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Steve checked the counter board. He had twenty-five total missions, but only sixteen counted. He 
checked his upper lip. Only marginally fuzzy. 
 It came Green Squadron’s turn to fly nights. The three squadrons of the Phighting Phantoms 
rotated through this duty—two on days, one on nights. Steve had always hated night flying for 
the simple reason that you couldn’t see where you were going or what you were about to hit. 
There was nothing to hit at altitude, of course, unless you were exceptionally unlucky and ran 
into another plane, but still it was discomfiting to drive headlong at four hundred knots into quiet 
still blackness, a blackness of Jell-O consistency with mountains of imagination embedded 
unseen ahead. 
 In combat it was different. He loved the nights. There was still the black Jell-O, but now it 
was friendly, cloaking, protective. They turned off the exterior lights, and the gunners couldn’t 
see to hit them. The gunners heard a sound droning somewhere, a basso profundo mosquito 
flitting invisibly past the ears in the darkness waiting to bite. They were reluctant to swat because 
their tracers would give them away and bring the wrath of a twenty-seven-ton mosquito fully 
upon them. 
 “Got the gunner down there?” Steve would say. 
 “Got him,” Frank Bender would answer, both of them watching a hose stream of tracers 
emanate from a pin point position on the side of a hill that was illuminated by flares. The hose 
stream would wobble generally in their direction. They could see it coming. They could even—
yes—dodge it. Dodge bullets. And then they would roll in and bomb the living b’Jesus out of the 
gun site and look for another. 
 They must be throwing a hell of a lot more at us during the day, Steve mused, and we don’t 
even know it because the tracers are hard to see. 
 Another benefit of night flying was that there were no far north missions. A day without a 
Package 6 was another day in heaven. The flip side was that counters accumulated more slowly. 
There were more in-country missions and sorties into Laos, fewer into Tallyho and Package 1. 
Less risk, less payoff. Less guts, less glory. 
 One night they flew a combat proof mission, which was like a radar-guided Ground 
Controlled Approach (GCA) to a landing, except that it was a ground controlled approach to 
drop bombs from altitude. They took off and staggered to twenty thousand feet with a full load of 
Mark 117 seven-hundred-fifty-pound bombs. At altitude, they switched to a radar controller’s 



frequency and took his directions. The controller turned them northeast and headed them over 
Package 1. When they’d settled on a base heading of 343 degrees and a ground speed of five 
hundred knots, the controller guided them with minuscule corrections: “Turn left one degree. 
Twenty thousand yards and tracking slightly right of course, turn left another degree.” 
 They were too high to worry much about flak, and there hadn’t been any SAM warnings in 
this area for weeks. Steve slumped in the seat and tilted his head back to look upward. There 
wasn’t much for him to do. 
 “Now turn right one degree, on course, twelve thousand yards.” 
 The stars! There was nothing to kill his night vision, the outside lights were off, the inside 
lights were set to the level of a poker glowing dull red, most of the atmosphere above him was 
gone, and there was not a shred of clouds, cirrus or otherwise. 
 “… right one degree, six thousand yards …” 
 The stars were just crazy. They were steam and bright swirling snowflakes just above his 
eyes … 
 “… hold steady now. Two thousand …” 
 … they were peace and speculation—all the science fiction stories he had ever read … 
 Twenty thousand feet below was a truck-staging area that an astute intelligence officer had 
picked out of a jungle-filled reconnaissance photo taken the morning before. Less than two 
hundred yards farther along the flight path was a small hootch at the edge of a clearing. A 
grandmother, a father, a mother, a boy, and a girl lived there. Early in the morning, the father had 
helped arriving drivers camouflage their trucks with foliage. He had been a speck in the 
intelligence officer’s photo. Now the family slept on grass mats beneath a bamboo thatched roof. 
They breathed slowly and dreamed peacefully as the quiet rumbling of a distant plane dragged 
overhead. 
 “Ready … ready.… Pickle!” The plane lurched as six thousand pounds of bombs departed 
and sliced through the cold, high air, arming propellers twirling merrily like spinners on beanie 
caps … 
 … all the wonders of the universe, and they made you think about creation, about God and 
the meaning of life and the purpose of existence … 
 Six thousand pounds of bombs in an eight-ship formation cut gracefully through cold night 
air that became steadily warmer, 2 degrees centigrade per thousand feet of altitude. Down they 
came, quietly, swiftly, in iron-jawed determination to execute the laws of gravity and drag, until 
finally the edge of the tip of the fuse of the lead bomb made first gentle contact with a solid 
object. While Steve wondered about the stars, a boy two hundred yards beyond a truck park 
dreamed of water buffalo, and the two remaining truck drivers of the two remaining trucks 
(broken, awaiting parts) in the intelligence officer’s truck park glanced warily into the sky and 
also wondered. 
 Normally the accuracy was good—quite good, considering the method. However, a slight 
twitch of the stick could send the bombs dozens of yards astray, long or short, left or right. A 
blink-of-an-eye delay of the pickle-thumb on the pickle-button could eat up two hundred yards 
like nothing. 
 Halfway around the Phantom’s long turn at twenty thousand feet altitude, the bomb 
formation checked in with rapid staccato enthusiasm … 
 “Lead.” 
 “Two.” 
 “Three.” 



