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  Chapter one
Thunder Over Ubon


The first thing that always woke Colton Rourke on days like this wasn’t the alarm clock rattling on his battered metal locker, nor the sharp, acrid smell of jet fuel sneaking through the barracks louvers. It was the thunder. The runway lay just north of his sleeping quarters, and when the F-4 Phantoms blasted off at dawn, their engines would roll over the base in a wave, shaking the thin glass of the windows and vibrating through every bone in his body. Rourke never minded. In fact, he liked to believe that, for a moment, he could ride that thunder, slip out of his cot and be up there in the sky, pushing the throttles forward, hurtling fast and low over the red earth. 
The sun was barely a smear of gold behind the mist as he propped open the barracks door and stepped outside. The air tasted thick, wet with the monsoon’s leftovers, and somewhere a generator coughed itself awake. Ubon Royal Thai Air Force Base was halfway between nowhere and oblivion, a low-slung cluster of buildings and shimmering tarmac stitched into the jungle’s relentless green. To the east, the river sparkled in the distance, winding toward the Mekong, while on base, crews darted about under sodium lamps, tending to the machines that made or ended their days.
“Major Rourke! Sir!” A sharp voice called from behind, accompanied by hurried bootsteps. Captain Grant Hollister, Scope, as his flight helmet proclaimed in blue tape, appeared, already zipping up his olive-green flight suit. His sandy hair was beginning to curl with sweat, and the perpetual smear of grease across his cheek made him look younger than his thirty years.
“Scope,” Rourke greeted him with a nod, taking the offered Styrofoam cup of instant coffee. It tasted like mud but would get the job done.
“Got ourselves an early show,” Scope said, tipping his head toward the far end of the taxiway, where a pair of Phantoms crouched in the rising light, their canopies agleam with dew.
“Something brewing?” Rourke asked, watching the ground crew swarm around tail numbers he could recite by heart.
“Just the usual ‘routine’, as if anything here ever is. Weather says we’ve got a window before the rains come back.” Scope drew a long, nervous sip. “That, and the new guys finally arrived on the midnight hop from Clark.”
Rourke grunted, something approaching a smile playing about his lips. He’d been with the 497th, the Phantom Squadron, nearly long enough to forget what it felt like to be new. But he remembered what it looked like.
Outside the ready room, aircrews gathered in loose knots, holding helmets under their arms, trading jibes, and feigning nonchalance. The pilots wore their callsigns stenciled across their chests: Flash, Diesel, T-Bone, Razor. The back-seaters, Weapons Systems Officers, or GIBs (“Guy In Back”), were quieter, their eyes constantly flitting to the sky. Rourke noted the familiar faces: Lieutenant Sam “Hitch” Whatley, forever running a comb through hair bleached lighter than the squadron’s laundered t-shirts; Rick “Quote” Hanley, always with a paperback in hand, as if the right line from Kipling or Hemingway might help him make sense of war.
And now, clustered awkwardly by the notice board, were the new arrivals. Rourke recognized the stance, erect with nerves, trying not to show uncertainty as the veterans swept past. The tallest, Second Lieutenant Tom “Sparks” Atwell, watched a Phantom launch with unconcealed awe, lips barely moving in involuntary incantation. The shortest of the bunch, a wiry fellow clutching a battered duffel, fiddled with the straps on his G-suit, already sweating through the canvas.
Scope followed Rourke’s gaze. “Fresh meat’s in for a wild ride. Think they’ll last?”
“Some will,” Rourke said, voice low. “Others’ll go home with a thousand-yard stare, or not at all.”
Scope shrugged, as if to say that was just how it was.
Inside the ready room, the walls were cluttered with flight charts, tattered maps, checklists, and black-and-white photos of grinning men standing in front of Phantoms. Some of those men weren’t here anymore; Rourke’s eyes lingered on a snapshot of Captain “Joker” Harris and his GIB, both lost in the wet, smoky green of Laos last winter. On the bulletin board near the door, someone had posted a hand-drawn cartoon of a Phantom dropping bombs onto a dragon labeled “Charlie,” prompting a smattering of weary laughter from those waiting for the day’s orders.
It was early, but the ready room buzzed with ritual: pilots pulling on their G-suits with exaggerated groans, back-seaters scrawling “GOOD FOR ONE FREE BEER” chits and tucking them into flight bags in case they made it back first, a junior officer awkwardly reciting the mission prayer under his breath. Someone started up a battered tape deck, and Jim Morrison’s voice slithered through the stale air, “Break on Through (To the Other Side)”, and someone else threw a crust of bread at the speaker in mock outrage.
Rourke found his usual seat near the door, back to the battered metal locker where he stowed personal effects: a dog-eared letter from home, a black-and-white photo of a wife and son, a Zippo lighter engraved with the squadron’s crest. He glanced around, catching Scope’s eye.
“You ever get used to this?” Scope asked, his tone superficially light.
“No.” Rourke sipped his coffee, then set it aside. “But you get better at pretending.”
From outside, the engines roared again. The air vibrated, tremors running up the steel chair legs and into Rourke’s boots. He took a breath, tasting the high-octane future on the back of his tongue.
A lieutenant from Intel strode in, her arms full of folders and maps. “Debrief on last night’s run is posted,” she announced, voice too bright for the hour. Faces stiffened; some pilots looked down, others flicked glances at the casualty list. Losses were always counted in silence, a roll-call that never got easier, no matter how they joked about the odds. Rourke felt the weight of every lost call sign pressing in around the room.
Then, almost as an afterthought, the lieutenant added, “Briefing for today’s mission at zero-six-hundred, gentlemen. CO wants you sharp.”
The squadron’s CO, Colonel “Dutch” Van Dorn, was a hard man with a nose for trouble and a backhanded way of rallying the troops. He’d survived three wars by being careful where he put his faith. In the absence of faith, he demanded skill. Rourke respected that, he’d learned the hard way that luck ran out for everyone.
As the new arrivals filed in, their boots clumsy on the scuffed tiles, Rourke scanned each face. Sparks, Atwell, looked pale but determined, forcing a square jaw. The wiry back-seater beside him, “Gizmo”, flashed an uncertain smile at a passing sergeant, then stared down at his own trembling hands. Rourke could remember, with a pang, when he’d been them: certain the war was some distant thunder. Certain he’d be the one to make it home untouched.
“Attention!” The announcement rang out as Dutch stalked in, his shadow filling the doorway. Every man in the room stiffened. Dutch ran a gimlet gaze over the crowd, pausing a fraction longer on each unfamiliar face.
“Welcome to Ubon, gentlemen. The only place east of Bangkok where you can sweat through your boots at dawn and freeze your ass off at altitude by lunch. I see some new faces. Rourke, Hollister, show them the ropes. Make sure the Phantoms come back with the same number of crew as when they left. Understood?”
“Yes, sir,” Rourke and Scope replied in unison.
Dutch grunted, then with a rasp of his palm, turned to the map board. “There’s something coming down the pipe. No details yet, but higher’s got their eye on us. So today, we keep it routine, recce over the Ban Karai Pass, eyes peeled for enemy movin’ supplies. You know the drill: low, fast, and out before Charlie lights you up. Wheels up at oh-seven-hundred. Questions?”
Stony silence answered. Dutch eyed them all, his gaze landing last on Rourke. “Good hunting, boys.” He left, trailed by the Intelligence lieutenant.
Tension, ever-present for months, seemed to wind tighter. Scope gave Rourke a sidelong glance. “You ever get the feeling ‘routine’ just means ‘not yet?’”
Rourke snorted. “Every goddamn day.”
He stood and addressed the room, his voice calm, steady. “Saddle up, gents. If you’re new, stick with your assigned lead. If you’re not, keep your head on a swivel. Out there, you trust your wingman more than you trust your shadow.” He paused, letting the advice settle. “And when we get back, beers are on the last man down the ladder.”
