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Аннотация
After the towers fall on 9/11, Lieutenant Nick Baron and the rest of the 81st Fighter Squadron are desperate for action. But CENTCOM puts them on the sidelines, leaving the young Warthog pilots restless — and reckless. Then the unthinkable happens. During a high-risk training flight, a rookie wingman slams into the ground.
In the darkness that follows, Nick wonders if he will ever learn to trust a wingman again — or even learn to trust himself. He will soon find out. Despite the black mark on his record, Nick’s application to the elite Stealth Wing is approved. A recruiter for a new covert team has taken note of Nick’s unique combination of skills. Suddenly Nick is swept into Operation Cerberus — a top secret mission that will take him from a harrowing flight over a black testing facility to a fight for his life on the Iraqi Dunes.


James R. Hannibal
Wraith


Prologue

King Khalid Military City
September 2001
A single F-117 stealth fighter lumbered down the runway at King Khalid Airfield — its angular black fuselage standing out in sharp contrast to the bleached pavement under the glaring Arabian sun. The crew chief wiped the sweat from his brow and shook his head as he watched it lift precariously into the air. He’d never really thought a jet like that should fly — the thing looked like a fancy rock, and rocks should stay on the ground where they belong. Certainly it shouldn’t fly in the daylight like this.
Daytime flights were usually not part of the Nighthawk repertoire, especially when they were in theater, but the Black Sheep had been doing it with regular frequency ever since they’d arrived in Saudi Arabia. A black jet in broad daylight didn’t seem very stealthy at all. On top of that, they were all training missions. There had been several minor strikes against Iraqi targets over the course of the last month, but the Nighthawks were left out of all of them.
No matter, thought the crew chief as he began the long walk back to the hangar. Worrying about the sense of it isn’t my job. Ours is not to reason why… and so on and so on. Instead, he turned his thoughts toward the ice cream they’d be serving at the mess tent later. Lost in his musings, he failed to take note of the big AWACS aircraft sitting empty at its parking location across the ramp. In fact, the flight line was full of aircraft and none of them had their engines running. King Khalid Airfield was uncharacteristically quiet.
* * *
A half mile away, in a small room beneath King Khalid’s main command facility, General Robert Windsor hovered over a pair of sergeants. He paced back and forth and glared at the men as if the fate of the world rested solely upon the speed of their work. His eyes burned through the backs of the sergeants’ necks and they quickened their pace, arranging laptop computers and cables atop a folding table.
The small room in which the sergeants worked was known as the Room of Death, or ROD, to the men and women associated with it — the most secure American location in Saudi Arabia. Buried two floors beneath the main facility, under several yards of concrete, its primary purpose was storing secrets.
The ROD’s taupe walls were lined with locking file cabinets stocked with binders, tapes, hard drives, and other forms of classified media. Most of the cabinets also held inventories and access lists for the two rows of tall safes that filled the room’s interior. Next to the door sat a single desk with a computer, a printer, and a nameplate that read MR. JOSEPH MOORE, but Mr. Moore was conspicuously absent. While many individuals from several different fields knew the combination to one or another of the safes, only Mr. Moore knew them all, and it was a matter of great pride for him. Today he’d been unseated from his throne, exiled from his own empire.
General Windsor smiled for just a moment, thinking of the diminutive bald man, sitting in the office across the hall, slowly coming to grips with the fact that there were still operations that he wasn’t cleared for. Then the smile dropped from his lips. “Let’s go, gentlemen,” he pushed. “Shadow Zero One is approaching the border and we need to get confirmation.”
The general’s men hooked the laptops up to a stack of appliances on a rolling cart. Once the computers were booted up, the sergeants transformed from laborers to technicians, expertly typing commands, bending the machines to the general’s will. On the left computer a map appeared with a little blue arrow near the border of Iraq; every ten seconds the little arrow inched forward. The right computer displayed two windows. In one there was a live video feed of a large house on the outskirts of Baghdad, a main residence with a north wing, a south wing, and a circular drive on the east side. The other window held a raw command line, similar to an old DOS prompt. Above the flashing cursor two data lines read:
LINK ESTABLISHED
READY

“Can’t you get a better refresh rate on Shadow?” Windsor asked.
“I’m sorry, sir. Ten seconds is the best the software can do.”
“Remind me to have Colonel Walker find me better software, then.”
The sergeant pulled out a small memo pad and made a note.
“There he is,” said the general, turning his attention to the other laptop.
On the screen, a black Mercedes pulled into the driveway, followed by two more. A gaggle of uniformed men piled out of the trailing vehicles and fanned out. One of them spoke into a radio. Then the driver of the lead Mercedes got out, strolled to the right rear door, and pulled it open. A familiar figure stepped out sporting his signature beret and obnoxious black mustache.
“Get the snapshots.”
The sergeant clicked his mouse a few times and a row of pictures appeared at the bottom of the window.
“That one,” snapped Windsor. “Send it.”
The sergeant grabbed the picture with his mouse and dropped it into a folder on the computer’s desktop. Then he typed the file location into the command prompt and added the send command. The computer pondered its task and then TRANSMITTED flashed on the screen. A few moments later another message popped up: RECEIVED.
Suddenly the video in the other window rapidly swung away from the compound and settled on a distant horizon. The general could see the lazily winding path of the Tigris River stretching away to the southeast.
“What happened to the feed?”
“Fargo Two One is bingo, sir. He’s RTB,” said one of the sergeants, indicating that the source of the video, a Predator unmanned aerial vehicle, was low on fuel and that its operator had turned the remote-controlled airplane toward its recovery base.
The general scowled down at his underling. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“The Predator has been on airborne alert for nearly a day, sir. Don’t worry, we have confirmation now and Shadow will be there within minutes. We’ll get him.”
“We’d better.”
* * *
Fifty miles south of Baghdad, Lieutenant Colonel Jason “Merlin” Boske pulled up the snapshot of the car and its passenger on his right console display and compared it to a hard-copy photograph. The house on the screen matched the house in the photo, except the house in the photo had a little red triangle printed over the south wing. Intelligence was certain that the bunker was there, under that section. Merlin checked his position. He’d be over the target in less than five minutes.
The whole idea of this mission made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. His presence here risked exposing the entire program, and for what? A practice run? No, Colonel Walker had called it something else. A validation. Whatever.
Merlin put his concerns aside — focusing instead on checking his systems one more time. Four minutes later he called up his infrared targeting system, showing the house in luminescent green. A chill went up his spine. He checked the snapshot again. It was the same house, the same as in the photograph and the same as in the snapshot from the Predator feed. POTUS isn’t gonna like this, he thought.
The house was the same, but the vehicles were gone.
* * *
General Windsor’s eyes flared as a new message popped up on the right laptop. He balled up his fist and punched one of the aluminum filing cabinets, leaving a large dent. Despite his violent display, the message from Shadow remained on the screen, blinking, taunting him:
SHADOW 01 RTB
REHEARSAL CANCELED
TARGET ESCAPED

Windsor had been setting this up all year. In February POTUS, the President of the United States, had requested that an option be quietly developed. A covert group in the Pentagon came up with the plan: Use progressive strikes to clear a radar path for a Predator, then use the UAV to get real-time coordinates for the target and pass the imagery and location to a stealth fighter. POTUS had liked the idea, but he needed proof. “I’ll authorize whatever assets you need,” he said. “Just show me that you can make it happen; everything but the final step.”
By mid-April the operation was under way, removing critical air defense radars in southern Iraq. The Iraqis made it easy, taking potshots at U.S. and British aircraft patrolling the no-fly zone — giving justification for retaliation strikes. Those strikes slowly cleared a path through the radar net for the Predator.
Then the Black Sheep of the 8th Fighter Squadron arrived in late July. At Windsor’s direction, the stealth fighters flew training missions only, at all hours of the day, hugging the border but never crossing into Iraq. Windsor intended to lull the Iraqis into a false sense of security. Iraqi spies played their part by reporting Nighthawk movements in and out of the airfield and AWACS controllers made subtle references to the stealth fighters’ flight paths over unsecure frequencies. Over time, the Iraqis became accustomed to the idea that the Black Sheep were just there to fly training missions and flex American muscle.
Things rose to a climax in August with a couple of F-16 strikes against radars at a pair of surface-to-air missile sites. With the objective radars taken out, Windsor moved forward by diverting an unmanned surveillance plane north on the twenty-seventh as a test case. Not only did the Iraqis see it, they shot it down. It was the first hint of a serious flaw in the plan. Maybe the Predator was just too easy to see on radar.
Intelligence analysts determined which sites might have snagged the UAV and the strikers targeted those sites on the twenty-eighth. That was two weeks ago. Windsor thought it was enough. Clearly it wasn’t.
“He saw us coming. They must’ve picked up the Predator again,” fumed the general, heading for the door. “POTUS wants an option that I can’t give him with the assets we have. Clean up this mess. I’ve got to make a phone call.”
The sergeants began packing up their temporary control center as General Windsor stepped out into the hallway. A passing airman nearly mowed him down. “What’s your hurry, mister?” The general was in no mood for juvenile clumsiness.
“Sorry ’bout that, sir,” mumbled the young enlisted man and rushed on without so much as making eye contact.
“What on earth?” He walked after the kid, ready to tear into him, but as his eyes followed the airman down the hallway he noticed several other people rushing into offices. The sound of tense voices emanated from every workspace.
Something was very wrong.

Part One
Genesis


Chapter 1

Nineteen stealth bomber pilots sat at the two long tables in the flight kitchen at Whiteman Air Force Base. The rising Missouri sun broke through the wide glass entryway on the east side of the small facility — the warm promise of its morning rays made hollow by an unseasonably cold wind whipping across the flight line outside.
At the end of one table a short, stout man in his midthirties stared reluctantly at his plate. Major Brit “Murph” Murphy ran his fingers through a disheveled mop of dark brown hair and sighed. Awkwardly he lifted a forkful of something akin to eggs, and glanced at an older pilot who sat in the far corner of the room. A yellow badge hung from the left breast pocket of the lieutenant colonel’s flight suit, its bold letters proclaiming his position as an exercise evaluator.
Murph noticed the evaluator checking his watch, and doubted that he would get the opportunity to finish his breakfast. He shifted his eyes back to his fork, tipping it to let the runny mixture fall back to his plate with a series of muted splats. No real loss.
Murph considered the high-tech Motorola radio in the evaluator’s hand and then eyed the ancient receivers that he and the other pilots wore strapped to their hips. “Cold War relics,” he muttered, catching the eye of the pilot next to him. “We fly a two-billion-dollar jet, yet we carry the very same radios that the B-52 pilots carried in the eighties. We’ll be lucky if we hear the call at all.”
The other pilot only shrugged in response. He was not Murph’s copilot. Murph’s copilot had chosen to sleep through breakfast.
The 509th Bomb Wing’s semiannual operational readiness inspection — a practice war — had begun on Saturday, when the command post called in the pilots and their support crews for the arduous task of readying their aircraft for combat. That was usually a fifteen-hour job, but because of a leaky hydraulic reservoir, it had taken Murph and his copilot — along with a team of maintenance techs — more than forty sleepless hours to prepare their jet, leaving them both bereft of sleep.
The crews that hadn’t spent two days fixing a broken jet had been living in an alert shack on the flight line, listening to scripted intelligence briefings that described an ever-escalating and totally fictional political standoff. When that standoff reached its inevitable breaking point, there would be a surprise alert launch to test the bomber crews’ response times.
In every exercise script, the breaking point occurred on Tuesday morning, so it really wasn’t much of a surprise. And today was Tuesday. Every pilot in the exercise knew that an alert launch was imminent. Every pilot, it seemed, except Murph’s partner — the rookie.
Murph choked down his last piece of dehydrated bacon as he watched the evaluator stand up and walk toward the glass doors. The lieutenant colonel stepped out into the sun and lifted his collar to shield his face against the wind. After a brief glance up and down the flight line, he raised the Motorola to his lips.
“Here it comes,” Murph warned the others.
The ancient receivers crackled to life. “Alert Force, Alert Force, scramble, scramble, scramble! I say again, Alert Force, Alert Force, scramble, scramble, scramble!”
For a split second the pilots sat frozen, staring at each other across the table like gunfighters about to draw. Then chairs flew and silverware clattered as they jumped from their seats and headed for the door in a mad dash for the alert vehicles. It was a matter of pride to be the first pair out of the parking lot.
Instead of racing with the other pilots, Murph calmly wiped a crumb of bacon from his lips, stood up, replaced his chair, and casually walked out of the facility. While the other pilots ran off in pairs, he jogged alone, shielding his eyes against the glare of the sun and scanning the flight line for the twentieth man. “Where are you, Tony?” he grumbled, wondering if his partner’s ancient radio had woken him up at all.
Fifty yards from the flight kitchen, ten midnight blue sedans sat waiting for the sprint to the hangars, and fifty yards beyond the vehicles the alert shack tilted precariously with the wind, straining against its tie-down ropes.
Murph shook his head. The proud days of Strategic Air Command were gone. In the glory days, breakfast would have been good, hot, and free, and the alert shack would have been a brick building with showers and a gym. This morning the food was nasty, cold, and four bucks a plate, and the alert facility amounted to nothing more than a big brown tent with a diesel generator.
Should he get the car running or go to the shack and retrieve Tony? Finally Murph made his decision and began a full sprint for the tent, assuming that he would have to drag his sleeping crewmate out of bed. His crewmate proved him wrong.
A tanned, half-naked figure shot through the tent flaps like a bullet from a gun. Anthony Merigold was new to the B-2, having finished mission qualification training just a week before. He stood six foot, three inches tall with dark hair, broad shoulders, and strong Greek features. In a flight suit, Tony Merigold looked so much like a poster boy for the Air Force that the older pilots called him Captain America, even though he was only a lieutenant.
As Murph looked on in horror, the younger officer sprinted across the pavement wearing nothing but a pair of gray boxer briefs and black boot socks. His flight suit whipped in the breeze, slung over his right shoulder, and his combat boots bounced along, dangling from his left hand by their strings. Murph stopped short, making an abrupt turn to join his streaking partner in the sprint to the car. “Oversleep, did we?”
“How was I supposed to know it was gonna happen now?”
“It always happens on Tuesday morning.”
“Yeah? Well… maybe you could’ve told me that yesterday.”
Tony reached the car first and tossed his boots on the floorboard of the passenger side. Murph jumped in the driver’s seat and cranked the engine. He punched the gas pedal to the floor as Tony desperately tried to get dressed.
“Great,” said Tony, angrily slapping the dashboard.
“What?”
“I forgot my shirt.”
“Zip your flight suit up to the neck and nobody’ll notice.”
Tony nodded and ripped the zipper to its upper limit. “Ow!”
“What now?”
Tony’s response was strained, almost whispered: “Chest hair.”
Murph closed on the vehicle in front of them as both cars headed for the northernmost hangars, three-quarters of a mile away. The alert crews were supposed to drive at a safe but urgent speed, but Murph’s speed was always a little more urgent than safe. As he passed the other car, Murph smiled and waved. The other driver shook his fist while his passenger pretended to write down their license plate number on his hand.
A few moments later Murph screeched to a halt in the white box painted on the pavement in front of Hangar 2. A deafening buzzer warned them to stay clear as massive doors slid open to reveal a beautiful charcoal-colored aircraft. Both pilots hopped out of the car and paused, awed by the spectacle. The Spirit of Texas glared back at them over its slightly curved beak, looking mean and alien against the backdrop of a hundred halogen lights.
Inside the hangar, the crew chief punched a big red button on the B-2’s nose gear and a contoured hatch appeared as if from nowhere, extending a short ladder to the floor. A tremendous rushing sound filled the air as two huge generators fired up inside the aircraft.
The two pilots ran toward the ladder. Waiting below the hatch, the crew chief gave Murph a knuckle bump, but he stopped short with Tony, raising an eyebrow at the lieutenant’s stockinged feet.
“Hey, at least I’m not naked,” said Tony.
As the younger pilot rushed up the ladder with his boots, Murph signed the crew chief’s log. Then he walked briskly around the plane, checking for any tools or maintenance equipment that might obstruct the taxiing aircraft. He glanced up at the munitions in the B-2’s weapons bay. Even though the briefings were scripted and the enemy was fictitious, the bombers were loaded with real bombs — enough conventional firepower to turn a small country into a smoking crater. It had to be that way to accurately test the wing’s response times.
Murph’s B-2 carried a thirty-six-thousand-pound mixture of GPS-guided destruction, including four standard two-thousand-pounders, four two-thousand-pound penetrators, and four GBU-37 five-thousand-pound GAMs — GPS aided munitions — better known as bunker busters.
“The area’s clear and the weapons are good!” shouted Murph as he climbed the stairs to join his partner. He jumped into his seat, put on his Bose headset, and waited for the lead stealth bomber to initiate a check-in.
“Rage, check.”
“Two…”
“Three…” Each crew counted off in sequence up to ten. Then there was silence.
“What now?” asked Tony.
“Now we wait.” Murph checked his watch. It was 7:55 A.M. Central Time. The date was September 11.

Chapter 2

Pale rays of afternoon sunlight poured through the narrow windows of the fitness room at the 81st Fighter Squadron in Spangdahlem, Germany. The light formed two bright columns across the sectional rubber floor, yet it offered no heat at all. Lieutenant Nick Baron attacked a 150-pound punching bag with fury. He moved his six-foot frame around the bag with practiced ease, his steel blue eyes intently focused on the target, his blond hair matted to his forehead with sweat. He was not broad shouldered, but he was muscular, and the heavy bag shook violently under the power of his blows.
As he shifted his weight for a roundhouse kick, Nick felt a presence enter the room. He paused for a fraction of a second, pulling the kick to avoid the new obstacle, and then continued to punish the bag. He would not be interrupted; there were sixty seconds left on the timer. Undaunted, the intruder moved to a more obvious position. The two columns of light fell into shadow.
“You’re in my way and you’re blocking my light.”
The intruder, a red-haired, freckle-faced intelligence specialist named McBride, gave him an apologetic shrug. “I’m sorry, sir, but your presence is requested in the Vault. Immediately.”
The timer expired. Nick brushed the young airman aside as he punched off the alarm, and then grabbed a small towel to dab his face. “Tell Oso that if he wants to interrupt my workout, he’s going to have to drag my sweaty carcass out of the gym himself.”
The kid lowered his eyes, but he insistently stepped in front of Nick again. “Sir, the major was called away to the wing headquarters. You are in charge of the mission planning section until he gets back.”
“So?”
“So, we think the United States may be under attack.”
* * *
Breaking news was always hit-or-miss at the 81st. Unlike their counterparts in the States, the American squadrons in Europe had no television news playing in the squadron — no Fox News or even CNN. More often than not they depended on the squadron wives to call in. The pilots called it the wives news network, or WNN. Once again WNN had outpaced the Air Force intelligence pipeline. The commander’s wife had alerted him to the tragedy. Now McBride and the squadron’s other enlisted analysts — called intelligence specialists — were playing catch-up, trying to pull information from the slow classified Net.
Nick followed McBride into the Vault, so dubbed because it was protected by a large steel blast door and because it housed most of the squadron’s classified work. A giant map table covered in charts filled the center of the large room. One wall held three doors that led to small briefing rooms, while the other three walls were lined with computer workstations dedicated to each of the squadron’s tactical sections — one wall for Intelligence, one for Weapons, and one for Mission Planning. Airman McBride led Nick to that third set of workstations, where another specialist pushed back from the computers to make room.
Airman First Class Will McBride had always made Nick think Andy Griffith must be right around the corner. He had Opie written all over him — in his appearance, in his innocence — yet he was one of the best intelligence analysts Nick had ever worked with.
“What’s the story, McBride?”
“We have two potential attacks on the same complex in New York, sir.” The analyst showed Nick a series of data transmissions and news clips on the workstations. An airliner had crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center. Then, seventeen minutes later, a second aircraft had crashed into the South Tower, eliminating any speculation that the first was a bizarre accident. Even as the kid spoke, the phone rang.
Another specialist grabbed it, and as he listened to the caller, his eyes widened. He looked up, covering the receiver. “They just hit the Pentagon.”
“We’re at war,” McBride said quietly.
Nick bowed his head and silently uttered a prayer. He prayed for the souls lost in the attacks. He prayed for comfort for their families. And he prayed that God would give all of them justice.

Chapter 3

“How long do you think it will take before we know who’s responsible?” asked McBride.
“We know exactly who’s responsible.”
“Bin Laden?”
Nick nodded. There were few in the U.S. intelligence community who didn’t already know that name. The rest of the world would know it within hours.
For Nick keeping tabs on Islamic terrorists had started as little more than an odd hobby — a complement to his work as a student in the Department of Middle Eastern Studies at the U.S. Air Force Academy. But as the years passed and the terrorists’ activities escalated, the hobby had become an obsession. Each heinous act struck him more deeply: the Hatshepsut massacre in Egypt, the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, the USS Cole in Yemen. With each event, it became more personal.
Nick’s hobby file tracked the known locations of Bin Laden and a number of his lieutenants: Ayman al-Zawahiri, Mohammed Atef, Tariq al-Majid, and several others. He knew their names; he knew their faces; and because he knew their crimes he would gladly assassinate any one of them if given the opportunity. Sometimes he wondered if that hatred — that desire for blood retribution — made him just like them. At the moment, he didn’t care. Like every other American fighting man, he wanted revenge.
Nick glanced down at McBride’s gently humming workstation. “You wanna nail down some targets?” he asked, pulling a chair out from the desk.
“You think they’re going to let the 81st strike back?”
He sighed and pushed the chair back into its place. “No. At least, not immediately.” A hint of envy crept into his voice. “If there’s going to be any retaliation, the brass will go to the heavy hitters first.”
“You mean the B-2s,” said McBride, rolling his eyes. “You’re going to have to let that fantasy go, sir.”
Nick’s desire to fly the stealth bomber was no secret in the 81st. He had submitted an application to the B-2 wing several months before, despite the fact that he didn’t meet the minimum experience requirements. To everyone’s surprise, the hiring board had flown him to Whiteman for an interview, but the reception was lukewarm. He had returned less than three weeks ago, feeling defeated. Now he was just waiting for the official rejection letter.
“Go ahead, make fun. But I’ll bet the stealth bombers are starting engines as we speak, just waiting for a set of target coordinates.”

Chapter 4

Whiteman Air Force Base, Missouri
24 September 2001
Tony Merigold sighed as he left the highway and turned toward the main entrance to the base. It had seemed a tragically fortuitous coincidence. Ten stealth bombers, loaded for bear and brimming with fuel — all manned with fresh alert crews at the moment the nation was attacked. Tony and Murph had waited an hour before any news came from the command post. Finally a runner had appeared at the base of their ladder with news of the attack. He told them the order was to wait. And wait they did.
For a full four hours twenty pilots sat in their loaded bombers, not one of them growing the least bit weary and every one of them dying to receive a go signal. But the go signal never came. They were ordered to shut down their engines. Then they were sent home to wait some more on telephone alert status, and, twenty-four hours later, even the telephone alert was canceled. That was two weeks ago.
As he passed through the gate, Tony glanced up at the historic B-29 that guarded the main entrance to Whiteman. It served as a reminder of his squadron’s distinguished and somewhat controversial history. On 6 August 1945, two of the 393rd’s B-29s had departed the island of Tinian in the South Pacific. A few hours later one of them, the Enola Gay, had dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, with the Great Artiste flying in a chase position as a scientific observation platform. Since then the Tigers had flown a variety of bombers: B-47s, B-52s, F-111s, and finally B-2s. But the Great Artiste remained an honorary member of the fleet, preserved as a testament to the squadron’s heritage.
Nearly every morning since his arrival at Whiteman six months before, Tony had slowed to admire the old bomber as he passed through the front gate, but not lately. For the last two weeks he’d hardly noticed it at all, hurrying past on his way to the squadron, anxious to find out if America had come any closer to striking back.
The squadron building was a large, brick-covered structure that the Tigers shared with 325th Squadron’s Cavemen — more reminiscent of a maximum-security prison than a flying squadron. A ten-foot fence covered in motion sensors and topped with concertina wire surrounded the facility while unseen eyes packing unseen weaponry monitored the perimeter.
It took Tony fifteen minutes to work his way through multiple layers of security and climb the stairs to the squadron level, where a large preserved tiger — fixed in midstride with head lowered, as if stalking unwary prey — guarded the door. He placed his hand on the tiger’s glass case. “Well, girl,” he said quietly, “we took a big hit. Do you think we’ll ever go out and settle the score?”
The tiger, whose name was Autumn, looked back with empathetic eyes but stoically held her tongue. Tony sighed. “I don’t know, either.”
Murph met Tony as he entered the squadron’s weapons office, raising his hand for a high five. Tony hesitantly reciprocated. “What’s up? Are we finally going to war?”
“Not yet, but when we do, you and I are crewmates for night one.” Murph held up his hand again.
“That’s what I’m talking about.” Tony threw his high five with more fervor this time. At least things were getting serious enough for the commanders to set down a crew schedule. Murph explained that the colonels had laid out the framework for the first few missions. The two of them had not just made the list, they’d been handpicked to go in on the first night.
The excitement of Murph’s revelation wore off as hour after hour passed with no other news. Tony found it difficult to focus on his work as the assistant weapons officer. He spent the rest of the day picking at bomb inventories, waiting for a phone call that would order him to send those bombs to the planes. But the phone call never came. Soon it was time to go home — another day of inaction for America while jihadists the world over laughed out loud.
As Tony trudged across the parking lot on the way to his car, another pilot grabbed him by the arm. “Hey, Captain America, we’ve been looking all over for you.” The man’s lips spread into a crooked grin. It wasn’t malice. He had a three-inch scar left by a wayward hockey puck that always distorted his smile, hence his call sign — Slapshot.
Still smiling, Slapshot jerked his head toward the officer’s club across the street. “There’s a meeting in five. You don’t wanna be late, do ya?”
Tony hadn’t heard about any meeting but he dutifully followed his fellow Tiger over to the O club. Slapshot held a side door open for him. “Hurry up, dude. Through here.”
Tony hesitated. “We’re not going through the main entrance?” Scar or not, that smile looked devious. And he knew that this particular door led to the small billiard room at the rear of the O club bar, not the conference room where officer meetings were usually held. What kind of briefing took place at the back of a bar?
He didn’t have much time to think about it. Slapshot became impatient, grabbed him, and shoved him through the door. Tony stumbled into the room and gaped at what he saw.
Every pilot from the Tigers stood at attention along either side of the billiard table. Murph, rather than the commander, stood at the head. He wore an absurd, tiger-patterned robe and held a sledgehammer like a king holding his scepter. Mugs of beer and soda lined the table. Slapshot smacked Tony on the back, closed the door, and took his place among the others.
“Attention to orders!” bellowed Murph. “Let it be known to all these present that Lieutenant Tony C. Merigold has successfully demonstrated the dedication and skill required of a combat-ready Tiger.” Murph locked eyes with Tony. “Lieutenant Merigold, you have been deemed worthy by the unruly mob before you…”
Murph trailed off and there was an awkward pause. “Ahem… the unruly mob before you…” he repeated, looking disapprovingly at the others.
The pilots took the second cue and let out a series of grunts and grumbles to imitate the unruly mob their leader had mentioned, their low rumblings growing into an uproar before Murph held up his scepter in a call for silence.
“As I was saying,” Murph continued, “we now deem you worthy of joining the Tiger Pride, and therefore we must christen you with an appropriate tactical call sign. Come forward!”
The other pilots started shouting once again and propelled Tony toward the front of the room. Someone handed him an oversized shot of brown liquid. Without thinking, Tony tossed it back, and immediately another was placed in his hand. He gave Murph a confused look, but his crewmate offered no explanation. Instead, Murph picked up an ancient lacquer box and walked ominously in his direction.
* * *
Tony woke up on his own couch the next morning to the sound and smell of bacon sizzling in his kitchen.
“I hope you don’t mind,” said Murph, “but I took the liberty of raiding your fridge. You hungry?”
“Most definitely not.” Tony struggled to a sitting position. “Did you stay here all night?”
“Had to. You were in a bad way when I drove you home; too bad to be left alone. You’ve got to get yourself a wife.”
“I’ll get right on that,” said Tony, trying to force a smile, “but who needs a wife when I have you?”
“Cute. You remember anything?”
Tony squeezed his eyes shut, trying to overcome the pounding in his skull. “I remember that you named me Drake, citing something about my naked exit from the alert tent looking like a baby lizard emerging from a leathery egg.”
“Well, at least you remember your name.” Murph waved a set of tongs in Tony’s direction like a wizard wielding a magic wand. A drop of grease splattered on the tile at his feet. “You are the mythical Drake, the young dragon, born into the world with great promise for combat.” He winked. “I came up with that one. And I’m particularly proud of it so don’t let it go to waste.”
“Drake.” Tony repeated the name, as if trying it on.
Murph turned back to the stove. “It could have been much worse, Drake. Some guys get named after fish. You remember anything else?”
“Just that there was way too much booze and a ritual involving a pair of sweat socks that have been with the squadron since Vietnam.”
The older pilot chuckled over his pan. “Good memory. Most guys block that part out.”
Both men fell silent for a while, listening to the sizzle and pop of the bacon.
“Murph?” said Drake, finally breaking the silence.
“Yeah?”
“We’re gonna get him, aren’t we? I mean Bin Laden, and the rest of those Tally-whatevers — we’re gonna take ’em down, right?”
“Yeah, Drake, we’ll get ‘em. You and me, bud. We just need someone in D.C. to man up and make the call.”

Chapter 5

Spangdahlem Air Base, Germany
Nick felt detached from history, watching his country move along the path to war and wondering whether he’d be permitted to take part.
In the first two days after the attacks he and McBride had compiled a report on Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda for the Wing Intelligence Office. In it, Nick theorized that Tariq al-Majid was one of the primary planners of the attacks, making Iraq a potential secondary battleground. Al-Majid had recently been sighted crossing into Iraq from Turkey, which was consistent with reports that he was Bin Laden’s liaison to Baghdad. Nick’s report initially received a lot of interest from the local brass, but it was shelved when the order to go to war hadn’t come.
For two weeks, the pilots heard nothing about the war. Then Nick’s commander, whose tactical name was Redeye, called a meeting.
All thirty-six pilots gathered excitedly in the squadron auditorium, certain that Redeye would finally announce they were headed for Afghanistan. Instead, like a doctor giving a room full of patients bad news, the commander informed them that the Joint Chiefs had decided to leave the American forces in Europe entirely out of the war. They were being held in reserve in case a new front opened up.
The air of anger and frustration was palpable.
After the meeting the pilots returned to their duties with their heads hung low in disgust. Nick felt impotent, emasculated. He didn’t just want to go to war against the terrorists; he needed to go to war.
“Shake it off,” said a short, wiry major, patting Nick on the back. “We’ve got a flight to brief.” He opened the door to a small briefing room and stood to one side as Nick and two other pilots filed in.
Major Hector “Oso” Garcia was the 81st Fighter Squadron’s weapons officer. Like many, Oso’s tactical nickname was misleading. Early in his career, someone had thought it an entertaining incongruity to tag the diminutive Hispanic pilot with the Spanish word for bear. Political correctness was for PR officers, not for pilots.
Nonetheless, Oso was well respected within the squadron. He was a graduate of the USAF Weapons School, the Air Force equivalent to the Navy’s Top Gun. As the weapons officer, he was the squadron’s chief instructor pilot and the commander’s trusted adviser on all issues of tactical importance. He was a gifted fighter pilot, a knowledgeable tactician, and an even match for Nick at the base jujitsu club, despite Nick’s twenty-pound weight advantage.
The small briefing room was stuffy and cramped, much too small for four grown men. Its worktable was also small, and the three pilots seated there looked as if they’d been banished to the children’s table at a Thanksgiving meal.
Standing at the front of the room, Oso seemed oblivious to the others’ discomfort. He slowly detailed the contingencies of the training mission, covering all the reasonable what-ifs that could occur, like radio failures, in-flight emergencies, and a downed flight member. Finally, he switched to the tactical portion. He laid a map on the table and pointed to a line that snaked through the interlocking valleys of southwestern Germany. “This is our route for ingress, and this ridgeline on the edge of the Rhine Valley marks the forward edge of the battle area — the line of scrimmage, if you will. Keep your Hogs five hundred feet off the deck, masking against the ridgeline, and climb only for radio relay. Things are always easier if we can avoid being seen.
“Our ground contact is Snake One Five, played by Second Lieutenant Joe Forester. I sent Forester out this morning to scout targets and told him to be somewhere near the small town of Böchingen.” Oso grinned. “That means we’ll find him within a hundred yards of the pub on the east side of town. Snake One Five will pass us target coordinates and tack our eyes on for confirmation.”
After another twenty minutes discussing tactics, Oso asked for questions. When nobody spoke up, he turned to the youngest pilot in the room. “Collins, are you sure you’ve got the plan? We need to get you fully qualified in case the brass change their collective mind and let us into this fight.”
Nick glanced up from the map and looked over at the young wingman. The primary purpose of the day’s mission was training for the kid, Brent Collins, who was not yet qualified for combat missions. Oso would be grading his performance, and no wingman ever wanted to screw up in front of the weapons officer, but Collins had even greater cause to be nervous. He had already failed three mission qualification flights since arriving from the schoolhouse. If he failed another one, Redeye might send him to a cargo unit.
Brent looked at the maps in front of him as if they were written in Chinese. “Uh… no questions, sir. I’ve got it.”
* * *
On the way to the crew van that would take them to the aircraft, the fourth pilot, Bug, slowed his pace, holding Nick back as well. A look of concern clouded the huge Nebraskan’s face. “You think Brent is ready for this? He didn’t look very confident in there.”
“He’s just scared of Oso,” said Nick, offering a half smile. “We’re not doing anything today that he hasn’t done twenty times already at the schoolhouse, right?”
“What about the Irish Cross?”
Nick stopped walking at the mention of the complex tactical maneuver. Oso had briefed it as one of the tactics they’d be using, but its intricate design would definitely stretch Brent’s capabilities. Up ahead Oso and Brent had already reached the van. The major tapped his watch and beckoned to them.
Nick waved back and pushed Bug onward. “It’s Oso’s mission,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”

Chapter 6

Nick led Bug past rolling hills covered in the rusty hues of autumn. He stuck to the valleys as much as possible, picking his way south and east. When Wizard Flight arrived in the training area a few minutes earlier, Oso had split them up, sending Nick and Bug south toward their briefed holding point.
Nick found the ridge that formed the line of scrimmage between the simulated friendly and enemy territories, then followed it until he spotted the small microwave tower that marked their holding point. He checked the point against a satellite picture on his kneeboard. Just as the photograph showed, an access road ran north from the tower facility, then made a gentle turn to the east and climbed through a saddle in the ridgeline. “Wizard Three is established at X-ray,” he called.
“Wizard One is established as well.” Oso’s voice sounded distant over the UHF radio. “Snake One Five, Snake One Five, this is Wizard Zero One. How do you copy?”
“Wizard Zero One, Snake One Five reads you loud and clear,” Second Lieutenant Joe Forester replied. “Call ready for my position and your first target.”
“Stand by, Snake,” said Oso. “Wizard Flight, move to position one.”
Nick led Bug through the saddle to the forward side of the ridgeline, where both pilots could get a clear view of the target area. Beyond the saddle, the terrain rapidly fell away, exposing the flat expanse of the Rhine River valley. The orange and red foliage gave way to tan and brown fields separating a few small Rhineland towns; among them the target area, Böchingen, several kilometers past the ridge. Both pilots made sure to stay low — well below the terrain behind them — so that a civilian in Böchingen might not see the Hogs even if he looked directly at them. “Wizard Three is in position,” Nick transmitted.
“Copy that. Go ahead, Snake,” said Oso.
The lieutenant described his position to the A-10 drivers and Oso confirmed that they all had visual contact with the Humvee just east of the town. From that point forward Joe described the targets in relation to his own location. “Do you see the soccer field west of my position?” he asked, using the field as a reference that would give the pilots an easy way to visualize distances on the ground.
“Affirmative,” Oso responded.
“Using the length of the soccer field as one unit, look two units northwest and describe what you see.”
“Looks like a grouping of twenty vehicles or so, mostly gray and white, on the southeast side of an L-shaped building.”
“That’s correct. We’ll call that parking lot an enemy staging area; the vehicles are your targets. Snake One Five is taking simulated mortar fire from that position. Destroy it immediately.”
“Wizard Flight, we’ll use strike pattern one with Mavericks,” said Oso. “Wizard One element has the north side of the target. Wizard Three, your element has the south side. Return to your hold point after the strike. Start your ingress at one minute from the hack. Three, sound off when you’re ready.”
Nick looked over at Bug, who gave a rock of his wings to signal that he was ready for the attack. “Three’s ready,” he reported.
“Here we go, then. Three… two… one… execute!”
Looking north, Nick strained to see Oso turn his Hog toward the target. He mentally reviewed the strike pattern, remembering that he had to wait an additional sixty seconds past Oso’s start time before he could lead Bug in. The timing would keep him out of the first element’s imaginary fragmentation pattern, but that was only part of the equation. In his mind’s eye Nick could see Oso, standing in the briefing room, drawing a line on the map along an east-west road running through the target area. To separate their flight paths and avoid a midair collision, Nick had to keep his element south of that road.
He picked up Oso’s Hog driving across the flatland. He knew his flight lead would climb and then bank in and point at the target, simulating a Maverick missile attack. Brent should follow shortly thereafter and do the same. But Nick couldn’t see the rookie. Where was he?
“The kid’s lagging the fight,” he muttered to himself. He hit the record switch on his heads-up display video and made an audio note. “Three October, Wizard Zero Three, first attack, this is Nick. Briefed attack is pattern one with Mavericks; Wizard Two is at least a mile late. I’ll have to delay my attack to avoid his frag.”
Nick maneuvered his element to account for the extra time. When he was ready to attack he gave Bug a wing flash and turned toward the target area. Bug followed suit and the two A-10s swept low across the rural German landscape. A patchwork of fields passed beneath them in a blur of brown and green. Eight miles from the target Nick angled his aircraft slightly away, making the space that would allow him to pop up and roll in for the strike.
“Wizard One, rifle two.” Oso launched his imaginary missiles.
Nick checked his distance from the target. It looked like his adjustment for Brent’s delay had worked.
“Wizard Two, rifle two.” The kid had finally taken his shot.
Nick counted a few more seconds, giving Brent’s pretend missiles time to find their targets, and then pulled the nose of his Hog toward heaven, knowing that — in a real fight — this was the most exposed he’d be to enemy fire. While still climbing, he banked hard to the left and pulled, cutting an arc through the horizon to point back at the earth. Then, after he rolled out and settled on the attack axis, he commanded his missile to open its infrared eye.
The green-tinted screen showed the target parking lot as a jumble of muddled shapes and shadows. He placed his crosshairs on the southwest side and zoomed in, picking out a vehicle that was glowing nicely on the display. Someone just arrived, he thought. The engine’s still warm. He commanded the missile seeker to lock, cross-checked his heads-up display, and pressed hard on the pickle button.
The Maverick screen went blank, simulating a successful launch. The missile on his wing, however, stayed where it was. It had no rocket and was hard-bolted to the station for training. Nick held the aircraft steady and patiently waited for the seeker to reset, as if a second missile had opened its eye. When the image of the parking lot returned he locked up another target and fired the second imaginary weapon.
The entire process, from settling his jet on the attack axis to launching his second Maverick, took Nick less than seven seconds. “Wizard Three, rifle two,” he called into the radio. He rolled the Hog on its side and pulled hard, turning it to avoid being fragged by his own weapons. Once clear of the fragmentation pattern, he turned his attention to Bug. He stayed low and arced around the target, ready to provide covering fire.
“Wizard Four, rifle two,” said Bug.
Nick watched his wingman turn away from the target. When Bug’s nose pointed his way, he flashed his wings to make himself more visible. “Four, Three is at your twelve. Follow me back to X-ray.”
“Wizard Four is visual, Three. Wilco,” Bug replied, letting Nick know that he saw him and would follow him across the ridge to the hold point.
“Wizard, call ready for next target,” Joe prompted again.
“Wizard Zero One, ready.”
Nick listened intently to the next description. On this attack they were to practice finding the target on the fly, meaning that Nick was not permitted to take his element to the other side of the ridge and watch during Joe’s description as he’d done the first time. They’d have to stay low and out of sight, memorize the description of the target, and then locate it once they pressed in for the attack. This also gave them less time to gain visual contact with each other. Each member of the formation depended on the rest to get the timing right.
“Your new target is an enemy command post consisting of three adjacent buildings running east to west,” said Joe. “Using the same soccer field as one unit, look half a unit southeast of your previous target. The group of target buildings is separated from all the other buildings by at least fifty yards on each side. They are wooden structures with white paint and they’re the only buildings in the area with blue-shingled roofs.”
Nick painted the picture in his mind, trying to remember what the area surrounding the parking lot looked like. Then Oso threw a wrench in the works. “Wizards,” he commanded, “this will be strike pattern three, with guns, Mavericks, and bombs. On this attack we’ll simulate a twenty-three-millimeter gun protecting the target area. Wizard Three, your element has the western two buildings. My element will take out the threat and the eastern building. Call ready.”
Nick paused to absorb the new information, looked to Bug for a ready signal, and then responded. “Three’s ready.”
“Wizards, three… two… one… execute!”
What’re you doing, Oso? thought Nick as he started his clock. For this mission strike pattern three was the Irish Cross and Oso had just combined it with a blind attack. That was pushing the envelope for a fully qualified Hog driver, let alone a struggling new guy like Brent.
There was not time to worry about it. Nick flashed his wings at Bug and then drove low toward the saddle, as if he intended to scrape his jet along the road passing through it. As the trees flashed by on either side, his radar altimeter read ninety feet off the ground. Then the rushing terrain once again became blue sky and he rolled his aircraft on its back, pulling it down the east side of the ridge.
The Irish Cross was arguably the most complex maneuver in the Warthog tactics manual. It involved four aircraft employing multiple weapon types on multiple targets and, most importantly, it involved a direct attack on a heavy threat like antiaircraft artillery or a surface-air-missile system. The maneuver was named for the pattern it formed, a cross overlaid with a circle, similar to a symbol once adopted by Saint Patrick. It began with two pairs of A-10s heading toward the target from widely divergent directions.
As Nick leveled out over the plain, he checked his six and saw Bug sliding into perfect position. “Wizard Three, execute,” he said. With that command he turned slightly away from Bug and headed east, searching the ground for references that would help him approximate the circle of the antiaircraft gun’s range. Bug continued toward the threat. By this time the imaginary enemy would have picked up Bug on his radar and hopefully started turning his gun barrels to meet the incoming A-10.
In the ideal Irish Cross, Three and Four went in first. Four was to fly directly toward the enemy, baiting the SAM or triple-A operator to turn his barrels. Just before reaching the threat’s lethal range, Four would turn away, spoiling the enemy’s shot, and that was exactly what Bug did.
Right on schedule, Bug turned away, staying outside of the imaginary threat’s envelope. Then Nick, Number Three, turned in to become the decoy himself. He pulled the nose of his A-10 up and rolled in to point his gun at the threat. At a distance that promised very little damage but enough fireworks to get the enemy’s attention, he squeezed the trigger, lobbing a volley of imaginary thirty-millimeter at the enemy gun. “Wizard Three, guns, guns, guns,” Nick said into the radio, alerting the others that he had fired his simulated rounds.
If all went according to plan, the enemy would take the bait, turning his gun toward Number Three and sealing his fate. One hundred and eighty degrees away, on the opposite side of the circle, Number One would penetrate the unsuspecting enemy’s lethal range, lock up the target with a Maverick missile, and turn it into a pile of burning wreckage.
Nick pulled away to get out of the gun’s range, searching for the other Hogs. He found Oso right where he should be, directly across the circle, about to fire a Maverick and put the simulated antiaircraft gun out of its misery. But, for the second time that day, he couldn’t find Brent.
The second half of the Irish Cross was even more dangerous than the first. While One made his attack, Two, Three, and Four arced in a slow circle around the target area. In sequence, the aircraft would turn inward from the points of the cross and bomb the other ground targets. Such a maneuver — flying from opposing headings to attack a small area — could easily result in a midair collision. Timing was everything.
“Wizard One, rifle,” Oso said as he released his imaginary weapon. The threat was now a twisted mass of molten metal.
With the threat gone and Oso clearing out, Nick was ready to move in. But he still hadn’t found Brent. He shook his head in frustration. He couldn’t turn toward the target without getting a visual on the wingman. Then, finally, Nick found him, well north of where he should be. Brent was late again — way late. If both of them continued with the strike, they would risk a midair collision.
Oso saw it, too. “Wizard Two, withhold, withhold, withhold!” he shouted over the radio, calling Brent off the attack. “Turn west immediately and follow me to the hold point.”
“Wizard T-Two… off dry,” Brent stammered in reply.
Nick watched as the kid rolled his wings and pulled the Hog away from the attack run.
He was turning the wrong way.
“Look out, One. Two is going east instead.” It wasn’t a very professional call, but Nick was fed up with the younger pilot’s mistakes. Not important, he thought. As long as he’s out of my way.
Nick banked his Hog toward the target and checked his systems one more time. At the center of his heads-up display was the bombsight, which looked like an upside-down lollypop with a little dot in the middle. The dot, known as the death dot, showed exactly where Nick’s bombs would impact if he hit the pickle button at that moment.
He rolled out on his final attack heading and made a minor adjustment so that the blue-roofed building was centered at the top of the upside-down lollypop’s stick. Then, as he closed the distance to the target, the building slowly tracked down the stick until it fell beneath the dot.
“Gotcha.”
He pressed the pickle button and released his imaginary bombs. “Wizard Three, off hot,” he called, glancing over his shoulder to check Bug’s position. His wingman looked good. Bug was all over it.
“Wizard Four, off hot,” Bug reported exactly one minute later.
Nick snorted; at least his half of the team could get the job done. Then he heard an unexpected radio call.
“Wizard Two, say posit.”
It was Oso’s voice. There was no response from Brent.
In a split second Nick processed the implications and chose a course of action. Oso had lost visual contact with Brent. He was trying to locate his wingman, and his wingman was not responding to his call.
Not good.
A missing and unresponsive wingman could mean anything from a dead radio to a dead pilot. Oso had a mess on his hands and two extra planes in the target area would only add to the confusion. Nick needed to get his pair of Hogs back across the ridge until Oso sorted this out.
The attack had put Bug west of him, closer to the hold point, and the big Nebraskan was already turning to backtrack and get behind his lead. “Wizard Four, reverse your turn,” said Nick. “Continue to X-ray. I’ll follow you.”
“Four.”
The radio crackled again. “Lead, Wizard Two is visual. I’m at your six o’clock,” said Brent. This time he sounded confident.
Nick breathed a short sigh of relief. Problem solved. Brent had found Oso and fallen into trail, well to their north.
With the potential conflict averted, Nick focused on Bug, who was just crossing through the saddle. He would have to work harder to keep sight of him once he moved into the more mountainous terrain.
Suddenly Nick caught a flash of gray in his peripheral vision. He turned his head to look and saw the broad side of another A-10. It nearly filled the left side of his canopy, and it was getting bigger. Fast.

