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      Seattle, Washington

      September 1999

      

      Five thousand feet above The Puget Sound, a dull black, shark-like helicopter cruised through the moonless night sky. The chopper flew with no navigation lights and the sound of its rotors could not be heard from the water. Had it been daylight, yellow letters reading U.S.T.P.F. would have been visible on the sides and belly of the machine identifying it as belonging to the United States Tactical Police Force.

      This was a new shape in the skies over Seattle, a Bell Model 506P Griffin police helicopter, the hottest rotary wing machine ever to fly. And the men flying it were the elite of the most elite police force in the world, the chopper cops of the United States Tactical Police Force Dragon Flight.

      In the armored cockpit of the Griffin, the dull red night flying lights from the instrument panel illuminated two men in dark police blue flight helmets and coveralls with a colorful patch over the right breast pocket depicting a winged dragon. The man in the right pilot’s seat flew the sleek machine with delicate, practiced movements while the co-pilot/systems operator in the left seat watched the sensor instruments on the console to his left. The co-pilot, a black man with a shaved head and a bushy mustache, shook his head and keyed his throat mike.

      “Sorry ’bout that, Wolfman,” Tactical Police Flight Officer Jumal ‘Mojo’ Mugabe told the pilot over the intercom. “Still nothing.”

      Federal Tactical Police Force Flight Sergeant Rick “Wolfman” Wolff, grinned slowly under his face shield. Wolff was tall, easy going and good looking. “No sweat, Mojo he answered. “I don’t mind flying around on a beautiful summer night like this, do you?”

      Mugabe looked up from his sensors for a quick glance through the canopy. To their left, the sparkling lights of the sprawling metropolis of Greater Seattle spread for miles along the sound. In the late summer of 1999, Seattle was the new financial and cultural center of the west coast of the United States and dominated the ever-growing Pacific Rim trade. In less than a decade, the city had grown from a mere 750 thousand citizens to a staggering three million. With this unparalleled growth, however, had come severe problems.

      Crime always follows money and, as Seattle had grown, criminal gangs had swarmed to the city like vultures to a fat calf. Once established in the sprawling metropolis, they battled among themselves for a bigger piece of the vice and crime industry. The TPF’s mission tonight was to interdict a boatload of stolen Army weapons before even more blood was spilled on the streets of Seattle.

      None of this violence was apparent from the air, however. All that could be seen were the sparkling lights and high-rise buildings crowding the waterfront. From the air, Greater Seattle was a beautiful sight.

      “This is a great night for it,” Mugabe agreed before looking back down again. “How about making one more pass?”

      “Roger that,” Wolff said. Pushing down on the rudder pedal and shoving the cyclic control over against the stop, he banked the sleek, dull black Griffin over on her side and snapped her tail around for another flight over the sound. For the last decade, police departments all over the country had employed helicopters on an ever increasing basis. But there were drawbacks to the police flying choppers that had been originally designed for civilian use. They were expensive to operate and there was limited space in the airframes to accommodate radio and electronic equipment. In the late 1990’s, however, a spectacular new machine had come on the scene that met the specific needs of police work, specifically tactical police work.

      When the “Cold War” died in the early 1990s much of the nation’s military high technology was turned to police applications. While this infusion of technology gave police quite a bit of sophisticated new equipment, the best result was the new specialized police helicopter, the Bell Model 506P Griffin. While its lineage went back to the Bell AH-1 Cobra of the Vietnam War, this was the first helicopter designed from the ground up specifically for police use.

      Designed with low maintenance costs in mind, the Griffin was powered by two small, but powerful, 750 shaft horsepower General Electric turbines pod mounted externally on the fuselage, driving a four bladed rigid rotor with a diameter of only 40 feet. Both the main rotor and the shrouded tail rotor had been designed for noise suppression as well as maximum maneuverability. Not only was the Griffin quick and stable, it was quiet.

      With a crew of two, pilot and co-pilot/systems operator, the Griffin could carry up to six people or 1,500 pounds of cargo in the rear compartment. An electric winch controlled from the cockpit allowed for the movement of equipment or personnel to and from the rear compartment.