That drew a ripple of nervous laughter, tension breaking just enough for the younger men, their faces just out of adolescence, eyes hungry for approval, to fall into the rhythm of the squadron. Outside, the sun crept higher, burning off the mist and sending sharp rays across the fuel-stained tarmac. The ground crews pushed carts stacked with bombs and missiles toward the waiting Phantoms. A pair of Thais hosed mud from the landing gear of a returning jet, singing an off-key folk tune that filtered through the open doors.
As Rourke walked out to inspect his aircraft, a battered but proud number 312, her paint dulled by too many hard landings, he glanced at the tail, where someone had scrawled “Ironhand” in white grease pencil alongside a crude caricature. He ran a hand along the warm metal, then climbed the ladder up to the cockpit, breathing deep the mingled scents of sweat, canvas, and hydraulic oil. A new GIB, Lieutenant “Lucky” Tran, was already checking ejection handles, his hands steady, his eyes darting to Rourke with a silent question.
Rourke gave him a curt nod, no words needed. They both knew what was at stake.
On the perimeter road, a pair of jeeps rattled past, one loaded with medics, the other with a huddle of maintenance techs. From the distant chow hall, laughter reached them on the wind, blending with the memory of voices that would never laugh again. Rourke’s mind flickered back, just for a second, to the friend he’d lost above the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the radio calls growing frantic as flak stitched the sky.
He shook it off. There was no room for ghosts in the cockpit.
Back in the ready room, Scope was finishing up his own inspection, twirling a battered silver cross on its chain before tucking it inside his flight suit. He caught Rourke’s eye. “You reckon we’ll see real action today?”
Rourke nodded toward the horizon, where thunder rolled yet again, the sound of another squadron heading into the blue. “There’s always real action out there, Scope. Keep your head, trust your training. We get our boys home, that’s the only score that matters.”
He headed out, leading his squadron to the flight line. The air shimmered with heat and hope, with the promise of danger and the knowledge that today, like every day, was borrowed time.
Above the low thrum of engines and the distant echo of last night’s mortar rounds, a new sound intruded: the sharp bark of the base PA system, summoning a handful of pilots by name. Rourke glanced over; his was at the top of the list. As he strode toward the command tent, the others following, he caught the first hint in the colonel’s voice of what was looming, a mission bigger than any they’d flown before.
But his step never faltered. The squadron fell in behind him, trusting his quiet resolve. Thunder rolled again, nearer now, the morning’s work just beginning as the Phantom Squadron assembled at the edge of the storm.
It started before the sun, a distant vibration on the metal ribs of the barracks, like the heartbeat of something older than the war. The Phantoms were already rolling, engines coughing in the blue-grey dark, exhaust blooming through the slim palm fronds on the perimeter. Major Colton Rourke sat on his bunk and laced his boots, the rumble seeping under the cracked tile floor, vibrating through his bones. Outside, the cicadas were half-mad in the muggy Thai heat, but inside the ready rooms, it was the jets that sang the morning awake.
Rourke, Ironhand to the men in his wing, stood, squared his shoulders, and moved for the door with the same quiet, deliberate force he used everywhere. He was tall, built like an old linebacker, but with something tighter about his movements, as if every step had to pay for itself. The young pilots in the adjoining room shifted and hushed when he passed, eyes touching the floor as if afraid to meet his. Under the fluorescent glare, his hair was cut steel-short, the color of an old nickel, and his jaw looked like it had been carved for a different century.
In the ops building, the lights were harsh and yellow. Captain Grant Hollister, Scope to the squadron, and Rourke’s radar intercept officer, waited by the coffee urn with both hands wrapped around a chipped mug. He had the lean, hungry look of a man who lived on adrenaline and willpower, all elbows and sunburned grin, eyes flicking restlessly across the ready room as if scanning for threats that would never appear here between the walls.
“Sir,” Hollister said, voice low. He offered the coffee as a kind of truce. Rourke took it and nodded his thanks, settling in beside him beneath the bulletin board papered with old communiqués and newer photographs of home. A water stain ran down one side, like a map, traced by too many monsoon seasons.
The squadron filtered in, one and two at a time, boots scraping on old linoleum, each man wearing the same green Nomex, the same set jaw. Here was Lieutenant Gary “Trigger” Malloy, barely twenty-four, but already with three confirmed MiGs curled like tattoos inside his logbook. Behind him, his back-seater, Lieutenant “Hawk” Sandoval, sharp-eyed and quiet, the kind of kid who could fall asleep on the tarmac and wake at the roar of engines. Major Bob “Soup” Campbell ducked in next, pausing to flick a paper football toward the new arrivals at the end of the table, Lieutenant Thomas “Brick” Pearson and his nervous weapons officer, “Whiz” Glickman, who was too new to have earned a call sign the easy way.
The new pilots, Sparks and Finch, fresh out of conversion training, smelling of fear and unfamiliar soap, looked out of place, their faces still dangerously soft. They watched the older men, laughing too loud or not enough, eyes darting to the polished brass on Rourke’s collar. One of them, a kid named Ross, ran his hand through his hair so often it stood in anxious spikes. He sat back, trying to fold himself into invisibility as the morning brief began.
Hollister ran the projector. A map of Laos and South Vietnam shuddered onto the wall, overlaid with red grease-pencil lines and circles, the morning’s targets annotated with cryptic codenames. The pilots watched, all heads cocked, faces shadowed by the flickering light, expressions honed by habit and necessity. They sipped coffee or chewed pencils or rolled empty shell casings between thick fingers. Some said nothing, drifting into the practiced focus that earned them their pay. Others cracked jokes under their breath, the laughter brittle as glass.
Rourke’s voice was low and steady, sliding through the details, egress routes, altitudes, the known locations of anti-aircraft artillery, the recent reports of a new SAM site firing out from the jungle near Mu Gia Pass. He never raised his voice, never hurried. The room listened, quiet and intent, even the old hands who’d flown these routes a hundred times before.
“You stay low past checkpoint Whiskey,” Rourke said, his finger stabbing the map. “If you get painted, punch chaff and don’t get fancy. We lost Cafferty and his crew last week because someone thought he could outsmart a radar-guided missile. You can’t.”
For a moment, the silence thickened. Cafferty. His name brought a flicker, a shadow, across every face in the room. That jet didn’t make it back, and the story passed among the living like a talisman, the sort you held to keep your own luck from running dry. Rourke let the silence linger, then moved on.
As the briefing wound down, the men went through their rituals. Scope unwrapped a stick of Juicy Fruit and chewed with fierce concentration; Soup retied his bootlaces, a gesture as old as his first tour; Trigger rehearsed checklists under his breath, voice ticking in time with his nerves. The new pilots muttered prayers or stared at snapshots of girls sent from New Jersey, Oklahoma, a dozen places that didn’t know this kind of dawn.
The radio crackled, a distant squawk of Thai voices and American accents, background to the clink of mugs and the scrape of chairs as the ready room door swung wide. In the corridor, the base machine rumbled, crews driving out to the revetments, ground pounders loading bombs, the young airman with the clipboard and the permanent sunburn jogging between buildings. In the corner near the Coke machine, a chaplain quietly sipped his coffee, his black shirt like a shadow beneath the humming fluorescent tubes. No one spoke to him, but some pilots nodded on their way out, a silent contract, almost superstitious.
Outside, the sun finally shoved itself above the jungle, fat and red and unhurried. It glinted off the canopies lined up in the revetments, made the tarmac glow with oily promise. Aircrews moved like figures in an old movie, always in motion, but blurred at the edges, never fully still. In the distance, a lone O-2 Skymaster droned overhead, banking for the far hills. The smell of jet fuel lingered everywhere, a sharpness hiding under the sour tang of sweat and jungle rot.
Scope followed Rourke to the edge of the flight line. His helmet dangled from one hand, the other tapping his thigh in restless staccato. “You ever hear anything from Cafferty’s folks?” he asked, voice pitched low, words barely moving the air.
