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Tom wondered about the city of Mary in Turkmenistan.

To no one in particular, he asked:  “Mary is a western name, isn't it?”

Smith grinned.  “This city was founded by Christians.”

Tom nodded and wondered why, after decades of rule by communists and centuries of dominance by Islam, was the name still unchanged.  He decided it was one of those imponderables not worthy of further discussion.

He noticed that many of the some two hundred and fifty thousand people who lived there made their homes in buildings constructed during the era when Turkmenistan was part of the larger Soviet Union.  He wondered if, since it's independence, some new buildings had been erected.  Most remained as they had been: functional and ugly.

The city was located in the center of a large, flat plain.  There was a reservoir to the south east while small rivers snaked their way around the terrain as they meandered to the south.  With water so readily available, farmland dominated the plain.  Several smaller suburban cities had sprung up, each one surrounded by green crops and subdivided fields.

In the middle of town sat a civilian airport with twin runways and a modern terminal.  Daily flights arrived from Ashgabat, the capital, and from other cities in the region.  Tom had noted such regional airliners such as the Boeing 737 and Fokker F27 as they floated through the air on final approach, and reasoned that they must visit the airport regularly.

To the south of the city was a large airport that had been recently constructed but was rarely used.  The airport was complete, with a large terminal and jetways for the convenience of passengers.  The single runway was long, wide and relatively new.

On that day, Tom McNeill stood on the vacant tarmac in the early morning sun and wondered why the airport, with it's numerous amenities, had been abandoned.  The entire facility resembled a modern airport in the States.

“They ran out of money,” Smith said as he stood beside his pilot.  “When the Soviet Union collapsed, so did all the funding for public works projects like this.”

Tom nodded and understood.  “As if Ohare Airport were being replaced and the funding was pulled with the new facility was like eighty percent finished.”

Smith nodded.  “And that makes this a convenient place for us to put down.”

“Ample facilities for rest and repair,” Tom said, “and few prying eyes to post our picture on their version of Facebook.”

Smith grinned.  “You know it.”

Tom turned to look at the newly constructed hanger, and noted that the Invader was parked near the far wall.  He knew that the plane had been serviced and was ready to fly.  Next to it was the Bronco, then the very early model C-130 used by Smith and his mechanics.  McNeill knew that Smith was forced to find aircraft where and when he could, and such a large aircraft would be very expensive, perhaps more expensive than the planes used by the pilots under his command.  But Tom wondered if the Hercules transport was too big for Smith's needs, and if something like the Flying Boxcar would be more suitable.  Then again, he knew, Smith made his own decisions.

Beyond that hanger was another large, barnlike structure that housed the jets.  As he stood in the growing heat of the day, he saw Sylvia as she completed her preflight walkaround, a step by step examination as she circled the Mirage and checked panels and control surfaces. 

Several days of rest had been good Tom and the rest of the group.  McNeill had come to understand the stresses of flying in combat, as well as the relief one feels in the company of someone he loved and who loved him.  Long nights spent entangled with Sylvia had been a restorative tonic for him, a relief to the stress while, at the same time, an affirmation of life.

The drone of a piston engine touched his ears.  To his right he saw a small aircraft on final approach.  The first thing he noticed about it were the inverted gull-style wings and the bubble canopy.  “Vought F4U Corsair,” he said.

Smith turned his face to the pilot and smiled.

“I read a lot of books.”  Tom shrugged.

As the plane landed easily on the runway, Tom noticed the shades of brown and green on the wings and fuselage, with dull grey on the underside of the aircraft.  The plane slowed and angled it's way to the tarmac.  The pilot employed the usual practice of taxiing the plane in a zig zag pattern, the tail wheel alternately skewed left, then right.  Tom knew why.  The cockpit was set so far back in the fuselage that the pilot could not see the way ahead while on the ground.  Weaving left and right provided a clear view as he traveled.

The Corsair ambled onto the tarmac and came to a stop close to the hanger.  The pilot shut down the engine and the big three bladed propeller wound to a stop.  The pilot slid back the canopy and climbed out.  He pulled off his helmet and shook out a mane of  long brown hair.  Tom immediately noted the body shape and recognized that the pilot was a woman.  As she climbed down off the wing, Tom noticed that she was tall and lean, with a strong face.  She walked over and greeted Smith with a smile.