      Protective measures built into the Griffin included: back- up flight controls, self-sealing fuel tanks, armored nacelles for the turbines, an armored crew compartment with a bullet-proof Lexan canopy and Kevlar seats. In normal circumstances, the Griffin was immune to ground fire up to and including 7.62mm armor-piercing ammunition.

      The heart of the Griffin, however, were in its sensors and communications systems that had been borrowed directly from the military. Using either the active infrared or light intensifying system, the Griffin could see in the dark under almost any conditions. Working in conjunction with a terrain following radar navigation and mapping system, this allowed the pilot to know where he was at all times, day or night. All of the sensors were tied into the aircrew’s helmets and digital readouts and could be seen either on the helmet visor or on a HUD, heads up display, in the cockpit. Digital data link capability allowed both computer and sensor data to be sent between the Griffin and ground stations.

      While not primarily a gunship, the Griffin was capable of being armed with a variety of weapons in its nose turret and on the stub wing weapon’s pylons. A 40mm grenade launcher was fitted to the 360-degree turret that could select from a variety of ordnance to include flash-bang grenades, tear gas bombs, smoke cartridges, or a low fragmentation HE round. Also, a select fire, 7.62mm Chain gun was mounted beside the grenade launcher. All of the weapons systems were controlled by the co-pilot/systems operator, but could be fired by the pilot if necessary. As with the sensors, the weapons were slaved to the helmets with the visor serving as the weapons sight as well as providing weapons status data.

      Not only was the Griffin a completely different kind of police helicopter, the TPF Dragon Flight officers who flew the Griffins were a new breed of police officer, the elite troops of the elite of federal law enforcement. With the drastic cutback in American military forces in the ’90s, men who would have become hot-rock fighter jocks were instead now flying Griffins for the TPF. These were the “Top Guns” of the ’90s. Young, quick and fearless, they saw themselves as the nation’s first line of defense in the war against the powerful criminal elements who threatened to take over the country.

      The Dragon Flight was a highly mobile tactical police unit which could speed to anywhere in the country at a moment’s notice. Within hours of a call, the four Griffin helicopters, a twenty-man Tactical Platoon, a headquarters staff and their support troops could be on the ground and in the air fighting any crime emergency that was too big for the local authorities to handle. Tonight was one of those times and the two Tac Force cops were putting it on the line again.

      “I think I’ve got him!” Mugabe shouted. “Bearing one-five-four range four thousand meters, headed for shore right above the point. He’s got his running lights off and going like a bat outa hell. He’s doing at least fifty knots and leaving a beautiful IR trace. It’s got to be a hovercraft.”

      Wolff keyed his throat mike and relayed the message to TPF Lieutenant Jack Zumwald, the commander of the Tactical Platoon, and his mobile unit on the shore, vectoring them in to intercept the hovercraft at what appeared would be its destination, a darkened and deserted dock and warehouse site at the end of the industrial area.

      “Zoomie says thanks,” Wolff passed the message from the Tac Platoon officer.

      Mugabe patted the top of instrument panel that fed him information from the chopper’s high tech sensors. “Piece of cake with this baby.”

      Now that the hovercraft had been spotted, Wolff flew his Griffin a little farther out over the water, away from his target. He knew that with the Griffin’s computer-controlled chameleon “mirror skin” set to matte black, whoever was on the boat couldn’t see them on a moonless night. But he didn’t want to take a chance that they might hear the suppressed beat of their rotors. Sound did strange things over water. The pilot selected the targeting visual readout on his HUD, Head Up Display, on the inside of the canopy and watched the hovercraft cut its speed and make for the darkened dock.

      Suddenly, TPF ground support searchlights burst into life from the dockside, pinpointing the boat. In the glare of the lights, Wolff saw a man step out with a loudspeaker in his hands. The gunrunners didn’t even give him a chance to order them to surrender, they immediately opened up with a storm of automatic weapons fire, shattering the lights.

