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  Chapter one
Thirty Thousand Feet


Rain hammered the tin roof of the briefing room at Andersen like a thousand angry fingers. The thunder rattled the window glass, buckling the beams of pale fluorescent light as Major Torin Kessler sat rigid in his chair and stared at the battered map projected onto the whiteboard. He hunched forward, elbows grinding into his knees, the sour smell of instant coffee in the air. In the front row, Silas Rourke whistled an off-key tune through his teeth, tapping two yellow pencils against his flight suit as if that could conjure a different fate. 
The room was full: Calder slouched in the seat beside him, eyes fixed but distant, the navigation charts in his lap marked with neat, crisp pencil notations; Bram Loxley hunched alone in the back, lips moving in silent rehearsal of preflight rituals; and finally, Orrin Vale, arms folded, face unreadable, watching drops of monsoon water thread their way down the window. Outside, the night pressed in heavy, the air thick with anticipation and the distant, fitful snarl of jet engines on the flight line.
They listened as the colonel at the front, square-jawed, voice grave, spelled out the mission. Arc Light to Quảng Trị. Coordinates, altitude, timing. “Weather’s closing in from the southeast. You’ll fly above most of it, but watch for microbursts on climbout,” the colonel rapped out. “We’ve had new SAM activity on the east of the Ridge. Expect them to be awake tonight.”
Kessler nodded, throat dry. He memorized the numbers. It was his job: their safety, their lives, all bent around the arc of a mission brief. He let his gaze scan the room, settling on each of them in turn as the colonel droned on, Calder’s pale knuckles gripping the edge of his chart, Bram’s restless fidgeting, Silas’s manufactured cheer. Vale’s eyes met his for a second, just a flicker; they shared nothing but a nod.
Outside, the roar on the tarmac was relentless. The rain came sideways, driven in sheets by the Guam night, making the sodium lights shimmer in orange halos. After the briefing, the five of them clustered at the exit under the overhang, each already soaked by the wind’s spray.
“Well, boys,” Silas drawled, grinning much too bright. “At least we know the mosquitoes’ll die of drowning before the flak gets us.” He offered a lopsided smile, shaking his helmet to dislodge a droplet of water that clung to the visor’s edge.
“No one’s that lucky,” Bram said, voice barely above the rain. He fingered the cross at his neck, eyes flitting toward the hulking black shape of their B-52D, Iron Prophet, waiting halfway down the ramp. Its wings cut the storm like a knife, glinting under the fitful lights.
Kessler glanced at Calder, who said nothing. He looked older tonight, rain matting down the dark hair at his temples, expression haunted and private. Kessler knew about the Romanian night, Escape, capitals and all, but he never asked. He just clapped Calder on the shoulder, felt the man’s flinch, and let his hand fall away.
Vale had already started across the tarmac, helmet tucked under one arm, steps measured and calm. Silas followed, jogging to keep up, boots splashing in ankle-deep puddles. “Hey, tail gunner!” he called, voice cheery over the wind. “Try not to shoot any friendlies tonight, alright?”
Vale didn’t turn, but Kessler heard the answer, taut and dry. “Only if they shoot first.”
Kessler led the rest, head ducked, the pack striding under the stinging rain toward the aircraft. Closer, the B-52D took fuller shape, iron and fuel and purpose hulking against the weather. He could feel it: the old, nervous thrum in his gut that always hit before a run. Inside the shade of the bomb bay, Bram peeled off to the radar compartment without a word, lips pressed thin, hands already busy tracing the outline of the controls. Calder leaned over a maintenance checklist, pen scribbling corrections. Kessler caught a glimpse of the words, *primary nav beacon compromised*, before Calder folded it away, face composed but eyes shadowed.
The crew chief shouted over the wind, gesturing at the landing gear pins. “She’s loaded heavy, Major. Full drop tonight. You want a second look at the hydraulic lines?”
Kessler shook his head, feeling the responsibility press in all at once. “No time. Thanks, Chief.” He swung himself up the boarding ladder, rain slicking the metal, muscles tensing as he entered the dim, close warmth of the cockpit.
Rourke slid in after him, the familiar clutter of switches and dials already coming to life as Calder took his post at the nav table behind them. Vale’s voice crackled through the intercom from the rear: “Gunner station, green, ”
“Copy, Vale. All stations, check in,” Kessler said, voice firm. His hands ran through the preflight by muscle memory, the ritual grounding him.
Bram answered from the radar bay, his low tone steady now, cadence like prayer. “Radar station, all systems nominal. ECM ready, if this set doesn’t fry itself.” He tapped the edge of the scope, half-smiling.
“Nav green. Charts plotted,” Calder added, eyes fixed on the large map and the array of instruments. His hand hovered over a yellowed photo taped beside the scope, two kids, a frozen field, snow falling on a battered Lada. He caught Kessler watching and snapped the photo face-down, cheeks coloring.
Kessler finished the checks, voice clipped. “Iron Prophet, cleared to taxi. Let’s get moving.”
The taxi out was tense, rain blasting the windscreen, strobe lights flickering through sheets of water, the engines a deep vibration that crawled up through the seat and into the bones. The tower’s voice was little more than static. Silas whistled again, hopelessly off-key, until Kessler shot him a look.
On the runway, with the rain now a wall, Kessler took the final pause. He scanned his crew, felt the weight of a thousand nights and a thousand risks stretching out ahead. “Buckle up, gentlemen. Night’s only going to get rougher from here.”
“Just the way I like it,” Rourke said, though the tremor in his voice betrayed him.
The runway lights blurred into rushing streaks as the throttles advanced, engines howling, the bomber surging forward, wheels thumping and rattling over the rivered concrete. Water roared against the fuselage, the wings flexed, and then, they were airborne, climbing out over the dark surf and writhing jungle, the island’s lights receding until all that was left was black and storm and the faintest glimmer of distant lightning.
Rain beat the hull in relentless rhythm as they clawed for altitude. Bram’s voice came weakly through the interphone: “Getting wild returns, Major. Storm’s fouling the set, can barely see past ten miles.”
“Do your best,” Kessler said, adjusting trim with steady hands. The altimeter ticked up, 18,000, then 21,000. Calder called out course corrections, his tone precise despite the sweat standing out on his forehead.
Silas tried once more to draw out a smile. “You know, Kessler, if this bird ever gets tired of flying, I call dibs on opening the world’s first airborne steakhouse. Think about the view.”
Bram snorted. “Crashing’s not the kind of curbside service you want, Silas.”
Kessler almost smiled, but the tension coiled tighter as they rose into the heart of the storm. The outside world was gone, just the cockpit’s red-lit gloom, the hum and chatter of static, the constant shudder as thunder rolled below.
Vale’s voice was a low, constant presence: “Tail clear. Visual backscatter only, no contacts.”
Calder glanced up from the nav table, eyes rimmed with fatigue, voice soft. “Coming up on the refuel corridor. If we slip timing, the tankers won’t wait.”
“I know,” Kessler said. He cranked the heading, compensating for a crosswind that kept trying to wrench the nose off course. For a second, his mind drifted, eight years earlier, the night his own father had died five hours into a mission not so different from this one. He shook the thought away. His eyes flicked over the crew, Silas humming, Calder’s jaw set, Bram lost in the radar’s green glow, Vale’s silhouette hunched at his lonely post, watching the world slide by unseen.
They broke clear of the worst of the rain thirty minutes out, leveled at thirty thousand feet, the storm clouds a bruised purple ocean beneath them. In the silence that followed, Kessler felt the faintest prickle of hope, if hope was a thing you could afford up here, surrounded by so much thin air and so many ghosts.
Bram piped up, voice hushed. “Major, you’re going to want to see this. ECM’s lighting up, ground haze east of the AO. Either it’s a spooked radar tech, or they’re prepping for company.”
“Copy that,” Kessler replied, fists tightening on the yoke. Calder called the time to IP, initial point, then checked and rechecked the coordinates. The target was close now, and Kessler could see the lines of tension drawn on every man’s face.
