoyarsk radar itself, which was distinguished with a large red "X"
t hat bisected the narrow radar buil ding dead center

"There it is," Jones pronounced, entering the image into the conputer's
menory. ~Al nost as close a shot of them as they have of us, the bastards."

Hunter was studying the inmage at the same tinme, committing it to his
extraordi nary menory banks.

The target work continued, with Hunter taking the place behind the huge
conput er vi deo board.

Swiftly, he tapped a series of keys that instructed the conputer to construct
both a visual and a radar screen inmage of the target area at the weapons

rel ease point. When conpleted, he nmade sure to save it on the optical disk, so
they could play it back during the m ssion
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But before he did, he nmade a vivid nental inmage of the radar picture and filed
it awmay in his own brain. This way, even without the aid of the on-board
conputers, he'd know when to rel ease the payl oad.

"Well, Hawk," Jones said after reviewi ng everything stored in the nission's
conputer's menory, "that should be about it. We've laid in the entire course
except for the first fifty mles. Since we don't know the exact point of
takeof f, we'll have to play that by ear until we link up with our flight

pl an. But that should be the | east of our worries."

"Did the ordnance arrive on schedul e?" Hunter asked.

"Being delivered right now," the general explained. "AGW 130 Strikers-the
bi ggest non-nucl ear bang for the buck available in what's left of the Free



Wrld s arsenal. As you know, it's got a hell of a TV canmera built into the
nose of an infrared gui dance system It drops |ike a dunb bomb, but we can
monitor its flight on one of the TV screens and 'fly' it inwith a joystick."

Hunt er nodded in agreenent, though somewhat ruefully.

"The big drawback," Jones continued, "is that the damm bonbs wei gh about three
t housand pounds apiece, that's with a full conventional high-expl osive
war head. So we've got to get within twelve niles to drop it on the target."

"I"mnot worried about that. Hunter said frankly.

Suddenly Jones turned and | ooked at him

"Goddam it, Hawk," he said, "lI've been rattling on like a bunch of us are
flying inwith you . . . I"'msorry about that."

Hunt er shrugged. He really wasn't bothered by the comrents.
Not much anyway .

Everyone involved in the mssion planning knew that the B-1 coul d probably be
| aunched, flown to the target and ordered to di spense its weapons, all via
radi o and conput er - gener at ed comrands.

But the computers couldn't take into account all of the intangibles that
inevitably arose during critical mssions such as this one. These unforeseen
dangers woul d have to be dealt with as they popped up and only a human coul d
do that. Yet, the cold hard statistics dictated that the chances of the
airplane returning safely fromthe mssion were slightly |l ess than one hundred
to one.

That's why Hunter was going on this one al one.
Sort of
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Actually, the mission called for at |east a crew of four. \Wereas Jones,
Tooney, and Wa were, next to Hunter, the best pilots around, they woul d have
been the natural choice to fly the mssion with him But again, combn sense
dictated that you didn't send your four best pilots on a suicide mssion

So Hunter had come up with the next best thing.

In one night he had designed and |inked the el aborate system of TV caneras and
screens for set-up inside the B-1's cockpit. He also installed a | ong-range
conput er/radi o control systemwhich was hitched to the airplane's nyriad of
flight systens.

Once the m ssion was underway, Jones, Tooney, and Wa woul d take their places
behi nd a bank of similar video caneras and screens inside the CIC of the USS
Ohi 0. The broadcast cameras woul d be hooked up to those TV screens inside B-I
cockpit, and vice versa. The controls in front of themon the sub would be
radio linked to those on the airplane.

In other words, when the tine cane, they would serve as the flight
crewassisting in flying the plane, locating and evaluating the threats,
preparing and eventual ly | aunching the weapons-all w thout |eaving the
conparative safety of the USS Chio.



It woul d be the next best thing to having a crew on hand.
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Chapter 40

Less than twenty-four hours later, a small group of men assenbl ed inside the
grinmy repair shed at the Newport News shi pyard.

The stern of the black cigar-shaped USS Chio |lay awash in the sunken cradle in
front of them now lowered to sea |l evel. The bright streaks of weld narks
still showed on the massive cargo hold hatches behind the conning tower as the
bi g submarine prepared to inch its way out of the covered repair berth.

As the powerful turbines cane to life, spinning the giant propellers that
churned the water behind her, the huge subnmarine began to ease through the
enornous doors and slide into the harbor, just as the Roosevelt had done an
hour earlier.

Now, as the towering bow of the USS Chio began to slip away fromthe cluster
of men in the building, one of them spoke.

"Shoul dn't we say sonething?" a voice in the back said. "After all, the ship
i s being comm ssioned agai n-you know, this is her second mai den voyage."
"Indeed, you're right," Mke Fitzgerald replied. He had overseen the delicate
operation of bringing the bonber's weapons to Newport News. Now he woul d stay
behi nd and monitor the m ssion from Washi ngton. "A proper |aunching cerenony
she deserves, too."

The ruddy Irishman produced a hal f-enpty bottle of Scotch fromhis duffle bag,
and at the |last possible noment, hurled it at the rapidly retreating bow of
the submarine. It crashed agai nst the side of the ship, shattering and
splashing its contents across the weat h-
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ered nane, "USS Ohio, "stenciled on the stubby bow

"CGodspeed to you, lads," Fitzgerald called out as the sub sped down the ways
into the dark water.

The dark form of the submarine bobbed slightly as it Ieft the darkness of the
shed doors behind and entered the twilight world beyond. For a tine, the nen

on shore could see the black conning tower against the evening sky, until it

slipped silently beneath the waves.
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Chapter 41

Si x days | ater

Ed Patrick hated the cold.

He had hated the frozen ground and the six-nonth night of the Al eutian |Islands
when he was stationed there before the Big War to build secret airfields on

several of the barren rocks. And he'd hated the bone-chilling, raw, devouring
wi nd that blasted the Korean peninsul a when he was there buil ding roads and



bridges for the American forces in the Eighties. And even when he vol unt eered
for duty in Wrld War Three, he had wound up on the icy tundra north of Thul e,
Greenl and, hel ping construct a new radar base

And now he was fifty feet beneath the polar icecap, well north of the Arctic
Crcle, stanmping his feet and shivering under his insulated parka, waiting for
his grader to be unloaded. His breath crystallized in the frigid air,
punctuating his speech with the tinkling of ice particles. Spit crackled
audibly as it froze and snapped before hitting the icy floor

Just once, he asked hinself, why can't the Seabees build an airfield on Aruba?
Patrick wasn't with the Seabees any nore, at |east not technically.

True, he had volunteered his services when the ball oon went up in

Wrld War Three, and he was admitted back to active duty under

* the Naval Reserve Veteran Program Despite the fact that he was

past sixty, the Navy's Seabees had all owed himto deduct his

ei ghteen years of active duty fromhis age, making himeligible to
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rejoin one of the elite Construction Battalion units, where his experience at
construction under conbat conditions had qui ckly made hi m an inval uabl e
conmodi ty.

But after the Vice-President's phony armi stice was decl ared, the Seabees were
di sbanded along with the rest of the nation's mlitary units. After nonths of
freezing isolation in Geenland, he and some of his crew had hitched a ride
back to the States on a tranmp steaner. On the shattered continent, they had
found nore than enough freel ance construction work to keep them busy.

In fact, it was Patrick and his crew that had hel ped M ke Fitzgerald rebuild
the Syracuse Aerodrone into a bustling "truck stop of the skies" after the New
Order took over. So it was only natural that Fitzgerald would |l ook to the

el der Irishman when they needed a construction crew for "a bit of
ice-scraping,” as it was first described to the ex-Seabee.

"Fitzie, you bastard," Patrick growl ed under his breath, |ooking up at the
vaulted ceiling of the huge, secret ice cave. "If | ever get out of this
dammed deepfreeze, I'Il kick your Irish ass back to County Cork!"

But Patrick's grunmbling was nmore than half in jest. He knew the stakes

i nvol ved in the desperate operation that the younger nen were about to enbark
upon, and he knew they needed his help to carry it out. And he was nore than
ready to do his part.

If he didn't freeze to death first

The top-speed voyage had brought the two submarines carrying Hunter and the

ot hers plus the unassenbl ed bormber to a point just under the Iip of the polar
ice cap, in the northern reaches of the Soviet Union. Traversing the Atlantic
and the Arctic Ccean in just five days, they had carefully rmade their way to
the spot that corresponded with the gap Jones had detected in the Soviet radar
cover age.



Once in position, the huge subs had inched their way al ong the underside of
the massive ice formation, pinging with their powerful sonar upward to probe
the inner structure of the glacier-1like mass.

After several hours of searching, the sonar echoes traced out the pattern they
were seeking in the ice above them A huge glacial cave that had been secretly
carved out years before the Big War as part of
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a joint "black program between the CIA and Naval Intelligence. Back then, the
cave was used to allow US Navy subs sanctuary well within the territorial
limts of the Soviet Union. Fitzgerald had accidentally become privy to secret
docunents referring to the cave several years before, and now, that stroke of
good |l uck seemed downright serendi pitous: The hiding place was an

al nost -perfect junp-off site for the crucial bonbing m ssion

Once the coordi nate point was found, the Chio patrolled along the I ength of
t he cavern underneath the ice shelf, sonar mapping the entire inner structure
of the huge cave.

Fi nding a weakness in the ice at the far end of the shelf, the Ghio' s crew
brought its blunt nose up to contact the ice at its thinnest point. By using

t he power of the ship's engines and rel easing ballast, they rammed the jagged
ice shelf repeatedly, opening a wide gash in the long frozen-over floor of the
i ce cave

Once the opening was wi de enough for the big sub's conning tower and cargo
hatch, the ship surfaced on the icebound | ake they had created inside the
yawni ng cavern of ice

Two hours later, the Roosevelt repeated the nmaneuver, popping up sone five
hundred feet fromthe Chio.

Securing the wallowing subs to the shifting ice mass was no easy feat, as the
t hi ckened seawat er-slush froze and rethawed between the hulls and the ice
shel f. It had taken both crews nmore than three hours just to unload their
portabl e cranes so that they could in turn unload the rest of the equipnent.

Once the Roosevelt was enpty of its cargo, its captain and a skel eton crew
departed the ice-covered hiding place and headed back for Greenland, its part
in the |long-range m ssion conpl ete.

Now, just the principals remained, living, eating and sleeping in the Chio
while Mke Patrick's grader began the | ong process of carving a snooth runway
along the nearly mle-long length of the ice cave, one which would gradually
ranp uphill toward the narrow crevice at the far end.

Meanwhi | e, the UA engineering crew were assenbling what | ooked like a junble
of dark green nmetal slabs and tubes brought up fromthe depths of both subs
cargo bays. Even though the engineers had carefully planned the position of
each piece in the holds to allow a reverse sequence for assenbling the big
bonber, it would be a massive and conpl ex task

286

A task that would ordinarily take weeks of effort in a well-equipped repair
hangar had to be conpleted in |l ess than forty-eight hours. In subzero
tenmperatures. Inside the fragile eggshell of the ice cave.



Meanwhil e, inside the relative warnth of the submarine's wardroom Hunter and
Jones were plotting the last calcul ations on the MAPS conputer, linking their
present position to the course they'd already laid in back at Newport News. JT
Tooney and Ben Wa | ooked on, making notes and carefully watching the screen
whil e Jones reviewed the flight plan to the target area.

As the defensive systens coordinator for the mssion, it wuld be Tooney's
responsibility to renotely operate the conplex AN ALQ 161 avi oni cs package
and jam or evade incom ng threats. Even while hurtling through the air at near
supersoni ¢ speeds, the big bomber's el ectronic counternmeasures (ECM system
was supposed to be capabl e of automatically detecting, identifying and janm ng
mul ti pl e eneny search radars, and nonitoring the threat to nake sure the

j amm ng wor ked.

Tooney knew he woul d probably be busy at his sub console toward the end of the
B-1's flight, sifting through the thousands of signals processed by the threat
recei ver, and designating appropriate janm ng signals to counter them In
addition, there was a separate tail warning systemthat would alert himto a
m ssile or fighter approaching the sw ng-w ng bonber from behind.

Besi des the janming el ectronics, Toonmey would control the bonber's decoy
flares and chaff di spensers. To suppl enent the existing chaff cannisters
enbedded in the fusel age behind the cockpit, he had supervised the
installation of a |large chaff pod under the right wing, well outboard fromthe
mai n engi nes. Several miles of the hairlike, netal-coated fibers were tightly
wound in the cylinder, ready to be spun out and cut at the touch of a button
Shoul d a radar-guided missile detect the false radar inmage created by the
netallic "tinsel,"” it would be diverted fromthe bonber itself.

Despite all this, Toomey knew that Hunter's best defense for the hazardous
flight would be a conbination of stealth and speed.

Flying a | ow1level, terrain-hugging course at speeds near Mach 1, the big
aircraft could get bel ow nost of the Soviets' radar coverage, and j amthe
rest that got in their way. And a host of radar-absorbing materials on the
bonber's airframe would hel p reduce their radar

287
profile to less than |/100th that of a conventional B-52.

But Hunter had anticipated the unexpected, so |boney had an additi onal

def ensive ace up his sleeve. Six aces, to be precise-six sl eek AVRAAMS
(Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Mssiles) were stored inside the aft weapons
bay of the B-1. Controlled from Tooney's renote radar console, the deadly

ai rborne torpedoes could be spun out of the rotary |launcher and fired at an
intercepting fighter froma range of nore than thirty niles.

Ben W4, on the other hand, had the task of the offensive systens operator: he
woul d renotely control the delivery of the critical payload to the target. The
AGW 130 rocket-powered glide bonbs could be |Iaunched fromhis TV consol e,

whi ch al so contained the Iowlight television screen on which he could nonitor
the images transmitted by the bomb's six-inch TV camera. A similar screen was
part of the TV bank inside the cockpit of the bonber itself. By operating a
smal | tracking handl e, Ben would be able to control the bomb's on-board rocket
boosters to actually "fly" the weapon right into the target shown on the TV
noni tor.

Also at Wa's station were the renote controls for the AN APQ 164 mul ti node
of fensi ve radar system |In addition to probing the target area, the radar's



advanced phased-array antennas were used to control the big bonber's altitude
during the automatic terrain-following system s operation

Several times a second, the radar pul se would interrogate the ground bel ow for
approximately ten nmiles ahead, and the sensitive receivers would convert the
data alnpst instantly to a CRT i mage of the approaching terrain for both Wa
and the pilot. It was all sinultaneously fed into the flight-control conputer
to maintain the plane's constant hei ght above the contours of the earth bel ow

It was this featurethat enabled the huge formof the B-1 to dive within two
hundred feet of the ground bel ow and dash al ong at Mach 1, popping up to avoid
maj or obstacl es and diving down to stay under the protective ground clutter
that woul d shield the bonmber from eneny ground-based radar and fighters alike.

Fidgeting in his chair, WA | ooked again at the MAPS printout and the initia
leg of the flight plan.

