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“In the case of pilots, there is a little touch of madness that drives us to go beyond all known bounds. Any search into the unknown is an incomparable exploitation of oneself.”

—Jaqueline Auriol, first woman to break the Sound Barrier—

DAY ONE

From 65,000 feet the Earth reveals itself as a giant orb. From horizon to horizon, snow-capped mountain ranges, forested hills like creases in a green velvet throw, and oceans bluer than the bluest sapphire, unroll themselves beneath your wings. On a night mission, constellations blaze in a sky close to black. Come the morning, cloudscapes cloaking the land are rimmed in gold as the sun climbs over the edge of the world. Sights to cherish. Sights to set a person wondering. But not tonight.

Sleek as prowling cats, two F22 Raptor stealth fighters cruised above eastern Syria. Five miles down, lights of scattered habitation traced the course of the Euphrates where it wound south to join the Tigris on its way to the Persian Gulf. The river had seen its full share of bloodshed and misery since Biblical times and Sparkles wondered if that would ever change.

Major Michelle Wilson—she’d hated the callsign Sparkles when peers assigned it years ago on account of her diamond ear studs, but now wore it as a badge of honour—checked her cockpit displays. She found it hard to believe that people crewing the lethal Russian-made missile batteries on the ground had no idea they were there. Just as well, this was the Raptor’s first truly challenging combat mission and it was already flirting with failure.

Through the summer of 2014 the news channels carried breathless reports of ISIS unfurling its black flag across Iraq and Syria. The vision broadcast on social media was a harmonious worldwide Caliphate, no countries, like in Imagine—John Lennon’s hymn to peace and sanity. As the reports made clear, reality was the ghastly opposite and while Iraq was receiving Coalition support, Syria wanted no part of it. Above Bashar al-Assad’s fractured country, American wings were viewed as an act of war.

Along with her wingman, Lieutenant Ed Matthews, callsign Beagle, Sparkles’ assignment was to kill a surface to air missile site, clearing the way for a strike package of not-so-stealthy F-15 Eagles whose target was the Black Stadium, ISIS headquarters in Raqqa, declared capital of the Caliphate. If the Eagles were successful the stadium would be pulverized to dust and gravel, but Sparkles’ and Beagle’s night would be far from over. Right before takeoff they’d been handed a late-breaking follow-up assignment involving “a resource” on the ground back in Iraq. Sparkles’ boss, Colonel Ronald Bishop, callsign Basher, had called them to his office after the primary mission briefing. 

“It came down from the Coneheads just now,” he told them, “a developing situation, time-critical and we can’t pass it up. There’s an ISIS troop heading for an Iraqi ammo dump. We’ll update y’all as you go.” Sparkles had heard the Coneheads term before: a snide label for officers of the CIA, whose involvement in military operations was not regarded by pilots as especially good news. Basher had raised an eyebrow, challenging the only woman in the squadron to object. He should have known better, but he was an ass and his Texas drawl never failed to set Sparkles’ teeth on edge. 

With the target site three minutes out, Sparkles still couldn’t totally banish the bad feeling she’d had from the start about the add-on. Cobbled-together last-minute operations had a way of putting airmen in needless jeopardy. This was not the way matters were meant to be handled, especially with the main mission already in recovery mode. The Raptors had launched on time from the base at Al Asad in Iraq, but then an Eagle had a tire burst and blocked the runway. That meant the rest had departed late and the timing had gone sideways. Next, it turned out that winds aloft were stronger than forecast, and the whole business was running even further behind schedule. Airmen were schooled that one problem piling on another was a signal to get back on the ground in a hurry. Alright then, abort the add-on mission and endure a scolding from Basher? Sparkles could think of nothing worse. Besides, she was a professional and a bad feeling was hardly grounds to pull the plug. Dad wouldn’t have approved either.

Father, now deceased, had flown in Vietnam. He’d told her many war stories, though she suspected not all, but his experiences hadn’t diminished his love of flying. He’d passed it on to his daughter along with a compulsion to outperform in whatever role the fortunes of life might deliver. At age twelve she’d taken the controls of his Cessna, and on her thirteenth birthday he’d let her land it.

That day, as the Cessna’s wheels had kissed the tarmac at Meadows Field, Sparkles knew there was only one career she’d ever want: to wear US Air Force blue. Up there she was in sole charge of her destiny, an experience like nothing else she could imagine. She was smart, athletic, possessed sharp reflexes and vision better than 20/20, so why waste it all like her sister Melody, seduced by drugs and boys? 

She’d cruised through officer training, buoyed by the esteem and camaraderie of fellow airmen, the perfect student who followed orders to the letter and lived by the manual. As far back as she could remember, she’d felt this pressure to excel. No, not pressure, desire. No surprise then, that despite a few bumps in the road, here she was at age 34, a Major in the United States Air Force, boring holes in the sky, strapped to the world’s most advanced warplane.

Six liquid crystal displays glowed on the panel. In the centre, the wide area situation screen showed all radar emitters within a hundred-mile radius. Translucent yellow domes depicted the effective range of surface-to-air-missile batteries. The Raptors were well inside the nearest dome. To the right, the targeting screen displayed a zoomed-in map of the SAM sites, two red icons, each destined to receive the unwelcome gift of a GBU-32—the Air Force’s prime GPS-guided bomb. Beagle’s ship showed as a green triangle tagged with its tail number. 