      “Let’s get him!” Wolff shouted, throwing the Griffin into a dive. Twisting the throttle all the way against the stop, he squeezed the radio switch on the collective control. “Control, this is OneZero,”he transmitted. “Suspect vessel opened fire on the mobile unit and we’re going after him!”

      “Control, copy,” came the reply in his headphones. “Keep

      on him, don’t let him get away!”

      “One Zero, copy. He’s not going anywhere tonight.”

      Wolff toggled the switch to the retracted SX-18 Nightsun

      searchlights in the belly of the Griffin. The powerful, million candlepower beams dropped down from their housings and lit up the fleeing hovercraft. A second switch activated the loudspeaker system. “This is the Tactical Police Force he announced. “Stop your boat!”

      Wolffs message was answered by a burst of automatic weapons fire. The pilot switched off the lights as he threw the Griffin out of the way of the stream of dull red tracers. There was no sense in giving them an aiming point.

      “Control, this is One Zero,” he radioed back to the TPF TOC, the Tactical Operations Center. “We’re taking fire.”

      “Control copy, Rules of Engagement Charlie are in effect,” the TOC radioed back. This ROE gave him permission to blow the gunrunners out of the water without giving them a second chance.

      “One Zero X-ray, copy,” Mugabe answered as he flicked the switch to the 40mm grenade launcher and the 7.62mm Chain gun in the Griffin’s nose turret. Time to go to work. He dialed the high explosive ammunition feed for the 40mm and armor-piercing tracer rounds for the Chain gun as he centered the speeding hovercraft in the weapons sight displayed on his helmet visor.

      Unlike the earlier electric motor driven, multi-barrel Vulcans and Mini-guns, the Chain gun was a single barrel weapon that could be fired at a variable rate ranging from a single shot to 900 rounds per minute. The rate of fire was controlled by the gunner’s trigger. A light touch fired a single shot, but laying back on the trigger unleashed the full power of the weapon. This time, Mugabe wasn’t holding anything back.

      His gloved fingers tightened around the firing controls, his right hand controlling the Chain gun and the left hand the 40 mike. The Griffin shuddered as Mugabe opened up. A stream of red tracer fire raced down to meet the bow of the hovercraft.

      Not only was the Chain gun fast, it was accurate. The turret’s gun aiming system automatically compensated for recoil, re-aiming the gun ten times a second while it was firing. As long as Mugabe had the target locked in his gunsight, he would hit it. And hit it he did.

      7.62mm armor-piercing rounds chewed into the boat. Pieces of metal and wood flew into the air. As Wolff bored in closer, Mugabe walked his line of fire back toward the bridge of the boat. Although Rules of Engagement Charlie allowed him to use maximum force, he wanted to try to stop the boat without sinking it or killing all of the crew.

      Suddenly, a stream of bright red tracer fire leapt up at the TPF chopper, heavy machinegun fire. Wolff dumped his collective and stomped down on the rudder pedal to throw his machine out of the line of fire. The blacked out ship skidded in the air, but not before the Griffin took several hits along her nose. Sparks flew as the bullets bounced off the armored skin and bulletproof Lexan plastic canopy.

      “You hit?” Wolff asked as he hauled the chopper around and lined up on the target again.

      “He took out the IR sensor head,” Mugabe said grimly.

      “But everything else seems to be working.”

      “Time we quit fucking around with this assholes,” Wolff growled. “Zero his ass now!”

      “You got it.”

      Sighting in on the huge ducted fans at the rear of the hovercraft, Mugabe squeezed off a six-round burst from the grenade launcher. One of the 40 mm HE grenades punched through the thin metal of a fuel tank before detonating. The explosion engulfed the speeding hovercraft in a boiling fireball. In the glare of the fire, Wolff could see men with their clothes on fire leaping into The Puget Sound. The boat slowed and settled in the water. In seconds, it was all over.

      “Control, this is One Zero,” he radioed. “Suspect boat is neutralized and dead in the water.”

      “Control copy, the Tac Platoon will clean up after you. Return to base.”

      “One Zero, copy.”

