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PROLOGUE

“FALCON THREE . . . LOENSCH . . . DO YOU HAVE A  shot?” Jenna Munrough shouted as she banked her F-16 away from the target. With jammed guns and both of her air-to-air missiles expended, she was out of action. Everything now depended on her wingman.

“Gotta get a lock-on,” Troy Loensch said, gritting his teeth. Hitting the Raven was like trying to hit a mouse with a hammer in a dark room. Like most recent jet fighters, the Raven had suppression systems that physically masked the heat signature of the engines. The only way to achieve the radar lock-on necessary to launch heat-seeking missiles against the stealthy aircraft was to get in directly behind it.

As a HAWX Program bird, the Raven was fast— probably capable of something north of Mach 3—but he knew that his quarry had to slow down to below Mach 1 to deliver his deadly payload against his highest of high-value targets.

Troy could not let this happen.

There was no way in hell he could let this happen.

How had it all come to this? After flying, fighting, and proving himself in four brush-fire wars, Troy had joined the HAWX Program to fly the fastest and highest-flying combat aircraft in the world. Now it had come down to his chasing and trying to kill the single fastest and highest-flying aircraft in the HAWX arsenal.

It was the mother of all ironies, but Troy had no time to ponder the sick paradox in which he found himself. He had to kill the damned Raven.

Troy could not let the Raven get to its target.

There was no way in hell he could let this happen.

As the two aircraft scissored across the Maryland landscape, Troy knew that if he could coax the other guy into maintaining his defensive turn, rather than reversing and turning the other way, he would have the opening that he sought. But this wasn’t working. The other pilot could not be coaxed.

Again and again, Troy turned and watched the other aircraft slip away.

Gotta try something, Troy thought.

As he got behind the other aircraft, and just before the guy reversed his turn, Troy throttled back, allowing  him to stem their lateral separation and turn with the Raven.

The two aircraft rocked and rolled, the Raven staying just a split second and a couple of degrees out of the bull’s-eye in Troy’s heads-up sight. He had to find that opening, that opening to a no-miss shot!

“Lock on now!” Jenna urged. She was barely two miles away, also on afterburner and following Troy into battle.

“Fuck it,” Troy shouted. “This is it. Missiles hot!”

“Roger, Falcon Three,” Jenna confirmed, angrily wishing that her two Sidewinders had not been eluded by the Raven. “You are a go with missiles hot.”

The Sidewinder air-to-air missile had an effective range of around ten miles, but to take a no-miss shot, Troy would have to be a lot closer.

The bad guy still had the advantage. His maneuverability options increased proportionally to his slower speed. Because he had only one vulnerable spot—straight back—any evasive action, no matter how slight, was potentially effective. He could remain on course to his target, weaving slightly, and still interrupt the F-16’s lock-on.

Troy watched his lock-on stop and start, flicker and hiccup, like a bad connection on his iPod jack.

There was nothing he could do but put the pedal to the metal and get closer to the Raven.

Seven miles separated the two aircraft.

Rocking and rolling, the Raven raced onward as Troy screamed forward on full afterburner, gaining on him.

Five miles.

When? Troy sweated the decision to shoot. He was almost there. He could ride the lock-on all the way.

Three miles.

Okay, dammit, this is it.

“Fox Two!” Troy shouted.

He felt a slight wobble as the Sidewinder left the rail.

He watched as the Raven banked hard to the left and saw the fast-moving contrail of the Sidewinder arc left.




CHAPTER 1

Northridge, California

 

 

“I’LL GIVE YOU THREE GOOD REASONS WHY THIS IS A  bad idea!” Carl Loensch growled angrily, holding up his left hand. “Count ’em.”

Of course, Troy could not count them.

They weren’t there.

His father had left those three fingers in the sands of Kuwait a quarter century ago on the same day that Troy was born.

Through the years that Troy was growing up, his father had almost never mentioned that day when he was with the 3rd Battalion of the 3rd Marines during the liberation of Kuwait, or the split second of cartwheeling shrapnel that maimed Carl’s hand and killed his best friend.

During those years, he knew that his father was different, but he was no less a man, no less a father for having just a single finger and thumb on that hand. It was something that was never mentioned, because there was nothing to be said. It just was what it was.

For all those years, his father had never let his disability interfere with his life, nor with his successful career in sales with a major Southern California office supply chain—nor with the time that he spent tossing the football with Troy.

