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PRELUDE



“A ship in harbor is safe,  

but that is not what ships are built for.”
J o h n  A .  S h e d d



1

Operation Desert Storm—16 January 1991

The inky-​black skies over southern Iraq suddenly erupted with sound and fury.
It was as if the slumbering Babylonian gods had awoken from beneath the 

desert sands and begun hurling their javelins up, up, up into the heavens. The 
Basra skyline was filled with crisscrossing streaks of fire. All across the city, 
antiaircraft batteries were active. Air-​raid sirens blared. A million residents were 
now awake and scrambling for basements and bomb shelters. They couldn’t 
see the pair of F-16s scorching over their heads at the speed of sound. But they 
could hear the sonic booms. They could feel their apartments shaking, see their 
windows shattering. And in that moment, they knew Saddam Hussein had lied 
to them.

The Americans had come after all, and the war was on.
With triple-​A fire exploding all around him, Captain Lars Ryker streaked 

toward his target. Upon reaching the Republican Guard base located on the 
city’s north side, he found the massive weapons depot and fired his missiles. An 
instant later, Ryker felt his entire jet shudder from the subsequent shock wave. 
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He could sense the magnitude of the destruction he had just wrought. But there 
was no time to marvel at his handiwork—​the night was young, and there were 
hundreds more targets to take down.

Ryker banked his Fighting Falcon hard to the left, then leveled out, gained 
altitude, and increased speed. An instant later, his wingman—​right behind 
him—​fired his missiles at a series of fuel tanks. He scored direct hits, and the 
fireworks were spectacular.

For Ryker, it was surreal to think that he was back in combat. In July, he had 
put in his paperwork to end a twenty-​year career in the U.S. Air Force. It was 
enough already. It was time to retire, to go back to the Front Range of Colorado, 
back to his wife and three children, back to his golf game. Time to find a job 
that operated at far lower speeds and with far less danger. But Saddam Hussein 
had changed everything. The Butcher of Baghdad invaded Kuwait on August 2. 
A half-​million American troops and thousands of American fighter pilots were 
deployed to the Persian Gulf. And Ryker had been asked to stay a little longer. 
He had more enemy kills and had logged more hours in battle conditions than 
anyone else on active duty. How could he abandon his squadron in the biggest 
military buildup since D-​Day?

Amped up on the thrill of the hunt, adrenaline coursing through his system, 
Ryker turned south, veering away from the city to race back across the desert 
for their base in Saudi Arabia to rearm. His wingman followed.

“Stroke Five, Stroke Six, this is Manila Hotel—climb to 15,000 and turn right 
heading zero-three-zero—now.”

The urgency in the voice of the combat air controller—​forty miles away on 
a U.S. Air Force AWACs jet—​was unmistakable. Ryker responded instantly, but 
the controller wasn’t done.

“You’ve got two bandits at your eleven o’clock—five miles out—southwest bound, 
ascending from 3,500.”

Ryker—​call sign “Stroke Five”—​pulled the yoke back and punched it.
5,000 feet.
6,000.
7,000.
The threat of antiaircraft fire was soon behind him, but two Soviet-​built 

MiG-29s, the fastest and most maneuverable fighters in the Iraqi arsenal, were 
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coming up fast. A moment later, Ryker could see them on his radar. He could 
hear his wingman shouting in his headset for him to get out of there as Ryker 
kept climbing.

8,000 feet.
9,000 feet.
10,000.
But it was becoming clear they weren’t going to be able to outrun these guys.
“Stroke Six, break right, break right,” Ryker suddenly ordered.
Captain Mike Merkle didn’t question the order. He just obeyed it, breaking 

right the instant he was told. But Ryker was still climbing.
11,000 feet.
12,000.
13,000.
Suddenly new warning sirens sounded in his headset. One of the MiGs had 

just fired on him. With only a split second to decide, Ryker broke left, forced his 
yoke down, and began diving for the deck.

12,000 feet.
11,000.
10,000.
9,000.
And now Merkle was in trouble.
“Stroke Five, Stroke Five, this guy is right on my tail.”
But Ryker was in no position to help. A Soviet-​made R-73 guided missile 

had locked onto his jet and was coming in red-​hot. Sweat was pouring down 
the inside of his flight suit. He was sucking in oxygen as fast as it entered his 
helmet. The g-​forces were rising fast. He was in danger of blacking out. Yet 
Ryker kept diving.

8,000 feet.
7,000.
“Stroke Five, Stroke Five, where are you?” Merkle shouted. “Get back here. I 

need you now.”
But there was nothing Ryker could do. Not yet. Not unless he found a way to 

break free of this missile and the MiG-29 getting ready to fire another. What’s 
more, there was no time to think. No time for calculations. No time to ask the 
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controller for guidance. Ryker was flying purely by instinct now, and he under-
stood the stakes.

Hurtling toward the ground, he knew full well that if he waited too long, 
he wouldn’t have enough time to pull out of the dive. But if he pulled out too 
quickly, the missile would catch him and blow him to kingdom come. And he 
didn’t want to die. Not here. Not yet. Not on the first night of air operations.