As for Jones, he would serve as Hunter's | ong-range co-pilot and navigator. As
such he would help Hunter to any degree possible with the flying of the
m ssion, plus he'd be able to chip in and assi st
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Tooney and WA in the event that they were overwhel nred at sone point.

It was nore than twenty hours later that Hunter found hinmself on the floor of
the ice cave, huddl ed underneath a tarp that draped over the B-1's wi ngroot
and hung down to the ground. The makeshift shelter was barely keeping in the
scant warnth of a portable heater, powered by thick cables fromthe submarine.

The bl asting heater nade the tenperature inside the tarp about ten degrees
Fahrenheit. Not exactly bal ny, Hunter thought, until he considered that the
tenmperature outside the shelter was alnost thirty degrees bel ow zero.

For nearly four hours, he and a couple of Patrick's workcrew had been
connecting the naze of wiring that served as the nerves and veins and arteries
of the big bomber. Like sone huge nechanical bird, the B-1 stood nute on the
frozen surface, awaiting the spark of life fromthe four powerful GE turbofan
engi nes, which would in turn generate the electrical power to run the bonber's
i nternal organs.

Literally hundreds of wires, cable trunks, and sensors made up the bonber's
conpl ex nervous system and each connection had to be identified, securely

mat ed, and tested. Working together, the three men had acconpli shed al nost

hal f the seemi ngly inpossible task

But even as they struggled to connect the bomber's eyes and ears, she was
already drinking in a hefty draught of volatile nutrients. Jet fuel, thickened
with the bitter cold, was now being punped fromthe special holding tank in
the submarine to the two fueling ports and eight punps of the B-1's integra
"wet wing" fuel system filling it with alnost 200,000 pounds of the precious
[iquid.

Firing up the engines woul d be next. Now silent, the four augmented turbofan
engi nes woul d eventually cough to life, inhaling the frigid air of the ice
cavern and bl asting out nore than 120,000 pounds of thrust in four fiery
torches fromthe gaping black nozzles, which currently sported a fine coating
of delicate rine.

Furt her ahead, under the green tube of the B-1 's fusel age, Wa was supervi si ng



the installation of the two AGW 130 Stri ker glide bonbs in the after weapons
bay, as Tooney hel ped | oad the defen-
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sive air-to-airs in the forward bay's rotary | auncher

Jones was up in the cockpit, conmmunicating with the other nenbers of the work
details using the plane's intercom powered tenporarily by a thick cable from
the submarine's auxiliary power unit. Checking the cockpit flight controls,

t he of fensive and defensive weapons system and the rest of the bonber's
conplex circuitry, the senior officer was gradually bringing each system on
line with the standby power fromthe subnarine.

And nore than four thousand feet away from where the bomber was being
assenbl ed by the team of freezing, feverish wrkers, Patrick's crew of

ex- Seabees were putting the finishing touches on the nearly mile-Iong,
slightly sloping ranp that was to serve as the B-1's takeoff runway. Al that
remai ned was to break the thin shell of ice that now separated the interior of
the cave fromthe cold Arctic surface, and the inprisoned green bird of prey
could break free fromthe ice to deliver its deadly payl oad.

Patrick was gunning the engine of the | and grader, shoving nearly a quarter
ton of ice in front of its blade to help clear the furthest end of the ranp.
Even the roar of the grader's diesel couldn't drown out the om nous creaks,
groans, and cracki ng sounds fromthe blue-white ice of the giant cavern
itself.

The grizzl ed Seabee had seen nore than his share of frozen wastel ands, and he
knew t he fickl eness of the shifting plates of the jagged icecap. Wat seened
to be a solid nmass of smpoth ice underneath himwas actually a dangerously
fragile mxture of frozen seawater, arctic snow, and crystallized noisture,
ready to split apart and becone one with the gray water below, or the white
icefiel ds above in a second's terrible fury.

Every minute they spent in the ice cavern was on borrowed time, as the w nd
and weat her above pressed down on the arching roof, and the m ghty ocean
heaved and strained against the thin floor. Mre than once, Patrick had seen
the thirty-foot-thick ice shelf ripple with the notion of an errant wave, or
shudder at the inpact of sone far-off iceberg.

But he knew that the nen on the other end of the ranp were working as fast as
they could, frantically trying to reassenble one of man's npbst advanced
mechani cal marvel s under near-prehistoric conditions. He only hoped it would
be done in tine.

More freezing hours passed. Finally the project was nearing
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conpl eti on.

Now up in the cockpit, Hunter watched through the sloping forward canopy as
the Iast of Patrick's Seabees drove the grader off the top of the |Iong, upward
ranpi ng runway in front of the plane. The heavy equi pnent was to be |eft

i nside the ice cave, probably never to be used again.

As Yaz's crewnen started to dog down the huge cargo hatches, Hunter's thoughts
turned to the task ahead of him



Through the frost crystals on the front canopy, he could see the narrow

hori zontal slit in the ice cavern at the far end of the nearly mle-long ranp
t hey had constructed. Frozen light fromthe weakened Arctic sun shafted in

t hrough the crevice, casting an eerie blue glow on the surrounding ice.

Qut side, he knew this part of the world was bathed in near-twilight this tinme
of year. It would give the B-1, which would be flying wi thout any externa
lights, an additional blanket of cover

The opening Hunter had to drive the bonber through was just under 160 feet
across-enough for the B-1's wings to pass through at their maxi num extension
of fifteen-degree sweep, with maybe six feet to spare on either side. He knew
that his was not the first airplane to take off fromthe cl andestine ice
cave-Fitz told himthat the Cl A once flew |ight-weight O/-1 Mhawk
recon-observa-tion airplanes fromthe place-ones specially adapted to flying
inthe frigid arctic weather. They had been used to trip the Soviets' northern
frontier radar net, then dash away, no doubt giving fits to the isolated
Sovi et radar operators.

But there was a world of difference between a small, two-prop Mdhawk and the
B-1 supersoni c swi ng-wi ng bomber. But a | arger opening was out of the
qguestion-cutting the crevice any wi der m ght cause the whole ceiling to
col l apse, or the shifting floor to give way.

However, getting out of the small opening was just one of the problens Hunter
expected to encounter on take-off. He knew it would be difficult just to guide
the big bonmber along the slick, packed-ice surface, especially under ful

power on takeoff. A half-inch mstake of the throttle or control stick could
send the green nonster careening off the narrow ranmp to be snmashed on the
jagged ice below, or crush a fragile wingtip on the crusted edge of the cave

openi ng.
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So he knew he had to make it happen on the first try. There would be no aborts
once he punched the four powerful afterburners ..

Ei ght nore hours passed.

Finally, the work was conpleted on the bonber. At just about the sane tine,
Patrick christened the runway of ice as being ready.

At this point, Hunter, JT, Ben, and Jones gathered for one | ast neeting, went
over all aspects of the mission once again, then feasted on sone stale
sandwi ches and water made fromnelting the “Arctic.

Hunter was three bites into his sandwi ch when he closed his eyes just to give
thema rest. So nmuch had happened over the past few weeks, his head felt |ike
it was caught up in a perpetual swirl: the raid on Bernuda, the hypnotic
testinmony session, the trial itself, the nuking of Syracuse, the endl ess
preparations for this mssion

It was enough turmoil for a hundred lifetinmes. He prom sed hinself that after
this was over, he was going to take sone extended R&R and do what he had vowed
to do right after the Panama operation. That was to find his only true | ove,
Dom ni que, wherever she was. Maybe he woul d even ask her to finally settle
down and

Next thing he knew, JT was shaki ng hi m awake. He had unintentionally slept for
three hours. It was nowtinme to go ..



The | ast crewran was aboard the USS Chi o when Hunter finally fired up the
B-1's engines for real

It took nore than forty-five mnutes for the cold turbines to power up to
their optimm speeds under full oil pressure. Another thirty m nutes was
devoted to Hunter's checking his cockpit avionics against those readings in
the renote-control roomdeep within the Chio. A few ninor problems were ironed
out, and the MAPS device recalibrated for the final tine.

At that point, there was nothing else to do but take off and get the dam
thing over with.

Wth JT, Ben, and Jones seated at their renote-control console Yaz and Patrick
were the only ones to stay up on the big sub's conning tower weather bridge to
watch the B-1 take off. Yaz flashed a "thunbs up" sign to Hunter as he nudged
the B-1
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forward along the inprovised flight Iine, but Patrick stood watching, hands
clenched tightly against the railing, straining to listen with his entire body
for any sound fromthe ice.

But he couldn't hear the creaks and groans fromthe densely packed ice now
The steady whine of the B-1's idling engines becane a deafening roar as the
four CGE turbofans spat out their fiery exhausts a mxture of red-hot flame and
bill owi ng white vapor clouds in the frigid air. Their thundering blast rocked
the sub and the nmen on deck as it echoed in the closed cave. H's ears useless,
Patrick neverthel ess could al nost feel the ice mass shudderi ng.

"The engi nes!" he holl ered above the noise to Yaz. "The dammed vi brations'|
rip this place apart!"

"Too | ate now, Pops," Yaz screaned back, "He's already committed to go!"
The two men watched, unable to speak, both being pounded by the how ing engi ne
roar.

The B-1's wings swng outward toward their full extension even as the plane
began to gather speed toward the narrow beam of |ight at the far end.

Wthin a matter of seconds, the bomber was traveling at al nost a hundred and
fifty mles per hour, straight as an arrow toward the openi ng. The wheel s
seened | ocked into their tracks as the big bonber gained the acceleration it
needed for takeoff.

"Time for afterburners, Hawk buddy," Yaz said through clenched teeth, his
hands cl aspi ng an i magi nary control stick in front of him as if he were
trying to fly the plane hinmself. Wthout the extra punch of power, the

ai rpl ane woul d never break the |ock of gravity.

The scream ng engi ne noi se was notched upward an order of magnitude as al

four afterburners sent the bonmber hurtling along. But suddenly a new sound was
heard over the jet's thunder. An ear-splitting expl osion echoed through the
cavern, and an omi nous crack appeared in the floor of the cave near where the
bonber had been assenbl ed.

The nmen on the submarine's bridge watched in horror as the crevice continued
to grow, chasing the speedi ng bonber along the runway. A deep runbling welled



up fromthe ice mass around them drowning the roar of the engines. Mre
cracks opened in the ice floor, spreading across the makeshift airstrip scant
feet behind the
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pl ane's path as it continued to rush toward the bright slit at the end of the
ranp.

Now t hey could actually see the ice of the floor buckle and ripple before
t hem

Jagged frozen chunks began heavi ng thensel ves up as the green-gray seawater
rushed through the crevices between them The grader they'd used to clear the
runway qui ckly disappeared into the dark water, followed by |eftover fue
barrels and enpty electrical wire spools. At the sane tine, ice stalactites
wer e shaken | oose fromthe ceiling, and plunged downward |ike white daggers
toward the green blur now nearing the opening.

M racul ously, none struck the bomber.

Finally, one of the ice daggers tore away fromthe ice roof with a huge chunk
of ice connected. It struck the runway just behind the jet's noving tai
section and opened a gaping tear in the packed-ice floor. The nmassive bl ock of
i ce had been the keystone of the crazy-quilt structure that formed the
cavern's ceiling, and its sudden di sl odgi ng sent shockwaves rippling

t hr oughout the cave.

First one fissure appeared in the ceiling, starting to slice over to the top
of the runway. Then anot her dashed down a wall to join the disintegration of
the floor. Finally, the huge arching cavern roof began to give way, sending
huge bl ocks of ice smashing into the churning seawater and ice that fl oated
bel ow. Several ice boulders struck the exposed hull of the submarine.

At that noment, Yaz knew it was time to get the hell below and get the Ohio
down to safety.

Patrick was the | ast one on the bridge. He gl anced back over his shoulder to
see the green arrow shape of the B-1 shoot out of the mouth of the ice cave,
wi ngs barely clearing the narrow w ndow.

Then the pl ane was gone from sight.
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Chapter 42

In the el aborate bunker deep beneath the Krasnoyarsk radar buil di ng, Soviet
Air Marshal Al exsandi Petrovich Porogarkov lit a cigarette and | ooked about
hi m

A dozen radar consoles lined the smart, bright red walls of this main contro
room their sparkling TV screens dwarfed by the nmammoth bl ack cabi nets that
contai ned their elaborate supporting hardware and el ectronics. He checked a
bank of LED indicator lights on his own desk-top console and was reassured to
see that all twelve of the radar screens were in operation now, each one of
them attended by two crack technicians.

He | eaned back and took a deep drag on his cigarette. All was correct with his
worl d at the nonment-even the music. A constant synphony of duo-tone beeps and



blips intermttently echoed through the room filling it with a forceful, yet
pl easant chorus of sounds.

Above it all was the sterling banner of the Red Star-the near-secret, elite
ruling party that had guided the Soviet Union since the beginning of World \War
I,

There is an inherent sinplicity in smaller nunbers, Porogarkov thought, not
for the first time. Wereas before the war the Soviet Union's Comuni st Party
was a bureaucracy bl oated beyond all recognition, the new Party, the Red Star,
was small, nanageabl e and comon-sensical. For in his mnd, of the many
positive things that resulted fromthe Soviet Union's "victory" in World Wr
I1l, the best of all was the thorough cleansing of the old Kremin ruling
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clique. In fact, he knew this purification was the real reason the war was
started in the first place. No sooner had his confederates |aunched the
surprise Scud mssile attack on western Europe, when the precarious dom noes
in the Politburo came crashing dowmn. Even before the Scuds had hit their
targets, the reformers in the Kremin were gone. Assassinated. Wth them went
gl asnost, peras-troika and all the rest of the obscene Western-style fads.

Yes, even before the deadly gas fromthe Scuds had scattered nore than a few
feet, the original comunist ideal was firmy back in place in the Kremin.
Now, a handful of years later, under the banner of the Red Star, that idea
was stronger, |eaner, nore enduring.

Only now did he truly believe he would see the Red Star banner flying over the
entire planet in his lifetine.

Por ogar kov had known this place when it was little nore than a crudely
constructed radar station

Based on thirty- or forty-year-old designs stolen fromthe West, it had been
built by Soviet engineers fromavail abl e Sovi et equipnent. At that tine,
before the Big War, he remenbered touring Krasnoyarsk and seeing nore than
hal f of the radar stations shut down or only partially operable. Back then
there was an absence of trained operators so acute the station commander had
been forced to man sone of the stations with untrained, unqualified recruits.

At one time, only one in four of the enlisted nen assigned to the place had
had any radar experience. Al coholismwas ranpant. The console crews were
little nore than repetitive sets of bl oodshot eyes staring past the screens

i nto not hi ngness, and shaki ng hands nervously fidgeting with the dials on the
bench.

But all of that changed with the coming of Red Star.

Hs own |ife had changed too-dramatically so. Once he had been little nore
than an assistant to the deputy air defense nminister, a petty functionary who
couldn't even get an extra book of nmeat ration tickets. Now, since the dawning
of Red Star, he was the air defense mnister-a very inportant person in a very
i mportant position. He now had power and prestige of the kind he had only
dreaned of before-a |uxury apartment in Moscow not far fromthe Kremin, as
wel |l as a dacha on the Black Sea. His wife could shop at the exclusive stores
where there were no lines, no shortages, and plenty of pre-war quality goods.
Hi s mistresses could do the
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sane.