“Tom, this is Karen.”

"My callsign is Corsair," she said.

"Nice plane," Tom replied and offered his hand.  As they shook he could see that she was tall, with dark eyes that showed experience and intelligence.

"I like it.  What are you flying?"

“A-26K Counter Invader.”

Karen nodded and looked at Smith as though a piece of a mental puzzle had just fallen into place.

“Your billet is in there.”  Smith gestured to the building that had been their barracks.

“Let me get my things,” she said.  She walked to the Corsair and opened a hatch below and behind the cockpit.  She pulled out a suitcase and an overnight bag and pulled them along behind her as she strode toward the barracks.

A minute later another airplane landed.  It was also a single engined, piston powered fighter, but the wings were straight and the cockpit was not set so far back from the propeller.  Still, the pilot weaved his way from the runway to the tarmac and shut down behind the Corsair.

The pilot who climbed out was male, of moderate height and weight, with a great deal of dark hair on his head.  His skin was the color of chocolate, and his eyes were a deeper brown.  While the helmet had distorted the style, Tom thought the man wore his hair as a larger afro.  

Smith introduced them.  

“My given name is Winthrop.”

Tom frowned.  “First or last name?”

“Does it matter?  I can't give it back.”

Tom and Smith laughed.

"I'm known as Raider."

They shook hands.  "So yours is an A-1, what, J variant?"

"Nope.  That's a Martin Mauler," he said in his fairly deep voice.  "Almost like a Skyraider, but not quite."

Tom nodded.

"When the Army Air Corps wanted a new fighter bomber, Douglas and Martin submitted entries.  The Skyraider won, but just barely."

McNeill understood.  "So you're flying the loser?"

"I'm flying the better airplane," he said with a glint in his eye.

"I hear you.  Politics got Douglas the contract?"

"You know it."

Smith gestured to the barracks.  Winthrop unloaded his own luggage and followed Karen to the building.

Later in the day, another plane landed.  It had twin piston engines and defied Tom's extensive knowledge of military aircraft.  He simply couldn't identify it.

The man who climbed out of the cockpit was a little taller than Tom, and had the build of a weightlifter.  He walked towards the hanger with the telltale lumbering gait of someone who couldn't walk properly because his muscles were so overdeveloped.  His arms didn't hang straight down at his sides, and his legs seemed to move as though he were astride a horse.

Smith introduced them.

“My name is Lance Lawrence.  I'm known as Flex," he said in drawl.

Tom wondered if having an unusual name was a prerequisite for this job.

His hands were strong, and his features were chiseled.  His hair was short all over, and his eyes were set wide on his face.  He smiled and his face seemed to change into a different shape.

"Convict," Tom said, then gave his name.  "What kind of plane is that?"

"Henschel model 129, built as a tank buster."

The encyclopedic memory returned.  "Used mostly on the Russian front, as I recall."  

He nodded.  

"But you've modified it, I see."

"Yeah."  He scratched his head.  "The fuselage was way too small for me."

“No doubt.”

"They made the design a little funky,” he said in his heavy drawl, “with the gen'l shape of a triangle.  The canopy came to a point above mah head.  I couldn't close the glass because mah  shoulders and head are too big.  Smith got it modified like you see, with a more square shape so I could fit.  Made it possible to take some of the instruments mounted outside the glass and move them inside where they belong."

Tom remembered reading about that plane, and how hard it was to fly.  "I'll bet you asked for some power assistance for the controls, too."

He nodded.  "You know a bit about it, don'tcha?"

"I read a lot of books."

Flex smiled.

“And you have that heavy gun installed under the fuselage.

Before Flex could answer, Smith interrupted and pointed to the barracks.

Maureen Simpson O'Neill sat quietly.

The chair beneath her was made of molded plastic, with chrome legs.  The table in front of her was a rectangle topped in black.  The floor was covered in hard composite tile and the walls were composed of four by eight sheets of plasterboard once painted white but greyed with age.  The ceiling was suspended, the white tiles filthy with the grime of countless cigarettes.  No one knew how many suspects had occupied that chair and protested their innocense.  No one tracked the number of questions asked and explanations given.  What mattered were the confessions and the convictions.