Rourke shook his head. “Not yet. There’s nothing to hear.” He paused as a maintenance chief jogged over a clipboard, barking updates about a malfunctioning ALQ-71 pod, the kind of electronic jamming that kept them alive. Rourke listened, nodded, eyes tracking the bustle around Phantom 015, their own jet. When the chief left, Rourke exhaled and looked toward the perimeter, where the sandbags were still damp from last night’s rain.
“Stay sharp today, Scope,” he said. “I’ve got a goddamn itch between the shoulder blades.”
Scope grinned, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s just old age, Ironhand. Or maybe the coffee.”
Only then did Rourke smile, an expression as brief and rare as good news. He turned back to the ready room, glancing through the glass at the new kids. Finch was kneeling by his gear, hands shaking ever so slightly as he checked the straps on his survival vest. “You watch Finch and that crew on their first hop,” Rourke said, voice getting low again. “Keep one eye on ‘em, but don’t let ‘em see you looking.”
“I’m not their mother, sir.”
“No,” Rourke said. “You’re not. But you remember what happened your first time out.”
Scope’s mouth opened to reply, but he let it go, just nodded and pulled on his helmet. The gesture was enough.
The new operation, word of it ran through the squadron like electricity. Rumors and fragments: something big, a strike deeper into North Vietnam, maybe even a run at the Thai Nguyen railroad bridges or the new air defense radars hiding near the border. The pilots swapped guesses in the mess line, voices low, eyes flicking to the ranking officers for a clue. Rourke gave them nothing, just that same even keel, that watchful, unflinching stare.
He made his rounds before final checks, pausing beside each crew. There were words for everyone, not always more than a sentence or two: “Keep your head down.” “Follow your lead.” “Trust your back-seater.” For Soup, a hand on the shoulder. For Trigger, a slap on the helmet. For the new boys, a look, a nod, recognition that they’d crossed into something unspoken, a fraternity built of risk and ritual.
Brass came through at 0700, a fresh batch of colonels and aides, clean uniforms and new boots, talking loud about upcoming visits from the press, the progress of the “air campaign,” the need for more sorties, more successes to justify everything being spent. The pilots pretended to listen, but their eyes drifted to the wall clock, or the chalkboard counting days since the last casualty. Rourke held his tongue, let the bigwigs talk themselves hoarse, then ushered them out with a few bland words and a measured smile.
Afterward, he found a moment at the edge of the north revetment, where the jungle pressed close and the air shimmered with heat. He knelt, hands on his thighs, staring east where the mountains swallowed the sun, and let the noise of the base wash over him, the mounting engines, the shouted names, the laughter and the memory of laughter. For a second, he thought of the men who hadn’t made it home, Cafferty, Decker, Lin. Names on plaques. Faces in midnight dreams.
Ironhand rose, brushed the dust from his knees, and started back toward the jets. Scope was already there, helmet under one arm, mask loose, waiting on the ladder beside the Phantom. The rest of the squadron followed, old hands and new blood, faces pinched with nerves or calm as stone, climbing into cockpits one by one. The roar of engines grew, drowning words, shoving every other thought from the air.
Rourke gave the tower the thumbs-up, checked his instruments, felt the familiar tightening in his chest, not fear, never that, but the old animal readiness. This was the moment, the threshold. Out here, with the smell of rain and jet fuel and the distant, echoing thunder of the others already in the sky, he belonged to something bigger than himself. He reached for the throttle. The world narrowed to a runway lined with sun and shadow, and the lives of the men and women who followed his lead.
Above, a flight of Phantoms clawed into the dawn, afterburners flaring, carving contrails across the bruised morning sky. The mission would come, however it changed, whatever waited past checkpoint Whiskey, whatever price was paid. Here at Ubon, they would be ready. Ironhand would see to that.
The horizon barely hinted at daylight, a brooding blue cut by the flare of afterburners. The ground quivered with every deafening surge as Thunder Lead’s Phantom, tail splashed with faded shark’s teeth, clawed at the humid air. Beyond the perimeter fence, scrub and elephant grass flattened under the prop wash. The morning ritual was always the same: jets lined up like grim chessmen, ground crews pacing, the air already thick with Avgas and anticipation.
Major Colton Rourke stood at the edge of the tarmac, the kind of figure you’d see stamped on Air Force recruitment posters twenty years ago, a tall, broad-shouldered man with iron-gray at his temples and a jaw set as if he could bite through the canopy itself. Callsign “Ironhand.” It suited him, though the nickname was less about his grip on the stick and more about his presence, the silent authority he carried. He wore the weight of command like a second flight suit, eyes roving the flight line, missing nothing.
Beside him, Captain Grant Hollister squinted up at the departing Phantoms, a lopsided grin on his face, the morning wind ruffling his sandy hair. “Scope,” they called him, there were two Grants in the squadron, but only one had vision sharp enough to spot a MiG in the soup thirty miles out. Hollister could find a wayward cigarette butt in a sandstorm and once claimed he could read tail numbers from the next province. He nudged Rourke, voice pitched to carry over the engines. “Hell of a way to start the day.”
Rourke grunted, lips twitching at the corners. He watched a pair of Phantoms lift, wheels folding with choreographed precision. “Beats the enemy getting here first.”
The ready room was a battered rectangle of concrete and tin, half-heartedly cooled by a pair of ancient ceiling fans. Pilots filtered in one by one, grins flickering, banter sharp, but underneath, a tension like the slow winding of a clock spring. Against one wall, Lieutenant Sam Reeves, with his black, bottlebrush hair and movie-star dimples, showed off a Polaroid of his baby daughter to anyone who’d look. “Eight pounds, six ounces of pure tax deduction,” he told the room, chest puffed out.
On the battered secondhand couch, “Mudbug” Carlson, the only back-seater from Louisiana, cleaned his aviator glasses with the meditative focus of a monk. Next to him, Lieutenant Vic “Shadow” Vaughn leafed through a dog-eared copy of *Stars and Stripes*, eyes darting more to the door than the newsprint. “You hear who’s coming in today?” Shadow asked him, sotto voce. “Couple of FNGs off the pipeline. Green as river grass, probably think they’re getting a nice Southeast Asian vacation.”
They all felt the ripple. The new kids. It was always a show, the first day, watching fresh faces clock the bullet holes patched in the ready room walls, catch the burned-coffee tang in the air, realize, maybe for the first time, the war was bigger and uglier than recruitment videos suggested.
At twenty past five, the door screeched open. Two men, still shivering with the clamor of propwash, stepped in. Second Lieutenant Jake Briggs, redhead, freckles, nerves reflected in the white knuckles on his helmet bag, and behind him, Ensign Paul Dinh, slight, dark-eyed, his posture rigid, betraying not a shred of fear. Briggs’s eyes flicked from face to face, weighing jokes, calculating the pecking order. Dinh paused, taking in the weathered bulletin board with its haphazard collage: operations maps, photos of smiling crews, a somber row of names, mission tapes, and a single wilted wreath. He bowed his head, just for a heartbeat.
Ironhand crossed the room, boots heavy on the linoleum. Briggs straightened, heart hammering. “Major Rourke, Sir.”
“Welcome to Phantom Squadron.” Ironhand’s tone was level, neither cold nor chummy. “Find yourself a spot. You’ll get to know each other better than your own reflections.”
Mudbug glanced up, catching Briggs’s nervous shuffle. “Best advice? Don’t sit in Carlson’s chair unless you want to buy his beer all week.”
That cracked the tension; a ripple of laughter. Briggs let his breath go. Dinh, quiet as shadow, didn’t smile. He slid into a corner seat, eyes scanning the board one more time.
“First time in-country?” Scope called from the battered fridge, fishing out two Cokes.
“Yessir.” Briggs’ voice was thin, but steady.
“Rule one: Don’t talk about home until you make it there. Rule two: If you get scared, you’re normal. If you can’t fly scared, you don’t fly.” Scope’s grin made it sound like a joke, but the room stilled, remembering those who didn’t make it back.
On the wall above the coffee pot was the rough-sketched Phantom emblem, a swooping jet, fangs bared, a mythic beast forever diving into fire. Beneath it, a darker tribute: black and white photos, edges curling, some scrawled with goodbyes in faded marker. The squadron’s ghosts.