“Pull up! Pull up!” he could hear the controller screaming in his headset.
But Ryker still kept diving.
6,000 feet.
5,000.
4,000.
Just then, he broke through the cloud cover. He was no longer over the 

desert. With all his high-​speed zigzagging, he was now back over Basra. That 
was a critical mistake. One that could cost him. He could see triple-​A contrails 
all around him. Even if he did shake the missile, he could still get shot down by 
artillery fire. But one battle at a time.

It was now or never. Ryker quickly throttled back his engines, reduced speed, 
and pulled back on the yoke with every ounce of strength he had. He could see 
the Shatt al-​Arab River rushing up at him. He was certain this was going to be 
the end. The faces of his wife and three kids flashed before him just as he was 
about to—

But then the nose of the F-16 began to rise. The trajectory of the world’s 
most advanced fighter jet finally began to correct. With no time left and no 
margin for error, Ryker pulled out of the dive, leveled, and found himself skim-
ming over the banks of the river. That’s when he felt the shock wave of the R-73 
detonating behind him. Once again the entire cockpit shuddered. So did the 
wings and fuselage. It had been close—​too close—​but the F-16 held together. 
Ryker was alive. And he was itching to get back on offense.

He hit the afterburner and felt his body jolt back in his seat. His Fighting 
Falcon now had an instant 50 percent boost in speed, though it was also burn-
ing eight times as much fuel. But fuel wasn’t his concern. Saving Merkle was.

Ryker radioed the AWACs, received Merkle’s coordinates, and raced to 
catch up.

Stroke Six was in an epic aerial battle. He now had both of the original MiGs 
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on his tail. But that wasn’t all. The controller said two more MiGs were readying 
for takeoff from a nearby enemy airfield that was under allied bombardment at 
that very moment but not yet out of commission.

Seconds later, Ryker spotted the two bandits directly above him, three miles 
out and closing fast on Merkle.

“Stroke Six, Stroke Six—when I count to three, break right and dive. I’m coming 
up underneath these guys and I don’t think they see me yet.”

Merkle confirmed, and Ryker began the count.
But just at that moment, Ryker saw the lead MiG fire. Merkle couldn’t wait. 

For some reason he broke left instead of right, then went into a spiraling nose-
dive. The Iraqis followed suit. Ryker had no shot to light up the lead bandit, but 
the second MiG was in perfect position.

“I have tone—I have a lock—Fox Two,” Ryker shouted.
The AIM-9 Sidewinder exploded from under Ryker’s right wing. Banking 

left and following the three jets into another suicidal dive, Ryker watched the 
missile home in on the closest Iraqi fighter. An instant later a blinding explosion 
filled the night sky.

“Splash one, splash one,” Ryker erupted.
But there was no time to celebrate. Merkle radioed that he had just success-

fully eluded the first missile, which had slammed into an office building. But no 
matter what he did, he couldn’t shake the remaining MiG. The Iraqi was hot on 
his tail as Merkle streaked down city streets, under bridges, and dangerously 
close to power lines. Merkle was doing exactly what the controller was telling 
him to do—​stay low and hug the terrain as best he could until Ryker could take 
this guy out.

But Ryker now told his wingman to do exactly the opposite.
“Stroke Six, I’m right behind you guys,” he said, his voice calm and steady. 

“Pull up—​shoot for the sky at maximum speed—​that’s when I’ll take him out.”
“What? No. Are you crazy, Stroke Five?” the controller shot back. “Negative, 

Stroke Six, negative. Stay low. I’m scrambling more jets to your position.”
“This guy’s got tone,” Merkle shouted. “He’s locked on. He’s going to fire.”
“Pull up, Stroke Six,” Ryker ordered. “I’ve got him. Trust me, I’ve got him. 

Pull up.”
The controller was countermanding the order. But just as the MiG fired, 
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Merkle pulled up and hit his afterburner. The instant the Iraqi followed suit, 
Ryker’s radar locked on. He fired two Sidewinders, just to be sure. The first 
one went wide, but the second hit its mark. The explosion could be seen and 
heard by everyone in Basra. Simultaneously, Merkle pulled his F-16 into a death-​
defying loop, dove back toward the deck, leveled out, and banked hard to the 
right, skimming just above the rooftops. The missile trailing him plowed into a 
skyscraper and detonated on impact.

Ryker’s headset erupted with the sounds of whoops and hollers. Everyone 
on the AWACs was cheering, including Merkle. But not for long.

New warning sirens suddenly began screaming in both their cockpits. Two 
Soviet-​made surface-​to-​air missiles—​and then two more—​exploded from bat-
teries no one had told them were there. Merkle immediately took evasive action. 
So did Ryker, but it was too late. His F-16 was blown out of the sky at twenty-​
seven minutes after 4 a.m., the first night of air operations in the battle to liber-
ate Kuwait.
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