      Wolff took one last look at the burning hulk in the water. When were these scumbags ever going to learn not to screw around with Tac Force Griffin choppers? Flicking his navigation lights on, he gently banked the helicopter around and headed for the Coast Guard Station the Tac Force was using as a temporary base during their stay in Seattle.

      

      It was a short flight back to the Coast Guard Station at the western end of Seattle and when Wolff and Mugabe stepped out of their ship, they found their commander, TPF Captain J D. “Buzz” Corcran, waiting for them outside the Tactical Operations Center van. An older, balding, barrel-chested man, Corcran had had a long career flying military and police helicopters before he had become the commander of the first TPF Dragon Flight. Even though he was stuck behind a commander’s desk, he still considered himself a gunship pilot first. And at times like this, he secretly envied the two flyers walking toward him. They had fought the battle, while all he could do was sit and listen to it over the radio.

      “I just got a call from Zumwald,” Corcran greeted them. “There were illegal weapons on board that boat, but they were just a bunch of Red Chinese made AK-94s,” the captain sounded disgusted. “And a couple of RPC-9s.”

      The Red Chinese AK-94 5.56mm assault rifle and 88mm RPG-9 anti-tank rocket launcher were definitely bad news in the wrong hands, but they weren’t nearly as dangerous as the weapons they had hoped to find. A week earlier, a shipment of the latest high tech U.S. Army weapons had been hijacked from a convoy traveling from Fort Lewis. The shipment had included assault rifles, anti-tank rockets, and anti-aircraft missiles. The Dragon Flight had been dispatched from their home base in Denver to get those weapons back in the right hands ASAP.

      “Shit!” Wolff said. “I was sure we had ’em.”

      “It looks like our information was off again.” The TPF captain turned to go back into the TOC. “You two hot shots better get some sleep tonight. I’ve got you scheduled for ramp alert in the morning,”

      “Captain,” Wolff spoke up. “I’d like Red to look over our ship first. We took some hits tonight.”

      “You’d better get him going on it then,” Corcran said. “I want all four choppers up and ready to go first thing in the morning.”

      “Yes sir.”

      “That sure as hell takes care of our plans for the evening,” Wolff said.

      “Guess we’ll just have to wait till tomorrow to see the delights of this jewel of the Northwest,” Mugabe shrugged.

      “That’s the thrilling life of a chopper cop in the TPF,” Wolff said.

      “Right."
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      Snoqualmie National Forest

      

      Winston J. Patterson III, looked down the railroad track that ran through the cut in the towering fir trees on the side of the mountain. The two-engine train was just starting its run up the long grade to the top of the pass. The old Vietnamese, Nguyen Cao Dong, had been right after all; the train carrying the nuclear missiles was right on time.

      He turned around to look at the six people he had brought with him, four young men and two women. They were bent over the track a hundred meters uphill from him unbolting a section of the rail. “Hurry up!” he shouted. “It’s coming!”

      While the others finished dragging the length of rail track off to the side and dropped it, Patterson quickly arranged the railroad signal devices on the track in the “Danger, Stop Immediately” pattern. When the engineer spotted the signals, he would automatically slam on the brakes. The train was going slow enough that it should have time to stop, but he really didn’t care if it did hit the place where the track was missing and derailed. All he cared about was stopping it, one way or the other.

      When Dong had first come to him with information about the train, Patterson had been suspicious. As the founder and self-appointed leader of the Mother Earth Liberation Army, he would have welcomed that kind of intelligence from any of the other environmental freedom fighters, but Dong was Vietnamese. He’d had a difficult time understanding why an Asian wanted to get involved in the residents’ struggle to keep the Northwest free from nuclear weapons. The only Asians he had ever met were the most dedicated capitalists in the world and capitalists were generally not noted for their concern about the environment.

      But after Dong had made a very sizeable financial contribution to Patterson’s organization, the environmental terrorist had been convinced that he was sincere and welcomed him into the inner circle of the M.E.L.A.

      Then Dong had brought him the information about the next “White Train” shipment of Trident II missiles and a plan to keep them from being delivered to the Navy’s submarine base at Bangor. The trains weren’t painted white, of course; the government had stopped marking them that way a long time ago. Nowadays the Nuclear Weapons Commission tried to sneak the missiles into the base on trains disguised as regular freight haulers, but the name was still used.