Rourke cracked a joke about Vietnamese weather girls, but no one laughed this time.
“We’re committed,” Kessler reminded them, voice low. “You all know the drill.”
He felt the sudden, curious calm that always hit at the last moment. Turbulence thumped the fuselage, rattling their teeth. Then the radio snapped from static to a voice: “Iron Prophet, this is Da Nang control, verify approach at angels three-zero, come left two degrees for spacing. Watch for traffic, airspace is hot.”
Vale muttered, “Always is,” then ran his check on the twin fifties, dead calm, fingers never trembling.
“There’s a hell of a lot of ground light up ahead,” Bram warned. “Jamming’s iffy, but I’m tracking at least two search beams. They know we’re coming.”
Kessler exhaled. "Bomb run in four. Calder, set for the drop. Bram, stay on countermeasures. Everyone else, hold on."
Rain had given way to the bright, hard blue of night over Vietnam. Far below, the jungle stretched black and endless, cut by the silver snake of the river and the angry glitter of tracers near Quảng Trị. The bomb bay doors groaned as they cracked open, then shuddered, stuck halfway. Turbulence slammed through the plane, throwing Kessler in his harness.
“We have a fault,” Calder barked, his tone suddenly sharp. “Doors are jammed. Trying override!”
“Radar fuzz is thick, Major, we’re spiking every set from Hanoi to Haiphong,” Bram added, hands flying over the ECM.
Kessler cursed, running through emergency protocols. Outside, lightning groped at the wings, illuminating the roiling clouds. Alarms wailed, the missile warning, shrill and insistent, as lances of light arced upwards from the darkness.
SAMs away.
“Evasive!” Vale snapped from the tail. “We’ve got birds closing at our six, two, maybe three, ”
Kessler wrenched the yoke, the bomber shuddering as it dived through boiling cloud. Rourke grunted, “Hell of a time for a fireworks show.”
The world spun, the Iron Prophet groaning under the strain, doors still stuck, bombs unspent, the sky alive with death.
And then, in the chaos, the first missile streaked up from the jungle, a tongue of fire aimed straight at their heart.
The ceiling fan squeaked overhead, a thin whine barely audible over the battering rain hammering the tin roof. In the windowless briefing room at Andersen Air Force Base, the reek of damp uniforms and burnt coffee hung in the air, thick and close. The map boards glistened under fluorescent lights. It was half past two in the morning, Guam time, but nobody in the room pretended to feel awake.
Torin Kessler pressed the edge of his thumb into a crease on the mission packet. His hands were steady, his breath slow, but he felt the tension in his gut, the old familiar knot that came before every launch, the one he never acknowledged outside his own head. Across the battered table, Silas Rourke slouched in his flight jacket, boots kicked out, feet scuffed with red mud. Calder Ionescu hunched over a stack of navigation charts, eyes flickering as he sketched routes in pencil, too precise, as if the line of his mark might change the shape of the threat waiting for them over Vietnam.
Major O'Rourke, their flight commander, rapped the table for attention. "Eyes up, gentlemen." The projector snapped on, painting a grainy black-and-white over the boards, Quảng Trị Province blurry under crosshatch grids. "Operation Arc Light. Target is this grid here, suspected depot, heavy trucks, enemy armor. Triple-A concentration’s been reported moderate to high. We're flying at thirty thousand. Weather’s trouble all the way in."
He looked at Kessler. "Questions?"
None. Nobody asked the only questions that mattered. Will we make it back? Will the engines hold through the storm? Will we see home again?
O'Rourke glanced at his clipboard, cracked a smile that barely moved his lined face. "Right. You know your jobs. Wheels up in forty. Good hunting, Iron Prophet."
The squadron filtered out, boots heavy on slick tile. Outside, the world was a floodlit blur: the monsoon pouring down, streaking headlights, the silver bulks of parked B-52Ds gleaming like sleeping dinosaurs. They jogged beneath their ponchos, ducking the worst of the rain, breath curling in the muggy dark.
Silas ran a hand through his buzzed hair, water dripping from his nose. "Think weather’ll hold, Torin? Or are we going to water-ski the whole way to Quảng Trị?"
Torin said nothing. Rain soaked his flight suit, plastering it to his shoulders. He glanced up at the storm, let Rourke’s terrible humor slide past him. Behind them, Calder lifted his duffel, voice muffled. "Radar’s going to be a disaster. Monsoon front’s pushing all the way north. I want an hour alone with the damn weather satellite and a bottle of vodka."
Bram Loxley jogged to catch up, face shadowed under his helmet. Preflight checklists dangled from his fist, the ink already smudged. “Just get us airborne, Calder. I’ll take care of the radars. Prophet’s never let us down yet.” He meant it, he always tried to mean it, but his thumb ran down the checklist again and again, tracing each printed word with the desperation of a prayer.
They crossed the tarmac in silence, the rain drumming the packet in Kessler’s hand. The Iron Prophet loomed ahead, black in the sodium light, glistening as if alive. A line of ground crew hustled beneath her belly, wands flashing. The crew climbed the ladder, boots ringing metal, ducking through the crew hatch one after another.
Kessler took the left seat, flicking switches by muscle memory. He slid the packet beside the flight yoke, lips moving as he ran through the mission profile one last time. Rourke dropped into the right seat, giving a low, tuneless whistle that filled the quiet cockpit. Calder squeezed aft, his charts spread across his lap. Bram vanished into the radar bay, already muttering to himself, hands caressing the banks of cold metal. In the tail, Orrin Vale moved silently through the narrow crawlspace, helmet snug, face already set in that rigid, private focus that kept him alive.
Intercom crackled. “Tail to cockpit. All secure back here.”
Kessler thumbed the switch. “Roger, Vale. Watch the hydraulics. We’ve got full bomb load. I want your eyes out for anything strange as soon as we cross the coast.”
“Copy that, sir,” Vale replied, voice a thin echo through the bulkhead, cut off by the hiss of the rain.
The checklist began, antennas, power feeds, oxygen. Hands moved by rote, the rhythm anchoring them against the storm. Kessler could feel each man settling into his private silence, burying nerves under training, memories, rituals. Calder’s pencil snapped. He swore under his breath, too soft for the headset to pick up. Torin caught the edge of his reflection in the scratched window: a mask of confidence, mouth set, blue eyes flat and hard.
Clearance barked from the tower. “Iron Prophet, you are go for taxi, runway six left. Winds three-three-zero at thirty, gusts forty.”
Bram’s voice came over the intercom, steadier now, clipped and British. “Radar coming online. Scope’s cluttered already, Captain. Sky’s soup out there.”
Silas flashed a grin, nudging Kessler’s elbow. “You know what the old man used to say about weather like this? ‘God hates a coward, but he hates stupid even more.’” He laughed, short and sharp, steering it away from nerves.
Kessler grunted, hands on the throttles. “Let’s not get stupid tonight.”
Outside, lightning forked above the jungle. The Iron Prophet rolled forward, engines straining, wheels hissing through puddles. The taxiway lights blurred in the downpour. Kessler guided her toward the end of the runway, fingers white on the yoke.
“Crew, prepare for takeoff. Final checks.”
One by one, their voices filtered back, Rourke, calm and joking; Loxley, murmuring numbers; Calder, reciting waypoints as if they were catechisms; Vale, silent and cold, watching his tiny rectangle of rain-smeared glass in the tail.
Tower voice, sharper now. “Iron Prophet, wind shear alert. Confirm go for takeoff.”
Kessler hesitated. Briefly, the knot in his stomach tightened. His father’s voice, from a distant Nebraska cornfield, rumbled in his head: You lead from the front, son, even when it scares you.
He keyed the mic. “Iron Prophet, we are go.”
The brakes released. Throttles forward, all eight engines howled. The vibration shivered up their bones, through the steel frame. Rain lashed the nose. Calder called out rising speed, his voice a drumbeat. The airspeed needle climbed, faster, faster, then the nose lifted, and the bomber bucked into the swirl of clouds, wheels thudding up into the bays.
