CHAPTER ONE 

Summer 1991

Nellis AFB, Nv

Weapons Test Range

To the casual observer it would have seemed odd and the pilot knew that someone might find it unusual to see the sleek F-16 Falcon making a tight right turn as he lined the aircraft up for a landing. Odd in the sense the warplane was two hundred feet over Nevada highway 375 as it crested Queen City summit and unusual because the aircraft was miles from any airport or military landing field.

The pilot scanned the highway from the small town of Rachel to the top of the pass, a distance of about five miles, and he was sure it was free of traffic. He saw a big tan recreational vehicle sitting across the roadway at the top of the pass 

blocking both the north and south bound lanes. He could not see the two men sitting in the cab but he knew they were there as he roared over them.

The valley spread out before him marred only by the thin strip of black asphalt highway that stretched for twenty miles to the next mountain range. He couldn’t make out any details at his speed but he knew the country. Typical southwestern Nevada desert rangeland. Scrub brush, mesquite and chaparral with desert sage thrown in for good measure. Joshua and yucca cactus dotted the valley in abundance. Ranchers claimed it took forty acres to support one head of cattle and he believed it. He hoped there wouldn’t be any cattle close to the road now. If he hit anything bigger than a rabbit on landing it could tear the undercarriage off.


A bored housewife five miles south of the pass in an adjacent valley, on her way to the mailbox heard the distant roar of the plane and glanced toward the sound but saw nothing. She didn't think it unusual because her tiny town of Rachel, Nevada, population ninety-one, bordered the Nellis Air Force Base bombing and gunnery range. She was accustomed to low flying aircraft as they practiced their war games. Occasionally one would crash in the surrounding desert. The pilots, aware of the small community and of Air Force public relations, always seemed to be able to guide a crippled aircraft away from the town if they had to bail out.

However, it did seem out of place to an old prospector making his way down the side of Reveille Peak. He was about six hundred feet above his camp at the base of the small mountain and two miles west of the highway. He’d caught a glint of the plane as it flashed in the late morning sun while making the turn toward the pass. He pulled a pair of binoculars from his light backpack and popped the lens covers, focusing on the plane as it came over the crest of the pass.

“Damn fool,” he muttered to himself. Didn’t that jackass pilot realize the danger of thermals air currents flowing up that pass? Being a former pilot, the wintry miner knew the possibility of clear air turbulence in the desert especially in mountainous terrain. 

Flying low over a pass with an asphalt highway was dangerous because the road held the heat longer and was several degrees warmer than the desert floor causing thermal winds to flow up from the heated roadbed.  Hell that was asking for trouble. The risk of low level flying over a forty-eight hundred-foot mountain was evident to the old man. He was an ex fighter pilot and knew the treacherous unseen air currents could toss an airplane up or down in a fraction of a second like a giant invisible hand sweeping it aside. So he did find it odd for several reasons. Why risk a life and an airplane costing several millions dollars? Secondly, he prospected a lot in this area and knew that most of the gunnery range flying was done to the west and further south of his camp.    


He watched the plane bob up and start to roll as it cleared the pass and secretly admired the pilot’s skill as he trimmed and settled the aircraft. Suddenly the landing gear doors opened and the wheels snapped down into view. The damn fool was going to try a landing on the highway!


From his vantage point the miner could see the ribbon of highway as it dropped from the pass into Reveille Valley. He could see the RV blocking the crest of the pass but it was too far away to make out details. He shifted and swung the glasses to his left, north along the highway. Something caught his eye and he pressed the zoom lens to focus on another RV blocking the road about five miles north of the pass. He pulled away from the glasses and stole a quick look at the plane with his eyes. It was down to about six hundred feet and trimmed for landing. 


“Damn,” he muttered. “What the hell is going on here?” He returned the glasses to his eyes and searched the terrain ahead of the plane. “There,” he’d almost missed it. A big pickup truck was parked down the embankment from the roadway about halfway between the blocking RV’s. It was only because of the dirty white camper shell that he had been able to see it at all. Most of the truck was hidden below the level of the road. “Whew wee,” he grinned. “This is gettin interesting.”


“The men stationed with the vehicles on the ground didn’t find it unusual. As a matter of fact, they would have felt it odd had the plane not landed. A lot of time, planning and money had gone into this operation and if it didn’t come off without a hitch some heads were going to roll.


The plane eased through the last fifty feet into the shimmering heat waves that created a mirrored effect on the hot black asphalt. The fighter’s nose flared up in the last few feet as the main gear wheels touched down splashing twin puffs of white smoke that quickly disappeared in the wake of the fast rolling jet. The nose gear hovered momentarily, then touched down adding another puff to fade in the slipstream. The smaller dual nose wheels were centered exactly on the painted highway divider line. The pilot allowed the aircraft to roll out with very little braking,  stopping along side the pickup truck.