Chapter 7

“Wizards, climb! Climb!” Nick shouted into the radio, calling for all the other Hogs to pull up while he violently pushed forward on the stick to force his jet earthward. As he buried the stick in the forward control panel, Nick watched his G-meter peg at the negative limit, sending loose charts flying to the top of his canopy. Then he pulled hard left to dodge a radio tower and the charts slammed back down. The G-meter swung back up to positive six. Finally he leveled out at a hundred feet, still trying to find the other A-10 and still trying to figure out what had just happened. Through the rush of blood in his ears he heard Bug’s voice.
“Wizards, knock it off!” His wingman made the emergency call, ending the scenario.
“Wizard One, knock it off.”
There was a moment of tense silence as Nick waited for Brent to respond in turn, but he never did.
“Wizard Three, knock it off,” Nick called, getting his pulse under control. He cautiously began a climb back up to five hundred feet.
“Wizard Four, knock it off,” Bug finished. The fear in his voice was unmistakable.
Like any good flight lead, Oso immediately followed the first sequence with another. “Wizards, knock it off. Wizard One, knock it off.”
Silence…
“Wizard Three, knock it off.”
“Wizard Four, knock it off.”
“I need an explanation, Four,” Oso prompted, the impatience in his voice barely overshadowing the fear.
“There’s a large fire with black smoke about a mile southwest of Böchingen,” Bug explained. “I think it might be Wizard Two.”
Oso did not directly respond to Bug’s revelation; instead, he barked out another order. “Wizard Three and Four, climb to five thousand and rejoin at point Yankee. I’m already established there and climbing to six thousand.”
“Four, say posit,” prompted Nick, unwilling to climb until he had visual contact with his wingman again.
“One mile at your six, Three,” answered Bug.
Nick brought his Hog around to look for Bug. As he turned, he saw the pillar of black smoke rising out of a brown field outside of the town, not far from where the other A-10 had almost smacked into him. He looked away, refusing to speculate on what it might mean. He found Bug and began a slow climb, continuing his turn to allow his wingman to close the distance to a tight formation.
On the second turn Nick looked at the wreckage again. From the higher altitude, his view was better, and through the black smoke and the flames he saw the distinct nose section of an A-10. It looked like part of the canopy was still with the aircraft. He logged the information in his brain and suppressed the consequences, focusing on getting his element back together with Oso. Looking to the north he picked up Oso’s A-10, orbiting six thousand feet over Yankee. “Wizard One, this is Three. I’m at your four o’clock and level at five thousand.”
“I see you, Wizard Three. Hold over Yankee with your element and come up on SAR Alpha. I’m pressing south to get a look at the wreckage.”
“Wilco. Break, break… Wizard Four, push SAR Alpha,” Nick said. SAR Alpha was the search and rescue frequency keyed into each of their survival radios. If Brent survived the crash, he should be waiting for them on that frequency. Nick switched his radio and waited for Oso to check them all in.
“Wizard Flight, check.”
Nick gave the required pause to allow Brent to join the sequence, but there was only static. “Three,” he said, trying to keep his voice level.
“Four.” Bug finished the sequence.
“Wizard Two, this is Wizard One on SAR Alpha. Respond.”
Still there was nothing but static.
Nick let the image of the burning cockpit resurface in his mind. “One, this is Three.”
“Go ahead, Three.” Oso sounded tired.
“I saw the canopy in the wreckage. It was still with the fuselage.” Nick paused to steady his voice before continuing, “I think he stayed with the plane.”
Oso ignored the information and tried again. “Wizard Two, this is Wizard One on SAR Alpha. Respond.”
Silence.
“Wizard One, did you copy? I think he stayed with the plane.”
“I heard you, Three,” Oso snapped. He repeated his call again. “Wizard Two, this is Wizard One on SAR Alpha. Respond.”
With only the ghostly whisper of static to answer his calls, Oso finally gave in. He coordinated for firefighters from a nearby Army base to respond to the accident, knowing that Böchingen’s Freiwillige Feuerwehr wouldn’t have the tools to deal with burning jet fuel.
At Oso’s request, Nick returned to the lieutenant’s frequency and gave him the coordinates of the site, but Joe was already halfway there, guided by the smoke. “Be careful,” Nick cautioned. “Two’s gun was cold but he was carrying rounds for ballast. They could cook off at any time. Just get close enough to survey the site with your binoculars and look for a survivor.” He knew it was dangerous to send such a young second lieutenant into a mess like that, but Joe was the closest squadron member on the ground.
Orbiting high above the crash site, Oso coordinated with Ramstein’s emergency response team headquarters while Nick directed helicopters to the wreckage. The three Hogs remained over the site until Bug reached bingo fuel. As they turned northwest toward home, Oso ordered Joe to stay clear of the wreckage and then hand off to the incoming ERT ground crew when they arrived.
Nick led Bug back into formation with Oso, and the A-10s turned northwest for the flight home. They flew in a loose fingertip configuration, with Nick at Oso’s left and Bug at his right. The Moselle River wound lazily along beneath them, snaking its way toward the base. The pilots were accustomed to following the river at very low altitudes, but there was no more room for risk on this mission. Oso had them at a safe and comfortable five thousand feet instead.
It occurred to Nick that he’d never taken the time to observe Germany’s Moselle Valley from this altitude. Even on the rare occasions that he took his Hog through five thousand feet, it would be on the way to twenty-five thousand, and a midlevel cloud deck usually obscured the ground. At the moment, though, there were no clouds, and the view was breathtaking. The mist that rose from the vineyards refracted the fading light of the setting sun, covering the hillsides in a translucent film of gold and auburn. The valley looked like an old photograph, once rich in color and detail, now faded and subdued by age. He wondered if this was what an unhappy memory looked like.
* * *
Back on the ground, the commander met the pilots at the crew van. Oso tried to speak but the senior officer cut him off. “Nobody say a word. The regulations say you have to talk to Flight Safety before you can talk to me, but there’s nothing that says I can’t talk to you.”
Redeye folded his arms, pacing back and forth in front of them. “You boys are about to go through a process that we all prefer to forget about until it rears its ugly head. I don’t know exactly what happened out there, but I know the men who stand before me now. I know your skill, I know your professionalism, and I know your character, so I’m confident that you’ll all come out okay on the other side.” He stopped at the center and scanned their faces. “Gentlemen, the measure of a combat pilot is taken in the dogfight and on the bombing range… but the measure of an officer is taken at moments like this.”
Then it began. Blood tests, urine tests, a barrage of questions both in isolation and as a group — the safety investigators put Wizard Flight through the wringer. Nick knew the investigators were just doing their job, but the whole process seemed so adversarial, like anything he said could get his wings ripped off his chest.
He kept telling them that Brent had gotten disoriented and mistaken Bug’s jet for Oso’s, falling into trail right where Nick was already flying, that he had dodged the kid and ordered him to climb. And the investigators kept nodding and writing it down like it was brand new information. Finally he was too exhausted to talk at all.
After an ordeal that seemed like it would never end, the senior investigating officer released Nick to go home. There, he faced more questions. Katy embraced him for a few seconds and then let out a fretful tirade, pushing him, punching him, and shouting at him for not calling from the base — for letting her wonder whether he was the one.
Other loved ones from Wizard Flight did not have that luxury.
Several hours later, in a quiet suburb of Atlanta far from Katy’s angry and grateful tears, a blue sedan pulled into the driveway of Gregory and Barbara Collins’s house. Two men stepped out with their hats in hand, one bearing stars, the other bearing a cross.

Chapter 8

Over the Atlantic
07 October 2001
“We’re twelve hours from the target and thirty minutes from feet wet. The weapons are looking good, the system altitude is stable, and the fuel curve is right on track.”
Drake rattled off the liturgy like he was calling a horse race. He was more than a bit nervous. He and Murph were flying the Spirit of Texas under the call sign Ghost 11, and they would soon depart the U.S. Coastal Defense Zone for international waters, well on their way to night one of Enduring Freedom.
“Relax, man,” said Murph. “It works, I promise you.”
Like all B-2 pilots, Drake was trained to optimize stealth. He knew the basics of the science and he had practiced the mechanics, but somehow, in the back of his mind, stealth still required a bit of ethereal magic.
Murph leaned back and stretched. “Let me share a story that might help settle your nerves. I flew on the first night of Allied Force, as well. It was the first time the B-2 had ever been to combat and we were all afraid that we were betting our lives on a lot of smoke and mirrors. When we entered the strike zone, there were triple-A flashes all around us, not to mention the occasional fiery plume of a surface-to-air missile streaking skyward. We could never be sure whether the bullets and missiles were meant for the aluminum jets or for us, but we kept our heads low and pressed forward anyway.
“A few minutes before we reached our target I heard AWACS call out the position of a MiG-29 Fulcrum. He was getting way too close. We debated whether or not we should call for help, potentially betraying our position, but before we could do anything, an F-15 engaged him. They tangled for a bit and then the Eagle shot him down.
“That dogfight took place almost directly below our jet, so close that we thought we might get singed by the fireball when the Eagle’s Sidewinder hit its mark. With the threat removed, we continued to the target and dropped our bombs, and the next day I got up and mowed my lawn back at home as if I’d never left.
“After the war, we flew the F-15 pilot in for a debriefing. He was so ticked at being pulled out of his unit that he ranted at anybody who would listen until we finally got him into a secure room and shut him up.”
Murph laughed. “You should have seen the look on his face when we tried to thank him for defending our stealth bomber. He had no idea. He told us he was defending himself, not us. The MiG had locked him up. Neither one of them ever knew we were there.”
Murph leaned back in his seat and placed his hands behind his head. “Like I said, it works, I promise.” He stifled a yawn. “You’ve got the jet, bud. I feel a nap coming on.”
* * *
Several hours later, Drake cringed as Murph slammed his fist on the forward console; the former picture of serenity shattered. “Where is he?” the older pilot shouted at the darkness beyond the windshield.
“I don’t know, but if he doesn’t show up soon, we’ll have to turn back.” They were halfway to the target. They’d reached the rendezvous point for their final refueling twenty minutes before, but there was no tanker in sight. Soon they would have to turn around. There was barely enough fuel to get home, let alone get to the target and back.
Suddenly the secure radio crackled to life. “Ghost One One, this is Exxon Seven One. How copy?”
“Loud and clear, Exxon,” responded Murph coldly. The transmission was scrambled, transmitted, received, and descrambled, before it was broadcast at the other end, but Drake was certain the tanker commander would still be able to hear the edge in Murph’s voice as clear as a bell.
“Sorry we’re late,” replied the refueler. “We had some engine trouble on the ground. We made up as much time as we could but the winds were killing us.”
“Copy all,” replied Murph, the edge lessening. “We’re ten miles east of the IP, heading west.”
“Roger, Ghost, we’ve got your beacon. Start your turn back to the east now and you should roll out right underneath us.”
Drake looked at the glowing blue fuel readout on the panel in front of him. “We burned a lot of extra gas in the hold,” he said over the radio. “We’re going to need all you can give us to make up the difference.”
“Roger that, Ghost. You’re our only customer. Take as much as you need.”
Drake looked across the cockpit at Murph and tapped his watch, letting his face show his concern.
“Yeah, bud. I know,” Murph replied. “We’re going to be late.”

Chapter 9

“Range to target one is sixty-five miles, bearing zero three five. Weapons are active and aligned. The first target requires four JDAMs, all version one.”
“Copy,” Murph replied. “The radar is armed and ready for map one.”
Murph and Drake had three major targets. The second two were bunkers with minimal defenses, but the first was a surface-to-air missile site. It was their job to take down the SAM, clearing a path for conventional forces to follow.
The late refueling had put them a half hour behind schedule. They’d made up all but five minutes by burning extra fuel, but five minutes could mean everything. Attacking this SAM system required a complex targeting maneuver to pick up four sets of GPS coordinates on the fly, and a late arrival over the target would cost them the critical element of surprise. Their expected time on target, or TOT, was set to coincide with a cruise missile strike against strategic targets surrounding their own. Once those missiles began to hit, the jig was up. The triple-A and the SAMs would start flying.
Murph had tried to convince Control to slip the whole attack, changing the timing by a few minutes, but Control wouldn’t budge. Control gave them the opportunity to opt out, but leaving that SAM untouched would endanger the conventional aircraft that followed. Murph and Drake had volunteered to press on.
“Target range is now fifty miles, bearing zero five zero. All four impact points are showing achievable.” Drake pressed a button to take his first radar picture. A thin, invisible beam shot out from the B-2’s antenna, holding steady on the target as the aircraft tracked across the night sky. The computer constantly calculated the aircraft’s position and movement to keep the radar steady.
The B-2’s synthetic aperture radar enabled the aircraft’s small antenna to behave like it was several miles wide; and the bigger the radar antenna, the better the resolution. The picture it generated on Murph’s display was photo quality.
Murph examined the target while the computer placed small crosses on the screen to predict the weapons’ impact points, known as desired points of impact, or DPIs. If everything was as it should be, the DPIs on the screen would match the picture in his strike folder and they could press on with the strike. Unfortunately, SAM components tend to move around, and if any of these had moved, Murph would have to find it on the radar map, mark it, and then fire the radar again, enabling the computer to calculate the new coordinates. The whole process was known as GPS-aided targeting, what the pilots liked to call GAT. It worked great in smooth quiet air, but it was a lot harder when dodging antiaircraft shells.
Murph frowned at the screen. “The radar van has moved. It couldn’t have gone far… Wait, there it is… I’m marking it… Okay, stand by for GAT two.”
“Thirty-five miles to target, bearing zero six zero. You’re…” Drake’s voice trailed off in midsentence. He stared in awe as the ground suddenly erupted in a series of explosions. “There go the cruise missiles. Now we’re in for it.”
As if to affirm his prediction, the sky lit up with tracer rounds and flack, reminding Drake of the images he’d seen on TV during Desert Storm.
“Firing GAT two,” said Murph. Drake knew his partner was trying to pull his attention back to the targeting procedure, but his eyes were still fixed on the fireworks outside. Then there was a bright flash where their target was supposed to be. For a moment Drake wondered if they were pulling double duty with a cruise missile, but the explosion didn’t fade away like all the others; the flame was constant, and it was moving.
“SAM launch!” said Drake. “It’s coming straight out of our target site!”
“Steady…” cautioned Murph. “He can’t see us; he’s shooting blind because of the cruise missiles. Just pray they don’t get lucky. The second map is good. The computer is feeding the new coordinates to the JDAM.”
Drake focused on the targeting display and resumed his duties. “Okay, all DPIs are showing achievable. We are three minutes from weapons release.”
The three minutes felt like three hours as they inched closer to the target, wading through a sky that was thick with lead and fire. Fortunately, none of the tracers or missiles seemed to be aimed at anything but sky.
Drake told himself that the B-2 was nothing more than a wisp to anyone on the ground, a spirit of death passing in the night. At high altitude, the four embedded engines would make no sound for the enemy to hear and the charcoal gray jet would barely seem a shadow, a black void sweeping over the stars of a moonless sky.
Of course, that was only true until the B-2 opened its bay to drop its bombs. For a fleeting moment they would be exposed. Everything he’d been taught told Drake that it wasn’t enough exposure to allow a SAM operator to shoot them down, but it was still exposure.
“Three, two, one, weapons away,” Drake said, unconsciously holding his breath when the doors swung open. He watched his weapons screen for what seemed an eternity as the rotary launchers moved each bomb into position and dropped it into the night. Then, finally, the doors closed, and Murph began the turn toward the next target. None of the enemy radars showed any signs of tracking them.
“All four bombs show a good release,” Drake reported, breathing easier. In a few seconds the SAM site would be no more, and a new hole in the Taliban’s defenses would open for other strikers to follow.
“Get on the SATCOM. Tell them Dallas Three is down. I-45 is open for business,” said Murph, using the codes that would inform Control that their SAM target was destroyed and the path was clear for non-stealth aircraft. The infiltration route they had just cleared was named after an intrastate highway in Texas.
Drake did as he was commanded and then returned to his targeting display. “The five-thousand-pound GAMs are in position and aligned, we are forty-three miles from the first bunker target, and both DPIs are achievable,” he reported. He glanced over at Murph. “Do you think we’ll catch you-know-who sleeping?”
“We can hope,” replied Murph, “We can surely hope.”
Drake checked the position of the bombs on his rotary launcher, picturing the big five-thousand-pounders suspended above the weapons bay doors. The five-thousand-pound GPS aided munitions had a unique look. They had been rapidly developed by filling old M201 howitzer barrels with explosives, but cannon barrels were not designed with aerodynamic stability in mind. To compensate for this, Northrop Grumman had fitted the bombs with leather bras, like those found on sports cars in the eighties. The small bras were wrapped around the forward section of the cannon body — just behind the nose cone — and fastened in place with tension clips, making each GAM look like a Great Dane wearing a poodle’s sweater.
Drake smiled grimly as he watched the next target approaching on his display. He knew the Taliban would not find his bombs nearly as funny as he did. “We’ll use station eight on both launchers, then rotate to six for the next target,” he told Murph. “Watch the delivery corridor. These things don’t leave a big margin for error and I don’t want to take another spin to get it right.”
“Don’t worry,” replied Murph. “I’m lined up nice and sweet. I’ll put ’em right in the basket.”
Murph expertly guided the big bomber into the weapons delivery corridor depicted on the display. Even though the GAMs were GPS guided, he still had to align the jet with the target and release them at the right moment. Guided or not, the GAMs were just free-fall bombs; they didn’t have rocket engines to propel them. If Murph didn’t release them at the right angle and distance to the target, all the GPS guidance in the world couldn’t get them to the bunkers. The basket was the small volume of airspace into which a guided bomb had to be tossed. And with their large mass and small, tail-mounted flight controls, the GAMs had a tiny basket.
“Ten seconds, safe and in range.” Drake watched Murph ease the jet into the north side of the corridor to compensate for the wind. “Both DPIs are achievable… Stand by for release in three, two, one…” The aircraft shook as the two massive bombs automatically dropped from the left and right launchers, changing the bomber’s weight by ten thousand pounds in an instant. “Weapons away,” continued Drake. “You’re cleared for the turn; the next target is thirty seconds out.”
The next target came up fast and the last two weapons were on their way to the second bunker before the first two were even halfway to the surface. These bunker targets were well away from the chaotic antiaircraft activity surrounding their first target, and this area remained undisturbed. Both ground and air remained dark and silent, at least for another few seconds.

Chapter 10

Washington, D.C.
11 January 2002
A thin, brown-haired man wearing the crisp blue uniform of an Air Force captain slapped his briefcase down on a cluttered desk, flipped his computer on, and slumped into his chair. “Another exciting day of reading e-mails and shuffling paperwork,” he muttered to himself, raising a hand to adjust the round, rimless glasses resting on his nose. This job was a complete disappointment; it was not at all what he had hoped for.
Danny Sharp sat in his cramped office at the Combat Plans Division of the Pentagon. In the surrounding offices sat his Army, Navy, and Marine counterparts — all of whom were just as frustrated as he was. It amazed Danny how four guys could be so incredibly busy throughout the day, yet so undeniably bored with their jobs. It wasn’t for lack of exertion — Danny had worked there barely a full week and he had already shuffled a rain forest of paperwork up and down the chain of command — it was just that none of that paperwork seemed to accomplish anything.
How far I’ve fallen. Danny had arrived just after Christmas, motivated and excited, expecting to have a lot of important assignments; after all, there was a big hole in the side of the Pentagon and Operation Enduring Freedom was well under way. Unfortunately, he found that command of the battle had long since shifted to CENTCOM. The high-level Pentagon work was over.
Danny’s division had already returned to the same old, same old, updating and maintaining dusty conventional war plans that had occupied the Pentagon’s shelves for decades. What really irked him was that he had left a position as an intelligence officer in a combat unit in order to take this job. In fact, the stealth fighters of the 9th Fighter Squadron — his former unit — had just deployed to a classified location in support of the war.
Danny could be camped at the enemy’s doorstep right now. Instead, he was stuck in a basement office, and the most exciting part of his day was lunch, when he sat in the cafeteria and listened to stories about moments of terror and acts of heroism on the day the airplane came through the wall.
A beep from Microsoft Outlook advised him that he had a new e-mail. His new boss, Colonel Walker, requested that he pay him a visit. The colonel needed some advice.
That was odd. Colonel-Richard-T.-Walker-U.S.-Army, which was probably what it said on his driver’s license, did not strike Danny as a man who needed advice from anyone, let alone an Air Force captain. In any case, he’d better not keep the man waiting.
“You wanted to see me, sir?” asked Danny less than a minute later.
Walker stared down at the papers on his desk, tapping his square jaw with a pen. “Mm-hmm,” he said without looking up. “Sit down, Sharp. Make yourself comfortable.” Even when speaking in normal tones, the colonel’s voice carried so much command that Danny immediately sat down; however, making himself comfortable was not an option.
The chair was set so low that Danny’s narrow shoulders barely crested the desktop. He felt tiny, and it occurred to him that this was probably intentional. He noticed that in addition to Walker’s papers, another page lay on the desk facing him.
Walker stopped tapping long enough to make a note in a margin, then he raised his eyes from his work. “Read that paper in front of you and sign it. You’ve got a pen, don’t you?”
“Yes, sir.” Danny tensed. It was at this point in his nightmares that he reached into his pocket and withdrew his daughter’s pink Barbie pen, but he relaxed a bit as a black pen labeled LOCKHEED MARTIN emerged in his hand. He tried to scoot forward to reach the desk. The chair’s wheels squeaked intolerably as it rolled and the colonel’s tapping pen paused in annoyance. Danny cringed, but then the tapping resumed.
The paper in front of him was a nondisclosure statement, a type of document he’d signed on several occasions before. The language was the same as always: “I will not reveal or release any information pertaining to blah, blah, blah… a prison term of blah, blah, blah… on pain of death blah, blah… cross my heart and hope to die.” Danny was intrigued, though, by the name of the program at the top of the paper: Cerberus, the name of the three-headed dog that guarded the gates of Hades. Sometimes these names were randomly chosen and had no bearing on a project, but something told Danny that this one was different.
“Read faster, Sharp. I’ve got a meeting in half an hour.”
“Yes, sir.” Danny signed the document and pocketed his pen.
Colonel Walker looked up. His eyebrows were knitted together in a scowl beneath his flawless crew cut. Danny tried not to look frightened, remembering that the scowl was Walker’s usual countenance. He had not seen the colonel without it since arriving at the unit. After an awkward moment, Walker reached out with two fingers pressed together and waved them in front of Danny’s face in a mock blessing.
“You are now cleared into Cerberus, Captain Sharp; a project that, like the hound himself, is a real pain in the rear. All your clearance work is already done.”
Walker withdrew a small notepad from his desk and scribbled a couple of lines. Then he tore off the top piece and handed it to Danny. “Here, take this. Memorize it and burn it.”
As soon as it touched his fingers, Danny felt the strange, almost greasy feel of the paper. Flash paper. He had heard of its use in the old Strategic Air Command days, but he had never come across it, even while working with the stealth fighters. Everyone used pulpers these days, making flash paper an unnecessary fire hazard. He stared at the cryptic lines on the page. “What are these?”
“The first item is a six-letter key word, a combination that unlocks a safe in the Lockup. The second item is the safe’s identification: Whiskey one four Echo. There, you’ll find a file with all the details you need to get started.”
Walker folded his hands in front of him. “In the meantime, here’s the gist: This project came down from POTUS right after he took office. He wants an option that allows us to take out certain undesirable opposition leadership with minimal collateral damage; and no, by ‘undesirable opposition leader’ I don’t mean Dick Gephardt, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
Danny wiped away a smirk, cursing his inability to maintain a poker face.
“Since the beginning of last year, we’ve been pursuing an option that just isn’t panning out. At the time, Target Three had the most priority, so we manipulated operations in Iraq to accommodate our plan. After six months of prepping the battlefield, we made a couple of test runs. Both of them were utter failures. Cerberus is floundering, Sharp. We need a fresh face and some new ideas.”
Walker leaned forward on his thick forearms and looked Danny in the eye. “I’m not going to pull any punches here, Sharp. Your record is nothing spectacular. There were ten other guys in line for this job who were just as qualified as you, some even more.”
“You sure know how to make a guy feel wanted, sir,” Danny quipped, and then immediately regretted opening his mouth.
The scowl intensified. “Don’t interrupt. You’ve got stealth stink on you, and that is why you are here. I think somewhere in that cranium of yours is the solution to my problem, and that makes you the fresh face I’ve been looking for.” The colonel raised an eyebrow. “So you’d better come up with some new ideas, and quick.”

Chapter 11

On Saturday, Danny Sharp drove his family through the snowy labyrinth of central D.C. on the way to the National Museum of the American Indian. He’d never been fond of meandering around a cavernous building to look at other people’s stuff, but Carol had a heavy dose of Navajo in her blood and she wanted the kids to learn about the Native American role in the nation’s history. She was right next to him, talking about something that was obviously important to her, but Danny wasn’t listening. He could not get Cerberus off his mind.
Danny had always struggled with leaving his work at the office. The official term was compartmentalization. Academically, he knew how it worked — mentally separating an emotion or a piece of information and locking it away in a subconscious filing cabinet. But he was never very successful in its application. Pilots used compartmentalization to help them shut out all other concerns and focus on flying. Intelligence analysts like Danny used it to bury a secret so deep that even a drunken stupor could not bring it to the surface.
Unfortunately, compartmentalization was a developed skill that some people had a knack for and some did not. Danny had discovered long ago that it was a good thing he wasn’t a drinker.
He knew that he should let Cerberus go for a while — that he should focus on his family on his day off — but he was obsessed with solving the problem Walker had entrusted to him. Cerberus was dead in the water until he found a solution. He simply couldn’t put it out of his mind until the task was complete.
“We can do that. Right, Dan?” Carol’s use of his name snapped him back to the moment.
“Uh, right,” Danny answered, wondering what he’d just agreed to. He let it go. He was sure to find out eventually; probably during an argument two or three weeks down the road.
They left the car in a nearby parking garage and crossed a slush-covered street to the museum. As they left the cold behind and entered the warm interior of the building, Danny tried to purge his work-related demons. Before him lay a series of landscapes from Native American life, accented with several fountains and a dozen pleasant scents. He followed his nose and saw the Mitsitam Café, where museum employees were showing patrons how to prepare some Native American dishes. He breathed deeply. Maybe he would finally be able to put his work aside and enjoy just one afternoon with his family.
They walked through a few exhibits and took a quick break at the café, and by midafternoon, Danny had totally let go of Cerberus. After the meal, Carol suggested they find the display of Navajo art. Danny laughed with his kids and flirted with his wife as they followed the signs to the back of the museum. Then, as they rounded the last corner, something stopped him dead in his tracks.
Before him, hanging in a large case next to the entrance of the Navajo exhibit, was a stunning piece of art. A beautiful assortment of earth-toned feathers and colorful beads hung from a two-foot-diameter wicker ring that encircled a web of cords. The whole piece must have been five feet tall. But it wasn’t the size or the beauty of the artwork that made Danny stop short.
“Dream Catcher.” He let the words audibly slip from his mind.
“Du-uh,” teased Carol. “You act like you’ve never seen one before.”
He didn’t respond.
Dream Catcher. Danny couldn’t focus on anything else for the rest of the trip. No amount of stunning art or sweet scents could snap him out of it.
The solution worked itself out in his mind naturally, as if it were a process that he simply observed rather than propelled. It all made sense, assuming they could get the funds. The boss might not like the idea of a new piece of hardware, but it was the only solution Danny could see. Scott Stone would help him. Scott would argue the viability of his creation with enough diagrams and formulas to make any man’s head spin, let alone Colonel-Richard-T.-Walker-U.S.-Army.
“It’ll work,” Danny said to himself, “I know it will.”
“What, honey?”
“Nothing.”
At home, Danny picked at his dinner and continued to work out the details in his mind. He’d have to convince the colonel to clear Scott into the program before he could even contact him. Then he’d have to get Scott to forward a paper summarizing the Dream Catcher concept. No, that wouldn’t be enough. He needed to get to Ohio, to see the project at its birthplace, before he could make a solid plan.
Danny’s mind was still racing through the options as he lay in his room waiting for Carol to put the kids to bed. Maybe he should call the colonel and go into work tonight. After all, this thing was a national priority, a tasker from POTUS himself. If this solution was really viable, he should get cracking. Could it really wait until Monday?
Carol shut the bedroom door, interrupting Danny’s worries. There was something pleasantly odd in her expression. “The kids are asleep,” she whispered, giving him a little wink. She made a show of pulling something very small and silky out of the dresser, lit a candle, doused the lights, and slinked into the bathroom.
Suddenly compartmentalizing Cerberus didn’t seem so difficult. It could definitely wait until Monday.

Chapter 12

Bright and early Monday morning, Danny stood in front of Colonel Walker’s desk, trying to summon his courage while waiting for his boss to finish a phone call.
“Look, Tarpin,” Walker growled into the receiver, “I don’t like the blackmail I hear in your voice. You’ll get me the information I need out of the pure goodness of your heart or I’ll go to the vice president and identify you by name as an interagency roadblock!” He slammed the receiver down in its cradle, muttered, “Spooks,” and then turned his attention to Danny. “All right, tell me what you’ve got, and make it quick.”
The colonel’s less than exuberant mood threw Danny off. All the moisture in his throat seemed to evaporate, and he could barely get his first words out. “Sir, I… I have that new idea you’re looking for. You know, in regards to Cerberus.”
All hope for an attaboy or even a smile faded as Walker grunted his response. “Mm-hmm. Spit it out.”
Danny regrouped and tried to continue. “Uh, I saw something in the postaction report from the last operation. The supervising general noted with emphasis that he couldn’t accomplish the goal with the tools at hand. I think he’s right; I think what we need is a new tool.” He stopped and took a breath.
“Go on…”
“Sir, I think our problem is not in the striker, but in the reconnaissance aircraft. The Predator just doesn’t fit the bill. To use it we have to knock down portions of any radar net and, in the Iraqis’ case, so many of their radars are mobile that they quickly fill the gaps.”
Walker’s eyes drifted from Danny to his desk in thought. “I’d have to agree with that,” he said, then looked up again. “Okay, Captain, what do you have in mind?”
His boss’s shift into guarded openness boosted Danny’s resolve. “Sir, what we need is a new piece of hardware — one that will enable us to determine a human target’s position without being detected, even in a robust air defense environment.”
Danny involuntarily stepped forward as he pushed in to the final pitch. “When I was at Holloman, we had a civilian who worked on our stealth materials, a ‘stealth engineer,’ if you will. He also spent a lot of time at Whiteman Air Force Base, working with the stealth bombers. His name is Dr. Scott Stone. Dr. Stone once told me about an idea for an unmanned reconnaissance jet that could be launched from a B-2’s bomb bay, completely integrating the reconnaissance and attack pieces of the puzzle. I think he’s still working on that concept at Wright-Patterson, but I don’t know how far he’s taken it.”
“Did he have a name for this aircraft?”
“Yes, sir. He called it Dream Catcher.”
* * *
That evening Danny stood in his kitchen, trying to placate his fuming spouse without really answering her questions. “Yeah, honey, I know I said this job would mean less travel,” he said with a conciliatory tone. “And it does. But I never said it meant no travel at all.”
Carol did not respond; she just folded her arms and glowered at him.
“Look, it’s not like I have a choice here; TDYs are part and parcel with the whole military gig, you know. When Uncle Sam says go to Ohio, you go to Ohio.”
“Fine,” came the terse reply, “but I don’t understand what this thing is, and why you didn’t know about it until today. You’d think you would have remembered to give me a few days’ warning that you were going to miss your daughter’s birthday.”
Colonel Walker had been surprisingly accommodating, at least where the Dream Catcher idea was concerned. Danny even thought he’d seen a hint of excitement in that stonewall face. Unfortunately, his proposal was so successful that it shot him directly in the foot.
Danny had thought it would take several days to coordinate all the details, but his boss smelled progress, and Colonel-Richard-T.-Walker-U.S.-Army was never one to put off progress. He immediately started making phone calls and pulling strings.
Tomorrow, instead of having birthday cake with his daughter, Danny would fly out to Wright-Patterson and indoctrinate Dr. Stone into Cerberus. Then he would spend a week getting to know the details of Dream Catcher and help Scott develop a timeline to bring the concept to reality. “Air Force Materiel Command has a new concept,” he explained to Carol, “and they want somebody from Plans Division to take a look at it.” It was the best explanation he could offer without getting her a top secret clearance.
“Well, why can’t Frank go?” Carol persisted.
“Frank is in the Navy.”
“So, what happened to ‘One Team, One Fight’?”
“That’s just something we say around the foreigners, honey. Nobody really believes it.”
Danny packed as light as possible and gently explained to his daughter why Daddy wouldn’t be there for her party. He hated missing any family event, particularly his kids’ birthdays, but this wasn’t the first one he’d missed, and he knew that, as long as he worked for Uncle Sam, it wouldn’t be the last.

Chapter 13

The next morning, Danny stepped down the stairs of a Learjet C-21 in front of the base operations building at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. He wore his standard blue uniform and carried with him a blue canvas satchel. A short, dark-haired man met him halfway between the building and the aircraft. He was bundled against the cold, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his overcoat, a scarf wrapped tightly around his long neck. “Daniel,” he said with a slight shiver. He was about the same age as Danny, still in his twenties, but his tone was that of a teacher addressing an annoying student.
“Only my mother calls me Daniel, Scott,” Danny replied.
Scott rolled his eyes, nearly causing them to disappear into the sunken sockets on his pale, gaunt face. “Is your mother going to explain what is so important that you came all the way out here to interrupt my work?”
“It’ll have to wait until we get to your office.”
Scott shrugged, and without another word he turned and started walking toward a row of buildings and hangars.
In their earlier work together, Danny had become accustomed to Scott’s mannerisms. He was rude, arrogant, and condescending, but after a while, these abrasive personality flaws became almost endearing. Or perhaps Danny just told himself that. The real reason Danny or anyone in the Air Force tolerated him was that Dr. Scott Stone was a genius, pure and simple. And geniuses were nice to have around.
After a long walk, during which Scott staved off all of Danny’s attempts at small talk, they stood in front of a thick steel door protected by a biometric lock and a numeric keypad.
“You’ll have to wait outside while I clear the office and sign you in,” said Scott.
“No, I won’t,” said Danny, grinning as he placed his thumb on the scanner and typed in a code. The door clicked open without complaint. Scott gaped, and Danny basked in the glory of the genius’s shock. “I think you’ll find that you have more clearances than you did yesterday, as well.” Danny pulled the heavy door wide. “Colonel Walker’s phone calls can literally open doors.”
Despite the drama of gaining entrance, Scott’s office was disappointingly small. Danny half expected the door to open into a massive hangar filled with super-secret aircraft and weaponry, guarded by black-masked ninjas. Instead, they entered a very short hallway with only seven small rooms, three on each side and one at the end. The walls, the carpet, the desks, and the chairs were varying shades of gray. “This is an interior designer’s worst nightmare,” said Danny. “Then again, I doubt if there are any interior designers with clearance enough to set foot in this place.”
“Miguel comes in once every two years to oversee changes to the carpet and furniture,” said Scott.
Danny chuckled, but Scott’s flat expression did not change. The engineer motioned at one of the small rooms. “In here. Now, what is this great secret that brings you into my domain?”
“First there’s some paperwork I need you to sign.”
Once that formality was out of the way, Danny tucked the papers into his blue canvas satchel and smiled at Scott. “Welcome to Cerberus,” he began, and then he explained everything — the objective of the program, the failed missions, and the reason he had come to Wright-Patterson. “We need Dream Catcher. The circle of stealth isn’t complete without reconnaissance.”
Scott took a moment to take it all in and then he opened a small safe, pulled out a CD, and inserted it into his computer.
Twenty minutes later, Danny had yet to utter another word. Dream Catcher wasn’t just a concept; it was a completed design. There were scaled schematics surrounded by equations that he couldn’t hope to understand. There were detailed explanations of each system, including avionics, propulsion, structures, skin, and more. There was even a diagram of a stealth bomber’s weapons bay, containing a huge rack for a deployable drone. Scott said something but Danny was too busy staring in wonderment at the screen to process the words. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” he asked, regaining his capacity for speech.
“Help,” repeated Scott. “I’m going to need some help. As much as I’d like to take the credit, I didn’t do all of this myself. Dream Catcher falls under a generic stealth program known as Specter Blue. While it is certainly the most mature project we have, it is not the only one. There are a number of contractors working on different aspects of the Dream Catcher concept alone, and that’s only the ‘paper airplane.’ We’ll need a real live manufacturer to put this thing together.”
“I know, Scott,” Danny reassured him. “And I’m told we’ll get all the support we need. Dream Catcher won’t remain a paper airplane for long.”

Chapter 14

“No, no, that’s not right,” said a blond woman seated directly across the conference table from Danny. “It’s going to take at least three additional weeks to get the kinks out of the engine design.”
Only a few hours had passed since Danny arrived on base, and already they had identified Scott’s core group of ten experts and obtained Cerberus clearances for all of them. The twelve team members had now crammed into Specter Blue’s tiny conference room — the room at the end of the short gray hall — for their first planning session.
While Danny was feeling claustrophobic, Scott did not seem to mind the enclosed space at all. However, from the expression on the genius’s face, Danny could tell he did mind the pushback he was getting from the blond woman.
According to her file, Amanda Navistrova was a two-time graduate of MIT, with master’s degrees in mechanical engineering and thermodynamics. She had never bothered to get a doctorate in her field, but Scott had confessed earlier that her breadth of experience more than covered for any lack in paper credibility, even if she could be — as he termed it — impertinent. Amanda would be the lead engineer for Dream Catcher’s propulsion systems.
“And look how close the long-range transmitters are to the engine housing,” she continued, pointing to a blueprint projected on the far wall. “The heat and vibration will interfere with the signals. Have you allotted time to test for that?” Danny noted that Amanda was attractive in her own right and might even be striking if she made an attempt to fix her hair and put on some makeup, but such things apparently did not concern her.
“Look, Amanda, your concerns are noted,” said Scott testily. “But all of you are going to have to stretch your limits on this one. The president wants it done yesterday, not in five years.”
Two light-haired men occupied the seats to Amanda’s left, both dressed in khakis and short-sleeved plaid shirts. Their names were Jeremy and Ethan and they were known in Specter Blue as the Comm Twins. When he first pointed them out to Danny, Scott had confided that he could never remember which of them was which. He didn’t really care; they never spoke anyway. The Comm Twins always submitted their work on paper.
Suddenly one of them broke the mold. “What if we scrapped the long-range transmitters altogether?” he asked, looking up from his notes.
The unexpected outburst from the normally mute Comm Twin caught Scott off guard. “I’m sorry, Jeremy, what was that?” he asked.
“I’m Ethan. We’ve been working together for more than a year now.”
Scott waved his hand dismissively. “Whichever. Please repeat what you just said.”
Ethan glared at Scott for a moment and then turned to address the group. “We could control Dream Catcher from the host bird,” he said, rephrasing his idea. “As long as we’re suddenly getting serious about building this thing, we might as well explore some shortcuts. If we flew it from a localized, airborne station we could get rid of a lot of the bulky long-range gear. We could also drop most of the satellite network plan and save a boatload of paperwork and coordination time.”
Danny leaned forward, intrigued. “What about the time and cost of putting a station in the B-2?”
“The B-2 was originally designed for three stations anyway; it was supposed to have a navigator behind the two pilots. All of the wiring is still there; it’s just covered by panels. Terry worked for Northrup Grumman in those days. It could be done, right, Terry?”
The man to Danny’s left slowly nodded his head. “Yeah, it could be done. The foundation is already there, and Ethan is right, a localized control station would save us time and cash.”
Danny scanned the faces around the table. There seemed to be no disagreement. “All right, everybody, I want your preliminary redesigns turned in to Scott by tomorrow afternoon.”

