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CHAPTER ONE
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"No."

The man's face went blank.

"I don't think a place like this rehabilitates you,” he said. 

The people on the committee looked up at him from their notes.  An oversized man to the left and a slim and unattractive woman to the right kept their heads down a beat longer, then looked up as well.  The heavyset man had a face that was cleanshaven and sported heavy wattles below the jawline.  The woman had a face that can only described as homely.  They were both surprised by the answer.

The man in the center kept his expression neutral.  He had a high forehead and smooth, almost featureless skin.  His mouth was a thin line above his weak chin.

"During my entire time here, not once did anyone do anything to rehabilitate me," the prisoner continued.

The woman to the left looked at the man in the center.

The chair under Thomas Baker McNeill was hard.  It was exactly like the kind used in schools across the nation.  The seat had contours that never fit anyone who sat on it.  The frame was stainless steel, and the back had two slats that were as uncomfortable as the seat.  The chair was made to take years of abuse from children and still make anyone wish they could sit on something else.

"I've had no sessions with a psychologist.  I've learned a new trade, which involves the laundry, and that might be considered a marketable skill."  Tom huffed a small laugh.  "I can tell you several things that I have learned.  Am I sorry for what happened?  Definitely, yes.  I know that you know that I have always maintained my innocence.  And I still believe that it was self defense, perhaps even an accident.  But I've had a chance to think about the whole . . .incident.  Something you have here is long hours to wallow in your own thoughts.  And I believe, ultimately, that I'm getting what I deserve."

Tom's voice was quiet and thoughtful even though it echoed.  The floor was covered in the kind of hard tile that was off-white with flecks in various shades of blue.  The twelve inch squares fit perfectly together over the steel-reinforced concrete.  The walls were cinderblock painted over with a gloss white that had grayed with age.  The doors were solid-core steel.  The ceiling was suspended acoustic tiles.  The decor has all the warmth of a prison.  Which was, of course, where Tom had been since his conviction.

The homely woman gave Tom the kind of look that told him she was happy with his answer. 

"If the gun hadn't gone off when it did,” Tom continued, “and had I been able to wrestle it from him, I would have killed him.  In the heat of the moment, as angry as I was, having walked in on my wife in the middle of enthusiastic, bed-wrecking sex with my best friend and business partner, and to watch him literally jump out of bed stark naked and pull a pistol from his pile of clothing on the floor and point it at me, well . . .  I went for the gun without a second thought.  In the scuffle, I head-butted him, twisted his fingers into knots, and spit in his face.  He found a way to drive his knee into my groin, bite my shoulder and draw blood, and shout a stream of curses that would make the proverbial longshoreman blush.  When the gun went off I was literally seeing red.  I was so blind with rage that I wanted to kill him.  And I would have."

Each of the six people at the table stared in stunned silence.  Although they had probably heard something like it before from other prisoners, perhaps it was the tone of Tom's voice that earned their undivided attention.

"So,” he concluded, “even if I would have been acquitted, I know in my heart that I would have killed Jim Franklin had the opportunity presented itself."

Tom sat back and realized that he had leaned too far forward.  He looked at his wrists and ankles and saw the chain that linked the shackles to the cuffs.  He noticed how the chrome reflected the fluorescent light from over his head.  He stared at nothing for a moment, then looked back up at the parole board.

"So I'm getting what I deserve.  I might be what you call a convicted killer, either of actual deed, or intent of heart."  He made eye contact with each of them in turn.  "I also have a great deal of regret.  I regret that I was such a terrible husband that my wife was driven to have an affair because she couldn't get enough attention from me.  I regret that I was such a buffoon that I didn't notice the warning signs.  I regret that I was such a terrible judge of character that I didn't see that my best friend was capable of something like that.  I regret that I didn't quit my job and divorce my wife and get the hell out of that situation before something bad happened."

A woman at the end of the table to the right sat back and nodded.  She was black, with a tight afro that formed a kind of halo around her face.  Her eyes, deep brown, showed that perhaps she knew a little something about the subject.  Her mouth, set in a flat line across her face, showed neither contempt nor disapproval but simple acknowledgment.

"One other thing I've learned," Tom said, "is that, should I ever be let out of here, I would never do anything to cause me to return to a place like this."

The man on the left looked down to his notebook and began to  scribble.  He had a bald pate, but covered it with some kind of a weave.  Anyone could see his pale skin beneath the thin veneer of hair.

"I'd like to go somewhere quiet,” Tom continued, “maybe into the mountains, where there are no guards or other inmates, and be by myself for awhile.  I've been in a very small cell, with a cellmate, and at times I've felt very crowded.  I would love some space to myself for once."

To the far left of the table was a man who had remained still,  with his arms folded across his chest.  He hadn’t moved through  the entire proceeding.  He had close-cut black hair, a tall forehead, thick eyebrows and piercing black eyes.  His jaw was square, and that gave him the classic "jarhead" appearance.  He was slim and possibly muscular, and was dressed in a conservative dark suit, starched white shirt and thin, dark tie.

"What would you do for a living?" he asked.

Without thinking Tom answered.  "I've always wanted to learn to fly."

The man didn't move, but his eyes showed surprise.

"Used to play an online game called SkyWarrior, and I flew a virtual P-38."  He chucked at the memory.  "My call sign was 'Convict'."

The man let his jaw drop ever so slightly, then recovered in an instant and closed his mouth.  He began to make notes of his own.

There was a moment of silence.  The people at the table glanced at each other.  The man at the center of the table said "Thank you" and began to making on the pad in front of him.  As he wrote, his face took on the kind of expression you might see in a stenographer.  It was an expression of concentration and certainty.

Tom got up from the chair and only then noticed how the back of his thighs had dug into the wood.  Blood flowed down into his feet and gave him a moment of dizziness.  His feet tingled for just a second.  He thought he knew how much the hearing meant to him, but only when the hearing was over did the full weight of it's importance fall onto his mental shoulders.

The parole board literally put their heads together and began to murmur amongst themselves.  Only the Jarheaded man didn't move.  He chose not to huddle with the others.  His dark eyes stared hard at the prisoner while thoughts churned on his face and  in his mind.