The world vanished beyond the windscreen, drowned in gray. They punched through turbulence, wings flexing, alarms flickering on the instrument panel. Bram’s voice wavered in the background, reading radar clutter, but Kessler focused on the numbers, altitude, heading. The familiar thrum of the Iron Prophet steadied him.
When they reached cruising altitude, the clouds thinned. Lightning flickered far off, a silent strobing on the horizon. For a moment there was only the hum of engines, the ping of rain on metal, the vast, wild dark stretching across the sea.
Calder’s hands shook as he recalculated their route, pencil tapping at a margin. His thoughts pulled backwards, to Bucharest, rain slicking cobblestones, the slam of boots in stairwells, the night he ran with nothing but a pack and the name of a mountain in his teeth. He could smell the salt tang from the Pacific now, but it mingled with the memory of burning kerosene and fear.
Rourke leaned across, his voice softer now that the worst of the climb was behind them. “You good, Calder? You look like you’ve eaten a ghost.”
Calder pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just didn’t sleep. This weather, it plays tricks. Radar’ll be unreliable. Need to watch for ground clutter east of the river.”
Rourke peered forward, grin never entirely fading. “Hell, long as we’re above the ground, we’re ahead of the game.”
The hours stretched. The flight crew settled into their roles, voices clipped and intent. Loxley mapped the pulse of radar energy, searching for threats, for that telltale spike that meant a missile battery waking up. Vale, isolated in the tail, hunched against the faint vibration of the hull, thumb tracing the trigger guard of his twin .50s. He watched the clouds peel away, felt the monstrous shape of the bomber slicing through the night, and thought about the first time he’d fired at a MiG, the shudder in his bones, the way time seemed to slow as tracers lit the sky. He told himself he didn’t miss England. Most days, he believed it.
Kessler watched the glow of cockpit gauges. He ticked off checkpoints, marking their progress. Every few minutes he reached for the packet, confirming frequencies, terrain, the timing for the bomb run. He could feel it approaching, the moment they’d drop off the edge of safety, leave the ocean behind and plunge over the coastline, into the teeth of Vietnam’s defenses.
The intercom chirped. Calder’s voice, tense. “Approaching IP. Ten minutes to target. Radar returns, heavy ground clutter, but I’m seeing strong returns northeast. Could be trucks, could be decoys.”
Kessler nodded, checked his watch. “Bomb bay armed?”
“Affirmative. All switches green.”
Bram’s voice, tight. “Jamming picking up. Russian signatures. We’re being painted by something off the grid. Could be a Fan Song or Spoon Rest.”
Silas whistled, low, forcing the mood lighter. “Hell, maybe they just want to say hi. Heard the NVA’s getting friendlier these days.”
Vale’s reply was sharp. “You call that a greeting, you’re buying the first round in Da Nang, Silas.”
They all laughed, short, brittle. The beam of the Iron Prophet arced over the paddies and ridges invisible below. On the radar, a new spike flared, then another. The groan of turbulence made the fuselage lurch.
Kessler pressed the bomb door release, thumb hovering. “Bomb bay doors opening.”
Nothing.
He tried again, lighter this time. A stubborn red light flickered. “Doors aren’t responding. Get eyes on diagnostics, Rourke. Bram, what’s your read?”
Rourke flipped switches, cursing under his breath. “Circuit shows power, but hydraulics might be jammed. Turbulence maybe knocked a line loose.”
Bram’s voice was muffled, frustration seeping through. “Radar interference off the charts, Captain. You try to open those doors now, you’ll light up every SAM for a hundred miles.”
Kessler’s pulse hammered in his neck. He forced calm into his voice. “We don’t drop, we don’t go home. Work it. Calder, check our fuel if we have to make another pass.”
Outside, lightning flared again, illuminating the writhing clouds, a glimpse of the world below, the faint glow of artillery flashes on the horizon.
Alarms screamed, shrill and piercing. The SAM warning light pulsed. Bram’s voice nearly cracked. “Launching! Missile lock confirmed, bearing zero-eight-zero!”
Kessler’s mind accelerated, suddenly crystalline. "Evasive. Go now, altitude down, three hundred feet."
Rourke slashed the throttles, and the Iron Prophet dropped hard, engines screaming, wings shuddering under the strain. They tore through hail and cloud, turbulence battering every rib of the bomber. Vale’s voice was fierce in their headsets. “MiGs! Six o’clock! They’re closing!”
Tracer rounds flickered in the blackness, a bead of orange fire arcing past the tail. Bram called out new radar returns, enemy fighters splitting left and right, looping through the clouds, searching for a blind spot.
The bomb bay doors groaned, then, with a juddering clang, shuddered open. Rourke thumbed the release. “Bombs away, all stations!”
The world bucked. The heavy loads thundered free, their weight wrenching the bomber’s spine. Kessler could feel the Iron Prophet leap upward, suddenly unburdened, but the relief lasted only a heartbeat.
A deafening roar, then the tail bloomed with light. The whole aircraft jolted, rattled by a shockwave that slammed through metal and bone. Warnings flashed. Instruments danced. Calder’s knuckles were white, gripping the chart as their altitude began to bleed away. The intercom erupted with static, Vale’s voice warped, half-shouted. “We’ve taken a hit! Tail controls are sluggish, fire in the starboard elevator bay!”
Kessler’s hands moved faster than thought, fighting to steady the crippled plane. Through the smoke, Bram choked out radar readings, enemy signatures fading behind them, the MiGs breaking off, the ground falling away as they limped south.
“Home plate, this is Iron Prophet,” Kessler barked. “We’re hit. Losing altitude. Request emergency divert, bearing Da Nang!”
The Iron Prophet clawed for the coast, trailing smoke and burning hope through the remnants of the storm, her crew battered but unbroken, every man praying to see light once more.
The rain sheeted sideways across Andersen’s wind-scraped apron, driving against the hangars like the monsoon meant to fold the entire Pacific in on itself. It struck the B-52D’s aluminum skin in a ceaseless drumbeat, rattling in the ears of the men who jogged for cover, heads bowed, duffels held overhead, every step dragging with the weight of what waited beyond the storm.
Major Torin Kessler’s boots splashed through a wide, oily puddle as he hustled up the steps into the operations building. The tropical air carried the tang of aviation fuel and salt and a tension as thick as sweat. Inside, the debriefing room reeked of burnt coffee and cramped nerves. Kessler nodded a tight greeting to Colonel Ferris at the head of the long table; the colonel’s mouth was a hard line, his eyes trudging over a pile of manila folders like he’d already read each one twice and found nothing but bad news.
The rest of the crew filtered in, dripping. Silas Rourke slumped into his chair, water rolling off the sleeves of his green flight suit, and flashed a crooked grin at Calder Ionescu. “This weather’s got a personal grudge against my socks,” he said. “I think they’re growing mushrooms.”
Calder managed a faint, distracted smile and set his charts on the table, smoothing them with careful fingers. The edges were already curling from humidity. His mind hummed with lines and bearings, but behind all the checklists a chill memory flickered: the border fence back in Timisoara, knees filthy, knowing every step was a coin flip between freedom and a bullet. He forced the memory away, dropping into the seat beside Kessler.
Bram Loxley came in last, glasses fogged, clutching a battered clipboard. He nodded at Kessler, then slipped wordlessly to the end of the table, his eyes flicking over the schematic of their bird, Iron Prophet, like a priest scanning sacred text.
Colonel Ferris rapped the table for attention. “Listen up. You know the drill. Tonight you’re flying Arc Light, target box Sierra Three, northeast of Quảng Trị. There’s talk Charlie’s massing armor in the paddies, prepping for another push south. Intel says heavy flak, possible SAM batteries. You’re loaded for bear, gentlemen. One hundred and eight Mk82s. Get in, get out, stay alive.”
Silas raised his hand. “Sir, any chance we can swap these clouds for Nevada sunshine?”