“Count ’em!” Carl demanded.

Troy had rarely heard his father make even a passing reference to his disability. He had never heard his father speak so angrily about it. Carl’s stoicism through those years was in such stark contrast to this moment that Troy now felt his body trembling. The star wide receiver for the UCLA Bruins had never felt so caught off guard.

“I’ve lived the better part of my life knowing that I went through hell on earth in that goddamn desert so my son wouldn’t have to . . . ever have to . . . put on a uniform and go into a war.”

Troy could see tears streaming down his mother’s face.

For Barbara Loensch, this was one of the most awful moments of her life. It was certainly one of the worst since those terrible months just after Carl came home. She had been with Carl as he worked through his anger and pain, and she had watched him bottle it up and contain it as their baby grew into a boy. She had watched  Carl reinvent himself as a good father and a better-than-average husband. Now, it was as though it were all coming apart.

“Dad, I really have run out of options here,” Troy tried to explain. “My life is kinda coming apart, y’know.”

“What the hell do you know about your life coming apart?” Carl shouted. “It’s only a friggin’ game!”

Barbara knew that football was more than just a game to Troy. Ever since he was a little kid, tossing the ball around with his dad, you could tell there was something special. From the moment that he lettered as a freshman in high school, it seemed that everyone realized something special was about to happen when Troy Loensch stepped onto the field.

“Well, Dad, that friggin’ game was my whole life,” Troy shouted. “For the past eight years, my whole life was built around that friggin’ game.”

After he had gone to UCLA on a scholarship, there had been plenty of talk about Troy’s NFL prospects. Last fall, there had been the visits from the scouts. The people from the Atlanta Falcons had taken the whole family to dinner at the Biltmore. The Eagles flew in to woo Barbara’s only son. The Broncos came and talked about the wonders of playing in Denver, and the San Diego Chargers visited the modest Loensch home in Northridge twice.

It seemed as though a pro career for Troy was just a matter of waiting for the formalities of the NFL draft in April.

Then, in the blink of an eye, things changed.

“Everything I did for those past eight friggin’ years, built around that friggin’ game. Now I don’t have that  friggin’ game. The whole course of my life has changed.”

“Whose fault is that?” Carl asked angrily.

They both knew.

The way the course of Carl Loensch’s life was irrevocably altered in Kuwait was out of his control, but Troy had done this to himself.

If he could take it back, he would.

In retrospect, it was an inconsequential remark, but it pissed Troy off big-time.

Lots of punches get thrown in locker rooms. Lots of punches get thrown in locker rooms with minimal consequences. The coaches rant, but hands are reluctantly shaken and incidents are forgotten. This time, however, there was a dislocated jaw and permanent nerve damage.

No amount of anger management counseling could take back the punch that Troy wished he had never thrown.

No charges were filed, and nothing hit the papers about the star wide receiver’s indiscretion, but the word got around. The NFL scouts never said anything, but that is the point. They said nothing. They stopped calling. The draft came and went.

“You had that one offer . . .” Barbara said, her voice shaking a little.

“The CFL?” Troy replied as though his mother had just cursed at him. The goddamn CFL?”

The Saskatchewan Roughriders of the Canadian Football League called, but Troy refused even to consider the humiliation of playing in a second-tier league.

“So you’re too good for Canada, and you go out and throw your life away by goin’ into the military?” Carl said disgustedly.

Troy almost reminded his father that he himself had once made this same life choice over his father’s objections. Once Carl had made the decision to become part of the toughest of the tough and join the Marines, there was nothing that his father could say.

Troy almost mentioned this, but he knew that it need not be said.

“Why don’t you just get a regular job?” Carl asked.

“It’s the Air Force, Dad. It’s Officer Training School. It’s not like I’m joining the Army to be cannon fodder somewhere. This is something that when I get out, y’know, my job prospects are a whole lot better after being an officer . . . you know that . . . you always say that the best hires you’ve ever made were former officers.”

“Yeah, I know,” Carl said reluctantly.

The whole family just stood in silence. The venting was over. There was nothing more that could be said.




CHAPTER 2

Pacific Coast Highway, Seal Beach, California

 

 

“MAYBE WE SHOULD JUST . . . Y’KNOW . . . GET MARRIED,” Troy Loensch suggested.