Tom turned and shuffled around the chair toward the door.  A guard came and took ahold of his right arm at the bicep.  Tom knew that the guard was supposed to do that, and was there to  help him motor along as escort him to the door, but Tom hated the shackles and hated being led around in that manner.  He also hated that there was nothing to be done about it and he'd better get used to it.  He knew he was going to be in prison for a very long time.

The grey steel door at the back of the room opened, and once again Tom could sense the noises and smells of the cell block.  He dreaded going back to his cell.  One of the other inmates, who called himself Lucky, had menaced him.  Lucky was well over six feet tall, and lifted weights with the fervor of any religious zealot.  He was mean and bald and in the joint for a particularly gruesome murder.  He knew he'd never get a parole hearing, much less ever be let out.  He was jealous of anyone who had even a ghost of a chance of leaving such a concrete and steel shangri-la.  Tom was just about five-ten and had an average physique.  In the fight he knew was coming he would be wildly outclassed.  Poland against the Blitzkrieg.

Tom passed through the door and stood to one side while he waited for the guard to lead him into an adjacent room to be unshackled and ushered back to his cell.  The guard, who's name Tom didn't know, hesitated a moment.  He looked into the room, listened for a moment, then nodded and closed the door.  He led Tom into the anteroom and unshackled him, then did something unexpected.

He nodded to a chair and said "siddown".  In the room were four hardwood chairs set around a rectangular hardwood table.  The walls and floor were the same as the interview room.  The door behind them was the same kind of grey steel as was the one leading to the corridor.  This door had a window with safety glass that was reinforced with steel mesh.  There was nothing else in the room.

Tom did as ordered.  He leaned his arm on the table, and crossed his legs.  One learns to wait in prison.  Wait for food.  Wait for exercise.  Wait to get out.  Minutes passed.  The guard stood, his back against the door, and stared into the middle distance as he clasped his hands in front of him.  In ten years, Tom had learned all the guards names and their personalities.  He had learned who would joke with him and who would just as soon pound him with their nightstick.  This one was young, perhaps not yet thirty, and had olive skin.  His black hair was pulled back from his widow's peak in waves that reminded Tom of ripples on a pond.  His uniform was the classic white shirt with epaulets, dark pants, black shoes.  He was cleanshaven, and did his best to appear stern if not mean.  He was of average height, and solidly built.  And he had the kind of look that told you he would be able to hold his own in a fight.  Tom knew he would have to be wary of this one. 

Prisoners learned not to make small talk.  It was too easy for a guard or inmate to misinterpret what was said and take umbrage.  With so many sociopaths and psychopaths hemmed in by thick walls and ugly bars, it was better to shut your mouth and remain unbruised.  It was one of the many things one learns in prison.  Shut up.  Be patient.  Keep your mind occupied.  Watch your back.  Tom called them his Prison Rules.  

He waited.

Carlos Antonio Rodriguez stood as still as he could.

Through the door he heard the parole board as they talked about McNeill's performance.  Was it acting?  Or was this one actually serious?  Carlos didn't bother making any judgements.  He had already decided that convicts will say anything to convince anyone to let them out.  They'll make promises they never intend to keep.  They'll use words they didn't know existed until they looked them up in the dictionary.  They'll try to find out as much as they could about the people on the board so that they can tailor their speech to their audience.

Carlos Rodriguez had only been on the job a year but thought he'd heard it all.

As he stood and stared, he heard music in his mind.  He was a big fan of another famous Carlos, with the last name of Santana, and over the years had bought most of the CD's the guitarist had released.  The music kept his mind occupied, distracted.  His first day on the job he was told by a fellow guard to refrain from caring about the prisoners.  He was told that each man in each cell was convicted by a court of law, and, as such, deserved to be there.  He was told that each prisoner had done something wrong, and was being punished.  Having been raised in the Catholic church, Rodriguez believed in devine retribution.  He'd read his bible, and had read all about the Vengeful God.  As he stood and regarded this prisoner, he believed that this man was just another sinner locked up to pay for his sins.

A knock on the door startled Rodriguez out of his reverie.

He turned and peered through the wire mesh that reinforced the glass.  The Jarheaded Anglo was there.  He nodded, then opened the door.  The cluster of keys made that flat jangling noise that was on Tom's  list of things he hated.  Jar Head came in, asked the guard to give them a few minutes, then took a seat at the chair at the table opposite the prisoner.  He looked at Tom with an expression that told the prisoner he was being appraised.  

The guard left the room and locked them in.

"So you're the Convict, huh?"  His voice was baritone, with an air of command.  He might have been an ex-drill sergeant, Tom thought.  His eyes were brown and his voice was clear.

The prisoner nodded.  "Feels like a lifetime ago."

"I'm sure it does."  He sat forward in the chair, his large hands clasped together on the table.  "I was known as 'Sarge'."

Tom stared at him.

"I started out flying a Spitfire, and thought I might do well in it.  And after you shot me down three or four times, I moved on to a P-47."

"Which didn't turn as well as my -38."

"Right,” he said, “so I moved on to a Zero."

"Which I could out-run and out-climb."

He nodded.  "You dusted me every time, no matter which mount I chose."

Tom couldn't believe it.

"You were the best natural pilot I met on that site."

The prisoner shrugged.  "My dad was a private pilot, had a Cessna 170 for awhile until his health failed." 

"He help you with your license?" he asked.

"I never got a pilot's license."

It was Jar Head's turn to stare.

"I just flew more or less on gut instinct,” Tom said.  “The more I flew, the more I learned.  Experience was the best flight school I could've had"

Jar Head gaped.

"You didn't fly against me on my first few sorties.  I got flamed more times than I can count."  It amazed him how easily the memories returned.  "I switched planes, like you, until I started flying the -38.  I stuck with it because I started racking up kills with it.  I remember how much I loved flying on that website, and how much I looked forward to it every day when I came home from the office.  It was my way of rewarding myself for a good day's work.  After dinner, and whatever home duties came up, I parked myself in front of my PC.  I had bought a flight control system, and it had cost me a bundle.  But the rudder pedals and joystick made me feel like a real pilot while I flew the simulation.  I'd fly for an hour or two, then try to calm down before I went to bed.  Next to making love to my wife, it was the best part of my day.”