Laughter flickered around the table, thin and forced, and Ferris almost cracked a smile. “You want weather control, Lieutenant, write your congressman. Wheels up at 2130. Godspeed.”
The crew rose as one, shuffling out to the locker room. Rourke sidled up to Calder, voice low. “You okay, Nate?” He’d picked up the American habit of nicknaming, though Calder’s given name was nothing like ‘Nate’, just easier, somehow, for men who lived by brevity.
“I’m fine,” Calder lied, voice barely audible above the roar of the rain beating the tin roof. “It’s just… nerves.”
“Wouldn’t be human if you weren’t.” Rourke grinned. “I’ll save you a seat by the coffee urn. Any more of that, and I’ll vibrate my fillings loose.”
By the time they stepped out onto the tarmac, the deluge had faded to a thick mist shrouding the field in ghost-light. The Iron Prophet loomed ahead, ungainly, massive, bearing its weight on twelve wheels and broad, swept wings bristling with hardpoints and scars from last month’s shrapnel. Maintenance crews moved like shadows, ducking under wings and past the glinting bomb bays.
Kessler paused beneath the wing, rain dripping from the bill of his cap, and looked back at the crew. “Five minutes, then we preflight. Let’s bring her home in one piece, all right?”
Orrin Vale touched the tail of the plane as he passed, a silent ritual. He was the last to speak, the first to disappear, vanishing up the ladder into his isolated cocoon with a nod so slight it could have been nothing.
Loxley crawled into the radar bay, hands darting over panels and toggles. The tiny compartment was crammed with cold, humming machinery that hummed against his ribcage. He murmured the preflight checklist, “Nav radar, green; terrain avoidance, set; jammers, stand by”, touching each switch with the solace of routine.
Calder spread his charts across the navigator’s console, checked his pencil lines one last time. The route was a snake through empty sky, threading between known flak zones and radar shadows, south over the mottled South China Sea, then west toward the glow of war. His throat tightened. He pressed two fingers to his dog tags, silver pressing cold against his chest.
On the flight deck, Kessler strapped in, shaking the damp from his hands. The cockpit lights flickered to life, painting everything in pale gold. Rourke settled into the copilot’s seat, whistling under his breath.
“You ever think we’ll get hazard pay for flying into typhoons?” Rourke said as he powered up the overhead.
Kessler gave a short, humorless laugh. “We’re lucky if we get coffee that doesn’t taste like jet fuel.”
The crew’s banter faded as the preflight rituals worked their magic, nerves folding into focus. Outside, the rain eased to a patter. Engines whined awake one by one, thunder rolling beneath their feet as the checklist marched onward, item by item. Tower’s voice crackled over the radio. “Iron Prophet, cleared for taxi. Wind 210 at eighteen, gusting twenty-three.”
Kessler’s voice was steady as stone. “Roger, tower. Rolling.” Wheels thumped over wet concrete, the B-52D’s vast wings slicing the mist. Rourke ran through engine readings: “EPRs stable. Hydraulics good. She’s ready.”
The moment of truth came at the foot of Runway Two-Niner, air thrumming with pent-up energy. Kessler’s gloved hand hovered over the throttles.
He glanced at Rourke, who grinned. “Punch it, Major.”
Kessler shoved the throttles forward. The roar of eight engines swallowed every other sound, the chatter of the tower, the whine of the storm, even the pulse of his own blood. The Iron Prophet surged ahead, acceleration pressing them into their seats. Water streaked sideways, torn from the tarmac by the slipstream.
Vale, alone in his cramped tail compartment, gripped his harness. The metal vibrated, windows rattling as the bird clawed for speed. He counted each second, willing the runway’s end to recede.
“Rotate,” Rourke called.
Kessler eased back, and for a breathless moment the world fell away, wheels lifting, metal straining, the entire plane shuddering as it leapt into the soup of black sky. Turbulence hammered them as the landing gear retracted, the fuselage flexing with every blast of wind.
High over the island, they pierced the last tattered cloud, sky opening into a violet-black infinity. Rain lashed the windows, streaks of lightning far out to sea. Calder fixed his eyes on the glowing map, tracing the route in silence. Yet inside his skull, memories flickered: the scrape of boots in dark mud, a border guard’s barking dog, the wild hope of escape.
Twenty minutes passed in tense, methodical quiet, the cockpit awash with muted red and green lights. Loxley’s voice buzzed over the intercom. “Radar’s picking up interference at forty miles, bearing two-ten. Could be weather, could be… something else.”
Kessler’s jaw flexed. “Keep eyes on it. Vale?”
“Tail’s clear for now,” Vale replied, voice distant with static. “If anyone’s stalking us, they’re keeping their lights off.”
Rourke rubbed a hand over his face. “Hell of a night for ghosts.”
They crossed the first waypoints, engines humming steady, each crewman locked within the narrow focus of duty. Occasionally, a flash of lightning revealed the coiled jungle below, rivers gleaming like twisted arteries in the dark. Calder worked his slide rule, recalibrating for unexpected headwinds. Beside him, Kessler glanced sidelong.
“First Arc Light?” he asked, voice low.
Calder nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
“If you get sick, just use the bag. Happened to half the new guys,” Rourke cut in, eyes glinting in the faint light. “Including me. I did it with style.”
Calder managed a ghost of a smile, grateful for the attempt. The knot in his gut eased, just a little.
Time drew thin as they neared the Vietnamese coast. Loxley’s voice sharpened. “Interference is stronger. Could be ground clutter. Or enemy radar painting us for targeting.”
Kessler’s hand hovered over the internal comms. “Steady. No deviations yet.”
The clouds thickened, swallowing the stars. Sudden turbulence grabbed the plane, throwing it up and sideways. Bomb racks rattled. Calder’s charts slid. Rourke cursed, hands flying over the controls.
“Hang on, this is rough!” Vale’s voice crackled in the headset. Somewhere aft, a toolbox clanged to the floor.
They bore down on the target box, the landscape lost beneath a ragged quilt of cloud and flickering tracer fire. The city of Quảng Trị glimmered faintly through gaps: orange webs of artillery, the stutter of gun emplacements.
“Bomb bay doors,” Kessler called.
Loxley threw the switch. Nothing. He tried again, heard only the whine of the motors, metal grinding.
“Doors are jammed, hydraulic fault. Stand by.”
Rourke swore under his breath. “Perfect timing.”
Another burst of turbulence slammed into them. Calder clung to his station, fighting nausea. Loxley toggled the manual override; the doors groaned open at last.
Kessler didn’t wait. “Bombs away.”
The release levers clacked. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a staccato thunk as munitions tumbled free into the storm. The plane shuddered as its weight shifted.
The bombardment below lit the clouds from beneath, momentarily painting the underside of Iron Prophet golden-orange, the night sky breaking open in flashes.
Suddenly, alarms screamed in Vale’s headset. “SAMs in the air! Two, no, three! Bearing zero-eight-zero!”
Rourke’s hands flew to the chaff controls. “Jammers on, flak ahead!”
Kessler snapped the yoke left. The behemoth banked, groaning under the strain. Outside, the night erupted in tracer fire. Loxley spat coordinates as radar interference spiked, the world crackling with static.
A white-hot streak zipped past the left wing. Vale saw it through his gunner’s slit, a missile, impossibly fast, tearing through rain and cloud. Another flashed by, close enough to rattle his teeth.
“MiGs, two o’clock high!” Vale shouted.
Kessler forced the bomber into a dive, engines screaming. The sky fractured, bursts of flak, tongues of orange flame, the B-52D bucking like a wounded beast.
“Brace, bombs are clear, we’re pulling out!” Kessler’s voice cut through the chaos.
Then, before anyone could answer, a third missile punched through the night, detonating just beneath the tail. The rear fuselage lurched, metal screaming, alarms howling. The world spun, altitude plummeting, oxygen masks yanked from their racks.