Chapter 15

Southwestern Germany
21 January 2002
“Devil Zero One, your next target is one and a half units north of the long rectangular orchard. It’s a pair of tanks.”
“Copy, Grunge, Devil One is tally,” said Nick, responding to the ground-based forward air controller. He kept his Hog just high enough to see over a short rise with his binoculars. He picked up the tanks easily enough. They left a long brown trail as they motored across a snowy field. “I have them, Grunge, twenty meters apart, moving north.”
“Correct, Devil, that is your target.”
“Devil Two, how’re we doing?” asked Nick on his other radio.
“Two’s tally,” replied Bug. “They’re easy pickin’s for some Mavericks.”
After a quick strike brief, Nick pointed his A-10 in the direction of the tanks. It took no time at all for him to close the distance to a half mile. Then he pulled the nose of the aircraft up, looked left to find his target, and rolled in. “Devil Zero One, final, hot,” he called over the radio.
“Grunge has you visual. Cleared hot.”
“Devil Zero One, solid lock. Rifle.” Nick fired off his missile as Bug rolled in behind.
“Devil Zero Two, final, hot,” said the wingman.
“Devil Two, cleared hot.”
Bug finished off the other tank, and the two A-10s turned back to their hold point.
Piece of cake. Nick switched his radio to a new ground control frequency. “Spider-Man, this is Devil. We confirm two good releases against two tanks rolling north from bullseye two six zero at fifty-four.”
“Devil, Spidey copies,” replied the German controller. He was simulcasting on both the Red Force and Blue Force strike frequencies, acting as the referee for the exercise. “Red Tanks Three and Four, Devil Flight confirms good releases on your position… You’re dead.”
Nick pulled his Hog up just enough to watch the two British Challenger tanks begin their slow 180-degree turn to head back the way they’d come.
“Devil, this is Spidey…”
“Go for Devil.”
“Red Three says you’d better be right or you’re going to owe him some Guinness.”
“Copy, Spider-Man.” Nick took the challenge. “You can tell him that I’ll have the HUD tapes waiting so he can see what his tank looked like just before I blew it up.”
Nick let down his oxygen mask, revealing a smile. He and Bug had just completed their first successful mission of Clean Hunter 2002, NATO’s version of Red Flag, and both pilots had needed a win.
The investigation into Brent’s accident had been emotionally exhausting. It had taken more than two months, during which Nick, Bug, and Oso were treated like criminal defendants. In the end, just as Redeye had predicted, the board found no fault in the surviving pilots’ actions. Their final report sounded a lot like the answers Nick had first given to their questions. Brent had been lost and confused. He had mistaken Bug for Oso, merged with Nick, and then crashed while reacting to the near collision.
After a long, sanctimonious speech on caution and diligence, the chairman had restored them all to flight status, washing them clean with the strike of his gavel. Yet they each carried scars with them as they returned to the cockpit — Oso most of all.
In their first couple of training missions back on the flight line, Nick had noticed his boss laboring over every tactical decision. He was slow to commit his flight to any strikes more complex than a basic straight-in attack. Consequently, even though he felt guilty for abandoning his friend, Nick could not deny that he was relieved when Redeye had separated him from Oso’s four-ship for Clean Hunter, allowing him to lead his own two-ship as Devil 01.
“Devil, this is Grunge. I have something else for you,” the forward air controller reported.
“Copy, Grunge. Go ahead.”
“If you have the fuel and weapons, there is another target that requires your attention.”
Nick glanced over at a grease pencil diagram he’d drawn on his canopy. Bug still had three five-hundred-pound Mark 82 bombs, two Mavericks, and a full load of thirty-millimeter bullets. He had the same, and they still had plenty of gas. Maybe Devil Flight could bring home two Clean Hunter victories today.
“Grunge, Devil Zero One. We have forty minutes of playtime remaining, with a variety of weapons. What did you have in mind?”
“I have a command directive to send you to an airfield at bullseye two three zero for sixty miles. It’s protected by a surface-to-air missile system, but there will be a flight of Wild Weasels and another pair of Hogs there to help. Switch to frequency four and talk to Raven. This will be a joint attack with Blade and Wizard.”
Wizard. That was Oso’s call sign. Nick didn’t relish sharing a target with his boss, considering Oso’s current state. Still, with the Wild Weasels there, the Hogs’ work should be fairly straightforward.
“Wilco,” he responded to the controller. He checked his map. The new target was thirty miles to his south, across the French border. He gave Bug a wing flash and they turned for the international crossing.
“Devil Flight, push TAD four,” said Nick, and then switched his radio frequency. “Devil, check.”
“Two.”
“Raven, this is Devil checking in for target coordinates and picture south.”
Raven passed the coordinates. “Red Air in this area has been neutralized,” said the Airborne Command and Control operator. “There is an active SAM located in the northwest corner of the target area. Its call sign for kill removal is Red SAM Eight. Your mission is to take out the SAM and then destroy the aircraft and ordnance on the airfield. Contact Wizard on this frequency.”
Nick frowned; something was missing. “Raven, what about Blade? Is he on freq, as well?”
“Negative. Blade never launched due to a maintenance malfunction. Sorry, Devil, no Wild Weasels today.”
Nick’s grip on the control stick tightened. Wild Weasels were special F-16s that could hold outside the limits of the SAM’s range and lob radar-homing HARM missiles at it, leaving the A-10s to sweep in and clean up the airfield with easy strikes. Now, robbed of this support and paired with a flight lead who had lost his nerve, Nick felt his chances of walking away with another victory slipping away. He should have returned to base when he had the chance. A loss here, over French territory, would more than cancel his win.
“Devil Zero One, Wizard. How copy?” Oso’s familiar voice came over the radio.
“Devil has you loud and clear,” Nick replied, then remained silent. He waited out of deference for Oso’s rank and position, allowing him the opportunity to take command of the four Hogs that were now on scene. He didn’t want to, but tradition and procedure demanded it.
“Wizard has on-scene command.” Oso took the cue. “Devil, assume a holding pattern six miles southeast of the target. I’ll take the northeast.”
“Devil wilco.” Nick signaled Bug to follow him into a holding pattern. He reported his flight’s weapons and fuel to Oso so that his boss would know what resources were at his disposal. Then he pulled out his map and drew a circle around the target airfield. He studied the area; there was not much terrain cover here. They’d have to contend with that SAM first, or they’d get picked off trying to attack the rest of the target. Nick knew there was only one attack that would work, but he had to wait and see what Oso would suggest.
Oso wasn’t suggesting much.
The four Hogs continued to orbit for another few minutes, burning holes in the sky and burning precious fuel. Nick started to worry. If Oso didn’t get things moving, they’d run out of gas and have to go home, abandoning the target — a French target. Finally he couldn’t take it anymore. “Wizard, Devil One.”
“Go ahead, Devil.”
“I suggest we use an Irish Cross with Mavericks and bombs. It’s the only way.”
“Negative, Devil,” Oso replied. “Save your weapons, I’ll take care of this myself. After that we’ll split up the airfield.”
Nick couldn’t believe it. Are you insane? he wanted to ask. Taking on a SAM with just a two-ship of Hogs was suicide.
“Devil Flight, continue to hold,” said Oso. “Wizard Flight, strike pattern one, Maverick, decoy. Sound off when you’re ready.”
“Wizard Two’s ready,” responded Oso’s wingman, Shooter. It was obvious from his tone of voice that Shooter did not like his flight lead’s plan, and he certainly did not like being assigned the task of decoy within range of an active SAM.
“Wizard, execute.”
Nick watched from miles away with his binoculars, straining to see what was happening. Oso turned his A-10 toward the target area and Shooter followed a moment later. When the two of them were on the edge of the SAM’s range, Oso split north, allowing Shooter to press in a little farther and then turn away.
At first it appeared as though it might work, with the SAM turning toward the decoy, but Shooter could only get so close before he had to turn away. Oso didn’t have the time to build up his angle and when he pulled up and tried to point his Maverick at the target, the SAM was already turning back.
Nick shook his head as a white trail of smoke shot straight up from the SAM site. The Frenchmen on the ground had fired off a rocket called a Smoky SAM, a visual cue that the operator was simulating a launch. Shooter saw the Smoky SAM as well and rolled back in to attack the system with his gun, hoping to deny a second shot and save his flight lead.
A French voice calmly invaded their radio frequency. “In-range kill on the northern A-10… confirmed.” The SAM operator hadn’t needed a second shot.
Nick’s jaw dropped as Shooter continued toward the SAM. Apparently the wingman had decided it was too late to retreat and thrown caution to the wind. Before Nick could warn him off, Shooter was well within the SAM’s range, trying to get close enough for an effective gun shot.
The SAM operator was ready for him. He turned his missiles to greet the second attacker and another Smoky SAM shot skyward. The French voice taunted them over the radio. “In-range kill on the eastern A-10… confirmed.”
“Wizard Flight, this is Spider-Man, you’re both dead. Return to base.”
“Wow. That was fast,” Nick said out loud. Oso’s two Hogs had been eliminated in a matter of seconds. It was like watching a friend throw a hundred bucks down on the roulette table in Vegas — in a flash the money was gone and so was his self-respect. “Devil Two, I guess it’s up to us,” he told Bug, not bothering to mask his reluctance. “This attack will be a two-ship pincer: your gun, my Maverick. Try to build all the angles you can. Drive seven miles to northeast and call ready.”
Bug slowly turned his aircraft away. “We’re both going to die, you know.”
“I know, but so will he.”
“Roger that. Stand by, One.”
Nick watched through his binoculars as Bug set up for the attack. “Devil Two is ready,” said the wingman finally.
Nick took a deep breath. “Devil Flight, execute.”
Bug angled his jet slightly away before rolling in to attack the SAM. Nick could see the missiles turning on their pivots to point in his wingman’s direction. “Just a little farther, Bug,” he said under his breath.
As if he had heard Nick’s utterance, Bug pressed even closer. Then he called, “Guns, guns, guns on Red SAM Eight,” simulating the shot still well outside the lethal range of his Hog’s Avenger cannon.
When the SAM’s rotating launcher appeared committed toward Bug, Nick rolled in with his Maverick. He felt a flicker of hope as his wingman pulled hard right in an effort to get out of range, but then he saw the familiar white smoke trail. Bug had pushed the envelope too far.
“In-range kill on the northern A-10… confirmed.” The French voice was cool and calm. The launcher started to swing back the other way as its radar searched for Nick, but this time, the Frenchmen could not turn fast enough.
“Devil One, rifle, Red SAM Eight. In range, solid lock.” Nick spat the words into the radio.
Another Smoky SAM shot up. “In-range launch on the southern A-10… stand by.” The imaginary projectiles passed each other in the air. In his final radio call, the Frenchman made no attempt to hide his disdain for the American pilots. “Kill… confirmed.”
Spider-Man released his final verdicts. “Devil One and Devil Two, this is Spidey. You are both dead… break, break… Red SAM Eight, you are dead as well.”
“Devil Two, this is One. I’m five miles to your south. Turn toward the exit; let’s return to base.” Nick tried to keep his radio call cold and emotionless. He didn’t want to sound unprofessional in front of the Frogs. But as he crossed the border into Germany a few minutes later, that suppressed anger simmered to the surface. He hammered the canopy with his fist. He had just bought a loss for his squadron — a loss to the French, of all people. One thought pounded in his brain. This is all Oso’s fault.

Chapter 16

Nick hated the Spangdahlem gym in winter. The French-made building had not been updated since the United States took over the base after World War II. It had no heat system. Everything was cold, and because of that, it all seemed harder — the heavy bag, the mat, even the other guys’ knuckles. He rubbed his hands together and tried to make his way from the locker room to the auxiliary gym without letting his feet make contact with the tile floor.
He was glad when he finally made the transition from tile to mat, where the surface seemed at least ten degrees warmer. Following the tradition of Japanese jujitsu, Nick made a short bow while standing in the doorway. Then he quickly made his way to the other side of the room, where he found Oso warming up. The two of them stood quietly for a while against the back wall of the auxiliary gymnasium, working through their pre-class stretches.
Oso’s Wizard Flight had returned to the base several minutes ahead of Devil, and by the time Nick landed, Oso and Shooter were both gone. The weapons officer’s rapid departure from the squadron made him uncomfortable. Even though Wizard and Devil were separate flights with separate missions, they had ended the day working together at the same target, and that required a joint debrief, especially when everything went as pear-shaped as it had. It wasn’t like Oso — even the new, timid Oso — to blow off procedure.
“I guess you had a pretty short debrief with Shooter,” said Nick, trying to open the conversation with the indirect approach. “By the time I got back, you were already gone.”
“Yeah.” Oso barely acknowledged the statement and continued his stretching. His mind was somewhere else.
Nick slipped back into a habitual rhythm of silent stretches, attempting to limber up in the cold air. Soon, however, the lack of conversation became awkward, and he had never been good at awkward silences. “Any reason you blew off the joint debrief with my flight?”
Oso was stretching his neck muscles and had turned his face away. When he turned back, his face held a look of resignation. He locked eyes with Nick. “We’re screwed.”
“Whaddaya mean we’re screwed?”
“I mean the commander’s really ticked about what happened today. Didn’t you get the message?”
“No, I didn’t check my e-mail after the flight. I was too busy looking for my weapons officer, but he bugged out without a debrief.” A subconscious flag told Nick he was letting his frustration get out of control, but he ignored it.
“We’re to report in at the commander’s office at zero seven hundred tomorrow morning.”
“Great,” said Nick dryly, “thanks for telling me now. You could’ve at least let me get a decent night’s sleep and told me in the morning.”
“Nah, I want you to suffer with me. Misery loves company, you know.”
“I don’t need any misery. You’re miserable enough for all of us.”
At the front of the room, the sensei stood and clapped his hands. The fighters obediently paired up, and, by virtue of proximity, Nick and Oso became unwilling training partners for the rest of the evening.
The very first drill was torso conditioning. Two fighters would stand side by side with their hands placed on the back of their heads and trade roundhouse kicks to the gut as a way to strengthen their core. As if that wasn’t enough abuse, the coach always followed with leg conditioning, for which the fighters stood face-to-face and traded kicks to each other’s thighs.
Most of the time, Nick could depend on Oso to use about half his power, not wanting to cause real damage or accidentally break a rib; but today the first kick to his gut confirmed that Oso was carrying a lot of pent-up aggression. Nick responded in kind. Oso fired back even stronger. Each man did his best not to show the pain in his reddening face. The thigh kicks were no better.
After the conditioning drills, the coach spent a little time on some new techniques, then dedicated the rest of the evening to sparring. Nick and Oso remained paired. They had sparred before, but never in the midst of an argument.
The two pilots limped to a corner of the mat and squared off. The only protective gear they wore were mouth guards. This school of jujitsu did not use gloves, and other pads might get in the way of a takedown or provide an unfair advantage in an arm bar.
“So, what made you wuss out today?” Nick asked. He had decided that as long as they were going to have an argument, he might as well go all out.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Oso delivered a punishing kick to Nick’s already bruised thigh and then threw a jab at his chest that sent him retreating backward.
“I mean the Irish Cross. We could’ve taken out that SAM without losing anybody.” Nick feigned a straight kick then stepped in with a hooking punch, lightly popping Oso across the jaw. “Don’t forget to keep your hands up, boss.”
“Very funny.” Oso threw a jab at Nick’s nose that didn’t connect. “It just didn’t look good. Bug and Shooter weren’t ready.”
“The wingmen?” Nick circled left, looking for an opening. “Those two were plenty capable of handling that attack. Besides”—he blocked a right cross—“all they had to do was fly around and not get shot. Your two-ship attack was doomed from the beginning, and you left me holding the bag.” The last word came out as a grunt as Nick shot in with another right hook.
This time Oso fended off the punch, but it was all the distraction that Nick needed. With his deflected right hand he grabbed the shoulder of Oso’s gi and stepped deep inside his defenses. His sweep caught both of Oso’s legs and the older pilot sailed toward the mat, landing hard on his back with an involuntary grunt.
Nick backed off to admire his work. He bounced on the balls of his feet and motioned to Oso to get up. “Let’s try that one again. Or maybe you’ve lost your nerve on the mat, too.”
That last statement hung in the cold air. The gym had grown quiet. Nick glanced around and noticed that the other fighters had stopped their own matches to watch his, gathering in a circle around the two pilots.
Oso picked himself up. There was no sport in his angry glare. All pretense of civility was gone.
The smaller pilot pressed forward and began landing punches with force. The blows came so fast that it took every ounce of Nick’s skill to fend them off. He made several attempts to return fire, slowing the onslaught with a couple of well-placed shots of his own, but his efforts only delayed the inevitable.
Before Nick knew it, Oso was in close and had a solid hold of his gi. Nick knew what was coming but Oso was moving too fast; he couldn’t do anything but brace for impact. Oso simultaneously twisted around and bent his knees, shifting his center of gravity below Nick’s hipline. Then he pulled the Nick’s chest close to his shoulder and exploded upward, taking Nick’s entire body with him.
Nick felt his feet leave terra firma and watched the gym spin in front of him. The impact with the mat felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to his body, knocking every bit of wind from his lungs.
When he could finally speak again, the words trickled from Nick’s throat. “It wasn’t your fault.”
Oso bent over him and grabbed the lapels of his gi. He pulled Nick’s shoulders off the mat so that their noses were just inches apart. “Tell that to Brent.” Their eyes locked for another moment, then Oso shoved Nick back to the mat and stormed out of the gym.

Chapter 17

Washington, D.C.
Less than a week had passed since Danny first brought Scott into Cerberus. Now the two of them walked briskly through the southwest hall of the Pentagon’s E ring. “I hope he’s at his desk,” said Scott, “I’d like to get this over with. We have work to do.”
“He’ll be there. If Walker is anything, he’s predictable. He arrives at the fitness center every morning at precisely zero five hundred hours. After an hour of sculpting his not-so-girlish figure, he hits the showers and then eats breakfast at the cafeteria. By zero seven thirty, he’s riveted to his desk. He’ll stay there, barking orders via e-mail, crushing dreams, and building empires, until eleven thirty, when he heads back to the cafeteria for lunch. We’ve got at least an hour and a haa-agghh…”
Danny stumbled forward, having caught his toe on what he would later claim was the only piece of loose carpeting in the entire Pentagon. He fell to the floor face-first, his head just missing the corner of a low, white-painted windowsill on the right side of the hall. The black hard case containing their timeline for Dream Catcher slipped from his sweaty palm and bounced down the hallway, sliding to a stop several feet away.
Scott continued forward without breaking stride and picked up the case. He turned it over to inspect it. “That was close.”
“Yeah, I nearly knocked myself unconscious there.”
“Hmm? Oh, yes, but I mean the case.” Scott held it out for Danny to see. “Look, it’s still sealed.”
“Right. Great. Good for the case. Don’t worry about the fact that I almost died.”
Scott frowned at him. “Don’t overstate the matter.” He held the case close, as if it was much safer in his hands than in Danny’s. “Spilling this absurdly classified material all over a hallway lined with windows would have caused a mountain of paperwork. That is the real tragedy that was narrowly avoided here.”
“You know, having concern — or even feigning concern — for your fellow man might make you seem more human.”
“Come again?”
“Nothing.”
A few minutes later they stood in the colonel’s office. Walker was standing as well, having shot out of his big leather chair the moment he first saw their timeline. “Two years? Are you out of your mind? I can’t send these numbers to General Windsor. He’ll laugh me back to Fort Benning.” He held up an index finger. “One year. That’s what you’ll get. One year maximum.”
Danny’s eyes widened. “Sir, you have to understand, we’re talking about building a completely new piece of hardware, in addition to making a major modification to the B-2 weapons bay. We haven’t even bid out the contract for manufacture yet.” He had the sudden urge to press the vein popping out of Walker’s forehead back into place, but he resisted.
The colonel slammed their proposal down on the desk with a loud slap. “Did you two fall off the tomato truck yesterday? This is a matter of national security, a program created under the umbrella of executive authority. Did you really think we always follow those ridiculous acquisitions regs?” He sighed and relaxed a little, changing his tone from angry boss to frustrated teacher. “Northrop Grumman will build Dream Catcher. I’ve already set the wheels in motion. What Boeing and Lockheed don’t know won’t kill them.”
Danny exchanged a wary look with Scott. “Sir, the contractors on our team work for several different companies. We’re talking Raytheon and BAE in addition to Boeing and Lockheed.”
The colonel fell back down into his chair as if exhausted. “Look, I’ll chalk all of this foolishness up to inexperience. Didn’t you read the Cerberus nondisclosure statements? Your entire team signed their lives away to me on keeping this secret. Not one of them is going to go crying home to their parent company.” He spread his hands and shrugged. “They’ll do the job. Their companies will get paid for their time. And if they ever spill the beans, I’ll string ’em up by their thumbs.”
Danny nodded slowly in submission. “All right, sir, we’ll try to cut back the schedule, but it may take a couple of days.”
“Denied.”
Danny looked at Scott for help, but the genius looked ashen. Perhaps he had never been faced with someone even more difficult to work with than himself. Danny wondered if he should shove a chair beneath the man before he passed out.
“It’s not a matter of try, Sharp,” said Walker, oblivious to the engineer’s loss of color. “You will make the cuts and you will get the revised schedule to me by eleven hundred hours tomorrow.”
Danny knew there was only one response to this totally unreasonable command. “Yes, sir.”

Chapter 18

Very early the next morning, Danny and Scott sat in a secure room in the Pentagon basement and stared at each other across a table covered in papers, several of them crumpled. They had worked through the night and still hadn’t trimmed the timeline enough.
“Look, Scotty, I’m telling you that we have to kill this ‘X-factor’ padding or we’ll never make it.” Danny knew that Scott hated to be called Scotty, but he had run out of patience.
“And I’m telling you, Daniel, that if you eliminate the pads, something unexpected will crop up and we’ll just deliver behind schedule!”
Tension was high. Nothing had been accomplished in the last hour. Danny had to do something to bring peace back to the negotiations. “Look, we both obviously need some coffee. Let’s take a break and get out of here.”
He led Scott through the labyrinth of hallways and stairwells until they emerged on Rotary Road, on the south side of the Pentagon. There was only one place where he knew he could find good coffee at four o’clock in the morning. At Twelfth and Hayes, he found his target. The lights at Charla’s were just flickering on as they approached the storefront, backlighting a painting on the window of a Franciscan monk holding a steaming mug of coffee. A petite woman with salt-and-pepper hair, a kind face, and striking blue eyes opened the door for them. “You boys are up pretty early,” she observed with the brightness of a soccer mom about to offer her team some Gatorade.
“We never went to bed,” Danny admitted.
“I see. We’d better make it two double espressos, then.” She turned and signaled a teenager behind the counter who looked like he could use some coffee of his own.
The two bleary-eyed men sat on stools at a small round table and sipped at their coffee, unable to discuss their classified work and unwilling to engage in small talk because, at the moment, they despised each other.
After a few sips, Scott started looking back and forth between the Franciscan monk and the cup in Danny’s hand. “What does ‘GC’ stand for?” he asked, pointing at the initials on his cup. “It doesn’t match the monk or Charla.”
Danny shrugged. “This place used to be Gourmet Creations, but Charla bought it when they went out of business. She must be using the stuff that was left on the shelf until her own cups come in. It probably saves her some cash.”
Scott accepted Danny’s explanation without comment and raised his cup for another sip, but he stopped before it reached his lips. In the engineer’s sunken eyes, Danny suddenly saw renewed vigor, like a runner who’d just gotten his second wind. “Hurry up and finish your coffee,” Scott said. “I’ve got an idea.”
* * *
By the time they got back to their planning room, Danny was in a foul mood. Scott had completely ruined his coffee break. He had pushed, prodded, and rushed Danny all the way through his cup of coffee, and Danny hated being rushed, especially when he was already tired and irritable. On the way back to the Pentagon, Scott had crunched through the snow at such a brisk pace that Danny had to jog to keep up, nearly slipping and falling several times. Now he was sweaty on top of being tired and cranky, and no one should be sweaty in Washington, D.C., in winter at a quarter to five in the morning; it just wasn’t right. He angrily tossed his coat over a chair. “Fine, we’re back. What’s your big idea?”
“What did you say about the GC cups?”
Danny was in no mood for games. “I said Charla was using cups that were already there when she bought the store.” He wondered if this room was soundproof enough to mask Scott’s screams when he killed him.
“No, you said she was using stuff that was left on the shelf.”
“Oh, good. Now we’re playing semantics.” Danny started to search for a weapon. His chair would do nicely. He just needed to move his coat first.
“Off-the-shelf,” Scott said with an uncharacteristic wink. “It’s an acquisitions concept that speeds the development of new systems. Do you think the B-2 is all new technology? No, we stole the fly-by-wire system out of an F-16 and the navigation system out of a B-1. We even used modified F-16 engines. A large percentage of that aircraft is off-the-shelf technology. We can do the same thing with Dream Catcher.”
Danny laid his coat back over the chair. The angry expression fell from his face. He was beginning to catch on. “You mean we could cut back development time by integrating old technology with new parts? It would be like building Frankenstein’s stealth jet.”
“Exactly! For example, we don’t have to build a completely new engine. We just have to find one that meets our specs that’s already in use… say… the engine used in the Global Hawk. Then we purchase a couple of extras for that program, only they don’t go to the Hawk, they go to Wright-Patterson for developmental use.”
Danny stared down at the slush stains on his shoes. Scott’s plan might be the solution they needed. He didn’t relish renegotiating with Walker for another week to sort out the details, but the old man should acquiesce, given the potential savings in dollars and time. Finally he looked up at the engineer’s expectant face. “I like it. I like it a whole lot.”

Chapter 19

Spangdahlem Air Base, Germany
At seven o’clock sharp, Oso and Nick stood in front of Redeye’s desk, expecting the worst. They felt like schoolchildren waiting to talk to the principal, and the commander knew it; he let them stand there at attention for a full two minutes before he even acknowledged their presence. “Do you know what this is?” he asked finally, holding up a document.
“No, sir.” Oso answered for both of them.
The commander interrupted his own train of thought, standing and leaning across his desk to get a closer look at the two pilots. “What happened to you two? Did you get in a bar fight or something?”
They glanced at each other. For the first time, Nick noticed the marks from the previous night’s brawl. Oso had a nice purple shiner under his right eye. Nick couldn’t even remember connecting a punch there. He knew the left side of his own face sported a red blotch the size of Oso’s fist. They both turned back to the commander at the same time.
“I slipped in the shower.”
“I ran into a door.”
“Uh-huh… Anyway, this is the first draft of the memo I’ve been asked to submit to the wing commander explaining how I could lose four Hogs to a single French missile system. Would you like to help me with it?”
Oso remained silent. Nick wasn’t quite as savvy. “Our Wild Weasel support never showed. We had to deal with SAM alone,” he said.
The commander glared at Nick, obviously annoyed at the younger pilot’s inability to read the situation. “That was rhetorical, Nick. And there never was a Blade Flight.”
Both pilots looked surprised and Redeye raised his eyebrows. “Oh, you hadn’t figured that out? I thought you two were smarter. The retasking of your two specific flights was a planned portion of the exercise. I earmarked you two to face that SAM three days ago, in response to a directive from the planning committee. The whole thing was a test of this squadron’s ability to handle that type of mission with minimal support. They were watching this one at the NATO staff level. I put your flights against that SAM because I thought you two could handle the challenge. You proved me wrong.”
Nick felt the color draining from his face as the commander explained the gravity of their failure. They hadn’t just lost a few points in the exercise; they’d embarrassed their squadron, their whole country. His eyes fell to the carpet.
“We’ve been given another shot at a similar situation tomorrow, but I’m putting Trash and Psych against it,” continued the commander. “Hopefully they won’t pork it like you two did.” He sat back down, trying to regain his calm. “I reviewed the GPS tracks and the cockpit tapes. I know everything that happened out there; so you can save your excuses. By the way, Nick, after Oso’s flight was eliminated, what on earth made you think that you could do better than a weapons school grad with three times the experience?”
Nick’s eyes flashed up again and locked with the commander’s. He recognized the rhetorical question this time and kept his mouth shut, even though he wanted to point out that he had done better. At least he’d killed the SAM before he died.
“Sure,” the commander said, reading his mind, “you neutralized the SAM before it was over, but that was just the first step.” Redeye’s voice began to rise. “The SAM was the threat. The airfield was the target, and you couldn’t take it out because you were dead!” He shouted the last word. Then he stopped and leaned back in his chair, taking a moment to bring his voice back to a conversational tone. “The bottom line is this: You both demonstrated poor decision making and cowboy tactics, and in a real war it would have cost lives. Well, any last words?”
Neither pilot spoke. “I’m done with you, then. That was your last flight in this squadron.”
“What?” asked Nick, unable to control the outburst.
The commander opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a manila envelope. He held it up for Nick to take. “In an odd twist of fortune you just became someone else’s problem. These are your orders to Whiteman Air Force Base. Congratulations, you’ve been selected to fly the stealth bomber. You’ll get no final flight in the A-10, though. I don’t want to waste any more jet fuel on you.”
Nick was speechless. It was such an inglorious way to receive news he’d thought he would never hear. He slowly reached up and took the envelope from Redeye’s hand.
Redeye’s voice softened as he turned to Oso. “You’re leaving as well. I realize that you’re still beating yourself up over Brent. I had hoped that time would heal you, that a couple of weeks back in the saddle would snap you out of it. Obviously that didn’t work. You backed away from the Irish Cross yesterday because you thought Brent’s accident was going to happen all over again.”
The commander sighed. “I don’t know, Oso, maybe you just need a few more flights and a little more time, but that’s gas and time that I don’t have. Nine/eleven changed things. The world’s going to hell in a handbasket and at any moment we could get the call. Whether it’s Afghanistan or Iran or our old friend Saddam, I need a weapons officer with his head on straight, and right now you’re not him. I’m going to make some phone calls and cash in a couple of favors. Barring any surprises I’ll have you shipped out of here in a month. Until then, you can fly a desk.”
“Shipped where, sir?” Oso asked slowly.
“If you want to mother hen the younger wingmen, I’m going to put you somewhere that it’ll do some good. I’m sending you to the A-10 schoolhouse in Tucson. I’m not sending you there because I think you’ll be the best instructor they’ve ever seen; I’m sending you there to keep you out of combat for a while.”
The commander returned his gaze to the papers on his desk. “That’s all I’ve got. You’re both dismissed.”

Chapter 20

Nick left the commander’s office and headed straight for the small squadron fitness room. He couldn’t believe that he’d been grounded. Even though he’d only miss one flight, it was an important one. A pilot’s last flight in an attack squadron was a big deal, a way to honor his contributions to the team, and being denied that flight by his very first squadron was a slap in the face that would haunt him for the rest of his career. He rounded the last corner of the hallway and unzipped his flight suit down to the waist, pulling his arms from the sleeves.
By the time he pushed through the double doors of the fitness room, Nick had the sleeves of his flight suit tied securely around his midsection. He headed straight for the heavy bag. He didn’t bother wrapping his knuckles. He just started pummeling the canvas.
As Nick let the punches fly, form and technique gave way to heat and anger. The old canvas worked like sandpaper on his unprotected knuckles and it wasn’t long before small spots of blood appeared after each punch.
Nick punished the bag for his lost chance at retribution for September 11, for the loss of his wingman, and for his loss of face in front of the French; but mostly he punished the bag because something inside him needed to bloody something up, even if it was his own knuckles.
When finally his arms ached, so heavy that he could no longer raise them to strike, Nick ceased his onslaught. He looked at the mess he’d made of his hands and wondered where this had come from. Was this his way of mourning? It shamed him to see that Oso took Brent’s loss so hard while he continued life as if nothing had happened. It shamed him to realize that even now he wasn’t so much mourning Brent as he was mourning his own inability to prevent the young man’s death.
Part of Nick had been lost along with Brent in that wreckage near Böchingen. That part of him that was invincible and infallible, that part that could walk through fire unsinged was now gone, and he could feel the empty space where it had been. That part of him should have seen the accident coming a mile away, but it didn’t; it evaporated when he’d needed it most and then refused to return.
Nick grabbed a towel and attempted to wipe the blood from the canvas. It had soaked in too deep. The stain would be there forever. He gave up and walked to the restroom to clean himself up, wincing as the water that rinsed the blood away also forced open the wounds. Nick resisted the urge to pull his hands back, allowing the pain because he knew that, without it, there would be no healing.

Part Two
Refinement


Chapter 21

Central Missouri
27 December 2002
Nick’s move to the stealth wing had proved to be a huge mistake. Piloting one of the world’s most advanced aircraft was supposed to be the opportunity of a lifetime. But, nearly a year later, he still hadn’t piloted one.
And now he wondered if he ever would.
“Emergency aircraft call sign Fast Two One, the fire trucks are rolling and the runway is yours. Do you need any further assistance?”
“Not unless you can douse my engine from there, Tower. We are three miles from touchdown. Confirm we are cleared to land.”
“Cleared to land, Fast Two One. Good luck.”
Even though Nick had been accepted into the stealth wing, his flight experience fell short of the minimum hours required to begin B-2 training. Consequently, the wing commander had given him a one-year assignment as an instructor in the wing’s companion trainer program to beef up his logbook. The B-2 was expensive to fly and the companion trainer program allowed the regular B-2 pilots to get additional flight time in the Northrop T-38 Talon — a small, sleek, 1960s-era fighter trainer. Nick’s job as an instructor was to familiarize them with the T-38 when they arrived at the base.
Most pilots would have killed to fly the supersonic T-38 for a living, but this one-year job stood between Nick and the stealth bomber, and he resented it. He continued to keep tabs on Bin Laden and his network. Al-Majid was still thought to be in Iraq, and things were heating up there. Nick desperately wanted to part of the hunt, but that would never happen while he was stuck flying pattern hops in a training jet.
Perhaps the little jet felt Nick’s contempt. Ten minutes earlier, it had betrayed him. Shortly after takeoff on a flight with a new B-2 pilot, one of his T-38’s engines had caught fire.
Something flashed in the lower periphery of Nick’s vision. The red fire warning light on his glare shield blinked erratically and then went dark.
“Fire’s out!” reported the pilot in the seat ahead of him, a new transfer from the B-52 that everyone called Motor. “Maybe the extinguisher finally worked.”
Nick glanced down at his gauges. The temperature needle was still pegged. That didn’t make sense. He checked the small mirror mounted on his canopy and saw black smoke still trailing the aircraft. A quick test of the fire sensors confirmed his fears. “Negative. Still burning. The light’s out because the fire burned through the sensor system.”
“That’s bad isn’t it?”
“Means it’s getting closer to the fuel tanks.” Nick gauged the distance to the runway. Two miles. “Listen, I’m going to land from the back seat so that you can deal with the throttle gate up front. As soon as we land I want you to shut the good engine down.”
“Don’t we need that engine to power the brakes?”
“I’ll still have the emergency brakes. They’ll do the job. We’ve got to get out of this thing ASAP after touch down, and shutting the engine down early will help.”
The runway’s touchdown zone was growing larger in the windscreen. From Nick’s perspective it was about as wide as the T-38’s nosecone, indicating that they were a mile and half out. His speed and altitude were still good. He would make the landing, as long as the fire gave him the chance.
“Pop your canopy as we slow through thirty-five knots; that’ll add some drag,” he told Motor. “As soon as I’ve got her stopped ditch your flight harness and get out. We’ll be cutting this kind of close.”
One mile to go. We can make it. Nick checked his mirror again. This time he saw flames licking at the fuselage on the left side. The fire was still moving forward. Ahead, he could see the fire trucks waiting at the first taxiway. The landing would take him a good mile past their position, but if they waited at midfield and Nick lost control, he could crash into them. The risk was too great. Once he shot past, this would become a mad race between the fire trucks and the flames that were burning their way toward his fuel tank.
“Brace yourself. I’m gonna land her hard to kill some speed.”
The pavement passed beneath them and Nick slammed the wheels into the ground, instantly knocking fifteen knots off the speed. “Now, Motor!”
Motor shut down the good engine. Nick was left with just the emergency brakes. His legs burned as he struggled to keep her straight with the steering pedals, but he couldn’t let up on the brake pressure. The emergency brakes were a one-off. If he let up at all, he’d have nothing left on the next try. Halfway down the runway they popped their canopies open. With the added resistance, Nick finally brought the jet to a halt. Sirens blared as the fire trucks sped toward them, but help was still a good half mile away. He threw off his helmet and harness, climbed over the right side, and dropped to the ground. Motor was right beside him. The flames had almost reached the cockpit, engulfing the left wing.
The two pilots ran at a full sprint until the concussion of the blast knocked them to the ground. Nick rolled over to see a mushroom of fire and black smoke rising into the air. He had to shield his face against the heat. A fountain of white foam shot from a turret mounted on top of the approaching fire truck, trying to contend with the blaze.
Motor groaned and rolled over next to him. After watching the firefighters work for a few seconds he patted Nick on the arm. “Boy, do you have a lot of paperwork to do.”

Chapter 22

The two pilots spent hours at the base hospital getting checked out and questioned before they were sent home — a repeat of Nick’s experience in Germany. Both of them were medically cleared, but from the questions Nick was asked it became apparent that the explosion had not just destroyed the aircraft, it had damaged tens of thousands of dollars in airfield security and radio navigation equipment near the runway. Before the docs were even finished taking a blood sample, word came down through the pilot grapevine that the wing commander was gunning for him. He was the instructor on the flight. He was responsible.
The next morning, even after the two showers that had bracketed his sleepless night, the stench of burning jet fuel still clung to Nick’s nostrils, promising to stay with him forever. Trying to breathe through his mouth instead, he climbed the stairs to his office on the second floor of the training squadron. He closed the door, collapsed into his chair, and stared down at the huge stack of papers that someone had thoughtfully left on his desk — probably Motor.
There were forms for flight safety and forms for the tower, forms for security and forms for maintenance. There were forms for just about every agency on base. And once Nick finished them, he had nothing to look forward to except finding out what dank, dark hole the brass would stick him in for the rest of his heavily shortened career. Maybe they would let him train as an intelligence officer. That way he could keep working on his Al-Qaeda file. Even washouts had to have a hobby.
Two major accident investigations in a little more than a year. Nick reached for the pen that lay beside the stack. Then he paused, retracted the hand, and slowly bent down to rest his forehead on the topmost form instead. He needed a few moments to veg out before actively contributing to his own downfall.
No sooner had Nick’s forehead touched the cool surface of the paper than an obnoxious ring sent him jerking upright again. He glowered at the old-style phone on the corner of his desk. “Why didn’t I unplug you?” He waited three more rings before finally picking up the receiver. “T-38 desk. Unsecure.”
“Nick?” The raspy voice of his director of operations was unmistakable, his tone ominous.
Nick checked the edge in his voice. “Yes, sir. How can I help you?”
“I need to see you in my office right now.”
No, thought Nick, but he knew better than to argue with Drag. Instead, he acknowledged the order and immediately began the long trek down the hall to the DO’s office. He should have known that Drag would want to interrogate him personally about the accident.
Drag was one of those people who seemed purpose-built for intimidation. He wasn’t stocky, but he was unusually tall, with hawklike features. When he addressed a subordinate, his black eyes peered down his sharp beak from beneath feathery eyebrows, as if assessing a field mouse that would soon be dinner. And his unfortunate cigarette habit compounded the problem. The chain-smoking lieutenant colonel liked to lean down and deliver verbal abuse in close proximity to his victim’s nose, his smoker’s breath making it impossible to breathe.
Nick stopped in front of the DO’s door, took a last breath of fresh air, and hesitantly knocked.
Drag opened the door and barreled out, nearly knocking him over. “Follow me.”
Nick followed Drag down the hallway to a set of big steel double doors. He knew that the B-2 mission planning rooms were behind them, but he’d never been back there. He had the clearances but he’d never had a purpose, and it was an unwritten rule at the stealth wing that you didn’t go wandering into secure rooms unless you had a purpose.
“You ever use this one before?” Drag asked, indicating the entry system next to the door.
“No, sir,” Nick replied.
“You’d better do the honors, then. Just because you’re supposed to be in the system doesn’t necessarily mean you are. We’d better make sure your code works.”
Nick pressed his thumb against the small red touchscreen and entered his personal code into the keypad. The big vault door cracked open an inch. Drag pushed it wide and ushered Nick inside. They stood at the beginning of a long gray hallway lined with rooms. The heavy door at the opposite end held a large red and white sign. Big block letters warned:
Emergency Exit Only — Alarm Will Sound — Lethal Force Is Authorized

Nick thrust his chin at the sign. “So, if the building catches on fire you get to choose between burning to death and getting shot?”
Drag ignored the comment. “This is us,” he said, indicating another steel door to their right. “You don’t have access to this one; not many people do.”
This room was little more than a broom closet. There was nothing but a heavy safe, two stools, a desk, and an industrial-sized shredder. The DO spun the combination lock on the safe and removed a small stack of papers, placing them on the desk before taking a seat on the stool behind it. Finally he folded his hands and looked up at Nick.
Nick snorted. “Great. More paperwork.” Now that his career was over, he had decided to let his natural sarcasm roam free.
“Did you ever hear the phrase ‘seen but not heard,’ Lieutenant?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Let’s try it.”
Nick nodded silently. Maybe he should keep the sarcasm penned up a little longer.
“Listen,” said Drag. “These papers have nothing to do with yesterday’s accident. In fact, that paperwork is all done.”
“But I never signed any—”
“Yes you did.” Drag waved a hand, cutting him off. “You humbly but accurately recounted the story of how you saved your life and another’s against unbelievable odds. The wing commander would be an idiot not to hand you a medal. And every form ends with a signature that looks exactly like the one you’ve placed on a dozen other documents since your arrival here.”
Drag’s eyes narrowed. “And now I need one more. I brought you in here to read you into a program well above your current clearance level.” He set a pen down next to the papers. “All that’s required is your signature.”
Nick reached for the pen but Drag snatched it away.
“Not so fast. This is not a decision to be made lightly. You don’t even know what the clearance is for. You’ve been selected for an assignment, but you won’t be able to tell anybody what you’re doing or where you’re going, not even your wife. In fact, you may be separated from your wife for long periods of time, and you won’t be allowed to tell her why.”
Drag raised his bushy eyebrows. “Until you make your choice, I can’t tell you what the assignment is, where it is, or how long it will take; all I can tell you at this moment is that you must make that choice right here, right now.”
Drag picked up the pen and tapped the document at the top of the stack. “Option one: You can sign this top paper. If you do that, this conversation never happened; we never speak of it again. You start B-2 training in a month”—Drag held up a hand and wiggled it—“or maybe not. You did just blow up a plane.”
“But you said—”
“Option two,” Drag continued. “You can shred that top paper, sit down at this stool, and read and sign the document underneath. Take option two and I’ve got lots more to tell you.” He held out the pen. “What’ll it be?”
Nick picked up the top document and shoved it into the shredder. Then he took the pen from Drag’s hand, sat down, and started reviewing the pages of the other.
The DO nodded. “Good choice, kid. Very good choice.”
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Murph reached across the cockpit, pointing to the tactical situation display that showed the B-2’s position. “Three minutes from the target. Weapons are green.”
“Roger,” Drake acknowledged, but it was little more than a grunt. He was focused on the screen in front of him, calculating the moment that he would pull up and take the radar shot. He gently took hold of the controls and punched off the autopilot; he would have to fly this attack manually. As impressive as the bomber’s autopilot was, it couldn’t keep up with these angles, not when they were flying this low. Dark terrain whipped past the windshield. Drake’s radar altimeter indicated a mere two hundred feet above the ground.
“Two minutes,” said Murph. “Both weapons are in position. The desired impact points are the two square buildings at the center of the complex.”
Drake glanced down at his satellite imagery and memorized the position of the crosshairs, hoping they would match the radar-generated image that would soon appear on his screen.
“Thirty seconds. Two targeted, two achievable. You’re in range.”
“Starting the attack maneuver in three, two, one…” Drake pulled the nose into a climb and then activated the bomber’s powerful radar. Within a few seconds the image appeared on his screen. The crosshairs fell right where they were supposed to be. “Target confirmed.”
Murph initiated the automatic release sequence. A few seconds later the computer opened the weapons bay doors and kicked out the bombs. “Weapons away and clear,” he said.
At the word “clear,” Drake rolled the aircraft on its edge, allowing the nose to slice through the horizon into a steep descent. The numbers on his altimeter rapidly counted down until a serene female voice said, “Terrain… Terrain,” prompting him to pull out of the dive and level out back at two hundred feet. Two faint flashes lit up the overcast sky, marking the impacts of the bombs behind them.
Drake switched on the autopilot and looked over at Murph. “Looks like another job well done. They never saw that one coming.”
“Yeah. You got ’em,” Murph replied, scribbling on a clipboard. He finished the note, leaned back in his seat, and reached over to shake Drake’s hand. “That completes your checkride, Lieutenant. Congratulations. You are now a B-2 aircraft commander, and I believe that makes you the youngest B-2 AC in history.” He rubbed his hands together. “That calls for a little celebratory flying. Wanna see something cool?”
“That phrase,” said Drake warily, “along with ‘What could possibly go wrong?’ and ‘Here, hold my beer,’ is something you never want to hear your pilot say.” He pursed his lips. “And there’s one more I can’t remember.”
Murph took the controls and switched the autopilot off again. “Watch this.”
Drake slapped him on the arm. “That’s the one.”
The older pilot pushed the throttles to their limit and shoved the stick forward, causing Drake to grip the dashboard. At the stealth’s maximum speed and a mere fifty feet off the deck, he pulled the nose into a steep climb.
Drake watched with growing concern as the altimeter spun through five, six, seven thousand feet. At ten thousand, Murph pulled the throttles back to idle and jerked the control stick all the way to the left.
“Whoa!” exclaimed Drake. “Are you crazy?”
“Trust me.”
By the time the bomber became completely inverted, the nose was well below the horizon and they were accelerating back toward the dark earth. Murph gave the aircraft a negative-G push to control the dive and continued the roll. Once the wings were level again, he pulled up aggressively, pushing the aircraft’s G limits to make it level by two hundred feet. He looked over at Drake and winked. “That’s how it’s done, sonny boy. Who says you can’t roll a bomber?”
Suddenly the world beyond the windscreens froze, as if the aircraft had stopped in midair. The cockpit flooded with light, and both pilots turned and squinted over their shoulders to see a thin figure silhouetted against a very ordinary-looking doorframe. The intruder angrily stepped into the cockpit and slammed the door.
“Which one of you two chuckleheads wants to explain what you’re doing with my simulator?” asked Drag. He was scary enough when he was happy, but at the moment he looked downright angry.
“Uh… sir, we…” Drake could not come up with a response.
Murph broke in. “Sir, we completed the checkride and I was just experimenting with the capabilities of the aircraft.”
“Baloney. You were screwing around. Do you have any idea how much it costs per hour to run this simulator?”
Drake and Murph sheepishly shrugged their shoulders.
“A lot more than you two minions make in a day.” The DO fixed his hawklike glare on Murph. “You know as well as I do that what you just did is well beyond the real bomber’s capabilities. The bank angle limiter in the real aircraft would never let you roll it over like that.” He folded his arms and looked back and forth between the two. “That mission in Afghanistan last year and the medals you earned from it made you leaders in this community, whether you like it or not. That means you don’t have the luxury of screwing around. Have I made myself clear?”
“Yes, sir.” The reply came in unison.
“Good. Murph, clean this up. Drake, follow me. I have a paper for you to sign.”
As Drake followed Drag out of the simulator, he wondered if the paper he was to sign would be a finance form authorizing Drag to dock his pay for wasting simulator time. To his relief the DO led him into a secure room and handed him clearance paperwork instead. Drag gave him a strange choice. Decline the offer for the new clearance, or blindly sign his life away.

