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CHAPTER ONE
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"Sylvia Arlene Whittle."

She looked at him with an embarassed expression.  "It's my given name."

Tom thought of the joke with the punch line "give it back", but decided to keep it to himself.

"I kept my first name as my callsign.  I didn't want anything wierd or suggestive."  She spoke as they snuggled in bed.  "I had just come from the Academy, like I told you, and I wanted to establish a new identity.  At the Academy, everyone is known by the rank and last name."

"Right.  Cadet Whittle."

"Uh huh.  Impersonal."

"And you wanted something more personal," he said.

"Yes."  She snuggled closer.  "I wanted to be known as me, not some image of me."

"And not by your rank or other social status."

"You understand," she said, and kissed his cheek.  "I knew you would."

They were in a hotel bed.  It was not the creaky, squeaky and wobbly kind, but a stable, somewhat new, even comfortable one.  Compared to their billets during their missions, this was  luxurious.  

There was a plush carpet on the floor, a padded headboard, and nightstands with the kind of lamps that are operated by a switch at the base.  There was an alarm clock.  But, as with many hotels, the lamps and the clock were glued to the nightstands.  The TV in the armoire was bolted to its' swivel base.  The floor-to-ceiling drapes were heavy, with a generic pattern that everyone would either hate or tolerate.  They had a bathroom all to themselves, and a shower and tub arrangement that was large enough for two.

"I loved the shower we took last night," she purred.

Tom remembered it all in but a moment of thought, and chuckled to himself.

"Hey, who said you could join me?" she had asked.

He knew her tone was more playful than annoyed.  He had stepped into the tub, pulled the shower curtain closed and touched her shoulder.  She turned toward him and showed him her wet, naked body.  He slipped a hand around her hip to the small of her back.  She put her hands on his shoulders and smiled.  With a handful of creamy soap he touched her hip.  She shivered slightly.

"Cold," she murmured.

He massaged her ribs, and stomach, and hips.  She touched his upper arm as he soaped her sternum, then her breastbone.  She took in a small breath as his hand traveled over her breast.  Her breathing then deepened.  Tom took his time, moment by moment, and soaped her breasts, and her shoulders, and her back, and her hips.  She turned slowly and allowed him the pleasure of touching her gently and purposefully.  He was generous in his ministrations.  The thoughts of past scenes where inmates did the same thing crossed his mind, but only for a moment.  He wasn't in prison any more, and would never again be.  This is my life, and my wife, and my pleasure, he thought to himself.

He opened the shampoo, and used a lot of it to lather up her long tresses.  She leaned back and gave herself over.  She made only minimal sounds, but gave him ample indication that she loved every minute of it.  So did he.

She took a turn soaping and lathering him.  She started the same way as she soaped his stomach, chest, shoulders, back, and flanks.  She scrubbed his hair with fingers that were thorough in their exploration.  When at last they had decided they were clean, she shut off the water and took a towel to him.  She started at the hair and worked her way down his body, at times treating him like a child who had just been bathed by his mother, and at times like the seductress he knew she could be.  He did the same for her.

By the time they finished in the bathroom, neither could contain themselves any longer.  They raced to the bed and made a mess out of it, and each other.

By the morning neither cared for time nor space.  

Both were not aroused nor hungry nor restless nor anything else but thoroughly, happily exhausted and contented.  Tom realized that he could have lain in that bed with his new wife for days at a time and not cared.  He held her as she draped her body over his left side.  They dozed and talked little and enjoyed the moment.  Neither wanted to move or speak and break the mood.  The sun peeked through a fold in the drapes and made a small triangle on the middle of the bed.  He put a hand on her shoulder blade and held her even tighter.  She responded with a nuzzle to his neck.  She kissed his ear, and touched it with her tongue.  He responded almost immediately.  Her hand cupped over his cheek as she explored the ear.  Her thigh slipped over his and found the groin.  She noticed his obvious arousal, and kissed her way from ear to lips.  In a moment she was on top and he was in her.  The pillows tumbled off the bed as they completely lost track of everything else but each other.

“I know what he said.”

The Secretary of Defense sat at his desk and stared at the adjutant seated across from him.