Vale’s compartment filled with smoke and the sickening stench of burning insulation. He fought for breath, hands white-knuckled on his harness as the plane veered wildly.
“Damage in the aft compartment!” Loxley gasped, wrestling with flickering screens as the radar went dark. “We’ve lost hydraulic pressure, controls sluggish, ”
“We’re hit!” Calder’s voice cracked.
Iron Prophet staggered through the storm, battered but still flying. Kessler’s grip was iron on the controls. “Hold on! We’re not dead yet, heading two-seven-zero, Da Nang!”
The jungle below yawned black and unforgiving. The crew clung to their posts, every man fighting panic with duty, with memory, with hope that somewhere beyond all this fire and rain, the sky might hold.
Lightning flickered through the cloud deck, strobing across the rain-beaded fuselage of the Iron Prophet. The flight deck trembled as Kessler shoved the throttles forward, and a guttural growl from the eight Pratt & Whitney engines swallowed the shouted good-lucks from the ground crew. Water sheeted off the windows, tropical and unrelenting, hammering the hull as if the Pacific itself was trying to keep them on the ground.
Kessler’s face, stone-set beneath his headset, flicked left and right, checking gauges, then steadying on the wavering horizon. “Five. Four.” He didn’t raise his voice; he didn’t need to. “Three. Two. Rotate.”
The nose lifted, a ponderous, inevitable rise, and the world dropped away, the runway lights replaced by coils of cloud.
From the navigation table behind him, Calder Ionescu’s knees pressed tight together. His fingers trembled minutely, never enough for the others to notice, but as the Iron Prophet surged past the end of the tarmac and the black ocean vanished below, his pulse pounded. The battered navigation charts, creased from his thumb tracing the route again, and again, through patchwork sky, were crisp in the red glow of his desk lamp.
“Hell of a night for a stroll over North Vietnam,” Silas Rourke said from the copilot’s seat, pitching his voice above the shriek of the slipstream. He grinned sidelong at Kessler. “Could be worse, I guess. Could be teaching geometry at Eglin.”
“I bet those kids would have less attitude,” Kessler said, and for just a moment the tension cracked.
In the radar bay, hunched behind his banks of screens, Bram Loxley murmured preflight phrases to himself. His fingers brushed the familiar toggles, finding comfort in routine: Set, confirm, reset. His world was measured in phosphor-green flickers, in the comforting hum of equipment that was already older than he was. Outside, the storm battered the skin of the bomber, rattling screws in their sockets, but inside the bay it was tight and controlled. Somewhere, always, was the edge where safety ended.
In the tail, Orrin Vale wrenched his harness tighter and pressed his helmet against the canopy. He watched the trailing edge lights fade in the rain, the world reduced to the slashing white of clouds and the faint, reassuring blink of his own gunsight controls. He was alone, the way he liked it. Ahead, the rest of the crew leaned into procedures and camaraderie, but back here, Vale was a sentinel, vigilant, ready, unreachable.
They punched through the first major cloud layer and Guam became a memory. Kessler settled into the climb. Over the comms came a brief, half-garbled weather update from Ops, turbulence probable, monsoon patterns shifting over the coast. He muttered a curse and checked the map again.
Silas scanned the sky, reflexively hunting for shapes in the darkness. “So, Calder,” he said, catching the navigator’s taut expression in the glow of the table, “what’s the plan if we get lost? We spin the compass and hope the Air Force wires a rescue boat?”
Calder forced a half-smile. “We don’t get lost,” he said. “I escaped Romania without a map. I can get us to Quảng Trị and back with one hand tied.”
“Just so long as we don’t end up in Siberia,” Silas said. “I hear the vodka’s overrated.”
Bram’s voice, low and controlled, piped in over intercom. “Radar’s clean, but there’s some static building along the weather front. Expecting heavy ionization, might need to switch frequencies down the line.”
“Copy that,” Kessler said, glancing at Silas. “Let’s see how much this old bird can take.”
Cloud turbulence hammered them, and the Iron Prophet began that long, shuddering cruise east. Engines strained, wind screamed, and outside, the world was nothing but void and lightning. Calder kept his gaze fixed on the charts, each tick of the clock a little heavier, each note in his logbook a little more careful than the last. He remembered, never far from his mind, the night he’d slipped out of Bucharest, ducking through back alleys as thunder cracked and boots hammered the wet stone behind him. Survival was always a map, always a line drawn through the chaos.
Hours passed. The crew fell into the rhythm of flight, jokes thin, tension mounting as the coastline, invisible but real, approached. At 0330 hours, Bram’s voice sharpened. “Picking up surface returns. Strong, clustered. Could be Quảng Trị, could be a decoy.”
Kessler checked the altimeter. “Right on target. Silas, you ready for the fun part?”
“I was born ready,” Silas said, though his hands tightened on the yoke.
Calder called out headings, voice clipped and precise. “Coming up on initial point in ninety seconds, hold course. Crosswind from southeast, fifteen knots.”
In the tail, Vale’s spine straightened. Through the storm-warped plexiglass, the distant horizon stuttered with faint flashes, artillery, or maybe silent lightning. He felt it then, the prickle on his neck that said the world was about to tilt.
Kessler’s voice was calm, but the underlying strain was there. “Radar, status?”
“Surface clutter’s heavy,” Bram said, toggling switches. The radar image washed out, refocused. “I’m losing returns in thirty-degree arcs. Too much electromagnetic interference, could be jamming, could be the storm.”
“Copy. We stay the course.” Kessler’s jaw flexed. He flicked the arming switches one by one. “Bomb bay doors, ready?”
Silas reached overhead, toggled the panel. “Doors opening.”
Nothing happened. For a moment, nothing at all.
“Uh. Bomb bay not responding.” Silas frowned, tried again. “Switch is live, panel’s green, but, nothing.”
Kessler’s heart kicked. “Goddamn it. Calder, check the fuse system, see if we’ve got a short.”
Calder unbuckled, sliding out of his seat, sweat sheening his brow. He crouched near the circuit board, praying the fix would be simple as he pulled the maintenance panel wide. Wires, fuses, relays, so many points of failure. His hands, steady now, moved from muscle memory. In Romania, everything broke and men learned to improvise. He found a burnt relay, wrestled it out, replaced it with the spare from the kit on his belt.
“Try it now,” Calder called.
Silas thumbed the switch again. The plane juddered as ancient hydraulics ground into motion. The bomb bay doors inched open, fighting the high-altitude wind.
“Doors open,” Silas said, relief thinning his voice.
Over the intercom, Bram’s voice sliced in, cold and urgent. “Picking up new contacts, fast movers, two o’clock high. Multiple radar locks. We’re painted.”
Kessler’s knuckles went white on the yoke. “SAMs?” he barked.
“Affirmative. Launch signatures, three, no, four tracks.”
“Brace!” Howls of missile alarms blared through the cabin, and red lights strobed across every station.
In the tail, Vale’s world erupted in lights and chaos. Through the swirl of clouds, he caught the strobes of rocket plumes, green-lit, then flaring to orange. MiGs, cutting in below the clouds, eager for a kill.
He flicked his comm. “Bandits, low and left, visual!”
Kessler didn’t hesitate. He yanked the yoke, banking the lumbering B-52D hard as inertia crushed the crew against their seats. Outside, the first surface-to-air missiles slashed through the tail’s slipstream, hunting with mindless precision.
Bram fought his radar, cursing as the jamming washed out the screen. “Missile proximity, one closing, low!”
“Countermeasures!” Kessler barked.
Silas deployed chaff and flares, voice shaking. “Chaff away! Flares, now!”
The missile skipped, veering off, but a second arrowed straight toward them. The Iron Prophet jolted as a near-miss detonated beneath the belly, slamming the frame with a judder that rattled every bolt and bone.
In the bomb bay, a warning light strobed. Calder shouted, “Bombs primed, we have to release now!”
“Do it!” Kessler called.
Silas punched the release. Nothing.