"My name is Smith."  He held out his hand and they shook.  His grip was firm and dry.  "How would you like to fly the real thing?"

Tom let go of his hand and huffed a laugh.  "I think convicted felons are not allowed to get pilot's licenses."

"Who said anything about a license?" he asked.

Tom stared at him as he returned his hands to his lap.  Just what the hell is going on, he wondered.

"I have a project I'm working on, and I could use a man with your  . . . qualifications."

Inwardly, Tom was filled with disbelief.  He knew he dared not show it.  Was this a kind of job interview?  He wondered if the man had really seen his resume.  So tell me, young man, what kind of marketable skills have you learned in the slammer?  Well, survival skills for one.  Tom almost chuckled at his own joke.  He continued to stare at Smith.  The man seemed dead serious.  For the briefest of moments Tom let himself hope that he might find a way out of that Hell.

"What did you have in mind?"  The prisoner tried to keep his tone even.

"I can get the parole board to release you into my custody on a kind of work release program.”  He seemed very sure of himself.  “You'd still be officially in prison, but 'on loan' to me."

Anything to get me out of here, Tom thought.  "Sounds interesting."

He grinned.  "Yes, it will be."

This sounded like a big joke, but Tom knew he had nothing to lose by playing along.  It might not be James Bond, but who knows what could happen?  He grinned slightly himself, and said "But you can't tell me why right now?"

He shook his head.

"I'd love to get out of here, even if it's for a little while."

Smith nodded, then got up, went to the door and knocked.  Rodriguez unlocked the door and let him out, then resumed his stance inside the door.  More minutes passed.  More waiting.  Tom couldn't help but feel excited.  He had no idea what plans Smith had for him, but he was desperate to keep Lucky from pounding him into the hospital.  It's been said that hope can kill a man in prison, and Tom knew the meaning all too well.  It wasn't hope but what happens when hopes are never realized that kills a man.  Disappointment is the real cancer.  Tom had always told himself to let go of hope altogether, but that day he just couldn't help it.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The sun felt good on his face.

Tom leaned out of the car window and let the wind blow through his hair.  He imitated the stereotypical dog as he enjoyed  the wind as it whip through its ears and hair, his tongue lolled to one side.

"Feels good, doesn't it."  Smith was driving.

It feels free, Tom thought.  He chuckled slightly and nodded.  Prison Rules dictate that you say as little as possible until you knew what was ahead of you.  There is a saying "it is better to be thought of as a fool than to speak and remove all doubt".  Tom lived by it.

He leaned back in the seat of the large SUV.  Compared to the chairs and bunks and stools inmates had been forced to use in prison, this was positively luxurious.  The urge to lean the seat back and nap was very strong but he managed to suppress it.  Even if Smith turned the car around at that moment, Tom didn't want to miss a second of freedom.  From the moment he walked out that heavy steel door and stepped up into the SUV, he felt like he had escaped.  Just like the movies about inmates who scam or tunnel or trick their way out, Tom felt like he wasn't supposed to be outside the walls.  As Smith drove out of the prison grounds, Tom looked at the high chain link fence topped with razor wire, and the wide expanse of level ground between it and the walls of the cell blocks.

“I hope I never see you again,” he murmured.  

“Sit back,” Smith said.  “Relax.”

This was sweet, delicious freedom that Tom thought perhaps he didn't deserve, and, dammit, he was going to enjoy every moment of it.

He didn't dare ask where they were going.  Smith drove down the prison road to the interstate, and turned west. 

No looking back for me, Tom thought.

As they rolled along at seventy miles an hour, Smith put the air conditioning on.  Tom rolled up the window.  Smith turned the system on full blast and his passenger aimed the vents directly at his own torso.  Convicted murders don't rate air conditioning.  It felt joyous and wrong at the same time.  Tom had learned to enjoy something good while it lasted because it never lasted very long.  Smith seemed to understand the feeling and let the system run for awhile.

It seemed like hours.  The scenery turned to desert, with less and less vegetation visible from the road.  Tom was entranced by the passing scenery.  They drove through a landscape that was largely sand and rock as the winding two-lane highway stretched out info infinity.  Desert was visible in all directions.  Tom completely lost track of time and miles.  At one time he had been able to sense such things, but the events of the past few years had changed him.  It had dulled some of his senses.  The sun went down.  Tom watched it sink into the horizon and he wondered how long it had been since he'd seen a sunset.  He sat back and let the scenery pass over him like water over a swimmer.

“Freedom.” 

Smith nodded and let him enjoy it.

Tom was startled awake.

“Time to get out,” Smith said.

Tom opened the door and was enveloped by hot and dry air.  His muscles were stiff from the drive.  He stood and stretched, then closed the car door.  Around him the darkness was flat and featureless.  Above him, a sodium vapor lamp glowered from a pole.  At his feet was a large, flat square of concrete. 

"This way."

Smith led the way to a cinderblock building who's purpose was not immediately apparent.  He led Tom through a steel door into what was obviously a reception area.  Before them was a chest high counter with desks and chairs behind it.  The interior was cool and dry.  Fluorescent tubes, behind pebbled glass, glowed from the suspended ceiling.  Their feet tread on grey industrial-grade carpet.  The cinderblock walls were painted with the same kind of white paint used in prison.  They went down one corridor and then another, then through another door into a large room.  There were several military style beds set in rows, each with a pillow and blanket and the kind of cheap tufted mattress that was common to prison.  Tom wondered if this was a military instillation.

"Take one of these beds and get a good night's sleep."  Smith motioned to a wooden door at one corner of the room.  "There's the bathroom, complete with a shower, and everything you'll need."  There was a set of bi-fold doors near the bathroom door.  "There's clean clothes in there for you."  He turned toward Tom and offered his hand.  

"Welcome aboard."  They shook.

Smith turned and left the room.  Tom stood for a moment and took a deep breath.  Then the lock turned in the door with that telltale slap.  He was about to think that this is what freedom was like, then realized he might have exchanged one kind of prison for another.  Smith didn't trust him.  Not yet, anyway.