All readings showed green on the systems and weapon status displays, but now, wouldn’t you know it, the fuel ribbon started to blink yellow. The delay and adverse winds had the Raptors burning fuel beyond the expected. Sparkles started doing mental arithmetic. They’d planned to tank after wiping out the SAMs but that would eat into margins—not recommended. One way or another they’d have to refuel soon. Tankers were aloft but the nearest was back east over Iraq, a twenty-minute round trip plus tanking time. Was it worth asking? Sparkles called the KC-10 tanker, a militarized version of the three-engined McDonnell Douglas DC-10 jetliner.

“Tanker 35, is a tanking location change possible?”

“Negative Sparkles. Gotta hang here orbiting at twenty-six thousand, Basher’s orders. Mosey on down, we’ll make it fast, promise.”

“Copy that, we’ll head over in five.” She called Beagle, stationed a half-mile to her left—wingmen didn’t actually fly on your wing anymore, hadn’t for ages.

“Beagle, you heard that, right?” 

“Sure Sparkles, I need gas too, but can the Eagles hold while we tank?” 

Yes they could, they carried auxiliary fuel tanks under the wings, a luxury denied the stealthy Raptor. Beagle should have remembered that. The question tugged at Sparkles’ tendency to impatience with loose thinking. Beagle was a sterling individual but too often needed things spelled out.

“No Beagle. It’s going to be tight but it looks doable. We’ll tank after we hit the target. The SAM batteries will be in range in half a minute. You want to go for it?”

“Let’s do it.”

Basher came on from his safe, cozy office back on base. He’d heard the whole exchange, this was what “total situational awareness” was all about. “The Eagles are five minutes behind you. I’m fixin’ to send Texaco forty miles closer. Best I can do. Proceed with the mission.” 

Sparkles shook her head. Moving the tanker was another of his petty demonstrations of power, and the order to proceed, typical overreach. Rules of engagement stipulated that the final call on anything short of cancellation stayed with the Flight Lead. Bite your tongue, she told herself. Never, ever start a pissing war with the boss halfway through a mission. “Copy that, Basher. Heading in on the targets.”

The SAM battery, its X-band missile-guidance radars sweeping the sky, stood out on the targeting display. Sparkles checked the weapons status screen: two GBUs armed. The SAM site’s red icons turned orange, in range and still no sign of a lock-on to the Raptors. Sparkles made a snap decision. She’d keep her GBUs for the follow-up mission, a chance to remind Basher who was running the show. “Beagle, can you take out these targets?”

“Roger that. Launching now.”

Everybody knew stealth wasn’t perfect. With weapons bay doors open, the Raptor was no stealthier than a flying boxcar. SAM radars could illuminate the hard corners of the doors for a missile lock-on. 

“Bombs gone,” Beagle called. The string of lights along the river rotated as the Raptors turned hard and pulled Gs to be out of there.

A yellow symbol, shaped like a tiny bat, flashed on the threat display: missile in the air—the Syrians weren’t asleep. Urgent beeping sounded in Sparkles’ headset. The Raptor’s tailpipes were its other point of compromised stealth and the SAM must have locked onto Beagle’s. It became a race between the GBUs, diving like avenging demons on the SAM battery, and the missile chasing her wingman. Sparkles held her breath, would timing favour the bombs? Seconds passed. It did, barely. With the customary silent insouciance of electronic targeting, green Xs appeared where the SAM launchers had been. The warning beeps ceased. Sparkles felt a surge of relief.

Beagle’s voice, cool but tense. “SAM still tracking. Guess these things have an onboard IR sensor nobody told us about.” Relief turned to dismay. Beagle had maybe twenty seconds to live. 

“Beagle, punch out, now, now, now.” Oh shit no. Ejecting here could drop him into the hands of hostile Syrians, or worse still, murdering Jihadists.

Beagle came back, likely with the same thought. “Nah, gonna try a one-eighty instead.”

“Go for it.”

The missile’s infra-red sensor, if that was what it was, would be homing on his jet blast. Airmen knew of a manoeuvre pulled by Israeli pilots in the Yom Kippur war. Turning to face the onrushing SAM might mask the Raptor’s jet pipes and throw the missile off.

Sparkles heard Beagle grunting to withstand the fearsome G-forces as his plane went wings-vertical in a supersonic turn. The result played out on the cockpit display, a videogame where the loser died. The Raptor completed its turn. Plane and missile were closing on each other at a combined speed of a mile every one-and-a-half seconds. The icons merged. In the sky out to the left, a streak of orange flared like a spent firework.

The bat icon was gone from Sparkles’ screen, but so was her wingman’s. A hollow opened in her chest. She’d thrown him under a bus in her eagerness to send Basher a message. It had been her risk to take, not his.

“Beagle, I don’t see you. Are you hearing me?” Nothing. A passive target appeared on the display where Beagle had been. No icon and no ID tag—the debris-cloud from his plane. 

Not again.

Two years ago on a low-level exercise, tail-chasing through Death Valley’s Rainbow Canyon, Sparkles’ wingman had flown into the ground. The time-honoured terminal expletive, laced with resignation when a pilot knew he was done for, sounded in her headset: “Ahhh shit.” In her rearview mirror a fireball blossomed on the canyon wall. She’d pulled around a cornice really tight in hopes he’d get the message that this kind of flying wasn’t for him, and go fly transports, but she hadn’t meant to kill the poor schmuck. She’d been cleared of all responsibility, except by herself.