Chapter 24

Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio
30 December 2002
Eleven months after the epiphany at Charla’s coffee shop, Danny sat with Scott and the core Dream Catcher team in Specter Blue’s cramped conference room, trying not to wither under Walker’s usual dark scowl.
They had beaten the impossible timeline by three full weeks. The paper airplane had become a reality. But Walker had not yet seen it, and they were all a little nervous.
“General Windsor sends his apologies for being unable to attend,” said the colonel. “He’d love to be here, but he feels that the presence of a flag officer might draw undue attention to these proceedings. You never know who is watching. Since that leaves me to be the judge of your work, you had better impress me.”
Danny turned to Scott and raised an eyebrow. “Here we go,” he whispered, and then stood and scooted his way behind the chairs to the end of the room. “Right through here, Colonel,” he said, opening a door into darkness.
Danny led Walker and the rest of the group across the polished concrete floor of a massive hangar, their footsteps echoing through the cavernous expanse. At the center of the hangar, a column of soft white light illuminated a small, makeshift enclosure constructed of aluminum frame walls and covered with burgundy curtains.
When the group reached the structure, Danny felt as if he should say something, but he knew that Colonel-Richard-T.-Walker-U.S.-Army was not a patient man. He chose to keep it simple. “Colonel Walker, may I present Dream Catcher,” he said, and he pulled back the curtain.
An alien object, scarcely bigger than a speedboat, rested on a low pedestal at the center of the space. Its dark skin absorbed the light from above, giving no discernible reflection. Viewed in profile, it took the shape of a flattened teardrop, sloping quickly upward to its thickest and then gradually thinning until it terminated in a point at the rear. From above, it looked like a rounded, contoured triangle, with no discernable boundary between fuselage and wings. There was no vertical stabilizer, no protrusions or angles at all. Graceful slopes and gentle curves defined the entire vessel. Even the intake scoop and exhaust port conformed to the shape of the airframe, rather than rise above the profile like a traditional engine nacelle.
“So this is Dream Catcher,” said Walker.
“Actually,” said Scott, “the technical name for this vessel is the ‘low observable reconnaissance aircraft,’ or LORA. Dream Catcher is the name of the underlying concept. It refers to the mission of capturing signals from above a target.”
Colonel Walker fixed his gaze on Scott. “LORA is boring and academic, Doctor. We’ll call it Dream Catcher. In covert operations we still maintain the late Strategic Air Command’s flair for the dramatic. It keeps the money flowing.” He turned to the rest of the group. “What impact does the engine cavity have on signature?”
“Nil, sir,” responded Amanda Navistrova. “We accounted for it in the original design. Believe me when I say we’ve thought of everything.”
The colonel frowned. “Only fools believe they’ve thought of everything. Now, tell me why I can’t see any flight control structures.”
Amanda opened her mouth to reply but no words came out, and Danny wondered if anyone had ever spoken to her like that before. “The flight controls are under the skin, sir,” he said, covering her stunned silence. “They run the entire circumference of the aircraft, with twenty-one surfaces in all. The skin at the extremities is flexible, and the movement of the flight control structures underneath causes the edges of the craft to ripple, much like you might see when observing a stingray at the aquarium.”
“That’s quite unique. What spawned that idea?”
“Actually, the wing-warping concept comes from the Wright brothers, who came upon it by watching birds in flight. So I guess you could say it was God’s idea. We’re simply imitating his design.”
“Mm-hmm,” grunted Walker, as if he had already lost interest in his own question. He leaned forward, looking closely at the skin. “And where are the sensor windows?”
“Bob, get the lights,” Danny said with a grin. A member of the group broke off and walked to the opposite side of the temporary enclosure, flicking a switch mounted on the metal frame wall. The hangar went completely dark. Then there was a sharp click and the hum of electricity filled the air. Four black lights mounted at the top of the walls blinked on, flooding the whole enclosure with faint purple light. The drone’s skin changed from uniform black to a purple patchwork of diamonds and trapezoids.
Danny gave a dramatic sweep with his hand. “I would have said ‘abracadabra’ but I thought that might be a bit much.” He paused for the expected laughter, but the colonel just scowled at him impatiently.
“Ahem… yes, well, as you can see, the skin appears to have a uniform texture and color to the naked eye, but it is actually a composite of several different materials.” He strolled forward and indicated some of the shapes on the side of the aircraft. “For instance, each individual sensor window is a slightly different compound, engineered to allow the necessary signals, such as infrared images or radio signals, to pass through to the sensor packages inside.”
Scott joined him and gestured to one of the trapezoidal panels on the underside of the craft. “In addition, LORA… er… Dream Catcher has maintenance access panels for her more mundane systems, such as hydraulics and propulsion. These doors are made of the same material as the basic structure, but their frames — the seals, if you will — are covered in a special substance that responds differently to certain wavelengths of light. Using this lighting we can easily see the panel outlines.”
“So…” said the colonel, leaning in even closer. “How do you get them open?”
Scott motioned for Bob to switch back to the white light. Then he walked over to a laptop sitting on a folding table and pressed a few keys. A miniature parabolic antenna, mounted on a small stand, swiveled to point at the aircraft. There was a sharp hiss and the panel popped open, forcing Walker to jump back. A fog of vapor slowly spread from the interior of the craft, revealing a tangle of wires and a panel of circuit breakers.
“Scott has just remotely activated the left rear avionics panel,” said Danny. “The edges of the door and its frame are covered in similar putties. They bond when the panel is closed, forming a seamless skin and an airtight seal. A small bottle of Freon is attached to the underside of the door. We use it to cool the putties, causing them to separate.”
“Incredible,” said Walker, eliciting a smile from Danny, who realized that his team had finally been able to impress Old Ironsides. “When will she be ready for testing?”
Danny glanced over at Scott, who gave him a slight nod. “She’s ready for testing now, sir,” he said. “Which proving ground would you like to use? Utah? California?”
Walker turned from the craft to face the team. “Neither. I have another facility in mind.”

Chapter 25

Somewhere over New Mexico
New Year’s Eve 2002
“It’s dead ahead,” the pilot of the C-130 Hercules shouted to Danny over the engine noise, his smile painted an eerie green by the faint glow of his night-vision goggles.
Danny could not return the smile because of his nausea. When would he learn? He had to brag that Dream Catcher was ready. He couldn’t have asked for a few more days. Now he was spending his New Year’s Eve making a long flight in a loud, poorly air-conditioned aircraft, bored to tears and ready to puke. “I don’t see anything but darkness,” he shouted back, squinting at the windscreen.
“Oh. Sorry about that. Here, use this.” The pilot handed him a night-vision monocle. “And you’ll want to sit down in that engineer’s seat and strap in. This runway’s a little rough.”
Danny sat in the seat centered behind the pilots and clipped on the restraints. The seat wasn’t exactly comfortable, but at least it had a cushion, a welcome relief from the nylon web seating in the back of the plane. He flipped on the monocle and peered over the pilots’ shoulders at the scene before them. Ahead lay an all but forgotten airstrip. Large Xs that appeared light green in Danny’s monocle marked the full length of the runway. They warned civilian and military pilots alike that the field was condemned and unusable, but the warning to civilians was hardly necessary. The field was nestled in a desert valley, protected by nearly ten thousand square miles of restricted airspace that belonged to the surrounding facilities: White Sands Missile Range, Holloman Air Force Base, and Biggs Army Airfield.
Before the journey, Walker had filled Danny in on the testing facility’s history. In its heyday, it was known as Biggs North One, serving as a practice deployment facility for the men preparing to take F-86 Sabre Jets into combat over Korea. Later it was used as a target field for B-52 crews to practice runway bombing, leaving it a registered hazard zone thanks to the potential for unexploded ordnance.
Most of those who remembered the service of Biggs North One had disappeared, fading into retirement, and the little field appeared to be fading into history, slowly being consumed by the dust and the desert wind. But appearances were often deceiving. Biggs North One continued to serve. It just had a new name.
“Welcome to Romeo Seven,” shouted the C-130 pilot.
They were just crossing the fence line and Danny could see the small apron with its run-down barracks and two crumbling hangars. There was no light coming from them at all. “Where’s the real facility?” he asked, but the pilots either didn’t hear him or were too busy to answer. The left-seat pilot focused on the runway and expertly manipulated the controls while the right-seat pilot looked under his goggles at the control panel and counted off the altitude from the radar altimeter. “Two hundred… one hundred… fifty… thirty… ten…”
In one slow, deft movement the pilot brought the control wheel back and reduced the throttles to idle. Danny felt the thump of the wheels touching down and then the second impact of the nose gear as it found the pavement. The pilot wasn’t kidding about the rough runway; the big plane bounced along like a four-by-four on a jeep trail until it eased to a slow crawl. Still using his NVGs, the pilot coaxed his craft to one side of the runway and then reversed direction to head back toward the buildings. He stopped on the apron, right in front of one of the old, run-down hangars.
“Aren’t you going to shut her down?” shouted Danny.
“Nope. We can’t risk shutting ’em down in case one of ’em doesn’t start again, and we definitely don’t want to be sitting here when the sun comes up. You guys get off and then we’re outta here.” He nodded toward the wing. “Watch out for the props, though. They’ll tear your head right off!”
There was nothing else to say, except thanks for the ride. Danny shook the hand of each pilot, unbuckled his harness, and then went back to supervise the off-loading process.
The crew walked Dream Catcher and its rolling rack down the ramp of the C-130 like pallbearers carrying a fallen soldier off his last flight. They moved with care and precision; white gloves protected the drone’s skin from contaminants on their hands. It seemed ludicrous that they were working so hard to keep Dream Catcher pristine. Soon they would strap the drone into the bomber’s bay and drop it into the troposphere from twenty thousand feet. If it survived, they would still have to get it back into the bay in midflight, and that would be the real trick.
Danny shook his head. “Remind me again how the docking system works,” he said to Scott.
“It’s simple. Dream Catcher will fly on her programmed profile up to the bomber’s open bay. On the spine of the craft there is a rotating panel where the docking latch is housed. The drone will use laser spotting to center herself and then flip the panel, exposing the docking latch. After that, she’ll fine-tune her position until the two are connected.”
“You make it sound so easy. Isn’t there a lot that could go wrong?”
Scott took on an offended look. “Trust me, Daniel. The computer simulations went off without a hitch. It is going to work.”
“Maybe, but I’ll be a lot happier when we’ve completed a few successful flight tests.” Danny turned from Scott and looked around for the first time. He was struck by the dark, barren wasteland surrounding them; there was nothing here but dilapidated buildings and dry, dusty landscape. He sighed. “Join the Air Force. See the world.”

Chapter 26

Danny stood in the darkness, listening to the sound of the C-130’s engines fade away. The test team and the security troops looked to him for what to do next, but he was at a loss. He turned to Scott. The engineer shrugged.
Suddenly, the sound of an electric motor and grinding gears erupted from the hangar. The doors slowly slid open, revealing an interior that was even darker than the night outside. When the noise stopped, Danny heard the distinctive clop of combat boots on concrete. Presently an imposing silhouette emerged, like a shadow stepping out of the fog. A familiar voice boomed, “Well, don’t just stand there like idiots. Get that thing in here before you blow the whole thing!”
Danny smiled. “Good evening, sir. I thought we left you in Ohio.”
Colonel Walker strode into view, offering a rare smile. “Yes… well… I have an excellent travel agent. The illusion of being in two places at once adds to my personal mystique.”
An armed soldier joined the colonel and directed the loaders as they brought Dream Catcher into the hangar. The others grabbed the luggage and the crates of equipment and made a pile just inside the doors. Once that operation was complete, an unseen hand reactivated the doors and they slid slowly closed, enveloping the group in utter blackness.
“All secure?” the colonel asked the void.
“Locked and ready sir,” the void replied.
“Lights!”
Danny heard the metallic percussion of a large electric switch and then a series of powerful fluorescent lights flickered on, flooding the interior with bluish white light. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the change, but what came into focus was the polar opposite of the view outside. There was no hint of abandonment here; everything was clean and new. In the bright light the hangar looked even bigger than it had from the outside. It was clearly big enough to hold two stealth bombers.
“Gentlemen and Miss Navistrova, this is Romeo Seven,” said Colonel Walker with a grandiose wave of his hand. “I needn’t remind you of the sensitive nature of this facility, but I will anyway. This proving ground does not exist. You will all carry the knowledge of this place to your graves and beyond. If Saint Peter asks you about it at the Pearly Gates, you will deny everything. Is that clear?”
There were yes-sirs all around.
The colonel smiled. “Good, then let’s get started with the tour. Leave your gear here; we’ll come back and get it later.” He led them toward a large box painted on the floor of the hangar, a black outline with yellow hash marks. As they drew closer, Danny could make out a thin space cut in the floor along the edges. LIFT 3 was painted in the center.
“Everyone stand toward the center, please,” said Walker. “You don’t want to touch the sides as we go down; they’re covered in black grease that’ll never wash out of your clothes.” He pressed a button on a small pedestal and the lift jerked into motion.
Danny estimated that they’d traveled downward thirty feet before a small, underground world finally opened around them. None of them spoke. The revelation of a secret world demanded silent reverence.
“Back when the base was still called Biggs North One, Strategic Air Command built a large nuclear fallout shelter down here,” Walker explained, playing tour guide. “It has everything that a small force would need to survive for several years underground. There is a galley and dining facility with food and water storage. There are also medical facilities, and there used to be a small barracks, a jail, and a morgue. When the base was closed, some farsighted individual decided to capitalize on this Cold War relic and converted the space into a state-of-the-art testing facility.”
The group followed Colonel Walker off the elevator. Danny could see recognition in the faces of his engineers as they identified their individual workstations by familiarity with the equipment. The dominating feature of the room was a huge black screen on one wall. Large white polygon outlines covered the display and yellow and green symbols moved in and out of them. Danny watched the moving symbols, mesmerized, until the weight of a hand on his shoulder broke his awed stupor. He looked to his left and was surprised to see that the hand belonged to Amanda. She was trying to steady herself. She looked pale. “Are you all right?” he asked.
“Fine,” she replied. “I just stumbled a bit. It’s these new shoes.”
Danny looked down. The flats she wore looked well-worn.
“The screen to our right is called the TSD, or test situation display,” Colonel Walker continued. “We’ll track Dream Catcher and the mother ship from here using their GPS feeds. The polygons represent the boundaries of the restricted airspace. You can see several military aircraft operating there now, but I can assure you that not one of those pilots has ever heard of Romeo Seven, and we want to keep it that way. We can only operate when the airspace above us is clear, so we tend to work all night and sleep during the day.”
“Where exactly do we sleep?” asked Danny.
Walker led them past the screen and down a hallway. “There are no longer living quarters down here. For that you can take the tunnel under the flight line and then take lift one up to the barracks building. The quarters can hold thirty people. There are only two bathrooms, though, and Miss Navistrova gets one to herself.”
Cued by the comment, Danny glanced back at Amanda. A hint of perspiration glistened on her forehead. “You sure you’re okay?” he whispered.
“Of course I am. Leave me alone,” she whispered back.
When Walker finally dismissed them, the group surrounding Danny scattered, heading off to explore the facility, check out their workstations, or get topside and grab their gear. Only one other person remained. Amanda Navistrova stood motionless, her gaze lost in an endless void.
Danny touched her arm. “Hey, you don’t look so good. Tell me what’s going on. And don’t give me that shoe line again; I’m not buying it.”
Amanda winced. “Sorry, I didn’t want anyone to think I was the weak girl of the group.”
“We all know you too well to think of you as weak — or as a girl, for that matter.”
The joke bought him a thin smile. “Funny. The truth is I have a problem with small places.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, I’ve seen you work in much more cramped environments than this.”
“But none of those were thirty feet underground.” Amanda shuddered. “The thought of tons of dirt and concrete ready to collapse and bury me alive is almost unbearable. I don’t know if I can do this. What if I miss something and cost us a test? The colonel will have my job.”
“If you can overcome the tight, closed offices of Wright-Patterson, you can work in here.” Danny glanced back toward the control center. “Listen, I know enough to configure the propulsion station for you. Get your gear and then get to the topside living quarters. Call it a night… or day… whatever. I’ll cover for you.” He gave her a reassuring smile. “And don’t worry, you’re going to do fine.”
Amanda took his offer and headed for the hangar to get her luggage. Watching her go, the smile fell from Danny’s lips. He wondered if he’d have to bring in someone new to take her place.

Chapter 27

Whiteman Air Force Base, Missouri
04 January 2003
An unmarked C-21 Learjet rolled to a stop at the north end of Whiteman’s unlit runway. The pilot activated the hatch as soon as the wheels stopped and looked back into the darkened cabin. “This is where you get off.”
Without a response, Drake shouldered his duffel and stepped out into the night. Drag was waiting for him on the runway.
“How’s the conference going?” Drag asked as the Lear taxied into the takeoff position. Drag had registered Drake for a tactical conference in Vegas to account for his disappearance from the B-2 squadron. Drake had flown in on a commercial flight, made an appearance at the conference, and then boarded the Lear back to Whiteman in the middle of the night.
“Better than most,” replied Drake with a sly grin. “I usually sleep through these thi—”
He was cut off by the noise of the Lear’s engines running up. The two stealth pilots sprinted for the grass as the jet shot past them.
“In a bit of a hurry, isn’t he?” asked Drake, turning to watch the jet climb into the night.
“He’s got to keep his ground time minimal, seeing as how he was never here.” Drag handed Drake an olive drab satchel, secured with a brittle wire seal. “In there, you’ll find all your navigational plots, your data disc, and a copy of the procedures I showed you last week. Fly this one lights-out and let the autopilot do the work. Your NVGs are on the jet along with the rest of your flight gear.”
“You sure you’re ok with me taking a B-2 out solo?”
“It’s been done before. Besides, you won’t exactly be solo. Your ride-along is waiting in the jet.” Drag turned and jogged toward a waiting pickup truck.
Drake trailed behind. “Ride-along?”
* * *
Nick watched the Lear climb into the sky through the B-2’s front windscreen, using the night-vision goggles he had found in his gear. Then he turned his attention to the truck heading his way. Drag had not told him who the other pilot would be, and in the sparkling green image presented by the goggles, he could not make out the face of the man that had stepped off the aircraft. It didn’t matter. He would find out in moments.
He climbed out of the copilot seat to grab his flight gear. He was quite familiar with the aircraft. Though he hadn’t officially started training in the stealth bomber, he had accumulated hundreds of hours in the simulator during his year in the companion trainer program. He had also spent a few hours working on the real aircraft with maintenance crews as part of a flight-line supervisor program. But this B-2’s flight deck was different from any he had yet seen. Instead of the usual empty space behind the two pilots’ seats, this aircraft had a third crew position with a standard Aces II ejection seat mounted sideways. That seat faced a control station with a joystick, radio panels, and several touch screens.
“What are you doing here?”
Nick turned to see Drake Merigold eyeballing him suspiciously from the top of the crew ladder. The two pilots knew each other in passing. Nick had even flown with Drake once in the T-38 as his instructor pilot, but he had maintained a cool distance. He harbored no small amount of jealousy that the former tanker pilot was already qualified in the B-2—with a combat sortie and a Distinguished Flying Cross to top it off — while Nick had been stuck as a T-38 instructor for a year. They were the same rank, but tanker drivers built flight time much faster than fighter jocks, burning holes in the sky for hours on their refueling tracks. Drake had arrived at the unit seven months before Nick, with far more flight hours, and that made all the difference.
“Get moving!” said a voice from below.
Nick could smell the impatience wafting up from his chain-smoking DO. “I guess that’s your cue,” he said, slapping a flight harness into Drake’s chest.
Drake worked quickly through the preflight checklists, and ten minutes later he accelerated down the runway for takeoff. He pulled the bomber into the air and turned west over the black abyss of the Missouri farmlands before relinquishing control to the autopilot. “So,” he said, removing his NVGs, “how did I get stuck with a copilot who’s not even qualified in the aircraft?”
Nick frowned. “I’m sorry, Captain America, I thought you were the youngest B-2 commander ever. You can’t handle this baby on your own?”
“It’s Drake. And of course I can. But I want to know why you’re here.”
“You’re the ‘ace of the base.’ Why don’t you tell me?”
“Hilarious.” Drake turned back to his console and started checking the navigation system. “You wanna be cagy, that’s fine. You’re a passenger for the next few hours, so just sit there, stay quiet, and don’t touch anything.”
Nick leaned back in his seat and stared out into the black. “Whatever.”
The bomber continued its climb to forty-seven thousand feet, well above the clouds. With the lights in the cockpit dimmed and no lights on the wings, the sky above was deep and full of stars, not just a few, scattered points of light, but dense clouds of them — luminescent dust suspended in black ether.
It all seemed so unreal to Nick — flying a blacked-out bomber in full stealth mode over their own country, heading to a test facility that didn’t exist. And who were they? There were so many more eminently qualified pilots in the stealth wing. He and Drake were just two lieutenants who hardly knew each other, and knew even less about what was going on.
Two lieutenants — the bottom of the military pilot barrel. Against what? Against whom?
Nick clenched his teeth, let out a short breath through his nose, and then abruptly turned in his seat to face his unwilling partner. “Look,” he said, forcing his features to soften. “Whatever this is, you and me are gonna have to stick together. We need to start over.”
Drake sat back from his console and folded his arms. “I’m still waiting to hear what you’re doing here.”
“And I’m honestly in the dark. Drag takes need-to-know to a level I’ve never seen. All he told me is that I’ve got a flying job to do during some test, and it won’t be on this jet.” Nick hesitated for a beat, then tilted his head. “However,” he said, dragging out the word, “I do have a hunch that there’s an operational side to this. And if this thing — whatever it is — goes operational, that will be my seat.” He gestured aft toward the new crew station in the back. “Right behind you.”
“What gave you that idea?”
“Earlier this evening, when I sat down back there to go through my gear, Drag said, ‘Get comfortable, kid. If this thing goes operational, that will be your seat.’”
“That’s a good solid hunch you got there.” Drake narrowed his eyes, apparently still not convinced that Nick’s olive branch was genuine. “How come you didn’t have to disappear like I did? I had to fly all the way to Vegas and back so I could show my face at a conference. I checked in to the officers’ quarters and everything.”
Nick shrugged. “I’m supposed to be attending a three-month air battle course at the Air University in Alabama, along with two hundred other lieutenants — just a number in the throng. I signed in to the course and the officers’ quarters online without ever leaving Whiteman. I don’t know why you couldn’t do the same.”
“That explains it,” said the B-2 pilot, nodding slowly. “My conference is only a couple of weeks. Yours is three months. Looks like you’re on the hook for something more long term.”
Drake returned his full attention to the aircraft, cycling the ten-inch displays in his console through animated diagrams of fuel tanks, electrical circuits, and hydraulics. After several minutes, he finally looked over, staring hard at Nick. Then he bent down to dig through his duffle, which sat on the floor between his seat and the center console. “You’re right,” he said, still buried in the bag. “We should start over. But we need to make it official.” He emerged with a small bottle of Coca-Cola, removed the cap, and then raised it up in toast. “I’m Drake Merigold. Here’s to working together on a black operation.”
Nick raised a drink of his own — a bottle of Mountain Dew. “Nick Baron. May we team up for many more like it.”
They clicked their sodas together and each took a swig. Then they sat in silence once again.

Chapter 28

“Well, this is creepy,” said Nick as he stepped off the crew ladder. The crew chief who’d guided them into the hangar had disappeared and then the doors had closed behind them, leaving them in total darkness.
“Hello!” called Drake, his voice reverberating off the unseen walls. “At least it’s got a nice echo.”
Nick jumped backward as the lights flashed on. An Army colonel stood directly in front of him. The man’s expression was impossible to read. His eyebrows were set in a scowl, yet his lips were spread in a flat smile. “Welcome, gentlemen.”
Drake began to introduce himself, but the colonel cut him off. “No need for introductions, Mr. Merigold. I’ve read your file, along with your comrade’s. My name is Colonel Walker. Consider me your new boss.” The scowl took on a hint of amusement. “The truth is I became your boss the moment you signed on to Cerberus. Drag is just an intermediary.” He nodded toward a black and yellow box painted on the floor. “Get your gear on that elevator over there and I’ll show you the rest of the facility.”
While Drake clambered back up the ladder to get the flight gear, the colonel moved closer to Nick. “So you’re the chase pilot,” he said, leaving Nick to guess whether it was a statement or a question.
Nick eyed the colonel warily. “Actually, sir, I’m not sure what I am to you.”
Walker nodded. “I know that. I just wanted to see if you were the standard cocky young pilot, or if you were smart enough to admit that you’re out of your element.”
Nick glanced over at a small, alien craft siting on a rack in the corner of the hangar. Two men in lab coats appeared to be poking and prodding it with gloved hands. He felt like he had just stumbled into Roswell. “I’m a fish out of water.”
“Perfect. I like starting with a blank page.”
* * *
Down in the bunker, Walker led the pilots to the life support room, where they could unload their flight gear. There, he left Nick alone while he led Drake off to a safe to store the classified flight materials. Nick absentmindedly milled about the room until he noticed a felt board covered in unit patches hanging on the back wall.
The patch board formed a pictorial legacy of the individuals who had stood there before. There were a few patches from units Nick recognized, units that flew the F-16 Fighting Falcon or the F-15 Eagle, but there were also several patches with the silhouettes of aircraft he did not recognize, odd-shaped jets that looked like only a miracle would make them fly. One of them bore the title Bird of Prey, and depicted a small, strange aircraft with bent wings and no tail, drawn as the hilt of a sword. There were no A-10 patches, and Nick surmised that there had never been cause to bring the technologically deficient Hog to the secret test base. Feeling a bit slighted, he pulled an old 81st patch from his flight suit pocket and added it to the display. “There you go, guys,” he said quietly, “now we’re spoken for.”
The patch at the center of the display seemed set apart, as if there were a deliberate effort to leave a few inches of empty space around it, giving it a place of honor. It was a triangle with long sides and a short base. A T-38 climbed heavenward, woven from gray thread so dark that it nearly disappeared into the black background. At the bottom of the patch the number 777 was emblazoned in blood red. Gray, ribbon-shaped banners curled around the wingtips of the T-38 as if it had flown through them and was dragging them skyward, both ends streaming in the wind behind. The two tails of the ribbon hanging from the left wing bore the mottoes Triple Seven Chase and Third Time Lucky. The tails of the ribbon hanging from the right wing each held a name: Frank “Sideshow” Eubanks and Mike “Rat” Shaw.
A heavy hand clapped Nick on the arm, startling him. He turned to find Colonel Walker standing behind him. He was about to make a smart remark about the senior officer sneaking up on him when he noticed that the pat was not just a friendly gesture. Walker had stuck a patch to the Velcro on the right arm of Nick’s flight suit. It was the same triangular patch that he’d just been admiring.
Walker extended a hand. “Congratulations, Nick, you’ve just been inducted into the Triple Seven Chase Squadron.”
Nick looked at his new boss in bewilderment. “Thank you, sir,” he said, taking the hand, “but could you please explain what that means?”
“Don’t blame Drag for keeping you in the dark. That was my call. In this business we don’t give out details until it’s absolutely necessary.”
“And now it’s finally necessary to give me answers?”
The colonel nodded. “Some. For now, you need to know that you are the chase pilot for the Dream Catcher tests. On each mission, you’ll follow the B-2 until it drops that drone you saw upstairs, and then you’ll chase the drone through its maneuvers.”
Nick nodded. The fragments of information were finally fitting together. Now he understood at least part of his purpose here.
Most of the Whiteman T-38 instructor pilots were chase qualified. The unique environment of the B-2 wing demanded it. When one of the bombers suffered an airborne emergency and needed a chase plane, another bomber would not suffice. Nick or one of the other instructors would fly in close formation with the crippled stealth jet and provide its pilots with critical information about the flight controls or other systems they could not see from the cockpit.
Chasing a stealth bomber required more than simple formation-flying skills. Getting into position behind or beneath it demanded steady hands and precision flying. The unique aerodynamics of the flying wing caused massive vortices that could send a small aircraft out of control.
Nick’s experience chasing B-2s would enable him to follow Drake and the drone safely during the tests. But Walker’s short explanation still left him with many questions. He furrowed his brow. “Drag implied that I had another role to play in Cerberus. Can you tell me anything about that?”
Drake stepped up behind them. “Whoa, nice patch board.”
“It is, indeed, Mr. Merigold.” Walker’s inexplicable scowl rested on Nick for just a moment longer. Then he started toward the control center. “Come on, gentlemen, time is getting away from us. You need to meet the rest of the team.”
The colonel led them through the main operations center, introducing them to the engineers as they went. Each said something to the effect of “Nice to meet you,” or “Welcome to the cave,” but really they seemed bothered by the interruption of their work. In one corner of the room, a woman sat hunched over a computer, clicking away with the mouse in her left hand and writing furiously on a yellow pad with the mechanical pencil in her right. Her blond hair was pulled back and held in place with a small clip, but the clip was insufficient, and frizzy tufts shot out from her skull at random angles. Walker strode up and lightly tapped her on the shoulder.
“What now?” she asked, not bothering to look up.
“Ahem…” Walker loudly cleared his throat.
The woman stiffened. She slowly swiveled her chair around. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t realize it was you.” Then she noticed the two pilots standing with the colonel. “Oh,” was all she could manage.
“Amanda Navistrova, meet Nick Baron and Tony Merigold, better known as Drake. Boys, this is Miss Navistrova, our lead propulsion engineer.”
Both men reached out their hands to shake hers. Amanda stood and started to reciprocate, then realized she was still holding her pencil. She smiled awkwardly and tried to place the pencil behind her ear, but as she did, her eyes met with Drake’s and she missed the ear entirely. The pencil fell to the floor with a light clatter. Giggling at her own clumsiness, she knelt to pick it up, made a small show of gingerly placing it on the table, and then once again extended her hand.
But a simple handshake was not meant to be.
The clip that so poorly held her hair in place had been loosened by all the commotion. When Amanda reached a second time, it lost its grip entirely, allowing the mess of blond hair to fall in front of her face. As the clip fell, it managed to stop by the table and take the pencil with it. They both clattered obnoxiously to the floor at her feet. The engineer turned a deep shade of pink, clenched her fists, and closed her eyes as if that would make her — or maybe the others — disappear.
Drake bent down and picked up the wayward items. “Are you all right?” he asked placing them on the table.
She opened one eye at a time. “Fine, really. It’s just been one of those days, you know?”
“Been there,” said Drake.
The colonel grumbled something unintelligible. “Keep moving, gentlemen,” he said loudly, and pushed the pilots toward the central workstation of the control center. “These two are our project director and project manager, Dr. Scott Stone and Captain Danny Sharp.”
“I guess I’ll be driving the mother ship for that little UFO up in the hangar,” said Drake. “I can’t wait to see how she flies.”
“Well,” said Scott, “if we’ve done our job right, you won’t see her at all.”
“No, but he will.” Walker, tilted his head toward Nick. “Lieutenant Baron will be your chase pilot. He’ll follow Dream Catcher in one of our Talons and try to capture her maneuvers on camera.”
“Nick Baron,” said Danny, shaking Nick’s hand. “Great to finally meet you. I loved your report on Bin Laden and Al-Majid from 2001. Very insightful.”
Nick furrowed his brow. “You saw my report? But it never left my base in Germany. How—”
“How long before we can get the drone in the air?” interrupted Walker.
“We have one more day of ground tests planned,” said Scott. “This is the first time that Dream Catcher and the modified B-2 have been together in the same hangar, so we have to ensure that the release and recovery systems will work together as planned.” He looked to Drake. “Speaking of that, we’ll need you to manage the B-2’s electric and hydraulic systems during the tests.”
“If the tests are going to take a while, that becomes a two-man job,” said Drake.
Nick half raised his hand. “I can take the B-2’s copilot seat — at least during the ground test. I know the systems well enough.”
At this, Danny Sharp stood a little taller and pressed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “That won’t be necessary, thank you. I’ll be Drake’s copilot from now on.”

Chapter 29

“Okay, that’s another good one, people.” Scott’s voice crackled in Danny’s headset. Down below, Dream Catcher rested beneath the stealth bomber on a foam-covered jack assembly. The team had just successfully tested the deployment system, releasing the drone so that its weight transferred from the rack in the bomb bay to the jack set up beneath it.
“It will take a few minutes to confirm the data,” said Scott over the comm link, “but if everything is still good, we can set up for the final test of the evening. Let’s take ten minutes.”
The final test. Music to Danny’s ears.
This was the opportunity of a lifetime. Only in a covert program like Cerberus could an intelligence officer act as a copilot in a stealth bomber. Danny’s primary job was to operate Dream Catcher during the flight tests, but he would also help Drake run the B-2’s checklists and maybe even get a little stick time.
A kid at Disneyland. That was how Drake had described Danny’s eagerness when he first sat down in the cockpit. He couldn’t argue. He had been almost giddy. He had spent hours in the barracks studying the bomber and its systems. Electrics, hydraulics, fuel — he learned them all backward and forward, hoping to impress the pilot. But the truth was, the bomber’s systems practically managed themselves, and the night’s activities had dragged on for several hours now. Danny had been sitting in one ejection seat or the other for most of it. Even the luster of Disneyland began to fade when your mind and your rear end were this tired.
“Do you want to go first, or should I?” asked Drake, nodding toward the bathroom in the corner of the hangar. Restroom breaks weren’t simple for the bomber crew. With power and hydraulic pressure active on the aircraft, someone had to be in cockpit continuously in case one of the automatic systems got out of whack. The safety of the engineers below depended on it.
“You go ahead,” said Danny, “but hurry back. If I miss this break, my bladder won’t be able to take it.”
“Roger that, I’ll be right back.” Drake climbed down the ladder and headed for the restroom off to one side of the hangar. It was a one-size-fits-all affair, no fancy men’s or women’s accessories, just a sink and a commode.
As Danny watched Drake take his place in line behind four engineers, Amanda poked her head up the ladder.
Danny frowned. He had not expected to see her. “We don’t need propulsion for this test,” he said. “Besides, we’re almost done. Maybe you should call it a night and go get some rest.” He was doing his best to help her with her claustrophobia. She had been on edge for days now.
“Actually, I’m feeling much better. I was just catching up on some work in the control center and came up to stretch my legs.” Her normally frizzy hair flowed down to her shoulders in gentle waves.
“Did you do something different with your hair?” asked Danny.
“Hmm? Oh. Just used a little more spray this evening. Does it look okay?”
“It looks fine… I guess.” She was wearing a skirt. He could not remember her ever wearing a skirt. And was that lipstick? Danny cocked his head to one side. “So, how are you feeling?”
She didn’t seem to catch his meaning. “Fine, of course.” She leaned to one side, trying to see into the pilot seat. “Isn’t Drake up here?”
“No, you just missed him.” Danny turned and gazed longingly at the closed bathroom door. Drake had already gone inside. How long could that pilot possibly take? Danny had already drunk a gallon of coffee this evening. Now the cockpit suddenly seemed saturated with the aroma of a fresh brew. It was excruciating.
Danny turned back to Amanda and found that she was holding two steaming cups. “I thought I would bring you guys some refreshments,” she said, extending one of the cups into his personal space. “Would you like some coffee?”
Danny recoiled and held up his hands. “No, thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” With that, she disappeared down the ladder again.
Presently Drake came out of the restroom. Danny followed him with swimming eyeballs until he disappeared under the nose of the bomber, but then he did not reappear on the ladder. Danny heard him thank Amanda for the coffee. Small talk ensued. He heard giggling.
Danny had never been an aggressive man, or quick to anger, but he feared for the health of his bladder. “Drake!”
The pilot continued chatting with his engineer, oblivious, and Danny cursed the sound baffling material in the walls of the aircraft that had muted his shout.
Before he could try again, Danny heard a loud clap from below, then Scott’s voice. “Okay, people, we’ve only got one more to do. Let’s get to it.”
Drake climbed up to the flight deck and set the very same cup of coffee that Danny had just rejected on the center console next to him. “I’m back,” he said. “I brought you some coffee.”
“I hate you,” said Danny flatly.
“Oh, right. Your bathroom break. Sorry.” He patted Danny on the arm. “This last test can’t take more than fifteen minutes. You’ll be fine.”
Thirty minutes later, Scott finally voiced the words Danny’s bladder was dying to hear. “All right, I’m going to call it good. That’s a wrap, people. Let’s break it all down and call it a night.”
By the time Danny returned from the restroom, Drake and the engineers had all gathered around Scott’s analysis cart. “What’d I miss?”
“They’re crunching the numbers,” whispered Drake, as if speaking too loudly might throw off the computers’ calculations. “We’re just waiting for the final results.” Then he took on a concerned expression and nodded downward.
Danny shook his head. He did not understand.
Drake rolled his eyes and nodded downward more emphatically. He mouthed the word “zipper.”
Danny finally took his meaning and looked down, reaching for his zipper, but he found it exactly where it was supposed to be. When he looked back up, he saw that Drake had taken a large step back. Everyone was looking at him.
“Are you all right, Daniel?” asked Scott.
“Uh… yeah… just fine.”
The engineers returned to their data.
Drake sidled back over, snickering.
Danny glared at him. “What grade are you in?”
“Ahem…” Scott cleared his throat, straightening up from the computer monitors. “The numbers are good,” he announced. “The catch and release mechanism is functioning exactly as predicted. We’re finally ready for flight testing.”

Chapter 30

Dream Catcher Test One
06 January 2003
Nick stepped off the elevator into a dark hangar. The only illumination came from a single overhead fixture that gently bathed two sleek, dark T-38s in the cottony glow of a soft halogen light. He had arrived at the hangar early, as he always did, particularly with a specific bird he’d never flown before. It made the working day a little longer, but he liked to have a little time to get to know an aircraft before taking it up for the first time. Every jet had its idiosyncrasies, things that made it unique even among aircraft of the same type. This was especially true for T-38s, since they’d had forty years to develop their character. Besides, the last T-38 he had flown had turned on him.
Nick admired the classic lines of the aircraft before him. Like other T-38s, their Coke bottle fuselages and short swept wings gave them a powerful yet genteel appearance, but these were unlike any Talons he’d ever flown. They were painted dark gray, not with a glossy finish like their sister jets at Whiteman, but with a matte finish — the kind that disappears into the night. Inside, they had the latest in cockpit displays, with ten-inch multifunction screens instead of the traditional round dials that Nick was used to.
The hangar filled with light and Nick turned, raising a hand to shield his eyes.
“Hey! Who the…” came a gruff voice from the blur. “Oh, it’s you. You’re early, kid. What was your name again?”
Nick blinked as the intruder came into focus. “Nick Baron; and you’re Eddie, right? You’re the Triple Seven Chase Squadron’s lead maintenance technician.”
“That’s right,” said Edward Patch with a smile. He stood a full six inches shorter than Nick, with tousled white hair topping a wrinkled and rugged face. He wiped a grease-blackened hand on dark blue coveralls and offered it for Nick to shake. “I see yer trying to get a little alone time with Millie and Elaine.”
“You could say that.” Nick tried to place Eddie’s accent, but he couldn’t quite figure it. He spoke with a hint of drawl that must have come from either northern or western Texas.
“Ya know why we always name aircraft after women, don’t ya?” Eddie asked with a sly grin, elbowing Nick in the ribs.
“I always thought it was because they were sexy and beautiful.”
“Nope. Any man who’s ever owned a plane knows we name ’em after the fairer sex because a plane’ll steal your heart and drive ya to the poorhouse at the same time.”
Nick laughed. “I guess you named these two after ex-wives.”
Eddie looked at him quizzically. “What? Nah, I’ve been married to the same gal going on forty-eight years now. Nope, I named these two beauties after my daughters.”
“Oh… right. So, are they all ready to go?”
“Not entirely.” Eddie walked over to one of the aircraft and patted its sloped nose fairing. “Elaine here is due for an engine overhaul; she’s grounded until it’s complete. Looks like you’re takin’ Millie to the dance.”
Nick looked at his date for the evening and decided that Millie must be either the eldest or the favorite daughter. Her namesake carried the tail number 777, making it the flagship of the little two-aircraft fleet. “I couldn’t have asked for a better-looking date. I’m going to set up the cockpit. Pull the gear pins and the engine covers for me, will you?”
“You’re the boss.”
Nick didn’t believe that for an instant, but he took the statement in stride and climbed up the crew ladder. A few minutes later, with his equipment in place and a few vital systems checked, he climbed back down again to walk around Millie one last time.
As Nick walked along the left side of the jet, he let his fingers lightly track along her smooth surface, noting the remarkably even feel of the paint job. Most of the old T-38s that he’d flown had dimpled and pitted surfaces, even after coming back from a fresh repaint, but the skin of this jet was like silk. When he reached the twin afterburner cans in the rear of the aircraft, he noticed that they looked different from the aircraft he was used to flying. “What’s up with the cans?” he asked.
Eddie was busy making a final notation in Millie’s maintenance logbook. He didn’t bother to look up from his work. “Didn’t they tell ya? These jets are the new C models.”
“Yeah, that’s why they’ve got the glass cockpit and the GPS upgrade.”
“It wasn’t just an avionics upgrade. They’ve got modified nozzles that give you a bigger kick in afterburner and faster engine spool-up on the low side. Not many units have seen these babies yet. The Triple Seven’s commander grabbed the first two off the line, even before NASA got theirs.”
“I’m starting to gather that Colonel Walker has a lot of pull.”
“Mm-hmm,” Eddie agreed. “Except Colonel Walker just runs Cerberus. He ain’t the Triple Seven’s commander.”
“Then who is?”
Eddie finally looked up from his work. He grinned. “Can’t tell ya. But hang out for a while, kid. I ’spect he’ll show himself ’fore this mission’s done.”

