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“Mike, tell me the Space Diver works, even if you’re lying.”

“It worked in Arizona.”

“Right, but how does it work? How does it get from space to the ground without killing us or being detected?” Jason asked. “And I’d very much like to know how I fly the thing.”

“You don’t.”

“I don’t?”

“The inside is pressurized. Zoom! You’re in the atmosphere.”

“Wow, but how do I get out of the thing?”

“You don’t. It shatters around you. Come on, get inside so I can take a few measurements.”

Reluctantly climbing in, Jason felt as if he were entering a coffin. It was a tight fit as the Space Diver was sealed. Everything turned black. Panic began to stab at him. “Shit, Mike, I can’t breathe!”

“Suck on the oxygen hose. You’ll be fine after a few adjustments,” assured Mike.

“If it’s so fine, then you jump it. This fucker’s flimsy. I can probably punch my way out of this thing!”

“Only if you’re Superman. It may be thin, but it’s stronger than steel. As far as jumping it, what, you think I’m crazy?”
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DEDICATED TO MY WIFE, VIOLY.
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You are proof that magic does exist in this world.

To the memory of Paul Hayden, Doug Eccleston, and all the PJs who have paid the ultimate price so that others may live.

This story is also dedicated to the space people, satellite jockeys, imagery specialists, Nikola Tesla, and all whose eyes are watching God.
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Whom God wishes to destroy He first makes mad.

—SENECA THE YOUNGER, maxim, 911 AD

Some say all talk of nuclear disarmament is too late…. The genie, they say, is already out of the bottle. But there’s another genie … infinitely more threatening… and just as unstoppable.

—DAVID BAKER, The Shape of Wars to Come

Deny the reality if you will. I cannot.

—MAJOR GENERAL GEORGE J. KEEGAN JUNIOR (1921-1993),
chief of Air Force intelligence





PROLOGUE
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0515 WEDNESDAY / 3 NOVEMBER 1999
NORTHEASTERN SIBERIAN TUNDRA / RUSSIA

Murphy’s Law: If something can go wrong, it will.

BATTLE WASN’T PART OF THE PLAN. A FIGHT WAS THE last thing that the Brotherhood of Death wanted, and a losing fight was unthinkable. Planned for every contingency, the mission was supposed to be smooth: Infiltrate, contact, engage, withdraw, and then extract. Assisted by every conceivable technology, the top-secret mission was designed to be quiet, clean, and fast. Instead, they stirred up a gigantic hornet’s nest.

Communications were out and the team was scattered everywhere in unfamiliar territory. All the planning and contingencies had gone to hell—it was every man for himself.

The smell of gunpowder and cordite filled the air as explosions rocked the frozen Siberian tundra. Area lights and night illumination flares turned darkness into light, taking away any advantage of night vision.

The PJ, as a pararescueman is called, raised his submachine gun. Through his heads-up display he zeroed on the man sprinting up the hill and squeezed the trigger. Click! Empty. He removed the magazine and grabbed his last clip. Before inserting it into his weapon he removed two bullets, then held one out at the man bound and gagged next to him.

“See? This one is for you. Before they get me, this bullet will be in your head. It looks like I’m gonna be able to do what I came for: Against all orders, I came here to kill you.”

Inserting the two bullets into the empty clip and then slapping the other magazine into his weapon, the PJ took careful aim at the man running up the hill. The man dropped without moving. One bullet. One kill. But there were thousands of soldiers everywhere he looked.

Never directly engage an overwhelming force.

We messed up bad. Where did they all come from? the PJ asked himself. Intelligence had totally underestimated the objective. Why didn’t we know? Were we set up?

Bullets snapped over his head, and then kicked up dirt as they targeted the PJ’s fight zone. “Scared” wasn’t the word to describe what he felt; “anger” and “betrayal” were closer. He was beyond rage. As he ducked close to the frightened man, the PJ’s teeth chattered. “You speak English? You know, I’m a PJ. I’m supposed to save lives, not this shit! I don’t know how many men I’ve already shot and killed. Now look. The whole goddamned Russian Army’s here! Where’d they come from?”

Cautiously looking over his fight site, he saw that they were about to be surrounded. Glancing at the sky above, the PJ shook his head at the irony. Who would have thought that the most important battle for space would be fought on the frozen Siberian tundra? A top-secret battle fought by secret warriors. The winner of this battle would hold the balance of world power. Out of options and low on ammunition. The very last bullet will be for me.

Just below him a man lay dead, his head blown almost in two. Steam rose from the blood oozing onto the cold ground. The man had been one of the most talented members of the Brotherhood of Death. Shaking his head, the PJ realized that he would shortly follow the man to his own death.

Sporadic gunfire told him that some members of the team must still be alive and fighting back—but for how long? If he could somehow rally with them, then maybe they could try and escape together. Together? He never felt more alone.

A shrill voice yelled, “American! American! Throw out your weapons and come out with your hands up. We will not shoot you if you surrender now.”