He it another cigarette and reveled in the ever-budding glory of Red Star
They had defeated the United States, forced its disarmanent, presided over its
break-up, enforced the New Order. They had kept the mi sh mash of Anerica's
countries and states on edge for the last few years, all of it part of the
plan to buy time. Time for their scientists to reactivate the

war head-targeting satellites. Tine for their scientists to refurbish their
remaining ICBMs. Tinme to plan, with an intelligent step-by-step approach, the
eventual conquest of the entire gl obe.

And once that was acconplished, Porogarkov told hinmself w thout a hint of
fal se nodesty, Red Star would rebuild a space shuttle, reconquer space, and
eventually go to the Mbon and Mars.

Not hi ng coul d stop them now.

Not even the news that the fornmer US Vice-President had been ki dnapped and
returned to Anerica

This too was part of a plan. The American turncoat had | ong ago worn out his
useful ness-his role had sinply been another device to buy time. And with his
capture cane an opportunity to send the Americans a nessage. No nmore woul d the
Soviets be forced to infiltrate entire arm es hal fway around the world, or pay
out enormous suns of nmoney to every two-bit hooligan terrorist who promised to
make things hard for the United Americans' shaky provisional governnent.

No, the days of the shotgun approach were gone. The Soviets' new nessage-the
firmbold message of Red Star-had arrived in an air burst twenty thousand feet
above the city of Syracuse.

Por ogar kov had only seen the Anerican traitor once, when the man had visited
Krasnoyarsk not six months after his act of betrayal. But even before the Big
War, there had been inside, deep runors of the American's collusion with the
Red Star fringe elenents of the Politburo. The |ogical payoff had conme in the
form of highly sophisticated satellite software technol ogy the Vice-President
had somehow managed to squirrel away in Finland before hostilities broke out.

Now, not fifty nmeters from where Porogarkov stood, the very | ast of that sane
hi gh-tech booty was finally being fully installed.

As air defense minister, he was privy to all aspects of the First Launch, as
t he bonbi ng of Syracuse had conme to be called. In nmany
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ways the operation had been a test firing; the liquid fuel m xture had been
critical, but so had been the correct interaction between the equi pnent
installed at Krasnoyarsk and the orbiting satellites. Al things considered,
not only had the First Launch gone off flaw essly, but it had answered many
gquestions. Now, with only a few nore adjustnments to nake, the Red Star
techni ci ans had transformed the Krasnoyarsk station into a mlitary comand
center like no other in history. Not only would it be able to cover ninety
percent of the Soviet Union with an early-warning radar screen and | ook in on
any part of the US via the astoundingly advanced Anerican-built spy
satellites, but it would al so be able to independently target any of the Red
Star 1CBMs with pinpoint accuracy to any spot on the gl obe.

It was a sinple concept. Manageable. Sublimely so.



In this, Porogarkov saw the beauty of it all. For fromthis isolated Centra
Asi an outpost, Red Star could control the world.

At the far end of the building, Captain N kita Miursk had just reported for
duty.

Refreshed froma good night's sleep and a hearty neal of delicious food, the
young Red Star officer began his duty shift as he always did: naking the
rounds in the conpl ex's defensive radar section. Wl king around the |arge,
termnal -filled roomlike a benevol ent school master |ooking over the shoul ders
of his students, Mirsk saw that nmpst of the radar scopes vyiel ded nothing but

t he shapel ess nasses of huge weat her systens that reel ed across the Asian
continent, blotting out huge areas. On others there was an occasional blip
froma mlitary flight, with its authorization code duly noted al ongsi de the
dot on the screen where it appeared.

Al seenmed to be nornal
Except for the | ast screen .

This station's radar scope, manned by a sergeant naned Vasil ov, showed nore of
the sane weat her patterns and identified flights. But Mirsk noticed the young
man was staring at a certain point near the northern border's coastline.

"Anything to report, Vasilov?" Mirsk asked, scanning the young nan's consol e
wi t hout waiting for an answer.

"Not hi ng, Conrade," the well-groonmed, muscul ar enlisted nman
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began, his voice quavering only slightly. "At least it appears to be nothing

"Expl ain, Sergeant," Miursk said calmy. "Don't hold back."

"I saw a large blip appear in the niddle of the Wite Sea, sir," the man
replied. "Only for a brief nmonent. It was noving very fast. But now, | see no
such indication."

Mursk half-listened to the radarman as he watched the screen. The area
Sergeant Vasil ov had pointed to was on the edge of the dense Arctic pack ice
in the Wiite Sea. For the npbst part Miursk was certain, beyond question, that
no aircraft could just sinply appear and penetrate the zone undetected.

"Probably just a case of atnospheric distortion,"” Mirsk said confidently,
di smssing the enlisted man's concern. "Anything el se?"

"Not hing, sir," Vasilov said, returning to his regular position at the
console. "Only some ground clutter farther south."

Mirsk gave the man a conradely pat on the back. "Carry on, Sergeant," he said.
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Chapter 43



Hunt er checked the mission clock and saw it was already at four and one half
m nut es.

So far, so good.

Time seemed to be noving extra fast ever since he'd burst forth fromthe

hi dden ice cavern base. It was only a second after he had punched in the big
bonber's afterburners that the deafening roar of the engines dimnished all at
once to a distant runble. This told himthat his power plants were working
wel I .

W ng configuration canme next. Upon | eaving the cavern, the big bonber's w ngs
were fanned out to their full extension as it shot skyward on a steep angle.
After only seconds in the air, Hunter had grasped the | arge w ng-sweep |ever
to his right, pulling it up alnost halfway. Imrediately, giant ball-screw
assenblies in the wingroots smoothly cranked the tapered wings in toward the
slimfuselage at a twenty-five-degree angle, and the B-1's rocketlike rise

i ncreased anot her notch

Ten seconds into the flight, he knew that the heavy bonber was clinbing at a
rate of nore than two thousand feet per mnute, slicing through the frozen
skies at al nmost four hundred ml|es per hour

"Quarterback to base,"
climbing. At fifteen hundred feet now at mark

he had called into his mcrophone. "I'mup and stil

"Roger, B," cane Jones's reply. "Activate on-board sensor and nonitoring
systens . "

Hunt er had reached over and punched a series of switches on a
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conputer-driven TV transnmitter that had been installed on his right side where
the co-pilot's seat would normally be.

"Sensor and nonitoring systens on," he reported, as he watched the four
si de-by-side TV screens facing himon the front console blink to life.

Al most magically, the color imges of Jones, Tooney, and Ben materialized,
each on his own TV screen. The fourth screen, designated "m ssion naster"
woul d display all data-fuel load, time to target, potential threats, and so
on-deened i nportant by the m ssion conputer

"This is very strange," Hunter admitted as he | ooked at the three video

tal king heads. "I actually feel like it's getting crowded in here."

"I'magi ne what it looks like to us back here," Tooney said, reaching up to tap
the I ens of the TV canera devoted to his station. "You | ook |ike Buck Rogers,
or Captain Mdnight."

"W have comunication |ink-up integrity confirmation," Jones told Hunter
confirmng that the video |ink-up between the B-1 and the sub's m ssion
control center was being properly scranbled and di spersed, making it
practically inpossible to be nonitored by the Soviets.

"OK, guys," Hunter said, finally taking his eyes off the inages of his friends
on the TV screens, "glad to have you aboard. But nowit's tine to go to work .



The big plane's altinmeter display to the right of the center CRT screen had
barely clicked over to five thousand feet when Hunter eased up on the B-l's
fighter-like stick control with his right hand and qui ckly backed the four
throttles down fromfull afterburner with his left.

As the bomber |eveled off, several high-speed fuel punps rapidly began
transferring tons of JP-8 anong the network of fuel cells in the interna
circulatory systemof the airplane, maintaining a balance with the
ever-shifting delicate center of gravity.

Hunter nonitored the fuel exchange on his console, and was heartened to see
that everything was in order.
"Let's get a position fix, Ben," he said crisply into the microphone in his
oxygen nmask, "and then let's get back down on the deck. No sense loitering
around up here."

"Roger, Hawk," WA answered fromhis station. Wthout delay, he
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began deftly flicking switches and reading in-flight data to the inertial
navi gati on system coaxing the conplex conputer to establish the B-1's exact
position and calibrate the coordinates with the MAPS readout on his display
screen. After a few nonents of activity, the proper series of characters,
beeps and fl ashes appeared on the flickering screen

"It's a go," Ben reported, his TV image flickering slightly. "Heading
one-zero-zero, maximumwarp.... Head for the tall grass and let's neet up with
our plotted course about six klicks over landfall. You'll have to tell us
where the hell the |and begins and the icepack ends."

"Roger, Ben," Hunter replied. "Doing a visual terrain check now. "

Hunter turned away fromthe TV screens for a nmonment and | ooked down at the
frozen, barren expanse of jagged ice fields below him trying to pick out the
coastline where the frigid tundra net the jagged icepack of the Wite Sea.
Wthin seconds, his extraordinarily sharp eyes detected a dark outcropping of
bl ack rocks, blasted free of snow by the howing Arctic w nds, and he knew
that it marked the edge of the Soviet |andnass.

"OK, 1've got the shoreline dead ahead,"” he called back to the trio. "Ben
let's go down to two hundred feet."

He checked his other consol e readings, then nudged the big control stick
forward to nose the B-1 over in a deep dive toward the ground. Back in the
sub, Jones simultaneously pushed a button which activated the airplane's w ng
sweep lever all the way up until it |ocked, bringing the giant wings in toward
the fuselage at their full retraction angle of sixty-five degrees.

"I have wing | ock confirmation, here," Jones radi oed Hunter

"Ditto wing | ock confirm here,
cone to life on his consol e.

Hunt er answered, seeing the appropriate |ight

Gently, the Wngman eased the B-1's stick up and the bonber gracefully |evel ed
off as it flashed over the coastline just under the speed of sound. Once again
coordinating via the TV with Wa, Hunter set the plane's terrain-foll ow ng
radar gui dance systemto full automatic, and | ocked the altitude setting at a
scant two hundred feet above the ground. Once the B-1's flight contro



conputers were thus set, the conplex navigation programwoul d automatically
rai se and | ower the big bonber's flight path to naintain
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t hat two-hundred-foot altitude.
"Anything on the scope, J.T.?" Hunter asked Tboney.

"Not hing... yet," Toonmey's voice was steady as his eyes remained glued to the
smal | CRT screen

It displayed straight horizontal |ines, indicating various radar frequencies
that m ght be used by the Soviets' ground controllers to probe the skies for
intruders. As of that moment, no threat was indicated.

"Intersecting MAPS plotted course in ten seconds,” Jones said crisply,
punchi ng buttons on his console to overlay the earlier MAPS coordi nates on the
B-1's real-time CRT projection.

Slowy, the white icon that represented the bonmber was tracing a path toward
the gray bar that showed the plotted course al nost due south. In |ess than
three blinks of the screen, the outline inmage of the plane joined up with the
chosen path and renai ned | ocked on it.

"MAPS course | ocked on, altitude two hundred feet, airspeed six hundred knots,
fuel |oad one-hundred-fifty-thousand pounds," Jones announced. Hunter could
see that the general had lit a cigar and was puffing away furiously.

"Roger that, base," Hunter responded. "Could | have a status check on the rest
of the systens?"

"OfFfensive systems A-OK " Wa responded i mmedi ately. "Terrain avoi dance | ocked
on, bomb | oad unarned and intact, forward weapons bay secure.”

"Def ense systens, check," Tooney said tersely. "No threat indicated
air-to-airs on standby, after weapons bay secure."

"OK, gents, this is the real thing," Hunter began

Hunter started to reach for the four throttle levers to the left of his seat,
but he paused for a noment. |Instead, he reached up to his left breast pocket
beneath his flight suit and felt for the Anerican flag that he al ways kept
there. It had brought himgood |uck so many tinmes before-he hoped its charm
woul d conti nue.

Then his eyes darted to the MAPS di splay projected on the small CRT in front
of himon the B-1's cockpit console, seeking out the thin red 'X that narked
t he Sovi et radar conpl ex.

Tapping the flag three tines gently, Hunter punched the throttles to ful
mlitary, and the big green bomber suddenly |urched ahead through the cold
sky, speeding ever closer to his destination.
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Chapter 44

Ti me passed



The dark green shape of the B-1 shot through the deep twilight over Sovi et
Central Asia, pushing its huge shadow along the flat, barren ground only two
hundred feet bel ow.

In less than two hours, Hunter had traversed sone twelve hundred mles
straight through the heart of Russian airspace w thout being detected. The
feat, though on the face of it fairly incredible, was actually the result of
the cl ose video teamwork between hinself and the three officers back in the
m ssion control center of the USS COhio.

To help himfly safely at that altitude, WA had been typically alert, calling
out terrain features in his path that were detected by the guidance system
Once warned, Hunter was able on npst occasions to manually conmpensate for the
pl ane's automatic tendency to pitch up several hundred feet to avoid ground
obstacl es. And by keeping the big bonber as | ow as possible, they had al ready
avoi ded a few Sovi et ground-based SAM sites and even a couple of transport

pl anes | unbering across the desol ate skies.

Thoney had been silent, except to relay information fromhis screen about the
potential threats. Wenever possible, Hunter had sinply diverted the plane's
flight path around the mssile sites' effective radar range, not wanting to
gi ve away the bomber's presence by forcing Tooney to renotely switch on the
hi gh- powered jamers of the defensive system That would be risky. Because

al t hough the powerful electronic "noise" would surely drown out the Soviets
radars, it would also be sure to tip themoff that there
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was sonet hing out there.

Better to rely on stealth and speed, Hunter reasoned, until absolutely
necessary.

Suddenl y, Jones hollered out an alarm
"Jesus Christ, Hawk! Look out!"

Hunt er, busy rechecki ng the MAPS coordi nates on his CRT screen, |ooked up just
intine to see a giant spiderweb looming in front of the big bonber. Gay
steel and black wire rose like a huge fence that threatened to trap the B-I
like a trawing net.

Even before Hunter could react, he felt the B-1's nose pitch violently upward,
accelerating to respond to an instantaneous comand fromthe bonber's

navi gati onal system The sensitive probes of the bonmber's phased-array antenna
had detected the thin skeleton of a high-tension power |ine support tower

built after the war and therefore not included in the MAPS data. |nmediately

t he onboard terrain guidance systemput the B-1 into a drastic clinb to get
over the maze of wires.

But while the airplane's avoi dance gear had done its job and saved the
airplane, it was not w thout cost.

First of all, the rear portion of the B-1's left side tail plane stabilizer

sl ashed through one of the electrical wires, tearing a |large gash in the small
wi ng's skin, and carrying away several inportant static dischargers |ocated
there. Suddenly the rear end of the airplane was rippling with hundreds of
smal | electrical shocks, caused by the I oss of the discharge units. But even
nore serious, in clinmbing to al nost a thousand feet in the rapid ascent, the
huge shape of the bonber was now visible to the Soviet radar crews on the



ground.