Vale screamed, “Incoming!” as a MiG slashed past their tail, spitting tracers. The tail turret chattered in reply, Vale’s hands instinctive as he tracked the blur of enemy steel through the torrent.
The alarms spiked, a missile, bright and hungry, closed the gap.
And then the bomb bay finally opened with a violent wrench. Gravity pulled, all at once. The heavy ordnance tumbled, vanishing into the night, and for a breathless instant the B-52D seemed lighter, climbing as the bombs fell.
But the storm of fire was not finished. A surface-to-air missile, trailing a crooked line of white, hit beneath the left elevator. The explosion wasn’t sharp, it was wrong, smeared by the wet air and the distance, but it thundered through the frame, and Vale’s world turned red and upside down. The Iron Prophet rolled, nose dipping, and inside every compartment warning lights bloomed.
“Engine three is gone!” Silas shouted. “Hydraulics dropping, I’m losing lateral control!”
“Feather the prop, shut it down!” Kessler snapped, fighting for a level attitude.
In the bay, Bram’s voice was tight with panic. “We’re venting fuel, loss of pressure on line seven!”
Vale, coughing in the tail, forced his hands back to his controls. “I still have guns,” he said, voice cracked but alive. He squeezed off another burst as a MiG flashed by, its cannon rounds slicing through empty sky just inches from the battered tail.
The Iron Prophet shuddered. Kessler checked the map, mind racing. They’d dropped their payload, but at what cost? “Calder, course to Da Nang, shortest route, now!”
Calder’s mind spun, but his hand was steady. He marked the heading, adjusting for lost hydraulics and the unbalanced drag of a half-burning port wing. “Thirty-seven degrees due south,” he said, voice steady as iron. “If we can hold altitude, we can make the coast.”
“Copy that,” Kessler breathed. “Everyone, brace for hard ride.”
Lightning forked again, the cockpit awash in ghostly blue for an instant. Rain lashed the cracked windshield. Silas muttered a prayer, hands slick on the yoke.
The Iron Prophet limped toward salvation, every vibration a threat, every mile a trial. In the tail, Vale bled quietly but grinned through it. On the flight deck, Kessler’s face was drawn but determined. Calder, haunted by escape, fixed his gaze ahead, always ahead. Bram, surrounded by failing machines, did not let go of hope, even as the radar flickered and smoked.
“Hold together, old girl,” Silas whispered, rubbing the console with a steadying hand.
They flew on, battered but alive, into the broken night sky. Behind them, the world burned, lightning, flak, and the endless, indifferent dark. Ahead, somewhere, was the promise of rescue and the faint hope, dawning, that they might live to see the next day.






  
  Chapter two
Orders from Above


Kessler stared at the edge of his desk, a manila folder open in front of him. The paper was damp near the corners where his fingers gripped too tight. He scanned the orders again, as if reading them one more time would somehow alter their meaning. Outside, the rain battered the windows in blunt, steady bursts, a relentless percussion that pressed at the thin walls of his office. The single yellow bulb above his head made everything look jaundiced, sick. 
The knock at the door was so soft that Kessler almost missed it. He felt relief flicker across his nerves. He closed the folder, slid it beneath the scarred surface, and called, “Come in.”
The chaplain, Father Malloy, edged into the cramped room, angular in his olive drab, the silver cross at his neck catching the light. His face was lined, but his eyes were clear. They had become friends in the way that men on the edge sometimes found, late-night confidences in the chaplain’s office, a shared flask after missions, silent prayers recited before the engines started up.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Kess.” Malloy’s voice was gentle, with that Irish lilt that made everything sound both tragic and conspiratorial.
Kessler smirked, pushing a clammy hand through his hair. “No ghosts. Not yet, anyway.”
Malloy closed the door and sat, folding his hands in his lap. “Word filters quicker than rain through this roof. Something’s up.”
Kessler shot a glance at the folder, fighting the instinct to admit everything. But in the flicker of Malloy’s gaze, he saw the invitation. He let out a breath.
“Arc Light,” he said finally. “Upper brass wants us to fly another strike, further north this time. Deep. Anti-supply op. They want to, ” He stopped, the phrase from the briefing echoing in his head. “Cut off the enemy’s oxygen.”
Malloy was silent a moment, the hail of rain filling the gap. “They’re asking a lot. Again.”
“They always do.” Kessler’s jaw worked. He looked at the door, then back at the chaplain. “I trust my crew. I do. But every time I look them in the eye before we roll out, I wonder if I’m leading them to a medal or a funeral.”
Malloy leaned in, his face softening. “That’s the weight you carry, son. It’s not supposed to get easier.”
Kessler’s laugh was brittle. “That’s what I’m afraid of. That one day it will. That I’ll look at Bram, or Calder, or Silas, and not care what happens to them. That I’ll just follow orders because it’s easier than thinking.”
The chaplain said nothing at first. Then he reached across the desk and held Kessler’s wrist, just for a second. “That day hasn’t come yet. When it does, you come find me. Until then, ” He nodded at the folder, eyes flinty. “You carry them. You carry all of them. But you don’t carry them alone.”
The intercom on the wall crackled, the base commander’s voice barking Kessler’s name. He squeezed his eyes shut, then forced himself up, pushing the fear down deep. The chaplain stood and moved for the door, pausing with one hand on the knob.
“I’ll be around, Captain,” he murmured. “If you need to talk. Or just sit.”
Kessler only nodded as the chaplain faded into the dim corridor.
Down in the ready room, Silas was sprawled on a battered couch, boots on the armrest, a dog-eared magazine draped across his chest. He looked up as Kessler entered, one eyebrow cocked in mock suspicion.
“Catching up with the padre, boss? Tell me you finally confessed you steal our best whiskey.”
Kessler managed a half-grin, easing onto a dented metal chair nearby. “Wouldn’t waste good whiskey on the likes of you, Silas. Maybe if you learned to land the bird without making us all sick.”
Silas snorted. “Hey, turbulence is just atmosphere giving you a hug.” But his eyes were sharp, lingering on Kessler a heartbeat too long. He watched for cracks, always did, jokes gilded with worry.
Kessler met his gaze, letting the silence stretch. “We’ve got new orders. Strike package, high-value target. Northern corridor.” He kept his tone flat, businesslike.
Silas tossed the magazine aside, all pretense gone. “Heard rumors. Didn’t think they’d throw us at it again so soon.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, lines deepening at the corners of his mouth. “You good?” The question was low, nearly lost beneath the hum of the ventilation.
Kessler shrugged, suppressing the urge to say more. “I’m fine. All of us will be if we do what we trained for.”
The door behind them swung inward, letting in a gust of wet air and the scent of jet fuel. Calder entered with a clipboard, his uniform creased, hair slick from rain. He nodded at Kessler and dropped the board onto the map table at the center of the room.
“Targets are updated. Supply lines along the ridgeline, crossroads here and here.” He tapped the topo map with a pen. “Weather’s ugly. Visibility will be borderline.”
Silas whistled through his teeth. “Just how command likes it. They pick the worst nights for heroics.”
Calder ignored him, tracing lines on the map. “SAM batteries here, here, and at the triple-A nest, north sector. We’re in their range the whole run.”
Kessler joined him, scanning the labyrinth of ink and color. He could feel Silas watching behind him, could sense the crew’s unease gathering like a storm.
Across the room, Bram stood at the window, arms folded, eyes distant. The thunder outside had faded to an occasional rumble, but his gaze was fixed on the sheet of rain cascading down the glass. The dim reflection caught the precise angle of his jaw, the pale tension in his lips.
Kessler called to him: “Bram, you okay?”
“I’m fine.” Bram didn’t turn, his drawl flat. “Just… thinking about that crew got jumped last month. Radar blackout, nobody saw it coming. Lucky the storm blinded more than just us, or they’d have never made it out.”
“You’ll run the checks twice, then a third,” Calder said, still tracing the risk vectors in silence, “and you’ll do it better than anyone else. No surprises tonight.”
Bram finally looked over, shoulders easing a fraction, but the haunted shadow in his eyes remained.