Chapter 31

“Mother Ship, Talon One is in position,” Nick reported over the secure radio.
“Mother copies. Break, break… all players check in,” said Drake, transmitting from the cockpit of the stealth bomber.
“Talon’s up.”
“Hazard’s up,” said Danny, seated at the monitoring station behind Drake.
“Lighthouse is up.” Colonel Walker finished the check-in from the ground station. “Make me proud, gentlemen.”
Nick had settled into a chase position just behind the B-2. He didn’t want to move too far away from it; even with night-vision goggles, the black jet was difficult to see.
“Okay, Talon,” said Drake, “let’s get started. Go to observation one. Hazard, you’re cleared to begin the deployment sequence.”
“Roger,” Danny replied mechanically. Nick could hear the extreme nervous tension in his voice. He wasn’t sure about the wisdom of putting ground personnel in flight positions. He hoped the intelligence officer would make it through the test without passing out.
“Talon is moving to observation one.” Nick fell back to a position aft of the B-2 at its high center and then dropped below, staying well clear of the wingtip vortices on either side that could easily send his T-38 out of control. He flipped on his HUD camera and pushed Millie in close, finding the sweet spot just behind and below the bomber’s tail. “Talon is ready. Camera’s rolling.”
Danny began the sequence. “Release in ten… nine… eight…”
Nick steeled himself for the turbulence that the opening bomb bay doors would cause. He tensed his arms and prepared to fight the controls, but when the doors swung open, Millie handled the rough air admirably. Nick soon became used to the control adjustments and shifted his focus to observing the test.
An infrared spotlight attached to one of the B-2’s doors illuminated the bomb bay for Nick’s NVGs. Compared to all the other structures in the bay, Dream Catcher was an apparition. Where the rest of the compartment reflected the infrared light brilliantly, Dream Catcher’s high-tech surface hardly reflected it at all.
“… three… two… one… release,” Danny finished.
Dream Catcher dropped quickly past Nick and he nosed the T-38 down to keep pace. He never saw the heat signature from the drone’s low-emission engine, but he knew it must have started because the craft soon leveled out of its descent. “Baby is away clean,” he reported.
“Roger, systems communication is ninety-five percent,” replied Danny, noting that the direct data link between the B-2 and Dream Catcher was functioning.
Walker pushed the test along. “All right, people, it’s time to get down to business. Talon, get in tight and monitor Baby’s performance while Hazard calls out the maneuvers.”
“Copy that, Lighthouse.” Nick brought the T-38 into close formation, settling in with less than three feet separating his wingtip from the drone. “Talon’s in position and ready.”
“The first test will be altitude changes and maintenance,” said Danny. “Talon, check your altitude at one seven thousand even.”
The nerves had settled out of the intelligence officer’s voice. Maybe he would survive as aircrew after all. “Affirmative, Hazard, seventeen on the nose,” Nick replied.
“Roger. I’m sending Baby up to two zero thousand; check the climb rate.”
Nick glanced at his vertical speed indicator. “We’re climbing at one thousand feet per minute.”
Dream Catcher performed flawlessly through several flight control tests, and soon the team moved on to testing the drone’s sensor suite, monitoring cell phone transmissions and radio communications from Romeo Seven. When they came to the infrared test, Walker had a special task for Nick. “Talon, this is Lighthouse. We need to test Baby’s forward sensors. I want you to fly a vertical box pattern… Let’s make it fifty feet in front of her, with fifty-foot sides.”
“I’m sorry, Lighthouse, could you repeat your last?” Nick understood the command, but he didn’t like it. Walker wanted him to descend below the drone’s flight path, cross underneath, climb, and then cross over the top again. As a fighter pilot he did this all the time with his wingmen, checking for damage after bomb runs, but always behind the other jet. No one ever flew this maneuver in front of another aircraft, even in broad daylight. It was considered far too dangerous. And now Walker wanted him to do it using night vision goggles that restricted his field of vision, in front of an untested drone.
“You heard me. Make a box fifty feet in front of Baby. What’s wrong, Talon, can’t handle the job?”
“Uh… negative, Lighthouse, no problem. I just wanted to make sure I heard you right.” Nick sighed and pushed his throttles up, driving ahead of Dream Catcher and giving the little craft a wide berth. “Well, this should be interesting,” he muttered.
He would have to fly the entire maneuver looking over his shoulder, which was even more uncomfortable when wearing NVGs. To make matters worse, he would lose sight of the drone when he crossed above it, because his own wings and fuselage would block his view. He could only pray that Dream Catcher wouldn’t pick that moment to go haywire and run into him. Then another solution dawned on him.
“This is Hazard,” said Danny. “I have Talon with Baby’s forward eyes. He’s below her flight path. I’m getting heat signatures off his wings and cockpit. The detail is incredible. I can see every button and switch on his instrument panel. The picture looks good.” Danny’s voice was smooth and calm, but an instant later, the anxiety he had shown at the beginning of the evening returned in force. “Wait… wait a second. Something’s wrong with the display processors. Talon is crossing over the top now, but I’m still getting cockpit returns; I shouldn’t be seeing this stuff. I should be seeing the bottom of his jet.”
Nick strained as he looked down through the top of his canopy at the drone. He felt the blood rushing to his head and knew that he couldn’t continue to fly upside down much longer.
“I can’t tell what’s happening,” said Danny. “We need to abort.”
“Easy, Hazard,” said Nick, righting his aircraft and taking up a position behind Dream Catcher again. “Baby’s eyes are just fine and her flight path is stable. I had to fly the top portion of that pattern inverted so that I could keep her in sight throughout the maneuver.”
“Show-off,” Drake transmitted.
Walker broke in. “Okay, gentlemen. That’s enough fun for today. Let’s call it a night before Talon runs out of gas.”
“Copy, Lighthouse,” said Drake. “All players, listen up. The recovery belongs to Mother. We are stable at two two zero. Talon, set up back at observation one. Hazard, prepare to bring Baby in. Report when ready.”
“Talon’s ready.”
“Hazard’s ready.”
“Mother copies. Begin sequence.”
Nick focused on Dream Catcher, a few thousand feet below him and a few hundred feet in front of the bomber. Suddenly she accelerated and climbed until she was almost level with him, and then she slowly eased backward.
“Standby doors,” Danny warned. “Doors opening in three… two… one… now.”
The doors cracked open just as Dream Catcher passed beneath the stealth bomber’s nose. Nick adjusted for the turbulence and watched as the little craft steadied itself just below the bay. On the rack above, the catches snapped open, preparing for capture. Then Dream Catcher inched upward, its laser range finders searching for the edges of the bay. At first its slow climb was as steady as a rock. Then something changed.
As it passed the bottom of the doors, Dream Catcher began to pitch and bank. The movements were not gross, but the drone was certainly not steady enough to make the recovery. Every hair on the back of Nick’s neck stood up. “Something’s wrong,” he said over the radio.
“Say again, Talon?” asked Lighthouse.
“Something’s wrong with Baby. It’s hard to explain, but she just doesn’t look steady anymore.”
“Talon is right,” interrupted Danny. “It appears that Baby is having trouble keeping up with the changes in the airflow under the bay. She won’t commit to the recovery.”
“Are you telling me that you can’t dock the drone?”
“Exactly!”
While Danny and Walker argued, Nick watched as Dream Catcher began to pitch and roll with increasing violence. The flexible skin at her edges rippled at a furious pace as the embedded flight controls fought to keep up. Nick became impatient with the others’ radio chatter. “Break, break! This is Talon. Baby is bouncing all over the place. She’s getting worse. If we don’t do something soon she’s going to impact the side of the bay!”
“Hazard concurs. Baby’s reactions are increasing exponentially. We have to abort now!”
“I don’t care what you have to do,” said Walker. “You bring that drone back in one piece!”
Dream Catcher still bucked and rocked beneath the bay, but Nick saw that the upper portion of each oscillation was carrying her higher into the bay. She was beginning to clear the doors. “Do you trust me, Drake?” he asked, forgetting to use his friend’s call sign.
“Do I have a choice?”
“Wait. I don’t trust you,” said Danny. “I don’t trust either of you.”
Nick backed the T-38 away from the bomber. “Mother, on my mark, you close the doors. Hazard, when I say ‘now,’ I want you to cut Baby’s engine. Does everyone understand?”
Just then, Dream Catcher clipped the side of the bomb bay. A piece of black structure flew toward Nick. He shoved his nose down and banked right to avoid the projectile, but the maneuver wasn’t enough. He winced as he heard it glance off Millie’s vertical stabilizer. Instinctively he pressed the CAPTURE button on his GPS keypad, digitally marking the coordinates, airspeed, altitude, and heading where the piece was lost. Someone would have to recover that little chunk of top secret later. He keyed his transmitter and shouted into the radio. “Anytime now, boys! It’s getting ugly down here!”
“Hazard’s ready when you are.”
“Mother’s ready, too. Let’s do this.”
Nick had been gauging the rhythm of Dream Catcher’s oscillations. The impact with the bomber hadn’t changed the pattern much. He counted through the wave of motion twice more, making sure he had the timing right. “Here we go, Mother,” he said finally. “Three… two… one… mark!”
Nick watched as the doors obscured the drone, waiting until the last bit of light from the bay evaporated. “Now, Hazard! Cut it now!”
The sound of the impact was so loud that Nick could hear it in his own cockpit. It was a rending, stomach-turning sound like nothing he had ever heard.

Chapter 32

Nick cringed as his T-38 bounced down Romeo Seven’s decrepit runway. How would the crippled bomber handle this rough surface? During the forced capture, Dream Catcher had severed some of the hydraulic lines that ran through the B-2’s bay. That meant both flight control and brake problems for the bomber. Drake had suggested that Nick land first. If the bomber crashed on landing and blocked the runway, he would have nowhere to go.
As soon as Eddie hung the crew ladder on the side of Nick’s cockpit, he clambered down and raced outside with his NVGs. Looking south, he could see a trail of vapor forming in the bomber’s wake. In the green illumination of the goggles, the B-2 became a shimmering dragon, weaving a serpentine path across the sky. “They’re dumping gas to reduce their landing weight. That’s not a good sign.”
He watched through the NVGs until the bomber touched down. The landing looked good. Drake had it right on the runway’s centerline, but then the B-2 veered left. Nick waited for him to correct toward the center but the big jet just kept inching closer to the edge, and it wasn’t slowing down. “Something’s wrong. They’ve lost steering and maybe their brakes, too. If they hit the dirt at the edge of the runway, the gear will collapse. They could cartwheel.”
“Agreed,” said Eddie. “Wish there was somethin’ we could do for them.”
Nick shoved the goggles into Eddie’s chest. “Maybe there is.” He grabbed both sets of chocks out from under the T-38’s tires and began a full sprint to intercept the B-2.
The stealth bomber still hung dangerously close to the edge of the runway. If the left gear went into the dirt, she would cartwheel, with deadly consequences for the crew. Nick could think of only one thing to do to help his friends. Even though it was a long shot, he had to try.
He carried the chocks by their ropes. The heavy rubber blocks beat mercilessly at his shins and knees as he ran, but he ignored the pain. He had to get to the pavement before the bomber passed by. You’ve only got one shot at this, Nick, he thought. You’d better make it count.
The bomber was outpacing him. Nick made a final push, demanding every ounce of speed from his burning muscles. He reached the edge of the runway just ahead of the B-2 and lunged, slinging the chocks in front of the right main gear and then tucking into a roll as he hit the pavement. The huge left tires passed behind him, missing his body by just inches.
* * *
Inside the cockpit, Drake saw Nick approach from the side and then disappear under his wing. “What the…” Then he felt the B-2 veer away from the runway’s edge, back toward the centerline. “I think we’re dragging something with the right gear,” he said to Danny.
“Is that good or bad?”
“Good… ish.” Drake winced. “That something might be Nick.”
Danny’s eyes went wide. “What?”
“Just get on the brakes with me!”
The end of the runway came up fast. Both men bore down on the brake pedals, each letting loose a tribal “Aaaaahh!” as if screaming might somehow prevent them from crashing. The bomber continued to veer right, passing the centerline again, but it slowed. Finally, just as the concrete under the nose gave way to dirt, the big jet inched to a stop.

Chapter 33

“All right, spill it!” Walker fumed, storming into the conference room with a cup of coffee in each hand.
Danny felt the need to shrink into his chair. He’d never been involved in an accident of this magnitude before. He looked at Scott for help but the engineer had taken a sudden, deep interest in his notes. It was obvious whose head would be first on the chopping block.
“Well?”
“Sir, we’re going to need some time to figure this out,” Danny said cautiously. “It’s going to take a while for us to look over the data and figure out exactly what went wrong. Dr. Stone and I will—”
The colonel wasn’t buying it. “Don’t give me the engineer runaround, Sharp. I’ve seen it before!” His withering scowl panned across the faces of the contractors. “We wouldn’t have to pay you guys so much if you couldn’t look at a situation and figure out what was going on. Now tell me what happened out there!”
Danny looked to Scott, who was still hiding in his notes. He kicked the engineer in the shin.
Scott’s head jerked up. “Ahem… ah, with a cursory look at the events on flight test one,” he began in an academic tone, “it appears that our computer modeling did not adequately anticipate the dynamic environment created by the airflow in the B-2’s weapons bay, a problem compounded by LORA’s own engine exhaust. Unfortunately, her flight control reactions, even at the lightning calculation speeds of the onboard computers, were just that — reactions. Each change in the air flowing over the drone dictated new flight control movements, but by the time the movements happened there was a new problem to react to. LORA’s deviations from the recovery point became exponentially larger until she finally glanced off the side of the bay.”
“Fortunately, Lieutenant Baron had the presence of mind to digitally capture the location where we lost the chunk of the drone,” Danny added. “Without his quick thinking the recovery team would have had a devil of a time finding it.”
Walker looked around as if he’d lost something, like his wallet or his keys. “Where is Baron, anyway?”
“He’s in the infirmary, sir,” said Drake. “He got a bit scratched up saving our necks.”
“Right. Remind me to give him kudos for that one. Now, getting back to the task at hand, I didn’t understand a word Dr. Stone just said. Sharp, rephrase it for me.”
Danny attempted to translate. “The problem, sir, is that Dream Catcher’s recovery positioning system can’t keep up with the unstable air in the bay. In a normal flow of air, a reactionary system is sufficient, but in the very turbulent environment of the bomb bay it’s not. In order to remain steady enough for capture, Dream Catcher would have to go beyond reactions and learn to anticipate the currents and flows around her.”
“So what you’re telling me is we have an unsolvable problem?”
“Not necessarily. While the airflow in the bay will be slightly different each time, there will always be a pattern. If we had a flight control computer with the programming to learn the pattern in the first few milliseconds, it could anticipate each cycle and make a successful recovery.”
“Great, how long will it take you to reprogram Dream Catcher?”
“It’s more complicated than that, sir,” cautioned Scott.
Walker turned the full weight of his scowl on the engineer. “And you are certainly not going to make it any simpler, so keep quiet. Sharp, what is the egghead talking about?”
Danny spoke slowly, though he tried not to speak so slowly that the colonel would be insulted. “To make Dream Catcher do what I’ve described would require more than just new programming. It would require several more laser range finders and a host of tactile sensors that could literally feel the air around her. Dream Catcher’s current computers can’t take that kind of input.”
“Don’t we have a flight control computer that can handle the data feed you’re talking about?”
“We do: the human brain and neural system.”
“Don’t push me, Sharp.”
“What I’m saying, sir, is that a human pilot flies as much by feel as by instrumentation. It’s commonly known as ‘flying by the seat of your pants,’ but in reality it is a complex learned skill. A human pilot inside Dream Catcher could conceivably adapt to the dynamic environment of the bomb bay quickly enough for a successful capture. A live pilot’s ability to feel the air would compensate for the lack of sensors and computing power. Lieutenant Baron gave us a hint of this by anticipating when to shut the bomb bay and grab the drone.”
Danny thought he could see an explosion building as Walker downed one of his cups of coffee and stared at the floor. “Can we modify her to accept a pilot?”
Danny nodded. “Yes, sir, I believe we can.”
“How long?”
“Four months.”
The building explosion went critical. “That’s not good enough! We need it in half that time.”
“Sir, I—”
“Sir, nothing. Everyone between me and the president wants a result from this process and they want it yesterday. Four months is unacceptable. You’ll get it back here and ready for flight test in two months or I’ll make sure you and the egghead are manning a research station in Antarctica for the rest of your careers!”
“Yes, sir.” Danny shuddered, envisioning himself crouched on the frozen tundra of Antarctica, pinning transponders to the flightless wings of penguins while listening to Scott complain about everything from their accommodations to the quality of their computers. “But we’ll need to decide who’s going to fly it, and we’ll need to decide soon.”
“Don’t you worry about that, Captain, I know just the guy.”

Chapter 34

Nick sat alone in the small cafeteria at Romeo Seven, holding a rag to a cut on his forehead and nursing a cappuccino. He sullenly picked at a bowl of stale popcorn he’d taken from a half-empty machine in the corner of the room. He knew the coffee would artificially keep him awake much too far into his sleep period, but he didn’t expect that he would sleep much anyway.
The others were still engrossed in their crisis meeting. The colonel was in a bad mood, and Nick didn’t want to make it worse by walking in late after his trip to the infirmary. Instead, he had gone to the cafeteria to drown his sorrows in caffeine.
He reflected on the failed mission, with its smooth progress abruptly collapsing into a series of compounding emergencies. He wondered if there would still be a place for him in the Cerberus operation or if he would have to go and hide somewhere, twiddling his thumbs and nursing his wounds, until his fake attendance at the Air University course in Alabama was complete.
“Mind if I join you?”
The voice from behind startled Nick. He stood and turned, trying not to spill his coffee in the process, and found an unfamiliar but smiling face. The man standing in the doorway wore a lieutenant colonel’s rank on the shoulders of his flight suit and the triangular patch of the Triple Seven Chase on his arm. Nick shrugged. “No objections, sir.”
The lieutenant colonel approached and offered his hand. “I’m Jason Boske. But you can call me Merlin.”
Nick responded in kind, reaching out to shake the hand. “I’m—”
“Nick, I know.” Merlin cut him off. “Welcome to the Triple Seven Chase, Nick Baron. I’m your commander.”
Nick was not surprised by the revelation; he’d suspected Merlin’s identity as soon as he saw the patch. He sat back down at the table and tossed another piece of stale popcorn into his mouth. “I find the command issue here a little confusing, sir. Is Colonel Walker my boss, or are you?”
Merlin took the seat across from Nick’s. “Both. I command the permanent chase squadron at Romeo Seven — just the T-38s. Colonel Walker commands the Cerberus program.”
“So I fly the chase plane for you and the Triple Seven Chase. I get that,” said Nick, looking the senior officer in the eye. “But no one has told me exactly how I fit into Cerberus. Someone mentioned a report I wrote after September 11. Does that have something to do with it?”
Merlin glanced down at Nick’s bowl. “I think I might try some of that.” He stood up and walked over to the popcorn machine. “So, I hear your first mission for us was a trial by fire.”
Nick stared at the lieutenant colonel’s back. Had he missed the question? Or had he just ignored it? Nick let it go for the moment. “Trial by fire might be an understatement, sir. Eddie was pretty upset with me for getting Millie all scratched up.”
“He’ll survive.” Merlin turned back toward the table with a full bowl of popcorn. He tossed a piece into his mouth and grimaced. “This needs something,” he said, his eyes searching the countertop. Finally he found an unmarked shaker full of red seasoning.
The commander’s cavalier attitude in the face of the evening’s disaster frustrated Nick. “I keep feeling like none of it should have happened,” he said. “Like I could have done something more; like I should have seen it all coming.”
When Merlin sat back down across from Nick, his eyes were serious again. “Number one: I was sitting in the control room with Lighthouse during the whole thing. You did everything you could. Number two: Don’t flatter yourself, kid. Don’t take on more responsibility than you can actually bear in any given situation. The damage done today was predestined by an oversight in the engineering process. Nothing you could have done was going to prevent it. Happens all the time in flight testing.”
“Really?”
Merlin bobbled his head back and forth. “Well, not all the time.” He turned the shaker over, dumping a stream of red powder onto his popcorn. “Point is, you should be proud of your work tonight. You flew sharp and your presence of mind in marking the point when the debris came off saved us from a second Roswell — not to mention your near suicidal effort to save the B-2. You did the Triple Seven Chase proud, kid.” Merlin popped a handful of reddened popcorn into his mouth, chewed it thoughtfully for a moment, and then nodded as if the seasoning had transformed the bowl of stale kernels into a culinary masterpiece. “Tonight’s events are water under the bridge. Let’s talk about something else.” He pulled the Triple Seven patch off his shoulder and slapped it down on the table between them. “The colonel tells me you want to know what all of this means.”
For the first time since the accident, Nick smiled. “Yes, sir, I surely do.”
“As well you should; as any young officer should want to know the history of his unit. Very well, then.” Merlin straightened up and cleared his throat, spreading his hands like a thespian about perform a Shakespearean sonnet. “In 1972—before you were born if I remember your file correctly — the powers-that-be decided to create a covert chase squadron, separate from the test squadrons around the Air Force. The Seventh Chase Squadron was born, with four pilots and two shiny new T-38 aircraft.”
Nick raised an eyebrow.
Merlin raised two. “What?”
“You said ‘Seventh Chase Squadron.’ Isn’t it ‘the Triple Seven Chase’?”
Merlin frowned. “Don’t interrupt, kid. It’s rude. Eat your popcorn.”
The lieutenant colonel cleared his throat once more. “As I was saying, four pilots, under the command of Michael ‘Rat’ Shaw, were based at Holloman under various cover assignments. Every day they took off with the dawn patrol in their T-38s and practiced test maneuvers that pushed the edge of sanity.” He paused a moment and then cocked his head to one side. “You ever see the movie Top Gun, where Tom Cruise flies inverted directly over the top of a MiG?”
Nick tried to respond in the affirmative, but Merlin didn’t give him the chance.
“Of course you have. Who hasn’t? Well, I don’t know where the Hollywood guys got the idea, but Rat and his band of misfits were doing inverted formation dives long before Tom Cruise was playing beach volleyball and showering with other guys.”
Nick cringed.
Merlin nodded. “Yeah. I know.” He waved his hand as if to banish the image. “Anyway, one of the Seventh’s objectives was to test the new laser-guided bombs, and Rat discovered that the easiest method for following a bomb through its parabolic flight path was that inverted dive.” He demonstrated the maneuver with his hands, holding one upside down over the other, the knuckles nearly touching, arcing both over the table.
“Rat and his guys practiced the move on each other, with one T-38 playing the bomb, and one acting as chase. They practiced every other form of chase you could imagine, too, and it wasn’t long before Rat thought his boys were ready for their first real test mission.” The lieutenant colonel scooped another handful of popcorn into his mouth, and Nick gathered from the dramatic pause that Rat’s boys were not — in fact — as ready as he supposed.
“Rat sent Frank Eubanks up to fly chase on a reconnaissance drone,” Merlin continued, wiping red seasoning from his lips. “It was a lot like Dream Catcher but without all the space-age technology. Should’ve been a cakewalk, but it went bad. Frank was underneath the drone, checking out a loose panel, when the thing went haywire and pitched down, right into his cockpit. There was no attempt to eject. Both Frank and the drone went down in flames. The resulting cover-up was a pain in the proverbial neck. And the squadron had to shut down until the heat blew over.”
Merlin grabbed another handful of popcorn and shoved it in his mouth.
Nick took advantage of the pause. “You still haven’t explained how you added two more sevens.”
“Patience, kid. Man, you Generation X people have no attention span.” In mid chew, Merlin seemed to realize that the red seasoning carried a little kick. He stood up and headed for the coffee machine, continuing the story as worked.
“As I was saying, Rat revived the Seventh Chase a few months later. The next test involved a laser-guided bomb, the kind they had practiced for. And, this time, Rat flew the test himself. He followed the delivery jet until it lofted the bomb and then he chased it through its parabolic profile. Just as they’d practiced, he entered an inverted dive above the weapon. This time there was no malfunction. The bomb was following its normal guidance sequence and Rat simply got too close; he failed to remember that laser-guided bombs make enormous corrections up and down while zeroing in on the laser spot.”
“I’ve heard about that,” offered Nick. “It’s called ‘bang-bang guidance.’”
Merlin returned with his coffee, taking a long, pepper-quenching swallow before he sat down again. “Yeah, it went bang, all right. The weapon made a pitch correction and slammed into Rat’s canopy. That wouldn’t have brought him down with today’s bombs, but we made ’em with more volatile stuff back then. The weapon exploded. The debris field spread for miles.”
Merlin set his coffee down and pointed at the ribbons on the patch. “That’s why the names are written in blood red. They are in memoriam to Sideshow Eubanks and Rat Shaw.” He stared quietly down at the patch for a few seconds, as if paying his respects to the dead. Then he looked up with a sour expression. “After that, heads began to roll. With two fatal mishaps in as many tests, the squadron was a dismal failure. Everything was shut down and mothballed.
“Then, in 1984, a major by the name of Bob Windsor was faced with an ultra-classified project and nowhere to conduct the tests. It was Windsor who pushed for the secret conversion of Biggs North One, attempting to resurrect the Seventh there. He met with resistance. Those who remembered Eubanks and Shaw considered the whole idea unlucky. But Windsor annoyed his superiors until they finally gave in.”
Merlin popped another piece of popcorn into his mouth and chased it with some coffee. “Under Windsor,” he said after a short swallow, “the squadron took on an entirely new format — the one we still use. Instead of pilots taking this as a regular assignment, it’s as an additional duty; something you do once in a blue moon. And there are only two T-38 chase pilots at any given time.”
“So it’s just you and me?” asked Nick. “Only two, like the Sith in Star Wars?”
Merlin grimaced and shook his head. “Whoa, don’t geek it up, kid. It is what it is. Anyway, we each have another flying job and only return to Romeo Seven as the need arises and the clearances allow. You’ll be a B-2 pilot — one of these days — and I fly Nighthawks for the 8th. But we’ll do these chase missions on the side.”
“But what about the name?” asked Nick, tapping the numbers on the patch with his knuckle. “You still haven’t told me how it became the Triple Seven Chase?”
“Oh, right. I almost forgot,” said Merlin, though his smile indicated that he had omitted that detail on purpose, just to make Nick ask for it again. “Windsor came up with the name when he was trying to get permission to revive the squadron. That was how he got around the superstitious folk who thought the old unit was cursed. He melded the squadron’s history into a name and symbol that seemed the essence of luck itself. No one could argue with three sevens, particularly a bunch of Red Flag junkies who spend half of every year in Vegas. By Windsor’s account, his revival represented the third iteration of the Seventh, hence the name, and hence the motto, ‘Third Time Lucky.’” The older pilot leaned back in his chair. “So there you have it, kid, the whole story. How’d I do?”
Nick shrugged. “I don’t recommend it for younger audiences, but not bad.”
“Thanks, I’ll take that under advisement.”
The two looked up as Colonel Walker strode into the room. He wore his usual scowl and carried two crumpled coffee cups.
“Nick,” Walker said in a commanding voice.
Nick stood up. “Yes, sir?”
“How did you feel about your performance tonight?”
Nick stiffened. Merlin had been kind, but he feared the colonel was about to give him the verbal lashing he had been expecting. He shot a glance down at the Triple Seven patch on the table. “No one died, this time. I guess that’s a plus.”
That seemed to catch the old grunt off guard. Walker looked puzzled for a half second, but then his scowl returned. “Well, it was good enough to earn you a promotion.”
“I’m sorry, sir; did you say a promotion?”
“That’s right. Merlin will take the next chase mission. You’re going to fly something else.”
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357th Fighter Squadron
Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, Arizona
12 March 2003
Oso sat at his desk staring at the boxes on his student’s checkride form. There were only two choices: Qualified or Unqualified. He rubbed his temples and replayed the flight in his mind. The kid, whose nickname had been Sidearm ever since his first attempt to fire a rocket from the Warthog, had come a long way during the A-10 training program. Still, he had made a critical error during his first attack run.
Oso could have ended the flight right then — he could have flunked the kid and sent him back to the drawing board — but he had the leeway to offer Sidearm a second chance, and the young pilot hadn’t wasted the opportunity. Sidearm had flown the rest of the checkride well enough to graduate from the program.
If Oso allowed him to.
The senior students called him the Tucson Terminator. They would never say it to his face, but he had overheard them in the squadron bar. They were all terrified of flying with him, and he hated it. But what could he do? What if he let another Brent Collins slip through the program? If he ended a struggling student’s fighter career now, maybe it would save that student’s life.
A week before, Torch, the commander of the operations group that included two A-10 training squadrons and one operational squadron, had called Oso into his office. The normally soft-spoken leader had actually bellowed. Oso now held the group record for failing the most students in a single year. According to Torch, he was single-handedly crippling the A-10 pilot pipeline.
Torch had issued an ultimatum. A year after allowing Oso into the 357th Dragons as an instructor, he considered his debt to Redeye paid. Oso no longer enjoyed any protection. If he failed another student without exceptionally good cause, Torch would ground him. Permanently.
Oso looked down at the checkride form again. He tried to tell himself that Sidearm was not Brent Collins, that he had the capacity to learn and grow as a pilot, that one mistake on a checkride was not cause enough to end the kid’s A-10 career, or his. He placed an X in the Qualified box. Even as he did, a nagging question lingered in his mind. Was this really the right thing to do?
A great shadow fell across Oso’s desk. “Aren’t you done yet?”
The mammoth form of Ronald “Tank” Tesler filled his doorway, blocking out the light from the hallway. Tank was one of the few people in the Air Force whose call sign matched his physical form. Whenever Oso thought about it, he couldn’t come up with a more suitable name. “Yeah,” said Oso, signing the form. “I’m finished.”
“Good. We have a meeting to get to.”
“What meeting?”
“Officially? It’s some mandatory thing about personal finance,” Tank said with a hint of skepticism. “But I don’t buy it. This meeting popped up completely out of the blue, and Torch just canceled the rest of the day’s flying so that every instructor in both training squadrons can attend.
* * *
By the time Oso and Tank entered the small auditorium at the 358th Lobos — the other A-10 training squadron — it was already packed with instructor pilots. Oso guessed that the combined volume of experience in the room was well over fifty thousand flight hours. He and Tank claimed seats at the back, but their rear ends had barely hit the cheap upholstery before the sergeant guarding the door let out a sharp “Room, tench-hut!”
Everyone snapped to attention. The operations group commander entered the room and walked down the center aisle.
“Take your seats, folks,” said Torch, smiling at the pilots’ bewildered expressions. “I guess I’m the last person you expected to see at a briefing from the finance office. I apologize for the subterfuge, but we couldn’t publish the real reason for this meeting on the unclassified net. Lights.”
Someone doused the lights and flipped on a projector. The colonel pushed a button on his remote and a map of the Persian Gulf states flashed up on the screen. The briefing’s true purpose began to register among the pilots. A murmur swept through the room. Tank elbowed Oso and whispered, “Told you.”
“Things are heating up in Iraq,” said Torch, “and it doesn’t look like POTUS is going to take it anymore. CENTCOM has tasked Tucson’s own 354th Bulldogs to join New Orleans in Kuwait and set up for a potential conflict. The 190th from Boise is on the rotation schedule to relieve New Orleans, but when they arrive, New Orleans isn’t really going home. They’ll quietly reposition to King Khalid Air Base in Saudi Arabia. In this way, we hope to keep the true size of the force under wraps.” The colonel flipped to the next slide. It was a list of tail numbers from the two training squadrons, collectively known as the schoolhouse — three jets from the Lobos and three from the Dragons.
Oso could feel the intensity in the room building. They all knew what was coming.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I’ll get right to the point. CENTCOM is worried that the current theater assets won’t be able to cover a full-scale conflict in Iraq. They’re asking for our help. We’ve already committed these six tail numbers from the training squadrons to plus-up the force in Kuwait, but that’s only half the equation. These jets need pilots, three each to maintain an alert schedule. The brass has tasked us to provide eighteen instructors from the schoolhouse.”
Another ripple of excited chatter passed through the crowd. “Ahem.” Torch cleared his throat to quiet the room. “I know that many of you came here because this assignment was supposed to afford you more time at home, but we are warriors first and the call to battle has been raised. For better or worse, I have a week to put together a detachment and get them over to the desert. I’m looking for eighteen volunteers.”
There was no pregnant pause. There was no awkward silence waiting for the first hand to go up. There was no hesitation at all. Thirty-two pilots raised their hands in unison.
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The next morning, Oso stood outside the door to Torch’s office. He hadn’t been told why he was summoned, but he knew it must have something to do with the upcoming deployment. He took a deep breath and knocked.
“Come in.”
“You wanted to see me, sir?”
“Yeah, I see you volunteered for the Kuwait deployment”—the commander rubbed his eyes wearily—“along with everyone else in the group.”
“Yes, sir.”
Torch did not seem to notice the anticipation in Oso’s reply. “The squadron commanders and I were up all night trying to solve this mess,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Since we have so many volunteers, we finally decided the only fair way to award the slots would be to base it on performance on the strafing and bombing range.” He looked up at Oso with a deadpan expression. “Shockingly, it appears from the numbers that you’re the best shooter we’ve got. You are the number one pick.”
The news sounded good, but Torch did not look happy. After a year at the schoolhouse, Oso still could not read his boss. “Thank you, sir?”
“Don’t thank me yet, Mr. Terminator. You may be good on the range, but I’m not sure you’re ready to be back in the game. Lieutenant Colonel Keys from the Lobos will be the detachment commander, but as the group commander, I get the final say on his crew. And your track record with our students doesn’t give me a warm fuzzy feeling that you won’t freeze up like you did back in Europe.”
Torch sat back in his chair and folded his hands. “You blame yourself for that kid’s death in Germany.”
Oso did not answer. He could not decide whether it was a question, or an accusation.
Torch kept going. “Here’s the thing, though. I flew with Collins, too, as did several of my instructors here at the schoolhouse. Sure, he struggled, but he flew well enough to pass the program. Do you doubt my expert opinion in that matter?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. Collins knew his own abilities better than any of us. He knew he was struggling, more than we did. Yet he chose to step into that aircraft one last time.” Torch softened his voice, if only a touch. “You can’t take on the burden of saving every young fighter pilot from themselves, Oso. In the end, it’s their choice, not yours.”
Oso didn’t like being psychoanalyzed, but he nodded and told Torch what he thought he wanted to hear. “I get that now, sir.”
Torch cocked his head to one side and frowned. “Do you?” His voice was hard again. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to look you in the eye and ask you if you’re ready to go to combat — if you can translate your flying skills into a combat victory, even if it means losing another young pilot under your command. I realize right now that you’re already planning to give me some form of an affirmative. But the words you choose won’t really matter. I’ll get my answer from your eyes.”
The commander stood and leaned across his desk, his eyes searching Oso’s. “Well, what’s it going to be, Major? Are you ready for combat?”
“Yes, sir.”
Torch continued to search Oso’s eyes for a moment longer, and seemed to find an answer there. Then he sat down again and silently crossed his arms, leaving Oso to wonder what that answer was.
Finally Torch nodded. “You leave in five days. Don’t make me regret this.”
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Specter Blue
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio
14 March 2003
The Dream Catcher team would receive no awards. They would get no medals. In fact, they would get no recognition at all, save a few pats on the back. Nonetheless, what they had achieved was unbelievable. One of the Comm Twins even claimed that it was some sort of record, though no one could pin down a precedent for comparison.
The group had returned to Wright-Patterson with grim determination after the failure at Romeo Seven. No one slept more than five hours at a time for the first month; they couldn’t even if they’d wanted to. The goal before them loomed too large and the pieces of the solution fit together too easily, one after the other. In ten weeks, not only had they reengineered Dream Catcher, they had remanufactured her. Like a phoenix from the ashes, their new craft rose almost of its own accord.
Danny experienced déjà vu as he led the group across the same hangar floor to the same temporary enclosure. “Once again, sir, may I present Dream Catcher,” he said unceremoniously.
Walker eyed the new product suspiciously, walking around its perimeter and slowly bobbing up and down as he examined it from above and below. “It looks the same.”
“That’s the idea,” Danny replied. “Though she’s a little bigger now. We had to increase the central height by more than a foot to accommodate a pilot. Consequently we had to lengthen and widen her by a few inches as well.”
“Mm-hmm,” grunted Walker, showing little interest in Danny’s reply. “Where’s the hatch?”
“You mean the PEP?”
“The what?”
“The PEP, sir; it stands for ‘pilot entry point.’”
“You can give it whatever fancy acronym you want, Sharp, it’s still the hatch.”
Danny smiled despite the rebuke. Annoying the colonel had become sort of a hobby.
“Well, pop it open, Captain. I want to see inside.”
Danny nodded to Scott, who punched a few keys on a laptop sitting on an equipment cart. There was a sharp hiss and vapor rose from underneath the small craft. A piece of the lower fuselage slowly dropped down.
Walker ducked between the two cushioned pedestals that supported the aircraft and stuck his crew-cut head into the hole.
“As you can see, it’s a tight fit,” said Danny, “even more for you, sir, since it was designed for someone whose shoulders aren’t quite as broad.”
“Don’t hit on me, Captain. Just tell me what I’m looking at.”
“Yes, sir. The pilot will lie prone. The PEP — I mean, the hatch— is approximately where his thighs will be. In front you’ll see a pad that supports his chest, with molded forearm rests on either side. At the ends of the forearm rests are the controls — throttles on the left and control stick on the right. Additionally there is a data entry panel set into the slope of the interior wall to the left of the throttles. It has a compact keyboard and trackball.”
Walker squeezed himself deeper into the tiny cockpit. “How does the pilot see to fly?”
“Installing windshields presented numerous technical issues, so we simply chose not to,” said Danny. “Instead, you have a one-hundred-and-twenty-degree viewscreen, connected to Dream Catcher’s various cameras and sensors. If you look forward you’ll see me waving at you.”
“Something’s wrong, Sharp. You’re black-and-white.”
“Actually, that is by design,” interjected Scott. “What you see is a grayscale, infrared-enhanced image.” He waved to another engineer. With a loud click, the whole hangar went dark.
“You’ll notice that we cut the lights, sir,” said Danny, “but your image has hardly changed. The beauty of this enhanced display is that it doesn’t matter whether you’re operating in daylight or darkness; the computer optimizes the view for the pilot.”
The hangar lights flickered back on and several awkward moments passed as Walker backed his large frame out of the craft. Finally he stood and straightened his uniform. “Anything else, gentlemen?”
“There’s also a display mode for Dream Catcher’s radio frequency sensors — RF for short,” offered Danny. “It shows the pilot radio wave energy across the spectrum. The color is—”
“I’m good on the displays, Sharp. Is there anything else?” The colonel and his scowl both leaned in to the question.
Danny and Scott looked at one another and then turned back at the colonel with blank expressions.
“The recovery system, Sharp. What changes did you make to the recovery system?”
Danny winced. He and Scott had conspired to avoid mentioning the new recovery system, hoping that the colonel would let it pass. There was nothing the team could do about it anyway.
He took in a deep breath and spoke slowly, treading lightly. “Dream Catcher is bigger now, sir. Consequently, we had to shorten up the recovery arm to make the whole thing fit into the bomb bay. That means we had to give up some of the shock absorption that was built into the original system.”
Walker took a step closer to Danny. “You mean we took a target zone that a computer couldn’t hit and we made it even smaller for the human pilot?”
Danny nodded up at his boss. He felt very small. “Yes, sir.”
“For your sake, and his, I hope our boy is up to the task.”
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Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama
15 March 2003
Nick impatiently shifted the weight of his duffel bag from one shoulder to the other. He tried to look as inconspicuous as possible, despite the sweat circles forming at the armpits of his blue uniform. The Alabama heat was just reaching its afternoon peak. His instructor had told him to show up on the flight-line side of Base Operations at exactly 5:00 P.M., but he was desperate to get out of there and had arrived ten minutes early. He checked his watch. Two minutes to the hour.
Walker had sent Nick to Alabama to hone his Arabic skills, specifically in the Iraqi dialect. He’d spent the last ten weeks in isolation, living in the neglected Air University overflow dorms, a pair of buildings at the end of the flight line that hadn’t been used since Congress started shrinking the military in the late nineties.
Nick checked his watch again. Less than a minute had passed. Where was his ride? “My room didn’t even have cable,” he grumbled to himself. “What are we, the U.S. Army?”
Ten weeks.
He’d been allowed no human contact, except for his language coach, who refused to speak anything but Iraqi Arabic. For all Nick knew, the man didn’t speak English at all. The only other voice he’d heard was Katy’s during his allotted phone calls — one per week — and those felt cold and distant because he was lying to her about the purpose of his absence.
Two nights after the accident at Romeo Seven, Walker had put Nick on the Learjet. “Walk in like you own the place and nobody will question your presence,” the colonel had said, “but talk to no one. Don’t go to the gym and for goodness’ sake don’t leave the base. Get groceries at the commissary. This is Covert Ops 101. You have to be seen as little as possible and never noticed at all, part of the background.”
“And how does this relate to Cerberus?” Nick had asked. “How do I fit in?”
“You’re the stone that kills two birds. That’s why you were singled out for this assignment. The Arabic language note in your personnel file got you noticed — along with a solid flying record as a night vision qualified pilot — and your little report on Al-Majid’s relationship with Baghdad shifted you to the top of the candidate pile. All we had to do was line you up to gain proficiency as a T-38 chase pilot.”
“You set me up for this. You trained me for a year without even telling me. And all this time I thought Drag had just recognized my superior skills as a covert operative.”
“It doesn’t work that way, Baron. Uncle Sam doesn’t single out renegade supermen to do his dirty work like he does in the movies. It’s all a numbers game. Your skill sets lined up with most of our search criteria. We gave you a boost in the chase department, set you up with an Arabic refresher to complete the qualifications, and here you are.”
At the time, Nick had wondered at the randomness of it all. His association with Cerberus and Dream Catcher was the result of computer number crunching. He was nothing but the output of a top secret Google search.
“Anyway, like I said, you were originally brought on board to kill two birds. You were supposed to fly chase during the test phase and then sit in the engineer’s position during the operation, while Captain Sharp sat copilot. You were always slated to go to Alabama to bone up on your Arabic skills. Your job in the actual mission was, and still is, to listen to cell phone calls and radio signals that will help us zero in on a target’s position. The only difference now is that you’ll be listening from inside Dream Catcher while you fly her.”
Nick’s watch read 5:00 P.M. Looking to the north, he saw his rescuer on final approach, right on time. The gray Learjet rolled to a stop right in front of him and the entry stairs immediately lowered. A no-nonsense face poked out. “You Baron?”
Nick nodded. “You ever arrive early, just for the fun of it?”
The Learjet pilot just frowned at him. “Get in.”
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Nick stepped off the Learjet and surveyed the dark apron at the north end of Wright-Patterson’s runway. Unsure of what to do next, he turned and glanced up at the pilot, who pointed emphatically at the nearest hangar, then ran up one engine and taxied away.
As his eyes adjusted, Nick found the crew door set into one of two huge sliding doors of the hangar. As was normal for this kind of door, there was no knob on the outside. He knew that simply knocking would be futile; the interior acoustics would mute the small sound into a feeble tap. Instead, he reared back with his boot and kicked the door three times. Then he waited.
Presently, the door cracked open. Someone in the shadows took stock of the intruder. After a moment’s pause, Danny Sharp swung the door wide and vigorously pumped Nick’s hand. “Good to see you again, Nick. How’ve you been?”
“Busy.”
Danny rolled his eyes. “Me, too. Boy, have I been busy. We all have. I can’t wait to show you your new ride.”
“And I can’t wait to see it.” Nick felt exhausted, but he was beginning to catch a second wind. Maybe Danny’s enthusiasm was contagious, or maybe it was enough just to have an English-speaking human being to talk to face-to-face after all this time. “Can I take it for a spin?” he asked.
“Not quite yet, but you can do the next best thing.”
Scott was waiting inside the enclosure with a couple of other team members. “Hello again, Lieutenant. How was class?”
“Long and painful, but I’ve never been more confident in my Arabic skills.”
“That’s good,” Scott replied, “because the colonel seems to think you may get the chance to use them sooner than we expected.”
Without elaborating, Danny and Scott took Nick through a demonstration similar to the one they’d given Walker, spending a little more time on the operation of the systems.
Inside Dream Catcher, Nick found a Velcro seam in the vinyl padding. He peeled back a corner just to get a look at the structure and was surprised to see lines of orange and silver twine snaking back and forth, set into the composite surface. “Hey, guys,” he called from the belly of the jet, “what’s this ropelike stuff on the interior structure?”
“Oh, that,” said Scott lightly. “That would be the explosive-incendiary cord.”
“The what?”
“It was part of the original design. If for some reason the drone was lost in hostile territory and had to be remotely destroyed, that cord would violently reduce the craft to a lot of dust and a few unrecognizable chunks. Considering some of the alloys in the structure, my guess is that it would actually be a dazzling display.”
“Phenomenal.”
“We designed the system to be activated by a covered toggle at the engineer’s station in the bomber,” added Danny.
Nick crawled out of the jet and squatted beneath the hatch. “Let me guess, the cover was red.”
“Is red.”
“It’s still there?”
“We have to cover all contingencies.” Danny shrugged and gave him an uneasy smile. “Never touch the big red button?”
“You better believe it.” Nick reached up into the cockpit and pulled out two long yellow straps. “Now explain these to me one more time.” He ran his fingers along a series of metal nodes set into the fabric. “I believe Scott called it the pilot stimulation system? You want me to strap these to my legs and shock myself once in a while?”
“I’m telling you,” said Danny, “you’ll thank us in the end. There’s no way to get from the mother ship to Dream Catcher after takeoff, so you’ll spend the entire mission in that tiny cockpit. You could be lying in there for more than a day. The PSS is guaranteed to prevent blood clots in your legs by causing muscle contractions.”
Nick replaced the straps, stood up, and walked over to the two developers. “Can you also guarantee that the electric current won’t burn me or set off the explosive cord in the walls?”
Danny cast a slightly worried look at Scott, who responded with an almost imperceptible nod. “Uh… yes.”
Scott held up his hands. “Just avoid any cotton, nylon, or rayon socks or long underwear.”
“What?”
“Those fabrics are prone to ignite, and then we might have an issue with the explosives.”
Nick shook his head, trying not to think about his underwear catching on fire or the aircraft blowing up around him. He held up his hands. “Okay. Let’s step away from that topic, shall we? What about my helmet and mask? It doesn’t look like there’s enough room in there for them.”
“Good observation,” Scott replied. “That is why we melded a thinly padded alloy cap with a noise-canceling headset for you.” He walked over to the table and lifted a gray headpiece. The thing looked like no helmet Nick had ever seen — just a hardened skullcap with two foam ear-cups jutting out from the sides.
Scott handed over his creation. “Try it on.”
The odd helmet fit snugly, but comfortably, extending from the nape of Nick’s neck to the hairline at the top of his forehead. He noticed a rubber tube hanging from the right side. “What’s this?”
“That tube hooks into your harness, which has a small emergency oxygen bottle.”
“The mouthpiece reminds me of a scuba regulator.”
Danny nodded. “It’s quite similar. Should you have to eject, or should Dream Catcher depressurize, simply put the mouthpiece in and bite down once to initiate the flow of oxygen.”
“Excellent work, Q,” said Nick, removing the helmet and tucking it under his arm.
A boyish grin stretched across Danny’s face. “Don’t let it go to your head, Double-Oh Seven. Now, follow us, and bring the helmet with you. We’ve got something else we think you’ll really like.”
The developers led Nick to a blue Ford sedan in front of the hangar, and from there they drove to a small building on the other side of the flight line. As they exited the car, Nick thought he could hear a low hum emanating from the nearest wall of the structure.
Danny punched a few keys on the door’s cipher lock, then looked back at Nick before turning the knob. “You’re going to love this.”
The trio entered the building and the hum became a definite buzz. Nick glanced through an open door to his left and saw rows of aluminum shelving, holding what looked like hundreds of active computer hard drives. “I’ve seen a room like this before,” he said, “at the simulator facility for the stealth bomber.”
The intelligence officer glanced back at him and winked.
“You guys made a simulator?”
Danny pushed open another door and waved Nick on. “Only the best for our baby’s pilot.”
Nick stepped through the door and immediately felt like the cartoon character who opens a broom closet, only to find himself leaning out the side of a skyscraper. What lay before him was so inconsistent with his expectations that he almost lost his balance. He stood on a yellow metal platform, gripping a railing in front of him to avoid vertigo. A room the size of a hangar opened up beneath his feet, extending at least fifty feet below him and another hundred feet in front, under the flight line. Stairs wound back and forth down to another yellow platform that was still a good twenty feet above the floor. From there, a drawbridge led to a hydraulic simulator.
A shiny, black cube topped four tubular legs that extended out at an angle to cylindrical actuators on the floor. The whole thing looked like an abstract pyramid with a box on top. Nick had used similar machines at Whiteman. When the simulator was piloted, the drawbridge would rise and the cube would stand alone on the hydraulic legs. Then each leg would move independently, giving the occupants the same seat-of-the-pants feeling they would get from actual flight.
“In this short time, you completely rebuilt Dream Catcher and you built a simulator to match?” Nick asked incredulously.
“We’re just that good,” said Danny, but Scott frowned at him and folded his arms. “Okay, not really. This is an ASU — an adaptable simulation unit. We can remodel and reprogram it for almost any test aircraft in a very short amount of time.”
“Great, I can’t wait to try her out,” said Nick, “but right now I could use some food and some sleep. Where am I staying?”
Scott looked confused. He turned to Danny. “What is he talking about?”
Nick’s eyes shifted from one to the other. “You know, lodging, hotel, B and B?” His exhaustion was catching up with him again, and he was becoming impatient.
Scott furrowed his brow, but Danny’s congenial smile remained unbroken. “Apparently you haven’t heard.”
The sarcastic curl at the ends of Nick’s lips fell away. “Haven’t heard what?”
“Colonel Walker is in a hurry. We’re moving the operation back to the test site tonight. The C-130 leaves in six hours. You have from now until then to familiarize yourself with the operation of this aircraft and practice in the simulator.”
Scott held open a hard case, from which Danny lifted a newly minted flight manual the size of a college dictionary. The intelligence officer slapped it into Nick’s chest as he walked out the door. “Better get started.”