“That was the lamest proposal I could ever imagine!” Cassie Kilmer said with mock disgust that hid the real disappointment.

It was a warm Southern California afternoon, and neither of them had any classes. Cassie had suggested that they just go take a long drive down the coast and jump into the surf for a while.

“We’ve been talking about it since before—” Troy began.

“We’ve been talking about it since before you decided that you were going to take off and leave me for four years.” Cassie laughed, finishing his sentence.

“You’re the only one who supported my decision at all.”

“I supported your decision, big guy, because I thought it was the right thing for you at this point in your life.”

“So, does that mean you don’t wanna get married?”

“No, it just means that I don’t wanna get married before you go off for four years to fly jets or whatever you do in the Air Force.”

“I thought you’ve been saying that you thought this was the right thing for me to do with my life?”

“Yeah,” Cassie said. “I think it’s the right thing for  you to do at this place in your life, but it isn’t the right thing for our lives . . . right now.”

Cassie and Troy were at a crossroads in their intertwined lives. In a matter of weeks, they would both graduate from UCLA and step into a distinctly different phase in which their lives would no longer be intertwined. They had long since considered themselves a couple, and with that, there had been a comfortableness and talk of commitment, of permanence and of marriage. Yet, as much as these things were a topic of many conversations, they remained just that. Each knew that with graduation, their lives would change, and both of them wondered whether there would be a place in those changed lives for the comfortableness they had enjoyed, and the permanence they had once craved.

“Does that mean . . . ?” Troy asked as he stopped at a red light, pushed up his sunglasses, and looked at Cassie.  “That you wanna, y’know . . . does this mean you wanna break up?”

“No, big guy, I don’t wanna break up with you . . . It’s just that I want to marry a guy and be with a guy . . . I want to not have you gone or out of town for the first four years I’m married to you. We talked about getting married when we both thought you’d sign with some franchise or other . . . y’know . . . and we’d be together somewhere.”

“Lotsa guys in the Air Force are married—”

“I sure as hell don’t wanna be living in some barracks somewhere.”

“We shoulda talked about this before you talked me into joining up.”

“I didn’t talk you into joining up,” Cassie said crossly. “You talked you into it. You wanted to have some purpose in life, some big way for you to shine like the star you’ve always been . . . I just agreed with you.”

Troy pulled the car into the parking lot at Huntington State Beach, and they both got out. He looked at Cassie as she took off her sunglasses and marveled at the way her tan torso slithered out of her T-shirt.

“What are you staring at, big guy,” Cassie asked as Troy admired her body in the skimpy, coral-colored two-piece. Even after knowing her for nearly three years and sleeping with her for almost as long, he just couldn’t keep his eyes off that body.

“You’re really awesome.” He smiled.

“Don’t you forget it, big guy.” She winked, playfully snapping at him with her beach towel.

She allowed him to grab her and relished the feel of those wide receiver arms as he wide-received her.

As she rewarded his bear hug with a wet and passionate kiss, she thought about how much she would miss him. She resented not having tried harder to talk him out of joining the Air Force, but she realized that it would have been impossible. She knew, as he did, that it was a decision toward which the momentum of his life had propelled him. She also admitted to herself that it was something that could not be altered without a change in his essence that neither of them could accept.

She wondered—as she imagined that he was wondering too—how the relationship they shared would look as it emerged from those four years.

She gently touched his cheek and saw him start to relax. For now, though, there was only now.




CHAPTER 3

Colville National Forest

 

 

LIEUTENANT TROY LOENSCH WAS IN THE MIDDLE OF  the wilderness, seventy miles north of Spokane, Washington, and running for his life.

Over the dozen months since he’d put his future with Cassie Kilmer on hold, his life had gone through so many twists and turns that he found it hard to remember the long-ago simpler days.

Not that he had time to think about it. At the moment, there was no opportunity for reflection. Troy was on a slippery mountainside with a sprained wrist, a complaining companion, and an unknown number of bad guys on his trail. He was wet, cold, and hungry. During four years of football, his body had been  tested and he had triumphed. But out here, there were no time-outs, no locker room, no ice chests full of Gatorade, and no steak dinner at the end of a couple of hours of exertion.

“Man, this is awful,” grumbled Lieutenant Halbert Coughlin as he stumbled up the hillside. “How far you suppose we’ve come?”