"They see us!" Tooney yelled sharply over the intermttent screech of the
radar threat warning. "It's a search radar-narrow beam scan. .. .Take her back
down, Hawk, before they lock on us!"

They had appeared on the radar screen at a nearby auxiliary SAM station only
for an instant. But before Hunter was able to westle the big plane back down
to two hundred feet, the B-1's radar warning signal began to how both in the
sub's command center and in the airplane cockpit. At the same tinme, Tooney saw
two thin pencil beanms on his screen begin to tighten around a single point

al ong the line.

"They' ve | ocked on to us!" he snapped, as he turned the dials of
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hi s defensive counterneasures systemto transnmit a strong renote-contro
barrage of el ectronic energy over a corresponding band to thwart the Russians
radar. "Commencing jamr ng now . "

Even as Hunter rolled the big plane over to dive for the ground, Tooney could
see the electronically inmprinted flash on his screen. He knew it was the
resulting fire on the horizon as a huge Soviet anti-aircraft mssile blazed
off its launch rails to streak after the suddenly exposed bomber.

"M ssile launch! SA-2!" Tooney said tightly, frantically twisting his dials to
jamthe ground controllers' uplink signals, "lake evasive action!"

Hunter was already reacting. He didn't need to be told twice that the deadly
"t el ephone pol e" SAM was headed straight for the B-I.
"You can't outrun it, Hawk, so aimright for it," Jones said, |ooking up at
Hunter through the TV screen. Hunter inmmedi ately haul ed the control stick
sharply over and turned toward the gl ow ng rocket.

"Aimright for the Goddamm thing, Hawk..." Jones repeated, a little nore
anxi ous now.

Hunt er continued the maneuver, forcing the shuddering plane into a

si xty-degree bank. Suddenly the glowing mssile shot directly under his right
wi ng. Due to Thoney's janmi ng, the missile's guidance systemwas left with
nothing to aimfor. But unluckily, the SAMs on-board self-destruct system

pi cked that nmonent to detonate.

The near-m ss explosion nearly tipped the B-1 conpletely over- it was only
Hunter's quick action and extraordinary skill as a pilot that kept the bonber
fromplowing into the tundra

The four TV screens began to blink incessantly as Hunter fought to control the
airplane. Finally, he leveled it out and the TV screens refocused.

"Hawk, you still there?" JT yelled.

"I am" Hunter answered, |ooking over his left shoulder. "But I'mnot so sure
about the left wing . "

H s control board computer TV screen was blinking crazily, telling himthat he
had sustai ned damage to the port wing' s | eading edge slat guide rails and the
slat drive shaft, both critical steering nechanisns for the big airplane.



"What's your condition, Hawk?" Jones asked soberly.

306

"The port wing's frontside is ripped up,'
tip fairing is gone."

he reported. "It also | ooks like the

"I"'mnot getting any fire indications,'
fuel vent tank. Could get worse . "

WA reported. "Slight |eak through the

"\What ever the damage, you've got to get the hell out of there before they |ock
in on you again," Jones told him

"I hear you, GCeneral," Hunter said.

Wth that he inmredi ately punched all four throttles down to the afterburner
stops and the B-1 leapt forward as if propelled by a cannon bl ast. The sudden
burst of speed drove himdeep into his seat_as the view outside the cockpit
became an unrecogni zabl e bl ur.

It was only after Thoney gave the "all clear" signal that Hunter began to
decelerate to full mlitary power, shutting down the fuel -greedy afterburners.

"Looks like it's still holding together," Hunter said, quickly scanning his
control board and gl ancing back at the injured wing. "W were |ucky."

The general waved away the statement with a static-filled swirl of cigar
snoke.

"You still got a long way to go," he said. "And now t hey know you're there."
"Anything on the screen, JT?" Hunter asked.

"Not hi ng. They lost us after that little dash." Toonmey's video i mage was tight
as Hunter watched his friend continue to scan the video display.

The silence fromthe radar threat warning was a wel conme relief after the
hi gh- deci bel shrieking faded out.

"But now they know that you're not just sonme fog or atnospheric interference,”
Jones said soberly. "And judging by the MAPS di splay, even if you jink and jag
the rest of the way, the SAMsites get thicker fromhere on in. Not to nmention
fighters ..."

"OK," Hunter said, "I think it's time to give these bull etheads sonething to
chase. "

Wth that he reached over to the wounded B-1 's radio transnmitter, flicked a
series of switches and watched as a yellow light glowed for several seconds,
then blinked off.

"Now | et's just hope they take the bait," he said grinly.
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Chapter 45

Fifty-two thousand feet over the frigid waters west of the Bering Sea, a |one
B-52H Stratofortress sliced through the bl ackness of the night skies, |eaving



ei ght ghostly contrails behind its tapered w ngs.

The navi gator had just relayed a position check to the pilot, and the bonb
coordi nator had rechecked his console to confirmthe bonber's readi ness.

M nutes before a yellow light on the pilot's cockpit display flashed six
times, illumnating the diminterior of the bonber with its amber glow. Now a
sharp wail burst fromthe radi o receiver

"That's it," the pilot said to the co-pilot. "Priority signal received and
confirmed . "

The pilot reached over and toggled a series of switches, shutting off the
light and the al arm

"Pilot to crew," the bonber's commander then called over the airplane's
intercom "W have just received the incomng priority signal confirmation
Everyone knows the drill. W can assume that Soviet interceptors have al ready
been scranbled, so we'll dive for the deck as soon as our birds are away. Hang
tight-it will be rough riding for a while, especially when we start to pul

out. But | prom se you a snooth ride hone."

Wth that, the Stratofortress's bonmb coordinator flicked open the safety
covers of the bonmber's weapons control sw tches and deliberately clicked down
the two toggles on the left-hand side. Instantly, red "Arned" lights cane on
above them A similar action brought the massive bonb bay doors sw ngi ng down
to their full
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open position
A confirmng |light appeared on the pilot's cockpit display.

"I have arming lock confirmation," he called into his mcrophone. "Ditto bonb
bay open confirmation."

"Roger," canme the nessage back fromthe bonb coordinator. "My confirms al so
‘green,' sir."

"OK," the pilot said, checking his position one |last tine against the m ssion
checklist. "Drop '"em. "

Instantly the bonb coordinator flipped another series of buttons, activating
the very special |oad of weapons that had been stowed in the B-52's nassive
bonb bay.

"Payl oad away!" he called into his mcrophone, mashing his "pickle" button
twi ce.

At that noment, two heavy cylinders tunbled off the big jet's bonb racks,
droppi ng through the open bay doors into the freezing slipstreamof the big
bonber's flight patterns.

Al most i mredi ately, both cylinders sprouted short, stubby w ngs as each
drone's tiny turbofan notor coughed to |life and propelled it rapidly ahead of
t he bonber. Soon, the two vehicles established parallel flight paths sonme five
hundred feet apart.



Each mi ssile, technically termed a "self-propelled decoy unit," was specially
designed to mmc the radar and infrared signature of the huge B-52 that had
given birth to it in md-flight. Along the barrel-shaped fusel age and st ubby
wi ngs of the decoy, dozens of radar-reflective pods bounced the searching
beanms of the Soviet radars back with great intensity-great enough to nake each
little drone appear to be a full-size bonber headed for the Soviet mainland

Even as the high-tech decoys began their one-way journey, the bonmber that had
| aunched them was engaged in a deat h-defyi ng naneuver to escape and reverse
direction.

Agai nst the protesting shrieks of fifty-year-old netal in the saggi ng w ngs,
the pilot had plunged the Stratofortress in a hard, diving turn that exceeded
t he plane's maxi mum safe angle of forty-five degrees. The shudderi ng nonster
groaned as ei ght powerful engines conbined with sheer gravity to force her
downward toward the frigid blackness of the sea below at a terrifying rate of
nore than five hundred mles per hour

Lights were flashing intermttently, and nultiple stall warnings
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sounded as the big bonber continued what would seemto be her death plunge to
the sea. But as they entered the relative warnth of the lower altitudes, the
thicker air began to flatten out the steep dive.

Gradual ly, responding to the pilot's firmpressure on the yoke and the
increased lift, the huge Stratofortress leveled out at a nmere three hundred
feet above the wavet ops.

Li ke a gray ghost ship, the B-52 whispered al ong through the freezing spray,
rapi dly increasing the distance between herself and the drones she had j ust

| aunched. The dull moonlight was reflected in the off-white surface of the
wi ngs, each of which carried the telltale identification letters UAC on its
t opsi de.

A hundred mles to the east, another B-52 had conpleted a simlar missile
 aunch and di vi ng escape. And a hundred niles to the west, the sane.

Al in all, ten of the hul king bonbers had | aunched a total of twenty
sel f-propell ed decoy units. Now, all of them broke away and headed back to
their bases in Al aska.
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Chapter 46

"It was right here, Captain," Sergeant Vasilov exclainmed, pointing to his
screen. "Now it appears to have vani shed."

For the second tine in two hours what | ooked like a solid radar contact had
appeared nmonmentarily in the pulsing sweep of the radar's scanni ng bar which
covered an area sone two hundred and fifty kilonmeters to the west of

Kr asnoyar sk

Captain Mursk had disnmissed the first reported contact as typica
interference, or even the product of Vasilov's nerves.



But he was now beconi ng very uneasy about the second event.

After calling out to all his operators to be extra alert, Mirsk wal ked away
fromthe bank of radar consoles to an isolated corner of the vast Defensive
Systenms room He needed tine to consider his next course of action

Hs instincts were telling himthat sonething unusual was passing through
their airspace and possibly heading for the nmassive Krasnoyarsk conpl ex
itself. In the old days, before the energence of the forward-thinking Red
Star, he would have definitely sat on the information, not daring to alert his
superiors unless something solid happened.

But things had changed. No | onger would a Soviet officer be punished for
tripping the defense alert systemonly to later find out it was an honest
m st ake.

Deci ding his course of action, Miursk reached for a special red phone on the
central control console and punched in a special code. Wthin seconds he
expected to be talking to the conmander of the
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nearest Red Star air base.

But even before his connection went through, the control rooms radio
crackl ed. Piped through the PA system it was an excited report from an
officer at an isolated air defense battery. A missile had been | aunched at a
possi bl e radar contact-unsuccessfully as the mssile had been interfered with
by airborne jamm ng. Mirsk quickly checked the control rooms main screen and
saw the report had conme froman area that corresponded to the place on

Vasil ov' s radar screen where the phantom contact had been spotted ninutes
earlier.

Mursk felt his nmouth go dry. He knew the radar contacts and the SAM | aunchi ng
could mean only one thing-an enemy aircraft was headi ng for Krasnoyarsk.

Qui ckly, Mursk redialed the coomander of the large air base | ocated several
hundred nil es east of the massive radar station. Wthin thirty seconds he was
tal king to the man.

"This is Krasnoyarsk reporting," Mirsk began formally. "W have radar contact
at-"

"Yes, yes! OF course,"” the air wi ng commander told him brusquely. "W already
know of the radar contacts.... They have been on our screens for severa

m nutes now. "

"But the interceptors nust be . "
of f again by the conmander

Mur sk conti nued before he was abruptly cut

"We have already |aunched the interceptors, Krasnoyarsk!" the shrill voice
rang through the earpiece's receiver. "They are now being vectored to neet the
Aneri can bonbers over the ocean!”

Mursk was shocked. "The ocean? But ny contact was .

"Krasnoyarsk," the commander replied. "Qur radar contacts show twenty Anerican
bonbers I ess than five hundred miles fromthe Kancthatka peninsula. They are
flying in groups of two along the high-altitude tracks of the old SAC al ert
routes we used to see before the war.



"Al'l available fighters have been ordered to intercept."

And with that, the air base conmander hung up.
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Chapter 47

"Are you sure you had a positive contact, Mursk?"

Air Marshal Porogarkov was pacing the gray floor of the Krasnoyarsk radar
station. Next to him Captain Mirsk was reviewing a replay of the two radar

contact indications picked up by his sergeant's radar consol e.

"W had two events, sir," Miursk told the air marshal, pointing to the radar
replay review screen. "One there. The other . . . right there . "

Mursk replayed the tape for the air marshal. "Both were only onscreen for a
second, sir," Mirsk said. "At extrenely low altitudes. But | felt we couldn't
take the chance . "

Por ogar kov watched the replay a final tinme and slowy nodded his head.

"Good work, Mursk," he said. "You were correct in calling for the fighters.
But apparently there is a larger threat coming in fromthe east as picked up

by Irkutsk."

They both stared at the radar screen for a | ong monment, then Porogarkov said:
"I must call Moscow right now and tell themof this."

Wth that, the senior officer gave Mursk two hard, complinentary slaps on the
back, then he rushed to his office and the special phone line to Mdscow.

"How t hi ngs have changed," Mirsk thought.

The air defense minister was back just a mnute |later

"Moscow has ordered the commander in Irkutsk to deal with the
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threat over the Bering Sea," he said, his voice a mxture of concern and

agitation. "However, there is a reserve squadron of fighters still on the
ground. Only a few airplanes - a MG 31, two MG 25s, and the rest are old
M G 21s fromour reserves-with trainee pilots. They'll be released to us once

the situation in the east is evaluated."
"But what if it's too late, sir?" Mirsk asked

Por ogar kov turned and stared at the younger officer. He had no answer-so he
si mply shrugged.

Suddenly, for both of them it felt just like the bad, old days..
H gh above the Bering Sea in the cockpit of his MG 29, Soviet Colonel Artyem
I vanovi ch M koyan was | ocking a pair of targets into his nodern fighter's

tracki ng conputer.

He knew the others in his flight were doing the same. They were nore than two



hundred niles off the Pacific coast of the Soviet Union, two squadrons of
Soviet fighters in all, tracking a series of solid radar contacts at high
al titude.

The blips on their screens represented the invadi ng Arerican bonbers,
undoubt edly the decrepit B-52 dinosaurs, hoping to bonb the val uabl e conbat
control center at Krasnoyarsk. No matter, M koyan thought to hinself, they
will soon be deep beneath the sea.

H's interceptor was one of the few Soviet Fulcruns to survive Wrld War Three
or "The Second Great Patriotic War," as sone in Red Star had begun to refer to
it. The twin-tailed fighter packed a full |oad of heat-seeking and
radar-gui ded missiles under its wings, and he had orders to attack and destroy
t he invading Anericans "at all costs.™

As he closed to within range, he launched one of his radar- guided AA-7
mssiles toward the two targets that appeared on his pul se Doppler radar's

di splay. A second later, his wingman had | aunched a simlar mssile. Intent on
personal |y observing the kill, he increased his speed another notch to foll ow
t he streaking mssiles.

He kept watching the tiny display, expecting to see the huge bonbers begin
their pathetic attenpts to evade the deadly missiles, but instead he saw only
t he nonot onous track of the hul king American planes, steadily boring into
Soviet air space, oblivious to the airborne darts that sped toward them
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Could it be, Mkoyan thought, that he had caught the Americans nappi ng?