The bathroom had a sink, mirror, toilet and shower stall.  The cinderblock walls were painted the same gloss white, with the same kind of suspended ceiling and fluorescent light fixtures. There was a fan built into the ceiling that came on when the light was turned on.  The medicine cabinet was stocked with deodorant and shaving supplies.  The shower had soap and shampoo.  Next to the shower stall were clean white towels on decorative metal bars.

Compared to prison, Tom felt like he’d died and gone to heaven.  

He took a long, hot, soapy shower.  For the first time in years he was alone under the spray.  As he let the water sluice over his body, he noticed that he didn’t have to see other men scrubbing themselves as they looked back with either contempt, sexual arousal, or indifference.  He didn’t have to witness two male inmates soaping each other generously, even lovingly, and look upon them with distaste and envy.  As he stood in the shower and enjoyed the warmth of the water, he vowed that, if he ever found a woman who liked him enough to shower with him, he would soap her down in much the same way.

The closet had white briefs and t-shirts that fit him reasonably well.  He clicked off the lights, chose a bed, and slipped between the sheets.  He was asleep very quickly.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“So your team is assembled?”

“That's affirm.”

“This morning you said you were still one pilot short.”  There was confusion and skepticism in the voice to go along with the very English accent.

Smith grinned.  “Not any more.”

“So who did you get?”

“A new man,” Smith replied.

There was silence on the line for a second or two.  Smith knew he had surprised the man.  “I'll be ready.”

“You'd better be.”  The line went dead.

Smith pressed the disconnect button on his phone, then set it on the desk in front of him.  He stood up and stretched.  Damn that was a long drive, he told himself.  Hope it was worth it.

“Our man Smith is getting overconfident.”

The man with the English accent addressed a colleague.

“I've never known him to be the shy, retiring type.”  The voice at the other end of the phone was American, probably from New York City.

“Not in the least.”  The English man thought for a moment.  “But he's been reliable enough for me to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“I'm glad you feel that way.  Diplomatic pressure doesn't seem to be working.”

“It sometimes doesn't,” the English man agreed.

The American man seemed to hesitate.  “This had better work,” he warned.

“Oh, Smith will get the job done,” the English man said.  “What happens after that is your problem.”

The American huffed.  “Always is.” 

"Good morning."

The lights snapped on and Tom awoke with a start.

Smith walked into the room.  He was dressed in military-style fatigues, complete with a baseball cap.  His shoes appeared to be spit-shined.

"I trust you slept well."

Tom groaned and pushed himself up to a sitting position.  "Like the dead."

Smith was pleased with that.  "Get yourself up and showered and shaved.  There are clothes in the closet for you."

"Okay."  Tom did as he was asked.  The closet didn't have pants and shirts but jumpsuits.  They were olive drab, like military issue, but without any kind of rank nor identifying insignias nor name tags.  They were much more form fitting than the orange ones Tom had worn over the past ten years.  There were black rubber-soled shoes on the floor of the closet.  He tried on two or three pairs until he found some that didn't hurt his feet.

He finished tying the shoes, then noticed that some of the bunks had been removed.  In their place was a small, square table, and a single chair.  On the table was a large ceramic plate like those used in diners.  There was a metal cover over the plate that had a hole in the center.  There was a plastic glass filled with orange juice, and a thick china mug filled with coffee.  Tom took the cover off the plate and saw scrambled eggs, bacon, and sausage.  He sat down, picked up the cheap silverware, and tasted the eggs.  They were wonderful.  So was the rest of the meal.  And the coffee didn't taste like it was watered down or otherwise diluted.  The juice was refreshing.  Tom thought:  I'm going to be confined, at least the food was good.  Just as he finished the last of the coffee, Smith came back into the room.

"Come with me."

They went back through the empty corridors to a large room.  Tables and chairs were arranged in the manner of a classroom.  There was a large white board at the front, and a book and paper and pencils placed on the table closest to the front.  Smith pointed and Tom sat.

"Tom," Smith began, "welcome to flight school."

Smith glossed over a lot.

The first book was about basic aerodynamics.  There were graphs and charts that Tom understood in a general sense, and formulas that Smith explained in brief.  There was terminology that Tom had sometimes heard.  As the lecture progressed Tom was able to grasp the concepts with ease.  He knew this was just the rudimentary knowledge every pilot needed.  Smith explained why the airplane would fly and why the wings were shaped like they were and why the control surfaces worked.  Tom already knew this, having read several of his father's aircraft magazines and picked up bits and pieces here and there.  As usual, Tom didn't say he already knew it.  Prison Rules.

The second book covered basic cockpit layout, instrumentation, and basic aircraft functions.  Tom learned about the altimeter, pressure guages, stick and rudder pedal movements, why you had to use the choke on the engine before you started it, and other elementary knowledge.  Having watched his father start up the Cessna, Tom knew most of the topics Smith covered.  The student paid attention, familiarized himself with the instruments, and listened carefully to what the instructor said.

There was nothing to give Tom a sense of time.  The room was cool but not cold.  There were no windows.  There was no clock in the room.  Above the white board there was a small junction box embedded in the cinderblock with wires coiled inside of it.  Tom thought there was probably a clock there at one time, but had been removed.  But he didn't know if it was 10 a.m. or 10 p.m.  

There was also no mention of navigation beyond the compass, altimeter, vertical velocity indicator and the artificial horizon.  Tom knew navigation was essential to the civilian pilot, and probably just as important to the military pilot, but there was no mention of it from Smith.

As he looked in the books Tom noticed that they were hardcovers bound like a hymnal or prayer book.  The paper was thin and almost translucent.  The corners and spines were well worn.  There was no title page and no author's name listed anywhere.  The cover and spine had no title on it other than a large number.  Aerodynamics was 1, cockpit layouts and such was 2.  The pages inside were numbered, but there was nothing else to identify the source of the information.  It was as if someone had stolen the content of other books and reprinted and rebound it into these volumes.  The pictures looked like something you might see in a book about the Second World War, or perhaps the 1950s.  The grammar was dry, like one engineer writing for another.

Smith stopped for a moment and said "Hungry?".  Tom nodded.