Buy time. Someone understands English. “Hey, fucker, listen!” he yelled. “I got your man here. You assholes come any closer, or shoot any more of our guys, and I kill him! Got that? You got that?!”

The shooting quickly stopped.

The PJ slid to the bottom of the hole, placed the muzzle of his weapon against the temple of the man, and studied him.

The PJ forgot when he’d given up on the idea of staying alive and accepted the possibility of dying. It was strangely calming. There were probably over a hundred marksmen patiently waiting for him to poke his head over the ridge just one more time. He quit thinking about being surrounded and concentrated on the man next to him. “You’re the big fish, and I got you. Everyone, even my side, wants you alive. They say you know things that can change our grip on world power. But the second I see anyone come over that ridge, I’m pulling this trigger.”

Eyes widened.

“Oh. So, you do understand my English.”

A small nod.

The PJ sighed. “You’d think I was the one with the bad luck today, but it’s not just me, pal. You happen to be here with the one person who wants to see you dead.

“I guess you probably want to know who I am and how I got here. Well, I don’t see a problem in telling you, seeing how we’re both going to be dead soon.”

“You can call me Alice,” Air Force Master Sergeant Jason Johnson told his captive. “I’m a pararescueman, and the team that I’m here with are a group of sanctioned killers. Funny, huh? Me, a lifesaver, stupid enough to wind up in this frozen hole with you, the father of Space Wars.”

Jason chuckled. “I’m not sure who the bad guys are, you or the assholes who put us on this mission. You know, less than two months ago I was saving hundreds of people from a flood. Then came that Titan explosion, plane crash and all those deaths—but I think you already know about that.

“Maybe I bought some time for us, and it looks like we ain’t going anywhere for the moment.” Jason relaxed, but did not let down his guard. “So before your comrades come over this hill and I kill you, do you want to know how we got here?”

The man gave a small nod.




CHAPTER 1
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0130 THURSDAY / 16 SEPTEMBER 1999
PATRICK AIR FORCE BASE / FLORIDA

HARD RAIN POUNDED ON A BLUE, SIX-PASSENGER, Chevrolet 3500 4×4 truck parked on the flight line. Ten Air Force pararescuemen were stuffed inside, watching as a big Hercules HC-130 aircraft taxied to a stop in front of them.

The Blue Team leader, Master Sergeant Jason Johnson, glanced at his new PJ pup, Dan Murray, a normally gregarious person who now sat oddly silent. He pressed his lips together in a tight smile, remembering himself as a young PJ. Nudging Dan, he asked, “First real world rescue mission?”

“Yeah.” A shy and slightly embarrassed smile appeared on Dan’s face.

“Who’s your teammate?”

“Alex.”

Jason tapped Alex Abbey. “Hey, Alex, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to take Dan with me. You can go with my teammate, Doug.”

“It’s cool with me,” muttered Doug Lutz.

“No problem,” Alex said with a nod. “Hey, Doug, I talked to your girlfriend, and she’s bummed ‘cause we’re both gonna be gone at the same time.”

“I know. That’s too bad, because her dog’s in heat. You could’ve serviced them both.”

“Work time, guys,” Jason said as the HC-130’s ramp and door opened.

The loadmaster guided in the truck until it backed close to the edge of the ramp, then the PJs jumped out and quickly tossed their gear onto it. In minutes all the equipment was stowed and strapped down on the airplane; then the 4×4 drove away.

Jason was the last man to climb onto the HC-130. The loadmaster closed the ramp and door, allowing the plane; to taxi back toward the runway.

Securing his gear, Jason dropped onto a red webbed seat and buckled himself in next to Mac Rio, the load-master and Jason’s best friend. “Yeah? So what’s the deal?” A phone call to his apartment in Satellite Beach had woken him, ordering him straight to the alert truck.

Mac frowned and asked,“Haven’t you been watching the news?”

“I was asleep, thank you.” Jason had known Mac for years. Together they had flown the world to famines, war, and natural disasters. Mac, with few exceptions, was the closest thing to family that Jason had.

Mac waited until the plane was safely airborne before he spoke again. “Hurricane Floyd really knocked the shit out of North Carolina. Man, day and night we’ve been hauling rescue gear from all over the country to Pope Air Force Base in North Carolina, but ain’t nothing stopping the Tar River from flooding. It’s swelled to over thirty feet—it floods at the nineteen-foot level. Now the river’s become a wall of rushing water and they need all the rescue support they can get. This is our eighth and last lift for the night. We’re dropping you off at Pope.

“Over thirty thousand homes have flooded and there’s hundreds of people trapped in the rising water, and it’s getting worse. If the people don’t get out somehow, they’re going to get swept away in the flood in a matter of hours and drown. Your choppers and crews arealready there and are just waiting on you guys to get into the action.”

Jason nodded. Hurricane Floyd, a category five storm, had come ripping out of the Atlantic Ocean and made a beeline for Florida, causing the biggest mass exodus in Florida’s history. But Floyd had turned at the last minute and torn into North Carolina.