H s thought was confirnmed as he observed both his own nissile, as well as his
wi ngman's, draw cl oser to the plodding radar blip that appeared on his
di spl ay.

Anot her second, and there would be a direct hit.

The nearest target blip suddenly brightened significantly, as if a burst of
energy had infused it. The surge attracted both his and his wingman's mssile
toit, and the target disappeared in a spreading blossomon his display. A cry
of jubilation echoed through his headset as his w ngman cheered the kill.

But M koyan sensed sonet hi ng was wrong.

What had caused that sudden energy boost in the first bomber? And why was the
remai ni ng American still tracking the sane course as though nothing had
happened? Ignored by the missiles, it had just continued al ong w t hout

di verting, and wi thout changi ng course or speed.

Quickly cutting off his partner's celebration, he ordered the other pilot to
break of f and intercept the Anerican plane along with him Wen he punched
down his throttles, the huge engi nes responded instantly, catapulting the

sl eek Ful crum ahead at better than Mach 2.

M koyan was determ ned to get within visual range of these insane Yankees. He
could al ways make the second kill with infrared-seeking AA-6 missile if need
be.

But he had to find out what madness drove this suicidal Anerican.

M koyan' s suspi ci ons deepened as he closed the range. At forty mles and



comng up rapidly on the slownoving B-52, he still detected no janm ng
signals, no evasion, and no threat warnings. Only the steadily increasing hum
and buzz of crackling static in his radi o headphones. As a precaution, he
keyed in the target data and began preparing his heat-seeking air-to-air

m ssiles for |aunch against the curious target.

As he closed the range further, M koyan was di smayed to find that he coul dn't
make out the sil houette of the huge bomber, even though by now the full noon
shone brightly off the ice-flecked surface of the Bering Sea below. H s radar
scope certainly detected it, as the tiny display nushroomed with a huge target
bli p.
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H s m ssile guidance system bl eeped out a shrill alert, indicating that his
m ssile target gui dance system had acquired a positive target. Still, wanting

to get closer, Mkoyan waited until the |last possible second to |aunch the
deadl y heat-seeker. Al though his display indicated a target of immense
proportions, he could not see anything in the frigid skies over the gray
ocean.

M koyan rel uctantly punched the mssile "fire" button, confident that his
air-to-air could find the target even if he couldn't. The tapered m ssile shot
off his left wing toward the target that he still couldn't see, and it quickly
found a strong infrared signal that beckoned it along faster

Unfortunately for the Soviet pilot and his wingman, the nmissile found its mark
all too well. As it detected the presence of the IR seeking signals fromthe
AA-6 mssile, the tiny Anerican drone suddenly erupted in white-hot flanes.
Phosphorous flares spewed out their blinding light and fiery jets flanmed out
fromthe ports on the drone's w ngs.

The missile imediately | ocked on to the drone's heat, and it quickly inpacted
the little decoy, disappearing inside the flamng ball in the sky.

For a split second, Mkoyan finally saw the target of his missile attack, as
the gl owi ng neteor erupted across the black sky. Wat he woul d never know was
that the tiny drone had actually exploded, its, huge warhead of TNT sendi ng
nmet al shards out for hundreds of yards in all directions.

There was no escapi ng the shower of brilliant sparks that arced in all around
his plane. Both M koyan and his wi ngman were flying directly through the
deadl y hail storm of shrapnel, w ngs and canopi es absorbing the flam ng debris
that pelted them furiously. And the gruesonme sound of jagged metal chunks
bei ng sucked into the MG s powerful jet engines filled the cranped cockpit of
t he Soviet fighter.

At | east one of the fiery shards was expelled by the whirling turbine bl ades
into Mkoyan's primary fuel line that fed his airplane's left engine its
volatile m xture. A single spark ignited a steady stream of burning fuel
which in turn was inhaled by the rattling jet engine, and literally

bl ow-torched out the exhaust nozzle of the stricken Ful crum

There was no time for Mkoyan to cut the fuel supply, no tinme to
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radio his wi ngman for help, no time even to pull the ejection handles in the
front of his seat.



He had only tinme enough to realize that he was already a dead nan .

Ten thousand liters of explosive jet fuel was instantly touched off,
transformng his fighter into a white-hot fireball that turned the blackness
of the Pacific night into a ghastly backdrop for the Ful crum s mni-nova
eruption. The brilliant fire glowed for several terrible seconds, hanging in
the cold sky, before plunging to the ocean |like a spent nmeteorite. M koyan's
cremation was conpl ete before the weckage struck the ocean

A total of twenty Soviet fighters were |ost attacking the drones that night
over the Bering Sea.
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Chapter 48

It was only after the third radar event was picked up west of Krasnoyarsk that
Air Marshal Porogarkov called the nearby air base commander and threatened to
shoot himif he didn't rel ease the reserve fighter squadron

Despite the man's pleas for reconsideration, based on now solid evidence that
some kind of an Anerican attack force was approaching fromthe Bering Sea,

Por ogar kov refused to change his order. The base commander would face a firing
squad if the reserve jets weren't scranbled i nedi ately.

Ten minutes later, a flight of six Soviet fighters lifted off a dimy lit
runway and sped toward a point in the sky a hundred mles west of Krasnoyarsk.

"Picking up nultiple bogies at high altitude." Tboney's voice was steady as he
called out the alert to Hunter in the B-1's cockpit. "They've got search
radars on wi de scan... they haven't found us. Yet." o

"Dam!" Jones exclained fromhis TV screen. "Maybe they didn't take the bait
over the Bering after all!"
"We've cone this far without them finding us,"
just a routine patrol "

WA said hopefully. "Maybe it's

"Don't bet on it," Hunter responded grimy, his unique inner senses detecting
the enemy airplanes just seconds before JT's radar. "These guys never just fly
around for fun. If there are any intercep-
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tors up here, they're definitely |ooking for us."

Two tense mnutes passed. The B-1 was now only eighty-five mles away fromthe
target.

"Any positive I D on the bogies, JT?" Hunter asked.

"Looks like three Fbxbats-no, wait-one's got a different signature. ... It's a
Foxhound! " Thoney replied tightly, remenbering his air duels with the tough
Soviet M G 25s and -31s during the war. Both were super-fast Mach 3 fighters
that carried lots of fire-power-usually big AA-6 air-to-air nmissiles. And both
had a fairly sophisticated | ook-down/shoot-down radar to search out and
destroy their prey.

"\What about the others?" Hunter asked, instinctively nudging the big, battered
B-1 a fewfeet lower, in a effort to closer hug the hard ground bel ow.



"Can't tell for sure, Hawk," Thbomey said after checking his scope
"Si ngl e-engi ne jobs, well behind the first group, about Mach 1.5 speed.
Maybe M G 21s."

Hunter was scanning the MAPS plot on his small CRT screen, review ng the
remai ning course to the target to see if there were any alternate routes in
case they had to engage in evasi ve maneuvers.

No sooner had the B-1's sleek nose section risen slightly to clear sone
terrain feature bel ow, when the cockpit radi o crackl ed again.

"Narr ow beam scan! Tracki ng radar signals!" Iboney's alert confirmed Hunter's
apprehensi on. "One of the bastards found us! Should | comrence janm ng on
gui dance frequency?"

"No, wait!" Jones called out at this point. "If we light up the jamrer, the
others will pinpoint our location. Save it until we get a positive mssile
detect signal. But start jamm ng the hell out of the VHP signals-we don't want
them reporting our position to each other or back to their base."

"Roger..." Toormey went to work on the counterneasure scope, sending out

power ful jamm ng signals on the VHP transm ssion bands he'd nonitored the
Soviet pilots using. Wth their radios spewing forth an ear-splitting blast of
crackling static, the Soviet pilots knew the American was out there sonmewhere,
but they couldn't locate him

The B-1 screanmed along below a thirty-mle ridgeline, hidden fromthe claw ng
fingers of electronic energy emanating out of the Soviet planes desperate to
find them Hunter checked the MAPS
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di spl ay and saw he was now just fifty-five mles fromthe target.

Suddenly the protective ridgeline curved to the left, directly in front of the
raci ng bonber's path. Even before WA's shouted instruction reached his ears,
Hunt er had di sengaged the autopilot to haul the big bonber's stick back to

rai se themup over the ridge

Hunter knew that if he had |let the terrain avoidance gear take its norna
course, it would raise themup several hundred feet above the ground-easy bait
for the speedy Soviet interceptors. Instead he had no other choice but to
attenpt to clear the ridge at a | ower altitude, perhaps avoiding detection a
little |l onger. Keeping one eye on the terrain display on his second CRT, and
the other on the altinmeter reading, he twisted the B-1 to one side and powered
it over the ridge at a steep angle.

The howl i ng blast fromthe bonmber's four engines shook the ground just fifty
feet bel ow. Once the bomber was clear of the ridgetop, Hunter pushed the stick
forward again to force the big plane down to the protective terrain bel ow.

But there was no tine to congratulate hinmself for the naneuver's success, as
Tooney clipped out another warning.

"Mssile alert!" JT yelled so loudly his TV i nage actually becane scranbl ed
for a noment. "They nust've tagged us just as we crossed the ridgeline. Signa
i ndi cates tracking radar now. "

Hunter had only seconds to react before the I ow wailing of the threat warning



bl ared out an octave higher, filling the narrow cabin with its shrill ness.

"Mssile lock signals now. . . He's launched one!" Tooney holl ered above the
sound of the threat warning, as he hurriedly attenpted to jamthe missile's
gui dance signal s.

"Must be the damm Foxhound," said Jones. "He closed that distance in a couple
of seconds."

"The Foxbats won't be far behind, either,”
the mssile, JT?"

Hunter rem nded them "Can you jam

"Negative jam repeat, negative jam" Tooney's voice was slightly rushed now.
"Break left and clinb, Hawk! It's a heat-seeker-Ben, blow off some flares!"

WA punched a button on his console that inmediately ejected two high-intensity
decoy flares, one fromeach side of the aircraft. The white-hot phosphorous

m ni -rockets resenbled brilliant fireworks shells that arced swiftly out a
hundred yards and burned with a
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blue-white fire. In slow notion freefall, the small flares presented a hot
target | arger than the bonber itself.

Even before Hunter heard Toomey call for the break and clinb, he had pl anned
t he evasi ve maneuver he intended to take. Hauling the big bonber's stick up
and to the right, he forced the B-I to clinb on a hard bank, snapping the big
pl ane around like it was tethered on a line. The banking turn continued unti
he was near one thousand feet.

He took several deep gul ps of oxygen and tapped the flag in his pocket.

"C non, baby," he whispered. "Don't give out on ne now

The Soviet mssile had been fired at maxi numrange, and the first target it
encountered was the brilliantly burning decoy flare WA had | aunched off the
bonber's left side.

Li ke a mute airborne attack dog, the big AA-6 nissile lunged for the flare,
whi ch was now descending in a slow spiral toward the ground. The air-to-air
det onated on contact with the heat source, exploding in a yellowwhite
fireball.

By the time he saw the mssile's flame, Hunter had already |evel ed out of the
puni shing turn he'd forced on the ailing B-1, and now he ranmed the stick
forward to dive back down under the attacking fighters. The bonmber screaned
back down in a steep dive, passing below the sharp ridgeline they had risen
above earlier. Hunter cranked out the bomber's wings to provide nmore lift at
the lower altitude, but he didn't level off again until the altimeter warning
sounded, indicating that he was back bel ow two hundred feet.

By doubling back on hinself, Hunter was trying to use the Soviets' greater
speed to their disadvantage. The tactic worked, as evidenced by the deafening
t hunder that enveloped the B-1 as the three front-line Soviet interceptors
roared past overhead.

"Ckay, JT, let's give those bastards a kick in the ass,"”
prepared for the next naneuver.

Hunter growl ed as he



He tightened his grip on the stick and flashed a gl ance at the CRT display
showi ng the Soviet fighters' positions. "Say when ready, JT."

Tooney had previously configured his radar screen to acconmpdate the B-1 's
defensive air-to-air launches, and he quickly prepared
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the deadly rockets, still nestled snug in their rotary | auncher suspended

i nside the aft weapons bay. The red "Ready" lights confirmed the procedure.
"M ssiles ready. Commence attack maneuver... now " Tbomey shout ed.

Hunter did so and was instantly thrown back into his seat by the airplane's
vi ol ent noti on.

He had pitched the bonmber up sharply in a rapid clinb, cranking the wings in
toward the fusel age as the B-1 shot through the thin auto rise above the
raci ng Soviet fighters. The steep clinb I eveled out at five thousand feet,
where Hunter called back to Tooney to fire when ready.

Tooney had already found the trio of Soviet fighters on his scope, and the
tracking signals of the B-1's powerful search radar illuminated their
positions for the m ssile guidance system Wen three small cursors appeared
besi de the white "eneny aircraft" icons on the scope, he mashed the fire
control "pickle" three tinmes

"Mssiles away!" JT said | oudly.

At the same instant Hunter could hear the rotary | auncher snoothly punp three
of the lethal torpedoes out of the open weapons bay. The big AMRAAMs fell into
t he bonber's slipstream and qui ckly arned thensel ves. Wen the conpl ex

gui dance circuitry canme alive in the nmissiles' warheads, they ignited their
smal | rocket notors and shot away fromthe B-1 toward the fleeing Soviet

i nterceptors.

The two out board AMRAAME wor ked as advertised. Each sel ected a separate
target, fed in by the attack conputer seconds before | aunch fromthe B-1's
weapons bay. Each missile's solid fuel propellant drove it toward the sel ected
target at better than Mach 3.

And each missile cane within twenty yards of a Soviet M G 25 Foxbat before
erupting in a blinding flash of high explosives and jagged nmetal, engulfing
each Soviet plane in a destructive fireball

But the center nmissile was a half-second late in reaching its target-the

M G 31 Foxhound | eadi ng the squadron. \Wen the squadron | eader heard his own
m ssile warning alarmgo off, he punched the powerful engines to ful
afterburner, shooting the interceptor forward like a bullet froma gun

Maj or M kh | osifovich Guryevich saw his wi ngnmen perish in the unholy fl ames of
t he AMRAAME' expl osions, and he felt the
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buffeting of nmassive turbul ence behind him The nissile intended for his plane
had been detonated by the other two expl osions, and only his incredible speed

had saved Guryevich fromthe fate of his conrades.

Anger burned within the Soviet pilot as he saw the flam ng weckage of two



pl anes cartwheel crazily to the ground. He didn't know how t he Anericans had
done it-launching nmissiles fromone of their B-Is-but Guryevich was determ ned
to exact revenge foi the death of his pilots.

He quickly snap-rolled the speedy Foxhound around to give chase to the wily
Aneri can.

"Two away!" WA called out jubilantly, watching the icons disappear from
Toonmey's scope. "One to go."

"Yeah, but that's the deadly one," Tooney responded grimy. "Hawk, we m ssed
t he Foxhound, and he's com ng around. Range twenty mles."