Smith had been seated behind an old fashioned teacher's desk.  During his lectures, he had stood, or paced in front the board while he read from the text, or explained the concepts using illustrations.  He reminded Tom of the many teachers he had known in school.  Smith occasionally tried to inject a little humor into his delivery, but, like so many teachers, his jokes were old and tired.  The student grinned in the right places.  Both men stood and stretched.  Smith motioned to the door, then turned on his heel and strode through it.  Tom followed.  Back through the corridors they went, and arrived aty the room where Tom had slept.  The table had been cleared of the breakfast dishes, and in their place were more silverware, a large pitcher of water, another plastic glass, and another plate covered by the same kind of  lid.  Tom sat down to eat.  Smith nodded, left the room and locked the door.

Tom chuckled silently to myself.  "Bon appetit," he whispered.  Lunch was a BLT on toasted white bread, and shoestring french fries.  There were a couple of packets of ketchup on the plate.  Tom knew he always had trouble with those kinds of packets, and hoped he wouldn't stain the jumpsuit.

He took his time with the BLT.  After he had been forced to  down bland, almost unpalatable food for so many years, Tom tasted all the ingredients and made full use of the napkins provided.  He managed to open the ketchup packets without disgracing myself.  But, of course, the shoestring fries tasted like their namesake.  Tom wondered if these were rejects from training sessions at the local fast food outlet.  They certainly tasted bad enough.  But, he knew, he shouldn't complain.  He was out.  Despite the fact that he had only left his cell yesterday, Tom knew his life had improved.

Enjoy it while you have it.  It won't last long.  

Prison Rules.

Tom realized that, in that very short time since he'd left prison, the only person he'd seen was Smith.  Obviously there must be others here.  Someone either cooked the food or picked it up somewhere and brought it here.  Tom noticed that the bed was made.  So someone was in charge of basic housekeeping.  They probably also did the laundry because the dirty clothes were gone.  He hadn't heard anyone else.  There had been no noises of talking, or walking, or rolling a cart or mop bucket along the tile floor.  It was kind of eerie.  Tom had spent the last ten years in a cellblock where there was almost constant noise.  Even in the dead of night, there was the noise of inmates snoring or talking quietly or making the bed frame squeak.  Every prisoner could smell the sweat, and the cigarettes, and the despair.  They could sense the fear and brutality and hopelessness.  As he sat and finished his lunch, he realized that, in that room there was nothing.  No sound, no smells, no sunlight, no other people.  For a moment he felt that fear of open spaces that some former inmates say they experience.  For a moment he wanted the comforting confinement of the cell, and the protection of the bars.  He wanted the familiar sensations of what had become, for better or worse, a kind of home.  The sensation receded as quickly as it had come.  Tom prided himself on his ability to adapt to new situations, and decided he was going to adapt to this one, come hell or high water.

Just as he finished the last swallow of water, Smith unlocked the door and leaned into the room.  He motioned with his thumb, and Tom followed.

They went through a different corridor, made two turns, went  through another door and entered a large aircraft hanger.  The main doors to the right were open.  The sun was bright and the heat was startling.  After so much time spent in an air-conditioned building Tom started to sweat immediately.  In the center of the hanger was a yellow airplane that he recognized as a vintage World War 2 trainer.

"T-6?"  Tom asked Smith.

Smith nodded.  "The canopies are open.  Climb into the forward seat."

Tom almost laughed.  Am I really going to fly this thing? He asked himself.  Conflicting emotions washed over him.  Joy at the prospect of flying.  Fear of failure.  Hope that he might succeed.  In his distant thoughts was the drum beat of impending doom if he failed.  He fought down the urge to  run, then managed to walk to the side of the fuselage without incident.  He stepped up onto the pebbled strip along the wing root.  A couple of steps forward he stopped, unsure of how to actually get into the cockpit.

"There's a foothold about half way up."  Smith had climbed onto the opposite wing.

Tom noticed a small door in the aluminum.  His toe fit perfectly into it and allowed him to  lever himself up.  He put one foot on the seat cushion, then carefully sat down.  The first thing he noticed was that his feet didn’t reach the rudder pedals.

"The seat adjustment is below your right thigh."  Smith stood  to the left, his face slightly above and behind Tom's head.

Tom found the lever and moved the seat up to where the pedals were comfortable.  The control stick was directly in front of him, and he grasped it with his right hand.  On the panel before  him were the guages and dials he had seen in the book that  morning.  He pointed to each one and named them it turn.  Smith nodded and was pleased.  Tom noticed that the fuel guages showed the tanks were full.  And there were no navigational aids, like a radio direction finder.  And no clock.

Tom looked at Smith.  "Do we want to take her for a spin?"  He knew he might be pushing things a bit, but the words left his mouth before he could stop them.

Smith looked back without comment.

"I can only learn so much from a book . . ."  He shrugged.

Smith chuckled.  "You'll need a flight suit."
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Anthony Petrocelli stood straight and tall.

He was, after all, addressing the President of the United States of America.  And he was in the Oval Office, of all places, to give a briefing on a subject that was, at that moment, top secret.  Of course he had the security clearance, and of course he had all the necessary information to give the briefing.  And, of course he had experience in giving such briefings to important men business and in government.

But this was the President.  The Oval Office.

He'd been in the offices of CEOs, governors, and mayors.  He'd addressed boards of directors, and state legislators, and city councils.  But he'd always considered the White House, and his visit there, as “playing the palace”, so to speak.  This was going to be the most important briefing he'd ever given, to the most important man in the world.

As he strode into the room, he did his best to hide his emotions.  No way did he want them to see how afraid he was of failure.  No way did he want them to see how giddy he had been about being in the White House.  And no way did he want to be so nervous that he flubbed his presentation and made a fool of himself.

Dammit, he thought, this is going to be my finest hour!

The door closed, and greetings were exchanged.  The group took their seats on the couches and chairs as Petrocelli set up a platformed video monitor at one end.  Moments later he had his laptop up and connected, and his Powerpoint presentation was ready.

The President spoke to him in his Texas drawl.

“Begin.”

The engine of the T-6 was incredibly loud.

