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0112 hrs CST
The scary part was the landing. In all his experience flying airplanes, first from a carrier in the Arabian Sea with gut-wrenching night landings in bad weather, and then more recently while flying unproven test aircraft, he always felt that if he were going to eat it, it would happen on the landing. Not that Commander Tyson had any bad feelings or premonitions that the landing was going to be anything less than perfect tonight. The weather was flawless, a night bucketwashed in moonlight with infinite visibility. Every element of good flying was aligned as beautifully as an equation: an excellent pilot, a monster aircraft, and every atmospheric advantage.
After this test flight, he was going home to Virginia to be with his wife, Ellen, and his five year old daughter, Amy. Ellen was pregnant and having trouble after the move, with furniture placed haphazardly in the house, moving boxes still stacked in the rooms. He had four weeks of vacation and he was going to spend it settling into the new house before Amy started elementary school. He was eager to be at home.
Tyson keyed his mic. “CONFEDERATE, this is Sojourner Two-One requesting final range clearance.”
“Standby Two-One,” A female voice replied, that of the air traffic controller at Caplan Air Force Base.
A scant moment later she came back over his headset. “Sojourner, this is CONFEDERATE, you are cleared to enter Quebec November Hotel three-seven-six-five at thirty-nine thousand then re-clear. Remain this frequency. Acknowledge.”
Tyson radioed back: “Sojourner acknowledges clear to enter, descend thirty-nine thousand…Uh…How is thirty-five thousand? Can I …?”
“Negative sir, I’ve got you right where I want you. Re-clear at thirty-nine and we’ll deal with a closure rate at that time. Don’t be so impatient, James.”
He smiled at the violation of protocol. “Roger, copy that.”
“Hurry home, Sojourner.”
Though he had been flying experimental military aircraft for over a dozen years, he was still taken aback by the numbers they were throwing around. Time just collapsed up here; the speeds at times had gone upwards of Mach 6. Forty minutes ago he was soaring over the Atlantic Ocean and now he was over the deserts of Southwestern Texas. That thrill of getting in at the vanishing point between theory and achievable science was what it was all about. Even after so many years, the thrill was strong as ever.
Tyson’s resume, from the time he was twenty and graduated from Officer Candidate School, was classified. The seventeen years of his flying career was a series of precarious experiments, far-flung ideas, and improbable successes. His latest miracle was piloting Sojourner. The X-21 was a supersonic reconnaissance aircraft utilizing advanced stealth technology, an experimental model built to be fast to arrive in enemy territory, fast to suck up enormous amounts of intelligence, and then fast to get home. Invisibly.
But invisibility was not the subject of tonight’s flight. The physics behind the aerodynamics of the aircraft were still unproven and this evening they were testing the enormous “air-breathing” Payne-Whitney turbines at eighty-five thousand feet. It was mundane, as tests go, despite the extraordinary altitude and speed. A cakewalk.
He checked his heading once again and before he could begin the descent, a sudden, subtle shift in the attitude of the plane jarred his attention. Before he could figure out what was happening, the engines spooled out in a long, high whine and the RPMs decreased dramatically. The nose dipped below the horizon and the aircraft began to descend unpredictably, at the wrong angle.
“Sojourner, from CONFEDERATE, say altitude and airspeed.”
His radarscope was reading Sojourner at 33,500. He keyed the mic and said, “Thirty three five, CONFEDERATE. I’ve got a problem here-“
He grabbed the stick and pulled back, attempting to stabilize the aircraft. One engine sounded very loud, whining, like something was stuck, and he realized with a kind of calm composure borne of shock that the engine was gone. He yanked the stick hard against his thigh, realizing that hydraulic power must be gone, because there was no effect at all. Outside his left canopy window, the bat wing, so named because it was mounted to the aircraft “backwards” and gave a strangely Chiropteran silhouette, moonlight carved a white light over some of the ridges of the mountains and canyons. Still, it was impossible to recognize any landmarks on the ground.