Ironhand lingered there sometimes, between briefings, fingers tracing names. Now, he hooked a chair and settled it at the front, eyes settling on the assembled men. He started the morning rundown, mission profiles, radio signals, threats. His voice was unhurried, never theatrical, but it held the steady certainty of a man who’d walked through the fire and didn’t expect any less from those who followed.
“Mig activity’s spiked northeast of Saravane. We’re flying CAP for the Wild Weasels, expect missile launches. Watch for smoke, not flash. If you see the tree line move, don’t wait for confirmation.” His gaze swept the new arrivals. “Briggs, Dinh, learn from your WSO. And you ground-pounders, remember, no heroics. You break radio silence, you better be reporting a kill or your own ejection.”
There was a pause, filled with the quiet scrape of boot soles, the nervous crumple of mission maps. Mudbug muttered, “Time to earn our flight pay, boys.” Beside him, Shadow thumbed the St. Michael medal hanging from a bootlace around his neck, lips moving silently.
Their rituals were small and fiercely personal. Reeves always touched the photo in his breast pocket, his daughter’s face, a talisman, and counted wings overhead before suiting up. Mudbug lined up the day’s lucky coin tails-up beneath his helmet. Even Ironhand had his own routine, though none but Scope saw it: he’d stand at the edge of the revetment, one gloved hand pressed to his thigh, breathing slow, not praying, not exactly, just grounding himself, remembering every friend he’d left behind.
Life on the airbase was defined by routine, punctuated by chaos. Outside, hootch girls swept the dust from the walkways, their laughter bright as birdsong in the cool shadow of the barracks. A battered supply truck rattled past, leaving a faint trail of diesel and blaring a tinny Motown song from its radio. The mess tent would soon spill bacon grease and black coffee into the air, and from every corner came the clatter of dice, the dry rasp of shuffling cards, the low, nervous music of a unit daring to dream of tomorrow.
But the jungle pressed close, visible from every window, the green wall lurking, watching. The base’s wire was patched in places, sagging. Every man remembered the rocket attack that killed Sergeant Norris six months earlier, a day the air still seemed to recoil from. They remembered, too, the night flight when Phantom 213 flamed out over Laos, voice crackling a goodbye through static. Those memories lived on, stitched in the back of every mind, shadowing their lives in the liminal hours before dawn.
It was never spoken aloud, but every man carried the possibility that he might be next. So they talked instead of the past, the improbable landing, the MiG that somehow missed, that one time Scope ordered a case of bourbon from Saigon and accidentally flooded the barracks. Laughter loosened the grip of memory, at least for a while.
Briggs, still shrinking into himself, listened as the older pilots traded stories. He caught the way they glanced at the board, weighed their words, skirted the edges of sorrow. He realized then what he’d signed up for wasn’t just flying, but inheriting the unfinished stories of those who’d flown before him.
In a clenched silence, Colonel Addington swept in, his uniform pressed to an impossible perfection, ribbons shining. He kept it brief. “Intel’s hot. Expect new tasking within forty-eight hours, possible strike north of the border. Details forthcoming. Stay sharp, keep your crews close. That is all.”
As he left, the ready room buzzed. Rumors were currency, whispers of new SAM sites, of “targets of opportunity” no one wanted to find in their crosshairs. Shadow leaned close to Mudbug, voice low. “You think it’s that bridge again? Goddamn thing’s blown up more Phantoms than the NVA.”
Mudbug spat onto the linoleum, disgust and dread entwined. “If they send us back, I’m flying with a rabbit’s foot under my G-suit.”
Scope finished his Coke, eyed the new pilots without smiling. “Every time, it gets a little harder. You count your luck, or you count your friends. Only choice you get.”
Ironhand took a moment at the board, fingers hovering over the oldest photograph, two pilots laughing, arms slung around each other’s shoulders, ghosts now, but alive in silver gelatin. He closed his eyes a moment, pain flickering through his composure. When he turned, he was the Major again, every inch the leader.
He called the squadron together, his voice a low, steel-edged promise. “Whatever’s coming, we’ll meet it together. Out there, we’re all each other has.”
The room fell silent, the hush carrying the charge of faith: in the jets they flew, in the men beside them, and in Ironhand himself. The rumble of Phantoms echoed across the fields, long after the last afterburner faded, like distant thunder promising both storm and deliverance. The squadron waited, tension rising with the sun, ready to write the next line in their story, for better or worse.
Dawn pressed faint fingers of gold against the horizon, pushing away the humid, ink-black night. In the mouth of the Ubon Royal Thai Air Force Base, the hangars, squat and sandbagged, guarded their secrets with a silence broken only by the distant, rolling thunder of jets. The first F-4 Phantoms of the morning sortie were lurching up from the tarmac, afterburners throwing ragged orange teeth onto the pale air. The vibrations, even half a mile away, rattled the aluminum blinds in the ready room. For the pilots of the 555th, the “Triple Nickel” squadron, it was the music of fate, steel birds roaring toward the line where earth and death met.
Inside, the ready room smelled of percolated coffee, burnt rubber, and the nervous, sharp sweat of men about to gamble another day’s worth of luck. On the battered linoleum, flight boots scuffed in lazy, looping patterns as men tried to banish restlessness. Maps were taped up haphazardly to walls, sky-blue lines over a green and brown quilt, Laos, North Vietnam, Cambodia, a patchwork of hells. In the corner, someone had tacked a pinup girl beside a faded photo of a downed Phantom, its nose crushed into a jungle clearing. The room pulsed with undercurrents: the old pilots with their thousand-yard stares, the green ones itching for action, and all of them pretending the air outside didn’t smell faintly of cordite.
Major Colton “Ironhand” Rourke stood near the window, a broad-shouldered silhouette, his face shadowed beneath the brim of his cap. The creases beside his eyes bit deep, carved by years of squinting into sunrises like this. He had a way of stillness, as if he were reserving motion for the cockpit, for the moments when decisions came faster than thought. His uniform was crisp but his hands bore the perpetual grime of jet oil in the creases. He watched as a pair of jets screamed skyward, blue-gray against a bruised sky.
Behind him, Captain Grant “Scope” Hollister upended a mug beside the battered coffee urn, sloshing black liquid into his cup. He was younger, a lean man with pale lashes and a crooked grin, known for his calm voice and uncanny sense for MiGs on his radar. “You ever wonder how much coffee we drink here versus jet fuel?” he called over his shoulder, the tone half-sardonic. Someone grunted in reply.
Nearby, a crowd was gathering, half-wrapped in flight suits, helmet bags slung. There was Lieutenant Andy “Gator” Murphy, eyes still puffy from sleep and nerves, and his back-seater, Lieutenant Paul “Slim” Hwang, whose thin face was split by a nervous smile. The room ebbed and flowed with these pairs: there were jokes about whose turn it was to buy the first round if they made it back, dares passed for the green pilots to eat the base mess’s infamous “omelet surprise,” and over it all the hum of radios, static-laden voices reading off weather reports and warnings.
The base itself was a city of contrasts. Outside, Thai laborers swept the red dust from the tarmac while the glossy Phantoms crouched in their revetments, shark-mouths painted on the noses, winking at the rising sun. A convoy of fuel bowsers rumbled by, trailed by a pair of Korean War surplus trucks. Somewhere, a chaplain made his rounds, his battered Bible outstretched toward a mechanic cursing at a recalcitrant jet. The barbed-wire perimeter flashed in the dawn; past it, the jungle pressed close, alive with the calls of birds and, sometimes, the dull thump of artillery from across the Mekong.
The new pilots arrived in a cloud of dust kicked up by a khaki-painted Jeep, their crisp uniforms marking them as replacements. They hesitated at the entrance to the ready room, their hands fidgeting with helmet bags, their faces betraying the mixture of excitement and terror that every man here had worn once. One, a lanky Texan by the name of Tim “Crash” Wilson, was already sweating through his shirt, but he tried to hide it behind a toothy grin. The other, a quiet Midwesterner named Danny “Birddog” Kaelin, shifted on his heels and glanced at the older pilots with wide eyes, the kind that had not yet seen tracers lacing the sky.