If it weren't for the headset that covered his ears, Tom thought he would have gone deaf.  The parachute apparatus chafed, particularly in the groin area, and the actual parachute itself was hard and flat under him.  The view from the front seat was spectacular.  Smith guided him through the startup procedure, then directed him as Tom steered the plane out of the hanger.  The sunlight was blinding.  McNeill's eyes teared as he tried to adjust.  As he angled the plane to the right, Tom noted that they were at a small airstrip in the desert.  There was a single runway that ended just beyond the small concrete tarmac.  He also noted that they were in a valley that was a natural bowl ringed by hills and towers of rock.  The runway angled off toward a natural opening between a tower and a plateau.  Tom  tested the brakes, careful to apply them gently, and brought the plane a stop at the end of the runway.

"Go ahead and take her up."

He felt like a giddy, a school boy with a new toy.  He set the parking break, put the flaps down, double checked the engine temperature, and tested the controls.  Everything seemed to be in order.  He pushed the throttle forward as he released the brakes.  The T-6 started to roll down the runway and Tom laughed out loud.  The large radial engine roared.  The tail wheel rose off the pavement as the plane picked up speed.  Tom stretched out with his mind and felt the wings and the engine and the tailplane as if he had become part of the aircraft.  The sensation of lift reached his mind.  The wheels left the runway and he felt the smile cover his face.  With as gentle a touch as he could muster he eased the stick back and started to gain altitude.  In his head he counted to three and moved the landing gear lever to the up position.  The hydraulics moved the wheels and struts and he felt them hit home in the wheel wells beneath his feet.  Next he moved the flaps up gradually and adjusted the stick as he did.  After a few seconds, the flaps slipped up into the trailing edges of the wings.  He knew he'd never done anything like this before and was exhilarated.

"Take her to 5,000 feet, and head due north."

Tom wanted to say something like "roger", and thought of the movie where they say "we have clearance, Clarence, what's our vector, Victor?", but decided against it.  He answered with a lame "Will do."

He remembered all of the simulations flown on his PC, and recalled wondering just how realistic they might have been.  From World War 1 biplanes to modern jets, the programmers had put in characteristics that made Tom feel like he was flying the real thing.  With the famous Sopwith Camel, the pilot had to contend with the torque of the rotary engine.  The plane always wanted to turn to the right.  This trainer had that slight tendency, and Tom knew that a rotary engine was fundamentally different than a radial engine.  In a rotary, the entire engine spun with the motion of the crankshaft.  With a radial, just the shaft and the propeller spun.  The torque was so much less that pilots had immediately disowned the rotary.  At that moment Tom understood why.  He looked around the cockpit and found the trim controls.  He slowly moved the dials until the torque was counterbalanced.  The plane was level at 5,000 feet.  He turned gently and steadily until the compass read "N".  He also pulled back on the throttle a bit and thought that full power wasn't necessary to maintain altitude.

"How does it feel?"

"Wonderful."  Tom McNeil, master of understatement, or so he believed.  "I love it."

"Is this something you always wanted to do?"  His voice sounded tinny in the intercom.

"Yes.  Very much so."

"Why didn't you?"  Smith's voice was just loud enough to be heard over the engine.

"Cost was the biggest reason.  We were struggling, at least at first, and then, when Jim and I started the business, I was busy as hell, and just never found the time."  As he said it, Tom realized these were both valid reasons and lame excuses.  The real reason was that he couldn't justify spending the money on what would be pure recreation when there were bills to pay.  His parents had raised him to be a responsible adult, and the son had become just that.  He had worked like a dog at the business, and made money, but never allowed himself the time and money to do something like that.  At the time, he saw it as frivolous.  Seated in that cockpit, hands on the controls, it had quickly become the most important activity in his life.

The smile never left Tom's face.

Smith had taken the controls during final approach and landing, and allowed Tom to taxi the plane into the hanger.  Once the engine was shut down, Tom pulled off the headset and realized just how much he had sweated under the helmet and jumpsuit.  His hair was matted against his head, and the suit was soaked through in places.  But he was still so overjoyed that he felt he could  flap his arms and fly around the hanger all by himself.

Smith led him back to the sleeping room where Tom had showered and changed.  There was dinner waiting for him.  Steak and large-cut french fries and peas.  And a beer.  He enjoyed it all.

There was also a book that had been left on a bunk.  Like the others, it had no title on the cover or spine, and no title page or identifying information.  After he finished eating, Tom opened it and started to read.  It was all about bombing and strafing land targets, and how to avoid other aircraft who might want to defend the target.

So this is what he wants, Tom thought.  His project is some kind of bombing mission.  Tom's  mind reeled with possibilities.  What did he want me to bomb, and where?  It could be any number of places.  Since they were in the desert, his first thought was perhaps the target might be in the Middle East somewhere.  That would be a logical deduction, my dear Holmes.  Why was he flying a vintage World War 2 trainer?  Because it was a simple, reliable airplane that had a long track record of helping to train countless pilots.  Was he going to move on to other aircraft?  Almost certainly.  What kinds of aircraft?  God and Smith only knew.  One thing was for certain.  It was probably going to be dangerous.  Combat missions always were.

And why was he being kept isolated like this?  Being a convicted murderer, Tom knew he couldn't be trusted with freedom.  He understood that notion clearly, and the act of Smith locking him in this room made sense.  Quickly he realized that he was never out of that room alone.  Smith was always there.  McNeill didn't see a firearm or nightstick on Smith, and didn't know if the man was armed with a knife or other weapon.  But both Smith and McNeill knew that Tom wouldn't spoil his freedom with some kind of assault or attack.  Tom knew that wasn't in his nature.  Did Smith know that as well?  If he was any judge of character, he probably did.  And Tom knew he didn't meet anyone else for two good reasons: one, no one else could help with an escape, and two, as long as everyone kept silent, no one else could tell Tom about what he would ultimately be doing.  Well, he thought, no way to know for sure what will happen.  I guess I'm along for the ride.  Prison Rules yet again.

He fell asleep with the book on his chest.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE
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“Is that right?”

