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She giggled.

Tom passed his lips over the nape of her neck.  He felt her squirm just a little.  He liked that.  A touch on the lobe of her ear with the tip of his tongue and she squirmed again.  She tasted good, he thought.

"You're making me hot again."

"Unh hunh," he mumbled and traced the outline of her ear.  The skin was soft yet firm.

The bed was basic, with a thick wooden frame and an overstuffed mattress.  Over the years of use and abuse it had acquired some telltale lumps.  The bedclothes were clean but worn threadbare.  The room was nearly square, with lath and plaster walls and exposed beams overhead.  The floor was hardwood covered with ragged rugs.

She took in a deep breath and pressed her breasts against him.  He could feel his passion swell.

"Tom," she said, with some measure of protest, "I hate to say this . . ."

He felt the train of his passion come to an abrupt halt.

"But Smith is on his way here."

"What?!?"  He pulled back from her.  "How did he find us?"

"I told him."

Tom stared hard at the woman he loved.

"We were running out of favors," she breathed, "and since we didn't exactly land with a king's ransom . .."

He knew she referred to the bundle of U.S. currency she managed to smuggle into Georgia in that special hatch in the belly of the Mirage IIICJ two seater.

"I knew he was looking for us," she said as they untangled themselves from each other. "And I thought we might need his help."

Tom stared at her.  The swell of his passion had wilted.  "We more of less ran out on him.  I doubt he'll be in a good mood when he gets here."

At that moment, the door opened and Smith walked in.  He hadn't bothered knocking, which didn't surprise anyone.  What surprised Tom was that he was able to get the door open without a key.  McNeill though he'd have to speak to the hotel management.  Or rather, speak to them through an interpreter.  He still couldn't speak the local brand of Russian they did.  Or any brand of Russian, for that matter.

"Good morning," Smith said in a cheerful voice.  He placed a briefcase on the small table in front of the sofa.  As usual, he was dressed in fatigues and a baseball cap.  With his broad shoulders and fit body, he still looked like the stereotypical jarhead.  "I trust you've had a good stay in Georgia?"  He smirked.

"On the whole I would have preferred Philadelphia."  Sylvia sat up from the bed where she and Tom had been smooching.

Tom was still fully dressed, except for shoes, and his shirt tail was out.  During their little vacation, Tom and Sylvia had  shopped and wandered through the town.  They'd bought jeans and shirts and such.  That day he wore jeans and a button-down shirt.  She had chosen a loose fitting top and peasant skirt. 

"I wasn't expecting to see you again."  Tom slid off the bed, tucked in his shirt, and walked to a livingroom set that occupied the floor space between the bed and the door.

"I'm the proverbial bad penny," Smith grinned.

Tom expected the man to pull a handgun out of the brief case and shoot them both.  Instead he held out his hand.  McNeill stared at it for a moment, then shook.

"I hadn't expected you two to be so resourceful."  The remark held some respect.

"After you double-crossed us, you mean?"  Tom let go of his hand.

Smith stared.

"I must say that I wasn't really surprised when the LED box blacked out not long after I dropped my load.  Based on the way you'd treated me, I knew you'd never let me live.  I'm a loose end."  He stared Smith in the eye.  "And dead men tell no tales."

Smith did something Tom never saw him do.  He smiled.  His mouth drew back and showed a large number of his teeth and his eyes actually reflected a measure of mirth.  He didn't laugh or slap his own knee, but there was a definite chuckle in his throat.  "Did you think I abandoned you after you completed your mission?"

Tom continued to stare hard at him.  "Yes."

Smith leaned back as if Tom had taken a swipe at him.  The smile disappeared from his face.  "That explains a lot.  You were supposed to fly across the mountains into Russia proper.  There was an airstrip where you could land and a real hotel where you could stay.  But, since the Iranians found a way around the computer virus I planted in their system, and sent up MiGs against you, you did well to keep yourselves alive . . . "  He looked around the room.  "You did very well to get this far."  The respectful tone returned.

"The Shady Rest it ain't."  Sylvia had come to stand next to Tom.  Without thinking she took his hand.

"Yes.  I can see that."  He opened his briefcase and took out a file folder.  "I have another mission for you."

Tom looked at Smith with disbelief.  "You've got to be kidding."

The man let his thick brows rise.  "Well, you've had a suitable rest period-" he looked at them in turn, "-and the vacation is over."

Tom held his stare.  "Look, Smith, I appreciate that you got me out of prison, and I owed you.  But I think I've paid that debt."

"No, you haven't."  His voice turned hard.

Tom wasn't surprised.  When you borrow from a loanshark, the interest never ends.  "When?"

Smith looked at Tom like a father might look at an insolent child.  "When I say so."