Orrin sat apart from them all on a metal bench by the lockers, legs spread, head bent over his hands as he methodically cleaned his service revolver. Each slow drag of the cloth was deliberate, almost meditative. He didn’t look up, but his jaw flexed as he worked, lost in the scrape of metal and the echo of his own thoughts.
Kessler watched him for a moment; he’d seen that ritual before every op, knew it meant Orrin was steeling himself, making peace with the possibility tonight might be his last. There was nothing to say that didn’t sound hollow, so he let him be.
The base commander entered then, tall and spare, white hair cropped almost transparent at the temples. He wore his rank like armor, eyes cold and efficient as he cleared his throat and waited for silence.
“All right, listen up,” the commander said, voice calm as a surgeon’s hand. “This is supply line interdiction, gentlemen. Headquarters believes the enemy is funneling materiel for a push. Your job is to cut that line, disrupt the flow, cripple their advance before they get momentum. You go in heavy, hit fast, extract before they can respond. No heroics, no sightseeing. You come back whole or not at all.”
Calder asked, “What about air cover?”
The commander’s lips thinned. “You’ll have a drone relay overhead, but no intercepts. We can’t risk escalation. This is strictly limited action, deniable, if need be.”
Silas muttered, “That’s what they said last time.”
The commander shot him a look, then continued. “Weather is not in your favor, but satellite says the worst will break by the time you’re over target. Still, expect turbulence and low visibility. You know your rigs, trust your crew, trust your training. Dismissed.”
As the commander left, the room seemed to exhale, tension stretching and snapping in the newly empty air. Everyone moved at once, Orrin sliding the revolver into his holster, Calder snapping his clipboard shut, Bram heading for the lockers.
The locker room was a world apart, the tiled walls dripping condensation, the stink of sweat and wool mixing with the sharp tang of steel polish. The men moved quietly now, each lost in his own ritual, boots buckled, vests fastened, helmets checked and rechecked. Conversation had dried up, replaced by a steady, unspoken exchange of glances. Bram’s hands shook as he tied his laces, Silas humming under his breath, the melody tuneless and quick.
Kessler pulled his own flight suit over his legs, the synthetic fabric cold and clammy against his skin. He zipped to his chin, cinched the belt, checked every pocket. The room felt close, the air thick with anticipation, dread, and the heavy certainty that not all of them would walk back through these doors.
He cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “Listen up.” His voice was firmer than he felt. “Command wants us to believe this is just another run, but it’s more than that. They’re counting on us to do what no one else can. I know what that means. I know what it costs. I’m asking for your trust, just like always. We go in together, we come out together.”
Silas grinned, but the lines around his eyes stayed deep. “What if we’d rather just take a vacation, boss?”
Kessler allowed himself a brief smile. “You’ll have to file that with HR.” A snort of laughter from Bram, then a ripple of relief through the room, just enough to break the grip of fear.
Kessler finished, “Get your gear. We lift in ten. Let’s bring each other home.”
They filed out, heading into the corridor that led to the flight line. The rain had picked up again, fat drops pelting the tarmac, turning the world beyond the open hangar doors into a blurred watercolor of slick gray and sodium yellow.
The crew stepped into the downpour, hoods pulled up, boots splashing through puddles. Somewhere close, the engines of their aircraft rumbled, hungry and alive. As they walked, Kessler felt the weight settle over him, heavy and unyielding, a burden of command he could never put down, only carry forward, step by careful step, into the storm.
The rain was relentless, a steady percussion against corrugated roofs and muddy tarmac as the base loudspeakers crackled with static-laced orders. Captain Mark Kessler watched sluicing water pool in the gutters of the command hut, numbness seeping in as he reread the encoded mission papers in his fist. Arc Light again. High altitude, deep over the border. The kind of assignment that twisted stomachs and left letters half-written in footlockers.
Outside, the world felt blurred at the edges, shadows of mechanics hustling under ponchos, the distant howl of a departing bomber lost in the deluge. Kessler closed the file with a snap, shielding the verdict from curious eyes. He squared his shoulders, feeling the weight settle between his shoulder blades, and tried to remember the last time he’d slept a full night.
He found Chaplain Trent in the dim chapel, where colored glass cast slivers of watery light along the polished pews. The chaplain was straightening hymnals, habit more than faith, humming something tuneless under his breath. When he noticed the captain, he nodded, but there was nothing of ceremony in the gesture, just a tired man recognizing another.
Kessler sat in the second row. For a moment, he didn’t speak, listening instead to the rain drumming on the thin roof. The chapel smelled of damp wood and old paper. Trent slipped into the seat ahead, folding his hands over a knees, eyes gentle and expectant.
“How many this month?” Kessler finally asked, his voice low.
The chaplain’s brow furrowed. “Three crews shot down. Two confirmed lost, one missing.”
“Three.” Kessler scraped a hand through his hair. “We got orders. It’s Arc Light again. High risk. They won’t say it, but they know what it means.”
Trent let the silence build, the air thick as the rain. “You’re carrying a heavy load, Mark. The boys, your crew, look to you because you never flinch. But I know the price.”
Kessler didn’t flinch, but he felt the old ache, the hollowed pit of fear that never left. “They’ll see through me sooner or later,” he said, his voice hardening. “And when I send another telegram, I can’t remember if I’m braver for hiding it or a coward for feeling it.”
Trent leaned closer. “Bravery and fear aren’t opposites. They’re partners. The bravest men I’ve met were sick to their stomach before every mission, but they didn’t let it stop them.”
Kessler studied the chaplain’s hands, calloused, ink-stained. “You ever have to tell a mother her son’s not coming home?”
The chaplain nodded, world-weary. “Every time I do, I pray that his captain did everything he could. And I believe you will.”
Kessler almost smiled, but it faded before it formed. He rose, feeling no lighter, but grateful for the moment’s candor. “Thanks, Father. I have to brief the crew.”
He stepped back into the muddy reality of the base, where anticipation and dread brewed like a storm overhead.
Silas was posted outside the mess, his frame half-sheltered under the awning, a cigarette smoldering and lips pursed in mock boredom. He spotted Kessler and shot him a sly grin, eyes sharpening as he studied the way Kessler’s jaw set. “Hell of a morning, Kapitan. Orders from up top?”
Kessler let the door swing shut behind him, fixing Silas with a steady look. “We’ve been volunteered. Arc Light. Hit the rails at Nam Phong, knock out the bridge.”
Silas’s smirk deepened, but his gaze flickered for a fraction of a second. “That’s a trip with a view,” he quipped, flicking his ash. “You pack enough courage for all of us, or should I bring my lucky rabbit’s foot?”
“I need you sharp, not lucky,” Kessler replied, the edge in his voice softer than he felt. He noticed Silas’s eyes, searching, pulling at the cracks in his facade.
Silas tapped out his cigarette, gaze narrowing. “You ever get used to leading these runs, Mark?”
Kessler hesitated. “No. If I do, pull me out.”
Silas grunted approval, then clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re alright, boss. Just don’t ask me to say it twice.”
Inside the briefing hut, Calder hunched over a set of aerial maps illuminated by a flickering overhead lamp. His fingers traced the jagged lines of the river, marking suspected anti-aircraft nests with a soft pencil. He didn’t look up when Bram entered, boots squelching from the rain.
“You seeing any gaps?” Bram asked quietly, glancing over Calder’s shoulder.
Calder’s pencil hovered. “They moved a battery here last week.” He tapped the margin near the bridge. “If the weather holds, we might catch them off guard.”
Bram let the words hang. “If radar holds, you mean. That storm out there’s a bastard. You hear what happened to Kowalski’s crew? System iced out east of the ridge, they were blind for six minutes.”
Calder’s jaw tightened. “We’ll compensate. I’ll plot an alternate vector along the coast. Shorter exposure, more cloud cover.”
Bram shrugged, but his hand lingered over the map, a silent benediction. He tried not to think of radar ghosts or the way thunder sounded like incoming fire. He remembered his uncle’s stories from the last war, how you never heard the shell that had your name.