“Flew it like he knew what he was doing,” Smith joked.  “Smooth hand on the stick, good retention of the basics.”

“Nooooo,” the English man said.

“Honestly,” Smith replied.  “I think this guy's a natural.”

“If he's a convicted murderer, what kind of a natural is he?”  The English voice was dripping with sarcasm.

“I . . . think this just might work out,” Smith replied.

“And how do you know that?”

“Oh, just a hunch.”  Smith grinned to himself.

“You've better be right about this,” the English man warned.  “The mission date will be on you before you know it.”

“No sweat,” Smith retorted.

“You're a man who lives on his reputation,” the English man said.  “I'd hate to see that reputation sullied with a blatant error on a mission like this.”  

“Look, Ellerbe.  Have I ever let you down?”  Smith didn't like any kind of threat, veiled or otherwise, from anyone.

“Now is not the time to falter, old boy.”  The line went dead.

Smith disconnected.  “Arrogant bastard!”

The morning brought more classroom work.

Smith drew on the white board and explained angles and tactics for a bombing run.  He also gave Tom a picture of the T-6 cockpit, and pointed out where the bomb release levers were located.  It seemed to McNeill that it was all a matter of timing.  Tom had seen television programs where different kinds of bombing runs were depicted.  The most vivid memories were those made by pilots during the Viet Nam War and the first Gulf War.  The narrators spoke of the heads-up display.  The videos he'd seen showed a white circle in the middle of the picture, with a diamond shape that moved about the screen.  Once the diamond lined up inside the circle, the pilot released the bombs.  Tom noticed that Smith mentioned nothing about this.

"So," Tom said when Smith had stopped to take a breath, "how will I know when to release the bombs?"

"Practice."

Okay, he thought, no heads-up display.  He nodded.

"After lunch, you and I will do some bombing runs in the T-6."

Tom's heart jumped in his chest.  He nodded again and tried not to look too excited.  The instructor went on with his lesson, and the student paid close attention.  If this was going to be my  mission, Tom reasoned, and my freedom depended on it, I'm damn well sure I am going to do a good job.  And I am damn sure I'm going to survive to fly another day.
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CHAPTER SIX
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"Turn to heading 243 and start your descent."

Smith's voice came over the headphones loud and clear.  Tom pushed the stick to the left, applied a little left rudder, and pulled back on the throttle.  The engine wound down slightly as the Texan banked.  Tom looked through the glass for the marker.  In the distance there was an X marked in white chalk on the desert floor.  The plane started to pick up speed as it lost altitude.  Tom lined up the marker in the center of the windscreen as Smith had instructed.  In picture books Tom had seen dive bombers like the famous Stuka and Dauntless of World War 2, and remembered seeing a straight stick attached to the fuselage ahead of the windshield.  He wished the T-6 had one.  He knew he needed something like that as a point of reference for the bombing run.

"Steady."  Smith was calm and supportive.  "Nose down a little."

McNeill pushed the stick forward a little more.

"Get ready."

Tom put my hand on the bomb release lever.

"NOW."

He shoved the lever forward, then pulled back on the stick and applied power.  The maneuver produced mild G forces that pushed  both instructor and student into their seats as the plane gained altitude.

"Bank right and let's see how you did."

Tom pulled the stick to the right and pulled up.  The Texan gained more altitude but lost quite a bit of airspeed.  Tom countered with a little more right rudder and the plane leveled off.  A drop of the wing allowed him to see the two yellow dots on either side of the X.

"Not bad for your first time."  Smith was clearly impressed.

Tom nodded.

"Do it again.  Same vector."  His voice commanded without pretense or anger.

"OK."

"And be more aggressive this time.  Like you were under fire."

"OK."  I've never been under fire, Tom said to himself, but I have a pretty active imagination.

"And say "roger" or "acknowledged"  If you're going to fly, get the jargon right."

Tom almost said OK, but answered, "Roger".

He brought the plane up to 5,000 feet again, and turned as ordered.

As he started the run he pushed the throttle to full power.  Rather than direct plane down, Tom tried something a little different.  He moved the stick to the left and the plane rolled over.  To avoid vertigo he stared at the altimeter and blocked out everything else.  It didn't work.  With the world spinning in his peripheral vision, he looked outside the canopy and was able to orient himself.  The altimeter dial spun as he rolled the plane left again and leveled off with the X dead center in the  wind screen.  Tom reached for the lever and Smith broke his concentration.

"I'm not going to call it this time."  His voice was less than steady.  

"Roger."

Tom let his senses extend to the wingtips and tail and engine, and for a moment he became the airplane.  On instinct, he jerked the release lever and two practice bombs fell from the underwing racks.  A yank up on the stick and the Texan banked right.  Tom's vision started to narrow a little bit so he eased the angle of the turn to let up on the G forces.  His vision cleared immediately.  After a moment he banked with less force, and looked up through the canopy to see where the bombs landed.  There were two sets of yellow dots spaced closely together on either side of the center of the X.

"How was that?"

Smith didn't answer for a moment.  "One more time, just as aggressive, only don't bank hard after release."  

Tom thought to himself: If I didn’t know better, I thought I heard him clear his throat.  He  wondered if he had caused the man to black out for a moment.

"Roger."  Tom was All Business with his tome.

The third run went like the other two.  As McNeill headed down toward the target he could feel the airplane in his mind, almost as if he was a bird of prey.  He imagined that he had circled  above the desert his eyes alert for movement, and at the right moment, pulled in his wings and dove hard for the sand.  When the moment came to strike he felt the wings extend to halt his descent as sharp talons reached for a hapless rodent.  He jerked the release lever a third time and pulled out of the dive and leveled out at about 500 feet.  The airspeed indicator showed over 200 miles per hour.  A gentle pull on the stick and a gradual bank to the right brought the target area into view.  There were three sets of yellow splotches on the sand.  They were grouped tightly together within a few feet of the center of the X.

He felt like he could pump his fist in exultation.

Smith had been mostly silent on the ride back.

Tom handled the controls on landing  He was able to let the wheels touch gently on the concrete without a bounce.  The plane slowed to taxi speed well short of the end of the runway, so, on a whim, Tom locked up the right wheel brake and gunned the engine to turn the plane around.  Smith had done so the day before, so Tom imitated his trick.  Unable to see his face, Tom couldn't tell if Smith was impressed, disgusted, or sick to his stomach.