Walking up a forty percent grade on wet rock and mud was bad enough, but with the tangle of brush, half the time you couldn’t see where you were stepping. It seemed like there was as much slipping and falling as stepping.

“Not far enough,” Troy replied. “We gotta make the top of the ridge before dark.”

“Shit, man,” Coughlin replied, looking up the slope. “I don’t see how . . .”

“We made it this far, Hal,” Troy said, taking a deep breath and looking back into the spruce-choked chasm from which they had been climbing all day. “At least it’s not a hot day.”

As far as the eye could see, it was a vast landscape of heavily wooded hillsides, with fog nesting in the valleys and a light drizzle blurring the more distant, higher mountains of the Kettle River Range.

Over the past year, Troy had aced the Air Force Officer Qualifying Test (AFOQT), and despite being a C-plus student at UCLA, he had come through the more than  three months of Officer Training School (OTS) near the top of his class—a class in which four out of five who started didn’t make it out at all.

Flight training at Laughlin AFB in Texas had gone well for Troy, who had cleared all the hurdles and qualified for a coveted slot in the track wherein fledgling pilots graduate as fledgling fighter pilots.

Then, these fledgling fighter pilots were dropped into combat survival training at Fairchild AFB near Spokane. After a couple of days of deceptively cushy classroom work, they suddenly take you up over the Colville National Forest in a C-130, tell you to survive, and kick you out the door—and there’s one more thing, you also have to evade capture by the teams of 22nd Training Squadron instructors who play the role of bad guys for the fledglings.

The Combat Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) exercise is just as difficult as it is straightforward. All you have to do is parachute into a national forest and walk out. The not-so-easy parts include the terrain and the fact that under the best of conditions, it’s a four-to-five-day hike.

To be captured means four days of browbeating interrogation in a mock POW camp. Here, the mock bad guys from the 22nd were tasked with tormenting their captives with experiences that simulated the worst that might be inflicted upon them in a real prison camp. The point of SERE is to prepare downed pilots to be  captured, but most of the people who go through it do their damnedest not to be captured.

A lot fewer than four out of five who start actually evade capture—almost nobody ever does.

Most get caught.

“We better get going,” Troy said. “It’s gonna be dark soon.”

“Man, I just need to rest awhile longer,” Hal Coughlin complained. “We been climbing this ridge all day.”

“So have they,” Troy said, nodding at their unseen foe, who were somewhere below them on the slope. “And they aren’t stopping for anything until they catch us. They’re better equipped than us, and they know this country like the backs of their hands. They know all the shortcuts, and they probably know where we are.”

“How could they see anything in all this clutter?”

“I bet they do,” Troy said grimly. “I’ll bet you ten bucks they got their binocs locked on us right this minute. If we get across that ridge, we’ll be out of sight. We’ll also be going down while they’re still going up. We can move faster than them.”

“Maybe we should just let ’em catch us?” Coughlin suggested. “They’d have to feed us . . . I’m starved . . . wish we hadn’t lost all our gear . . . and rations . . . in that stream yesterday. Even an MRE would taste good right now.”

“Shut up, you’re making me hungry.” Troy laughed. He was hungry, and he was so cold that he was shivering  and yearning for some calories. The only good thing about the light drizzle was that a drink was always as close as the nearest large leaf.

“Let’s just let ’em catch up to us, then. We gave a good go. We’ve outrun ’em for two whole days. We did pretty good.”

“You want to go through that interrogation they do when they catch you? Man, that’s a bitch.”

“This is a bitch,” Coughlin whined. “It’s a cold, wet bitch.”

At least Coughlin had gotten up and they were moving again. Every step took them closer to the top and extended the distance between them and those who were trying to capture them. Troy and Hal knew that for those guys, it was a matter of pride to catch every single little bird who was dropped into this wilderness.

“What would your daddy say if he heard you wanted to give up?”

“Don’t bring my father into this,” Coughlin snarled.

“Sorry,” Troy said, half meaning it. He knew that he had touched a nerve—a very raw nerve.

Hal’s father, Illinois congressman Halbert Coughlin, Sr., was the chairman of the House Military Appropriations Subcommittee and a powerful force inside the Beltway. He had pulled a lot of strings for Hal through the years, but he could pull no strings out here.