      Patterson had to admit that Dong’s plan was ingenious. When he had first learned of the train, Patterson had wanted to stop it when it reached Greater Seattle and hold it hostage until the government agreed to remove the missiles. That was the only way he knew how to get the media exposure that he so desperately needed. Television coverage of a nuclear weapons train being held hostage in the city would awaken the masses to the danger of these weapons. But when he had outlined his idea to Dong, the Vietnamese had accurately pointed out that those tactics had not been very successful in the past. In an urban area, it was too easy for the police to break up the planned demonstration with riot gas before anyone had even learned that it was happening.

      Instead, Dong had suggested that they stop the train in the mountain pass, disable it and then notify the press. That way, not only would it be very difficult for the authorities to retrieve the cargo of missiles, the environmentalists wouldn’t have to run the risk of a bloody confrontation with the police. Patterson had liked that part of the plan best. He wanted to be known as the man who had made the Northwest safe for the people, but he didn’t want to get his head busted while he was doing it.

      He placed the last signal on the track and ran up to where the others waited back in the tree line. Xuan, the Vietnamese observer that Dong had sent, was waiting there as well. Dong had said that he couldn’t come himself to see how well the plan worked, but he had sent one of his aides, a sinister, hatchet-faced man, along as an observer. Patterson hadn’t liked the idea of having a stranger around, but since Dong had planned the operation, he had consented.

      The booming sound of the first explosive signal echoed through the trees. By the time the second one went off, sparks showered the tracks from the steel driving wheels of the powerful diesel locomotives as the engineer locked his brakes. The train had no sooner ground to a shuddering halt when a squad of men in camouflage uniforms and red berets rushed from the tree line for the train. When the engineer looked out his window and saw them, he reached for the button to sound the alarm. One of the attackers fired a long burst from his U.S. Army M-25 assault rifle through the open window and blew the man in half. The assault squad raced for the Army MP security detachment riding in the caboose.

      The stunned soldiers were overcome almost before they could lock and load their weapons. Their officer, a young MP lieutenant, was cut down by a grenade thrown through the door. He never even had a chance to radio a message for help.

      Patterson couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “My God!” he shouted spinning around to face Xuan. “Who are those

      men!”

      “They are the Boa Hoa,” the Vietnamese said over the roar of the small arms fire. “They work for Colonel Dong.”

      “What are you doing?” Patterson’s voice was shrill. “No one was supposed to be killed!”

      Xuan slowly turned to face him, bringing a folding stock M-25 out from under his long coat. “I’m stealing a Trident missile, you fool.”

      “But, you can’t do that!" Patterson cried.

      “Who is going to stop me?” Xuan smiled, aiming the muzzle of the assault rifle at his chest. “You and your pathetic little bunch of misfits?”

      The M-23 spat a three-round burst. Patterson took all three rounds in the chest and crumpled to the ground. He raised himself on one arm, blood running from the corner of his mouth. “Why?” he gasped.

      Without saying a word, Xuan raised the assault rifle to his shoulder to take careful aim and pulled the trigger. The bullet hit Patterson between the eyes, exploding the back of his head.

      Xuan turned to the four Boa Hoa commandos who had detached themselves from the main group and were approaching him. “Kill them all,” he ordered in Vietnamese, pointing to the six stunned members of M.E.L.A. who had stopped the train in the name of peace, love, and brotherhood.

      The high mountain forest rang with high-pitched screams and the rattle of automatic weapons fire.

      

      The blue and white Bell Jet Ranger helicopter skimmed over the tops of the towering fir trees and pulled up for another pass over the side of a densely wooded ridge line. As the chopper turned its belly to the sun, the words “King County Sheriff” were visible. In the co-pilot’s seat, a sheriff’s deputy lowered the field glasses he had been looking through and turned to the pilot.

      “Let’s take a look at the other side of the ridge,” he said. “The south Forest Service road is over there and I think the track runs next to it.”