Chapter 40

Romeo Seven Test Facility, New Mexico
16 March 2003
Nick gazed up and down the dilapidated old runway. “And… we’re back,” he said in a haggard voice.
“Second time’s the charm,” said Danny.
Nick peered at him quizzically in the dark. “I think the phrase is ‘Third time’s the charm.’”
“I was trying to be optimistic.”
The noise of the hangar doors sliding open interrupted their conversation. Everyone dutifully moved their gear into the darkness and then, finally, after the doors slid closed, the lights came on. The sudden illumination revealed Walker, standing there with Drake.
“I should have known you’d already be here, sir,” said Nick.
“It’s all part of my—”
“Personal mystique, we know,” Danny finished for him.
One of the colonel’s eyebrows twitched. “Don’t rob me of my catchphrases, Sharp. It angers me.”
Drake stepped toward the group. Nick reciprocated by stepping forward and offering a hand to shake, but the B-2 pilot ignored him and walked straight up to Amanda. “It’s good to see you again, Miss Navistrova,” he said with a charming smile.
“I assume you brought us a bomber to modify?” Amanda did not smile. She was all business.
“Actually, uh, it never left the other hangar,” Drake answered, appearing stunned by her cold professionalism. “We couldn’t take it back to Whiteman with the bomb bay looking the way it does — it would prompt too many questions. All the repairs were done on-site.”
The conversation faded and the group moved their gear toward the elevator. One load after another, they lowered their luggage and equipment into the bowels of Romeo Seven, and soon they stood clustered around the big screen in the control center.
“I guess that’s it for tonight’s business,” said Drake, spreading his hands. “Who’s up for dessert and coffee in the galley?” He directed the question almost exclusively at Amanda.
Her reply had an icy edge to it. “I’m going to bed.”
Nick tried to process what was going on between them, allowing a few heartbeats of awkward silence before lifting up the Dream Catcher flight manual. “I’m out — if anyone cares. I’ve got some light reading to do.”
“I think everyone’s pretty tired,” said Danny.
Walker stepped in. “Good. Everyone hit the sack. I want to get cracking first thing tomorrow. We’ll meet in the conference room at fifteen hundred. That gives you nine hours for food, hygiene, and rack time.” His scowl zeroed in on Nick. “Sleep fast, kid.”
* * *
Twelve hours later, after a short rest and few mind-numbing meetings, Nick sat on the couch in the barracks common room. He stared uncomprehendingly at the thickly worded pages of his binder and muttered, “My brain is full.”
He felt wholly unprepared for the night ahead. In just a couple of hours, he would strap into what he considered to be a death trap, and he’d be expected to fly it with near perfect precision on his first try.
Nick winced at the thought of his simulator experience. On his first recovery attempt, he had smacked into one of the bomb bay doors. On his second try, he nailed a perfect recovery, but his success was more dumb luck than skill. The next five attempts were a montage of carnage as he slammed into every possible portion of the weapons bay until Scott finally begged him to take a break, because he just couldn’t watch any longer.
During the break, the engineer was uncharacteristically sympathetic. He told Nick that the generic nature of the flight control logic in the adaptable simulator made it less responsive to operator input. Nick wasn’t sure what that meant, but took it as encouragement and returned to the grind. To both of their surprise, he docked successfully during five out of the next six attempts. The two kept at it until Danny finally returned and told them it was time to board the C-130.
Nick couldn’t remember how many attempts he’d made, but he knew his success rate couldn’t have been better than fifty percent. He had tried to explain this to Walker earlier in the evening, but his warning seemed to go completely over the colonel’s head.
“Sounds good, kid,” the old man had said. “You’ll do fine.”
The door to the barracks opened, stirring Nick from his thoughts, and Drake walked in. The B-2 pilot appeared lost in thoughts of his own. Nick loudly closed his binder.
“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were in here.” Drake flopped down into an oversized chair. “Doing some last-minute cramming, are we?”
“Yeah, but it’s not doing any good. I think my brain is leaking.”
“Don’t worry about it, you’ll do fine. Besides, it’s the new Dream Catcher’s first flight; so if you crash and burn, no one’s going to blame you.”
“Thanks for the encouragement.”
“Speaking of crashing and burning…”
“I’d prefer we didn’t.”
Drake grinned. “Uh-huh, but seriously, what does that thing have in the way of an ejection system?”
“Oh, that.” Nick set his binder down and sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “That’s one of the most entertaining parts of my new job. For me to get from trapped inside Dream Catcher, tumbling out of control, to gently descending under a parachute, requires four consecutive miracles.”
“Four miracles?”
“Four consecutive miracles,” said Nick, correcting him. “According to Scott, it’s all based on timing. Once I pull the ejection lever, a series of ballistic charges will split the fuselage like a clamshell, causing both halves to fall away, leaving me in the center with the parachute pack. A quarter of a second later, a spring in the pack will eject the drogue chute, pulling me away from the aircraft pieces. At two seconds into the ejection, my chute should open and I should be able to watch the rest of Dream Catcher fall away to a safe distance. At four seconds into the sequence, the explosive cord lining the fuselage halves will detonate, shattering them into a hundred burning pieces, destroying the evidence.”
“That doesn’t sound too complicated,” said Drake.
“Just wait.” Nick held up a hand. “Those are the functions of the system, not the miracles. You see, the ballistic charges that split the clamshell will explode rapidly from the back to the front of Dream Catcher, thus forcing the pieces away in a V shape to keep me from getting tangled up. This assumes I’m heading nose down toward the earth. That’s miracle one, because, if I’m out of control, who knows what part of me will be pointed at the ground when I pull the lever? Additionally, the aircraft is so compact that the ballistic charges that split the fuselage to let me out had to be placed within inches of the explosive-incendiary cord that destroys the evidence. The second miracle will occur when the charge splits the fuselage without setting off the cord; otherwise, I’ll be cremated right off the bat.”
The B-2 pilot nodded. “That is a bit depressing.”
“Oh, I’m not through yet. The parachute pack and the electric leg straps are all attached to the upper shell that, as we’ve already established, is going to violently explode four seconds after the ejection. These items are supposed to tear away from the shell and set me free. But how many times have you used a product that was supposed to tear away with a certain pressure and never did?”
“I see,” said Drake, getting the hang of Nick’s game. “That’s the third miracle. Everything that’s attached to you must separate from the upper shell.”
“Exactly, and if they don’t, I’ll still be with the shell when the explosive-incendiary cord goes off.” Nick made a bomb-burst with his hands. “Once again: cremated. Finally, assuming the first three miracles work, my chute will open. But the chute pack’s position in the fuselage is close to my upper thighs and — thanks to miracle one — I’m going to be facing head down at the time of the ejection. Between separation and the deployment of the drogue chute, the pack will be floating freely, along with more than four feet of exposed strap on each side. If the wrong part of me gets tangled with one of those chute straps, the force of the opening will tear me in half.”
Drake grimaced. “You paint a pretty picture.”
“Thanks,” said Nick, leaning back again. “I’ve always thought of myself as an optimist.”
“Well, at least you’ve led a long and full life.”
“No, I haven’t. I’m only twenty-six. I’m just getting started.”
Drake got up and started for the door. “I’m no good at encouragement. I’d better get out of here before I drive you into doing something crazy, like accepting a suicide mission.” After turning the corner into the hallway, he leaned his head back into the doorframe with an impish grin. “Whoops. Too late.”

Chapter 41

After leaving Nick, Drake walked over to the cafeteria to get a last cup of coffee before the mission. When he reached the galley, he stopped short. There, sitting with her back to the doorway, was Amanda. He hesitated.
The blond engineer had been as cold as ice ever since the group returned to Romeo Seven. Drake had thought they’d kind of hit it off during the first test, like there might be some chemistry there, but now it was the opposite. She wasn’t just coldly professional; she was downright rude. He couldn’t take it anymore. He had to know what was going on. He took a deep breath and marched into the kitchen. “Good evening, Miss Navistrova.”
Amanda turned. She looked uncomfortable, even a little pale. When she saw Drake her face darkened. “Oh. It’s you.”
“Are you all right? You look a little ill.”
“I’m just having a little trouble with the underground thing. I thought I was over it, but something seems to have triggered it again. You know what? It’s none of your business.” Amanda turned her back to the door again. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Go away.”
“All right, that’s it. What have I done to deserve this?”
“Right. Like you don’t know.”
Drake took another step into the room. “No, I don’t know, so you’re just going to have to explain.”
Something snapped. Amanda slapped the table with both hands and stood up, sending her chair scooting back across the tile. She whipped around and glared at him, hands on her hips. “I know everything.”
“Good for you?” said Drake, dragging out the question. He cocked his head to one side, allowing confusion to cloud his features. “Is that everything in general, or is it topic specific?”
“Fine.” Her hands fell from her hips and her shoulders slumped in exasperation. “You really want me to spell out? Okay, I’ll play. I know all about who you really are.” She pointed an angry finger at him. “I read your file.”
“What file?”
“Walker keeps a dossier on all of us. I… I wanted to know more about you.” The finger dropped and she looked embarrassed for a moment, but then the anger returned. Her hands went back to her hips. “You started it. You were throwing yourself at me from the moment you arrived last time.”
“Look, sister, if that’s what you call throwing myself at you, maybe you should—”
“Shut up, Merigold. I thought we might have something special, but I hate getting into anything without all the facts.” She scrunched up her nose. “I can’t help it; I guess it’s the engineer in me. Anyway, I read your file and I know what you’re hiding. I know you’re married.”
Drake took a step back and pushed his palms straight out. “Whoa, there, Nancy Drew; I don’t know what file you read, but I’m not married.”
She advanced, finger up again. “Yes, you are. It’s all in your file. I can’t believe you waltz around pretending to be single, preying upon unsuspecting women. Did you think you were going to get me into bed?”
“Well, I… uh…” Drake stammered.
Amanda was on a roll. “I even know your wife’s name,” she said, striding up and poking Drake in the chest. “Her name is Katy. You’re busted, pal.”
The red flush of anger and embarrassment that had been building in Drake’s face quickly subsided. He did his best not to smile. “I get it now,” he said quietly.
“I’m sure you do.” Amanda folded her arms and tapped her foot impatiently. “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?”
Drake gave no account. He posed a question instead. “When you stole the dossiers from Walker’s desk, did you happen to drop them on the floor?”
The tapping stopped. Amanda’s iron exterior cracked. “How could you…”
“I noticed before that you get a little clumsy when you’re nervous. So let me ask again, Miss Navistrova. Did you drop the folders?”
She took a step back, beginning a hesitant retreat. “Yeah, I might have knocked one or two of them off the desk. So what?”
“Do you think perhaps you might have mixed up a paper or two when you picked them up?”
The iron curtain was now completely shattered. “Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes.” Drake smiled, knowing he’d just been given the best upper hand he’d ever had in a romantic relationship. He followed her retreat, backing her toward the table. “Katy is a lovely girl, or so I was told by her real husband. Katy is Nick’s wife.”
Amanda bumped into the table, grabbing it to steady herself. Drake was now towering over her small frame. She fell forward into his arms and buried her head in his chest. “I must have mixed the first page of your file with the second page of Nick’s. I’m such an idiot,” she sobbed.
Drake gently stroked her hair, enjoying the scent of her perfume. He would play this hand to the hilt. “It could have happened to anybody,” he said sweetly. “I’m just relieved you’re not mad at me anymore.”
She looked up. “Mad? How could I be mad? I just put you through the wringer over my own clumsy mistake.” Suddenly she gasped and then buried her head even deeper. “I may have said some ugly things about you to a couple of the other engineers.”
Drake cringed and swallowed hard. “Okay… that was also an honest mistake. We can fix it.” He bent down and kissed her gently on the top of her head. “The two of us should just start over and forget this ever happened.”
Amanda looked up, their noses practically touching. “Really? Clean slate?”
Drake lowered his head toward hers, moving in for the kill. “Clean… slate,” he said in his best sultry voice, letting his lips part as they grazed hers.
“Merigold!”
Drake jerked his head up at the sound of his name. The sudden movement of his square chin caught Amanda in the nose. She staggered back against the table with a yelp.
Walker stood in the doorway of the galley, holding a coffee cup and looking utterly confused. “What the… What’re you two…” He blinked and shook his head. “Never mind. Merigold, you need to get to the conference room, stat. The final briefing is in five minutes.” He stared at them both for another second, and then he turned and walked into the hallway, muttering to himself.
Drake turned back to Amanda, only to see her cautiously checking her nose for breaks, her eyes bleary from the attack. His previous advantage was gone, totally wasted. “I’m so sorry,” he said, trying to recover the moment. “He surprised me and I… Your nose, it’s… I’m so sorry.” It was no use; the moment was lost. He turned to leave. “I have to get going.”
Satisfied that her nose would remain small and straight, Amanda flicked the remaining tears from her face, walked forward with purpose, and grabbed the retreating pilot by the wrist. She spun him around, caught the back of his neck with both hands, and, pulling his head down to her level, planted a long hard kiss on his lips. When finished, she pulled her lips back, held his head in her hands, and said, “Fly well tonight. I’ll be here when you get back.” Then she spun him back around and gave him a hard slap on the rear, sending him out the door.
On his way out, Drake looked back and gave her a puzzled smile. He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d just been sexually harassed.

Chapter 42

When Nick arrived at the hangar, it was buzzing with activity. His usual ritual of a quiet moment with the aircraft was out of the question. In fact, there’d been someone with Dream Catcher around the clock since they’d arrived; Scott’s team would not leave this one to chance.
Dream Catcher was already mounted in the B-2’s weapons bay, and a friendly face was waiting for Nick underneath. “She’s ready and raring to go,” said Danny, motioning him toward a stepladder below the open hatch. “Should be a smooth ride.”
Nick put his helmet on. “Thanks, but the ride isn’t what I’m worried about. It’s the recovery. If I can’t dock this puppy, I’ll have to bail out and we’re back to square one. Plus, I’m pretty sure that the ejection will kill me.”
They continued the arduous process of getting Nick installed into Dream Catcher, as Scott and Danny liked to call it — as if he were just another piece of hardware — including fastening the electric leg straps.
“Hey,” said Nick, as Danny worked. “Where was Merlin during the flight briefing? Isn’t he flying chase?”
“Didn’t you hear?” Danny completed one leg and moved to the next. “Merlin never came back. Had someplace else to be. The colonel said you don’t need a chase plane, anyway, since Dream Catcher isn’t a drone anymore.”
“But the recovery. What if—”
“You’re all set.” Danny patted him on the calf and then Nick heard the electric whine of the hatch door rising into place. The light around him faded into darkness.
“Don’t forget to try out the pilot stimulation system,” the intelligence officer called through the aircraft’s composite hull. “I think you’ll be shocked by how well it works.”
* * *
Two hours later the B-2 flew high above Romeo Seven and Walker’s voice boomed over the secure frequency. “Mission players, this is Lighthouse. Everyone check in.”
“Mother’s up and ready,” Drake replied.
Nick monitored the frequency on one of Dream Catcher’s receptors, but the closed bomb bay doors were blocking some of the transmission. His reception was spotty at best. It was just radio wave interception, not a two-way link. As part of Dream Catcher’s stealth, transmitters were kept to an absolute minimum. He couldn’t talk to the rest of the team on the radio; only to Danny over a dedicated line in Dream Catcher’s umbilical, then via satellite link after deployment.
“Hazard’s ready,” Danny chimed in, with obvious excitement in his voice. “Baby is ready as well.”
Nick hadn’t caught Walker’s entire transmission, but he heard Danny and he cringed when he realized that Baby referred to him. “I’ve got to get a new call sign,” he complained to Danny over the link. “I can’t fly around being called Baby all the time.”
“Sure you can,” said Danny. “I read a self-help book that said, ‘if you don’t want to become a victim of your circumstance, you have to own it.’ How about we make you a patch with a picture of Dream Catcher superimposed over a bottle and pacifier?”
“Thanks but no thanks. And in the future, I don’t want to know about your self-help books.”
“Suit yourself. We’re approaching launch altitude. Go ahead and run your prelaunch checklist.”
Nick called up the digital checklist on his viewscreen. Under the heading PRELAUNCH it said, NO PILOT ACTION REQUIRED. “You mean the one that tells me to sit here and not touch anything?”
“That’s the one. I’ll take care of everything up here.” The link clicked as Danny switched to the radio transmitter. “Mother, Hazard is ready for launch.”
Through a shroud of static, Nick heard Drake’s reply. “Drop him, Hazard.”
“Deployment countdown is running,” said Danny. “Ten… nine… eight…”
There was a rush of air as the bomb bay doors swung open. Dream Catcher would plummet a thousand feet below the bomber before her engine lit and she leveled herself out. Nick’s muscles tightened in anticipation. A message appeared on his viewscreen.
DEPLOYMENT SEQUENCE INITIATED…
“Three… two… one… launch.”
Nick felt his own weight evaporate as the aircraft dropped from the B-2. It was a surreal feeling, floating to the top of his cocoon while a series of messages flashed on the screen in front of him.
DEPLOYMENT SUCCESSFUL
AUTO IGNITION ACTIVATED…
IGNITION SUCCESSFUL
AUTO LEVEL ENGAGED…

Gravity took hold and Nick dropped into his pads with a grunt as Dream Catcher brought herself to level flight.
AUTO LEVEL COMPLETE
AWAITING COMMAND…

He cautiously took the flight controls and released the autopilot. The aircraft gave in to his command and he slowly banked back and forth in a series of small S-turns. She felt a little ungainly, but she was manageable.
“Hazard, this is Lighthouse. What’s Baby’s status?” The radio intercept was much clearer now.
Nick selected the satellite voice channel with Danny. “Tell him she flies like a pig but she’s better than the simulator.”
“Lighthouse, Baby says it flies better than the simulator.”
“Chicken,” said Nick.
“Hey, I’m saving you from the wrath of the geeks. There are at least ten people down there who will spit in your coffee if you call their creation a pig.”
“Let’s move on to set one,” said Walker. “Have Baby initiate a shallow left turn.”
The test flowed smoothly through increasingly complex flight maneuvers and Nick was awed by the technology at his command. The 120-degree screen filled his vision so that he felt like he was flying a hang glider, with nothing separating his body from the terrain below. The enhanced black-and-white image of the desert was incredibly sharp, broken only by a heads-up overlay of green flight data. He could make out every detail of the Romeo Seven facility, even though it was several miles away and thousands of feet below him.
When Danny was satisfied with the little aircraft’s flight performance, he asked Nick to engage the autopilot and remotely programmed a sequence of maneuvers. “Since I’ve got control,” he said as Dream Catcher began the sequence, “why don’t you try that other test we talked about?”
“You mean you want me to shock myself.”
“Once again, you’re such a wuss. Given the potential for long-term missions, the PSS is a medical necessity. We have to test it. Just arm the system and get it over with.”
“Whatever you say, boss.” Nick reached for the toggle labeled PSS and flipped it to ON. Below the toggle, yellow lights on a black rectangle warned, PSS ENGAGED. Nick clenched his fists and closed his eyes, preparing for anything from a mild shock to the aircraft exploding around him. He took a deep breath and pressed the button. Instantly both of his legs jerked as every muscle tightened. He released an audible grunt at the pain; it was as if hundreds of tiny needles had pierced his legs all at the same time. Unable to see his legs in the cockpit, he sniffed the air, half expecting to smell burning cloth and flesh.
“How was it?” Danny asked.
“Are there any messages you’d like me to pass on to your family after I kill you?”
“That bad, huh?”
“There’s no doubt that it stimulates blood flow, but you might want to dial back the voltage.”
“Hazard, this is Lighthouse. Let’s move on to the sensor tests,” Walker prompted.
“All right, Nick,” said Danny, “let’s try out the selective viewing mode. This could be a bit disorienting, so prepare yourself.”
“Got it. She’s still on autopilot. I’m ready.”
“Okay, when Baby makes her next turn, let’s focus on home base. Use your trackball like you would use the mouse on your PC at home. Simply click on the screen and drag a rubber band over the area you want to see. I’ll be watching it all on a monitor at my station.”
A little flashing cross appeared on the screen. Nick held down the trigger and used the trackball to drag it across Romeo Seven, and a box made of dashed lines expanded behind the cross. It went solid when he released the trigger.
“All right,” Danny continued, “here’s where it gets weird. Hit the ‘target’ command on your keypad. You’ll notice that the image on the screen stops moving in real time with your aircraft. You’re stabilizing your cameras on the target, where they will remain — no matter which direction you’re pointing — until you tell them to do otherwise.”
Nick’s internal gyros tumbled a bit as the aircraft continued around its holding pattern while the desert scene that filled his vision remained stationary, changing only in perspective. “You’re right,” he said, “that is weird, but I’m okay if I cross-check the heads-up display.” He focused on the green flight data overlying the image. Even though the picture of the outside showed a level environment, the attitude indicator showed that the aircraft was in twenty degrees of bank and the compass was turning. “I’m okay,” he repeated.
“Roger,” said Danny, “then let’s continue. Now I want you to zoom in on the facility. You can do this by double clicking your trigger on the center of the box. Once you’ve done that, it should fill the forward portion of your screen.”
Once again, Nick did as he was told and the result was just as Danny predicted. The screen divided into three sections. The far left and right screens were black, but a perfectly clear view of Romeo Seven filled the center screen as if he were hovering just a few hundred feet away.
Danny had Nick command a traditional infrared view on the left screen and a radio frequency display on the right. The infrared display was largely uninteresting — Romeo Seven was so well insulated that it looked cold and abandoned — but, on the other side of his display, the RF screen was alive with activity. Small flecks of red, blue, and green flashed at random against a black background. Nick began to see shapes amid the chaos, boxes formed by the constantly shifting flashes, and soon he was able to relate them to the buildings at Romeo Seven. “The RF display is highly active,” he told Danny.
“I know. I can see everything you can see.”
“Good. Then tell me what I’m looking at. I thought home base was supposed to be ‘emissions silent’ except for the test frequency.”
“It is. Those signals aren’t coming from the facility. Baby’s receptors are incredibly sensitive. What you’re seeing is residual RF energy bouncing off the buildings. It comes from cell phone towers, radio stations — anything that sends out a radio signal. All of that energy propagates through the atmosphere and reflects off solid surfaces. To Baby’s RF suite, that’s how you would look walking down the street of any town. Welcome to the Information Age.”
“That’s a sobering thought. No wonder so many people are getting brain cancer.”
“That’s never been conclusively proven,” said Danny.
“Uh-huh. Sure. How do I break out the important signals?”
“You need to turn Baby’s gain down to filter out the chaff. At that sensitivity, a real signal will be too obtrusive to pinpoint.”
As if to illustrate Danny’s point, Walker broke in over the radio. “Hazard, this is Lighthouse. Give me a status report.” During his transmission a bright green blob filled Nick’s display, covering the entire facility.
“I see what you mean,” said Nick, lowering the gain on the display until the shapes and colors disappeared.
“Lighthouse, we’re just doing some fine-tuning,” said Danny.
“Roger, Hazard. Let us know when to begin the transmission sequence.”
This time, Walker’s transmission only produced a small green dot on Nick’s display. “I’m ready,” he said, and Danny repeated the call to the rest of the team.
On his left display, Nick brought up a stored image of the facility and the locations where the engineers would stand when they made their transmissions. They would use two types of cell phone and three forms of radio communication in the hope that Dream Catcher would be able to differentiate between them and pinpoint the coordinates of each. As the sequence began, irregular red and green dots appeared on Nick’s display. He clicked on each one using his cursor control and each time a set of latitude and longitude coordinates appeared in the bottom right corner of the display. He cross-checked his results with the known coordinates. Dream Catcher’s performance was flawless.
Nick convulsed as pain shot through his legs. When his body relaxed, he tasted blood in his mouth and felt the pain where he’d bitten his tongue. He looked down at the still-illuminated PSS ENGAGED light. “Danny?” he said with slightly impeded speech, his tongue throbbing.
“Yeah, buddy?”
“I really am going to kill you after we land.”
“Why? What’d I—” Danny stopped in midsentence. “Ohhh, right; I forgot to tell you to shut down the PSS.” He switched to an informative tone. “Yeah. After initial activation, the PSS discharges automatically every thirty minutes until you turn it off. That information was on page sixty-four of your manual.”
“I’ll give you one guess as to where you can shove page sixty-four.”
As Nick glanced down to flip off Danny’s torture device, he noted that his fuel was getting low. The tank was down to the level they had set for beginning the recovery test. He asked Danny to relay his fuel status to Walker.
“Mother, commence your recovery,” Walker ordered.
“Wilco,” Drake replied. “You heard the man, Hazard. Let’s bring him in.”
Nick keyed in a command to initiate the recovery sequence. As Dream Catcher automatically turned toward the rendezvous point, he brought up the prerecovery checklist on his left screen and began to follow the prompts.
When the bomber grew large enough to fill a third of his screen, he disconnected the autopilot and flew it manually, just to warm up his reflexes. From this point forward, he was on his own. Merlin was not there to talk him through it if things went south. Chase planes had been a vital part of military flight tests since the days of Wright Field in the twenties. The chase pilot could maintain a big picture that the test pilot didn’t have. What could possibly have been so important that Merlin had abandoned him when he needed him most? Nick took a deep breath, wiped the perspiration from his brow and started closing in, heading for a spot just below and slightly aft of the closed bomb bay.
“I hope you’re not as nervous about this as I am.” Danny’s voice suddenly sounded distant, unreachable.
“Probably more, but thanks for making it worse.”
“Anytime. Hold on, Drake is yelling something at me. Looks like he doesn’t want to say it over the radio.” There was a short pause before the intelligence officer spoke again. “Drake says don’t screw up.”
“You guys are the best. I’m in position.”
“Copy that.” Danny switched frequencies. “Mother, Lighthouse, this is Hazard. Baby is in position and ready for the recovery.”
“Roger,” replied Walker. “Begin the sequence.”
“Recovery sequence in three… two… one… execute.”
Nick watched the bomb bay doors swing open. Immediately he felt the turbulence they created and found that he had a hard time keeping Dream Catcher steady. He knew that he was supposed to be moving up between the doors, but he had to get stable first. He held his position for a long time, trying to get ahead of the bucking and rocking aircraft.
“Hazard,” said Drake over the radio, “what’s the holdup?”
Danny had also noticed the delay and was already keying his microphone to ask Nick. “Baby, say your status. Is there a problem?”
“No problem,” replied Nick, trying to mask the anxiety in his voice. “I just needed a minute to settle down. Moving in now.” He hit a toggle next to his throttle, switching the left third of his viewscreen to the upper cameras. Then he cautiously added power and pulled back on the stick. The bomb bay drew closer, and on the enhanced black-and-white image Nick could distinguish every rivet.
There was a loud chunk as the receiving arm released from its housing and extended. The air became even more unstable. Nick resisted the urge to stare directly at the clamps on the arm. Instead, he looked back and forth between the view above and the view in front, letting his eyes sense movement in any direction. He reacted to the changes in the air around him with barely perceptible movements of the flight controls, his wrist anchored on the arm pad, his fingers lightly holding the stick and rapidly moving it in all directions. Then a sudden burst of turbulence bumped him upward. The arm grew unnervingly large on the screen. He throttled back and dropped a few feet, struggling to settle the aircraft.
“Nick?” said Danny.
Nick gritted his teeth. “Just shut up and give me a second.”
As he began his climb for the second attempt, a bead of sweat rolled down between Nick’s eyes. It hovered a moment on the end of his nose before splashing onto the panel below. Then, almost before he expected it, he made contact. A green LATCHED message flashed on his screen. Instinctively he ripped the throttle to idle and punched a button that shut down Dream Catcher’s engine. The bomb bay doors closed beneath him. The sound of the turbulent air faded away to calm stillness.
“I’m on,” he said to Danny, hardly able to believe his own words.
He could almost hear the smile in Danny’s reply. “I know. Good job.”

Chapter 43

“Whew!” Danny stepped back from the hatch and scrunched up his nose at the blast of pressurized air. “It smells like a football team locker room in there. What’s wrong with you?”
“Hey, go easy,” grunted Nick, backing himself out of the cockpit. “If your dumb engineers had bothered to build an environmental system for a pilot instead of a piece of hardware, maybe it wouldn’t be so—” A great cheer interrupted Nick as he stepped off the ladder. He quickly realized that the whole team had been listening to the conversation and his face flushed with embarrassment. No one seemed to care, though, and several people walked up to shake his hand, offering thanks for putting the last piece of the puzzle in place.
Drake punched him on the shoulder. “I’d hug you, but Danny is right — you’re kinda ripe.” He tried to hand Nick a beer, but Nick waved it off.
“I don’t drink. Never have.”
Drake raised an eyebrow. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t trust you.” He shrugged, popped off the cap, and took a swig. “More for me, then.”
Colonel Walker stepped out of the crowd and loudly clapped his hands. “Focus, people.” He pointed at Nick. “You. Get a shower. The rest of you, break this equipment down and pack it in the hard cases. I want everyone in the briefing room in exactly one hour.”
“Um… sir?” Danny raised his hand. “We have six more nights of flight testing. Why are we packing up the equipment?”
“There’s been a development in Iraq, Captain. We have intelligence that a high-level meeting is imminent.” The colonel turned his scowl on the rest of the group. “POTUS has activated Cerberus.”

Part Three
Execution


Chapter 44

Indian Ocean
18 March 2003
Nick peered out a side window of the C-17 Globemaster, hoping to catch a glimpse of their destination, but all he could see was the endless blue ocean.
“You’re not going to see it out that window, Baron,” said Walker. “You’d better go up to the cockpit.”
Taking the colonel’s advice, Nick headed for the front of the jet and stepped onto the flight deck, unnoticed by the two pilots. As he searched for the island, one of the pilots tapped the other on the shoulder and pointed at the horizon. A single line of green appeared through the haze, and then another line appeared right next to it. The thin space of blue between them suggested that the forward operating base was seated on an atoll, merely a snaking line of ridges that barely broke the surface of the ocean.
At the south end, the two lines spread apart to form a C-shaped lagoon. There, the cobalt blue ocean slowly gave way to lighter shades until the terrain finally broke the surface in a thin, white beach lined with emerald palms. It was a beautiful sight, but Nick thought he was more likely to find Robinson Crusoe there than a runway.
The pilots turned the aircraft in preparation for their final approach, putting the atoll out of view. Nick went back to his seat, still wondering if those two had really found the right place.
“Not much to it, is there?” the colonel asked when Nick returned to his seat.
“Are you sure this thing can land on that little runway, sir?”
“Don’t worry. It’s a lot bigger than it looks from the air. Too bad you’re not going to be there longer; some pretty big sea turtles frequent the lagoon.”
Nick shook his head. “Keep your sea turtles. I’d just as soon get this mission done and go home. What are they telling my wife, anyway, now that I can’t make any phone calls?”
“The old cover stories are out the window,” said Walker. “Several B-2s are deploying to this base for combat action. You and Drake were listed as ADVON, the advanced personnel sent to prepare for the squadron’s arrival. As far as Whiteman is concerned, you were pulled from the course early to support this operation. The wives have all been told that it’s a short-notice deployment exercise — yours included.”
The aircraft turned so that the sun burst through the windows opposite Nick. He squinted at the colonel. “You’re telling me that Air Combat Command is deploying half a squadron of B-2s to this island just to cover our operation?”
A heavy thump sounded, and the deep rush of the gear dropping into the airstream filled the cabin. Walker shouted over the noise. “No! I’m telling you they’re deploying half a squadron of B-2s to this island because we’re about to go to war!”
* * *
The pilots parked the C-17 in a large staging area. As the cargo ramp lowered, a truck pulling an olive drab cart full of two-thousand-pound bombs crossed the apron behind them, on its way to some hangar to await the arrival of the stealth bombers. Nick watched it go. He had waited so long to be a part of this war, but now that it loomed before him, he longed to rush home to his beautiful wife and hold her tight. She would rest her head on his chest. He would run his fingers through her hair and breathe in her sweet perfume. Katy would make him promise never to leave her side again, and he would gladly acquiesce. And even though they both would know the promise wasn’t true, somehow, it would make them feel better.
The group filed out with their gear. Dream Catcher, enclosed in a large, climate-controlled crate, was lifted onto a flatbed truck and driven toward a pair of brand new hangars.
Nick set his bags down on the tarmac and looked up just in time to see Scott stumble out of the aircraft with a heavy crate. He ran up the ramp and caught the other side, preventing the engineer from careening headlong across the pavement. “You okay?” he asked.
“Yes, thanks.” Scott suddenly straightened up and wiped his brow, letting Nick take the full weight of the box. “Hey, don’t drop that,” he said as Nick teetered backward down the remainder of the ramp. “It’s filled with very sensitive computer equipment.”
“Right,” grunted Nick, turning toward the hangar with his new burden. “Got it.”
Nick had hoped for a small rest while they waited for Danny and Drake to arrive with the B-2, but there was no rest to be had. As soon as the equipment was unloaded and the hangar doors closed, Walker began pushing the group at a furious pace to get a command center up and running.
Finally a phone call pulled the colonel away, giving them a much-needed respite. He walked over to the secure telephone unit, which still sat on the floor, and loudly pointed out that no one had set up a table for it yet.
After a few minutes on the phone, Walker became agitated, and Nick could not help but eavesdrop. “You should have asked my permission, Joe,” the colonel growled into the receiver. “I don’t need a CIA contractor working on my SATCOM unit; my people are perfectly capable. That’s just one more body whose presence here I have to cover for.”
There was a long pause, and then Walker sighed. “Fine, since he’s already here, he can work on the unit, but he’s not cleared for the details of this op. As soon as he’s done, I’m sending him back to his tent, and he’d better stay there until his flight back to Langley. Got it?”
Walker forcefully hung up the phone and turned on the group. “What are you all standing around for? Get moving!”
As Nick turned back to his work, his eyes fell on the pile of personal gear. He looked at Scott, who was sitting at one of the tables, programming a laptop. “Hey, Doc. You have any idea where we’re supposed to sleep tonight?”
“Did you happen to notice a line of tents at the end of the runway?” Scott asked without looking up from his screen.
“Yeah.”
“I hope you like cots.”
* * *
Nine hours later, and after only a few hours of sleep, Nick awoke to the sight of Drake standing over him. “Wake up, Nick. Our targets have stepped up the schedule.”
Nick’s sleep had been restless, plagued by dreams that played upon his fears for the upcoming mission. Most of them dealt with the hazards of the recovery rather than the dangers of flying over enemy territory. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. The tent was dim, but a thin line of bright light poured through the split in the flaps at the entrance. “What time is it?” he asked.
“Locally it’s just after eleven in the morning; just enough time to get a bite to eat and a briefing. Then it’s go time.”
“Did anybody bother to ask the targets if they wouldn’t mind sticking to the original schedule?”
Drake gave him a rueful grin. “I know; it’s terribly inconsiderate. War has become so uncivilized. Come on, we’ve got less than half an hour before the briefing.”
The pilots and Danny found Scott and Walker waiting in a soundproofed conference room at the rear of the hangar. Three places were set at the table, with an unmarked binder for each crewmember. There were apples and bagels for breakfast, along with carafes of water and coffee in the center. A screen at one end of the room announced MISSION BRIEF in yellow block lettering set against a dark blue background.
Nick glanced around the table at his crewmates. Drake was fidgety, playing with the stem of his apple until it finally broke off. Danny was clearly trying to maintain an air of seriousness, but his elation at being included in a combat mission was impossible to hide.
Nick reached for his glass and the pitcher of water. The two clinked together uncomfortably as he poured and he fought to steady his hands. With the glass only a quarter full he gave up, lest he embarrass himself by spilling it in front of the others. He concentrated on fighting off his nerves. He’d flown in combat before, in Operation Southern Watch, but this was different; a lot more was riding on his shoulders.
“Secure the room,” Walker ordered.
Scott masked the projector and made sure the three binders were closed before taking one more look around. “All ready, sir,” he reported.
“All right, bring him in.”
Scott opened the door and a man wearing desert camouflage fatigues with the rank of colonel on his lapels entered the room. He wore a cross above his left breast pocket and Nick noted with interest that he also wore a set of wings. Walker was not a religious man, but having the chaplain pray over the troops on their way to battle was tradition, and the colonel never broke with tradition. The chaplain knew nothing of the mission or its purpose. He knew only that the men in the room would be flying in harm’s way, and that was enough.
“Go ahead, Chaplain Huckabay,” Walker prompted.
“Let’s bow our heads,” the chaplain said with a gentle smile. “Father God, we come before you now as your servants. We confess our sins and ask that you take them from us and wash us clean, preparing us for battle. Take these three men, Lord, place your hands upon them and give them peace. Send your angels to guide and protect them. Grant them victory, Lord, and then bring them safely and swiftly home. Amen.”
“Amen,” the group responded as one.
The chaplain walked up to each crewmember and placed his hands on the man’s shoulders, saying, “God be with you.” Then he turned and left the room.
Nick sat down and reached for the water once again. This time he poured a full glass with steady hands.
“Welcome to the first Cerberus mission brief,” said Walker, stepping to the front of the room as Scott unmasked the projector. “Tonight we’ll attempt to take out two Cerberus targets with one strike. You all read the mission file on the way over, so this should be a review. Slide.”
The first slide showed the pictures of two men, along with their dossier information, one on either side of a red line down the middle of the page. On the right side, Saddam Hussein smiled back with his familiar sneer. On the left side of the page was a picture Nick had seen only in the Cerberus file, though he knew the subject well. The figure was wearing a white and gold kaffiyeh head covering and sported a thin black mustache and short beard. He did not sneer but looked placidly to one side of the camera, as if unaware of the photographer. The first line of the dossier read: Tariq al-Majid.
“Boys,” said Walker, “meet Tariq al-Majid. He is your primary target. Let me repeat that. Al-Majid is your primary target.”
The pilots and Danny exchanged looks. Drake raised an eyebrow.
“I saw that,” said Walker. “It should come as no surprise to any of you that Al-Majid is the primary. It also shouldn’t matter; the idea is to kill them both. In any case, the analysts, and consequently the president, believe that he is a more difficult target to catch than Hussein.
“Al-Majid is a forty-seven-year-old Sunni who acts as the link between Bin Laden and Baghdad. He is highly intelligent, so catching up with him has been a real challenge. We don’t know much about his history, but we do know that he attended—”
“Oxford,” Nick interrupted, finishing the statement. “At the time he claimed to be from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. His bachelor’s degree was in engineering mechanics, but he stayed on to get a master’s in explosive dynamics.”
“Explosive dynamics?” asked Drake. “That didn’t raise any red flags with the Brits?”
Walker ignored the sarcasm and continued. “The FBI believes that Al-Majid had a hand in planning the attack on the World Trade Center. The CIA believes he is the most likely candidate to lead the resistance movement in Iraq, should we topple Hussein’s regime. Both agencies agree that it is time he met his Maker.”
The colonel leaned forward and placed his hands on the conference table. “Should the targets move to separate areas of the compound, you are to focus your attack on Al-Majid’s location. POTUS figures that once the regime is brought down and we have ground troops in Iraq, Saddam will be easier to flush out. But, taking a lesson from Bin Laden and Tora Bora, he believes this may be our last shot at Al-Majid. Slide.”
A map of Iraq appeared on the screen. Walker looked directly at Nick. “Dream Catcher’s job is twofold. First: Get confirmation of the targets’ exact locations and pass the coordinates to Hazard for the strike. Second: Get confirmation of a successful strike by taking optical and infrared pictures for the battle damage assessment. Merigold’s call sign will be Haven Zero One, Captain Sharp’s will be Hazard, and you will be Wraith Zero One.”
“Thanks for not making it ‘Baby,’ sir,” said Nick with an affirming nod.
The colonel’s scowl stayed with Nick a heartbeat longer. “You’re welcome.” Then he returned his attention to the whole group. “The mission will go like this: Just outside of radar range, Haven will deploy Wraith. Then the two aircraft will proceed inbound together.” He pointed to an oval on the map. “Haven will take up an orbit here while Wraith approaches the target. He’ll use whatever sensors are necessary to get confirmation of the targets’ positions, then relay them to Hazard, who will program those coordinates into Haven’s computers. Then Haven will proceed inbound for the strike.
“Merigold, you and Sharp will carry three five-thousand-pound GPS bombs in the left bay, opposite Dream Catcher. Use two weapons in the strike. That way, we leave nothing to chance. They are fitted with cockpit-programmable fuses, but leave them at the highest delay setting. They’ll bury themselves deep into the target and minimize collateral damage to the adjacent town.”
Walker paused to take a sip of his coffee. “Questions?”
Drake raised his hand. “What about contingencies? If Dream Catcher can’t make it, the mission’s over. But what if there’s a problem with the bomber? Is there another strike option ready so we can still take out the target?”
“Merlin is your contingency option,” said the colonel, setting his coffee down again. “He’s in Kuwait, prepping a pair of F-117s — call sign Shadow. At the first whiff of this intelligence, I sent him on ahead to make arrangements. I also had Joe Tarpin at the CIA build us a secure SATCOM network that incorporates Merlin. His man is in the hangar now, making sure our end is all set up and the connection to Shadow is clean. Should you run into a problem, pass the coordinates to me and I’ll relay. Shadow will take off and complete the strike.” Walker’s eyes made a pass around the table. “Any other questions?”
No one spoke.
The colonel nodded. “In that case, gentlemen, that’s all I have. I’ll see you on the other side.”