“SOJOURNER, please say altitude and airspeed.”
“I’ve… the plane is falling, I’m diving here….” He loathed the fear that began to creep into his voice.
The aircraft was essentially flown by three supercomputers that continuously collected information from the pilot’s actions, the atmosphere, and the flight center in Edwards Air Force Base in California. If one of the computers failed, the other two computers would cancel out the input from that computer and would continue to operate. So why the hell weren’t the brilliant computers recognizing that the airplane wasn’t supposed to be flying directly toward the hardpan dirt of the Texas desert?
“SOJOURNER, please say altitude and airspeed.”
Tyson keyed the mic. “CONFEDERATE, Thirty three five and …”
“Sojourner, do you copy me?”
“Confederate, I copy. I’ve got a problem.”
“Sojourner do you copy me? Please check in. This is Caplan Center, do you copy me?”
“Confederate…”
“Sojourner, this is Caplan Center, do you copy me? Sojourner two one, Sojourner two one. Do you copy me?”
The fear finally took hold, compressing his chest. Fighting the cold sweat that was breaking out over his body, he shifted the full force of his attention to the airplane. He pulled the yoke to turn the aircraft in a southerly direction to try and shed some speed, but nothing responded. Jesus! Was anything working? Tyson pulled back the throttle to decrease speed but nothing happened. He reached to the lever between the seats near the throttle, and pulled it up to deploy the landing gear, but was met with only a dull grinding sound.
“Sojourner, Confederate does not read you. In the blind, you will pass Caplan Center in two minutes. We have turned on the lights, I repeat: runway lights are on.”
“Confederate, I copy you. Do you read me?” His voice was rushed and reedy; he sounded scared, even to his own ears.
Sheer teethbusting terror when there was no confirmation.
The aircraft was listing to its left side. Tyson could see a smattering of lights on the ground, little white lights, then farther in the horizon he saw the Caplan runway lit up like a baseball field. The Department of Defense required these test flights to operate in blackout conditions. That girl in the tower had some audacity to defy the rules. He liked her, whoever she was.
Tyson gripped the yoke and yanked it back, trying desperately to slow the inevitable, to allow the wings to fill with air and slow down. But the airplane was still not responding, sliding downward, and the sickening realization that there was nothing, nothing he could do gripped him by the throat. Back in flight school, one of the first things he had been told by his instructor was, “Fly the plane till the last part stops moving.” Oddly, that was the only thing that came back to him now.
He went through the systems one by one, school method, and his horror grew. No engines to power the plane. No ailerons to bank it, no rudder, no elevators to control the pitch, no leading-edge flaps or slats to slow the airplane down, no trailing-edge flaps for landing, no spoilers on the wing to help slow him down once he was on the ground. And on the ground, he had no steering, nose wheel or tail, and no brakes.
Control. He fought for control of his voice, even if he could control nothing else.
“Confederate, this is Sojourner.” It was useless, but he tried anyway.
“Sojourner, this is Confederate.”
“Confederate, I copy you,” he said, knowing she couldn’t hear him but oddly compelled to respond anyway. The speed of the descent was ferociously testing the skeletal structure of the aircraft; he could hear the wind roaring over the canopy. The structure was shaking violently, and the desert was approaching so fast, so very fast. Illuminated in the moonlight, a collection of small houses with tiny lights stood in the distance. The altimeter indicated he was just under two thousand feet. Time to go. Ejection was the last resort, always, and especially at low altitudes, because it was so dangerous. But not as dangerous as pancaking into the Texas dust at 600 MPH. His Catholic school training told him he should say a prayer, but all that came to his mind was a simple “I love you, Amy.” The most profound prayer of all, in a way. There was no time to try anything else, no pleas for pity, or grip on the seat to slow the moment. He pulled the handle, and was assaulted by two tremendous jolts, one upwards, the next by a slipstream more powerful than a steel ram.