“The Texan made it very clear.”  The Secretary was in excellent shape for a man of his age.  His face showed none of the wattles that older men get.  His smile was more of a wry grin.  And he had a mostly full head of hair, again, unusual for someone so old.  And his eyeglasses, rimless with only thin wire to hold it together, did nothing to filter the strength of his gaze.  

The adjutant nodded.  His face was blank but his eyes were full of a kind of sick humor.  He had begun to go bald, and, deep in his heart, envied the Secretary.  The younger man thought he was just too damn young to lose his hair.

Before the Secretary were a series of papers that awaited his signature.  The very top page was an order that both men knew would commit the new administration to a series of actions that, once set in motion, could not easily be stopped.  Underneath that page were ancillary orders that supported the first page.

The Secretary had arranged the pages in sequence.  After he had read and easily understood each of the orders, he recognized both the affect on the people directly involved, and the affect on the nation.  With a quick and decisive stroke of his pen, the Secretary signed each page in succession.  Then he handed the stack of orders to the adjutant.

“Let's see the new man try to get his social agenda started once this shit hits the fan.”

Both men chuckled as the adjutant left the office.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Vixen had been insanely jealous.

When Sylvia announced the engagement, her half sister turned several shades of envy.

"Let me see the ring," she said.

"Well," Sylvia said sheepishly, "there isn't a ring."  That morning she wore a white tank top, jeans, and canvas sneakers.

"Yet," Tom said.  He had pulled on a stiped pullover shirt and jeans to go with his slip-on athletic shoes.  Both he and his new fiancee had just come from the shower, so their hair was still wet.

"What? No ring?"  She huffed in mock disapproval.  "It can't be an official engagement without a ring."  She placed her well-manicured hands on her shapely hips and gave them an expression of comic disapproval.  That day she wore a pair of jeans that clung to her form and a gray pullover with a deep, V neck.  Her hair was still wavy and platinum blond, but Tom had noticed the dark hair that had begun to peek through the part at the top of her head.

"Well," he replied, palms up, "we were going to use a band-aid, like in the movies, but it's such a temporary thing."

"And it comes off too easily in the shower," Vixen said and winked her nose at her half sister.  Sylvia laughed.

They were at breakfast.  Lance and Karen and Wade and Tony congratulated them with hugs, kisses and handshakes.  Smith did the same.  

That day, everyone in the little squadron wore something other than a flight suit.  Jeans and t-shirts dominated.

"So," he said as he acted very much the father and boss, "I supposed you'll want some time off?"  He put his hands on his hips, his face set in a mock scowl under his khaki baseball cap.  His tunic and pants were also khaki, and his shoes were black and shined to a high gloss.  

Tom recognized that it was the first time Smith had shown any real sarcastic humor in some time.

Palms still up, Tom replied.  "Well, you know . . . ."  He kicked the ground like a kid.

Smith laughed.  It was a nice sound.  It wasn't pretentious or military.  It was human.  It was a part of his personality that he rarely showed to anyone.

"Did you set a date?" Karen asked.

Tom and Sylvia exchanged a look.  "Not yet," she said.  "We'll have to talk about it."

Flex, ever the joker, said "So this was a 'sperm of the moment' kinda thing?"

Tom caught the pun right away but Sylvia didn't.  She answered "right", then looked at him.  He laughed heartily.  She gave him an annoyed look, then laughed.

"We have some details to work out," Tom said, "but I'm sure we'll make some decisions before too long."

Sylvia nodded.

"Well," Smith said, "let me know what you'd like to do.  I have plenty of connections."

Of that no one had any doubt.

The group shared the camaraderie with their morning meal.

“I have been giving your assignment a lot of thought.”

Sergei was back in the office of Colonel Archeyev.  The older man sat bolt upright behind his substantial desk, his uniform tunic unbuttoned at the neck.  There was a pipe in his mouth.  Sergei had not seen him smoke before.

“It would be too obvious for a squadron of MiG-29s to intercept the mercenaries and shoot them all down.  The very presence of the jets would raise many questions.”

Archeyev puffed on his pipe.  “And who would be raising those questions?”

“Why, the Americans, of course.”

The Colonel shook his head.  “They are nowhere near the area where these planes have been operating.”