Hunter wasted no tine in reacting. He punched the B-1 's throttles down past
the stops to full afterburner, and the big bonber streaked through the sky
directly toward the oncom ng Soviet fighter

@Quryevi ch checked his radar scope and couldn't believe his eyes. The insane
Yankee was coming straight at him... In the blink of an eye, the range

bet ween the two planes closed at a conbi ned speed al nost four tines the speed
of sound.

There was no time for the Soviet pilot to check his radar again before the
nmenaci ng green shape of the B-1 filled his cockpit canopy. There was no tine
to launch a nissile or even squeeze the trigger to spray the big bonber with
his internal gun. The only thing his brain conmanded himto do was to break
away-to escape the mad rush of this crazy American

@uryevich swung the MG s stick sharply down and to the left to dive out of
the path of the huge green bonber, dropping his plane down as the B-I

t hundered overhead, smashing his smaller plane with the jetwash fromits four
power ful turbof ans.

By the time he regained control of his fighter, the B-I had di sappeared over a
ridgeline to .the east.

"Damm this lunatic..."
catch hi nP"

@Quryevi ch thought. "Doesn't he know | will certainly

The puzzled Soviet pilot ramed his throttle down again to pursue the spot on
the horizon where the Anerican bomber had
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vani shed.
"Quess he's never played Chicken Kiev, General," Hunter said grimy, turning
toward the bank of TVs facing him "Ready on my signal, JT?"

"Ready status confirned," Tbonmey answered, quickly preparing another AVRAAM
for launch, already sensing what Hunter had pl anned.

"Ckay," Hunter said evenly, "just keep your finger on the launch button, and
I et me know when that bandit comes cl ose enough to nail."
"Fifteen mles . . . Picking up tracking signals . " Thbomey began, his
voice trailing past each sentence as his sungl assed eyes renai ned | ocked on
t he defensive systems scope. "Punp sonme chaff out, Ben."

WA obliged by pressing the "Chaff Rel ease" button sharply, knowing it would



send two hal f-pound bundl es of the tinsel-like nmetal shavings into the air
beyond the bonber. The dense cl ouds of chaff would appear as huge blips on the
Soviet fighter's radar screen. It would distract the pilot, perhaps only for a
fraction of a second.

But it was all the tine Hunter woul d need.

"len mles... WVe got a missile alert!" Tooney called out as a threat warning
started its rising-pitch song, which was rapidly reaching a crescendo as the
Soviet prepared to launch a deadly AA-9 missile at the fleeing B-1.

"Five miles ..." JT said, his screen once again going briefly to static. "He's
going to launch in a second... Mssile lock now He's firing. "

Hunt er had simul taneously yanked all four throttles all the way back past
their full afterburner position to a near stall, at the same tine pushing the
wi ng sweep | ever down hard, cranking the big wings out to their ful
fifteen-degree swept out position. A split second | ater, Hunter had dropped
full flaps and | owered the | andi ng gear and weapon bay doors.

The result was a dramatic decrease in airspeed, as if the plane had sinply
screeched to a halt in mdair. The "eneny aircraft"” blip on Tooney's screen
di sappeared nonentarily as it streaked through
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the center of the sweep arm indicating it had passed the B-I overhead.

The Russian pilot was at first annoyed by the huge chaff clouds that spread
across his radar screen, nonentarily interfering with his weapons lock on the
tail of the American bomber. He wasted several precious seconds waiting to
zoomclear of the netallic mess before re-targeting his mssile.

H s annoyance quickly turned to dismay as the large sil houette of the green
bonber suddenly filled his whole canopy, as if the B-1 had been instantly

i ncreased to giant proportions. The distance between the two pl anes had been
sl ashed to nothing as the Mach 3 speed of the M G had brought it to a near
collision with the tail of the stalling bonmber.

Quryevich's finger was still pressing the nissile's release button when he
shot like arifle bullet over the top of the fluttering plane that appeared to
hover in mdair. The nissile | eaped off his wing just as the B- 1's green blur
di sappeared beneath the streaki ng Sovi et Foxhound. Unable to acquire a target
that was now behind it, the mssile whizzed off toward the horizon and

expl oded harm essly.

The Sovi et officer knew he had been tricked again. But this time there would
be no chance to even the score with the bold Yankee air pirate. Even the crude
Soviet radar threat warning couldn't fail to pick up a ten-foot air-to-air

m ssile being launched fromthe B-1 at point-blank range | ess than a hundred
yards behi nd his speeding fighter

Even before he could turn to | ook back, the huge AMRAAM i npacted the rear of
his canopy. In a heartbeat, the Soviet airplane and its pilot were
obliterated.

Large and snall pieces of the shattered Foxhound went cartwheeling across the
sky, some drifting back to earth, sone falling directly into the path of the
sl ow nmovi ng Ameri can bonber.



"Got himl" WA cried out as he saw t he expl osi on bl ossom across his TV screen.

A second |l ater they all heard the staccato rattling of metal shards striking
the topside of the B-1's fuselage as the big bonber flew right through the
cloud of debris that had only a second before been a Soviet fighter

Hunter had to rapidly accelerate the big bonber to prevent a stall, punching
all four throttles up to full mlitary before he reclosed the
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| andi ng gear and weapons bay doors. Despite the |ightning-quick nmaneuver, the
bonber still collided with a | arge piece of what had been one of the eneny
fighter's engines.

Hunter felt a shudder run through the entire airplane, conplete with a
creaki ng groan.

"We ran right into the weckage,* Hunter reported over his suddenly
static-filled radio. "It sounds like half his Goddam airpl ane bounced ri ght
on top of me."

Instantly all three of the rempte-control crew nmenbers started scanning their
consol es for damage eval uation

"I do not have FOD to the engines," Tooney said through a gasp of relief.
"Confirm Foreign Cbject Danage is negative," Hunter called back, rapidly
scanning his instrunment panel and pressure gauges to confirmnormal engine
operation, even as he raised the landing gear. "But | can hear a hole in the

roof about hal fway back, and it is definitely affecting the flight controls."

No one bothered to ask Hunter if he thought he would be able to still contro
the big airplane. They knew if anyone could keep the B-1 aloft, it was Hunter.

"And now we're out of bullets," the pilot added grimy. Geasing the four
eneny airplanes had taken all of his enormous flight skills, and his body was
shimering with the solid feeling of success.

But he knew he had a | ot of problens.

"Any sign of the other bandits, JT?" he asked, after a few deep gul ps of
oxygen.

"As of now, |'ve got negative radar contact, Hawk," Tboney responded after
checking the TV scope in front of him

Hunt er checked the MAPS display. He was now thirty-two mles fromthe target.
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Chapter 49

Captain Mursk read the conputer screen nessage tw ce before he was able to
absorb it all.

Once he had, however, he inmmediately transferred the nmessage to the air
mar shal ' s screen, then sprinted over to his superior's desk.

"I's this an accurate report, Captain?" the air defense m nister asked,



slightly startl ed.
"It has to be," Miursk answered. "It's being confirnmed throughout the network."

Por ogar kov read the nmessage one nore tinme. In a nutshell it stated that an
Ameri can bonber was just mnutes away fromentering the i mredi ate airspace
around Krasnoyarsk, after having destroyed four scranbled interceptors fifty
mles fromthe radar station

"Then it will be here in a matter of minutes..." the air marshal said, nore to
hinsel f than to Mursk. Instantly he knew that whatever had happened out over
the Bering Sea had been a ruse.

"Qur SAM crews have been alerted, sir," Miursk said, his voice also a little
shaky. "Plus there are still six reserve interceptors tracking the eneny
ai rpl ane. "

Por ogar kov i medi ately started punching buttons on his console. An instant

| ater, a klaxon began blaring inside the entire radar station. Large shutters

automatically lowered in front of all w ndows and exposed doorways. A recorded
announcement broadcast via a continuous |oop track, ordered that all personne

should to go the station's deep underground bomb shelter inmediately.
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Mursk turned toward the exit, then stopped.

"You are coming, sir?" he asked Porogarkov. "The SAMcrews wi |l handl e the
i ntruder."
"No, Captain,"” the senior officer said. "You go ... there are things here

have to do ..
"But, sir-"

Por ogar kov waved away the younger man's protests. "Go, Captain ..."

"But | will stay with you, sir.

Por ogar kov's face turned crinmson. "Captain, this is an order," he said: "Go to

the shelter . . . imediately."

The air marshal turned back to his console and punched in a series of red
buttons, all of which produced a gl owi ng anber light on his screen. Mirsk took
one | ook at his superior's action and felt a chill run through him The senior
man was armng at |east a half dozen SS-19 I CBMs that were | ocated at a
refurbi shed Red Star base near Leningrad.

Por ogar kov pushed anot her series of buttons, and a | ow whi ne began to emanate
fromhis console. Muirsk knew this was the "in-system' signal for the weapons
targeting satellites-at the speed of light, tracking and targeting information
was being relayed between the high-orbiting satellites and the mni-conputers
within the SS-19s thensel ves.

"Sir, the fuel in those rockets . Mur sk began to say.

Por ogar kov' s pistol was out of his belt in a second.

"Captain, | will say this one last tinme," the marshal hissed at him "Go to

the shelter."



"But, sir," Mirsk foolishly protested. "There's no way of know ng whether the
fuel mxture in those rockets is adequate. CQur technicians needed one nore
week to re-confirmthe First Launch mxture . "

Por ogar kov fired one shot-into the air. But with the blaring klaxon, the
constantly repeating air raid warning and the general confusion inside the
control room the gunshot was hardly heard.

"The next one will be aimed at your heart, Captain," Porogarkov said.

Finally, Mirsk turned to go. That's when he heard the air marshal nutter: "How
do they do it? These damm Anmericans! How could they have flown a bomnber
hal fway around the world and
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t hrough our outernost radar defenses, w thout us seeing then?" For the first
time in along tine, Muirsk had no ready answer.

"Starting bomb run checklist now .

Wth that, WA began rattling off a long list of procedures that eventually
woul d transformthe fat, lifeless cylinders in the B-1's forward weapons bay
into the lethal bonbs that could "fly" with deadly accuracy to the target now
bei ng programmed into his offensive systens conputer

Al the while, Hunter's arnms were straining just keeping the bomber steady. He
had shut off the automatic terrain avoi dance gear after being hit by the
flying weckage-its conputers were not sophisticated enough to handle a B-I
with a cracked back, a chopped-up left wing, and a shredded tail plane, flying
only one hundred feet above the ground.

Only a pilot-a human pilot-could do that.

"I read twenty plus one to target," Jones told Hunter over the now very-shaky
TV noni tors.

"Roger, "
Ben.

Hunter said, in between checking off the bonb run procedures with

At that noment, Hunter felt a very famliar tingling in the back of his head.
An instant later, JT's voice crackled fromthe cockpit speaker.

"I got two bandits!" he yelled. "About el even niles behind you. Looks like a
pair of MG 21s. They are riding high at Mach 1.2."

Hunt er shook his head and gritted his teeth. He didnt need this. The B-I was
in bad enough shape as it was. But within twenty seconds, it would be in the
range of yet another barrage of enenmy AA-2 Atoll air-to-air mssiles.

In the cranped cockpit of the lead M G 21, the young Soviet trainee was flying
at top speed, hugging the rugged terrain as near as he dared to close the

di stance to the Anerican bonber. \ The B-1's dark shape | oomed before him

sil houetted against the fiery glow fromthe bonber's four exhaust nozzles.
Trying his best to remenber his | essons, he locked in the targeting

coordi nates for his one and only Atoll mssile, suspended fromthe fighter's
fuse-

1
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| age.

At this range, he believed nothing could prevent the deadly expl osive dart
frompenetrating the bonmber's innards, drawn into the heat of the flam ng
exhaust s.

The Soviet pilot pushed the nissile release trigger on his control stick. The
Atoll mssile screaned out fromunder his airplane toward the B-1's tail at
twi ce the speed of sound.

The B-1's automatic tail warning systemwas alert, scanning the skies behind

t he speeding bonmber with an unblinking infrared eye, watching for a "hot spot"
in the cold skies of Soviet Central Asia. Wien it detected the fiery plune of
the Atoll, it triggered a pair of red "warning" lights on the consol es of both
Hunter in the cockpit and Toomey back in the sub. Simultaneously, the system

i ndependently |l aunched a pair of decoy flares and several chaff bundles in a
last-ditch effort to draw the nmissile off its target.

Instantly Toonmey was hollering for Hunter to begin evasi ve maneuvers.
"It's not falling for it," Tbomey reported grimy as his instrunents told him
that the heat-seeking mssile was ignoring the glittering chaff, deviating
only slightly toward the super- hot light of the white phosphorous flares.

Hunter was already reacting to his own warning light. He took a quick | ook at
the threat display on his CRT screen; he would have only one glinpse to tel

hi m where the missile was coming from and he woul d have to decide in the next
two seconds how he was going to escape it. As if time were noving in slow

nmoti on, Hunter stared at the tiny screen, waiting for the refresh of its

bl i nki ng scope trace.

There it was-as he had guessed, |aunched fromlow and to the left.

Hunt er qui ckly yanked the bomber's control stick back all the way as he
floored all four throttles to full afterburner. The big bonber protested with
groans fromthe battered wings and roars fromthe engines as it attenpted to
respond to Hunter's commands that literally attenpted to stand the huge pl ane
up on its tail in mdair, nomentarily past the maxi rum safe angle of flight
programred into the bonber's flight envel ope.

It was a maneuver Hunter had perfected in his F-16, and it served
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himwell in the larger bonber. The B-l1 reared up |like a bucking bronco, its
wi ngs flexing dangerously at the high-g stress. Miltiple stall warnings
sounded in the cranped cockpit as the plane strove to remain in the air,
struggling against the principles of aeronautics to neet Hunter's denands.

Just as the B-1's forward noti on had al nost stopped, the sixty-pound war head
of the streaking Atoll missile detonated, confused by the sudden shift inits
sel ected infrared heat source-the B-1's right outboard engi ne. The powerful
expl osi on rocked the upright bonber |ike a paper airplane, and although the
deadly cl oud of spreadi ng shrapnel and debris was nostly directed away from

t he plane, several large flaning pieces inpacted on the bonber's starboard
wing. At the sanme time a ragged hailstormof netal pellets, sone of them
searing white-hot, struck the exposed topside of the B-1's fuselage as it was



buf feted by the expl osion.

Al at once, lights flicked off and on in the tilted cabin. Consol e displ ays
and computer screens flickered out as power supplies failed in the conplex
systenms. The expl osi on-rocked bormber shook like it was being el ectrocuted as
it began to tunble, out of control, toward the hard earth bel ow

It was only by the quick conbination of Hunter in the bucking cockpit and
Jones at his remote-control console that prevented a massive flanmeout from
stalling all four engines. Westling the uncooperative stick forward again,
Hunter once again rapidly slamed the four-throttle handle down to ful
mlitary to give the fluttering bonber some forward airspeed to restore
control.