In the early days, Hal relished the fact that strings were pulled on his behalf. He had gotten into a good  Washington prep school and had gotten out of it quite smoothly, despite some hijinks whose consequences his father’s string-pulling made go away. Ditto with Northwestern. Hal probably wouldn’t have gotten in without the congressman’s off-the-record phone calls, and he certainly would not have graduated.

Since being in the Air Force, though, Hal had begun to see and understand the downside of Daddy’s influence, and he had come to yearn for the opportunity to do things for himself—on his own.

He craved the opportunity to get out from beneath his father’s shadow, to make his own choices, to guide his own life. Most fathers would encourage this, but the Illinois congressman had been more interested in molding his son as he thought best than in allowing Hal to develop as his own man.

The two men resumed the climb without speaking, concentrating on grabbing branches and half-pulling themselves up the slope. As the sopping wet brush got thicker, climbing the hill was almost like swimming upstream.

The injury to his arm that Troy had suffered when he made a bad landing in his parachute two days earlier made this whole process difficult and painful. He wasn’t about to complain, though—certainly not to Hal Coughlin.

They made the crest of the ridge before dark, as Troy had hoped, and started down the other side. On this side  of the ridge there was significantly less brush, although the grade was slightly steeper. At least they now had gravity on their side. They were headed down, while the bad guys were still climbing.

Nightfall came quickly, its black glove hastened by their descent into thicker forest in the lower reaches of the canyon. Not far below, they heard the rattling of a stream running off the hillside.

“Ouch! I can’t see a thing,” Hal complained. “Just almost poked out my eye on a branch.”

There was a quavering in Hal’s voice that he could not control. Troy had been recognizing the signs of hypothermia in his fellow pilot since early afternoon. Crashing through wet brush all day had soaked them to the bone, despite the water-resistant flight suits they were wearing. When darkness came, the plummeting temperatures didn’t help.

“Keep moving,” Troy said, repeating a phrase that he had been using and abusing all day long.

“Move where? I can’t see where I’m going.”

“Down,” Troy said as he paused to catch his breath.

“Down where?”

“Stop your bitchin’, Hal.”

“I’m serious, man. How the hell do we know where the hell we’re going?”

“We’re going down,” Troy repeated patronizingly as he nodded toward the nearby sound of running water.  “On this side of the ridge, all the streams lead down to the Kettle River, and the Kettle River leads out of here.”

“You want to follow a stream?”

“Yeah, it’s the road out of here. Not only that, the noise of running water will mask the sound of running pilots.”

They clambered down a few dozen yards and took a look at the stream. It was very dark, but the trace of ambient light from a mist-shrouded moon highlighted the stream well enough for them to make it out as it cascaded down a narrow V-shaped crotch in the hillside.

“There ain’t no riverbank on it,” Hal exclaimed. “It’s too steep. We can’t follow it without falling into it.”

“So that’s the way it’ll have to be,” Troy said impatiently.

“We’ll get more soaked than we already are!”

“You more afraid of a little water or a lot of interrogation?” Troy asked. “They’re gonna do a Gitmo on your ass if you get caught.”

“I say we stop here and build us a fire and dry out and rest awhile,” Hal proposed.

“Fucking start a fucking fire?” Troy exploded. “That’s a beacon for them to catch us! They’ll see a fire from a mile away and we’re only about a mile from the top of that ridge.”

“Fuck you, man. We’ve been walking for two days. We barely slept last night. You’re fuckin’ nuts. If we go  splashing down that creek, the odds are even we’ll end up with hypothermia. I’m shivering already, man.”

“We’re out here to evade, man,” Troy retorted. “We’re not out here to fuckin’ submit.”

“There’s no guarantee that if we do that we’re gonna get away,” Hal insisted.

“I can guarantee we will get caught if we stay here and start a fire,” Troy countered.

It was like debating with one of the wet logs over which they’d been stumbling. It was clear that Hal had reached the end of the line.

Troy looked back up the slope into the wall of damp darkness. The only sound was the chirping and gurgling of the stream, but somewhere up that hill was a team of men with night-vision gear coming toward them. To be captured probably meant days of hell, but none of the people who went through SERE knew exactly what it was like until it happened to them.

Looking up and down the indistinct hillside, and at Hal, Troy knew that he had to make a decision, and make it now. If he was going to continue to try to evade, he had to go, and go now.




CHAPTER 4

Fairchild AFB

 

 

LIEUTENANT JENNA MUNROUGH LOOKED ACROSS THE  room at two dozen people whose lives had been irrevocably altered by their experiences over the past week. It was a week that seemed like ten.