The pilot glanced at his watch. It set on stop watch function and read three minutes and seventeen seconds since he had declared an emergency and left his flight of three F-16’s. He had peeled off from the flight and quickly lost attitude, telling the flight leader he was experiencing throttle fluctuation and could not get full power. He assured leader he could get back to base and they should continue the mission test with the second missile. Flight leader hesitated, then reluctantly agreed after a little more prompting, turning the flight northwest into their mission test area. By now they would be ninety miles across range seventy-four attacking a Red Flag pilot less drone that could simulate every flying maneuver of a Mig 29.


The pilot glanced up from his watch to the four nameless men in matching beige coveralls as they scurried up the embankment and under the right wing. They started working on the nine foot Cajun missile hanging there. He couldn’t 

see them but he knew what they were doing. Locking pins would make safe the ejection system on the underwing pylon as they opened several small panels on the pylon giving them access to the ejector cartridges. With the cartridges out the missile could be manually removed from the pylon. One of the men bobbed up from under the wing and signaled the pilot who tripped two switches on the arming panel in the cockpit and gave a thumb up back to the man who disappeared under the wing again. He glanced at his watch... 

      Base range control was aware of the emergency and that he was low level at half power coaxing the plane back to base. He knew that would satisfy range radar as to why they weren’t seeing him on their radar scopes. They would be expecting him to pop up over Coyote Peak and enter the Indian Springs range.


He watched three of the men scrambled from under the wing cradling the missile in their arms. They eased down the embankment and positioned themselves behind the pickup camper shell and slowly slid the missile inside. The forth man was busily reinserting the cartridge ejectors.


Screw you bastards, the pilot thought as he quickly wrote a description of the four men and the pickup truck on the note pad strapped on his right leg. Too bad the license plate was splattered with mud. His orders were to deliver the phony missile and get a description. 


He grinned in satisfaction thinking of the worthless missile they were stealing. My god, he pondered. If an enemy of the United States got their hands on the real Cajun missile it would change the balance of air warfare, giving their pilots the edge, and all the advantages in a dog flight. He shuddered at the thought. He had flown all the test flights and the missile worked as advertised. It still amazed him.


Designed for air-to-air combat. The Cajun missile used a laser beam to lock into the enemy fighter’s computer systems without the pilot realizing it. Cajun read all the data of the flight controls and responded automatically to the enemy pilot’s maneuvers. While it was busy running down the enemy aircraft, Cajun’s own computer loaded false data into the foe’s cockpit displays masking its stealth approach. It was accurate and deadly. He scored nineteen out of nineteen hits during the test phase and was damn glad he was the shooter and not the shootee. Yeah, wouldn’t these bastards be surprised when they discovered a maze of relays, circuits and dummy boards that did absolutely nothing. Too bad he was wrong. 



Two of the men hurried back up the embankment carrying a four-foot dummy pod. They hung it on the pylon, and it would fool the firing system into ejecting the pod as if it were the real missile. 
The pilot read his takeoff checklist as the men disappeared under the wing again. Four minutes, forty-two seconds... The men dashed from under the wing. Two slid down the bank as the third man stopped on the shoulder and gave the pilot a thumb up, then waved his arm forward. The pilot toggled two switches on his arming panel and a green light flashed, signaling the pod was locked in place. He applied power to the engine and felt the airplane lean forward against the locked brakes as the thrust built up and out of habit he pressed back in his seat. He released the brakes and the deadly fighter shot forward.  


One of the men stationed at the RV north of the pickup stood in the road and watched the sleek warplane scream toward him. The powerful jet wash blew dust and sand into a twirling vortex as the plane gained speed. At about half the distance the plane cleared the highway, gained a quick hundred feet of altitude and rolled into a left turn. The man brought a powerful set of binoculars to his eyes and watched the war bird complete the turn, running low altitude and gaining speed. As the plane streaked across the sloping base of Reveille Peak, the man thought he saw a flash of light or a reflection of some kind on the slope. He quickly adjusted the glasses and scanned the area on the slope as the plane’s jet rumble faded to the distance southwest.


“Get Nikolai on the radio,” he said over his shoulder to the man sitting in the cab of the RV. “I think I saw something over there on the slope of that peak.” 


The old miner was puzzled. Although most of the action took place on the other side of the aircraft, he was pretty sure something had been taken off the airplane. As the plane took off it turned toward him and crossed less than a quarter mile in front of him. He knew where to look with the glasses. The slender pod slung under the right wing now was not the missile the plane had landed with. They had switched the damn thing with some kind of replacement pod. 