One last try. Sparkles switched to GUARD, the universal distress channel for airmen. Not encrypted or in any way secure, it was old technology but a robust last resort. “Beagle, this is Sparkles on GUARD.  Do you read?” 

Static hissed in her headset. Then her wingman’s voice, scratchy and garbled. “Nearly got me...Somethin’ shaking bad...red warnings on right engine, shutting it down...gotta RTB.”

Oh thank Christ. Alright Michelle, get it together. “Copy that, Beagle. Your RTB confirmed. Can you make it without tanking?”

“Dunno. Maybe yes on one engine, maybe no. Can’t tank anyway. This thing’s flying kinda loose. Lotsa red lights.”

Screw Basher and his special assignment. With her wingman in jeopardy it was it was once again Sparkles’ call. “Beagle, forget RTB. Staying with you back to AQ.” The emergency crews at Al Quant forward base better be on their toes.

“No way. Finish the mission. That was the whole point of using my load. Get going.”

He was right of course. She took a breath. “Fly safe, Beagle.”

“Copy that, Sparkles. You too.”

She turned the Raptor’s nose east toward the tanker. The old platitude was true, every combat mission was a fork in the road. A question gnawed at her, was she still the warrior she aspired to be, or something else, shamed by what just happened? Her question went unanswered. Ten miles out, the tanker’s lights blinked.
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Karim Hamid was at the wheel of the second truck. Alex rode shotgun, Nasir in back. Despite the air conditioning’s blast, the cab’s interior was rank. Nasir ate falafel to excess which gave him gas, and in shameful contravention of Sharia, none of them had washed for days.

Ten white Toyota Hilux pickups, the Caliphate’s war chariot of choice, barreled through the night. Five had heavy machine guns mounted in the bed, the rest carried an arsenal: assault rifles, ammunition, grenade launchers. 

“What do you think, mate?” asked Alex from Birmingham—England—a video game hotshot according to his boasts, looking to experience the real thing, “Can we take this place if the guards are still around?” 

Karim shrugged. “If Allah wills it.” He had other things on his mind, principally two. He was looking forward to killing Alex, and heading north to Mosul right after.

Two months ago, he’d made his way from America to join ISIS, arriving like so many others via Istanbul on a hellish train-ride that had gained the label The ISIS Express. The wannabe jihadists aboard were a collection of mostly European dropouts. A disaffected Arab teenager from the Paris Banlieus could find himself sitting next to a thrill-seeking Brit like Alex, a taciturn German, or in Karim’s case, a heavyset zoned-out Italian woman with tattoos up her neck and blue hair.  He’d endured her company for the seventeen-hour ride but her dream of joining the Jihad died at the recruiting centre in Raqqa. The zealots in charge turned her away because tattoos were unclean according to Sharia.

Karim’s cover story raised no eyebrows with the recruiters. It was a work of art, combining truth and fiction with a craftiness he’d once admired. Son of Iraqi immigrants to the United States, his Arabic was fluent and, though his family were Christians from the north of the country, he could quote the Quran better than most of the delusional misfits in the troop. His social media trail, assembled by his handlers, displayed the naiveté, alienation, and anger of the perfect Jihadi recruit.

The truck’s left front wheel hit a pothole. Nasir grunted and clutched his belly. 

“Oh, fuck,” Alex muttered, and cracked the window.

Memories of the day he’d quit the electrician’s course at trade school still had Karim clenching his fists. Classes were over and he’d headed to the parking lot to find his motorcycle trashed. He knew that brown skin and a fringe of beard marked him out for a certain element. That, he could handle, but this was the final straw. The previous month, Shania, also Arabian-born, who he’d liked a lot and pictured as a life partner, had told him her parents preferred somebody else. Ironic in a way and serve him right because his heart was elsewhere, ridiculous as that might be.  

With Shania and trade school behind him, Karim’s life was going nowhere. Family was everything to him but a return to his parents’ struggling fruit farm held no appeal. He’d have to come up with something, a complete break. Enter, the United States Army.

A competent high school second-baseman, Karim missed being on a team and it occurred to him that the military could be a fit. His ethnicity and language skills might open doors too. He read the ads and, on impulse because that was how he was, showed up at the army recruiting centre in Bakersfield, took the tests and filled out the papers.

His speculations were correct. Not long after signing on as a Corps of Engineers Trainee Private, he was invited to interview in an austere white complex in McLean, Virginia. The two quietly serious men across the table described themselves as attached to the Special Activities Division. Karim listened to their pitch but also their tales of atrocities and how he might be forced to do the same. He’d gone for it anyway. The special duty pay was beyond good and with the farm draining his parents’ savings, the trees beset with Citrus Canker, money paid into a shared account at Wells Fargo would help. All good, but the huge, unexpected opportunity now facing him put all that in the shade. There was still family in Mosul, though they’d not been heard from since the city had fallen in June. When he’d told his parents he was headed to Iraq, sure enough they’d wondered if he might have the chance to find Uncle Daniel, Aunt Rahim and Cousin Miriam. Part of him rated the odds as slim to none, but another part, the part that got a charge out of physical risk-taking, said go for it. Growing up in a household with rigid rules and expectations, he’d turned the other way, impulsive and inclined to take chances. Now here he was in the belly of the beast, closing in on the troop’s next target, but still a long way from Mosul.