 “Four.” 
 “Five.” 
 “Six.” 
 “Seven.” 
 “Eight.” 
 That violently shouted roll call at ground level was ponderously silent at Steve’s altitude, but 
bright. Ohh, bright! Steve’s vision of stars was interrupted, and he wondered, but he never knew, 
and never could know, where the bombs landed, what dreams were terminated or what already 
broken trucks (awaiting parts) were further broken by those white flashes. 
 When they returned to the squadron, he wrote a red 1 with a grease pencil on the board in the 
row beside his name. Another counter. They marched across the board. Seventeen. 
 

•     •     • 
 
The next evening, Major Scott and Mike Ross took off as number two in a two-ship formation 
just as the twilight faded. As they broke ground, the last thing they heard on their radio for a 
while was an announcement on Guard channel. It was a SAM advisory for Package 1. 
 SAMs! There weren’t many of those in Package 1. They were too vulnerable, too easy to 
pick off. The North would ship them down once in a while in a truck convoy, and a new site 
would appear in the morning—a little battery of fresh new mushrooms sprouting in the debris, 
waiting to be harvested. 
 SAMs in Package 1. Novel, but Mike and the major weren’t going to Package 1 that evening. 
They were going to bomb Tchepone junction in Laos. 
 The reason the SAM warning was the last thing they heard over the radio for a while was that 
their radio was intermittently broken. It worked for a while, then it didn’t, then it did. 
 They didn’t realize this right away. At first, things seemed normal. After getting airborne 
with the gear in the wells and flaps up, Major Scott gave Mike the stick for the join-up. “You’ve 
got it.” 
 “I’ve got it,” Mike answered and rattled the stick. He cut into Lead’s turn out of traffic, 
established a fast closure rate, and held it as they moved in smoothly. It was a quick, seamless 
join-up on the inside of the turn, with hardly a bobble as Mike moved in the last few feet. Coyote 
flight rolled out in close formation, climbing east over the Gulf. 
 They missed the channel change. They had to strain to see the hand signal from the Lead GIB 
in the hastening darkness. 
 “Two … seven … nine … uhh, eight. No. Seven,” Mike intoned mostly to himself. “They’re 
on two-seven-nine point seven,” he repeated for Major Scott as he clicked the dials on the UHF 
radio. 
 “Coyote Flight?” Lead’s voice came over the newly functioning receiver. 
 “Two.” 
 “Uhh, Rog, Coyote, let’s go trail.” 
 They slid rapidly back as briefed, and Lead was engulfed by the darkness, visible ahead only 
as a set of disconnected steady and blinking lights which soon merged together in the distance. 
Mike painted their blip on the radar. He saw them start a sweeping left turn around to the west, 
still climbing, and they followed in the turn after a little delay. Coyote Flight would go feet-dry 
(over the land) north of Danang and skirt along the DMZ, several miles south of it until they 
arrived over Laos. 