Tom brought the plane into the hanger, braked to a stop, and went through the shutdown procedure.  When at last the engine shut down and the propeller wound to a stop, the silence in the hanger was stifling.  Tom pulled back the canopy, got up from his seat and pulled off the headset.  As he stepped out of the cockpit and started down the slope of the wing, he noticed that Smith was already out of the plane and half way to the door.  The man appeared to walk at a brisk pace.  Tom stepped down from the wing and started after him.  Smith went through the door without hesitation and let it slam shut behind him.  When Tom reached the door he twisted the knob and discovered that it would not move.  He peered through the wired glass and saw only empty hallway.  He turned in a circle and hoped to see another door or another way into the building.  There was none.  He wondered if there would be someone who would come by and turn the plane around so it faced toward the door.  There had to be someone who filled up the tanks and checked the engine, he thought.  Where was the ground crew?

He turned back to the door and there was Smith, his face slightly pale and his eyes a little disheveled.  The instructor opened the door and admitted the student.  They walked through the empty hallway back to the room with the bunks.  At the door, Smith motioned for Tom to sit at the empty table.  As Tom walked past him, he thought he heard Smith clear his throat, then swallow hard.  For a brief moment Tom thought he smelled something foul.  Smith handed over another book, turned and walked out of the room.  The door closed firmly behind him.  Then the lock slapped into place.

Tom stood for a moment, book in hand, and then came to a realization.  He thought that Smith was angry with him for some reason.  Perhaps he thought the student had been too aggressive, Tom thought, to the point of being dangerous on the bombing range.  Then he remembered the roll maneuver that took the plane to the inverted position in order to dive more quickly to the target.  He recalled the text of a book where, during the Battle of Britain, pilots of the Hawker Hurricane found that their engines stalled when they pushed the nose of the plane over to dive toward the Nazi bombers.  Mechanics had determined that the maneuver had caused the aviation fuel to temporarily slosh out of the carburetor, and the engine was momentarily starved of fuel.  Pilots soon learned to roll the plane over and pull back on the stick, the  centrifugal force enough to maintain the gas into the engine.  Ground crews retrofitted Hurricane fighters with engines that had fuel injection systems instead of carburetors, and the need for that maneuver was eliminated.  But the pilots continued to use it because they could dive on the enemy with more speed.  Tom had decided to do that with the T-6.  Maybe I was showing off, he thought, but it worked.  On the first bombing run, the act of pushing the nose over made his head swim from the negative G force.  The next time he used the rollover maneuver and expected the sensations that washed over him.  He realized that he had handled them well.  Maybe Smith thought I was being arrogant, he reasoned.  But he knew that wasn't the real reason.

Smith was embarrassed.

As Tom pulled out of the dive the second time, Smith had become sick to his stomach.  Perhaps he even threw up in the rear cockpit.  He was supposed to be the experienced pilot, but perhaps he had vomited from the vertigo and, in his mind, acted like a raw cadet on his first flight.  He didn't want to show weakness to the man he tried to train.  Tom chuckled.  He had never experienced motion sickness, or a fear of heights for that matter.  Through the many hours flying with his father in the Cessna, the son had  experienced no problems.  Of course, he knew, Dad didn't do any bombing runs, or high g maneuvers.  The 170 would have come apart in mid-air.  But Tom was never afraid to go on any plane, large or small.  Even during the bombing runs, he knew he was so focused on the target, and on the controls of the plane, that he didn't experience any sickness.

The rolls were reversed, and Smith couldn't stand it.

Tom chuckled again, set the book down, and went to take a shower.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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“I have learned something that might be of interest to you.”

The line was silent for a moment.  “And just what might that be?”  The accent was clearly eastern European, possibly Russian.

“Our little project might be in jeopardy.”  The voice was bland, with that vanilla Midwestern accent that masked any hint of regional heritage.

More silence.  “Why do you say that?”

“The Texan knows all about it.”  The caller let that sink in.

“Oh?”  He couldn't keep the surprise from his voice.

“And he might decide to do something about it.”
“But what can he do?”  The man huffed in derision.  “Anything done by his military, or their allies, would risk all out war.  As arrogant as he might be, he's not that stupid.”
“Don't be so sure.”

The next two days were spent doing bombing runs.

Smith never spoke of it, but Tom wondered if he had taken  motion sickness pills.  The student wasn't going to compound the embarrassment of the instructor by saying anything.  Tom just played the part of the humble student and did what he was told.  Smith issued instructions with concise sentences spoken in a moderate tone.  And he said very little else.  Each time they took off they went to a different part of the desert, and dropped practice bombs on different small areas of sand and scrub.  Smith had Tom approach each target from different angles and altitudes.  Each time he had Tom take three different passes at the target before they  returned to base.  The plane was refueled and rearmed by people Tom never saw.  Each time he was able to get at least one set of practice bombs close to the target.  The student was pleased with his performance.  The instructor offered neither encouragement nor criticism.  Each night Tom was given a book to read.  The first two nights the student read the book about bombing Smith had given him a few days earlier.  The third night he left a book all about flying multi-engined aircraft.  The student read it with interest.

“What is the status of your operation?” Ellerbe asked.

“Most of the assets are committed,” Smith replied.  “Only one loose end to tie up.”

“How is your newest recruit doing?”

“I think he's ready for the next step,” Smith replied.

“Oh?”  More skepticism from the Englishman.

“He's proven to be a better pilot than I gave him credit for,” Smith remarked.  “I think he's ready.”

There was silence on the line for a moment.  “What if I don't agree?”
“According to the terms of our agreement, you merely gave me a task to perform,” Smith replied with certainty.  “Nowhere in the contract does it say you have the authority to tell me how to accomplish it.”
More silence.

“Besides, the money's been paid.”  Smith wore a smirk on his face even though the other couldn't see it.  “You'll just have to trust that I'll get the job done.”

Without saying another word, the man disconnected.

Smith huffed.  “Nice doing business with you.”
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