**
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BASHER’S VOICE IN SPARKLES’ earbuds: “Here’s the deal. The Coneheads filled me in. They have somebody inside ISIS. Guy must have balls of steel— right now he’s in a line of trucks headed for an Iraqi munitions dump by the border with Syria. Their army abandoned the place two days ago. Running away seems like the only thing those pussies are good for.” Typical Basher, striving to sound macho.

Sparkles heard him take a breath. “Major, we’re tasked with keeping the facility out of ISIS hands. If they take it they’ll post pictures all over the Internet and go boasting how invincible they are. The Coalition doesn’t need that.”

Tooling around with a full load of fuel, Sparkles was hoping in the depths of her soul to hear of Beagle’s safe return to Al Quant. As well, she was impatient to know where she fitted into this whole scenario. The mission bore the signs of people on the ground winging it. Was Basher going to get around to filling her in?

He was, after a fashion. “We need to be sure the guards are gone, and if it’s all clear you can put a GBU in there. But the Coneheads would prefer you don’t blow away bunch of our Iraqi allies, so their guy’s going to check.”

Nice of them, humanity blown to bloody rags or, worse still, gassed. Who knew what might be stashed in that dump? Iraq was well versed in chemical weapons, Saddam had used them in the war with Iran and later to wipe out Kurds in their thousands. A knot formed in Sparkles’ stomach.

Basher kept going. “Our guy has a DSN sat-phone so he can talk to us, and a Predator’s been reassigned from another mission, so there’s imagery. His convoy’s only a few miles from the village and time’s running out. Y’all orbit there and be ready to execute.” 

Hurry up and wait, in other words, her and this operative in the ISIS troop’s asses hung out in their line of fire. A favourite phrase of Dad’s came to mind, “Same shit, different day.”

“Roger that Basher. Can I get the drone pictures and coordinates?”

“Comin’ at ya.”

Sparkles poked a softkey on the targeting display. A fuzzy green and black picture, infra-red nighttime imaging, assembled itself. A line of pickups charged through an empty valley.

**
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THE LEAD TRUCK’S DUST ballooned in Karim’s headlights as it turned off at a level spot and pulled the troop into a circle—customary before an attack. Fighters stepped out and began hooking ammunition belts to the heavy machine guns. The rest pulled RPGs from their crates and strapped on bullet-proof vests. Some prayed, others pretended to.

There had been surprises in the opening days of Karim’s indoctrination. To his mind, the vaunted ISIS videos were cringeworthy and the social media ranting was about what you’d expect to find on Twitter or Facebook. As much as anything, the Jihadis had the shambolic armies of Syria and Iraq, beset with dubious loyalties and crap leadership, to thank for their success. They’d collapsed like paper bags full of air. 

Back home, Karim’s penniless riding buddy Sam had cobbled together a bike out of scrapyard deals. He’d got the engine and transmission from a wrecked Honda, cut and welded the frame from a defunct BMW, and the front and rear wheels didn’t even match. The thing was a joke and broke down all the time. Syria and Iraq were like Sam’s bike. They weren’t countries at all, father had told him, just areas on a map slapped together by treaties imposed years ago by the West: competing ethnicities, tribes and religions—Sunnis, Shias, Yazidis, Kurds, Christians. No sense of national identity, and no collective will to get their shit together and push back on the hoodlums and fanatics rolling in from the North, black flags flying from their purloined Toyotas. 

Karim had been assigned to a newly assembled troop, mostly rookies but with some veterans to show them the ropes. Mahmoud, their problematic leader, claimed to have fought the Russians in Afghanistan and met Osama Bin Laden. Karim’s first monthly pay arrived, eight hundred dollars in cash for a foreign fighter, double what the locals got. Islam didn’t stipulate equal pay for equal work? Not his problem. They rolled south into Syria virtually unopposed, leaving towns under control of the black flag, the population traumatized and rendered submissive by shows of casual brutality.

Two weeks ago in Hajin, a small city on the fertile north bank of the Euphrates, it became all too clear that the interviewers in MacLean, Virginia had not lied. The troop gathered in front of a mosque.  A Toyota drove up and a woman was hauled out. She’d been caught stealing milk from a dairy. A verdict was rendered. The sentence? Death of course. 

A handful of pulled citizens had been rounded up to witness the execution. They into a stunned huddle as Mahmoud approached. “Karim,” he said, “you will perform this necessary duty.” 

He’d known this day would come, knew he’d be finished if he refused, and someone else would do it anyway. He’d assured the men in McLean he could handle it and was about to find out if it was true. Mahmoud handed him a meat cleaver. The woman, weeping and moaning, was forced to her knees. Her eyes were wide like a goat’s Karim had seen slaughtered years ago and never forgotten it. His only choice: make it quick. 

Blood from the severed head sprayed all over, on his hands, on his boots. This, for wanting to feed her kids. Alex had whooped and clapped. For Alex, Karim realized, this was the real-life video game he’d come for. 

For a moment Karim had been unable to move. Evil stared him in the face and tripped a circuit-breaker. Accepting this assignment had been a dumb, impulsive mistake. Screw the lot of them, not only the troop commander and the mindless ideology he personified, but also those who’d got him into this. He shook off the funk. No longer would he let himself be used, by America, by ISIS, by life. He’d be his own boss from now on. The mission? Make it to Mosul and find the girl who owned his heart. On the way, kill as many of these assholes as possible, starting with Alex. The opportunity to take off would come.