As she looked at the faces, and as her eyes fell on empty chairs, she realized that the most graphic aspect of this morning was not the expressions on those faces, but the memory of faces not present.

The Combat Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) exercise had begun here in this classroom. It was a classroom like any other; it was a class like any other. The instructors had a lot to say, and the students absorbed the class content to varying degrees. Nothing, though, had prepared them for what was to come.

Many of the more macho guys were cocky, sure that they would get through the exercise with ease. The four women in the group had known that they were perceived as weak links, and they were determined to prove their detractors wrong.

Three of the four had. Jenna was one of this trio.

No woman who had sat in this room a week ago was more determined to triumph than Lieutenant Jenna Munrough. Born in the Ozarks, about fifty miles southeast—as the crow flies—from Fayetteville, Arkansas, she was no stranger to hill country. She had spent the first ten years of her life roaming those hills, and the second ten years of her life yearning to get as far from those hills as she could.

Life in a double-wide is fine when you’re seven, but by the time you’re seventeen, you start thinking that there has to be a better way.

Jenna had been raised in a world where women are bred not to have ambitions beyond the confines of the community where they were born. A third of the girls in her high school class were mothers by graduation day. Jenna rebelled. Beginning with community college, she had climbed a ladder that led to Air Force Officer Training School, to flight school at Laughlin AFB, and now here. Her yearning to get away from the Ozarks had led her to the rugged wilderness of the Kettle River Range.

It was a hell on earth that not everyone in their section of thirty-two had gotten through—but Jenna had.  So too had her partner in the exercise, a young lieutenant from upstate New York. His twisted ankle had meant that they were finally captured on the fourth day, but he acknowledged that without Jenna’s ingenuity, they would have been captured the first day.

The mock POW camp had been its own special kind of hell, but being among those who were captured last, they had endured less of it. After the whole experience, there were several dropouts from the program who had simply given up on a career path as a combat pilot.

Only two in the entire section were never captured—Lieutenant Troy Loensch and Lieutenant Hal Coughlin. Loensch had successfully evaded capture and had walked out. He had walked into a gas station on Highway 395 and asked to use the phone. Hal was found on the third day of the exercise, suffering from hypothermia and near death. He wound up in the hospital, and Loensch had wound up with a reprimand for having abandoned his partner.

As she glanced around, Jenna saw Loensch sitting stoically in the back of the room. On one hand she admired him for successfully evading teams of well-equipped troops with night-vision gear, but on the other hand she despised a man who would go off and leave someone who was physically unable to carry on. This especially angered her, given that she had also been with an injured partner.

As the debriefing session concluded and everyone began getting up to break for lunch, his eye caught hers. He stood, deliberately not making eye contact.

“Don’t say it,” he said. “I’ve already heard it. I know I screwed up.”

“It’s good you know that,” Jenna said, her eyes drilling into his guilty conscience. “Because you sure as hell did  screw up . . . big-time. I know what you’re thinking.”

“What am I thinking?”

“You’re thinking that crap about how the ends justify the means,” Jenna replied in her Ozark drawl. “You’re thinking how evading and getting out at all costs is what it’s all about.”

“And it’s not?” Troy parried. “Seems like this deal was named Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape . . . not ‘do good for your neighbor.’ ”

“You’re an asshole,” Jenna said, shaking her head. “You know that?”

“I know,” Troy agreed. “I’ve been told that, and I cop to it. I am. I know it. Coughlin knows it. But this world is full of assholes and we’re in a business where we gotta deal with some of the worst assholes on earth.”

“Nice guys finish last, huh?” Jenna said sarcastically.

She wondered whether she would have made it herself if she had abandoned her partner. The idea had occurred to her while she was out there, but she had never seriously entertained the thought.

“Maybe it’s just a case of assholes finishing first.” Troy shrugged.

Jenna looked into his hard eyes and wondered what it  was about him that would make him react one way, and about her to make her react another.

“What if Coughlin had died up there?” Jenna asked. “How’d that have made you feel?”

“Like shit. It would have made me feel like shit . . . like I was a bigger asshole than I already am.”

“So, why’d you do it?”

“I told you,” Troy said coldly. “I went up there to survive and evade, so that I wouldn’t have to resist and try to escape.”