McNeill finally broke the stare.  He looked at the cheap, poorly stuffed chair to his left.  It was upholstered in an ugly fabric and stank of mildew and dust.  He stepped in front of it and sat down.  It was a gesture of defiance.

Smith sighed deeply.  His mouth was soon fixed in a hard and flat line.  "The 'work release program' that got you out has no expiration date.  I can tell them it's over any time I like."  He smirked.  "I'm sure Lucky is dying to see you."

Sylvia stepped to the right and sat down in the matching chair.  She was just as defiant.

"Don't you start," Smith said loudly.  "You've been getting paid for this for some time."

"So start paying him," she said and nodded to Tom.

Smith gaped.

"He's earned it."

I love you, Tom thought.

"How's that?"

She spoke like Mom reasoning with Dad on the best way to discipline Junior.  "He learned to fly sooner than you ever dreamed he would.  He flew better than any of us.  He hit the target dead on, and had to use the most difficult maneuver of all to do it.  He's a natural pilot."

"So?"

"And he exceeded all of your expectations."

He looked at McNeill.  "So did I."

"That's not the way I heard it."  Tom felt very much like that insolent child.

"What?!?!"  Smith's voice was full of force.

Sylvia looked at her co-pilot and slowly shook her head.

"What did you mean by that?" Smith said too loudly.

"I get the impression that you lost your lunch while teaching me to fly in that T-6."

"So what?” he countered.  “I hadn't flown in some time, and you surprised me.  Anybody can do that."

Sylvia shook her head with a much more pronounced motion.

Tom smiled.  "Well, I supposed that's true.  I think I surprised Wonder Woman, here, when I first did the Hammerhead.  I think she might have felt a little acid reflux at the time.  Maybe you had it a bit worse."

"You're damn right."  He slapped the folder down on the table between them.  "Here's the mission.  Read it over and familiarize yourself with the profile."

Tom looked at him, amused that he had, for the moment, caused Smith a little embarrassment.  I got his goat, so to speak, he thought.

"The Invader you left at that abandoned airport was refueled and flown to a base near here.  Tomorrow you start training for the mission."  Dad spoke to Junior with finality.

Tom glanced at Sylvia.  She tried to show a look of  disapproval, but failed.  She stifled a smile.

"How much do I get paid for this?"  He looked back to Smith.

Smith was indignant.  "If you don't do it, you go back to prison."

Sylvia started to laugh.  It was a snort, at first, then a chortle.  Then she laughed full out.  So did Tom.  She hunched her shoulders as she laughed.  He leaned over slightly.  Neither of them slapped their own knee.

Smith looked at Tom, then at Sylvia.  His face was full of disbelief.

"Give it up, Smith."  Sylvia gasped with laughter.

It took several minutes, but the kids got themselves under control.  Dad cross his arms and waited impatiently for them to stop.

"There are directions to the airfield in the folder.  You take off at oh seven hundred tomorrow."

"Will do."  Sylvia was still chuckling a little bit.

"Roger that."  McNeill had mostly calmed down.  "Smith," he said, "this is like the boy who cried wolf.  You know, and we know, that you won't send me back to prison.  And since you didn't kill me the moment you came into the room, or have someone do it, means that I have value to you.  So does Sylvia.  So let's cut the bullshit.  I deserve the same status as the rest of your mercenaries, and I deserve to be paid as much as they get."

Smith glowered.

"He's right, Smith."  Sylvia gave him a baleful look.  The humor was still in her face.

His face softened.  "I'll give you two thirds the share that Sylvia gets."

She gave him a look full of scorn.

"He doesn't have the same amount of experience you do” he said to her.  “Or Green.  Or Marty."

"Three quarters is better.  More fair."  She continued to regard at him with reproach.

Smith was still for a moment, then seemed to grumble.  "Done."

"We'll be there tomorrow."

He snapped his briefcase shut and more or less stormed out of the room.

Tom extended his hand and Sylvia slapped it.  They raced back to bed.

Smith went to the lobby.

The decor was just as musty and as mildewed as the rooms.  The upholstery was just as ugly.  And the walls were poorly done stucco long ago painted a pale yellow.  Large swaths of the walls and ceiling had lost their color.

He strode out into the sunshine to the waiting car.  It was old but still in good working order.  Kind of.  Sort of.

The dark man behind the wheel smiled and the yellow of his teeth filled the lower half of his rubbery face.  “And where would we like to go now?”

Smith rolled his eyes.  “We?” he mumbled.  Then he gave the man the address.  The cellphone in his pocket chirped.  After he fished it out, he touched a spot on the side and held it to his ear.

“Have your friends travel east, then northeast.  Arrangements have been made in Sochi, Sevastopol, and Varna.  You will receive additional instructions en route.”