Chapter 45

Ahmed Al Jaber Air Base, Kuwait
19 March 2003
Oso dropped his three large duffel bags in the sand next to a tan, prefabricated building — something akin to a double-wide trailer home. As the top pick for the deployment, he’d had the honor of flying one of the Hogs over from Arizona and he had just finished the last leg of the three-day journey. He had flown through the night from the Mediterranean. Even though the sun was still climbing, all he wanted to do was find his tent and go to sleep. Instead, he’d been ordered to report to his detachment’s operational headquarters, which, even for a pre-combat deployment, was unusual.
Tank met him at the door. The big pilot had arrived the day before on a C-17 Globemaster with the main thrust of the deployment. “Hey, there, buddy. You look just about as happy as I was when I got here.”
Oso looked up at him with tired eyes. “I’d like to go to sleep now.”
“No can do. Things are getting mighty hot around here”—Tank grinned—“no pun intended. Word came down to get cracking. Something’s definitely up.” He inclined his head toward the back of the room. “Come on. You’re with me.”
Tank led him through the temporary headquarters. There was a chest-high counter that served as the operations desk and eighteen cubicles formed by shoulder-high partitions. Several pilots and enlisted personnel were busily setting up computers and laying out equipment. As Oso squeezed down the aisle between them, he wondered whether the beige walls and furnishings were someone’s deliberate choice — as if the interior absolutely had to be desert-colored as well — or if it was simply the cheapest color offered by the contractor.
“Right here,” said Tank, indicating the back left cubicle and then stepping into the space across the aisle.
Blessedly, there was a high-backed rolling chair waiting in Oso’s spot. He eased his body down into it and laid his head back. “I’m just going to close my eyes for a second.”
“Room, tench-hut!”
Oso instinctively stood up again, wobbling just a bit. Heads popped out of the other cubicles like prairie dogs. When his eyes adjusted to the light shining through the door behind the newcomer, they widened in surprise.
Torch.
Torch must have noticed Oso’s expression. “What’s the matter?” he asked, looking straight at him. “Didn’t anyone tell you I was coming? You know I couldn’t let you come out here without adult supervision.” Everyone chuckled. Oso laughed with them, but he wondered if they understood how much more there was to the statement than a simple joke.
“They put me on the C-17 as a last-minute change,” said Torch. “Lieutenant Colonel Keys showed up for the deployment sick. The flight doc grounded her, so I’ll be your detachment commander for the duration.”
“Great,” said Oso dryly.
Torch raised his voice. “All of you, listen up. We’ve got to be up and running tonight, with crews ready to go.”
The pilots exchanged questioning glances.
“The order to get our search and rescue crews on alert ASAP came down from on high. I don’t know about you, but that tells me we’re on the brink. On top of that, I saw a pair of Nighthawks on the other side of the runway loading weapons. I think they’re going to take a potshot at Saddam tonight. If something goes wrong, it’ll be our job to go in and pull out the survivors.”
Torch moved over to the operations desk and slapped a paper down on the laminate surface. “This is the rotation. The first two crews need to hit the racks right now to get some sleep. The rest of you, get to work.”
Oso gathered with the rest to hover over the crew schedule. At first he couldn’t see with all of the bobbing heads in his way. Then a path cleared and he found his name. He and Tank were the leads for the second rotation. He blinked as he read the names of their wingmen. He read them again, just to be sure, then bolted after Torch.
Oso caught up to the commander on a concrete path that cut through the sand between the row of double-wides. “Sir, have you seen the list?”
The commander kept walking so that Oso had to stutter-step to fall in beside him. “You got a problem, Major?”
“Our wingmen are crossovers from the Bulldogs. One of them is Sidearm. I gave that kid his checkride barely a week ago.”
“Did you sign him off?”
“Excuse me, sir?”
“Did you sign the kid off on his checkride?”
“Yeah, but—”
Torch stopped and turned to stare him down. “But nothing. We’re stretched thin, here. You handed Sidearm off to the Bulldogs. They rushed him through combat qual and brought him along. Now he’s yours again.”
The commander stepped closer and lowered his voice to a growl. “I thought we settled this, Oso. Are you telling me that you changed your mind; that you’re not ready to fly into combat with a kid like Sidearm? Because I can put you on a rotator headed for the States within the hour.”

Chapter 46

Nick struggled violently with the controls as Dream Catcher spun toward the earth. The feeling of vertigo was overpowering, but he fought through his dizziness and shouted into his transmitter, “Hazard, this is Wraith. I’ve lost control and I’m going down.”
“Wraith, this is Hazard. Come in.” Danny’s tone told Nick that he hadn’t heard his call. Dream Catcher’s transmitter must have failed.
The spiral continued, but the desert floor still seemed miles below. Nick tried again. “Hazard, do you copy? I’m out of control. I repeat… I am going down.”
“Wraith, this is Hazard. Can you hear me?”
His screen went black and Nick began to panic as the crushing darkness closed in around him. “I’m going down, Hazard,” he yelled into the radio, continuing to fight with the stick and throttle. There was still no response. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday, Wraith Zero One is going down. Position: bullseye two six zero for twenty-eight miles. Ejecting in three… two…”
“Nick, wake up!”
Nick’s eyes shot open. His face was moist with sweat, his hands shaking. As he fought through the fogginess of waking and reached for his transmitter, he realized that his right hand had been resting on the ejection lever. “Uh… Hazard, did you say something?” he asked the darkness.
“Did I say something? I’ve been trying to raise you for the last fifteen minutes.”
“Sorry.” Nick yawned. “I dozed off there for a bit and my helmet got out of position.”
“Don’t make me do that again. You know what a stickler Walker is for radio discipline.”
“Where are we, anyway?”
“We’re past the last refueling, almost to the launch point. Why do you think I’ve been trying to raise you? I need you to run your prelaunch checklist.”
“Once again, you mean the one that tells me not to do anything?”
“Well, it should say, ‘The pilot must wake up and get his butt in gear.’ You’re lucky I can’t control the shock system from up here.”
Nick heard Drake shouting in the background. Danny must’ve switched to hot mic while trying to raise him. “We’re at the launch point,” yelled the B-2 pilot. “Are you guys ready or what?”
“I’ve got him,” Danny yelled back. “Hazard and Wraith are ready. Initiating launch in three… two… one… mark!”
DEPLOYMENT SEQUENCE INITIATED…

The familiar words appeared on Nick’s screen. He heard the rush of air as the bomb bay doors swung open.
But this time something was different.
There was a pulsing sound under the wind rush, a repeating pattern like the whir of an electric motor, ending each time in a metallic thud.
Suddenly Drake’s voice invaded the connection again. “Abort! Abort the launch! One of the doors is stuck!”
Nick heard the clicking sound of a toggle being switched back and forth, slowly at first, then rapidly over and over. He heard panic in Danny’s voice. “I can’t stop it. It won’t abort!”
“Go to manual!” shouted Drake. “Close the doors. Close ’em now!”
More frantic clicking.
“I can’t! They’re jammed! Wraith, you’ve got to—”
Danny’s words were cut off as the umbilical connection released and Dream Catcher dropped away. For a split second Nick felt the expected weightlessness of free fall, then Dream Catcher slammed into the half-open bomb bay door. The little aircraft tilted hard to one side and pitched forward violently. Nick felt like he was trapped on a demented carnival ride. There was a horrible grinding noise followed by another deafening crash.
Then all was twirling, tumbling silence.
Nick gripped the sides of the cockpit and tried to keep his stomach out of his throat. Script started rolling up his screen. Dream Catcher had finally decided that something was wrong.
DEPLOYMENT FAILURE
SEQUENCE ABORT
AUTO FLIGHT CONTROLS…
FAIL
AUTO IGNITION…
FAIL
AUTO LEVEL DISENGAGED
AWAITING COMMAND…

“Well, this sucks,” he grunted, staring at the flashing cursor. He had to get Dream Catcher under control, and to do that, he had to get the engine started. He tried canceling the launch mode. That brought everything that was automatic offline. As he fought with his systems, his subconscious noted the feeling that the aircraft was stabilizing in a dive and picking up speed. Several thoughts passed through his mind. How long before Danny decided to hit the red panic button, the one that remotely detonated the explosive cord that lined his cocoon? How long could he fight this before finally having to eject to save his own skin? He was still on the outskirts of hostile territory. If he ejected now, the search and rescue team might easily recover him.
Nick pushed all extraneous thoughts to the back of his mind and continued trying to start the engine. He switched the ignition to manual mode, allowing the air rushing through the intake to spin the turbine blades. Then he shoved the throttle to maximum, sending a burst of fuel to the igniters.
The response was immediate. The engine spun to life and was soon at full throttle.
Too soon.
This isn’t helping my high-speed dive. Nick yanked the throttle back to idle.
With the additional electric power provided by the engine, the flight instrument overlay appeared on his screen. He could see his altitude spinning down and his pitch ladders told him that his nose was seventy degrees below the horizon. That made sense, but something still didn’t feel right. His body was pressed against the ceiling. He focused on the pitch ladders and realized that the ends were pointing down instead of up.
Dream Catcher was inverted.
Nick fought the aircraft to an upright attitude and pulled gently on the stick, fearing that a stronger pull might rip her into a million pieces. He checked his altitude; the numbers passed through five thousand feet, rapidly counting down. How high is the terrain around here?
“Come on, baby.”
Dream Catcher responded to his coaxing. The artificial horizon showed the nose beginning to rise and Nick checked his altitude again — twelve hundred feet. He pulled harder, leveling out at three hundred feet above sea level before starting to climb again. Then he realized that he was flying blind, on the instruments alone. Nick hadn’t hit the ground yet, but he could be headed straight for a tall dune or a ridgeline. He pushed his throttle to its forward stop, pulled Dream Catcher into a steep climb, and then flipped on the external display. To his relief, he saw nothing but sky.
Next he fought with his communications panel, trying to establish a link with the bomber. He could see that Dream Catcher was passing data to Danny, but he couldn’t raise the intelligence officer on voice. Then another, more pressing concern dawned on him. What if Dream Catcher had a panel hanging open? What if the formerly stealthy craft had become a big radar target? He called up his RF display and scanned the desert in front of him for activity.
There was nothing. If the Iraqis had seen him, they weren’t showing their cards yet.

Chapter 47

While Drake turned the bomber to avoid penetrating the enemy radar fence, Danny fought his systems to reestablish a connection with Dream Catcher. When he finally got a data feed, it wasn’t good news: the little craft was heading straight for the ground in an inverted dive. He cautiously flipped up the red cover and placed his hand on the remote-detonation switch. “Wraith, this is Hazard. Are you there?” he said into the radio.
There was no answer.
“Wraith, this is Hazard. My finger is on the big red button, buddy. I need a response.”
The altitude on Danny’s display counted down so fast that the tens and hundreds places were just a blur; he would have to destroy the aircraft before the ground impact damaged the remote receiver and made it impossible. “Come on, Nick, give me a sign,” he whispered.
Then, as if on cue, Dream Catcher rolled to an upright attitude and began to pull out of the dive. Danny let out a sigh, took his finger away from the switch, and closed the cover. The data on his screen showed the aircraft level out and enter a climb.
“He’s with us,” Danny said to Drake over the intercom. “He’s got control and it looks like he’s still heading toward the target, but I’m unable to raise him on comms.”
“Then find a way!” Drake ordered. “We need him to turn around. He might have a gaping hole in his jet that’s setting off all sorts of alarms down there!”
“Stand by. He’s bringing more systems online. Yep, he’s got his RF running. It looks clear.”
“I don’t care what it looks like,” Drake shot back. “This mission is toast. It’s over. We’ve got to get him back and get out of here.”
Danny returned to his efforts to restore communications with Nick. Nothing worked, so he went back through the data feed history to look for the source of the problem. What he saw there made him smile.
RF COMMAND RECVD
<STILL HERE>
RF COMMAND REJCTD
RF COMMAND RECVD
<PLEASE DONT BLOW ME UP>
RF COMMAND REJCTD

“Genius,” he said out loud. Nick must have remembered that he could type commands into Dream Catcher’s RF computer. The computer had a limited vocabulary of numbers and terms. If Nick typed his own words into the prompt, it would ignore them as nonsense, but it would also report the nonsense to Danny as rejected commands. It was a brilliant method of makeshift texting.
But how was he supposed to respond?
Danny glanced at the display repeater to check Nick’s RF screen for active radars, and then a solution dawned on him. He could remotely control Nick’s displays. He moved the RF screen to Nick’s center display, then back to the right. Then he waited a few seconds and did it again. The data feed continued to scroll. He filtered out the command lines in his mind.
<WAS THAT YOU>
<SWITCH TO CENTER>
<FOR YES>

It was working. Danny did as Nick asked. “I’ve got comms,” he reported. “Sort of.”
“What do you mean, ‘sort of’?” asked Drake.
“He can send me text messages through the data feed and I can answer yes or no with display switches. It’s cumbersome, but it works.”
“Tell him to turn back.”
“I can’t. I told you, he can text me, but I can only respond with blinking displays.”
<CAN YOU RECOVER ME>
<RF LEFT FOR YES>
<RF RIGHT FOR NO>

Danny responded by switching the RF display to Nick’s right side.
<THAT FIGURES>

“Tell me about it,” muttered the intelligence officer.
<CAN YOU DROP WEAPONS>

Danny switched the display to center and then back to the right.
<THIS SUCKS>

“You took the words right out of my mouth.”
<SYSTEMS OK>
<NO AUTOPILOT>
<CONTINUING MISSION>
<I WILL RELAY COORDS>
<THEN I WILL DITCH>

Danny leaned back in his chair and gave a low whistle. “Uh… Drake? I’ve got something.”
“Go ahead.”
“He’s continuing the mission — says he’ll get the coordinates and relay them to us using the method we’ve established. Walker can launch the Nighthawks to complete the strike. Then Nick plans to ditch. You have to admit, the guy’s got some guts.”
Drake was not impressed. “There’s a fine line between guts and stupidity.” The B-2 pilot turned to look back at Danny. “This is above my pay grade — yours, too. Get in touch with Colonel Walker on SATCOM and get his input.”
Danny sent the colonel a long message, detailing the events of the mission. He envisioned one oversized vein in the colonel’s forehead popping out as he read his SATCOM display.
Less than a minute later, Danny’s SATCOM chimed, alerting him that there was a reply.
TOO RISKY
GET HIM BACK
START DITCH OPS NOW
RETURN TO TANKER
DO NOT CONTINUE

“The colonel says no,” Danny reported to Drake.
“Good. At least someone around here has some common sense.”
At that moment, Danny got another message from Nick. He mentally filtered out the extraneous data.
<HEADING NORTH>
<NO ENEMY ACTIVITY>
<REQUEST PERMISSION>
<TO CONTINUE>

Danny flipped Nick’s display to the center and then back to the right to give him a No response. Then he waited. After a few seconds, another message appeared.
<NOTHING HAPPENING>
<I SAY AGAIN>
<CAN I CONTINUE>

That was odd. It had been working fine before. Danny tried his No again.
<NO RESPONSE>
<ARE YOU THERE>

Danny slammed his fist down on the panel. What had changed? What else had failed? He scanned the data feed again but found nothing. He gave it one more try. This time, Nick’s response came immediately after he switched the displays.
<STILL NOTHING>
<TAKING YOUR SILENCE>
<AS A GO-AHEAD>

A smile broke over Danny’s face as he realized what his new friend was doing. “Godspeed, Nick,” he whispered at the screen, and then he keyed the intercom. “It looks like that’s it, Drake. My response system isn’t working anymore. He’s going to continue in the absence of a definite negative.”
Drake lowered his chin to his chest in exasperation. “Then you get to tell the colonel the bad news via SATCOM.”
The smile fell from Danny’s lips. “Oh… right. The colonel.”

Chapter 48

Nick had never been this insubordinate before, but the temptation to take advantage of his communications problem was too great. As long as Dream Catcher remained airworthy, he wasn’t giving up on this mission.
Despite the exhilaration of going rogue, Nick wondered if he’d bitten off more than he could chew. He could not get the autopilot back online, and managing all of Dream Catcher’s sensors while manually flying the aircraft was exceedingly difficult.
Finally he got his sensor array set up to his liking. The enhanced optical display in the center showed the desert ahead of him, with the cursor poised and ready to select a target. On his right side, he monitored the RF display, but there was still no sign that the enemy had any awareness of his presence. On the left he kept his color thermal display ready; heat signatures from personnel and vehicles would help him identify the correct building.
When he was comfortable with his displays and settled into a steady flight path, Nick decided to send another message to Danny. If anything it would serve to remind the developer that Nick was still in control of Dream Catcher, and to keep his finger away from that remote-detonation switch.
* * *
Danny turned back to his computer as the data feed lengthened again.
<PRESSING FORWARD>
<70 MI FROM BRAVO>

“Hey, Drake, I just got another message from our boy.”
“What’d he say, ‘Just kidding, coming home now’?” Drake asked, looking up from the massive technical manual sitting in his lap.
“At this point, I wish he would,” said Danny. “To say that my SATCOM exchange with Walker has been tense would be an understatement. I’ve never been digitally berated before; it was markedly unpleasant.”
“How much fuel time does Dream Catcher have?”
“By my calculation, Nick’s got just over an hour before he has to turn back and head for the gulf. What about you? Any luck with the doors? Any chance we might still recover him?”
Drake closed the Dash-1 technical manual he had been studying. “I’ve got nothing,” he said with resignation. “I’ve tried everything in the book and a few things that aren’t. The right bay doors are jammed solid. Nick is definitely on his own.”
* * *
Nick watched the target compound grow larger on his display. It was a perfect match to the photo that Scott had loaded into Dream Catcher’s data bank. At least this part was going according to plan.
He used his cursor to drag a box around the compound, just as he had done during the test flight. Then he zoomed in until it filled the screen. Without a normal forward image, it became difficult to fly again. He gave up trying to operate the sensors for a while and focused his energies on flying, filtering out the image and concentrating on the heads-up overlay. Once he had settled into a routine, he slowly returned to the targeting process, adding individual tasks, one by one, until he was able to fly and work the sensors at the same time. It wasn’t a matter of learning how to fly all over again, but it felt close.
On the thermal Nick could see a few vehicles in the compound — two sedans, two Jeeps, and a few pickups — most parked near a low building on the southeast side. One of the sedans and both Jeeps had red blotches on the hoods, indicating that the engines were still warm, maybe idling. Keeping get-away vehicles ready certainly matched Saddam’s paranoid style.
Then something in the corner of the thermal image caught Nick’s eye. A small white circle flared and then subsided to a dim red. He increased the zoom to focus on the area and found a pair of individuals standing outside the building’s entrance. Both of them appeared to be carrying rifles. The white spot appeared again, near the mouth of one of the men. It happened two more times before Nick finally realized what he was watching. The man was smoking a cigarette; every time he drew a puff, the hot end of the stick lit up the display. Nick laughed. The cigarette would make the Iraqi an easy target for any weapon with a thermal or infrared sensor. “They should add that to the Surgeon General’s warnings,” he muttered.
The RF display was disappointingly blank. There were a few sparks of blue and red, but nothing big enough to isolate the audio. Doubt crept in, and Nick wondered if their intelligence reports were bogus; it certainly wouldn’t be the first time. The warm vehicles and the guards outside were nice indicators, but he needed confirmation of at least one of the targets before he could send in the strike.
A moment later, a red blob exploded on Nick’s RF display. He quickly tuned the image to narrow down the signal’s location and found that it was coming from the same building where the man with the cigarette was standing. With a flash of his cursor and a few keypunches, he isolated the audio. He half expected the signal to be broken and difficult to understand, but it was as clear as a bell and he recognized the voice.
“La, la!” the voice said emphatically in Arabic. “No, no! I told you, that is not good enough. You will have the Mercedes at the location in my communiqué in four days, or you will return my money.”
“Ya sayed,” another voice responded. “But, sir, you must understand that the normal shipping channels are out of the question. The current tightening by the United Nations is causing an unavoidable delay.”
“Don’t give me excuses!” the first voice replied angrily. “You made a deal. I am not one of your normal customers. I am not some wealthy simpleton with a lot of money and no brains. I know how your business works and I know that you can deliver on schedule.” The voice softened, taking on a very dark tone. “Let me put it to you this way, you little beggar. I will get my vehicle, on time and in the correct color scheme, or you will find yourself standing before Allah’s judgment much earlier than you’d planned. Do you understand?”
Nick smiled. “Hello, Tariq,” he said out loud. “Tsk-tsk”—he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth—“making personal calls on company time is never a good idea.” He sent another text to Danny.
<GOT AL-MAJID>
<COORDINATES TO FOLLOW>


Chapter 49

Merlin waited for his wingman to settle into position, climbing through ten thousand feet over the northern Kuwaiti desert.
“Shadow Two is established in trail,” the younger pilot said in a monotone.
“Shadow One copies. Maintain trail.” Merlin switched his F-117 to autopilot and made another check of his systems. This mission had better end differently than the test in 2001. He knew that it was a hollow hope; the fact that he was even airborne meant something had already gone terribly wrong. His flight of Nighthawks was plan B and there was no plan C.
Lighthouse had given him scant details. The B-2 would be unable to drop its bombs and he was to get his flight in the air; whether or not a good set of target coordinates was on the way was still unknown.
But Merlin had faith in his newest Triple Seven Chase recruit. If Baron still had air under his wings, he’d produce some coordinates. He had to.
“Shadow Two, this is One.”
“Go for Two.”
“Give me another systems check. We don’t want to leave anything else to Murphy on this one.”
“Systems are good. What’s our time to the target?”
“Forty minutes.” Merlin glanced at the open sky ahead. With his NVGs, he could see every star in the heavens. “I’m glad it’s clear up here,” he told his wingman. “That haze layer we flew through on takeoff was pretty ugly.”
* * *
An unusually cool air mass had moved in from the Persian Gulf, forcing the oil burn-off in Kuwait to stay low and mix with the desert dust. The resulting haze shrouded Ahmed Al Jaber Air Base in a thick darkness that no stars could penetrate. Tent City was unusually quiet, even for this time of night. The blanket of haze muted all sound and turned a benign stillness into an eerie silence.
Oso sat on his cot, waiting for his shift to begin. He hadn’t slept much, despite his exhaustion. He had backed down when Torch threatened to send him home, but the thought of what might happen if he had to lead Sidearm into action still unnerved him.
He heard a quiet voice just outside his tent, then the distinctive chirp of a brick — a secure handheld radio.
“Control, this is Sandy Alert One signing off. I’ll be handing my brick over to Five momentarily,” the voice reported.
The brick chirped and crackled a response. “Control copies. Sleep tight.”
The tent flap opened and the pilot with the brick walked over to Oso’s cot. “Hey, there,” he said in a tired voice.
“Hey, Magic.”
“You up already?”
“I’ve been up the whole time. I thought I heard some engine noise earlier. Is something going on?”
“Don’t know. I heard it, too. I can’t be sure, but I think a couple of Stinkbugs just took off,” replied Magic, using the common nickname for the Nighthawks. “There’s nothing on the combat schedule, but I think you’d better get your crew ready just the same.”
Oso patted his friend on the shoulder. “I’ll take it from here. You get some sleep.”
A dull nasal roar erupted from the cot behind him and Oso turned to look at Tank, who was still sound asleep. Several amusing and somewhat cruel ways to wake his friend flashed through his mind, but he opted for a simple shake instead. Tank stirred but quickly fell back into dreamland, rolling onto his side. Oso tried again. “Tank,” he whispered, shaking his friend with a bit more vigor, “wake up, man, we’re on.” There was no response. The big pilot might as well have been in a coma.
“Fine,” said Oso, “we’ll do it the hard way.” He looked down at a cardboard box containing a camel spider Tank had captured earlier in the day, but thought better of it and reached for Tank’s canteen instead. Holding it a foot above Tank’s head, he tipped it just enough to allow few ounces of water to splash his friend’s forehead. Again there was no response.
Oso sighed. “You brought this on yourself, you know.” He turned the canteen completely vertical..
“Hey! What are you…” Tank sputtered and coughed, jerking up to a sitting position. He put his hands to his face and wiped the water from his eyes. “Explain to me why you’re laughing and why I’m all wet,” he said, pulling his T-shirt away from his chest and wringing it out.
“You left me no choice,” said Oso. “Waking you up is like trying to wake the dead.”
Tank rubbed his face with a towel. “So what’s the deal — a long, boring graveyard shift, waiting for the Bat Phone to ring?”
“I don’t know. Magic thinks something’s up and I’d have to agree with him. A couple of jets took off earlier — might’ve been Stinkbugs — and they’re not on the schedule.”
“Sounds like we’d better be on our toes.”
“My thoughts exactly.”

Chapter 50

After Nick passed the coordinates to Danny, he had a decision to make. According to the original mission, he was supposed to hang around and get pictures of the aftermath, but that was based on the assumption that the B-2 would quickly move in and strike. Now he’d have to wait for the Nighthawks to enter the picture, and that might take a while. He checked his fuel gauge to see how much time he really had, and what he saw made his heart jump into his throat.
Dream Catcher was literally running on fumes.
Nick slapped the padded wall in frustration. Without the autopilot to help, he had been so busy flying and operating sensors that the fuel had completely dropped out of his cross-check. He should have had plenty, but the accident must have caused a leak.
He scooted back from the screens and looked down at the small warning panel next to the chin pad. A dim, amber light cautioned LOW FUEL. He looked back up at the display. Wasn’t there supposed to be a caution message that popped up on the viewscreen as well? He knew there was; he’d read about it in Scott’s stupid flight manual. It was just one more thing they had left to chance by skipping the rest of the flight tests.
Nick sighed. None of that mattered now. The fact remained that he was out of gas and deep in enemy territory.
A light pop sounded from the engine compartment as the last, weak fuel vapors ignited. Then the digital RPM needle wound back, along with the airspeed. Dream Catcher was a glider. Nick started a descent to keep from stalling and a turn to the south to head toward friendly lines, but his controls were already getting sluggish. Less than halfway through the turn, he lost all control of the ailerons. His right turn to the south deteriorated into a slow tilt back to the left — back toward the target.
Nick tried to remember how long the electrics were supposed to last after the engine died. Before he came up with the answer, the screens went blank and all the indicator lights blinked out. He was entombed in a pitch-black cocoon. The last image from the center screen still burned in negative detail on his open eyes: the target compound, growing larger, nearly centered on the display.
* * *
Danny stared at his readout in disbelief. “I think something’s wrong, Drake. My readout has ceased.”
Drake looked back, his brow furrowed beneath his headset. “What do you mean, ‘ceased’?”
“As in: The data feed ain’t no more.”
“Yeah. Got it. But what are the implications, Danny? And put ’em in simple terms that a pilot can understand.”
Danny could hear the tension in Drake’s reply. He chose his next words carefully. “The problem is that I don’t know the exact implications. I don’t have positive data or negative data; I simply have no data at all. All I can tell you is Dream Catcher has some sort of new problem. It could be as benign as a loose wire or as bad as…”
“As bad as what?”
“As bad as a total system failure.”
Drake raised his eyebrows. “You mean a crash?”
Danny nodded.
“I’m not willing to accept that just yet.” Drake turned back to his flight controls. “Review the data feed. Find me a definite answer, and do it quick. We have two stealth fighters that are on their way to turn that place into a crater. If Nick crashed out there, I’ll have to call them off.”
Danny stared at the figures on his readout, but the data was just a meaningless jumble of letters and numbers. He could feel the weight of the situation getting to him. As an intelligence analyst he’d been trained to work under pressure, but the urgency of his work was usually measured in hours. Now it was being measured in seconds — seconds that meant the life or death of a friend. He took a deep breath and forced his mind to focus. A pattern began to emerge, and the more he absorbed it, the easier it became until finally he had the answer. “How did I miss this?” he asked out loud.
Drake glanced back again. “How did you miss what?”
“The fuel numbers. They’re dropping too rapidly. I think Dream Catcher sprang a leak.”
“Don’t give me observations, Danny. Give me a conclusion.”
“He ran out of gas, okay? It’s all right here. The engine shut down, the auxiliary batteries ran out, and Dream Catcher stopped transmitting.”
“And after that?” Drake pressed.
“The flight controls would only have lasted a few more seconds.” Danny left the engineer station and moved forward to take the copilot seat. “He’s down, Drake. And, according to the last position that Dream Catcher sent me, he went down just south of the target. We have to call off the strike.”

Chapter 51

The screen on Walker’s computer wavered as he slammed his fist down on the table. When it settled, the words from the SATCOM link still remained.
CALL OFF STRIKE
WRAITH IS DOWN
NO CONTACT WITH SURVIVOR
LAST KNOWN POSITION:
COLOCATED WITH TARGET

The colonel’s shoulders sagged as he stood and prepared to deliver the bad news to his team. He looked at the engineers and maintenance technicians around the table, still diligently trying to come up with a solution to Drake’s weapons bay door problem. “You can put your books and charts away, people. Dream Catcher is down.”
“You mean he ditched in the gulf?” asked Amanda, clinging to a final thread of optimism.
Walker didn’t mince words. “No, he crashed in the target area. We’re unsure of his status. There has been no contact.” He turned back to the SATCOM and sent a reply to the B-2.
ALERTING SAR ASSETS
REMAIN ON STATION
MONITOR SAR FREQ UNTIL BINGO
THEN DEPART FOR TANKER

“What about the Nighthawks?” asked Amanda.
“I’m going to let them continue.”
“You can’t. They’ll kill him!”
“Calm down, Miss Navistrova. Baron is smart enough to get away from that target. With any luck he’s already running south. I have a Sandy search and rescue team on alert in Kuwait. I’ll get them suited up.”
This did not placate the blond engineer. She marched over to his workstation. “Suited up? If you know he’s down. Why not launch them?”
Walker kept his voice steady, but he did not mince words. “We know that Lieutenant Baron is down, Miss Navistrova, but we do not know if he’s alive. Until he initiates contact, I can’t risk the lives of the rescue force. For the moment, Baron is on his own.”
* * *
Though he could no longer see the outside world, Nick knew that Dream Catcher was pitching over, listing to the left, and picking up speed. There was no way to restart the engine without fuel; and with a dead battery, the electronic displays and flight controls would not function. Yet for some subconscious reason, he continued to struggle with the stick as if he were going to save the aircraft. In the surreal light of extreme crisis he could only laugh at himself, until instinct finally took over and he reached for the ejection handle.
The moment Nick’s hand connected with the cold steel of the handle, time slowed to a crawl. Adrenaline surged through his system and his senses snapped to a capability beyond anything he had ever experienced.
He watched, with more curiosity than fear, as his world progressed through Scott’s four consecutive miracles. He could see every spark from the ballistic charges that split Dream Catcher into two clamshell pieces. He watched the desert floor appear before him and noted academically that he was still heading toward the dimly lit compound. Then he got the sense that the ejection was going wrong.
The pieces of Dream Catcher were supposed to fall away, but the two halves were keeping pace with him instead. Only a quarter of a second passed, but in that short time, a hundred scenarios of what had gone wrong and what he could do to survive the impending explosion flashed through Nick’s mind. Then he felt the tug of his drogue chute and realized he was okay. His parachute jerked open. The remains of Dream Catcher shot away beneath him.
Nick let out an involuntary grunt at the opening shock. It felt as if his parachute was pulling him back up into the sky rather than merely decelerating his descent. He looked down and watched the pieces of his doomed aircraft plummet toward the desert floor and wondered if the incendiary cord would really work. Just then, the night lit up in a spectacular eruption of fire and sparks, like a volley of fireworks, with several cracks and sizzles that continued for more than a second. With the last crackle of Dream Catcher’s destruction, time snapped back to its normal pace.
Nick blinked as if coming out of a dream. He pulled the night-vision monocle out of the front pouch of his vest and surveyed his surroundings. The wind still carried him toward the compound, although now he was drifting slightly to the east of it. His first instinct was to steer a course farther east, and put more distance between himself and the small gathering of enemy troops, but then he saw figures running out of the buildings and loading up vehicles. Men shouted and truck doors slammed. Activity at the compound had increased to a mad rush. Dream Catcher’s final death throes had spooked the targets.
The ground rush came while Nick was still staring through the monocle, and his gentle descent suddenly became a genuine plummet. There was little time to react. He grabbed for the steering handles, dropping his monocle in his haste. With just a few feet to spare, he steered into the wind, in an effort to kill some of his forward speed. The round chute turned at an agonizingly slow rate. In the same instant that he finished the turn, the impact of landing came.
When his feet met the ground, Nick was disappointed to find that the surface did not give way. He hit packed soil rather than a soft dune. Instinctively, he twisted so that he would not tumble directly forward, and he let his body collapse in stages, transferring the energy of the landing. Then he felt the pull of the chute, billowing behind him like a giant flag for any would-be captors. He quickly unhooked one riser, robbing the chute of its air and forcing it to collapse, and then rolled over to a prone position and reeled in the silk mass. Only then did he cautiously raise himself to a crouch to take stock of his situation.
Nick had landed in a small depression, with the terrain rising around him on all sides, providing natural cover. “Thank you, God,” he whispered, looking up at the dark desert sky. Still, there was the chance that someone had seen his descent and was already on the way to capture him. He edged up the north side of the depression and found that he was only a stone’s throw from the target compound.
The desert rose gradually from the compound to the crest of Nick’s depression, so that he had an elevated view of the enemy activity. There were no lights, but he could see well enough to note that no one was concerned with hunting a downed pilot. Whatever they deemed the crackling sound of Dream Catcher’s destruction to be, their primary concern now was evacuating the V.I.P.s.
Headlights flashed on. A black Mercedes, bracketed in front and back by tan Jeeps, raced out of the compound. Saddam and his soldiers made their escape. The terrorists were not quite as fast. Another sedan sat next to the target building, but it was still empty. Tariq al-Majid was still on the premises.
A man in olive drab fatigues jumped into the front of the sedan and started the engine while others ran back and forth from the building to toss bags into the backs of three pickup trucks.
Nick had no time for a lengthy decision process, no time to make a list of pros and cons or risks and rewards. A very simple string of logic flashed through his mind. The secondary target had already left the compound in the Mercedes and the primary would leave momentarily. The Nighthawks were still several minutes away, if not more. From that point on, his motivation was simple: Do not allow the primary to escape. It was his only driving thought.
After shedding his parachute harness, Nick grabbed his survival kit and vaulted out of the depression. He had planned to run down the hill and dive for cover behind the waist-high wall surrounding the compound. In his haste, however, he missed his footing and ingloriously tumbled down the hill instead, rolling to a crumpled heap at the base of the wall. So much for his 007 moment.
Nick cursed his own clumsiness and peeked over the wall. No one looked his way. The noise of the vehicle engines had masked the sound of his fall. He was very close to the last pickup in the line. Its bed was filled with two rows of crates, covered by a tarp, with a gap between the rows that might be just large enough.
As soon as he saw a break in the activity, Nick leapt over the wall and ran to the pickup, keeping his body low, coming to a stop behind the closest rear tire. He froze there, half expecting an alarm to sound and bullets to fly, but still no one reacted to his presence. His heart pounded as if it would burst from his chest. He made a quick check beneath the chassis, looking for telltale boots on the other side of the truck, then crawled around to the back and eased into the bed between the crates.
He had barely reached the front of the bed when an unseen hand slammed the tailgate closed. His view was cut to nothing but a slit of dim light — the back wall of the compound, illuminated by the truck’s taillights.
Several moments of agonizing stillness passed. The truck remained stationary. Time to go, guys, he thought. Nick wondered if he had just committed suicide. He thought the terrorists were escaping, but now they were just sitting there, and the Nighthawks would not be far away.

Chapter 52

Oso and his crew sat in the chow tent, eating a late snack and discussing trivialities. At the next table, a motley crew of HH-60G helicopter pilots and pararescuemen did much the same. The idea that any of them might be called upon to conduct a search and rescue mission seemed little more than a passing fancy.
Oso studied his hot dog, smothered in chili and cheese. The toppings were more a matter of aesthetics than taste. He stared at his snack and tried to imagine a nice juicy bratwurst buried under all that chili, rather than what he knew it to be. He’d seen the boxes of raw hot dogs sitting outside the chow tents that morning, baking in the sun. They were clearly marked GRADE D MEAT, INSTITUTIONAL USE ONLY. Nothing but the best for the troops in the field.
Just as Oso brought the snack to his lips, his radio squawked, causing him to spill a big glob of chili on his leg.
“Alert Five, Alert Five: scramble, scramble, scramble. Alert Five, Alert Five: scramble, scramble, scramble. This is not an exercise; I repeat, this is not an exercise. Respond, over.”
He dropped his hot dog onto the foam plate and scooped up the brick. “Control, this is Alert Five. My crew are all with me and we’re moving now.” He turned to the other three, who were already on their feet. “We’re on, boys.”
* * *
Once they were suited up, the four A-10 pilots and the HH-60 crew reported to the Rescue Coordination Center — commonly called the Rock — which was the central hub for search and rescue operations in the Iraqi theater. The glorified double-wide trailer had so many cables and hoses streaming from its sides that the gaggle of men had difficulty getting to the door without tripping.
“Watch those cables, boys,” said Tank. “Trip over the wrong one and you might unplug the war.”
Inside the Rock, the cables led to a number of workstations. Aside from stations for the A-10s and the helicopters, there were stations for the C-130s, the F-16s, the AWACS, and Intelligence — all the assets that came into play during a combat rescue. Oso noted with some concern that most of them were empty. “Where is everybody?”
“You’re it, sir.” A red-haired, freckle-faced enlisted man emerged from the cubicle labeled INTELLIGENCE.
“McBride?”
Airman Will McBride smiled at his former weapons officer. “Small air force, eh, boss?”
“Not really. It’s a war. Everybody’s here.” Oso waved a hand at the room. “And yet the Rock is empty. McBride, where’re the rest of my support assets?”
McBride glanced around the empty space and shrugged. “There are none. You’ll have no Herc or AWACS support for this mission. The Vipers have been blackballed as well. My orders say this rescue op is low key, off the books.”
Tank mirrored Oso’s incredulous look. “You can’t run a rescue op into an air defense net like Iraq’s with just choppers and Hogs. Are they out of their minds up at the CAOC?”
“They might be,” McBride answered dryly, “but my orders didn’t come from the combined air operations center; they came via data burst from an outside source identifying itself as Lighthouse. I confirmed the authorization code as level seven. His orders carry the weight of a Joint Chief, if not the president himself.”
Tank stared blankly at the enlisted man, stunned into silence. Oso, however, had not yet lost his tongue. “I don’t care if the order came from the Pope. Without Wild Weasels or Command and Control, we’ll be sitting ducks for their long-range air defenses. If we run into any SAMs out there, this rescue could turn into a Greek tragedy.”
McBride was unemotional in his response. “You’re preaching to the choir, sir, but both our hands are tied. I can only guess that the people running this operation are trying to limit its exposure. On the not-so-bright side, the whole argument may be academic. Right now we don’t even know if we have a survivor to rescue, and your orders from Lighthouse are to remain grounded until he gets confirmation of a live soul.”
“I don’t like this,” said Oso, still frowning. “This whole situation is weird.”
McBride shook his head. “If you think it’s weird so far, then the ISOPREP is going to blow your mind.” He handed Oso a thin folder of papers. The cover was stamped ISOPREP, for isolated personnel report, the basic identification and authentication information used when a pilot goes down behind enemy lines. “This ISOPREP came with the caveat that it is top-secret, need-to-know information. You and I are the only people in the room who’ve been granted access.”
Oso took a step back from the other pilots and cracked open the folder to get a look at the man he was supposed to rescue. He couldn’t believe his eyes.
* * *
Merlin lit up his forward-looking infrared and waited for the image to stabilize. He centered his screen on the target coordinates and was not happy with what he saw. “No activity, Two,” he said, his voice filled with frustration. “There are just a few cold vehicles. It looks like the targets have already bugged out.”
“Copy, Shadow One. I’ll… Wait a sec.” The tenor of Shadow Two’s voice rose with excitement. “I think I’ve got something.”
“Call it out, Two.”
“Four vehicles moving south on a road that runs next to the compound — a sedan and three trucks. Could be our guys.”
Merlin allowed himself a thin hope for success. “Keep them locked up. You’re cleared to maneuver as necessary to stay with them. I’ll keep out of your way while I talk to Lighthouse.” He typed hurriedly into the SATCOM unit.
NO ACTIVITY AT TARGET
HAVE FIX ON CONVOY MOVING SOUTH
REQUEST CLEARANCE TO STRIKE

Walker’s response came almost immediately.
CONFIRM THAT COMPOUND IS CONVOY’S ORIGIN

Merlin keyed his transmitter. “Shadow Two, did you actually see those vehicles leave the compound?”
“Negative, One. But where else would they have come from?”
“Stand by. Stay with them.” Merlin glanced back down at the SATCOM message and sighed. He knew at least one of his targets would be in that sedan. But in a war crimes trial, he would not be able to support that claim. He typed a new message.
CANNOT CONFIRM

This time, there was no immediate response.
Merlin continued preparing for the attack. He would focus on his own job and let Walker struggle with the laws of armed conflict. He used his FLIR to follow the road south until he saw the same set of vehicles that his wingman had found. There was nothing inherently sinister about them, no great sign that said TERRORIST HERE, DROP BOMBS NOW, but it had to be them — otherwise the convoy’s presence here was an uncanny coincidence. Besides, very few people drove sedans that nice in Iraq. He glanced at his SATCOM again. Still no response. Why was the colonel taking so long to answer? “Shadow Two, this is Shadow One.”
“Go ahead, One.”
“I’m at your six with the vehicles in my FLIR. I’m still waiting for the go-ahead, but I want to be prepared. Call ready for an attack brief.”
The wingman did not hesitate. “Shadow Two is ready.”
“Copy that. This will be a shooter-shooter attack, one bomb each, simultaneous. The convoy is pretty tight so I’ll target the lead vehicle and you take guy at the back. We’ll use our second bombs for cleanup if necessary. Any questions?”
“Negative.”
Merlin locked up the sedan. Those were lightweight vehicles down there. One two-thousand-pound bomb could easily kill every man in the convoy, but a simultaneous hit by his wingman would leave nothing to chance. His finger hovered over the pickle switch; all he needed was the word from Lighthouse.
Then it came.
DO NOT STRIKE CONVOY
CONTINUE TO COMPOUND
STRIKE ORIGINAL COORDINATES

Merlin slowly moved his finger away from the switch. “Shadow Two, abort, abort, abort,” he called into the radio.
Like Merlin, Shadow Two’s finger had been hovering over the pickle button. Tension had filled his body as he waited for Merlin’s familiar voice to give him the execute command. He had not considered the moral and legal dilemma that weighed upon the two senior officers. The strike was briefed. The go-ahead would soon be given. All he needed was a word — the only word he expected to hear. And it certainly wasn’t Abort.
By the time Merlin said Two, his wingman had already mashed down the button. His error sent a single two-thousand-pound bomb hurtling toward the last pickup truck in the convoy.
“I jumped the gun!” Shadow Two shouted into his radio. “I released a weapon. I repeat. I have one weapon away!”
Merlin had no time to be angry. “Shadow Two, shift your crosshairs one-half mile west of the convoy, into the open desert,” he ordered. “Do it slowly, or the bomb will lose the laser and go ballistic.”
Shadow Two obeyed, and the two-thousand-pound weapon did its best to follow orders, but its tiny flight controls could not steer its bulk as far away from the vehicles as Merlin hoped. With five seconds to impact, the seeker lost sight of the laser and the flight controls locked in the streamlined position. The errant weapon impacted the sand barely five hundred feet west of the road.
When the bomb hit, the sedan and two of the pickups had just passed behind a large berm next to the road. The elevated terrain shielded them from the bomb’s effects and they received little more than a jolt and a shower of sand. However, the last truck did not benefit from the berm’s protection.
The pressure wave blew the pickup sideways across the road until it hit the lip at the asphalt’s edge, forcing it into a snap roll. It made a single revolution in the air, throwing all its cargo from the bed, and then its right rear fender caught the sand, slamming it to the earth again.
Watching the other vehicles continue to speed down the road, Merlin let out a bitter laugh. Whether they were Saddam’s people or Al-Majid’s, their only thoughts were of self-preservation. Some American pilot was trying to kill them, and they would not help their comrades if it meant waiting around for the pilot’s aim to get better.
“I didn’t kill anyone!” exclaimed the wingman as two men slowly dragged themselves out of the pickup’s cab. “Everyone seems to be okay.”
Merlin rolled his eyes. “Phenomenal, Two. But whether you killed anyone or not, chances are you just flipped the ‘on’ switch for the air defense system, and Lighthouse says we still have to strike that compound. Turn north and let’s get this over with.”
As they pressed toward the target, the sky lit up with antiaircraft artillery tracers, proving Merlin right. He steadied himself with the knowledge that none of the enemy operators had any clue as to the Nighthawks’ actual positions. Of course, there was always the chance of a Golden BB. “Wouldn’t that just cap the evening off nicely,” he muttered.
They reached the target a few minutes later. With the original compound back in his FLIR, Merlin placed his crosshairs on the center of the southeast building. It still appeared devoid of activity. Almost halfheartedly, he released both weapons and turned back to the south, looking over his shoulder as Shadow Two lobbed his remaining bomb at the same coordinates.
If nothing else, the near simultaneous explosions formed an awe-inspiring display. A lucky cameraman from CNN happened to catch the fireworks while filming the antiaircraft tracers — the first explosions of the war to be caught on camera. The footage was spectacular.