Jones pushed a button that cranked out the tapered wings to their ful
extension to prevent a fatal spin, and slowy the green heavily snoking bonber
regai ned altitude and settled its nose into a nore horizontal track

Al ready Tooney and WA were pushing buttons and twisting dials, trying to bring
t he wounded bonber's systenms back on line. WA particularly continued to
struggle with both the MAPS di splay and the bonbi ng conmputer, both of which
had failed during the attack.

At | ast, Jones asked the critical question: "Can you still hold her, Hawk?"

"Affirmative," Hunter yelled into his radio, the noise inside the battered
ai rpl ane being so loud he could barely hear the straining engines. "Were the
hell are those two bandits right now?"
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"They've circled out a mile or two after launching the mssile," Tooney

answer ed, adjusting his sunglasses. "My guess is they didn't want to pick up
bits and pieces of your remains if that nissile had gone where it was supposed
to have gone."

"Can you jam hi mup?" Hunter asked, "Prevent himfrom poppi ng us agai n?"

"Not unless the system comes back up on line,"’
may not be for another four mnutes.”

Tooney said in a flat tone, "It

"'By that tine, well be on target," Jones said grinmy. "And there's not a
Goddamm thing we can do about it."

As if to confirmJones's pessinism the nenaci ng shapes of the two
delta-winged MG 21 s flashed in front of the bonmber's cockpit just a few
hundred yards ahead, as if they were inspecting their prize. Hunter quickly
noticed that neither airplane was carrying any nore air-to-air mssiles.

But it didn't really matter. He knew that while the B-1 still had close to
full engine power, the speedy M Gs coul d easy keep pace with him blasting him
out of the sky with their pod- nobunted GSh-23 tw n-barrel gun, slung between
the forward airbrakes.

"JT!'" Hunter called out. "Wat's our defensive status?"

"Jamm ng systemis gone. It's busted," Tooney responded, glancing at the
bunki ng consol e |ights.

"You're twelve mles fromtarget," Jones told him through his flickering TV



SCreens.

"Ben!" Hunter called out sharply, his voice shaky fromthe incredibly rough
ride. "What's our weapons delivery status?"

"Bad, Hawk," Ben replied firmy. "The bonmb conputer is conpletely greased.
Ditto our back-up here. As of this noment, | can't even | aunch the bonbs on
Kr ashnoyar sk. "

"Keep trying to reset, Ben," Hunter ordered, as he scanned the width of the
hori zon, searching for the M Gs.

As if on cue, a streamof tracers suddenly poured across the B-1 's green
nose-a deadly cascadi ng rai nbow arcing right in front of Hunter's face ripping
up the first few feet of the bonber's nose.

"Jesus Christ!" he yelled. "They've got the range now. Wat's the distance to
target?"

"You are at eight and a half," Jones told himquickly.

Hunter stared up through the B-1's cockpit and saw that the M Gs were flying
directly above him |ike cowboys riding herd on an
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unruly steer. He knew that another strafing pass was inevitable.

Suddenly, Hunter deliberately reached down on his center console and activated
the B-1's | anding gear doors, opening themto |ower the bonber's wheels. Back
on the sub, Jones, W4, and Tboney i medi ately recogni zed what Hunter was

doi ng: lowering one's wheels during an engagenent was consi dered the universa
signal of pilot surrender

"Hawk, you can't be-" WA said incredulously. "You re not going to-"

Suddenly, Wa's TV screen bunked out. He turned to Jones and Tooney and saw
their screens too had instantly been flooded with static.

Al three men desperately punched their back-up TV transm ssion buttons but to
no avail. Fromthat point on, all comunication with the bonber was |ost.
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Chapter 50

Air Marshal Porogarkov checked his console screen for the last tine.

The six anber lights on the control board had now turned a dullish orange.
This told himthat the warheads atop the SS-19 1 CBMs were fully |inked and

| ocked on with the orbiting targeting satellites.

Wth one | ong, slow deep breath, he punched six nore buttons. One by one the
orange |lights began to gl ow red.

That confirnmed it-the six ICBMs, each carrying a small 1.5-kiloton nucl ear
war head, were on the way to independently selected targets on the East Coast
of Anerica.

Porogarkov felt a chill, even though the control roomwas now very, very hot.



He was past thinking about how many |ives he had just condemmed to death. He
was past thinking about what this would do to the ultinmate goals of Red Star
H s own goal was that if the Anerican bonber attack was successful, he wanted
to be sure that Red Star nassive retaliation was on the way before the
intricate satellite-to-warhead system was destroyed.

H s act done, Porogarkov quickly walked to the main hall of the now deserted
radar station.

Once there, he switched on a nearby security radio and quickly dialed in the
frequency he knew was used by the fighter planes charged with protecting the
regi on.

Wthin thirty seconds he had | earned that the Anmerican bonber-the trainee
pilots clainmed it was a B-1 - had been severely
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damaged and had |l owered its | anding gear and flaps in an apparent attenpt at
surrender.

Porogarkov's spirits suddenly were soaring. If the American bonber wanted to
surrender, then perhaps Red Star would survive this incident after all

He instantly began doing calculations in his head. He was very fanmliar with
the little-used airstrip right next to the radar station- he had | anded in his
own airplane there many tines. Its runway was extra |l ong, due to the needs of
the huge An-22 and IL-76 cargo jets that had flown in the majority of the
materials used to upgrade the Krasnoyarsk station

He knew the B-I didn't need a very long runway to land. Could it be possible
that not only would the valuable station be spared but this his forces would
al so capture an American bonber?

Mani pul ati ng the bank of switches near the station entrance, he was able to
lift one of the protective shutters that covered the huge, six-inch-thick
pl ate gl ass wi ndows of the station's main building.

Now he had a perfect view of the airstrinp.

A qui ck shudder ran through himas he heard the base's SAM group | eader order
his crews to lock on to the approachi ng Amrerican airplane.

"No!" he screamed involuntarily, quickly yanking the m crophone fromthe radio
set. The last thing he wanted now was for his mssile crews to shoot down the
surrendering bonber. The airplane would be much nore valuable to Red Star

i ntact-both technol ogically and propaganda-w se.

A quick call to the base defense conmander and the SAM crews were quickly put
on st and- by.

Anot her m nute passed. Now Porogarkov could just barely make out the outline
of the approaching Anerican bonmber, its snoking dark sil houette casting a
ghostly image in the twilight sky, the two M G 21s, their exhausts flam ng
riding on either side.

He reached for the phone again. In a matter of seconds he was tal king with one
of the trainee pilots.

"I's he still intending to surrender?" he asked the young man.



"Yes, sir," came the nervous reply. "He has no choice, sir. H s airplane has
sust ai ned damage to both wings, its tail and its m d-section. Hi s engines are
snoki ng heavily and we can see he is having trouble just controlling his

| evel . "
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O course Porogarkov knew that there was a chance the Anerican would sinply
dive into the radar station. In fact the airstrip defense comander was
qui ckly on line expressing the same concern

"Not to worry, Conrade," the air marshal said, knowi ng the Anericans

| ong- st andi ng policy agai nst "one-way" bonbing runs. In fact, he knew that a
great anount of their bomber technol ogy ever since World War 11-durable

engi nes, high fuel capacity, inflight refueling exercises -had been geared
around bringing the crews back from | ong-range bonmbi ng m ssi ons.

"These Anericans never go on suicide missions," he said confidently. "They
feel that life is nuch too valuable."

In a strange way, Porogarkov felt a little envious of the Anerican behind the
controls of the slowy approaching airplane. He knew that if the positions
were reversed, Porogarkov woul d have been expected by his superiors to give up
his life to destroy the target.

"He is starting a turn for landing..." one of the MG pilots called out.
"Stay with him" Porogarkov imrediately called back. "Stay right beside him
and make sure he |ands."

The air marshal could clearly see the American bonber now. It was a B-|
probably one of the last ones left, he thought. He was | ooking forward to
finally getting to see the insides of one.

The airstrip landing lights began to blink on, giving the Arerican a clear
view of the strip. Briefly, Porogarkov's nind flashed back to the six | CBVs he
knew were at that noment streaking through the upper atnosphere, heading for
their targets. All the better, he thought.

Wth this | ast gasp, the Americans would finally be finished.
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Chapter 51

The B-1's wheels hit the Soviet airstrip hard, violently bouncing the airplane
once, then a second time. Tortured screeches of netal and rubber filled the
air. Finally, after the third contact, the battered, snoking American bonber
was down for good.

Por ogar kov was running now. Qut of the radar station's main entrance and
toward the end of the runway about two hundred feet away. Already a dozen
jeeps and troop trucks were tearing out onto the landing strip, racing madly
in an effort to keep up with the fast rolling bonmber.

The two escorting M Gs, their pilots now certain that the bonber was down,
pul | ed up and streaked over the base, one of them brazenly performng a
cel ebratory barrel roll



The B-1's engines quickly reversed and a shredded parachute was rel eased from
his rear end-both acts in effort to slow the big plane's roll. Porogarkov
reached the end of the runway at this point, out of breath but jubilant. The
B-1 was sl owi ng down and soon enough it ground to a halt right in front of
him not 150 feet fromthe main entrance to the radar station

He cautiously approached the airplane, opting to wait for the security troop
trucks to arrive. He was amazed at how nmuch damage the bonber had

sustai ned-both its wings were in tatters, its portside tail plane was hangi ng
by only a few bolts and wires, and its md-section |ooked as if sonme gigantic
fist had battered it several tines

Each of the bonber's four engines were snoking heavily and
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small fires had broken out on two of the afterburning nozzles. Stil

Por ogar kov knew t he chance of an expl osion caused by ignited fuel was renote.
Even as he was running toward the airstrip he had seen two | ong pl unes of
vented fuel burst out fromthe back of the airplane, its pilot obviously not
wanting the battered aircraft to expl ode on | andi ng.

In fact, he had seen nore than a dozen pieces of the airplane fall off during
its approach, leading all the nmore to his amazenent that the airplane had
actually landed in relatively one piece.

The security forces were now on the scene and the bonber was quickly
surrounded.

Once Porogarkov was certain the area was secure, he notioned for a dozen of
the soldiers to follow him

Reachi ng the bonber's rear conpartment entrance, the air marshal sent in two
sol di ers ahead before clinbing into the aircraft hinself.

If anything the interior of the airplane | ooked worse than its outside. The
compartnent was filled with acrid snmoke, many snmall fires were bl azi ng away
and it seened like every electrical wire was sparking brilliantly.

He and the soldiers slowy nade their way up to the airplane's forward
conpartnent, the air marshal taking his own pistol out just in case the
Ameri cans gave a struggle.

The two soldiers were the first to reach the cockpit. Instantly they turned
back toward him two identical expressions of mxed confusion and horror
witten across their faces.

Por ogar kov brusquely stormed into the cockpit, his head filled with wild ideas
of how the Red Star would honor himfor this nonment.

But an instant |ater, he understood the | ook of haunted di sconcertion in his
sol diers' eyes.

The cockpit was enpty.
"Search the airplane!"

Por ogar kov heard the words, but it was as if someone el se had yelled the
order.



That's when everything started to happen at once. H s eyes had fallen into a
LED di spl ay which was ticking off in seconds. Wen it finally reached 001, he
was startled to hear the bonber's engines suddenly come to |ife again.
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At the same instant, another nmore pungent odor filled the cabin. The astounded
sol diers, not knowing the origin of the snell, instinctively held their noses.
But as an ol d weapons officer, Porogarkov knew the aroma well-it was the

result of two fusing agents being ignited.
In other words, bonbs on board the airplane were, at that second, being arned.

A moment | ater, the B-I suddenly lurched forward in a bizarre, bunpy taxiing
motion. A nultitude of lights cane to life on the bomber's control panel

Bel I s, buzzers, and shrill warning signals all started blaring at once.
Shocked and unable to nove, the air nmarshal and his dozen sol diers were thrown
agai nst the cabin wall as the B-1 crawed forward, its engines screamng in

| ow accel erati on pain.

Then, in his last living noment, Porogarkov heard the distinct loud sizzling
of two weapons just m cro-seconds before detonation

Three seconds later, the B-1, its speed up to 25 nph, slanmred right through
the main entrance of the radar station, the pair of high-explosive glide bonbs
inits md-section detonating at the sanme instant.

There was a quick flash of flane, followed by a trenmendous expl osion-so
powerful it knocked down the remaining airstrip security troops who had
wat ched in horror as the B-I suddenly pitched forward into the building.

A series of devastating secondary expl osions followed, their combined viol ence
produci ng an enor nous nmushroom cloud that rival ed the detonation of a small
nucl ear devi ce.

When those Soviet security troops lucky to survive the blast cane to, they saw
that absolutely nothing was | eft of the bonmber or the Krasnoyarsk radar
station.
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No nore than a hundred people saw the six streaks of light flash across the
sky hi gh above the Anerican northeastern seaboard.

The smal |l nunber of w tnesses was due to the fact that nmpost of the New Engl and
coastal areas had been evacuated shortly after the Big War, when the nurderous
M d- Aks briefly held the area.

However one person, a Down Mai ner fisherman naned Frank Dow, got a fairly
close look at two of the Soviet 1CBMs. He was twenty miles off the coast of
sout hern Mai ne when the objects crashed side-by-side into the ocean no nore
than one thousand yards fromhis fishing boat, their violent re-entry creating
such a tidal disturbance his craft was very nearly swanped

Nei t her expl oded.

Dow had no idea what the missiles were or where they had cone from In fact,



when he first saw the streaks approaching himas he was beginning to haul in
his daily catch, he thought he was about to be abducted by UFGCs.

Once he was certain that his boat was out of danger of sinking, he quickly
mar ked the approxi mate | ocation of the crash on his sea chart and then hastily
left the area, leaving his catch and his nets behind.

A South African crimnal naned Rook al so witnessed one of the ICBMs re-entry
up close and first hand. H ding out on a small island off the coast of the old
city of
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Port smout h, New Hanpshire, Rook had been awakened from a deep sleep by a
nmonstrous crashi ng noise. Rousing hinmself fromhis | og cabin hide-out, he ran
to the beach and was anmzed to see the snmoky remmins of the huge SS-19 missile
sticking straight up in the sand just at the high tide |evel.

Rook, a forner Circle Arny nercenary who was al so an airborne expl osives
specialist at one tinme, knew the object was a Soviet intercontinental
ballistic mssile and figured quite rightly that it contai ned a nucl ear device
i nsi de.

Yet he al so knew that whoever had fired the m ssile had done so incorrectly.
The object sticking out of the sand was very nearly the entire nmissile-Ilaunch
st ages, warhead, everything. The m ssile had not separated in the upper
reaches of the earth's atnosphere as it was supposed to. It had | anded,
virtually intact, on the beach

It was just a guess, but he theorized that if the missile s fuel nixture had
somehow been tainted-or not blended together properly in the first place-it
woul d have prevented the I1CBM fromreaching its all-inmportant "critical escape
altitude,” the point at which the tim ng mechani sms for the breakaway stages
and the warhead arnming systens were activated via altimeter controls.