“True, but they have satellite reconnaissance and high-flying spy planes that would record whatever encounter these thugs might have with actual Russian jets.”

Archeyev understood.  “And that would raise questions that we don't want to answer.”

“Yes, sir.”  Vilinov knew the man would understand.

“So what is your idea?”

“There has been a change in the leadership of Pakistan.  The new man is a friend of the old Soviet Union.”

The Colonel nodded.

“Why not have him take care of it?”

Archeyev grinned.  “How would he do that?”

“In order to gain the respect of the local warlords, he would want to put up a show of strength.  Either he would want to have tanks and armored personnel carriers patrol the various territories—”

“Which would be expensive and impractical,” the Colonel interjected.

“True.  He could have his air force patrol the skies and take the time to buzz the towns where the warloads live, and give them  the impression that the Pakistani central government has the support of the military.”

“And the warlords would like that show of strength, wouldn't they?”  Archeyev smiled, the pipe still in his mouth.

“That is correct.”

The Colonel nodded to himself.

“And,” Vilinov continued, “during that show of strength, perhaps one of the Pakistani jets could intercept and shoot down the plane flown by Thomas McNeill.”

Archeyev grinned.

“Once the jets are airborne, who knows what might happen?”  Sergei shrugged, then grinned.

The Colonel clearly liked the idea.  “Perhaps we can arrange something.”

Vilinov smiled to himself.

“Is that right?

Anthony Petrocelli talked on his cellphone as he stood on the sidewalk next to one of the many small restaurants in Washington, DC.  It was still hot even though the afternoon was only minutes from sunset.  He sweated freely and noted how the concrete sidewalk radiated the heat like an oven. He wondered if his canvas sneakers would melt under his feet.

“It appears that the new administration wants nothing to do with you,” the man with the English accent said.  “The new man, it is said, wants to start with a clean slate.”

“So I'm out of a job, then?”

“Quite right.”

Anthony was silent for a moment.  “Well, this is not unexpected.  Every new administration wants to have their own people in place.”

“Sounds like it's time to find a new position,” the English man said.

“I guess so.  I liked getting more than one paycheck.”

“Even if you can't tell anyone where the money came from?

“Why, Mister Ellerbe, whatever do you mean?”

The two men shared a chuckle.

“I'll be in touch.”  The English man broke the connection.

Anthony put his cellphone back in his pocket and stepped into the restaurant, intent on relief from the heat and a reasonable dinner.

The new Director of National Intelligence was not pleased.

The bald man from Indiana sat at his desk and read over the last few pages of directives from the previous administration.  He glanced up at his predecessor, who filled the role only in an “acting” capacity.

He picked up a specific piece of paper and waved it in the air.  “Who thought this was a good idea?”

The former acting director stroked his grey moustache.  “Certainly not me.”

“So we're committed to a clandestine operation?”

“So it would appear.”

“And we can't just pull the plug?”

“According to the directive, money has been budgeted and already deposited into certain accounts designated for this activity.”  The former acting Director adopted a facade that made him appear a little sheepish.  “I have yet to find a way to retrieve the funds and put an end to the operation.”

The current Director nodded.  “The way this was set up, there may not be a way.”  He huffed.  “I've seen these kinds of things before.  Somebody went to a lot of trouble to screw over the new President.  First with the near Depression they caused, and now this.”  He felt a very bad taste in his mouth.

“Which is why I don't consider myself a Republican,” the former acting Director joked.

The current Director nodded.  “I just hope this thing doesn't come back to bite us in the ass.”
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"Today's mission is going to be a bit more complicated than before."  

The group had settled down as Smith started the briefing.  Each pilot wore a khaki flight suit and black boots.  "Snoop and Eyeballs have returned, and will be up in their Vigilante flying AWACS.  As I understand it, we might have some company in the air today."

Tom perked up.  So did everyone else.

"You heard me right.  There's been a change in leadership in Pakistan.  Musharref's gone, and the new leadership is trying to consolidate their power.  To that end, they need to appease the warlords that run the area where we've been operating.  Musharref had given us a pass to work there, as had Patterson and the U.S. military, but that may be changing."

"So are the Pakistani's going to oppose us?" Karen asked.  Apprehension filled her voice and her question.