Chapter One
Arlington, Virginia
October 3
0457 hrs EST
Framed in a sickly green glow, Julia’s pager rattled across the wooden nightstand, vibrating in vain. Julia lay prone in the downy drifts of her bed, her breath slow and shallow, her dark hair spilling onto the pillowcase. As the madly jittering pager continued to flash a message, Julia lay blissfully unaware, too exhausted even for dreams.
The sudden screech of her alarm clock sliced through the silent condo, charging the air with urgency and jolting Julia awake. She rose up in the bed with her heart pounding, and glanced around the dark room, trying to understand what was going on. Her eyes, gritty with only a few hours sleep, wouldn’t focus. She drew her hand across her face and pressed her eyelids until red and purple filament appeared. When she released and the room developed into a monochromatic frame, she saw that her pager had vibrated off her nightstand. It glowed on the floor next to the Washington Post she’d tried to read before nodding off, exhausted, at ten pm. Oh God, what did I miss?
She bent down to pick up the pager and read the message she’d programmed herself last night: Wake up.
The only shift worse than midnights was six am to two pm. Waking up at four o’clock in the morning was torture.
She put down the pager and flung the soft slate-blue covers from her body. She slept in an ex-boyfriend’s soft white Oxford business shirt that hung over her slender body, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, only two of the buttons fastened over her breasts. The ancient cotton shirt provided only thin cover on her bare skin and the cool night air made goosebumps tease up all over her body. The cache of warmth under the duvet beckoned to her, but being a woman accustomed to discomfort she ignored the seduction. She placed her feet on the freezing floorboards and took off the shirt, leaving it tousled on the bed, and padded into the bathroom.
Wearily, she stepped in the shower, the steaming jets washing the cobwebs from her aching mind. It would be far too early for a lesser woman, but Julia was hardly that. At twenty-eight, she was the only woman on HRT, the linchpin through the grinding machine of her life. Sleep? She scoffed. She was the only woman on the team and she didn't get there by meekly kowtowing to the pleading of her flesh.
In the nine months that she had been an assaulter on HRT, she’d been physically and academically challenged, trained, and conditioned to meet any enemy on any terms. She was supremely fit, dominatingly confident, and without any kind of modesty or coyness regarding her abilities. In the high-stakes business of hostage rescue, there was no room for any doubt. A second of hesitation could get a hostage, yourself, or a team member killed.
When Julia told her mother that she was trying out for HRT, Mrs. Anderson had clenched her jaw and asked straightforwardly, “Julia, are you a lesbian?”
Julia sighed, knowing she’d hear this, dreading the moment and loathing the answer: “No, mother, I am not. I love men.”
But what men?
She searched her brain trying to find one man in the twenty-eight years of her past who she truly loved. Oh, there were infatuations, flings, and flirting -- but was her world really devoid of love? There was one, once, a long time ago, an experience that felt awfully close to love, but she banished that thought from her mind before it coalesced. It was a waiting game for Julia, a waiting game for an equal, a peer. One who shared her intellect and dauntless courage. To her, he must be The One -- one who she could love ravaging her in bed or one who could make her heart ache hearing his voice on the machine saying he was stopping by the Safeway to buy cheese. This and only this was what she would settle for.
Ah fairytales, where would we be without them?
“Then why do you insist on getting yourself involved in these sorts of activities?” her mother went on. “You were always like this. You always liked science and math and sports, never ballet or art or social sciences. You were not a child who dreamed of being a princess. You were not even a child who had make-believe friends. No, you had make-believe enemies!”
“I was realistic,” Julia deadpanned. “I understood that we all need our enemies. Without them we’d never have to be brave or clever or even funny.”
“That’s your answer?” Her mother was incredulous.
Julia was quiet for a moment, for once not having a ready-made quip to fire back. She just wanted to know if she could do it. After six years of investigative work at the Washington Field Office, her priorities were shifting and she thirsted for something new, extreme, something to shake her up. There was a tickling curiosity at the back of her mind, a real desire to see if she had what it takes to perform at that level. The best of the best. In the history of HRT, four women had tried out but none had ever made it past the first week of the selection process. It was a peripheral issue, but she’d have been lying if she said it didn’t matter.