“Roger that.”  Smith touched another button, then ended the call.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]


They found the airport

The map was poorly notated and the taxi driver had a case of the cranks.  But after several wrong turns, they happened upon what initially looked like a poorly maintained civilian airport with a pair of hangers that perhaps had not seen a maintenance crew for decades.  In the distance Tom noted a terminal building topped by a control tower.  The driver stopped just inside the perimeter fence and shouted and gestured until Tom and Sylvia paid and got out, luggage in hand.

A short walk along an access road brought them to one of the hangers.

"Hello, old girl."  

Tom greeted the aircraft like it was an old girlfriend.  The Invader was parked in the middle of the hanger and looked almost brand new.  The bomber had apparently been just washed and waxed.  The aluminum gleamed in the light.  There were small dents and dings in the metal, but otherwise she was beautiful.

“One new feature,” Sylvia said as she pointed to the forward fuselage, “is a built-in ladder.”  She pulled down on a small tube, then extended a foot pad.  Tom smiled.

“That will make things easier.”  He noticed small rectangular indentations in the aluminum that indicated  how he could climb up the side of the fuselage.  Each hand- and foothold was covered with a hinged flap.

They went into a small office area and changed into flight gear, then climbed up into the cockpit.  There were more instruments in the panel than before.

"Looks like they've added a few things," Tom quipped.

Sylvia hooked up her harness as she spoke.  "Navigation.  Here's the GPS screen.  It will show our position on a kind of map."  She finished strapping in and looked over the dials.  "And they put the radio back in.  This," she said as she pointed to a dial, "is an old radio direction finder.  We can navigate by GPS or by this.  Depends on where we are and what kind of civilian radio beacons are available."

Tom nodded.  

A long, wheeled pole was attached to the nose gear.  A small, yellow tow motor was attached at the end of the pole.  A brown skinned man dressed in jeans and a fleece lined denim jacket came and started the tow motor, then used it to pull the plane out of the hanger.  The procedure was a little like when an airliner is pushed away from the gate.  Another man, dressed in similar clothing, came with a fire extinguisher and directed Tom to start the port engine.

“Startup checklist,” Tom.

She held up a clipboard and began to read aloud.

“1. Set parking brakes.”

“Check.,” Tom replied.
“2. Throttles - Open one quarter.”
“Check.”
“3. Cowl flaps up.”
“Check.”
“4.Wing flaps up.”
“Check,” he said.  And grew tired of saying that.
“5. Landing Gear Control - down and safety latch on.”
“Safety latch?  We don't need no stinking safety latch!”
She didn't bat an eye.  “6. Superchargers – Low.”
“Low.”
“7. Oil cooler shutters – Up.”
“Right.”
“8. Carburetor Air cold – Up.”
“Uh huh.
“9.Hydraulic pressure minimum 500 pounds per square foot.”
“Five hundred pounds.,” he answered.
“10. Booster pumps off.”
“Off.
“11. Mixture Control - Idle cut off.”
“Cut off.”
“12. Propeller Control - high RPM.”
“Right.”
“13. Propeller switches - Automatic,safety on, feathering Normal.”
“Feathering normal.”
“14. Battery Switches - On except when cart is used.”
“No cart,” he replied, “so switches on.”
“15. Master Switch – On.”
“Switch On.”
“16. Auxiliary power plant connected into left engine.”
“Right.”  He had expected her to correct him to “left”, but realized she ignored the joke.
“17. Main Inverter Switch – On.”
“On,” he said.
“18. Magneto Switches.- On.”
“Right.”
“19. Booster pumps – On.”
“Booster pump on.”
“20. Starter energizing Switch”
“On 1/2 to 1 minute,” he answered, “then press engaging Switch.”

The propeller started to turn very slowly.  
“21. Primer - On as required while engaging.”
Tom used the primer switch and the propeller jerked.  Black smoke belched from the exhaust.  That was normal, he thought.  He hit the switch again and the cylinders fired.
“22. Mixture control - Auto rich after engine fires.”
“Right.”  Tom made the adjustment to the mixture.
“23. Throttle - 800 - 1000 RPM.”

A slight adjustment the throttle made the engine run smoothly.  Then Tom closed his half of the clamshell.  The noise from the engine lessened but only a little bit.  He gave Sylvia a nod to show he'd understood her.

They went through the same checklist for the starboard engine.  After a few of minutes, one of the men unhooked the pole from the nose wheel and climbed onto the back of the tow motor.  They drove away.

Both mercenaries had read the folder several times the previous day, and knew where they were going.  Tom noted that the engines warmed slowly in the chill of the morning air.  The sun had just begin to peek through the mountain passes and the long shadows had begun to recede.  Tom let the big radials heat up for a minute or so while Sylvia talked with the ground control operator.  She pointed while she still talked on the radio and Tom goosed the throttles.  Soon they taxied slowly along the tarmac.  