The call for help came quickly for the 920th Rescue Group at Patrick Air Force Base, Florida, as it did for every other rescue asset available in the country.

The rescue group’s H-60G Blackhawk helicopters were fitted with a myriad of night vision systems, plus they had primary hoist capabilities. True to their motto, the group was ready at a moment’s notice. Once again, PJs and everyone supporting them were about to put their lives on the line so that others may live.

Jason Johnson was the leader of Blue Team’s ten PJs—not a lot, but knowing that they were ten of only a few hundred pararescuemen in the world made him take his responsibilities seriously.

The flight to Pope took an hour and a half. Trained for combat and calamities, natural or man-made, Jason’s Blue Team methodically checked over the gear that they had brought with them. Outfitted for war or peacetime rescue, they could go into any contingency with bandages, bullets, or both and save lives.

“Hey, Mac, would you ask the navigator to call ahead and check out the weather and ground conditions at our rescue location?” Jason asked as he pulled on his lightweight wet suit. “Make sure you get the amount of lunar illumination, too.”

Speaking into his microphone, Mac waited until he got the answers Jason wanted, then said,“Floyd passed through less than ten hours ago. Flying conditions not bad—scattered clouds, light winds, and occasional rain showers. The ground’s something else though. From the information Jackie got, she estimates it’ll be six hours or less before the Tarboro and Princeville areas arecompletely underwater. The river is expected to rise to forty-three feet by morning. At thirty knots constant, the river will be running over seventy knots or more in some places. Moon illumination is at thirty percent.” Nodding, Jason mentally absorbed the situation. The sun wouldn’t be rising for another three hours, so they would be working in the dark. Wearing night vision goggles (NVGs), he could work well in the night.

“We’re on descent. The pilot says we’re dropping you guys off at the Green Ramp. The Blackhawk choppers are waiting for you.” Mac put his hand on Jason’s shoulder and squeezed. “Be careful tonight. You better than most know that actual rescues are the most dangerous missions around. You get so caught up in the rescue that you go beyond your limits, and then you fuck up. It happens before you know it, and this one’s deadly as they come. Buddy, you ain’t getting any younger, so don’t do anything stupid. I don’t expect to be part of a mission to rescue your ass!”

Jason nodded. At times Mac could act like the father he never had, but that was because he cared. He called his team together and gave them their last instructions. “Don’t get separated. Stay with your teammate and the chopper crew!” he yelled over the engine noise. “If you have to, use the two-minute drill that I taught you guys. Remember, rescues are the most dangerous missions around. You get so caught up in them that you start fucking up. It happens before you know it, and this one’s as deadly as they come. Don’t do anything stupid!”

Mac grinned over Jason’s shoulder.

The two-minute drill Jason taught his Blue Team was for emergency situations: Turn the mind and body on automatic, give it everything you have for two minutes, rest for one minute, even on the move, and assess your effectiveness; then go hard for another two, rest, and so on. Don’t look at the clock. It was a mental exercise to counter the temporal distortion that can happen to the mind in dangerous situations when it feels like time is slowing down.

He’d discovered the technique on his own while a PJ candidate at Lackland Air Force Base, then perfected it on rescues, firefights, and long insertion missions. Human endurance was limited to the body’s four miles per hour, one-g, daylight structure. Jason found that the body could go a lot longer in short sprints, and think more clearly when not trying to do it all at once. Two-minute increments worked fine.

Mac motioned for the PJs to sit down and strap in for the landing.

0305 POPE AIR FORCE BASE / NORTH CAROLINA

The HC-130 Hercules touched down and the team was up and ready with their gear by the time they taxied to a stop. Mac opened the ramp and door. Once off of the plane, they gathered around a ground controller, who pointed them to their choppers. After they’d quickly loaded up their gear on a thirty-person crew bus, the driver raced out to the H-60 Blackhawk choppers, their engines and blades turning.

Pope Air Force Base pulsated with frenzied activity. Huge cargo loaders and forklifts laden with generators, tents, and communication gear crisscrossed the tarmac. C-5 Galaxy transports, C-17 Globemasters, and C-130 Hercules planes filled with people, supplies, and equipment touched down nonstop on the main runway. Air Force, Navy, Army, and Coast Guard rescue assets staged from the base to stop the damage left by Hurricane Floyd.

Most of the rescue choppers were landing for the night.

Jason’s H-60 Blackhawk choppers from the 301st Air Rescue Squadron brought two key elements to the rescue table that no one else had: night vision and PJs. The night belonged to them; they were the only ones still flying.
Jason and Dan climbed aboard BAB—the Bad Ass

Bitch, tail number 26232, always the first chopper out. Jason quickly checked out the crew complement. Chris“Sunshine” Hannon, was the pilot. Al “Hollywood” Lupinski the copilot. Brad Frizzell and Carlos Gonzalez were the flight engineers. It was a tight crew. They had been flying together for years and knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses.