Maureen knew that, on that day, at that time, she would not confess and she would not be convicted.  After all, she did nothing wrong.

“Missus O'Neill,” the detective began.

“I am no longer married,” she said at once.

The man nodded.  He was of moderate height and bearing, with a high forehead and beady eyes.  His black hair was cut close to his skull, and his gotee was well trimmed.  But he was courteous and deferential, or so she thought, and that made this interview tolerable.

“Can you tell me where your ex-husband might be?”

“He is in prison,” she replied at once.

“Not any longer,” the detective replied.

She scowled.  Her face, once seamless and striking, had begun to show age.  Telltale circles had begun to show under her eyes, and creases had formed at the corners of her mouth.  Makeup helped, but, she knew, in time, nothing would.  Still, in her mind, she was attractive, with her body still toned and her hair styled about her head.  “How can that be?”

“More than a year ago he had a parole hearing,” he began.  “At that time he was released into the custody of a Robert Smith.”

The scowl deepened.  “I knew nothing of this.”

“And while the arrangement with Mister Smith was that he would check in with the prison system every week, he has failed to do so for the past few months.”

Maureen's mind churned.

“Has Thomas McNeill been in touch with you?”

“No.”

“Robert Smith?”
“No.”
“Anyone from the prison system in New Mexico?”

“No.”

They sat in silence for a few moments.

“When did you leave New Mexico?”

“Not long after Tom was convicted,” she replied.  “I stayed around to testify at the trial.”

The detective nodded.

“Once sentence was pronounced, I saw no reason to stay in that wretched state.”

“So you came to California?”

She nodded.  “I always wanted to work in the movie industry.”

The brows on the detective's forehead rose.

She waved at him.  “Not as an actress,” she scoffed.  “I work for a company that handles the wardrobes for movies and TV.”

“And your occupation?”
“Seamstress.”
“So you make the costumes?”
“Sometimes.”  She paused.  “Sometimes I find clothing at stores and prop houses and alter them to fit the show or the actor.”
The detective nodded.

“Detective Ramirez?” Maureen asked.  “What's this all about?”

“Mister McNeill's work release program has been revoked.”

“Uh huh,” she said as her own brows rose.

“We'd like him back in custody.”

Maureen hesitated for a moment.  “And you have no idea where he is?”

Ramirez shook his head.

They sat in silence for a few moments.  Maureen's mind reeled with possibilities.

“Would your ex-husband have any reason to harm you?”

She broke out of her reverie and focused on him.  “No.  At least, I don't think so.”

“Your testimony was instrumental in his conviction.”

She shook her head.  “He's not, I mean, he wasn't a violent man.”

“Prison changes men,” Ramirez said.

She stared at him and didn't like his remark.  “Well, if he's been out for over a year, and he had some kind of grudge against me, I think he would have acted on it by now.”

“Possibly,” Ramirez said.  “Unless, of course, his revenge is still in the planning stages.”

She huffed.  “I don't like your line of thinking.”

He shrugged.  “I'm a cop.  A detective.  I see a lot of people act in ways that are most unexpected.”

“Well, I'm sure you do,” she replied, “but I have not heard from Tom nor do I expect to.”

“I wouldn't be so sure.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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"Tim and Tina will do the FAC, and choose the targets."

Tom was seated in another cheap folding chair, among other pilots and crews as he listened to yet another briefing.  As before, he crossed his arms and listened.

"The terrain is rugged, with many deep valleys and rocky peaks."  Smith turned to a map.  "Since our target doesn't have an air force, there will be no need for fighter cover."  He turned back.  "However, they do have a significant quantity of shoulder fired surface to air missles.  That will be your worst threat."

Heads nodded.  Green and his crew from the Mitchell bomber were not there.  Niether were Slipper and his Crusader jet, nor Foxtrot and his Tiger.  Their absence gave Tom a clue as to the kinds of sorties he would fly.

"Convict,” Smith said, “you and Sylvia will be flying together.  Your job is to watch the area where Bronco operates, and see how things develop.  If you see someone ready to fire a missle, it's your job to dive on them and kill them before they get off a shot.  Corsair, Raider, and Flex, you will bomb and shoot when Bronco calls on you."

More heads nodded.