But Rook al so knew that just because the missile had | anded intact that didn't
necessarily nmean it still wasn't about to expl ode.

Qui ckly packing his things, he set out in his small unpowered boat and rowed
toward shore, upset that he would have to find yet another place to hide.

No one saw the other three SS-19s crash to earth.

One landed in a lake in western Nova Scotia. Another did a belly landing on an
abandoned seasi de vacation area in northern Massachusetts called Pl um I sl and.

The sixth and final 1CBM had plowed itself into the side of a New Hanpshire
mount ai n used in pre-war days as a ski slope.

I nside these three SS-19s, as in the others, the warheads had survived their

| ess-t han-auspicious re-entry. And battered though they were, with the right
amount of technology, all six of the 1.5-kiloton nucl ear devices could one day
be repaired.
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Chapter 53

Hunter knew at |east three of his ribs were broken



He tried to turn over on his side, but couldn't-the pain was too intense. He
reached up to his right shoulder and found that this too was hurt-nost likely
it was separat ed.

Carefully, he tried to wiggle his toes and was relieved to find them
respondi ng, though renotely so. He held first his right hand, then his left in
front of his face. Both were badly scraped and cut, but apparently free of

br oken bones.

He felt his face next, checking to nake sure his nose, ears and jaw were stil
attached. They were. A quick reach between bis |egs al so brought a spark of
relief-he was sore there, but still intact.

He reached below himand felt the remains of the rubber life raft that he had
used to break his fall. It was in tatters, instantly deflated when it-and
he-hit the cold, sharp rocky tundra going no | ess than 60 nph shortly before
the B-1 set down on the Soviet airstrip.

Junpi ng fromthe noving airplane had actually turned out to be the easy part.
The conplications happened m nutes before when he had to quickly programthe
B-1's on-board conmputer to |and the bonber, taxi it to a stop at a precise
spot down the end of the runway, and shut down, only to have its engines fire
up again exactly one nmnute later-the tinme it would take to armand fuse the
two glide bonbs in its forward weapons bay-and smash into the radar station

But he knew the plan had worked. Even through groggy and bl ood-mi sted eyes he
had seen the Soviet conplex explode in a nini-
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nmushr oom cl oud.

"W got 'em guys," he had coughed in a brief noment of congratul ations.

But he knew he was in real trouble.

He couldn't nove-not right away anyway. And if he had been able to, where
woul d he go? If there were any Soviets left breathing at the base, he was sure
they would kill him And there was certainly no friendly faces for at |least a
t housand mil es around.

O so he thought.
He cl osed his eyes, for what he thought had been just a mnute.

But when he woke, it was al nost daylight and the first thing he saw was the
barrel of an AK-47 just an inch or two fromhis nose.

Next thing he knew, he was being put on a stretcher, while, at the sane
nmonent, soneone was injecting sonething into his arm He was suddenly
overwhel med with an extraordinarily pleasant, though highly narcotic feeling.
He would later learn that he'd been injected with enough norphine to nmake a
horse giddy for a week.

Over the next few days, he had only vague nenories of fuzzy faces and bitter
soup being forced into his nouth. He remenbered being in a log cabin for at

| east two nights. Another night was spent in a tent, covered in thick

bl ankets. He was constantly re-wapped in bandages from head to toe, and was
injected with the potent painkiller at |east once a day.



It wasn't until he heard the sound of waves crashi ng agai nst a shore that he
was able to rouse hinmself fromthe heavy drug-induced haze.

It was norning and he was in a canp of sonme kind, placed very close to a
roaring fire. He was surprised to find another person clinging to him
tightly-alnmst intimtely.

Rolling to his side for the first time in days, he came face to face with a
pretty young girl who was of obvious Mngolian extraction

She smled to reveal a perfect set of glistening white teeth. "Stay warm" she
said with sone effort. "W hug. You stay warm"

He was in no nmood to argue. They hugged. They stayed warm

The sun-bright and warm was over head when he woke agai n.

The girl was gone, but a soldier was sitting nearby. Hunter
managed to raise hinmself up on his elbows, surprised that the pain
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in his shoulder and in his rib cage was now only a dull throb, and not the
stinging stab he'd felt for days.

"Where the hell am|?" he asked, his voice husky and coarse from days of
non- use.

The question somewhat startled the soldier next to him But a snmile quickly
cane to the man's face

"You... near VMl adivostok," the man said in very rough English. "You ... are
feel better?"

Hunt er nodded, for the first time realizing the man was wearing a standard Red
Arnmy infantry uniform

"Am | your prisoner?"

The man snmiled. His teeth too were near perfect. "No..." he said shaking his
head. "You are guest. "

"Quest ?" Hunter was puzzled. "Wo are you?" he asked.

The man | ooked at himand thought a nonent. Then, through a great smile he
said: "l am Soviet soldier. My conrades and | save you. From Red Star . . ."

Now Hunter was just plain confused. By all rights, this guy should consider
hi m hi s eneny.

Their small conversation was interrupted with the arrival of about a dozen
nore nen and several wormen. Al were wearing standard Red Army conmbat outfits
and all were arned with AK-47s. Nearby, Hunter spotted several T-80 tanks, a
few BMPs and a nobil e SAM | auncher

A hurried conversation in Russian comrenced between the troops, conplete with
nuner ous hand gestures, sone directed back at Hunter and others out toward the
sea.



Then one of them cane over to Hunter and carefully lifted himto a sitting
position. He pointed off shore, directing Hunter's eyes to a vessel about a
hal f mle away.

Hunter forced his eyes to focus until he could make out the distinct shape of
a submarine. He felt a great |eap of excitenment when, upon closer inspection
he was able to make out the red maple | eaf synbol of Free Canada pai nted on

t he conni ng tower.

Ti me passed and finally a boat was |aunched fromthe sub carrying a squad of
Free Canadi an sailors to shore. Brief greetings were exchanged, and in the
span of ten minutes, Hunter was strapped into a large stretcher and carried
aboard the small | aunch

Al t hough he barraged the Canadi an sailors wth questions-
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where he was, where they cane fromand so on-they said very little.
Apparently, they weren't quite sure who he was and where he had conme from

Finally, when it was apparent that he was to be carried to the sub, he yanked
on the sl eeve of one of the Canadi ans and said as forcefully as possible:
"These guys-and girls-saved ny life. 1've got to at |east thank them. "
The Canadi an nodded and called the | eader of the rescuers over to the boat.
Hunter reached up with a bandaged hand and gri pped the man's shoul der

"Thank you," he said, tears alnost filling his eyes. "Thank you for ny life

The Sovi et soldier grinned and nodded. Hunter had no way of know ng whet her

the man understood or not, but it appeared that he was getting the genera

i dea.

Hunter just couldn't go before he asked one | ast question. Leaning up to see
that the beach was now filled with Soviet soldiers, he | ooked up at the man

and said: "Wio are you?"

The man thought a nmonent and smiled broadly. "Me... a 'good Russian'.

Wth that, the boat was | aunched and Hunter was carried off to the Free
Canadi an sub
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Chapter 54

Three weeks | ater

The smal | courthouse just outside of Washi ngton DC was packed.

Hunter, his ribcage, shoulder, face and hands still heavily bandaged, did a
qui ck head count. By his calculations, there were 105 people cramred into a
roombuilt for 35 at the nost, and that didn't include the dozen or so video
caneras taking up space right next to the judge's bench

The second trial of the ex-VP was finally at its end. Al of the testinony had

been presented, w tnesses questioned, rebuttals and final summations
delivered. Ib no one's surprise, the traitor had been found guilty on al



counts-including the new charge of attenpted nmass nurder resulting fromthe
nucl ear expl osi on over Syracuse.

This day, the | ast day of the proceedi ngs, was reserved for the sentencing.

The Chief Justice entered and quickly gaveled the roomsilent. Then he turned
and | ooked at the defendant standing in the dock, |ooking small and frail.

"Sir..." the judge intoned gravely. "You stand before this court, and before
this nation, accused of the highest treason. Your act of betrayal has caused
the death of millions and quite nearly destroyed this country. You have shown

not the slightest renorse for your actions: indeed, with your obscene attenpt
at disrupting these
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proceedi ngs by havi ng your confederates detonate a nucl ear device over the
city of Syracuse, you have expressed an outrageous contenpt for this trial as
well as for the ideals of this country that we hold so dear

"It is within the power of this court to pass upon you a sentence of death for
these crines, as many here have suggested. But although it is certainly richly
deserved in light of your actions, this court has been persuaded that nore
fitting punishment can be neted out.

"Therefore, you will serve as a lasting exanple for all Americans of the
consequences of war and peace, of freedom and slavery, of justice and tyranny,
of crime and puni shment, and of life and . death.

"Sir, this court finds you guilty of high treason and other crines against the
United States of Anerica, and pronounces the foll owi ng sentence:

"You will henceforth and wi thout reservation be inprisoned in solitary
confinenent for the rest of your natural life.

"These proceedi ngs are cl osed.™

The cheering, both inside the courtroomand out, finally died down after
thirty mnutes or so.

The prisoner, his face an ashen white as if he were for the first tine
realizing the magnitude of his actions, was manacl ed hand and foot and brought
to a security van which had parked in back of the courthouse.

As this van drove away, it was pelted with eggs, rocks, small packets of paint
and saliva-all of it ained at the traitor who would now be flown to a
specially built mlitary prison located in the bleak Arctic outreaches near
Poi nt Barrow, Al aska.

Hunter was riding close behind in another security van, along with Ben and JT.
The two pilots would fly escort for the big C 141 that would carry the

pri soner on his twelve-hour flight to prison. Hunter, unable to fly for at

| east a nonth, was along for the ride to the airport.

On the way, he recounted for his two friends, news he had just received from
t he Free Canadi an Defense M nistry, confirm ng what the skipper of his rescue
sub had told himduring his trip across the Pacific.

When the Soviet soldier told Hunter that he was a "good Russian,"” it was no
i dl e boast. Unknown to the United Anericans or
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t he Free Canadi ans, there were two factions now vying for power within the
Soviet Union. One, the Red Star, was the entity responsible for starting Wrld
War 11l in the first place. They had al so engi neered the New Order, and with
it the many wars that had swept the Anerican continent ever since. Finally, it
was they who detonated the bomb over Syracuse, although it now seened |ike the
timng of that act had less to do with the ex-VP's capture as the traitor had
led themall to believe.

The "good Russians" were anti-Red Star. Oiginal backers of glasnost, what
they | acked in technol ogi cal nmeans they made up for in deternination and
courage. A raiding party of Good Russians was about to hit the Krasnoyarsk
facility when they saw the B-1 roar in and do the job for them It was they
who found Hunter, treated his injuries, carried himhundreds of mles to the
sea, where a friendly ship captain contacted the Free Canadi an sub whi ch was
in the area on a routine recon patrol

Hunter was the first to admit that the concept of an army of "Good Russians”
was a hard one for himto grasp at first. Yet he enbraced it rather quickly.
Havi ng one's life saved tended to speed up the acceptance process.

Just what | ay ahead between the United Americans and the Good Russian Arny was
anybody' s guess. Cbviously they shared some of the sane goals, but he couldn't
i magi ne seeing eye-to-eye on everything. Al so, while the destruction of
Krasnoyarsk had elimnated Red Star's nucl ear weapons' |aunch capability, it
hardly put an end to the secret novenent. These "bad" Russians were too highly
advanced, too firmy entrenched for that.

However, it heartened Hunter's psyche in knowi ng that the UA and its precious
few allies were no | onger conpletely alone in the fight against the forces of
human sl avery.

Maybe t here was some hope yet.

The ride to the forner National Airport took about forty m nutes and when they
reached the termnal building, they were all surprised to see the place was
nmobbed with citizens hoping to get one |last shot at berating the ex-VP.

In order to avoid nost of the unruly crowd, the two security vans drove right
out onto the tarmac, stopping about a hundred feet fromthe al ready warnmed-up
C 141.

Hunter bade a quick farewell to JT and Ben, prom sing to neet
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themtwo days later at their favorite Washington watering hole for an
unadul tered day of boozing and skirt-chasing.

Then Hunter slowy clinbed out of the van, wanting to get a better |ook at
this last historic event-the ex-VP's departure. About three hundred citizens
had spilled out onto the field and were now surroundi ng the prisoner's van.
The security personnel at the airport, made up alnost entirely of Foot bal
City Special Forces, quickly sized up the situation and, as courteously as
possi bl e, created a path through the crowd by linking arns and lining up in
two rows that stretched right up to the C 141.

The prisoner was at |ast taken out of the van and i medi ately a roar of



derision and obscenities arose fromthe cromd. Mre eggs and packets of paint
were thrown, spattering on the prisoner and his guards alike. Mving slowy
due to his manacles, the ex-VP | ooked dazed at it all, as if he had just
awoken froma nightmare to find out it was all true.

Hunt er found hinsel f | eaning against the prisoner's van for support-his ribs

hurt the nost after standing for |ong periods of tine-watching the scene with
a mxture of fascination and historical perspective. The traitor was finally

getting his due.

But suddenly he felt a very fanmiliar feeling wash over him
Sonet hi ng was wong. Very wong .

The prisoner was about halfway to the G 141 when Hunter started noving into
the crowd, scanning the sea of angry faces. Every one of his senses was
buzzing at this point, anticipating sonething still unknown.

The catcalls and screans grew | ouder as the crowd pushed in farther toward the
prisoner. Some were literally trying to grab the ex-VP around the neck. The
Football City Special Rangers were now having trouble being so respectful
toward the crowd. |ndividual pushing nmatches between the soldiers and the
citizens instantly escalated into near mni-riots.

Yet in the mddle of it all, Hunter's extraordi nary senses were now
aflane-telling him warning him that something very wong was about to
happen.

Movi ng as fast as his bandages and the surging crowmd would let him he tried
to catch up with the small phal anx of sol diers now surroundi ng the ex-VP. Al
the while he was | ooking intently into every face in the crowd.
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Could it be that

Suddenly, he saw a faniliar face-a very fam liar face.

It was Elizabeth.

She was standing about ten feet fromthe prisoner's position, wearing a | ong
dark coat and hood. Yet she had | ooked up nonmentarily-just enough for Hunter
to see her unni stakable features. That's when he saw the glint of nmetal in her
hand.

He was about to cry out-but it was too |ate.

As if in slow notion, he saw Elizabeth | eap through the cordon of sol diers,
raise a pistol and, without hesitation, punp five shots into the ex-VP's
stomach and chest.

There was an instant of stunned silence, then absol ute pandenoni um broke out.
At once, half the soldiers picked up the prisoner and literally dragged himto

the C- 141, while the other half pounced on Elizabeth.

Al most as stunned as everyone el se, Hunter noved forward, scream ng: "Don't
shoot her! Don't shoot. . ."

He was relieved when he heard no further gunshots-but the sound he did hear
was al nbst as startling.



Above the screans of the crowd, above the shouts of the soldiers as they
subdued Elizabeth, and even above the ear-piercing whine of the G141 's
engi nes, he heard her distinctly frightening | augh.

THE END