According to Ali, an Iraqi member of the troop, not far beyond the ammo dump lay a village, a hardscrabble place supporting a few farms and a gas station. They were Sunnis, on our side he said. It would make a nice little stopover once they’d secured the objective.  

Karim recognized the moment of opportunity. His desires and those of his handlers had fallen into alignment. He stepped up to the leader. Mahmoud’s visage, lit from below by a laptop on the hood of his Toyota, mimicked a Halloween mask made to scare little kids. The screen displayed a map. A river, the Euphrates presumably, meandered left to right. 

“You need a reconnaissance?” Karim asked. “It would be wise I think. Perhaps the army has gone, but perhaps not. I’ll take a look if you wish.”

The leader stroked his beard, impassive. He held his position, Karim knew, through demonstrated brutality, not tactical guile.

He sensed indecision. “Mahmoud, we should be sure. Let us not risk an ambush. I can go, yes?”

Mahmoud closed the laptop. “Your advice and your offer are accepted.”

But then the leader turned to Alex. “You go with him.”

The irony. Right after joining up, Karim had formed a sort of half-assed bond with Alex despite the grotesque Brit accent, bad teeth and off-colour jokes. After Hajin, no longer. Alex had chosen to join this band of murderous dipshits, and his choice was about to have consequences.

They armed up. Alex took his favourite Kalashnikov. Karim selected a black Ruger pistol with an extra clip, better for his purposes. The AK looked scary but in Karim’s opinion it was mostly a prop for selfies.
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ON THE DRONE IMAGING, Sparkles watched a pickup leave the circled trucks and head south. Minutes later it paused outside a compound of blockish buildings, the dump. Even on drone pictures, the fence around it looked suitable for a maximum-security prison. The vehicle moved off but instead of turning back to the troop, it drove onward and a village showed up. The place appeared deserted, hardly surprising at this hour. The truck entered the village, stopped in the centre, and shapes emerged. What were they up to? Sparkles zoomed the image.

Two blurred figures moved across the street. One seemed to point to the other, then the other fell down.

Basher came on. “Uh-oh, looks like our guy’s luck ran out. Go ahead and blitz the dump.”

“Roger that, but shouldn’t somebody try and contact him? Make sure?”

“Can’t. They told me his phone ignores incoming calls. If some fool tried to call him and it buzzed, he’d be exposed.”

“Copy that Basher, but did he confirm the guards are gone? And what about civilians in the village? It’s close to the target.”

“Stand by.” 

Seconds passed. Sparkles heard Basher mutter an expletive. Then, “My bad. Our boy’s alive. He called in. They sent a babysitter with him. He’s been dealt with and that’s what we saw on the drone feed. He says there’s nobody around.”

Basher’s slipshod mission oversight was getting to Sparkles. He sat below like a spider in his web while her wingman limped home in a damaged plane. The knot in her stomach squeezed tighter.

**
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KARIM CALLED MAHMOUD. “No sign of the Iraqi guards so far but I need more time to check this place out.”

“You said I need more time? Where is Alex? I wish to speak with him.”

“He’s taking a look round the back. You sent us to check this place out. Give us time to do it right.”

“Very well, I will call him.” The suspicion in Mahmoud’s tone was palpable and Karim knew he was about to be blown. So what? He had the truck, weapons, money and the phone. He was out of here. He ended the call and switched back to sat phone mode.

**
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BASHER: “OUR MAN—CALLSIGN Black Flag, wants to talk to you. Go ahead.”

“Black Flag, Sparkles here, do you copy?”

“Copy loud and clear, Sparkles.” She recognized the accent right away, had grown up with it: California.

She decided to keep it informal, this guy had to be under all kinds of pressure. “Black Flag, what’s up, what do you need?”

“I’m good to go. Just confirming no guards at the dump. There’s a village here, nobody around but it’s two a.m. so I can’t confirm the place is empty. I’m out of here anyway.”

“Copy, Black Flag, I’ve got you on drone imaging, expedite.”

“Copy that, Sparkles.”

A question had been needling in the back of her mind since the hurry-up-and-wait order. Why the big rush? Why not wait for ISIS to arrive at the dump and blow them away too? In fact, the mission could as well have been dispatched in the morning. The Jihadists weren’t going to ship out hundreds of tons of ammo in the next few hours. 

Or could it be...an earlier thought returned. “Basher, did your Conehead guys indicate what’s in that dump? Are we sure it’s an ammo dump? Or is it something else?”

The reply came, not from Basher but from Black Flag. “Sparkles, there was chatter in our troop about a chemical weapons plant. I thought it was bullshit, but now, I’m wondering.”

“Copy that, Black Flag. Stand by.” Sparkles needed to think. A neon sign flashed in her head, the letters WMD—Weapons of Mass Destruction.  

Basher spoke up. “Major, proceed with the mission.” 

He might as well have come right out and said thinking on her part wasn’t required. She asked anyway. “Basher, there could still be civilians in the village. I need your confirmation to execute.”

“Proceed with the mission.”

She’d pushed as far as protocol would allow. “Roger that, Basher. Black Flag, evacuate.”

“Will do, Sparkles.” She heard an expulsion of breath. “Question for you, pilot lady. Ever feel like a patsy in this game?” 