"Any questions?"

"We goin' after Bin Laden?"  Tom decided that Flex's drawl sounded like he was from Texas.

"You are going to make it easier for a covert team to find him."

The muscular man nodded.

"Tomorrow we'll fly to our new base and get settled.  Then we'll get started."

“Oh goody,” Tom murmured.  ”More sand and scorpions.”

Sylvia glanced at him and said nothing.

"Let's get to it."

“That's all I can do for you.”

Robert Ramirez spoke over the phone to his sister.  It was after hours, and the Detective had decided to flop on the well-used couch in his apartment, a bottle of beer in hand.  He'd showered and changed and consumed most of the pizza he'd ordered before the call.

“I know, and I appreciate it.”

“By law I wasn't really supposed to do that,” he said.

Evelyn Ramirez hated it when her brother tried to drop a load of guilt onto her.  “I know, I know.”  She was in her car with the cellphone set on voice command.  As she waited at the traffic light, she hoped the wheezing air conditioner in her aged sedan would last just a little longer.

“I don't see how you're going to find this guy.”  He took another long pull from the bottle.  Damn, but it tasted good at the end of the day.
“Oh, I don't expect to,” she replied.  “But my story just might motivate the right people in the Bureau of Prisons to start looking.”  The light changed and she turned left as she headed for the office to type up her notes and check up with the editor.
Robert grinned.  He knew his sister was always thinking ahead.  “Will they give you front page space this time?”

“Only if the editor agrees with me.”

He knew how many times Evelyn and the Managing Editor had clashed.  From her description, Cynthia McKenna, Managing Editor, had worked hard to gain the promotion, and would not allow anyone to submit a substandard story.  And, to Evelyn, she seemed to be particularly hard on any woman reporter in the office.

“And you know how likely that would be?”
Robert chuckled loud enough for his sister to hear.  He knew she was a fighter.  He knew she would persist, so to speak.
“Mom sends her love.”

They hung up.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The new base looked familiar.

With a single runway, large tarmac, and vast expanses of desert, tt resembled the airstrip in the American desert used by Tom and Sylvia for training.  There were cinderblock buildings, and a couple of hangers, and a barracks that was cool and comfortable.  Memories flooded Tom's mind.  Images returned of the first few days after he left prison, with the feelings of elation, anticipation, and uncertainty suddenly fresh and back at full strength.  The walls were  painted the same gloss white grayed with age.  The floor was hard tile over concrete.  The fixtures and furniture were ugly government issue.  The food was all packaged and preserved and tasted like cardboard.  The water was bottled.  There was a shower and bathroom set up similar to the other barracks, and each of the pilots, in turn, made use of it.

Tim and Tina, veterans of many campaigns, took their turns and went into their room and closed the door.  To the others they were the middle-aged couple, Mom and Dad, who set the example.  Get comfortable with your billet, make use of the facilities as best you can, and get on with it.

Winthrop, also a veteran, finished his time in the bathroom and went into his own room.  He unpacked his things, then stretched out on the bed and used a small electronic tablet to watch a movie.

Lance remained in his room.  He couldn't bring along all the weight lifting gear he wanted, so he'd packed a selection of elastic bands that he used for isometric exercises.  When Winthrop strode by the open door, Flex took the opportunity to shower and shave.  When he was done, he unpacked an electronic tablet, linked to the internet, and scrolled through his favorite websites.  

Tom went last.  As he came out of the bathroom Sylvia was there, wearing a pair of runner's warmup pants and light, zipper-front jacket.  She led him by the hand into a nearby room that might have been someone's office in another time.

The lights were off, so it was dark in the room.  He closed the door as she led him to a spot near the center of the back wall.  Then she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him strongly, deeply.  He immediately responded.  Her embrace was strong and her body was warm and arousing.  She released him for a moment and sat down.  His eyes hadn't adjusted to the darkness but he trusted her enough to let her pull his body down to hers.  She lay back and he expected to have to adjust to a single bunk.  Only when he laid down fully upon her and kissed her did he realize they were on a full-sized bed.

Sergei Vilinov tried not to let it show.

After the war in Georgia, he had hoped for an extended leave where he could return home.  He missed the woods and the lake and the food his mother prepared.  And he hoped to
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