“I just want to see what I’m made of,” she answered finally.
Karen Anderson looked like she was going to scream. “To see what you’re made of? Julia, you’re made of flesh and blood! Flesh and blood that could get splattered all over the pavement if you keep finding these dangerous jobs to apply for. When are you going to get a real job?”
Julia blanched. She turned away, angry and stricken.
Karen Anderson retired two years ago from her position as a federal judge. Julia was of the opinion that if her mother went back to work, she’d have less time to worry about the affairs of her daughter. As if reading her mind, Mrs. Anderson sighed deeply, painfully. Her hand made an indistinct gesture of exasperation. “My daughter, going off with adrenaline-junkie warriors to do God-knows-what…”
Julia was bored with the conversation, and reeling from the real job comment. “Can we not talk about this please?” she asked stiffly. I should go. It was a mistake to tell her, it was a mistake to try to make her proud of me.
Mrs. Anderson stood contained within herself, looking at her daughter with unconcealed anger. She burst forth. “What do you think is going to happen, Julia? It’s a dangerous world. It’s dangerous enough with you running around hunting serial killers and chasing bank robbers. Why do you have to make it worse by involving yourself in this organization? Tanks and bombs and…”
“Mother, the subject is closed to argument.” Julia put down the strawberry she was nibbling on and grabbed her handbag off the bar.
“Julia Leigh Anderson, you will not patronize me in my own home. I think you’re making a huge mistake. You are not some cartoon superhero, you can not save the whole world!”
“How’s dad?”
It was a vindictive question asked in an uncharacteristic moment of spite, designed to cause pain. Karen Anderson looked across the sparking white and chrome kitchen, stricken. Julia, the back door open behind her, the trees in the yard full of leaves shimmering in the breeze, met her eyes levelly, communicating in another mode that was neither sound nor silence.
Later, she would understand that was a moment of grave importance, a milestone masquerading as a family spat. It was the moment her mother could no longer look at her as a child. Julia was an adult, full of adult fury, fully capable of understanding what had happened to her father, and her mother’s role in it. This fact embarrassed them both.
Presently, Julia rinsed the shampoo suds out of her hair and then stayed under the spray of hot water for a moment longer than necessary, allowing the hot jets to pound into her shoulders, which were always sore. Her body was chiseled from HRT’s daily two hours of physical training but there were little aches and pains deep in her muscles and tendons that never quite went away, even with weekly deep tissue massage. She took a few deep breaths and turned off the water. She wrapped a towel around her hair, turban style, then took the yellow bathrobe from a hook on the door, wrapped it around her body, and stepped out of the shower. At the basin, she was finishing up brushing her teeth when the telephone rang. Julia went back into her bedroom and picked up the cordless.
“Anderson speaking,” she answered sleepily.
“I’ve been paging you for half an hour! Where have you been? Have you seen the news?” Chris Adler was not only her best friend, he was also her teammate on HRT.
“No, I haven’t even had coffee yet. What’s happened?”
“There’s a situation in Texas. The on-site guy is saying he might call us in. Turn on CNN.”
A job. Julia was instantly wide awake, tuned in completely to the idea of finally using her skills for something other than training. The possibility made her blood surge. The on-site guy couldn’t deploy them; that was a call only the HRT commander could make in conjunction with the Department of Justice. When HRT deployed, it was like moving a small army. In fact, the tons of equipment and vehicles they bring to the table traveled on military transport planes. The decision to put in motion the most elite tactical force, that many assets and spend so many tax dollars had to be made at the highest levels.
But still, if the guy was on television talking about deploying HRT, it could only mean there was a real possibility of an impending mission.
“Are you serious?” she said slowly.