      When the weapons train did not make its routine radio call to check in with the local authorities whose territory it was passing through, the chopper had been sent to look for it. The deputy took off his cap and wiped his forehead, the morning sun streaming through the chopper’s canopy had warmed the cockpit.

      “Stupid damn maps,” he muttered, shaking his head. “If they’re going to send us all the way out here to look for a lost train, for Christ’s sakes, the least they can do is give us a map that a man can read.”

      The problem wasn’t the map, the pilot could have told him that. The problem was that the deputy simply couldn’t read the damned thing. The pilot shrugged. It was all the same to him if they ever found that train or not, he was flying and he loved to fly. Also, this was the best time of the year to fly in the Pacific Northwest. Not even a wisp of a cloud marred the china blue sky and the morning breeze was blowing the gray-brown Seattle smog out to sea. To the south, the distant, snow-shrouded top of Mount Rainier loomed majestically from a sea of dark green forest like a huge soft ice cream cone. It was a perfect day to be in the air.

      Lining up on the right side of the ridge, the pilot gently pushed forward on the cyclic control and rolled back on the throttle as he dropped the collective. The old Jet Ranger swooped down for another run above the treetops.

      In the rear compartment, a county paramedic who liked to ride along with the chopper just in case they came across someone who needed his first aid services, was also scanning the trees through field glasses. “Hey!” he shouted to the pilot over the intercom. “Over to the left! There it is!”

      The pilot snapped his head to the left. It did look like there was a break in the dense forest, but it was hard to tell. Pushing down on the rudder pedal, he banked the Jet Ranger to the left for a closer look. The deputy focused his glasses and scanned the area. He saw it.

      He pushed the transmission button on the radio microphone and was bringing it up to his lips just as a figure dressed in camouflage clothing stepped out from under the trees at the edge of the rail right of way. The figure raised a dark tube to his shoulder and aimed it at the helicopter.

      “Oh shit!” the deputy yelled, unaware that he was still holding the transmission switch down on the microphone. “Look out! He’s got a Goddamn missile…”

      The pilot, a veteran of the Nicaraguan War of 1992, had also seen the man with the missile launcher. Instinctively, he stomped down on the rudder pedal and slammed the cyclic control all the way over, throwing the helicopter into a sudden, hard banked turn. But it was too late.

      A trail of dirty white smoke streaked up into the air and followed the jet Ranger as it frantically tried to escape. A second later a blinding explosion ripped the chopper apart. The shock waves gently rippled the treetops as burning fragments of men and their machine fell into the trees at the bottom of the canyon to the left of the rail line.

      Xuan slowly smiled as he lowered the stolen U. S. Army Viper anti-aircraft missile launcher from his shoulder. It had been almost too easy, he thought, the missile was as good as the colonel had said it was. He turned back into the trees and motioned to a group of six men dressed in camouflage uniforms and red berets.

      “Di-Di,” he ordered them to move out in Vietnamese.

      The other members of the Boa Noa, a gang of Vietnamese criminals led by the man who had told Patterson about the weapons train, returned to the task at hand, loading the nuclear warhead of a Trident missile into the bed of the four- wheel-drive pickup. As soon as it was tied down securely, Xuan and half of his men got into the truck and drove off. As the pickup started down the Forest Service road, a tall column of greasy black smoke rose slowly up into the cool morning air over the Cascade Mountains, staining the china blue sky.

      It was no longer a perfect day for flying.

      

      A little less than an hour later, a helicopter flew through the clear skies high over Seattle’s waterfront. This time, her skin was dark police blue and the yellow letters U.S.T.P.F. could be clearly seen along her flanks. A small American flag was painted on her shark-like tail fin and the number ten was printed on her nose in big white numbers. In the cockpit of the Griffin, Mugabe watched the harbor below and occasionally glanced over at the array of sensor instruments on the console to his left. He shook his head and keyed his throat mike.

      “We’ve got to go around again, Wolfman,” he said over the intercom. “It’s still not reading right.”