"I don't think they'll do that,” Smith answered.  “I think what will happen is that they'll send up a couple of fighters as a show of force, and fly past the warlords villages to show they're on the job, and then they'll go home."

McNeill thought for a moment.  "That sounds like a recipe for disaster."

Smith turned to him.

"I can see it,” the pilot said.  “Some jet jockey with relatives in the area will get too enthusiastic and shoot his guns off or fire a missile and one of us will get shot down or damaged and the next thing you know there'll be one less pilot in our little operation here."

"I agree," Lance spoke up.  "Somethin' will happen.  A misunderstanding, or an accident.  Somethin'."

Smith held up his hand.  "Way ahead of you."  He picked up a topographical map of the region and set it on the table.  He pointed with a pen.  "We'll be operating here and here."  He circled an area.  "The Pakastani jets will swing by, then overfly this area," he said as he circled an area north of that.  "The jets will fly just low enough to get everyone's attention, but they won't be within shooting range of us."

"But you can't guarantee that, can you?"  Vixen spoke up.  Her tone did not challenge Smith, but her question brought up what was on the minds of the other pilots.

"Nothing is for certain, of course.  But that's the plan."

"What kind of planes are they going to use?"  Sylvia asked.

"They have MiG-21s.  They're the older type, and the radar is not nearly as sophisticated as the one we'll have in the Vigilante.  If there's any trouble, Snoop will intervene."

"He may be able to retaliate, but one of us will be just as dead."  Lance spoke for the rest of the group.

"I understand."  Smith put down the map.  "Not only will Snoop and Eyeballs be up, but I have a new jet for Sylvia to fly.  Any minute now a two seat Mirage G should be coming in.  It's set up like the Mirage you two used to get out of Iran."  He nodded to Sylvia and Tom.  "You should be able to handle the electronics without much trouble," he said to McNeill.  "Sylvia can guide you through it pretty easily."

Tom was stunned.

The whine of a jet engine came from outside.  Every pilot recognized the sound of a fighter plane on final approach.

"Let's finish up here and get in the air." 

It was a different plane than the others.

The Mirage G had wings set high on the fuselage, with a faring that allowed the wings to pivot at the wing root like an arm might pivot at the shoulder.  The seats were arranged in tandem under separately hinged canopies.  The fuselage was the  conventional tubular shape, with a sharp point on the nose and air intakes for the twin engines under the pivot points of the wings.  Under the belly of the fuselage were five pylons.  Four pylons held missiles.  Under the centerline pylon was a long, narrow fuel tank.

As they approached the plane, Sylvia appeared to be excited.  "This is going to be fun to fly.”

“A new toy?” Tom quipped.

She gave him a look that told him his remark was not far from the truth.

In the cockpit, Tom looked at the console and scratched his head over the hard flight helmet.  "Where's the manual?"

Sylvia chuckled.  "O.J.T."

"Wonderful.”

The canopies came down as the engines started.  A cool wind blew across the tarmac and kicked up dust and what looked for all the world like tumbleweeds.  Both pilots welcomed the protection of the glass enclosure.  After the engines warmed for a few minutes, Sylvia moved the jet forward as Tom looked hard at the buttons and dials.  He found the ON switch and the radar came to life.  He fiddled with the knobs to focus, and found the GPS setting.  He saw their plane, a glowing green dot, as they moved along the taxiway.  He explored other buttons and other functions as they waited their turn to take off.  Ahead was the Vigilante.  It roared down the runway, both of it's engines aglow from the afterburners.  Tom noted how graceful it looked as it left the ground and gained altitude.  The Mirage G went next.

"You done playing with your toys?"

He turned off the radar.  "For now."  A tug on the shoulder straps tightened them as he leaned back into the seat.  "Let 'er rip."

Tom felt the plane accelerate, then noted the kick of the afterburners.  They rolled down the runway and the nose came up as the jet left the pavement smoothly.  McNeill noted that the wings were fully extended.  The leading and trailing edges had extensions that drooped a bit and made the wing a more distinct form.  A gust of wind swept across from left to right and Sylvia compensated with a little left rudder.  She throttled back and the afterburner shut down.  They climbed up above
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