As he watched the slender woman with the short blond hair walk away in disgust, Troy still felt the sting of her words and the tone of her voice with a trace of a hillbilly accent and more than a trace of seething anger.

He had been honest with her. He did know that he had screwed up. When he heard how Coughlin had been found, nearly unconscious, only about thirty feet from where they had parted company that night, Troy had felt the sharp sting of guilt ripping into him like a combat knife with an eight-inch blade. Hal would survive and make a full recovery—but it had been touch and go.

He had rationalized his guilt to himself as he had to Lieutenant Munrough.

The mission of the downed pilot really is to survive, evade, resist, and escape. If it really had been an operational mission, one pilot who escapes is better than two that are captured.

What probably bothered Troy the most was that in his gut, he really was starting to believe in the survival of the asshole at all costs.

Eight years of football had taught him the importance of being and functioning as part of a team.

The past days and months on the track toward being a fighter pilot had taught him that he was alone in the world, and responsible for himself first—and perhaps for himself last. His survival, whether in the cockpit or on a cold, miserable mountain, depended only on the asshole that he had become.



CHAPTER 5

Souda Bay, Crete

 

 

THEY SAY IT TAKES ONE TO KNOW ONE.

To a lot of people who had crossed him through the years, Illinois congressman Halbert Coughlin, Sr., was an asshole. For someone doing business in the kill-or-be-killed cauldron of Illinois politics, it is almost a prerequisite.

It takes one to know one.

Illinois congressman Halbert Coughlin, Sr., knew an asshole when he saw one, and Troy Loensch, the asshole who had left his son to die on a mountainside in the middle of nowhere, was definitely an asshole.

As if his guilt were not bad enough, Lieutenant Troy Loensch had found out the hard way that having left the son of the chairman of the House Military  Appropriations Subcommittee on a mountainside in the middle of nowhere was definitely something that would change your career path.

One week, Lieutenant Loensch had been fast-tracked for a seat inside the cockpit of an F-22 Raptor, the Air Force’s premier air-superiority fighter. The next week, his career had taken a turn for the dark side. Calls had been made, favors called in. Thanks to the strings pulled by Hal’s influential father, Lieutenant Loensch would  not, after all, be getting his assignment to Air Combat Command.

However, the Air Force does not like to throw pilots away, especially ones who slide through SERE without getting caught. Lieutenant Loensch was ordered to report to a nondescript building at Lackland AFB on the edge of San Antonio. On the door was a black and blue shield on which was inscribed a sword crossed with a key under a black chessman. Behind the carefully guarded door marked with this insignia was Troy’s new life as part of the secretive Air Force Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Agency (ISR).

The ISR is into a lot of things, some of which you see, some of which you don’t. The agency is into a whole host of disparate activities, all of them classified, including signals intelligence, cryptography, cyber warfare, and harvesting intelligence on foreign air and space weapons and systems. Its personnel spend their days in window-less bunkers or flying missions in electronic warfare and reconnaissance aircraft around the world.

The ISR’s 55th Wing used to fly Looking Glass, the Strategic Air Command’s airborne nuclear command post. Since the first Gulf War, the 55th has flown intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance missions in support of the U.S. Central Command.

The first eighteen months of Lieutenant Troy Loensch’s career with the 55th were spent in the right seat of an EC-32 electronic surveillance aircraft, a modified Boeing 757 airliner, flying around the world in a white paint job, while the spooks in the back did their snooping.

On his rare trips home, he had confided in Cassie Kilmer that he felt like an airline pilot. She suggested sarcastically that maybe he ought to get out of the Air Force and get a real job. If he felt like an airline pilot, maybe he ought to be one. Of course, he couldn’t just quit. She knew that and she told him so. She just found herself caring less and less about what he did. From her perspective, Cassie had made the transition from “the girl left behind” to someone who was living her life regardless of a man who happened to drop in for a few days every nine months or so—and Troy could sense this, even though it remained unspoken.

Their relationship was definitely unraveling. He should have foreseen this when he had joined up—but foresight had not exactly been the strong point in Troy’s life.

The last few weeks of Captain Troy Loensch’s career were spent with the 95th Reconnaissance Squadron, a unit of the 55th Wing based at RAF Mildenhall in the United Kingdom, and flying missions out of Souda Bay on the Mediterranean island of Crete.

“Falcon Four . . . you’re cleared for Runway Niner Left.”