He must know this would be on record. “Black Flag, drive safe.”

A lame reply, but then she put it all together and the reason for the urgency jumped out. The Coneheads—CIA for sure—couldn’t care less about killing Iraqi guards, they had a way bigger problem. Her target absolutely was a chemical-weapons plant the way Black Flag had speculated. The big hurry, then? The Coneheads didn’t want a bunch of gassed ISIS fighters lying around when the war correspondents showed up, and they always did. Republicans in America’s majority Democrat Congress would lose their minds over revelations of a US-supported state making WMD.

And the village, was it really deserted? The Coneheads must have decided to take the chance. The place was right there on the drone pictures and those toxins could spread for miles. What it came down to, Sparkles concluded, was that she was being used to destroy evidence of American complicity, and if she murdered a bunch of civilians in the process—cost of doing business.

Until now, missions had followed a pattern: escort a strike package, drop a GBU or two. No cries of the victims reached you up here, snug in your cockpit, poking softkeys and fixated on screens. Tonight, the ugliness of what it meant on the ground had become real. Images surfaced: children, their parents, the poor livestock too, coughing out lungs melted to pink foam by poison gas.

Tacitly acknowledged among fighter pilots was an inherent conflict of expectations. The role was rooted in rules and structure yet demanded initiative and split-second decisions. 

In the space of a few seconds this conflict had become intensely real. Sparkles felt herself slipping toward a decision she knew her squadron peers would term career limiting, and it would be. Blitz the place like Basher had told her? Something pivoted inside her. She would leave the chemical weapons plant untouched, most likely ending her Air Force career.

She zoomed the drone view out. The circle of trucks was still there but people were mounting up. She switched the target display to radar imaging. The convoy, big metallic objects, showed up clear, sharp, and in range. A finger dragged crosshairs over the trucks, stabbed a softkey, weapons armed. A breath, a final stab, weapons released. Warrior? Dumb question.

From twenty-five thousand feet the detonations were tiny winks of light, fireflies playing in the dark. Sparkles turned the Raptor, a smooth flying plane, she would miss it, back toward Al Asad. It was peaceful up here, the engines’ low hum for a soundtrack, above her only sky, like in Lennon’s Imagine. No Hell below her? Sorry, John. 
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KARIM CONSIDERED DUMPING Alex somewhere. Um, no. He didn’t fancy trying to bluff his way through an ISIS stop-and-search with a body in the truck bed. Mahmoud’s troop might find it in the village, but why would they keep coming once Sparkles had blitzed the ammo dump? It was a chance he’d have to take.

Something flickered in the night like heat lightning. Seconds later, a double thunderclap boomed. Wait a minute, those detonations had come from way back north. Sparkles had to have bombed the troop, not the dump! Had her orders been changed at the last minute, or had she disobeyed her boss? She’d shown concern at his mention of WMD, so he’d bet she had. Karim shrugged, he’d never know, but he liked the sound of this woman. He pictured dark hair trimmed short, sharp eyes, green like a cat’s, and a firm mouth. She had a great voice too, resolute yet womanly. He wondered if they’d ever meet.

Karim picked up Alex’s Kalashnikov, complete with a full magazine, turned back to the body and rolled it over with his foot. There was no face and Karim wanted to puke. So this was what happened when you shot somebody in the back of the head with a 9mm handgun. The sight ended lingering thoughts of disposal. 

Off to Mosul then, to rescue his aunt and uncle, and Cousin Miriam. It would be dangerous. Plenty of opportunity to kill ISIS fucks along the way though, a two-for-one deal, and, thanks to Sparkles, no worries about Mahmoud’s troop chasing him down. He returned to the truck, shoved the weapon on the floor by the back seats, and drove toward the far end of the village. His heart thumped. He’d made it.

The eyes of an animal glinted in the headlights. A dog, black and white, lay prostrate beside the road. Muslims were equivocal about dogs, unclean according to the Hadith’s made-up bullshit, probably why it was abandoned with ISIS in charge and ready to punish any minor violation. Karim’s family in the US owned dogs. Dogs were people, the Quran said.

Karim pulled over, got out and spoke kind words to the animal. It gazed at him with sad eyes, the way only a dog could. He opened the passenger door. The dog didn’t hesitate and, eager but needing help, scrambled aboard. Karim dragged a bottle of water from the door pocket. The dog drank, and drank. He started the truck and drove off with his new companion. Another impulse, ditch the phone and sever his handlers’ leash? On second thoughts, life without a phone would be scary. He couldn’t remember ever being without one. He pulled the device from his pocket and turned it off. Now they couldn’t track him. Better keep it charged, though. He stopped, pulled the charger from his backpack, plugged it into the Hilux’s accessory outlet, attached the phone, restarted the truck and drove on.

**
[image: image]


TWO MEN OCCUPIED AN operations room of sorts in the Embassy of The United States off Kindi Street in Baghdad, a short walk from the banks of the Tigris. Though the embassy was well within the borders of the supposedly secure Green Zone, staff were forbidden as a matter of personal safety from taking that walk. The building was a tan-coloured cube, a fortress, its roof sporting satellite dishes. Also adorning the roof were grids of black metal, and silvery blinds of steel mesh hung down the walls, both designed to thwart incoming projectiles. 