Hannon quickly briefed them on the mission. Call signs Tiger and Wolf controlled the airspace that they would be working in. The chopper’s mission was to complete a seventy-mile box search section along the leading edge of the south-running flood line. Anyone and everyone in need of help were to be airlifted to a highland gathering center at a school ten miles upriver from the flood surge.

In a matter of minutes they were airborne and headed for Tarboro. Flying at fifty feet above the closest obstructions, and using a fully integrated display system developed for combat, the crew followed a moving map created by a constellation of satellites. They searched the ground for any movement using Forward Looking Infrared Radar (FLIR) and night vision goggles.

Jason slapped Dan on the shoulder. “Follow my lead. Take care of my back and watch what I do. When you feel like you’re ready, take the lead and I’ll watch your back. Plan for the worst and expect the unexpected. Stay in control and work the two-minute drill if you have to, understand?”

Dan nodded.

“I got movement on what looks to be a trailer roof,” the pilot said. “But I don’t see anywhere we can put down. It’s all flooded, and getting worse.”

“I got five body readings on the FLIR,” Al confirmed. “Two big and three small.”

“Yeah, I count five too,” agreed Brad. “The water’s about to run over the roof. We gotta get them out, and fast!”

During the short flight, Jason briefed Dan on his duties, with every intention of giving the young PJ as muchresponsibility as he had the training and willingness for and Jason filling in as necessary. “I’ll be the lead on this one, then you’ll be next. After that we’ll change off on who goes down the hoist.”

Attached to the end of the hoist was the Forest Penetrator. It had been used since the Vietnam War and was the primary mechanism used for hoisting. It had small, foldout seats and could accommodate three people at once. Pullout straps extended from the horse collar that wrapped around the individual to keep him from slipping off.

Climbing onto the Penetrator, Jason swung out from the chopper and indicated that he was ready to be lowered into the dark, swirling water below. He had absolute trust that Hannon and Carlos, the hoist operator, would land him safely on the trailer roof. But would the roof hold? Would the people rush him in a panic?

There was no time to ponder these questions. In just a matter of minutes the floodwater would be over the roof and wash away those on it. Here goes, he thought.

Jason appeared out of the darkness. The people in front of him had no idea he was there until he yelled,“Listen to me! Listen. We got to get you out of here.” The chopper’s rotor wash whipped the wind like a maelstrom. “One at a time.”

Peering through the night, Jason saw a family of five: a man, a woman, and three small children. They were terrified. Who was this apparition who’d suddenly appeared before them?

The immediate and potential problems were obvious—the woman looked to weigh possibly three hundred pounds, the man even more. The hoist and chopper were going to get a real workout.

“How many of you are there?” Jason asked the woman.

“Fi-five. Praise God, who are ya?” she stammered.

“Angels from above, darlin’. What’s your name?”

“Thelma. This here’s my husband, Mark. He a stupid fool.”

“We gonna be fine,” he said.

She hit him hard on the shoulder. “Well, we ain’t fine now, are we?”

Water slapped at their ankles. “My name’s Jason, Thelma, and we’re out of time so we got to move! Give me the smallest kid first.”

From behind her, Thelma pulled a small girl and thrust her into Jason’s arms.

“What’s your name, sweetheart?”

She was frozen stiff with fear.

“Her name Pat, and she six years old. I got two more girls, one ten and the other eight.”

The water was over their feet. “Great, Thelma. Pat first, then the other two. We’ll take you and your husband after that. Ready?”

Thelma nodded.

Jason carried the little girl to the hoist. “Pat. You have to trust me. We’re going on a quick ride.” He pulled opened a second seat on the Penetrator and put her on it, then wrapped the safety strap around her waist. Getting on, he held her close and keyed his throat microphone. “Okay, Sunshine, this is the first of three standard hoists. The last two will be heavy, real heavy.”

It was a twenty-foot hoist and went without incident. The other two girls were no problem either. The mother and father were a workout, but Carlos was ready. The safety straps were too small to get around their bulk, so Jason had to use a five-thousand-pound cargo strap to hold them on the hoist. It worked, though just barely.

With everyone packed like sardines on the floor, Jason could hear the chopper’s blades strain in the air to keep it flying. He looked at his watch. It had taken seven minutes to bring them up. Not bad, but there were hundreds of others who needed help.

The folksy routine had gotten Thelma and her family up the hoist; sometimes the curt and forceful approach was the ticket. The people they came across would havea choice—ride the hoist and live, or stay where they were at and chance the floodwater.

The crew stayed on night vision while the passengers sat in the dark, crying as their eyes tried to adjust to their surroundings. Through his NVGs, Jason could see the shock and loss on their faces. They had nothing but the one suitcase they’d brought up with them. They had no idea where they were going, or what they would do next. But they were alive.

I know what you’re thinking: What’s next? I’ve been there too, Jason thought. They had the thousand-yard stare. He had seen that look of loss many times, on countless faces in many different places around the world. I’ve been on both sides. He stroked the hair of the little girl stuffed next to him as she cried.

“Thank you, mister, thank you for all of us,” the mother said as she peered toward Jason in the dark. “She lost her dog, Angel. She fall in the river, and we couldn’t get her.”