McNeill noted the civilian airport traffic.  There was a terminal building across the runway, and a couple of older Soviet turboprop airliners that were parked facing away from them.  They looked like albatrosses that nested on the tarmac.  Their high wings drooped at the tips, and their long, tubular fuselages made them resemble birds who squatted on their haunches.  Tom finally remembered that these were Antonov model 24s, built in the early sixties.  They were, no doubt, old but still serviceable.  He remembered that he'd seen one of them during his escape from Iran.  As with western air services, the airline that operated these old birds probably kept them flying because it was cheaper to repair them than to replace them.  

The sky seemed closer than usual.  The clouds were in long streaks, not the puffballs usually seen back home.  Mountains as opposed to plains, he thought.  Tom directed the Invader as it ambled down a taxiway to a right angle turn at the end of the runway.  Tom looked at Sylvia and she held up a hand.  He braked the Invader to a stop.  To the left was an airliner on final approach.

“Douglas DC-9,” he said.

“McDonnel Douglas,” she replied, “MD-80.”

“Whatever the hell they call it,” Tom quipped.

He noticed the tubular fuselage with long, low-set wings and a high, T-shaped tail.  There were four turbojets at the tail rather than the two that characterized the American plane.  From the memory he recalled the pages of his reference books and knew this was an Ilyushin design, but the exact model number escaped him.  The airliner had it's gear and flaps down, and the pilot had the bird in a gentle glide down to the runway.  They watched it go past and touch down gently on the concrete.

"Nice landing for such a big bird."  He looked at Sylvia and she nodded. 

She held up a hand, then motioned for him to move the plane onto the runway.  He complied, and turned the Invader to face the end of the long and well-used strip.  The airliner had just moved off  the far end when Sylvia gestured for Tom to take off.  He pushed the throttles forward, double checked to make sure the flaps were set properly, then let off the brakes.  The Invader lurched forward and rolled down the runway smoothly.  After a few moments the plane lifted off as he pulled back slightly on the column.  A flip of the wrist and the gear lever moved up.  The wheels came up and thudded home.  He moved the flaps up progressively as they angled to the left and followed the slope of the valley.

It was a beautiful day.
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Two black dots appeared in the sky at the far end of the valley.  Then three more came into view.  Then several more.  Two of the dots angled to the left, two to the right.  Tom noticed that they  moved in pairs.  Black contrails followed them.  Several dots, larger than the others, moved into the center of the valley.  Tom suddenly recognized them as Russian fighters escorting attack planes.

Sylvia slapped his arm and yelled "Break left!!"

He barely noticed the sting to his bicep as he yanked the controls to the left.  The plane wheeled hard on the left wing and lost quite a bit of airspeed.  Sylvia shouted a heading to the southwest.  The engines sputtered slightly and Tom knew they were arguing.  The radials stabilized and resumed their telltale roar of full power.

"They're going for the airfield."

There wasn't enough altitude to maneuver.  Tom knew he couldn't even do a shallow dive to gain some airspeed.  The ground was just too close.

"Break right!!"

He lurched the plane right and a large jet flashed past.  They avoided the collision by the most narrow of margins.

"Shit!"

The jet wash buffeted them and Tom thought the Invader was going to come apart at the seams.  He had to fight for control.  The engines sputtered, their flow of air interrupted, but didn't cut out.  Thank goodness for small favors, he thought.

Tom managed to maintain just enough control to point the plane away from the airfield.  Suddenly they were buffeted again, that time from shock waves.  The Invader side-slipped to the left despite Tom's best efforts.  He thought for a moment they might go into a flat spin.  Then he remembered that he'd never learned to recover from a spin, flat or otherwise.

"There's a big hole in the middle of the runway, and that airliner is on fire.  So is the terminal and the hanger where we were . . . "  Sylvia was shouting into the intercom.

Tom regained control and pointed the plane away from the carnage.  "What the fuck?!"

Silence for a moment.  He couldn't hear Sylvia but knew she was talking on the radio.  She pointed to the northwest.

"Think you could trust me enough to let me listen in?"

She swiped at his arm again and he felt the sting from before.

She turned to him.  "Looks like the Russians have invaded Georgia."

"Great.  We take off right into a shooting war.  What the fuck do we do now?"

"We can't go back," she said and he realized she was just thinking out loud.  "Let me ask Smith."

"Roger that."  Tom kept on the throttle and headed the plane up the long valley.  Below them was a town of maybe a fifty thousand people who would learn about modern warfare first hand.  McNeill wished he could help them but knew he would have to help himself first.  That meant flying the plane, and doing what Sylvia commanded.  It had worked very well so far.

"Smith is
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