 They established a five-mile trail position and leveled off at sixteen thousand feet, heavy 
with bombs, just as they came inbound over the coast. Major Scott hummed a tuneless little tune 
to himself as Mike twiddled with the radar, and they both enjoyed the peaceful silence of a non-
functioning receiver without realizing its non-functionality. 
 “Where the hell is he going?” Mike murmured as he watched the blip edge toward the side of 
the scope. “Looks like he made a hard left.” 
 “Yeah, I can see him blinking way out there,” Scott answered. “Looks like he turned south. 
He didn’t call it.” 
 “SAM,” the receiver chirped, full of static and gaps. “This … on Guard … ssssss … all 
aircraft north of … ssssssss … out.” 
 “Another SAM warning,” Scott commented. 
 “Yeah, unless they’re talking about Sam the Collie,” Mike joked. 
 “Where the hell is he going?” Scott exclaimed again as he watched blinking lights dip below 
the horizon. 
 “… Flight, take it down sssss….” 
 “Who was that? Was that him?” Scott asked. 
 The hair on the back of Mike’s neck, if it could have stood up under the flight suit, would 
have risen as an unpleasant possibility began to glow like slow dawn over the horizon of his 
brain. He jerked abruptly to his right in the seat. 
 There was a haze. Dark earth and dark sky blended together where the horizon would have 
been. There were a few scattered ground lights visible in the distance—probably small fires from 
someone else’s sorties—and a couple of distant flares hung in the air. A few stars twinkled 
dimly. 
 One of the flares was actually not all that distant. It was noticeably brighter than the other 
one. As he watched, it seemed to grow even brighter, and then he noticed that it wandered 
slowly. 
 “OH, SHIT, SAM, SAM!” Mike screamed over the intercom. 
 “What…?” 
 “SAM, THREE O’CLOCK LOW, HE’S TRACKING US!” 
 Scott jerked the plane into a right climbing turn toward the missile as the tactics briefings 
recommended, except that the plane didn’t jerk well at this airspeed and altitude with all those 
bombs. It crept into the turn and burbled on the edge of a stall as Scott pulled. The bright flare 
grew steadily brighter and “hunted” around a spot on Mike’s canopy. 
 “Coyote Two copy?” the functioning, nonfunctioning radio spat. 
 “STILL TRACKING, MOVE IT!” Mike yelled as the stick slapped against his left leg. 
 “SAM launch, SAM launch, SAM launch! This is Mad Dog on Guard, all aircraft in the 
vicinity of Quang Tri near the coast, be advised SAM launch at Bravo Charley five.” 
 “Thanks a lot.” 
 “Coyote Two, check in?” 
 Now they were rolled over past vertical in a hard left diving turn, pulling gs away from the 
missile. This was better, the airspeed built quickly in the dive, and the gs came in harder and 
harder. 
 The sky flared for a moment. 
 “Oh, geeze.” 



 It was somewhere behind them, maybe a mile away, maybe miles. They couldn’t see the 
fireball, but Lead told them later that he had. It wasn’t close, but if they hadn’t seen it, if they 
hadn’t maneuvered, it probably would have hit them. 
 They returned to Danang, not because of the SAM but because of the radio. After they 
landed, Mike greased up a black 1 on the counter board. He had learned an important lesson he 
wouldn’t forget as long as he lived. He and the Major had relaxed and yawned in the face of the 
first rule of combat flying, which is “What you don’t see will kill you.” 
 