Scope tipped his mug in greeting. “You boys here for the party or the funeral?”
The Texan tried for a comeback. “I hear y’all serve both.”
A ripple of laughter circled the room, inviting but edged with something that wasn’t quite warmth. Rites of passage here were written in black humor and the unspoken knowledge that not every face would be familiar by week’s end. The new arrivals found empty seats and, cautiously, began the rituals of watching and listening, how the veterans tied their boots, the way they joked with their back-seaters, what they wrote on the paper scraps taped to their kneeboards.
A battered bulletin board bore mementos: a faded Red River route map, a shrapnel-pocked oxygen mask, photos of smiling men who had flown their last. Over it all hung the squadron’s battered wooden shield, emblazoned with three nickel coins and their motto: “Triple Nickel, First In, Last Out.” The symbolism wasn’t lost on anyone.
Ironhand’s voice was quiet as he moved between the clusters of pilots and weapons officers, a reassuring presence more felt than seen. “Chow in twenty, then mission brief,” he said, and a dozen men straightened reflexively. He nodded at the new pilots, his gaze steady but not unkind. “Wilson. Kaelin. Find someone who’s still alive and let them buy you breakfast. Only rule in this squadron, keep your wits, and don’t trust the eggs.”
Scope snorted, the burst of mirth a welcome break from the tension. He pointed to an empty chair at their table. “C’mon, rawhides. Sit down before you faint. First mission today?” He said it gently, but the question landed on the newcomers like a weight.
Kaelin nodded, his throat working. “Yes, sir. Just got in last night. Didn’t sleep much.”
“Habit you’ll keep,” said an older pilot, Colonel Bill “Zeke” Zelenko, his mustache bristling. “Keep your locker tidy and your helmet luckier than your wingman’s. Best advice anyone gave me.”
Murphy piped up, “Or just pray you get a back-seater who can read a damn map.”
The laughter masked the real current, every new guy reminded the older hands of a time before loss, before the “missing” board at the end of the hallway started to fill with names like old debts.
The rituals before a mission were half superstition, half discipline. Back-seaters checked the weather printouts and plotted escape routes with wax pencils. Pilots unfolded dog-eared maps and ran their thumbs down the familiar north-south corridors, Route Pack 1, 2, 6. Some tied red bandanas around their necks, some wore bracelets plaited from parachute cord, others rolled the dice in the corner and pocketed the lucky six for the flight. Ironhand simply sat by the window, watchful, tracing his flight gloves with the edge of a worn photograph he kept tucked in his pocket.
They moved through these paces with a grace that belied their nerves, but at the edges of every conversation lay the knowledge that the sky was unpredictable. Last week, Lieutenant Morrison had been shot down near Vinh; all they found was a shredded flight suit and an empty ejection seat. The week before, a pair of Phantoms had strayed too close to a SAM site outside Hanoi, one had made it home on two engines and the memory of the guy in the back cussing the whole way.
Still, the base life went on: the cooks cursing over tin trays, the ring of a volleyball game in the afternoon, the way the ground crew would sneak illicit bottles of Mekong whiskey after dark. Some nights, the pilots would gather on the roof of the barracks to watch tracer fire in the distance, passing a bottle and swapping stories, as if by telling and retelling the old missions they could keep the lost men with them a while longer.
Before every mission, Ironhand would walk the flight line, trailing his fingertips along the cold steel skin of the Phantoms. The mechanics watched quietly, superstitious in their own ways, believing the major’s ritual brought luck. He’d pause at his own jet, “Bloodhound 1,” and check the stenciled name beneath the cockpit, running his thumb across the letters as if to absorb the courage of men who’d flown before. The legacy of the squadron hung thick in the air, every engine shriek and every lost call sign a reminder of the cost.
This morning, as the new pilots filtered into their seats, the operations officer, Captain Lund, rapped a knuckle on the green chalkboard at the front of the room. “Listen up, Nickel drivers. The brass has a hard-on for a new op, details are coming down from Seventh Air Force. We’re on alert for a special package, possibly deep strike. Eyes open.”
A low murmur moved through the room. Deep strike meant Hanoi, Haiphong, the northern rail yards, their big league. It also meant the sharpest teeth in the jungle: SAMs, MiGs, flak that could saw a Phantom in half. The veterans exchanged glances, unreadable. The new guys went pale.
Scope caught Ironhand’s look, a silent question. Ironhand only nodded, as if he could feel the tension pulling all their nerves tighter. He turned to his men, his voice steady as the drone of the turbines outside.
“Doesn’t change our job. We go where we’re told, we bring each other home. Keep your heads on a swivel, trust your RIOs, and don’t chase ghosts. War’s not about glory. It’s about tomorrow and the day after.”
Kaelin swallowed hard and nodded; Wilson looked like he wanted to ask a question but thought better of it.
The talk in the room turned technical, callsigns, radio frequencies, altitudes. Block check lists rattled between pairs. There was the scrape and hiss of unfolding flight charts, the sharp stink of marker pens, the ancient banter between pilot and GIB.
Ironhand drifted to the window again, watching the light lift the haze from the rice paddies beyond the wire. Somewhere out there, the first Phantoms of the day were already tracking north, contrails drawn like scars above the waking world. He thought of the men who would not return, their empty bunks, their poker hands unfinished, their laughter still echoing in the walls. He let the ache settle in his chest; it grounded him. There was no room for bravado in leadership, only the quiet resolve to do the job, to shield as many of his men as the fickle gods of war would allow.
He turned, catching Scope’s eye, then the new pilots’. The room was alive with the clatter of preparation, but his voice, when it cut through, demanded, and received, attention.
“We fly as a team. Skill, luck, faith, take all three and pray we need only two. I’ll see you on the flight line in thirty. That’s an order, and a promise.”
He left the ready room, boots echoing down the corridor, the door swinging behind him. For a moment, the room was still, the nerves and anticipation coiling in the air like the contrails over Ubon at dawn. Then, as if on cue, the men moved: to missions, to memory, to the work that kept them alive.
Above the base, the sound of Phantoms thundered again, climbing into a wide new day, futures unwritten, hearts hammering, the sky itself their only certainty.






  
  Chapter two
Baptism by Fire


Even at this hour, the airbase thrummed with activity. The southeast horizon was only beginning to blush, pale fire seeping into a black maw, but the flight line was wide awake: yellow engine carts coughing smoke, ground crew bustling beneath strung floodlights, generators humming in syncopation with the cicadas. Clay “Outlaw” Maddox walked toward his F-4 Phantom with his helmet cradled in the crook of his arm, boots thudding against the tarmac. Everything felt too real and too surreal at once, the clatter of tools against metal, the chemical stink of jet fuel, the nerves worming through his stomach. 
Someone slapped his back. Clay turned to see his weapons systems officer, “Scope” Williams, grinning tight-lipped behind a jaw clenched on a toothpick. “You ready, Outlaw?”
Clay forced a smile, tried for banter. “My hands are steady. For now.”
Scope glanced at him sidelong. “That’s all that matters.”
Ahead in the darkness, the open nose of their Phantom loomed, glowing under the maintenance lamps. Clay looked up at the gleaming fuselage, his bird for however many hours this war let him keep flying. The familiar shark-mouth grin painted beneath the cockpit almost seemed to sneer at him.
Lieutenant Colonel “Thunderjack” Halgren’s voice barked from somewhere by the briefing tent: “Let’s move, kids! Don’t make me come drag you in by your tails.” Clay fell in with the others, his boots scraping alongside Thunderjack’s, giant of a man, steely blue eyes, grizzled, chewing on a ghost cigar as always. Clay’s flight, “Venom,” followed, a tight knot of pilots and WSOs in ill-fitting flight suits, a mix of rookies and men with lines already drawn in their faces.