The little girl’s eyes widened. “Angel a little black dog. She got a pink collar. If you see her, maybe you can get her. You think so, mister? Huh? I cain’t see you.”

Jason shrugged. “Sweetheart, I’ll look, but I can’t promise you anything.”

They landed in a schoolyard, then Jason and Dan helped the family down from the chopper. Pat kept looking back at Jason as if her only hopes in the world rested on him.

Closing the side door, Jason stared as the family trudged away.

“Back to work, guys,” said the pilot.

Everything seen through night vision was just shades of green. People were everywhere—trapped in trees, standing in water, on roofs, on top of cars.

Churches and schools seemed to be the gathering places for most of the people. The crosses acted as a spiritual beacon until they themselves were swept underwater. Still, there was no telling where they might findpeople—on billboard signs, hanging on telephone poles. The crews lost count of how many people they saved.

Jason and Dan took turns on the hoist, and teamed up when they were on solid ground. There was no time to dwell on the victims’ personal dilemmas. Sometimes they had truckloads of personal belongings and the PJs had to make them leave it all behind. With the fast water rising, lives were more important than possessions or furniture or animals. One suitcase was all they would allow in their small cargo compartment.

When a command post and radio link was finally established, the chopper crews flew the victims to the nearest shelters.

Up. Down. People on. People off. Some people were scared, and some were mad. All were exhausted and in different stages of shock.

They continuously scanned the water, looking for bobbing heads, or bodies, fearing that at any time they would have to pull a drowning victim from the deadly river. Their luck held. All they saw were dead animals—chickens, cows, pigs, and dogs. The most surprising things they saw were floating caskets that had pushed up through the water-saturated ground from cemeteries.

Jason shuddered, remembering being caught in a raging river in Bosnia. There were five thousand dead bodies in that river. But with everything going on around him, there was no time to dwell in the past.

0630 OVER THE TAR RIVER / NORTH CAROLINA

The crew was exhausted as dawn broke. They had refueled twice; now it was time to head back to Pope to eat some chow, then go into crew rest. Line chief Vic Davis and his ground maintenance teams would get the choppers ready to go again for the next crews on Alpha Alert.

A small movement in the rushing river below caught Jason’s eye. He flipped down his NVGs and scanned thewater. It looked like a small animal struggling to stay afloat in the raging river. He had already seen many animals in the same situation, but with all the human rescues, they couldn’t stop to save drowning animals. Peering closer, Jason made out the features of a small animal.

“Sunshine.” He keyed his microphone as he flipped up his “noggs.” “Do me a favor and circle back over that—I think it’s a dog. Turn on your spotlight when you do.”

“Roger.”

Hannon made a quick turn and flipped on a powerful ten-million-candlepower spotlight.

There! It was a small black dog with a pink collar.

“Pilot,” Jason said,“I got to get that dog.”

“What?!” responded Hannon. “It’s just a dog. No way. The river’s running too fast and there’s no place to put down. Sorry.”

Jason leaned over Brad, the flight engineer, and looked Hannon in the eyes. “Chris, I want to try and get it. I’m asking you to do this as a favor to that first little girl we picked up. Come on, it’s all she’s got. Look, I’m willing to give it a go if you are.”

Jason saw the reluctance in Sunshine’s eyes, then the glitter of Why not?

“You’re nuts, pal, but if you’re willing, then I guess we can try. One shot. That’s all I’m giving you.”

The crew flew as one; a miscue on anyone’s part would result in a downed chopper. The pilot raced with the river as Brad monitored all the engine data and tracked the altitude and airspeed. Staying just ahead of the animal, Carlos, acting as the hoist operator, would lower Jason toward the water and direct the pilot over the dog. Al, the copilot, scanned far ahead for unseen power lines or towers, and fiercely prayed that there weren’t any. No one on the crew ever had figured that they’d be using their collective skills to put their lives on the line for a dog.

Handing Dan his NVGs, Jason strapped himself tothe hoist and dangled from the chopper. Then, nodding to Carlos, he began his descent.

“Crew, we’re moving forward at thirty-five knots,” Hannon’s nervous voice said in Jason’s earpiece. “There’s a bridge coming up soon. Only one pass, Jason—one pass!”

He was just inches above the dog. “Angel. Angel, come here!” Jason yelled from the hoist seat. Leaning low, he made a grab for the animal. The rotor wash swung Jason in circles above the dog.

Angel would not come. Oblivious to everything around her, she was just trying to keep her head above the water. Timing his swing, Jason leaned farther out for the dog. Suddenly, he fell off the hoist and into the furious river.

Oh shit! Fuck me. Surprise and panic hit him at the same time. Caught in a raging flood, he heard Mac’s warning echo in his mind. “Don’t do anything stupid!” This was as stupid as it could get.

Now what? A yelp. The dog was right next to him. He grabbed Angel by the collar and held her head above the water. Alive or dead, the dog was staying with him.