Orrin was alone in the corner, meticulous and silent, his service revolver dissembled on a towel. Each part gleamed in the meager light. He worked slowly, hands steady, mind moving ahead to the places he might need the weapon, not on the ground, but if the worst happened and he found himself in a burning fuselage, enemy territory beyond the black line.
He caught Kessler’s eye across the hut, nodded once, then resumed his task. Cleaning was ritual, but also prayer. He checked the chamber, reassembled the weapon, and tucked it away with the same reverence some men reserved for holy things.
When the crew assembled for the official briefing, the atmosphere was taut, a brittle edge to every movement. Commander Hollis stood at the head of the room, flanked by black-and-white reconnaissance photos. His eyes met Kessler’s, offering nothing.
“Gentlemen. This is a strategic interdiction mission. Supplies are streaming to the front at a rate we can’t sustain. If that bridge stands, more men die. Your task is to ensure it doesn’t.” He clicked the pointer against the map, the sound sharp as a shot. “Expect heavy resistance. Intel reports new AAA emplacements on both riverbanks. You have air support for the first fifteen minutes. After that, you’re on your own.”
Silas let out a low whistle. Bram shot him a look, but said nothing.
“There’s a weather pattern rolling in from the west,” Hollis continued, voice uncompromising. “That’s a double-edged sword. The rain masks your signature but screws up radar and visibility. High chance of static interference. This is not the time for heroics, get in, do the job, come home.”
Kessler watched the faces of his crew: Calder’s carved from stone, Bram’s eyes darting, Silas’s mask of bravado slipping at the edges. Orrin, inscrutable, gave nothing away.
After the briefing dissolved, a hush fell over the room. The crew didn’t speak as they filed into the locker area. The sharp tang of sweat and canvas hung in the air. Each man slid into his flight suit with automatic precision, hands moving from habit, not hope. Calder checked his charts again while Bram laced boots tight enough to cut off circulation. Silas grinned too broadly, humming a snatch of a song no one could name.
Kessler broke the silence. “Listen up.” His voice gathered them, a center against the storm. They turned, eyes on him, the moment thick with fear and expectation.
“I know you all see the odds,” he said, willing steadiness into each word. “But I also know this crew. We’ve done the impossible before. Today’s no different. We fly in, we make the drop, we do the job. And we come back together, or not at all.”
Bram swayed forward, nerves raw. “What if the cloud cover drops out?”
Kessler’s answer was automatic. “Then we trust Calder’s maps and Bram’s gut. We fly smart, not scared.”
Silas cracked his knuckles, voice flippant but eyes serious. “If we buy it, I want my cigs buried with me. And Calder, you owe me ten bucks if you chicken out on the run.”
Calder rolled his eyes, but a faint smile creased his lips. “You’ll get it in the next life, buddy.”
Orrin zipped his jacket to the chin, a quiet sentinel. “We watch each other’s backs.”
Kessler nodded, suppressing his uncertainty. “We do. Now gear up.”
The squadron locker door clanged shut behind them as they made their way to the flight line, the sense of ceremony heavy despite the utilitarian routine. Outside, the rain came down in sheets. Thunder rumbled low, nearly drowned by the engines warming along the runway. The ground crews hurried, ponchoed shapes in the vapor.
The crew moved together, silent except for the squelch of boots on wet tarmac. Every detail was sharper, every sound magnified, the slap of water, the ping of fuselage under falling drops, the hiss of breath through masks as they adjusted their gear. Some men clung to talismans, dog tags, battered photos, a lucky coin. All of them wore the same mask: bravado, fear, and the hope that luck would hold.
Kessler led them, head bowed against the downpour, jacket collar turned up. He could feel their eyes on his back, waiting for him to stumble or freeze. But he kept walking, step by step, as his mind spun through a checklist of protocols, emergency procedures, and the faces of the men who’d never returned.
Beyond the floodlights, the bomber sat hunched and waiting, its belly open, bristling with ordnance. The storm flared in the distance, lightning strobing across the low clouds, illuminating the runway for a split second before darkness crashed back. Kessler paused, letting the others catch up, feeling the moment stretch.
Behind him, Silas muttered, “Well, boys, let’s get our tickets punched.”
Orrin’s jaw set as he moved past, eyes fixed on the plane. Calder checked the map one last time, tracing lines only he could see.
Bram lingered, listening to the thunder, wondering if it was a warning or merely weather. He thought of the radar, the fickle hum of unseen waves, and the years of stories about how easy it was to disappear out here.
Kessler drew a breath that tasted of rain and adrenaline, then signaled them forward. One last step into the storm, into the waiting dark.
Kessler’s boots scuffed across the pitted linoleum as he crossed the admin building’s shadowy corridor. There was a metallic taste behind his teeth, a sign that the next orders would not come with mercy. The air vibrated with the distant chop of helicopters, the squawk of radio static bleeding through closed doors. He paused outside the chaplain’s office, one hand finding the small gold cross on the door. He wasn’t sure what he hoped for, absolution, or maybe just quiet, but he knocked anyway.
The chaplain, Father Green, looked up from a battered sermon folder, glasses perched low on his nose. “Kessler. Come in.” His voice, a warm hush, seemed to flatten the buzzing tension in Kessler’s chest. The office smelled of old books, soap, and the strange comfort of pipe tobacco. Rain drummed the windows. Kessler sank into the threadbare chair opposite the desk.
Father Green studied him for a moment, folding his hands atop the desk. “You’re carrying something heavy.”
Kessler tried to laugh, but the sound sounded wrong, so he just shook his head. “It’s that obvious?”
“Only to someone who’s watched a few hundred men walk in before the hard nights.” The chaplain’s gaze didn’t waver. “Orders?”
Kessler nodded, the envelope crackling in his hands. “Arc Light again. High risk. They want us over the Red Road, cut their supply lines at the root. Command says it’s the lynchpin this time.” He tried to keep his voice neutral, but it wavered at the edges. “I keep thinking, every successful run buys us another sunrise, but… every failure writes a different story about what we lose.”
Father Green took in a measured breath. “And you’re the one who has to send them up.” He gestured toward the map on the wall, dotted lines, strategic towns, the river twisting like a scar. “It’s not a burden meant for any one man, Kessler. Do what you can for your crew. The rest, well, that goes above all of us.”
Kessler wanted to ask if prayer could really change luck, or if the dead heard the living in the cockpit’s silent minutes before the drop. He settled for nodding. “Sir… if you have a minute, maybe say one for us.”
“I already do, every time you walk out.” The chaplain’s smile was small, but solid, something to hang onto. “And for the ones you bring home.”
The squadron ready room smelled of coffee gone cold and sweat drying on olive drab. Silas leaned back in his chair, boots on the table, a grin flickering at the corner of his mouth as Kessler returned with the sealed orders clutched to his chest.
“Aw, don’t tell me, another milk run?” Silas’s voice carried just enough cheer to sound almost plausible. Bram looked up from fiddling with a cracked mug, his broad face unreadable.
Kessler dropped the envelope on the weather-scarred tabletop. “You wish.”
Silas’s grin tightened. “Guess that means another night dodging angry fireworks. Should’ve signed up for the navy, right Bram?” He elbowed his friend, but his eyes never left Kessler’s, watching for a sign of panic, some crack in the careful mask.
Bram grunted. “Too seasick for that. Besides, I hear the fish here are less picky about what they eat.” He set the mug down and eyed the envelope as if it might bite.
Calder sat apart, hunched over a spread of aerial maps. He traced vectors with a blunt pencil, jaw tight, lips pressed thin. His eyes darted between the red-circled drop zones and the jagged lines indicating anti-aircraft nests. He muttered numbers under his breath: “Altitude, approach vector, wind shear… Two clicks north, margin shrinks…” It was his ritual, a talisman against the unpredictable.
Kessler watched the team’s quiet choreography, a tension that had
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