The tent was stuffy and yellow-lit, smelling of sweat and stale coffee. Thunderjack was already at the map, stabbing at a red circle with his pointer. “Listen close, Venom. Today’s target is here, Bac Xuyen bridge. Heavy truck traffic, reported armor, probable ammo dump. This is what we call a hot basket. You’re the sharp end, go in, plant your bombs, get the hell out. Rules of engagement: if it shoots at you, it dies.”
He flicked his attention to Scope and the other WSOs. “Triple-A is thick, ZSU-23s and at least one SA-2 site. MiGs reported in the area. Expect bandits, especially near the DMZ. Outlaw, you’re on my wing. You see that smoke, you keep tight.”
Clay’s stomach knotted. He ran a hand over his stubble, glancing at Scope, whose mouth was set in a grim line. Thunderjack continued, voice granite-hard. “Standard loadout, Snake and Nape. Watch your fuel. You get separated, you egress west, call in SAR if you have to punch out. And boys, ” his voice softened, barely, “, bring everyone home.”
The flight broke for their Phantoms. Clay climbed the ladder, feeling the cold rungs through his gloves, muscles tensed. He squeezed into the front seat, ran rapid checks with his crew chief’s help, circuit breakers, oxygen, ejection handle. Scope climbed in back, already fiddling with switches. Over the radio, “Ground to Venom, you are clear to start.”
Engine spools whined up, turbines shrieked. Clay’s nerves sang right along with them. The canopy clamped down, sealing him in, a world made of glass and dials and the slow tremble of anticipation. Thunderjack’s voice crackled in his headphones: “Venom, check in.”
Each jet sounded off, a litany of call signs as comforting as a hymn. Clay clicked his mic: “Venom Two, Outlaw and Scope. All green.”
“Taxi.”
They rolled out, four Phantoms inching toward the runway in double file, exhaust boiling behind. The sky was bleeding into indigo, the far tree line growing sharper. Clay wiped sweat from his brow, heart thudding, fingers squeezing the stick. Always hardest before the first mission, he thought. And this was his first, his real first. He’d flown training sorties, gotten shot at by instructors with red smoke, but never flown into real fire.
Thunderjack’s radio voice: “Line up. Hold for clearance.”
They wheeled onto the runway, nose to tail. The control tower gave the word, “Venom, cleared for takeoff, godspeed.” Thunderjack punched his throttles, afterburners erupting, flame bright as a magnesium flare. His Phantom hurtled down the runway. Clay’s turn.
“Here we go,” he muttered.
“Let’s dance,” Scope replied, voice brittle.
Clay rammed the throttles forward. The engines howled, slamming him into his seat as the Phantom hurtled forward. The world blurred, lights, concrete, the trembling dawn, then the sudden, sweet release of flight as the nose lifted, the ground falling away. They clawed for altitude, gears thumping up, flaps retracting with a whine.
Below, the world was a smudged tapestry, patches of jungle, a river gleaming like a blade, distant mountains lurking under the morning haze.
Thunderjack called: “Form up, Venom.” Clay banked up and right, slotting in behind the lead, the other Phantoms joining in perfect V. The engines thundered in concert, wingtip lights blinking in the growing light.
The sun broke free from the clouds as they descended into the treeline, bomb-laden and tense. Clay stole a glance at the altimeter, 200 feet above the jungle. He could see the palms whip and shudder in their slipstream. The green unrolled beneath them, a velvet sea. It almost looked peaceful.
The peace did not last.
Scope’s voice, sharp: “Bandit call, triple-A, two o’clock, tracer fire just off the tree line.”
Clay saw it, glittering arcs of tracer, angry red beads clawing upward. They swept past on the right, Thunderjack juked left, and his voice was ice-cold: “Break, break, break.”
Clay yanked the stick, banking hard left, feeling the Gs bite into his chest. The F-4 vibrated, wings loading up, bulkhead creaking. Tracer fire stitched through the air, so close the cockpit flashed momentarily crimson. Clay’s vision tunneled.
“Missed us,” Scope said, but his voice was ragged. “Goddamn.”
More fire, heavier, puffs of black and orange as the AAA found their range. Thunderjack’s jet up ahead spat flares of countermeasures, jinking and weaving. The whole formation twisted, split-second choreography to avoid the stitched lines of death that clawed from the jungle below.
Clay’s hands dripped sweat. His helmet pressed into his brow, suddenly too tight. Scope muttered behind him, rapid calculations, coordinates, sequencing for countermeasures.
“New threat, SA-2 launch!” Scope yelped. “Six o’clock low, smoke trail! Break high, break high!”
Clay barely had time to think. He yanked the stick, punched chaff and flares. “Hang on!” The Phantom screamed upward, engines shrieking. The world blurred, green, blue, green, blue. A white plume of missile smoke curled up from the jungle, rising impossibly fast.
“Missile’s tracking,” Scope spat. “Punch left, now!”
Clay rolled left, max G, stomach in his throat. The SA-2 flashed past below, warhead detonating in a sun-bright bloom, the shockwave kicking the Phantom sideways. Alarms howled, the cockpit rattled. Clay’s mouth tasted of blood.
“Almost got us,” Scope breathed.
“Not today,” Clay gasped.
Thunderjack’s radio was pure fire. “Stay sharp! Venom Three is hit, repeat, Venom Three is hit! Stay tight, push for target, bombs away in ten!”
Clay scanned ahead, Venom Three’s jet trailing smoke, still airborne, but wobbling. He forced himself to calm, steadied his breathing, followed Thunderjack’s lead.
“Target in sight,” Scope intoned. “Bridge dead ahead. Iron’s hot.”
Thunderjack: “Pickle in five… four… three…”
Clay thumbed his bomb release. The Phantom shuddered as the ordnance dropped. He watched for a split second as yellow snakes and napalm canisters tumbled down, then the world erupted in thunder.
The bridge was swallowed by fire, columns of black smoke, orange napalm licking up over trucks and men. The anti-aircraft fire thickened, desperate, like a net drawing tight. Clay felt the sky boil with flak.
“MiGs! Bandits, high eleven!” Scope barked.
Clay glanced up, silver slashes, wings swept back, closing fast. MiG-21s. “Venom, we’ve got company!” he shouted.
Thunderjack was already there. “Venom, bracket left, Outlaw, tally on my six, cover the tail!”
One MiG streaked past, peeling in for a shot on Thunderjack. Clay saw the glint of canopy, the flash of a missile mount. Instinct, finally, took over, the training, the endless hours on the gun range, the mock dogfights.
“Scope, lock him up!” Clay snapped.
“Fox Two, lock, got him, got him!”
The MiG jinked, rolling hard, the pilot twisting to avoid the burst of Clay’s cannon. Thunderjack blasted through the mess, flares streaming, and the bandit’s missile streaked wide, exploding harmlessly over the jungle.
Clay found the MiG in his sights, he squeezed the trigger, his Phantom’s guns barking, tracers arching out. The MiG rolled left, too slow, shells ripped across its tail, and black smoke billowed.
“Splash one!” Scope yelled.
But there were more, another MiG arrowed in, this time on Venom Three, who was still trailing smoke. Clay watched, helpless, as cannon fire stitched across the wounded Phantom. The tail sheared away, parachutes blossoming, a glimpse of two bodies spinning through the sky.
“Oh God,” Scope whispered. “They’re out. They’re out.”
Thunderjack’s voice was hard, bitter. “Keep moving! Egress west. No heroics.”
They pulled away, jets pounding the throttles, weaving low and dirty through the haze. The enemy fighters broke off, either out of fuel or will. The jungle fell away beneath them again, this time darker, lonelier.
The flight back was silent. Clay’s hands trembled when he looked at them. Scope said nothing for a long time, then finally, “You did good, Outlaw. You saved us. And Halgren. That’s something.”