The men could have been fraternal twins. Medium height, fit, forties, black hair trimmed short, well put together in dress pants and white shirts with cuffs neatly rolled below the elbow. A knowledgeable observer would have instantly pegged them as ex-military.

The room smelled of fresh paint. Lacking windows, it did not enjoy a view outside and it was dead of night anyway. Two desks were pulled together facing each other, both holding screens which provided the only light. Maps covered one wall, another held a whiteboard, and a fifty-inch screen adorned a third. Two filing cabinets stood against the fourth wall, everything spotless. Tidy in their habits, the occupants of the room abhorred loose ends.

The man at the desk facing the door spoke. “Buddy’s gone and turned his phone off, the dumbass. Didn’t call anybody, just turned it off.” He gave an ironic grin. “For all the difference it makes.”

His companion leaned back in his chair. “The comment about being a patsy bothers me. He better not be going wobbly on us. And the plant’s still standing?”

“The Predator’s gone home low on gas, but last I saw, it was still there.”

“No word from our blowhard Airforce friend?”

“Not a peep.”

“Ollie, I think we need to call our man on the bus.”

“I’m on it.”
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Sparkles switched back to GUARD. Come on Beagle, answer. Below, the blackness. Above, Ursa Major, the North Star, Orion. You’d need them, should the day ever come when war erased the GPS satellites. On that desperate day the stars would guide you home.

The was a verse from Les Mis she’d liked enough to memorize:

“Stars, in your multitudes,

Scarce to be counted,

Filling the darkness with order and light, 

You are the sentinels,

Silent and sure,

Keeping watch in the night.”

Inspector Javert, wasn’t it? A man with no faith in redemption. She called Beagle and got no answer. Nothing incoming from Basher either, beside himself no doubt at her insubordination. She had to ask anyway. His reply came across clipped and formal with no mention of what she’d just done.

“He landed wheels-up at AQ, Major. My office in the morning, 10.00 hours.”

Wheels-up, not good, smacking a crippled plane onto the runway at 160 knots. Regret and dread hovered but Sparkles pushed them away. You didn’t attain the rank of Major without robust stress management. She had another question, though not hopeful her boss would respond. “Sir, anything more from Black Flag?”

“Nothing, Major. Return to base.”

Twenty minutes to Al Asad, most likely her last time in the Raptor and her last as an Air Force officer. There’d be a court-martial. The best she could hope for was a bad-conduct discharge. Jail, followed by dishonourable discharge, was more than possible.

She’d trashed her career because some secret part of her had discerned a line it would not let her cross. But had it understood the price? Years spent striving to make it as a female in a male preserve, wasted? On base, heads would nod and there’d be muttering about the woman who’d lost it. 

Sparkles had cherished the image of herself as the absolute professional. Years ago she’d bought in, serve your country, all that. Yet despite heartache for a lost career and worries about Beagle, she found herself blindsided by a certain lightness and sense of freedom. Where had it come from?

Michelle, she told herself, just fly the damn plane.

The displays showed no threats, everything green, the Raptor bringing her home like her mare Sally on the family ranch in Fresno County. The Family. How was she going to tell her mother, and what about Melody? Her kid sister would grin. Rehab hadn’t changed the relationship, though you could always hope and try to do the right thing, provided you had a clue.

The right thing. The words brought tonight’s actions back to claim space in Sparkles’ head. She’d done what the inside voice had told her was right, but it raised the hard question: right in whose book? Officers in the military were bound by a sense of duty but Sparkles, not for the first time, asked herself what that meant. Duty to follow orders without question, or duty to something deeper inside? She’d just discovered how it worked for her. 

Seconds ago, she’d told herself to quit brooding and fly the damn plane. So do it. Though the Raptor would happily find its way home and land unaided, Sparkles decided to hand-fly and take this final opportunity to enjoy the silky handling. She turned off the autopilot, gripped the sidestick on the right-hand console and switched to the ATC comm channel.

“Al Asad, Raptor 132 requesting a straight-in.”

“Request approved, Raptor 132, cleared to land on runway 258.”

“Roger your clearance, Al Asad.”

The voice of Jimbo on the tower. He’d hit on her a couple of times in the Base Club. She had no interest.

“Sounds like you had a tough night.”

“Copy that, Al Asad, gotta save it for the debrief, you know how it goes. Raptor 132 heading in.”

Sparkles didn’t think of herself as obsessive, but being a perfectionist meant constant self-scrutiny, a tiny electric motor spinning in the back of her head that only shut down at moments like this. For a few sacred minutes she lost herself in the dynamics of flight, subtle hand movements all it took to guide this fine responsive machine. Sometimes she’d wonder what her high school track and field teammates would think of her as she patrolled the high reaches of the stratosphere. A warrior princess astride a dragon? Get out of here. They probably thought she was a freak.

After minutes of peace the distant flarepath showed up. The tiny constellation of lights grew and opened its arms. Sparkles greased it on, no thump, wheels rumbling on tarmac.
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KARIM NEEDED A PIT stop and pulled over— no traffic in sight. The business done, he got back in his seat, twisted around, and hauled his backpack from the rear. “Go on, boy,” he told the dog, “good spot for you back there.” The dog got the message and scrambled to stretch out on the rear seat. He reached over to scratch the animal behind its ears. “You are a good boy aren’t you? Guess I’m stuck with you, huh?” Had rescuing the dog been a smart move? The reply came, a little woof, perhaps a yes to both questions.