“Yeah, I gotta get Mike ready for school. Turn on CNN and I’ll see you in an hour.”
Julia hung up and walked down the hallway to the darkened living room. It was a clean and comfortable room, spacious, furnished with simple high-quality pieces: easy-to-maintain heart of pine floors with an orange, red, and brown center rug, a brown leather sofa, glass table, good, high-quality electronics. She didn’t spend a lot of time here so it never really looked messy. It rarely even looked lived in. Two back issues of Travel Magazine that she’d never found the time to read sat on the glass coffee table with a stack of unread books and the television remote. She turned on the television and flipped to CNN.
A female reporter, her face thoughtful and media-ready, was solemnly speaking to a representative of the US Navy, who was assuring viewers that the unnamed pilot was “extremely capable” and they had “indications” that he was indeed still alive and assumed to be captive inside one of the buildings that were hazy in the distance behind the reporter and representative. In addition the crash was due, “probably to a mechanical failure.”
Julia winced. The unfolding scene in Texas did indeed appear to warrant HRT deployment. But you never knew sometimes, the hostage-takers could have a change of heart about the situation before the pilot’s name was even released.
She turned off the television, turned on the drizzle of her ambient music, and padded back to the bathroom to dry her hair. The mirror was still steamed from her shower, the tiles still sweating. She swiped at the mirror with her towel, clearing the fog away, so her pale face and dark hair stared back at her. What Julia saw in the bathroom mirror was not a personality but a series of facts, and she viewed the facts with the same emotional detachment that she’d read her own driver’s license:
Date of birth: July 4, 1978
Eyes: BLU
Hair: BRN
Height: 5’9.5
Weight: 135lbs
She was naturally willowy and thin with the loose-limbed grace of a teenage boy. Hers was a body built for action. When people asked how she was able to keep up with the physical demands of HRT, her standard answer was, “accidental genetics.” Like the Fibbonace series or disfigured rogs, she was just one of those things that occurred regularly but infrequently in nature.
She pulled on her standard black BDUs and black t-shirt, then tied her hair back into a ponytail so it stayed out of her face. Next was the hardware: she holstered her Glock Model Number 23 to her ankle, grabbed her double-locking handcuffs and slipped those in the waistband of her pants, fastened her badge to the right hip and looked in the mirror. Tall, slender, toned; she could be a model in anyone's world. Yet, instead, she had a degree in political science from Yale, fervor for justice, and most importantly of all, she was NRA certified.
Glock: The Difference Between Looking Good…And Looking Great!
She grabbed her enormous kit bag full of gear, her black leather handbag, and her car keys from a hook in the kitchen and went to work.
“POLICE! GET DOWN!”
Thwap thwap…thwap.
“CLEAR! CLEAR TARGETS!”
“Adler! Is that clear?”
“Standby! Need a man!”
“With you. MOVE!”
“MOVING…..Clear!”
“Stack on me!”
“One zero, one zero from HAWKEYE. All HAWKEYE up, three tangos down. Continuing sweep.”
Adler tossed a flashbang into the small quarters of the shoot house, and the concussion of the blast was so powerful that Julia felt it in her chest. After a split-second, the stun wore off and Julia whipped inside the room, turned right and moved along the wall with her weapon at shoulder height. “POLICE! GET DOWN!!!!”
Thwap thwap…
Julia got two shots to the upper body of a paper target but before firing the headshot, the loud bleating of an airhorn easily sliced through her hearing protection. She automatically flipped the safety on, and turned to Adler. “Damn. Couldn’t he wait to blow that thing until after our full sweep of the room? I still have ammo left.”
Before Adler could reply, the instructor on the catwalk above them put the horn back in its makeshift holster. “Alright ladies. Take a wall, clear ‘em, and make ‘em safe. Then head over to the briefing room ASAP.”
As Julia took a knee next to Adler, she gave him a quick glance and saw what she believed was one of the most beautiful things in the world: Adler’s gameface.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/86 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!