He wanted to feel proud. Instead, all Clay felt was emptiness, weightless and pinned at the same time. He replayed the moment the MiG’s fire shredded their wingman, the too-bright flare of parachutes.   Thunderjack landed first, thundering down the strip, steam rising from his brakes. Clay followed, fighting the urge to blink away the tears. They taxied in, canopies open, sun glaring into the cockpit. Ground crew ran up, shouting, patting him on the helmet, but Clay barely heard it.
He climbed down the ladder into the new morning, helmet dangling from one limp arm. Someone said his name. He didn’t answer. The cost of his baptism by fire was burned into his memory, one bridge gone, two parachutes descending into enemy jungle, no certainty about what tomorrow would demand of him. The war, he realized, was just getting started.
Rain chattered on the flight line, spattering against the slick tar and hissing beneath the Phantom’s wings. The scents of jet fuel and ozone mingled with the musty vapor, alive in Clay Maddox’s throat as he strode toward the revetment. Even in the darkness before dawn, the birds glimmered in spectral halogen, camouflaged for Vietnam’s jungle but luminous to the tired men swarming around their machines. Clay knelt beside his aircraft’s nose, feeling the cool metal under his palm. He counted each intake of breath, trying to remember the rhythm of home, but all he could recall was the slow drip of sweat down his spine. Today, he’d fly into combat for the first time.
Thunderjack Halgren came up beside him without a word, a lean shadow with a jaw that caught the light just so, always chewing toothpicks or some other small challenge to death. Thunderjack’s aviator shades hung from his collar, their lenses reflecting the gas cart’s neon blink. “Let’s not screw the pooch on your first rodeo, Outlaw,” he growled, teasing, the Texan twang cutting through the gloom.
Clay pulled down his oxygen mask and managed a lopsided smile. “I’ll keep her shiny side up, Major, if you don’t burn the wings off us first.”
Thunderjack winked and stalked off toward the command tent, boots splashing through a shallow puddle. Clay lingered, gloved fingers tracing the nose art, *Big Iron*. Scope, his backseater, appeared quietly beside him, helmet tucked under his arm, checklist already in hand. A wiry Californian with sandy hair, Scope’s technician’s eye missed nothing. “You sleep?” Scope asked.
Clay shook his head. “Didn’t seem worth the trouble.” They shared a taut grin, an unspoken prayer that exhaustion wouldn’t matter in the air, that training would revive in the seat of the pants, muscle memory and adrenaline.
Inside the briefing room, the air was thick with steamy coffee and nervous anticipation. The clatter of folding chairs, the low hum of voices, everyone wore the same haunted look, the cloak of men about to leave the world as they knew it, unsure if they would return whole. The big map board dominated the front, rivers and air corridors snaking through a patchwork of red and blue marks. Overhead, the briefing officer’s pointer rapped the plastic.
“Target is the Lang Son rail marshalling yard, seventeen klicks from the border,” Lieutenant Colonel Addison announced. His voice, deep and steady, tried to drive calm into the room. “We expect heavy AAA around the target and the approach corridor. Intelligence reports several battery nests here, here, and here.” The pointer stabbed at the map’s blood-red circles. “MiG activity has increased, two confirmed sightings last night, possibly MiG-21s out of Phuc Yen.”
He clicked the next slide, projections of SAM sites. Clay’s stomach rolled as Addison droned on. “We’re expecting at least two SA-2s in this sector. Listen for the beeping in your RHAW gear. Remember: if you hear the growler, that’s a lock. Don’t fixate on the missile, fly the jet! Halgren’s flight leads. You’re Alpha. Maddox, you’re his number two. Takeoff at zero-five-thirty sharp, with egress north-northwest after ordnance release. Any questions?”
Thunderjack leaned over. “MiGs won’t know what hit ‘em, if they’re even awake yet,” he whispered, another wolfish grin flickering.
Clay caught his own reflection in a steel thermos. Under the buzz-cut and the pale stubble, he looked twenty years old, scared, gaunt, eyes too wide. He scribbled “Lang Son, 17km, AAA, SAM-2, MiGs” on his kneeboard, hand barely steady.
The pilots filed out, zipping up flight suits, fastening G-suit hoses, muttering lucky charms. Clay exchanged a nod with Griff, the flight’s other wingman, blond, baby-faced, the kind whose letters from home always smelled faintly of perfume. Griff quirked a smile. “See you on the ground, Outlaw.”
Clay clapped him on the shoulder. “Wouldn’t miss it.”
At the aircraft, the crew chief offered a thumbs up, his raincoat flapping. Thunderjack climbed the ladder first, fluid as a big cat, while Clay checked the ordnance one more time: six Mk-82s and two AIM-7s, bristling like a porcupine’s quills. Scope slid into the back, flicking switches and muttering checks: “Comms hot. RHAW green. Nav systems go.”
Clay strapped in, the ritual of buckles and clamps suddenly sacred. Every lever, every dial felt both foreign and intimate. He squeezed the stick, his lifeline. A hot shiver ran down his spine as the canopy came down, cocooning him in the thunderous, oily world of the cockpit.
“Tower, this is Outlaw Two, ready for taxi,” Clay called, voice clipped by the comms hiss.
“Outlaw Two, cleared for taxi, runway zero-eight.”
Thunderjack’s Phantom rolled first, engines snarling. Clay followed, wheels thudding over the concrete seams, wings glinting in the edge of dawn. The rain abated, leaving only mist that clung to the treetops and blurred the lines between earth and sky.
“Phantom flight, wings up. Maintain interval, Outlaw,” Thunderjack’s voice crackled.
They lined up, white strobes pulsing, steam rolling from the tailpipes. Clay eased throttle to military power, afterburners were for getting away, not going up. At the commander’s hand signal, the brakes released.
Clay’s world narrowed to the centerline. The roar doubled, and the jet surged, pressing him back. The jungle flashed past, a green fever dream. Nose up, airspeed alive, gear up, positive rate. They clawed into the overcast, streaking above the mottled sea of trees, four jets in tight formation.
Moisture beaded on the canopy, streaking backwards. Scope’s voice was a metronome. “Altitude five thousand. Airspeed three-six-zero. Weapons safe.”
At twenty thousand feet, the sun finally threatened the horizon, dyeing the cloud edges with brass and blood. The formation slid through a break, below, the jungle sprawled in a thousand shades of menace. Rivers like silver snakes. Roads that vanished beneath the green. The flight pressed north, heading for the border.
In the lead ship, Thunderjack weaved, keeping the formation tight, engines flame-bright in the receding gloom. Once, the Phantom flight banked over a patch of mist and Clay caught the faint glint of water buffalo in a flooded rice paddy, farmers hunched under round hats. He wondered if their world noticed the reek of war above.
“Check in, Outlaw. You with me?” Thunderjack’s voice.
“Two’s with you.” Clay steadied his breathing. The ground seemed to rise and fall, hills bristling with shadows and secrets.
They crossed the river at Mach .8. That’s when it began: a staccato spark from the ground, puffs of dirty black blossoming among the white clouds. Scope barked, “Ground fire, ten o’clock low. AAA batteries, looks like thirty-seven mils.”
Thunderjack’s ship jinked right, Clay following, the flight pouring on speed. The Phantoms shuddered as rounds chased their tails, thuds on the fuselage, so close that the air snapped with sudden violence. Shells ripped the sky, tracers arcing in sickle-shaped bouquets.
“Break! Break!” someone shouted. Clay rolled left, wrenching the stick, a ribbon of tracers fueled by desperation. Scope’s hands flickered over the radar, voice urgent but focused. “Multiple sites, Outlaw! Don’t fly straight for more than five seconds.”
His mouth went dry. He willed the airplane forward, there, the marshalling yard loomed, rails and boxcars and warehouses unfurling like the bones of a great animal. Target crosshairs danced. Thunderjack called, “Alpha, mark. Ordnance away!”
He pressed the pickle button, feeling the jet jerk as the bombs tumbled from their racks. Explosions convulsed the yard, smoke and fire blurring the rail lines. The AAA intensified, shells detonating off the nose, a mad symphony.
And then, through the cacophony, a new alert: a high-pitched wail echoing in his headset, RHAW screaming.