“So what am I gonna call you? Hey, wait a minute, are you a boy or a girl?” He turned for a closer look and rubbed the belly. “Oh shit, s’cuse me, you’re a girl. Alright then, I’m gonna call you Ruth. It means companion. You cool with that?” The dog eyed him and made no answer.

He was ready to turn in. Traffic was sparse but he didn’t want local cops or hoodlums checking him out. He restarted the truck and a half-dozen miles later took a left on a dirt road into a stretch of farmland. After a couple of minutes, a shed showed in the headlights, close to the road. Karim wheeled into a space behind the shed, cut the engine and opened his window. The hiss of centre-pivot irrigators—the ones that painted circles you’d see in drone videos, promised water. 

This felt like a good spot. No one was likely to turn off the road in the night and see his truck parked there, and if they did, a vehicle sitting by a farm building wasn’t going to attract attention. He dug in the backpack and found his Garmin. It woke up and he keyed-in Mosul. The device offered two routes, one headed direct north, skirting the border with Syria. The other led East, running south of the Euphrates to Haditha, then up Highway 19, straight as a sniper’s bullet to Baiji. Plenty of gas there, ISIS had grabbed the oil refinery. This route would take him away from the Syrian border, a place to avoid where militias, ISIS and Assad’s army fought each other in a chaotic, bloody tangle. 

Doubts returned. Could he make it to Mosul posing as an ISIS fighter travelling alone? It might be smarter to head home. There was a bunch of US bases around Baghdad. They’d have hard questions for an Arab-looking guy turning up in a Hilux but a call to his handlers would settle that. Back to the regular Army then? No way, he’d tell them thanks but no thanks and snag a ride to the US on a transport. But could he stand returning to the farm and starting over, back to the pointless life he’d left behind? 

His brain had had enough—he’d figure it out in the morning. A sliver of moon dipped toward the horizon. He reclined the seat, placed his Ruger on the console, took a pull at the water bottle and slept. Ruth slept as well.
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SPARKLES ROLLED UP to the ramp, set the parking brake like in her Acura, cut engines, checked switches, confirmed weapons bay empty, unstrapped and hit the button for the canopy. Her ground crew had the ladder ready. She took a moment to pat the console the way she’d pat Sally’s neck after a ride.

Move it Michelle, she told herself, you can’t sit here forever. She pulled off her helmet and oxygen mask, stood, fluffed her sweaty hair and stretched her legs. One thing she wasn’t going to miss was the 9 millimetre Beretta in her survival vest digging into her rib cage. She loosened the vest to ease the discomfort.

The sweltering summer night carried familiar smells of jet fuel and hot electronics, and the quiet ticks of cooling machinery, sensations that had become part of who she was. Sparkles stepped onto the ladder and bade the Raptor farewell.

Her solo arrival drew questioning looks from the crew. “Lieutenant Matthews made it safe to Al Quant,” she told them. Let it be true. She fully expected to be met by Basher and an MP, marched off, and interrogated. To her surprise it didn’t happen. Maybe Basher was saving arrest for tomorrow. Instead, she found herself joining the customary lineup outside the suite of debriefing rooms along with the Eagle crews. Their chatter indicated a successful Raqqa mission, but there was no mention of her wingman. News of Beagle’s predicament must not have been released yet. 

“Hey, Sparkles,” the voice of Radio Johnson, the squadron’s only black pilot. They weren’t friends but shared a tacit recognition of each other’s standing in a squadron of white men. “Nice job there, stick around, we got us more to do.” 

She gave him a weak smile and a thumbs-up. Johnson’s buddies grinned back and one of them called, “Yay Sparkles, kick Syrian butt!” She was glad to reach the front of the line without any more of this. An Eagle crew of two hustled out of a briefing room. One of them held the door for her. 

Climbing down the ladder back on the ramp, Sparkles had understood that a page had turned in this final chapter of her Air Force life. Here came another.

Debriefs had a set of supposedly strict rules. Interruptions from outside were frowned upon and rank didn’t count. If you’d messed up, own it—excuses weren’t allowed. Superfluous attendees were discouraged and finally, it wasn’t an opportunity for pats on the back. Save that for the base Club, the purpose here was to learn. What had worked? What had gone wrong? Why? How do we ensure no recurrence? 

Sparkles took her seat and it occurred to her that the rules and protocols of a military career had provided structure and a sense of stability she had come to rely on. Doing without them wasn’t something she’d considered before this moment. She didn’t wish to consider it now either, time to focus on the business at hand.

There were two of them tonight, lieutenants, Basher not attending—he never did. That was fine with Sparkles. The rule about rank not counting was bullshit and everybody knew it. Unspoken deference for a senior officer would absolutely be at play, so this wouldn’t be a probing interrogation. As far as Sparkles was concerned, the only lesson to be discussed was the newly discovered capability of the Russian-made SAM. Personal lessons about putting Beagle in the firing line were not for this little confab, and the last thing she wanted was a deep dive into the business with the WMD plant.

It still felt like an interrogation when the recorder was switched on and the names of those present reeled off. The guys expressed due concern when told of Beagle’s episode, but news about the SAM had them all excited like kids getting a gift from Santa. Their questions went on and on, and Sparkles indulged them to run out the clock.

After what she judged an appropriate consumption of time, “Gentlemen,” she said, with a head movement toward the door, “there’s a
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