“Roger, Souda Approach.” Troy smiled. “Falcon Four on Niner Left.”

In the distance, Crete was a dust-colored patch in the deep blue Mediterranean Sea. He could see the white wake of a ferry headed into the bay, and two miles ahead on the crescent of the Akrotiri Peninsula, he could make out the two runways of the Souda Air Base.

Troy was happy to finally be off the flight deck of the EC-32 and into a fighter. Actually, he was now flying a  modified fighter, but it was still a fighter. His new airplane was one of several similar Block 40 F-16C Fighting Falcons that had started their combat career flying combat air support in the Balkans but had later been retrofitted for electronic reconnaissance. Smart eavesdropping pods replaced smart bombs.

Although the bird was still armed with AIM-9 Sidewinder air-to-air missiles for self-defense, it was a snooper, not a fighter. Technically, it was now an EF-16C, but the Air Force didn’t apply such designations for fear of tipping its hand as to the actual function of such birds.

The aircrews in the 95th had hoped for the new  Lockheed Martin EF-35Cs, but the Air Force budgets had been running a little on the tight side lately. Troy didn’t mind. Whatever the mission, the F-16 was still a fighter, and at last, he was in the cockpit.

As he turned onto the taxiway after a perfect touchdown, Troy noticed two other U.S. Air Force F-16Cs parked near a pair of Hellenic Air Force F-16Cs, which were marked with the red and blue shield of the 115th Combat Wing, the main Greek unit based at Souda. The American Falcons had 95th Reconnaissance Squadron insignia—the bucking mule on a blue disk was a relic of the squadron’s heritage as a bomber squadron in World War II—but their tail numbers were not ones that he had seen around Lakenheath since he had arrived.

“Welcome to scenic Souda, Captain.” The man in the garrison cap with the bronze oak leaf on it smiled.

Troy had raised his canopy and was removing his helmet when Major Russ Smith of the 95th approached his aircraft. He was surprised to have the commander of the squadron’s Falcon Force come out to meet him, but pleased that Smith seemed to be in such a good mood.

Troy forgot for a moment that in the military, good news is usually followed by bad news.

“Wish I could say you have time to enjoy the scenery, Loensch, but Falcon Force will deploy at 1300 hours . . .  today. Don’t worry about unpacking your gear. Briefing in twenty minutes in Ops. See you then.”

With that, Smith had turned and was headed back to  the Detachment Operations shack adjacent to the nearest hangar.

The twenty minutes proved long enough for a pit stop and for Troy to find the vending machines to get a soda and a candy bar.

Stepping away from the soda machine, however, he came abruptly and unexpectedly face-to-face with his past.

It was Hal Coughlin, also now sporting captain’s bars and wearing a flight suit.

It was Hal who broke the ice.

“Hello, Troy,” he said, hesitantly extending his hand.

The two men had not seen each other since that night in the Colville National Forest.

“Hal,” Troy said, shaking Coughlin’s hand. “Long time, y’know . . .”

“Yeah . . . long . . . long time.”

“What are you doing here?” Troy asked.

“I’m with the 95th. Just reassigned. I was at Luke with the 425th, y’know . . . just got reassigned . . . what about you?”

“I’ve been with ISR for a year or so, and with the 95th for a month or so,” Troy acknowledged.

With the “what’s-ups” out of the way, the two men just stared at each other awkwardly.

This time, Troy broke the ice.

“I shoulda called you . . . y’know . . . after . . .”

“For a long time, I thought about what I woulda said if you had . . . but I haven’t thought about it for a long time.”

“I woulda said . . . I shoulda said . . . that I fucked up, Hal.”

“When I was thinking about it . . . lying on my fuckin’ back in the hospital, I went back and forth between thinking you were an asshole and thinking that I was a wimp.”

“What did you decide?” Troy asked.

“I still haven’t.”

The awkward moment of unresolved tension seemed to last an hour.

This time, the ice was broken by Captain Jenna Munrough.

“Loensch,” she said loudly as she entered the hallway. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just asked that,” he explained, nodding at the 95th Squadron patch on her shoulder. “I guess I’m doing the same thing as you are.”

As she glared at him across folded arms, Troy could sense that the anger in her eyes had not diminished, even after nearly two years.

“Guess that means that we all have the same briefing . . . about now,” Hal said, walking away.

Inside the briefing room, Major Smith
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