“Scope, is that, ?”
“Missile launch! SA-2, twelve o’clock, high!” The tone jagged, urgent.
Time snapped. Clay’s eyes could barely track the winking white dot spiraling up from the trees. His mind screamed, fly the jet, fly the jet.
“Chaff, now!” Scope barked.
Clay thumbed the release. The Phantom spat silvery clouds behind them. The missile’s contrail arced, closing the distance. He rolled inverted, Thunderjack’s classic maneuver, then yanked the stick back, pulling the Phantom through a stomach-lurching dive. G-forces hammered at his chest.
“Outlaw, you’re hot! Missile’s tracking!” Scope’s voice, ice over fire. The wail was deafening.
Clay snapped right, slamming throttle to afterburner, the jet keening in protest. The missile overshot, detonating off their wing with a searing flash and a shockwave that rattled his teeth. Scope exhaled a string of curses.
“You okay, Scope?” Clay gasped, hands shaking.
“Still in one piece, Outlaw. Nice flying.”
“Could’ve fooled me,” Clay muttered, but a jolt of manic relief made his vision sharp. He checked the mirrors, Thunderjack’s jet was still on his nose, Griff and the last flight member tucked in tight.
“MiG call! Bandits, twelve high!” someone yelled.
They were over the target, climbing out; two delta-winged specks flashed past, closing in fast, a pair of MiG-21s, silver and deadly.
“Outlaw, take lead! I’ll cover!” Thunderjack snapped.
Clay swallowed, knuckles white on the stick, and nosed into the threat. The MiGs peeled away, guns spitting, their tracers slicing the air between the Phantoms.
“You got this, Outlaw,” Scope said, almost calm.
Clay yanked hard, wings groaning, his jet arcing in a violent Immelmann. The world telescoped, MiG above, crossing left. He squeezed the trigger, an AIM-7 slashing out, trailing smoke. The missile streaked wide, missing. The MiG rolled inverted, executed a split-S, vanished into a cloud bank.
The second MiG pounced, Griff was slow to react. “He’s on me, Outlaw!” Griff’s voice was shrill, bouncing inside Clay’s skull.
Clay closed, letting instinct and training take over. The sky became a tight spiral of death and desperation: hard-bank, nose up, wings shuddering. The MiG’s afterburner flared in front of him. Another squeeze, cannon shells, tracers, empty sky.
Griff’s ship took a hit, an orange blossom near the fuselage, smoke billowing. “I’m hit! Losing hydraulics, ” Griff’s voice was choked, then lost in static.
“Eject! Eject!” someone screamed.
A Phantom tumbled earthward, streaming black. The parachute blossomed below, tiny as a broken flower against the endless jungle.
Thunderjack’s ship scorched by, guns blazing, sending the second MiG rolling away, trailing pieces of shattered metal. “Let’s get the hell out!” he commanded. Clay formed up, counting only three jets. His mouth was sour; his head throbbed.
They limped south, the radio mostly silent. Rescue choppers were already inbound, voices tinny and urgent as they searched for the lost pilot. The ride home stretched forever, storm clouds brewing behind the horizon. Thunderjack barely spoke, the bravado gone, replaced by a grim focus.
The base appeared at last, a faint geometry of lights in the waking day. Clay set the Phantom down hard, harder than he wanted, taxied to the dispersal, canopy up, air thick and metallic. He saw Thunderjack pull off his helmet, expression carved from stone.
Griff’s empty spot glared, an accusation.
Clay slid from the cockpit, legs wooden, heart hammering. Crewmen clapped his back, words lost in the disbelief. He nodded, barely hearing them. He found Scope leaning against the ladder, helmet between his boots, eyes red-rimmed.
“You did good, Clay,” Scope said, voice raw.
Clay looked north, past the jungle, past the morning light, to the unseen line where Griff fell from the sky. The silence pressed in. The war had marked him now, by what he survived, by what he lost. On a patch of rain-soaked asphalt, Clay realized the world was forever changed, and he was no longer a stranger to fire.
The hangar was thick with the smell of JP-4 jet fuel and sweat. Just past three in the morning and already the hot, clinging air felt like a weight in Clay Maddox’s chest as he moved through the rows of gray-painted F-4 Phantoms. The mechanics whispered orders to each other, wrenches and flashlights clicking and sweeping in the darkness. Clay’s boots on the concrete somehow echoed, and he felt every eye on him, even the ones that weren’t really there. His helmet under his arm, flight suit zipped up over his t-shirt, he searched the shadowed faces for a trace of calm and only found the same edginess that had kept him from sleeping more than an hour the night before.
Scope, the squadron’s wizened radar intercept officer, was already waiting in front of their Phantom. He’d jerry-rigged a mug of coffee onto his knee board and was taking slow sips, eyes flicking over his pre-flight notes. Clay tried to smile but it came out thin and taut. “You get any sleep?” he asked.
“About as much as a rooster before the slaughter,” Scope answered, his Texan drawl a balm against the nerves. “Figure we’ll both catch up tomorrow, right?” He held out the coffee like it might offer more than warmth.
Clay shook his head and peered at the red-lit cockpit, the pale glimmer of his name stenciled beneath the canopy. He could see their crew chief strapping panels and snapping shut equipment bays with the kind of confidence only years of repetition could provide. Clay’s mind spun with every emergency procedure, every inch of checklist. First mission, he reminded himself. Don’t screw up. Don’t die.
Before the sky gave its first hint of light, they gathered in the briefing room. Thunderjack Halgren, the squadron leader, stood up front, the only man who seemed immune to nerves, grinning his broad, wolfish grin, arms folded like he was about to host a poker game. A map was pinned to the wall, its colored lines and cryptic numbers glowing under the overhead lamp.
“All right, gentlemen, listen up,” he said, making eye contact with each of them, his voice slicing through the murmurs. “Taskforce Sierra Two. Our target’s an ammo dump just west of Tam Dao. NVA’s moved in fresh supplies for their current offensive. We take those bunkers out, and maybe the grunts on the ground get to see another sunrise.”
A ripple of uneasy laughter. Clay felt a knot twist tighter in his gut.
Halgren’s metal pointer clacked against the map as he continued. “Route’s standard Victor Four, then we break east, watch for that triple-A belt around the Red River. The NVA’s got eighty-fives and one-tens, co-located with radar-guided searchlights. They’re not shy about using them. Oh, and don’t get cozy, recent intel says they’ve got new SA-2 sites online. For those who’ve never tangoed with a ‘Flying Telephone Pole,’”, here his gaze settled on Clay, “remember, if you lose the tone, break HARD and pray Scope’s got your backside covered.”
Scope snorted softly. “Not sure your god can keep up, Halgren.”
Halgren winked. “My god doesn’t complain about G-forces. Now, if any of you spot MiGs on the scope or get called out by Red Crown, form on me or Outlaw, no lone wolves. Understood?”
A chorus of tense affirmatives filled the room. Clay tried to still his right leg, which wouldn’t stop bouncing.
After the briefing, the pilots filed out to their planes in silence. The night was broken only by the whirr of fenceline generators and the muted rumble of the ground crew’s laughter. Clay climbed the ladder, helmet cradled in one hand, and slid into the front seat. Scope swung up behind him, cinching in opposite directions with the ease of years. The ground crew chief, an old master sergeant with a smoker’s hack, appeared above Clay’s left wing and thumped the fuselage.
“Bring her back in one piece, Outlaw,” he grinned, his voice gravelly.
“I’ll try, Sarge. No promises,” Clay managed, fingers fumbling over switches.
He pulled the helmet on and the world shrank: the crackle of the intercom, the glass-smooth canopy closing over him, and the glowing constellation of gauges. Scope’s voice buzzed in his ear. “Let’s see if you can keep up with the big boys, boots.”
One by one, the Phantoms rolled out from under the great concrete overhang, taxiing in tight formation down the rain-streaked tarmac. Clay’s heart hammered as they reached the runway threshold and the tower gave them clearance. The afterburners roared, a
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