It wasn’t a matter of swimming, it was just trying to stay up and not hit, or be hit by, anything in the water. He looked up—the chopper was nowhere to be seen. “Come on, guys, I’m right here.”

Shit, I’ve been in situations like this before… but never this bad.

Eyes wide with terror, the dog tried to cling to him. Where the fuck was that chopper?

Again and again the violent currents pulled them under. Fighting back with everything he had, live or die, Jason resolved not to let go of the dog.

The situation only got worse. Sometimes just Jason’s nose was above water as he was tossed and turned. His strength was waning fast.

A real bolt of panic struck him when he heard a loud roar and saw tons of water slamming into a concretebridge at over eighty miles an hour. In a matter of less than a few minutes, he would be battered to death.

“Where are you, Babs? Come get me. I’m right here!”

Again, the water pulled him under. This is it, Jason thought, struggling just to get his feet pointed downriver. Doing his best to hold his breath, he waved the dog above his head like a flag and tried to break through to the surface for air. But it wouldn’t happen. His breath gave out, and then everything turned black. Time to meet God.

Suddenly something caught Jason’s wrist like a vise and pulled him through to the surface. Breathe! Breathe, motherfucker!

A voice from the blackness above cried, “Jason, let go of the dog!”

It wasn’t God. It was Dan Murray. He was on the hoist, but Jason couldn’t make out where he was at through the swirling mist and churning water.

“No way!” Jason yelled, holding the dog over his head and kicking his feet with all his might. “Take this bitch and hold on to her!”

The dog was lifted from his hand, and then Jason felt Dan’s legs. They were only seconds from impacting the bridge. With all he had left, Jason pulled himself onto the hoist. The chopper rose up and away from the water, clearing the bridge by inches.

Dan’s free arm guided Jason firmly onto the seat as the pilot bled off all forward motion and slowed into a hover. Jason tried slipping on the restraint belt but realized it was broken. It must have snapped when he’d reached for the dog.

Now it was Carlos’s job to get them safely back into the chopper. Once they were, Dan covered the shivering animal with a blanket and Jason fell against the rear bulkhead.

There was no talking. Jason covered his face and willed himself back to reality. Oh sweet Jesus, I’m still alive! Shaking, he put on a spare helmet and plugged into the intercom system. “Thanks, guys,” he said. For the moment it was all he could say. Looking below at the raging flood, he was shocked to realize that he’d actually made it out.

“What the hell was that all about?” he muttered to no one.

“Crew,” Sunshine keyed. “I think that this save was self-critiquing and best kept among ourselves.”

Double clicks on the microphones signaled agreement.

“We need to stop back at the first school,” said Jason.

“Roger,” Sunshine said.

“Still alive,” Jason sighed off the intercom.

“What?” asked Dan as he dropped the shivering dog into Jason’s arms and stripped off his wet suit.

Young and superbly muscled, Senior Airman Dan Murray was just starting his career as a PJ. It had been a spectacular start, and Jason realized he had saved his own life by picking Dan for a partner. And I was going to teach him? Jason looked down at the wet, trembling dog.

“I owe you big,” he said to Dan.

Dan’s shy smile crossed his face. “No problem. A beer will do.”

“More than a beer—a lot more.” Jason shook his head at the dog and scratched her ear. “Angel, you bitch. I ought to throw you back into the fucking river.”

The chopper landed back at the collection point they’d gone to when the mission began. Jason carried Angel off the chopper and looked around for Pat. When he saw her, he put Angel on the ground and watched the animal run straight for her. The little girl cried out in surprise, delight, and relief when the dog jumped into her arms. “Thanks, mister! Thanks, mister! Oh, thank you, mister!”

Jason waved, turned, and then reboarded his chopper. He could still hear Pat calling out her endless thanks over the noise of the rotor blades.

In the dawning light, Dan smiled at him and said, “Okay. These things we do that dogs may live?”

“So? Credit us with a dog save. I guess they count too.” Jason shrugged, took a deep breath, pulled off his wet suit, then stretched out on the cargo floor. Mac was right, and would undoubtedly give him an “I told you so” and a sound scolding after hearing the whole story. He’d gotten caught up in the rescue, and then things had gone bad. Once again, his single-mindedness had been the source of his screwup. Maybe I’ll keep this story to myself, he reasoned. The mistakes were self-evident, and the lesson had been learned.

There would be five more days of rescues, and then back to Cape Canaveral, Florida, for a Titan rocket launch. Still breathing, he had a job to finish. As he’d done for years, he would just shake off his brush with danger and press on. He didn’t know that somewhere in Texas, more danger than he could ever imagine was rolling his way.


CHAPTER 2
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0330 FRIDAY / 17 SEPTEMBER
1999 HIGHWAY 10 / TEXAS / ZONE 4

AMARMON SEMITRUCK ROARED DOWN AN EMPTY Texas highway at exactly eighty miles an hour. To the casual observer the rig looked like any ordinary eighteen-wheeler. In reality it was a Safe Secure Transport (SST), the most sophisticated rolling vault ever invented. Inside the cab, the driver and passenger idly chatted.