•     •     • 
 
Later that same night, Avery Aughton rolled over in his bunk. The wall-mounted air conditioner 
hummed, vibrated, and churned cool air into the room. His eyes darted behind closed lids. A 
helicopter moved along the beach. For some odd reason, he was aboard it, searching, searching 
… 
 There she was! Avery pushed the gunner aside and stood in the open doorway, smiling, 
waving, the wind whipping his blond hair, crinkling his green eyes. She was just as he 
remembered, propped on an elbow, but this time she smiled. She rolled and sat upright, pivoting 
on her towel, legs together coquettishly, to follow the helicopter as it circled, kicking up white 
sand, whup, whup, whup. 
 Avery felt hands at his side; the gunner pushed at him. He wanted back into his doorway, 
back to his quad .50 gun mount. Avery resisted, pushed back, waved down to the girl. She waved 
up, her dark Asian eyes smiling, her black Asian hair blowing seductively in the wind. Avery 
ached, his heart pounded, and he was violently in love, for this enemy woman’s every nuance 
was beauty, yearning, tenderness, joyous life itself. 
 The gunner stood in the doorway and swung an obscenely well machined assembly of 
blackness—cylinders, boxes, springs, sights, grips—in an arc toward the girl, turning to bear on 
an ancient Asian enemy in red bikini. Avery jammed him hard, hands against chest, and the 
gunner tumbled into a corner and lay still. Avery turned to look, and the girl stood now, arms 
extended upward in ecstatic welcome. 
 The gunner came up again and tugged at him while the girl danced and kicked her legs 
saucily like a Rockette. Avery and the gunner grappled with each other, jockeying for position at 
the doorway of the vibrating machine while the girl danced with ballet grace, legs arcing in slow 
motion timelessness above the sand. 
 The two men fell to the floor and punched, tugged, and pushed at the doorway until they 
tumbled out of the machine, clinging together and still flailing at one another. Bright blue sky 
and white sun whipped their eyes and a green forest canopy waited far below. 
 

•     •     • 
 
 As Avery jerked and flinched in his bunk, two doors down the hallway Steve rolled over in 
his bunk. He didn’t see Avery and the gunner fall by a hundred yards off his left wing, so intent 
was he on the action to the right. 
 There below, a stubby triplane Fokker DR.I putt-putted, red fabric surfaces blazing like a 
festive kite in the sun. Black German crosses shouted from the tops of the wings, from the body, 
and from the tail: 



 Here, here! Come fight! Come tangle! Come play! 
 Steve looked down on a tiny figure in the cockpit. It was a man wearing a leather cap and 
goggles. Was that …? 
 Yes! A white scarf fluttered in the wind. The Prince of the Air! 
 The Baron was down to the right, an easy-way turn for the Camel, and even better, he was in 
a right turn, his back toward Steve. His left arm draped carelessly over the lip of the cockpit. 
 Out for a Sunday stroll. He doesn’t see me! 
 Steve pushed the throttle forward, and the air rushing by his face smelt of burnt castor oil as 
the 110-horsepower Le Rhône revved up. Simultaneously, he jerked the stick right, and the 
Camel rolled fast and easy, aided by the torque and gyroscopic effect of the big rotary engine. It 
always turned right better than left—the Sopwith Camel, like a boxer, was famous for its 
flashing, slashing right. He reached forward to the grip of the twin Vickers machine guns 
perched ahead of the cockpit. 
 He doesn’t see me. 
 Steve was over 90 degrees of bank, hauling around and down toward the Baron’s six o’clock. 
His hand tightened on the grip. His finger touched the trigger. 
 He still doesn’t see me. 
 The controls tightened with the speed, and the wire braces between the wings of the biplane 
howled in the wind, rising in pitch like a chorus of dogs. 
 Suddenly, the Baron whipped into a hard left turn. 
 He saw me. The son of a bitch saw me all along. 
 How did he turn so fast? The Fokker suffered the same limitation as the Camel. He throttled 
back. 
 The triplane whipped across Steve’s nose too fast to get off a shot, and he jerked back his 
own throttle to idle, slapped the stick left, stood on the rudder, dragged the plane around to stand 
on its left wing, but it was too late, the Baron already had the angle and now rolled out level, 
falling back rapidly, already pushing up the throttle to kill the deceleration, getting ready to slide 
in on Steve’s tail. 
 Steve looked left, which is to say that he craned his neck and looked up from his cockpit past 
the trailing edge of his top wing, and there—less than twenty yards away—sat the Baron, 
ensconced in his red office, left hand caressing the grip of twin Spandau machine guns. 
 Across a narrow chasm of air, the Baron grinned at Steve. He was horribly mustachioed. He 
slipped steadily back and disappeared behind Steve’s tail. 
 Oh, shit! 
 