CHAPTER TWO

“Archer... This is Slings one-four,” the pilot keyed his mike as he crossed Coyote Pass. “How do you read?”


“Slingshot one-four... This is Archer Control,” a concerned voice answered after a few seconds. “Reading you loud and clear... What is your position and status?”


“Slingshot one-four to Archer... Just crossing Coyote Pass and entering Range five-five. Flight level six zero, heading one niner-five, about twenty minute’s fuel... Power fluctuation still erratic. I can’t get over seventy percent. The airplane is sluggish but controllable. I think I can bring it in but request permission to dump Cajun.”


“Standby... Slingshot one-four. We have you on range radar now. You’re cleared on present heading for straight approach to Indian Springs. Standby for permission to abort Cajun.”

“Roger Archer... Standing by.     
               

The old miner made his way down the remaining slope to his pickup. He had watched the RV’s leave their blocking positions and proceed toward the four men in the pickup that had pulled onto the road. He knew he was in trouble if they spotted him. He was out of breath and gasping for air when he reached his truck. His heart was pounding in his chest as he felt a familiar tightness close around his throat and slowly spread into his shoulders. He pulled a water canteen from his backpack and tossed the pack into the back of the truck. 


“Sam Donovan,” he panted between gulps of water and splashing it on his red face. “You’re getting too old for this shit.” He coughed and sputtered, feeling the tightness increase as he capped the canteen and threw it in the cab of the truck. He dug in his pocket for the small black vial containing his nitro pills. His hands shook as he fumbled to unscrew the cap and finally extract one of the tiny pills which he placed under his tongue. 


Leaning on the hood of the truck he rested his head on his arms for a few seconds until he felt a tiny sting as the pill dissolved in his mouth. He raised his head after a moment and took a deep breath as the tightness in his upper chest eased somewhat. He propped his elbows on the truck for support and brought the binoculars up to his eyes. 


The three vehicles were now all stopped on the highway at the rendezvous point where the aircraft had stopped. He could  make out a group of men standing behind the pickup truck. One of the men was gesturing and pointing in Sam’s direction. His binoculars were fogging up from the sweat on his face.


“We continue as planned,” the big man called Nikolai was saying. “but we must take caution. If someone was watching from the mountain slope they’ve seen too much already. 


Viktor and Rudolf,” he pointed to two of the men. “You two take the dirt bikes and investigate the area. If you find someone,” he paused. “Make it appear like an accident. Vladmir, you take your RV and get to the place we scouted before. The old ghost town west of the highway at the foot of the mountain. Remember it?”

“Yes Nikolai.” the man nodded quickly, almost coming to a stiff military attention. “I remember it.”

“Good,” Nikolai continued, noting the respect. “The turn off should be about three miles ahead. You’ll wait there for Viktor and Rudolf to complete their mission, then return to the warehouse in Las Vegas. Understood?” They all nodded and started to turn away but stopped as Nikolai said. “Oh, by the way, Georgi. The device on the plane. Was it installed correctly?


The question caught Georgi off guard. Almost insulted by it, he turned to face the big man. “But of course Comrade. You have doubt of...”


“No. No, Georgi...” the big man grinned as he threw his arm around the smaller man’s shoulder and walked him toward the RV. “Come, let’s see what kind of prize we have acquired for the mother Russia,” he nodded over his shoulder to Viktor and Rudolf. “Good hunting, Comrades.



Sam Donovan’s heart wasn’t thumping as fast now and his breathing had almost returned to normal, which in his case was really a rasping wheeze. A condition which didn’t surprise him or his doctor after nearly fifty years of unfiltered cigarettes.


 He watched the men load into the pickup and one of the RV’s and after a few minutes they headed south on the highway. The other three men were gathered behind the remaining RV unloading something from a rear rack. It was several minutes before he could make out what it was and he knew he was in trouble. “Hot damn,” he muttered. “Dirt bikes... They’re coming out for a look-see. Time to git outta Dodge.” 


He scrambled into the cab of his truck and started the engine on the first try. One last quick look through the glasses showed the RV had started north as two dust trails billowed out from the edge of the highway in a straight line for him. Well, he thought to himself as he wheeled into a tight turn and started south on a rutted trail, they’ll have to wind their way through the heavy scrub brush which should slow them down. If I can  just get around to the backside of old Reveille... “Well,” he sighed. “We’ll see.”       
                   


“Slingshot one-four... This is Archer Control. You have permission to abort Cajun.”


“Roger Archer... Read you, abort Cajun,.” responded the pilot as he flipped on the missile arming switch and his thumb poised lightly on the joystick fire button. “Affirmative Slingshot one-four... Report missile away.””