“Do you know much about patents?” Matt Arnold, the driver, asked.

“No,” answered Mike Decker, passenger and SST Transportation Safeguard Protective Service team leader, sipping from a cup of hot, spicy tomato soup while he scanned the road ahead.

They were about to pass a gold Infiniti. No oncoming headlights could be seen. Red taillights from the lead van, along with the headlights of the trailing van, assured Mike that they were the only vehicles on the road this morning. His “road warriors” were on the job.

“I do,” Matt continued. “I had this idea for a humidity sensor on dryers. It would turn off the dryer when it sensed that the clothes were dry. So I filled out the properforms, got five hundred dollars, and sent them off to the U.S. Patent Office to get it patented.”

Decker peered through the windshield; they were approaching a fog bank. “It looks a little thick, doesn’t it?” He leaned forward and turned on the infrared screen mounted in the dash. Through the screen he could see the infrared beacon light flashing on the lead van. A quick flip to the rearview and the trailing beacon looked normal. Somewhere overhead a helicopter gunship flew in the black Texas sky. A mobile home followed miles behind.

The recreational vehicle was really a very well-appointed armored personnel carrier that held the relief crew and enough weapons to start a small war. A little fog was no big deal.

“Go on,” Decker said. Propping his feet on the dashboard, he continued sipping the spicy soup.

“I send in my money and I get back all these official-looking papers. Looks good, right? But at the end of the papers was this long list of people who already had patents on my idea.”

“You just keep on thinking, Matt.” Decker casually glanced at the old man driving the Infiniti as they passed. He knew that the lead van had already run the plates of the car and ID’d the man. If there had been anything unusual they would have let him know long before the SST even got close to the car.

“I have been, and I got another idea that I’ve been working on. You know how sometimes you can’t hear car radios because there’s too much outside noise?”

“Sure.” Decker politely smiled. Listening to Matt’s harebrained ideas usually helped pass the time. Tonight, though, the conversation was annoying. He couldn’t pinpoint any particular thing, but tonight he felt edgy.

“How about a noise sensor that automatically raises or lowers the volume depending on what noise is around the car. Cool, huh? I have the schematics and everything to send.”

“And you’ll send in another five hundred dollars?”

“Yeah.”

“It sounds like a good idea. Ford liked it so much that they even put it on some of their luxury cars.”

Matt’s face darkened. “Damn! I’ve been working on that one for three years.”

Mike laughed so hard that he spilled some of the red soup on his shirt. “Damn!” Trying to clean it off, he succeeded only in smearing it more. Oh well, he had a spare shirt in the RV that he could change into later. “Look at it this way,” he consoled Matt. “I just saved you five hundred dollars.”

“I guess so,” Matt mumbled, and then, trying to change the sore subject, asked, “Do you know anything about the load? You notice that there aren’t that many documents accompanying it? Even the restricted-data block isn’t signed. Everyone at Sandia seemed a lot more uptight than usual.”

“A little, but it’s none of your business,” Mike answered. “You know the drill—sign for it, protect it until it’s signed over, and then keep your mouth shut.”

“Right, boss.” Matt nodded. “I’m slowing down. It looks like the fog’s getting thicker.”

The Department of Energy Protective Service special agents picked up the SST trailer from the Sandia National Laboratories at Kirtland Air Force Base in New Mexico, to be delivered at Cape Canaveral, Florida. The highly trained team’s mission was to carry sensitive and top-secret government loads around the country.

Equipped and able to handle any emergencies involving nuclear and hazardous materials, Mike’s men put in endless training hours to neutralize and contain any contingency, man-made or otherwise, that might prevent them from delivering their load. A little fog was nothing to be too concerned about. The idea that anyone would actually try and attack an SST was ludicrous.

To begin with, the trailer vault had reinforced steel walls that were two feet thick. It had multiple alarm systems, including satellite location transmitters that would alert the Transportation Tracking and Communication

Center (TRANSCOM) of any emergencies. TRANSCOM would alert the gunship chopper flying nearby, the RV, and the Protective Center if anything was wrong. The vans ahead and behind carried men armed with large-caliber automatic rifles, grenades, and rocket launchers, the mission being to keep the SST moving forward at all times.

If the SST was stopped during an attack, a covered switch on Mike’s dash was designed to blow the wheels off the trailer, and then a hundred nonelectrical-grounding twenty-inch titanium spikes would anchor the vault to the road. It would take a crane to move the vault.

Should anyone try and open the doors, a supersticky foam would coat the vault, disabling gases would be released, and a low-frequency alarm would make anyone close by too sick to move as their eardrums ruptured. No. To try and take the load Mike’s team carried was unthinkable.

Still, if it all went to shit, the final defense was to rip open a covered and safety-wired button. Hit it, and the vault would be electrified with fifty thousand volts. Anyone touching the trailer would be instantly electrocuted.

Routine operations included certain need-to-know data of what was in the vault: net explosive weights, chemical hazards, command disabling functions, and any specific information meant only for the lead man.