      Rick Wolff grinned slowly under his helmet visor. “No problem, Mojo,” he answered. “I’d rather be up here than sitting on the ramp waiting for something to happen. You want to make another pass or go back and have Red take another look?”

      Mugabe made another adjustment and looked up from the sensor panel. “I think I can get it if we try it one more time.”

      “Roger that,” Wolff said as he banked the sleek dark blue Griffin over on her side and snapped her tail around for another flight over the harbor. The two TPF officers were trying to calibrate their ship’s sensors by taking readings from the infrared emissions of the hydrofoil ferries and hovercraft water taxies crowding the busy Seattle waterfront. It was a routine job, but one that they had to finish before they would be completely ready for action.

      They had just started their second pass when their flight helmet earphones burst into life. “Dragon One Zero, this is Dragon Control, come in.”

      Wolff squeezed the radio transmission switch in his collective control stick and answered. “Control, this is One Zero, what’s up?”

      “Control,” came the raspy voice of an older woman over the radio. “Command One wants you to break off what you’re doing and report to the King County Sheriff’s Department at North Bend ASAP.”

      “What’s the big hurry, Mom?” Wolff asked, punching the name North Bend into his navigational computer so the location would come up on his electronic map. TPF Sergeant Ruby Jenkins was the brains and voice of Dragon Control, the dispatch center for the Griffins of Dragon Flight. Sergeant Jenkins was affectionately known to the pilots as Mom, but she ruled her electronic kingdom with an iron hand.

      “Control, you’ll be briefed when you get there, but they think that one of their choppers has just been shot down.”

      “Shot down?” Wolff repeated quickly. “What the hell’s going on?”

      “One Zero, this is Control,” the woman’s voice was sharp. “Do I have to remind you of proper radio procedures again? This is not a secure channel.”

      “One Zero, keep your knickers on, Mom. I was just trying to find out what you’re getting us into. Mugabe’s still working with that new sensor head.”

      “Dragon One Zero,” came a deep male voice over their headsets. “This is Command One, what’s your status?”

      Wolff glanced over to his co-pilot who gave him a thumbs up. “This is One Zero, we’re go now.”

      “Command One copy,” Buzz answered. “You two cowboys had better get your act together and get moving.”

      “Command One, this is One Zero, copy. We are Code Zero now.” Wolff radioed back letting their captain know that he was scrambled for that location. He glanced down at his watch. “Our Echo Tango Alpha is sixteen minutes.”

      “Control clear.”

      Mugabe looked over at the Wolfman. “What’s Buzz got his dick in a knot about this time?”

      “Beats me,” Wolff shrugged. “And Mom didn’t sound too happy either.”

      The pilot twisted the throttle of the Griffin’s twin turbines all the way over against the stop and watched the turbine RPM needles bury themselves against the pegs. He didn’t know what the problem was, but at over 250 miles an hour, it wouldn’t be long before he found out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      North Bend, Washington

      

      The King County sheriff’s heliport in the little town of North Bend was in a state of utter chaos when Wolff flared out and brought the sleek Griffin in for a landing. Patrol cars were skidding to a halt in the graveled parking lot. Armed police in tactical uniforms and assault rifles were climbing into four-wheel-drive vehicles and racing off. Several helicopters, both State Police and U.S. Forest Service, were standing by, their rotors turning.

      Usually when he had a captive audience like this, Wolff liked to make a dramatic landing. Swooping down out of the sky in his powerful machine and hauling up on the collective at the last possible moment, he would flare out mere inches off the ground. It was a maneuver guaranteed to impress the locals as well as scaring the hell out of them. But with all the confusion today, he thought he’d better keep a cool tool until he found out what was going on.

      Opening the cockpit doors, he and Mugabe stepped out onto the ground just as a sheriff’s deputy raced up, crouching over to clear the Griffin’s still spinning rotor blades. “The sheriff wants to see you right away,” he shouted over the dying whine of the twin turbines.

      The two chopper cops followed the deputy into the Sheriff’s Department building and were led into a crowded operations room. Sheriff’s deputies, state policemen and forest rangers were all clustered around a
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