Not this time, though. It was a sign-and-go deal.

Oh well, Decker thought. I don’t get paid the big bucks to know, just to do. Six more hours and they would trade out watches with the team in the mobile home. Stay tight for the watch, and then get some sleep. It was a long way to Florida.

Matt seemed pissed off by his latest no-go idea. They’d been on the same team for over ten years, and Mike decided, I should try and cheer him up. “Come on, Matt, I know you have another idea.”

“I do, but you’ll probably shoot that down too.”

“Hey, come on. You can’t just give up.”

They crossed over a small rise and dropped where the highway cut into a gully. Thick smoke suddenly enveloped them.

“This ain’t fog!” cried Matt.

A bright light flashed ahead. Decker looked through his infrared screen. There was no lead van visible on the road. He did a double take when the van fell to the ground in flames. “Oh shit. We’re in a smoke screen!” Suddenly the cab flew into the air and everything went black.

DON’T MOVE. DON’T BREATHE, DECKER’S INSTINCTS TOLD him. The passenger door opened and he felt something hard prodding his chest. Someone spoke, but it felt as if he had cotton stuffed in his ringing ears.

“He’s dead, bloody dead,” a voice said. “The driver’s still moving, though.”

“Do him. Hurry up! I reset the alarm system. We’ve got exactly three minutes. After that the chopper is going to show up and shoot anything that moves, then ask questions later. So let’s move.”

Even muffled, the voice sounded familiar; Decker knew it from somewhere.

The concussion of a noise-suppressed slug made Decker flinch. A smacking sound, then something warm and wet landed on his face as he listened to the fading footsteps.

Cautiously opening one eye, then the other, Decker discovered that the front end of the cab was almost blown away. A rocket attack. The cab’s three-inch-thick bullet-proof glass was shattered.

His eyes flew open, and his scalp crawled when he saw Matt, or what was left of him. The top of his head was gone. Matt’s brains were hanging out the side of his blown-away skull. One eye hung down from its socket and blood was everywhere.

“Jesus, Matt, oh Jesus,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Wiping his face, Decker was surprised to see that his fingers were wet and red. Huh? He licked a finger. Tomato soup. Whoever was looking him over thought he was bloody dead, but it was only tomato soup. His life had been saved by a cup of tomato soup.

Frightened and disorientated, he allowed anger and adrenaline to take over. Nobody was going to kill his team and take his load! He punched the switch to blow the tires, but nothing happened. Then we all burn! Decker ripped off the protective cover and hit the button. Nothing happened. Either the explosion had damaged the alarm system or someone had disabled the switches. Damn!

He grabbed his M-16 rifle from behind the backseat, flipped off the safety catch, unbuckled his seat belt, and fell from the smoking cab. Owww! It felt like a sledgehammer had struck every part of his body. As far as he knew, he was the last one left. The pain no longer mattered. Even the load didn’t matter. His team had been wiped out and now it was payback time!

Creeping quietly in the dark until he found the forward edge of the SST, he was surprised to find that the trailer was still upright. Decker pulled himself to the top of the vehicle and quickly crawled toward the rear.

A voice counted down numbers and commanded powerful spotlights to the rear doors.

A truck backed toward the doors.

Cautiously peering over the edge of the SST, he saw that three men on the tail of the truck were about to enter the vault. There was no time to think. The noise from Decker’s automatic rifle caught everyone on the ground by surprise as he sprayed the men with lead, sending them scattering for cover.

Using their confusion as a cover, Decker leapt into the vault. Bullets ricocheted around him.

“No! Don’t shoot at him. You might hit the load. We have less than two minutes left. Rush the fucking vault and hack him up!”

Now the voice connected to a face. It was Blane Taylor, the newest member of the Protective Service team.

“Blane, you motherfucker!” Decker yelled, then put in his earplugs. “Come on up here and try and take this thing.” Things were about to get loud.

“That’s just what I’m going to do. I’m in a hurry. Now!”

A canister rolled onto the floor. Decker had seconds to react. He kicked the canister back out and it released volumes of smoke, turning the entrance of the vault into a black curtain.

The attackers thought that they had smoke cover, but ran instead into a hail of bullets from Decker’s machine gun the moment they broke through the curtain of thick smoke. The gunshots were deafening. Taylor was the last man in the trailer and went down as Decker shot his legs.

The sound of chopper blades filled Decker with relief. He wanted to signal, but leaving the vault was the last thing on his mind; the chopper’s infrared system could see bodies, not faces.

Unmistakable whirling, roaring, and ripping sounds


































0200 SUNDAY / 19 SEPTEMBER 1999 CAPE CANAVERAL AIR FORCE STATION / FLORIDA



OEBPS/images/Sala_9780307483232_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE

LUCIFER LIGHT

MICHAEL SALAZAR





OEBPS/images/Sala_9780307483232_epub_line1_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Sala_9780307483232_epub_line_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Sala_9780307483232_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Lucifer Light

Michael Salazar








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