Chapter 53

Nick had just started downing a water pack from his survival kit when his world turned to chaos. The sound of the explosion was deafening, like standing next to a cannon as it was fired. A moment later, its echo was punctuated by the sound of metal shards embedding themselves in the truck, followed by a terrible lurch sideways and the sensation of flying through the air. He crashed to the ground amid a barrage of wooden crates and lay there, covering his head, until no sound remained but the distant roar of the lead vehicles, still making their escape.
Nick’s whole body ached. There was a sharp pain in his left leg just above the knee, his ears were ringing, and he felt nauseous. Ahead of him, he could see the two men in the cab beginning to climb out of the vehicle.
Keeping as still as he could, Nick felt for the wound in his leg. His fingers found warm mush. He winced, afraid to look, but when he lifted the wet hand to his face it smelled distinctly like apple juice. Only then did he look around at the contents of all the broken crates. He was surrounded by smashed produce — apples, oranges, and bananas. Great. Al-Majid was a health-conscious terrorist.
Nick turned his attention back to his leg. There was a piece of wood sticking out just above the knee and his flight suit was stained with blood. Preparing himself for the worst, he yanked out the shard, but he was grateful to find that the embedded portion was much thinner and smaller than the rest of the piece — barely the size of a six penny nail. He couldn’t see the wound through the hole in his flight suit, but he knew from assessing the culprit that treatment could wait.
There was a rustle ahead of him and Nick looked up from his leg just in time to see one of the men from the truck turn his way. Their eyes locked. The man reached for the AK-47 slung over his shoulder.
Nick had no thought of right or wrong. He did not ponder any ethical dilemmas. He simply reacted. His right hand shot for the nine-millimeter Beretta strapped to his back, and in one fluid movement he drew the weapon, extended his arm, and pulled the trigger. Three bullets, center mass, was the only thought that passed through his mind.
The other Iraqi heard the shots and came around the side of the truck. Nick brought his left hand up to the grip for support, shifted his aim, and fired three more shots.
Both of Al-Majid’s men fell having never returned fire. Nick leapt up and ran, limping, toward the second man, who still stirred, grasping for his weapon. When he reached the Iraqi, he stepped on the rifle to prevent him from lifting it, but the move was unnecessary. The man stared sightlessly up at the moonless sky and stammered in an unintelligible rasp. Blood bubbled from his lips, forming a narrow stream down his right cheek.
Nick examined the Iraqi’s wounds and saw that he’d taken two bullets to the right lung and the third to the heart. Then he turned his attention to the other man, who had fallen facedown on top of his rifle. He used his foot to turn him over. “Not exactly three to the center,” he said quietly. He had failed to compensate for the heavy trigger pull required for the first shot from a Beretta. He had aimed for the chest, but had put the first bullet high, into the man’s forehead. The other two rounds were overkill.
At the sight of his handiwork, the nausea caught up with Nick. He staggered back from the bodies, the world spinning before him, and he grabbed the side of the pickup for support. Then he doubled over and vomited. When the retching was over, he stayed there for a few moments, taking shallow breaths and trying not to pass out.
Nick had never killed before. Not even from the air. He didn’t despise these men; he’d simply reacted in order to survive. But the impact of what had just happened shook him to the core. “Get a grip,” he said out loud, breathing deeply. He didn’t have time for this. Al-Majid was getting away. He fought through the dizziness, forced himself upright, and headed for the truck’s cab.
Nick was aware that he had experienced multiple miracles that evening. As he sat down in the driver’s seat of the pickup, he thanked God for all of them, and then he asked for one more. He needed this truck to work.
The truck had sustained significant cosmetic damage. The right window had been blown inward and there were several fragments of metal lodged in the right door and side. Part of the windshield was caved in, and the crumpled right rear fender hung low beneath a ragged hole in the edge of the tailgate. But the hood and the front end still looked good. Maybe the engine had survived.
Nick felt for the key in the ignition. It was still there. Putting the vehicle into park, he closed his eyes, uttered a simple “Please,” and then turned the starter. The engine coughed and sputtered, toying with him for a few seconds, then died. He tried again with the same result and then a third time, but it just wouldn’t turn.
Nick’s head fell to his chest in defeat. In the dark stillness of the desert, the hopelessness of it all threatened to envelop him. What was he thinking? He wasn’t a ground operative. He was a pilot, unseated from his aircraft, out of his element. And now he was going after one of the most wanted men in the world. When he stopped to consider the odds against him, they were insurmountable.
Then he heard a voice in his subconscious, just loud enough to be heard over his despair. It simply said, “Try again.” Nick obediently turned the key. The engine sprang to life.
* * *
The truck lurched back and forth for a few hundred yards, until Nick got the hang of steering it. The vehicle was bent for sure, and driving at high speed with the headlights off felt suicidal, but he couldn’t afford to turn them on and alert the terrorists to his pursuit. He couldn’t afford to slow down, either. He pressed the crippled truck to its limits, driving on the razor’s edge between crash and control. After several minutes, Nick’s efforts were rewarded with the red glow of taillights up ahead. He slowed, hoping that the combination of distance and darkness was enough to prevent discovery.
Now that he was able to slow his pace, Nick could divide his attention. He pulled the radio from his survival vest and flipped it on. Without bothering to wait for the GPS to get a position, he scrolled through the canned text messages, found the one he wanted, and pressed send.
* * *
The B-2 crew loitered just out of Iraq’s radar range, hoping for a sign from Nick. They had been there much longer than planned and Danny tapped the fuel gauges, looking at Drake with a raised eyebrow.
“I know, I know,” said Drake, furrowing his brow. “We have to get moving. Still nothing on the search and rescue freq?”
“Not a peep.”
“Maybe he’s biding his time. There’s a lot to do after an ejection. Sending a message is a ways down the list.”
“Maybe he didn’t eject at all.” Danny immediately regretted his words.
Drake shot him a venomous glare. “We don’t talk like that until well after the fat lady sings, got it?”
The intelligence officer lowered his eyes. “Got it.”
“Now that we’ve cleared that up, the fact remains that we’re bingo. We’re out of gas and we’ve got to head for the tanker now.”
“Wait,” said Danny, looking up in surprise. “But you just said… What about Nick?”
Drake held up his hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll refuel and then get permission from Walker to come back.”
Three beeps from the UHF radio interrupted the discussion. Both men glanced down at the console and grinned wide. There were three text messages showing on the screen. They all said the same thing.
WRAITH 01 SENDS: I’M ALIVE


Chapter 54

The rescue force raced from the Rock with McBride close on their heels. “I’ll radio the route to you after you take off,” said the intelligence specialist.
“Roger that,” Oso called over his shoulder. “We’ll be airborne in less than ten minutes.”
McBride slowed to a walk as the crews continued running to their trucks. “Make it five!”
The helicopters got airborne first, but the Hogs quickly caught up and entered a lazy weaving pattern above them. In the low light before dawn, the desert haze caused the ground and sky to join in a watercolor blend of rust and rose. It was beautiful, but it was also deadly.
“Sandy Flight, watch the floor,” Oso cautioned his wingmen. The featureless terrain and the muddled horizon made a perfect trap for an unwary pilot. He didn’t want the rescue to end prematurely just because one of his people confused sand with sky.
The force arrived at a forward safe point on the far side of the Iraqi border and set up a holding pattern. Oso hated to wait, but he couldn’t move his team any deeper into enemy territory until he got a definite position for the survivor.
* * *
Nick drove south for what seemed like ages until the red lights took a sharp turn to the west down a gravel road. The path wound back and forth between low hills and he closed the gap for fear that he would lose his quarry. When the other vehicles finally came to a stop, he pulled over a hundred yards behind them and slipped out of the truck. He cringed. The crunch of his steps on the gravel road echoed against the hills. He moved off the road and into the sand, hoping and praying that the area wasn’t mined.
Rather than go over the hills and be silhouetted against the lightening sky, Nick shifted around and between them as he worked his way toward the enemy camp. He moved excruciatingly slowly, considering every step carefully, knowing that premature discovery would mean certain death. Finally he rounded a small hill and came within a few feet of the vehicles. There were two additional uncovered Jeeps parked next to the trucks and the sedan.
Great. More terrorists.
All five vehicles were parked in a semicircle in front of three camouflaged tents, but no sentries were left outside. Al-Majid’s confidence was astounding. The terrorist just had a near miss with an American bomb, and yet he did not feel the need to post a guard outside his tent. Of course, the question remained: Which tent was his?
Nick examined his prospects. The central tent was the largest, and it boasted a concrete pad with a knee-high wall to keep out the desert vermin. Then Nick spied the most telltale sign of all. Between the big tent and its left neighbor there was a satellite dish mounted on a tall pole. A bundle of cables ran down the pole and disappeared under the side of the central tent. If anyone in this group were permitted the luxury of TV, it would have to be Al-Majid.
Nick decided against a frontal assault and continued to pick his way through the hills until he was at the back of the camp. Even here, he would have to cross several yards of flat, gravel-covered space, but at least there was a diesel generator producing plenty of noise to cover the sound of his approach.
He left the safety of the hills, running as low as he could manage, making for the dark space between the central tent and the tent to his left, opposite from the side with the satellite dish. Crouched low in the shadows, Nick heard voices inside. He waited and listened, hoping to determine what kind of numbers he was facing.
The conversation seemed odd. There were three voices, two men with British accents and a woman who sounded German. The three heatedly discussed a future attack, but the target was Berlin. Then the woman accused one of the men of an affair.
Nick rolled his eyes. The terrorist was watching TV. He filtered out the extraneous sound and heard no other conversation or movement in the room. Al-Majid was alone.
Confident in the relative safety of his position, Nick took the time to pull out his Beretta and switch the half-empty clip for a fresh one, flipping off the safety before placing the weapon back in its holster. Then he found the straps that secured the corner of the tent to the concrete foundation, untied them, and quietly rolled up the fabric.
It took a moment for Nick’s eyes to adjust. Strings of lights ran from the tent’s center pole to each corner, bathing the interior in bright light. Several large rugs with intricate patterns covered the concrete floor, and red and yellow pillows were stacked against the low walls. A single figure wearing a white and gold kaffiyeh sat on a low couch with his back to Nick, watching a big-screen TV.
Nick had no suppressor for his gun. He would have to do this another way or risk alerting the rest of the camp. He reached down to his leg and drew his Buck Special. The hunting knife was strong and solid, with a six-inch blade that narrowed into a wicked curve. He liked its mean look, but he had chosen it because the balance felt good in his hand. It was easily manipulated and well suited for the Japanese style of knife fighting that he had studied at the Air Force Academy.
He gripped the knife at the ready position, with the back of the blade against his forearm and the sharp edge facing out, aligned with his knuckles. As quietly as possible, he climbed over the wall and onto the rug behind Al-Majid, who was still focused on the television.
The memory of killing the two terrorists suddenly flashed to the front of Nick’s mind. He pushed it back. He could do this. The mission was to kill Al-Majid; whether the B-2 did it with a bomb or he did it with a knife was immaterial. Although, now that he was here, slitting the man’s throat did seem a lot more personal than dropping a bomb.
Nick chose his movements carefully, rolling each step onto the rug-covered floor and keeping the knife low, concealed by his forearm.
Then Al-Majid’s television show went to commercial.
The huge TV screen went black for just a moment, but in that moment, Nick saw his own reflection as clearly as if he were looking at a mirror. Al-Majid saw it, too. He stood and swung around, leveling a pistol at the intruder.
Nick resisted the urge to reach for the gun at his back and kept his knife concealed, tucked against his right forearm. He had lost the advantage, but he could not run away — the terrorist would surely gun him down before he made it to the cover of the wall. He held his ground, waiting to see what his opponent would do, waiting for an opportunity.
“Do not move, assassin,” Al-Majid ordered in English.
Nick remained silent, putting on his best poker face, though he feared the terrorist could see how hard he was working at it.
Al-Majid sized up his new prize. He did not seem to notice Nick’s knife. “So now they are sending children to murder me in my tent, are they?” he asked, chuckling. “And what was your plan, to sneak up behind me and blow in my ear?” As he spoke, Al-Majid stepped around the couch and moved closer, continuing forward until the barrel of his weapon was pressed into Nick’s forehead.
Nick could feel the sweat developing at his brow, the cold barrel of the gun against his skin, the cold hand of fear at his spine. But then he looked into Al-Majid’s eyes and something changed. He saw hatred. He saw arrogance.
He saw the solution.
Nick saw it as clearly as he could see the malice on the Al-Majid’s face. “I am not as young as you suppose,” he answered in Arabic, “but I am here to kill you.”
“You speak the Iraqi dialect, do you? So you are an assassin — trained by the CIA, I hope. Otherwise, I would feel sorely undervalued.”
Nick did his best not to smile at the terrorist’s imagination. The hokey action flick, the opulence of his tent, the threats to the luxury car dealer — Al-Majid was living in a fantastical world of spooks and intrigue of his own making.
“You Americans are so arrogant,” the terrorist continued. “You say you are here to kill me. Yet it is I who hold the gun, while yours is tucked safely in its holster. In your clumsiness, you have provided me with an opportunity to teach my soldiers a valuable lesson. I will use you as an example to show them why Allah has made me their master. However, since I do not want to spill your blood on my carpets, I will have to ask you to step outside.”
Nick did not comply. His next move was a gamble, pressing a hot button in the psyche of a man holding a gun to his head. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said in an even tone. “And I assure you it is not my blood but yours that will stain these rugs. My government provided the means, but it was God himself who sent me to kill you. God demands that you stand before him in judgment for your many crimes.”
Al-Majid’s eyes flared. “Fool!” He dug the gun into Nick’s forehead. “Do not dare to assume what Allah desires. He spared me from one of your American smart bombs. He will spare me from your feeble attempt at—”
When he mentioned the bomb, Al-Majid tilted his head back ever so slightly, shifting his gaze toward the sky. It was all that Nick needed. The shift in the Arab’s gaze allowed him to thrust his left hand upward, unseen, windmilling it from his chest to smash at the gun. At the same time, he jerked his head down and to the right. The impact of his hand against the weapon caused Al-Majid to pull the trigger, but the combination of hitting the weapon and tilting his head took Nick out of the line of fire.
With the gun thrust aside, Al-Majid’s chest and neck were unprotected. Nick brought his right hand up, striking at his opponent’s chin with his knuckles and cutting a deep gash in his throat with the knife. Simultaneously, he closed the open palm of his left hand over the hot barrel of Al-Majid’s pistol and twisted it out of his grasp. Then his right hand reached the apex of its swing and he brought it back down, burying the blade in the terrorist’s throat at a forty-five-degree angle. He felt the jarring impact of metal against bone.
Al-Majid dropped to his knees, his eyes wide with disbelief. He tried to speak but could only produce sickening gurgles as the blood poured from his neck. Nick let the terrorist’s gun fall from his hand and looked down at him, allowing the hardness of his expression to soften. “The blood of too many souls cries out for yours. Tonight, justice has claimed your life.”

Chapter 55

Nick stared into the terrorist’s eyes and watched the shock and hatred ebb away, replaced by pure emptiness. Then he noticed for the first time that Al-Majid had been gripping something black in his left fist. As the last remnants of life drained from his body, his fist loosened and the black object dropped onto the floor, rolling in a lazy half circle until it settled to a stop at Nick’s feet. At the same moment, two more terrorists burst into the tent, alerted by the gunshot.
Nick made a break for the side of the tent as gunfire cracked at his heels. He took two long strides and dove over the concrete wall through the flap that he had loosened when he came in. He rolled on the sand outside and his momentum carried him under the wall of the neighboring tent, where he came to an abrupt and painful stop against the legs of an aluminum cot.
The cot was occupied.
The terrorist jumped to his feet in shock, his boots half tied as if he had been hurriedly dressing to respond to the commotion next door. Three other faces stared down at Nick as well, backlit by a few low-wattage bulbs. Instead of standing to fight, Nick threw his hands over his head and flattened out his body. The terrorists had only a fraction of a second to stare at him in confusion.
Al-Majid’s postmortem grenade exploded with such ferocity that Nick was not sure he had escaped injury. It sent a painful shock wave through his body, but the low concrete wall of Al-Majid’s tent shielded him from the metal fragments. The men standing over him had no such protection. The shrapnel shredded the sides of both tents and knocked all who were still standing to the ground.
The two men in Al-Majid’s tent fared the worst. They took the blast at close range and were cut down in an instant, followed shortly by a third man standing just outside the entrance. Two of the men in Nick’s tent were fatally wounded as well — one with a single hit to the middle of his forehead and the other with multiple wounds to the midsection and neck. The others skated through with lesser injuries, but they were dazed, uncertain of the source of the attack.
Despite the fog in his head and the pain in his body, Nick struggled to his feet, knowing that his life depended on being the first to overcome the grenade’s effects. He picked up his bloody knife and leapt over the cot, making for first terrorist to rise. The man saw the attack coming and attempted to stop Nick’s advance with a left hook.
Nick tossed the knife across to his left hand, spinning the blade outward as he did. With the knife still in midflight, he blocked the incoming punch with his right forearm. Then he caught the knife in his left hand and shoved it into his opponent’s heart. He gave it a twist, just for good measure, and then let go, leaving it protruding from the man’s chest as he spun him around to use as a shield.
The other terrorist had managed to grab his rifle and point it at Nick, but he hesitated, unsure of his ability to shoot past his comrade and stunned by the sight of the knife still firmly embedded in the man’s chest.
Nick reached behind his back and drew his Beretta, and for just a fraction of a second the two men stared at each other through their gun sights. Then Nick fired three shots into his opponent’s chest.
A fusillade of bullets ejected from the stricken man’s rifle. A few embedded themselves in Nick’s human shield, but the rest flew wide.
When the violence of the moment ended, Nick thought he might get a rest, but then he heard more voices from the parking area. The fight was not over. He quickly surveyed the wreckage of the tent for any signs of keys. Seeing none, he yanked his knife out of the dead terrorist, tossed a cot aside, and rolled under the fabric, jumping to his feet behind the encampment.
Nick’s skill in evading death so far surprised him, but he had to admit that the grenade had done much to even the odds and he couldn’t count on similar help in the future. An assault on the second wave of terrorists seemed like a bad idea. He chose misdirection instead. He shouted in Arabic at the top of his lungs, “Help! Help! They’re back here! Help!” Then he dashed into the hills and began to work his way toward the front and the vehicles.
The sound of voices and the crunch of boots on gravel told him that the ruse had worked. While the terrorists searched, Nick ran crouching to the front of the vehicles and started stabbing tires. He got the front two tires of the sedan and the first truck before a bullet kicked up the dirt at his feet. The jig was up. There was no more reason for silence. He stood up and ran, shooting out the front tires of the remaining truck before hopping into the open side of the nearest Jeep.
He dropped his weapons onto the passenger seat, put it in gear, and mashed down on the gas, racing out of the parking lot and sending a hail of gravel at his attackers. Bullets whizzed by his head. He ducked, barely able to see over the steering wheel.
Dawn rapidly brought light to the desert, and Nick could see well enough to find the road out of the camp. In a few quick movements he had the Jeep up to third gear. Then he let the engine scream while he felt for his nine-millimeter, fearing that his serpentine driving might throw it from the vehicle. When he finally found his gun, he holstered it, leaving the safety off so that it would be ready when needed, and recommitted his hands to the task of driving.
Just as Nick thought he had made his escape, more bullets pinged off the Jeep’s armor, forcing him to shrink deeper into the cockpit. Seconds later his windshield shattered. He managed an angry glance over his shoulder and saw that there were three men in fatigues pursuing him in the other Jeep. The driver had no weapon and was completely focused on catching up while the other two were firing at him with assault rifles, one man in the passenger seat and one standing in the back.
Only the twists and turns and the uneven surface of the road saved Nick from a few extra holes in his flesh, and he knew that he could not maintain the status quo much longer. When they reached the asphalt, the balance of power would turn dramatically in the terrorists’ favor; they had positional advantage and superior firepower. He had to end the pursuit now.
Nick accelerated, pushing the Jeep and his own limits, until he could barely keep it on the road. It worked. The pursuing driver could not maintain the pace for fear of throwing the rear man out of the Jeep. The distance between them opened.
Around the next bend and with the other Jeep out of sight, Nick saw the opportunity he was hoping for. He wrenched the steering wheel to the right and shoved both the clutch and the brake to the floor. If it hadn’t been for a berm at the next curve, the Jeep would have surely rolled, but the rising terrain countered his momentum nicely and he skidded to a stop halfway up the embankment. He dove out of the cockpit and scrambled to the top of the hill, drawing his Beretta.
A fraction of a second later, the other Jeep careened around the corner, but the occupants didn’t see Nick. They poured their bullets into the empty Jeep. Nick took careful aim at the driver and fired off four rounds. The Jeep lurched left, throwing the rear man out before falling on its side and sliding to a stop a few feet away.
The ejected man picked himself up and ran with a slight limp toward his rifle, which lay several yards away. Nick raced forward, firing three rounds. Two of the bullets flew wide, but the last found its mark and the terrorist fell to the ground next to his weapon. Nick slowed, approaching cautiously. The man grabbed his rifle and started to turn, but Nick’s next two rounds caught him in the neck and head. The rifle fell from his hands.
The sound of heavy footfalls on the gravel behind him warned Nick of another threat. He turned and saw another terrorist running at him, holding a bayonet over his head, ready to bring it slashing down. The old quip about bringing a knife to a gunfight passed through Nick’s mind as he raised his weapon to fire, but he pulled the trigger too quickly and the shot missed wide. He pulled twice more with the weapon centered, but the Beretta just answered with harmless clicks — empty.
In a flash the Arab was upon him, the bayonet swinging down from above. Nick dropped the gun and stopped the man’s wrist with crossed arms, shifting his right hand to control the wrist and using his left to guide the terrorist’s arm, tucking it under his own. Then he spun, so that his back was to the man’s shoulder and Nick sat backward, forcing his opponent to the ground. The terrorist hit the gravel hard. The knife fell from his grasp and he cried out in pain. The reversal of momentum had torn his shoulder from its socket.
Nick let go of his attacker to go for the bayonet. Despite the terrorist’s painful injury, he took advantage of the momentary freedom and tackled Nick from behind, wrapping his good arm around the pilot’s throat. Nick grabbed the arm with both hands and rolled forward, carrying his attacker with him. The terrorist hit the gravel again, this time taking the full impact on the side of his face. He lost his grip and rolled flat on his back.
Nick leapt to his feet and stepped on the Iraqi’s good wrist. Then he dropped his knee to the man’s chest, letting the full weight of his 180-pound frame propel him downward. He felt a sickening crack as a pair of his opponent’s ribs broke under the force of the impact. With his left hand, he grabbed the man’s throat and pushed his fingers deep into the neck so that he could squeeze the esophagus. The terrorist’s eyes bulged and he let out a rasp, barely able to breathe.
“Is that uncomfortable?” Nick asked in Arabic.
He received a short nod and another rasp in response.
“Good. From this position it will take less force for me to crush your throat than it would to crush an empty soda can.” He paused to let the implication sink in before continuing, still speaking Arabic. “I’m going to let go now, but if you move — if you even twitch — you’ll never breathe again. Do you understand?”
There was another rasping affirmative. Nick cautiously let go of the man’s throat and relaxed some of the pressure on the chest. He could see immediate relief in the terrorist’s face.
The man coughed out a threat in English. “You think you’ve won, but you’re still going to die.”
His English took Nick by surprise. It was impeccable — unusual for rank and file jihadist fighters. For the first time, Nick took stock of his opponent’s clothes. They were fatigues. He wore green epaulettes at the shoulders, embroidered with gold birds. This man wasn’t one of Al-Majid’s. He was a major in the Republican Guard.
“What did you mean by that?” Nick asked. “Did you radio for backup?”
The Iraqi said nothing, choosing to spit at Nick instead.
“Fine, have it your way.” Nick shifted his weight back to the man’s chest. He saw an immediate response as the Iraqi’s face twisted in pain. He guessed that portions of the broken ribs were impinging on one or two vital organs.
“Enough,” the Iraqi grunted.
Nick relieved the pressure.
“A battalion of Republican Guard has already been dispatched. They know our exact position and they will descend on you like a swarm of bees. In a few hours, they’ll be dragging your body through the streets of Baghdad on Al Jazeera for all your countrymen to see.” The Iraqi smiled through his pain when he saw the shadow of concern on Nick’s face.
Nick let the revelation deter him for only a moment and then his expression hardened again. “Thanks for the heads-up,” he said coldly.
“You and I are not so different,” the Iraqi rasped, “merely soldiers on two sides of a new war.”
“That uniform does not make you a soldier,” Nick said.
“And yours does not make you any less a terrorist,” the Iraqi responded. “I’ve grown tired of this conversation. Just kill me and get it over with.”
“That’s what makes us different. Because you are a terrorist, you would have killed me without pause. Because I am an American soldier, and because I have no need to kill you, I’m going to let you live.”
“That fascination with mercy just makes your people weak.”
“Maybe,” said Nick. “But my mercy is going to leave you with a monster headache. Nighty night.” He swung his left elbow down in an arc, adding power and support by grabbing his fist with his right hand. The heavy blow to the temple put the man to sleep.
After binding his captive with the Iraqi’s own bootlaces, Nick returned to the overturned Jeep to make sure the driver was dead. The man hung limp in his seat, having somehow managed to get his seat belt on during the pursuit.
“Safety first,” Nick muttered.
He bent down past the dead man, ripped out the radio, and tossed it over a hill into the desert sand. Then he walked over to the other Jeep and felt around for his knife. The Buck Special was still there. It had traveled from the passenger seat to the floorboard underneath the driver’s seat, but it had stayed with him through the chase. With no immediate danger Nick cleaned the blade for the first time since Baron had used his knife on another terrorist after using it on Al-Majid, wiping the crusted blood on the backseat of the Jeep.
The sight of the blood brought back the image of Al-Majid and the look in his eyes as his life faded. Nick felt a pang of sorrow, but not remorse — he felt no remorse at all. He understood now that he had never hated the terrorists as he thought he did on September 11. He did not hate the human beings. He hated their actions.
Nick had killed Al-Majid to end his acts of terror — to protect those who would have surely died by his hand in the future. The others he’d killed for survival. They had chosen the wrong master and paid for it with their lives. The last man he had let live. Likely or not, the Iraqi major still had an opportunity to choose a different path.
Nick recovered his Beretta from the ground near to the unconscious Iraqi and exchanged the empty clip for the half-full one. A few minutes later, he turned the Jeep onto the asphalt road. He didn’t waste time consulting a map or getting a GPS fix on his exact position. He just headed south. He had to put some quick distance between himself and the promised horde.

Chapter 56

“Any radio, any radio, this is Wraith Zero One,” Nick called into his emergency radio, straining to hear any semblance of a response over the whip of the wind in his ears. There was nothing. He looked down at the small green box and decided he’d better unsnap the flexible antenna secured to the side. The thin plastic band fluttered and bent in the wind, occasionally smacking him in the back of the neck, but it would still improve his chances. He tried the secure frequency again. “Any radio, any radio, this is Wraith Zero One.”
There was a long pause and then the radio crackled. A faint voice replied, “Wraith One, this is Sandy One. I read you loud and clear. Authenticate blue, two six.”
Thank God. Nick had not realized how elated he would feel to hear the traditional A-10 search and rescue call sign. He fought through his emotion to remember the day’s authentication tables; the wrong code would end the rescue right here if the A-10 pilot suspected an enemy trap. “Wraith has gold, seven one. Come back with silver, niner seven,” he said, praying that he was correct.
The voice responded immediately. “Sandy has red, one zero. I show that you’re clean, Wraith.”
“Good to hear your voice, Sandy,” said Nick, although, with the interference of the wind, he could still barely hear the speaker.
“Wraith, what is your status and location?”
“No major injuries. I’m headed south toward the rendezvous point. Stand by for more.”
Nick put away his radio and focused on the road. He would head south for another few miles before leaving the asphalt. If he was lucky, the Jeep would handle the desert terrain and he could head straight for the pickup zone.
Home free.
No sooner had Nick finished the thought than he felt a flutter in the gas pedal. The engine sputtered. The gas needle bounced against empty. Soon the engine coughed again and then finally quit altogether.
Nick shifted into neutral and let the Jeep coast to the side of the road. He hopped out to get the spare fuel canister from the back, but when he reached it, he saw that the plastic had been shot full of holes in the gunfight. There was no fuel left.
Without another thought, Nick grabbed the square jug of water that was under the Jeep’s rear seat and headed off the road into the desert. He found a small hill that provided some cover from the road and pulled out his evasion chart and a GPS unit. Thank goodness for GPS, thought Nick. The days of triangulating a position were long gone. The old way of finding your location on a map required high ground and significant terrain features, and both were in short supply in the flat, featureless desert.
The unit locked in several satellites shortly after he switched it on. In less than two minutes, it gave him a set of coordinates that was accurate to within ten feet.
Nick charted his position on the map and let out a dismayed sigh. He was still eleven miles short of the safe zone, not a bad hike in the Missouri springtime, but in the Iraqi desert, with the Republican Guard on his tail, it may as well have been a hundred miles. There was no sense in fretting about it; all he could do was start jogging and hope for the best. His GPS could only determine a heading once it was in motion, so Nick pulled the real compass out of his vest, determined the heading to the safe zone, and began to trot. After a few steps the GPS unit established a track and he put the compass away. Now it was just a matter of following the little arrow on the screen until he reached the pickup area. He pulled out his radio and prepared to give the rescuers the bad news.
“Sandy One, this is Wraith One. Over.”
“Wraith, this is Sandy One. I read you loud and clear,” the radio crackled back.
Nick didn’t respond. Now that he wasn’t driving in an open Jeep, he heard the voice much clearer, and the familiarity was unmistakable. That had to be Oso on the other side. He wondered for a moment if Oso recognized his voice and then remembered that he didn’t have to, he would have his picture from the ISOPREP. That meant that Oso had known all along.
Nick wanted to say something to indicate his recognition, but professionalism prevented it. He’d have to wait until they were back in friendly territory to catch up with his old friend and wipe clean the grudges of the past. For the moment, they both had a more pressing matter to attend to.
“Wraith, do you copy?” Oso repeated.
“Uh, yeah, Wraith reads you loud and clear as well. I’m on foot, eleven miles from the safe area. Stand by to copy my coordinates.”
There was a long pause. Nick could almost hear the wheels turning in Oso’s mind, trying to figure out why his survivor was still so far from the safe zone, even though he’d crashed almost two hours before.
“Sandy is ready; go ahead with your coordinates.”
Nick gave Oso his latitude and longitude and then continued to jog, knowing that each second narrowed the gap between safety and capture. On the other end of the radio, Oso would be moving the rescue force forward. They didn’t have the fuel to wait for him to get to the safe zone. They’d have to meet him on the run. Still, the force would have to move at the slower pace of the choppers. This deep into enemy territory, they needed the cover of the A-10s.
Suddenly the hair on the back of Nick’s neck stood up. Something in the air made him uneasy. He slowed to a walk and allowed his senses to take in the surroundings. The sun was climbing in the eastern sky and the temperature was rising, but it wasn’t the heat that caused the change. He looked around, but he could see nothing but sand from his position. He breathed deeply. The hint of dust was heavier than before. He listened. On the edge of the quiet, he thought he could just make out a low rumble.
Leaving the jug of water in the sand, Nick ran to the top of a small dune and looked north. What he saw confirmed his worst fears.
Still far away but moving closer, a cloud of dust rose from the desert highway. A single vehicle on the asphalt road would not have created such a disturbance, nor would its noise be loud enough to reach him. Only a large force traveling at a good clip would cause these signs. The situation was becoming critical.
In a few seconds, Nick was headed south again, this time sprinting over the sand with the radio to his ear. “Sandy, this is Wraith. Over.”
“Go ahead, Wraith.”
“I’m about to have company.”
“How so?”
“There’s a large force to the north, headed for my position. I’m going to make an educated guess that it’s a battalion of Republican Guard.”
“That’s quite a guess. What led you to that conclusion?”
Nick winced. “I kind of had a run-in with some Iraquis last night and one of them called for backup.”
“They’re probably on the main road. Just head west and put some distance between you and the highway, then lie low until we get to you.”
“No good. I stole one of their Jeeps and it ran out of gas on the road. When they find it, they’ll be able to track me west until they catch up.”
“You’re not helping me, Wraith,” said Oso bitterly. “Okay, keep heading south and I’ll get back to you… And, Wraith…”
“Yeah?”
“We’re going to get you out of there.”

Chapter 57

Oso had a bad feeling. The whole reason for keeping the rescue zone this far south was to avoid the Iraqi air defenses. Now a battalion of Republican Guard was headed his way and they would probably have some embedded air defenses of their own, including one or two mobile SAM units and some triple-A. He couldn’t send in the helicopters with that kind of threat looming. Unless the A-10s could stop the movement of the battalion before they got to Nick, any chance of rescue would be lost.
Oso switched frequencies. “Jolly One, this is Sandy One.”
“Go ahead, Sandy,” replied the Pave Hawk pilot.
“Stop your forward movement and set up a holding pattern ten miles north of Point Charlie.”
“What’s up, Lead?” interrupted Tank.
“I’ll have to get back to you with the details, Three. For now, just stay with Jolly as ‘rescort’ and wait for my word.”
Tank summarized the order. “Copy that. Sandy Three and Four will remain in the hold with Jolly.”
“Jolly One copies all,” the lead chopper pilot added. “We’re setting up the hold now.”
Oso needed to get a firsthand look at the opposition to get a better handle on the situation, but he couldn’t risk alerting them to the rescue force’s presence. At this point, surprise might be his only advantage. He looked at his map, scanning the topography around Nick’s position for the right feature, and quickly found what he needed. He keyed his radio. “Wraith, this is Sandy. Do you have any binoculars on you?”
“Uh… yeah, Sandy One. I have a good set.” Nick sounded wary.
“Good. I’m going to need you to be my eyes for a while.”
“I’ll do my best. How much pain is this going to cost me?”
“Not too much,” Oso lied. “Look to your southeast. About half a mile away there is a high ridge. It should be obvious; it’s the most dominant terrain feature for several miles in all directions.”
“Roger, I see it,” Nick replied.
“Good, I need you to get to the top of that ridge. From there, you’ll be able to get me a good description of the force we’re facing. I don’t need to tell you that time is of the essence. You’ll have to sprint.” Oso knew that what he asked was both harsh and dangerous. On another day, with another survivor, he might worry that the man would refuse, but this was Nick. Despite their troubled parting, he knew he could count on the younger pilot’s guts in the face of a challenge.
* * *
Nick stopped jogging and set down his water jug. He stared at the radio.
Oso’s plan would move him south as he expected, but it would also move him closer to the road rather than farther away. Also, the sandy terrain leading up to the ridge would make progress slow and difficult — to the point that the Republican Guard might be nearly on top of him before he summited. He would have to leave his water jug behind to have any chance of making it in time.
Nick knew he should be saving his strength and water for a potential run for his life if the rescue failed. This plan to crest the ridge could seriously narrow his options. It occurred to him that Oso’s tactical decisions had cost him dearly on their last mission together. Could he really trust his old weapons officer now?
After another moment’s hesitation, Nick gritted his teeth and raised the radio to his lips. He took a leap of faith. “Roger that, Sandy One. I’m on my way.”

Chapter 58

“Sandy Three, this is Sandy One,” Oso called into his radio.
“Go ahead,” Tank replied.
“It looks like the survivor decided that a simple rescue was too easy for us. There’s a battalion of Republican Guard on the way and they know he’s on the ground.”
“So you’re telling me we’ll have a ‘target-rich environment’ down there,” said Tank. “That’s good. I mean, we wouldn’t want this to be boring, would we?”
“My thoughts exactly. That’s why we’re going to take the fight to them. Do you see the ridge on your map running north to south, just north of Point Echo?”
“Tally.”
“Good. For lack of a better name let’s call that ridge Tango and set up a hold just to the west of it. Set your altitude to one hundred feet. I don’t want them to get wind of us too early.”
“Going in low and dirty. I like it.”
Oso turned toward the ridge and felt the rush of speed as he dropped to one hundred feet, watching the sand fly by at three hundred knots. The ridge, Tango, loomed up ahead. It looked menacing, promising a tough fight before the end of the day. He hoped that Sidearm was up to it. “How’s it going, Two?” he asked.
“Not bad for my first combat action,” replied the wingman. “I’m just glad that you’re not grading me on this one.”
The irony of the moment was not lost on Oso. The first student he’d given an ounce of leeway to was now his wingman in a real combat environment. He was leading the rookie toward a battalion of real enemy troops and he knew that somewhere ahead he would have to make a decision. At some point, he would have to put Sidearm in harm’s way, and both the rookie’s and Nick’s lives would hang in the balance.
“Sandy Three is established just west of the south end of Tango,” Tank reported.
“Sandy One copies. We’re holding west of the north end. Stand by for further instructions.”
* * *
Nick put the water jug to his lips and took a long last draft. Then he set the jug in the sand, took a deep breath, and began his race to the hill. He had been a long-distance runner in high school and college. Now he realized that all the track meets, all the ribbons, all the races of his younger days were merely training for this moment. This one event held so much more in jeopardy than a strip of blue cloth.
The terrain in front of Nick varied between pockets of deep sand and solid ground, forcing him to run a serpentine path to capitalize on the firm terrain. He focused on the movement of his legs and arms, the posture of his body, his next stable footing. His throat started to burn as he tried to siphon oxygen from the parched desert air. Every time Nick looked up to see his objective, it seemed no closer than before, and he wondered if his fate was already sealed. Then, suddenly, the desert began to rise beneath him.
The last hundred yards were brutal. He had to leave the solid ground behind and climb through the soft, shifting sand that had gathered against the ridge. He channeled power from his core into his quadriceps, pumping them like pistons to get him up the hill. The burning in his throat quickly paled next to the agonizing pain in his legs.
When he finally crested the beast, he collapsed onto the sand. “I’m here,” he gasped into the radio. “That’s a new desert-survival-half-mile record.” He tore open the last of his water pouches and placed it to his dry, cracked lips. The water was warm but it felt smooth. He held it in his mouth for a few seconds before letting it slip down his throat, savoring it because he knew it was the last drink he would get for quite a while.
Nick looked to the west of his hill. The familiar sight of A-10s orbiting low in the distance gave him new hope and strength. The cavalry had arrived. Looking to the northeast through his binoculars, he could clearly see vehicles amid the dust. The enemy battalion was already getting too close. There were five covered troop carriers in the center of the convoy, led by a pair of tracked general-purpose vehicles driving side by side. One of them supported a twenty-three-millimeter antiaircraft gun; bad news, but nothing too worrisome for the Hogs. Then, between the lead vehicles and the transports, Nick saw something far worse, an SA-6 mobile SAM unit. Its distinctive feature was a three-pack of large missiles that pilots often referred to as the Three Fingers of Death.
Nick frowned. The twenty-three-millimeter gun was something to be respected, but the SA-6 was something to be feared. Its defeat would require careful planning and flawless execution. He had no idea if Oso was up to the task.
Putting his misgivings aside, Nick moved his binoculars along the column. He saw the normal support vehicles that could be expected with this type of unit, but then he saw something else that made his heart sink. Another SA-6 vehicle brought up the rear of the column, its three missiles set low on the horizon, pointed ominously in Nick’s direction. He knew that the missiles were probably set that way in travel mode, but the fact that they were pointed at him still gave him the creeps. He crouched lower.
“Sandy One, this is Wraith. Over,” Nick said into the radio.
“Go ahead, Wraith.”
“The battalion appears to be less than a couple of miles from my Jeep. It’s packing some serious heat, with at least one twenty-three-millimeter and two, I repeat, two SA-6 mobile launchers — one at the front of the column and the other at the rear. The twenty-three-millimeter piece is in the lead, just in front of the forward SAM.”
* * *
“Sandy One copies all.” Oso pictured the enemy convoy in his mind. This was going to be harder than he’d hoped. A single SA-6 was a real challenge, but two were nearly impossible. In addition, he had no time to waste; the convoy would be at Nick’s Jeep within minutes. Then they would track overland until they were too close for him to mount a defense. Oso had to do something and he had to do it fast.
Each A-10 carried six Maverick missiles, fourteen rockets, and four cluster bombs in addition to an eleven-hundred-rounds of combat mix — a devastating blend of armor-piercing and incendiary bullets. The cluster bombs would be no good until the SAMs were taken care of, and for that, Oso would have to use the Mavericks and the guns.
He used a grease pencil to mark the convoy’s projected position on his map and then formulated a plan. The first half of the Irish Cross attack might be ideal if there was only one SA-6, but the additional missile launcher threw a wrench in the works. His only hope was that both SAMs might behave the same in response to the Irish Cross. Then the Hogs could pull off the attack and destroy one, narrowing the odds. At least the modified attack would keep the two wingmen safely out of the missiles’ range. In a pinch, it was the best he could do.
“Sandy Flight, this is Sandy One,” Oso transmitted. “We are faced with a column containing at least one triple-A piece and two SA-6 vehicles.”
“Okay, boss, what’s the plan?” asked Tank.
“We’ll try the first half of an Irish Cross,” Oso replied. “We have to count on both launchers behaving the same. First, let’s all get on the same freq with our survivor — he’s going to act as our tactical air controller. Sandy Flight, push to the rescue frequency.”
Once the rest of his flight was on the same frequency with Nick, Oso continued his briefing. “Sandy Flight, stand by for an Irish Cross. One and Three will be the shooters with Maverick and gun. Two and Four will act as cover — gun only. Focus your attack on the front of the convoy. There will be no follow-up. Egress and regroup after Sandy One destroys the first SAM. Is that clear?”
The flight members replied in the affirmative. “Wraith copies all,” Nick added.
“Good,” said Oso. “Execute on my mark in three… two… one… mark!”

Chapter 59

Nick watched the four Warthogs turn eastward toward his ridge, with Sandy Three turning slightly south and Oso leading Sandy Two slightly north. Sandy Four headed straight for the convoy. Nick felt a surge of adrenaline as the A-10 crossed the ridge right above him in a knife-edge pass, so low that he instinctively ducked. He stood in time to see the Hog pull up in a maneuver known as a whifferdill, bringing the nose of the A-10 skyward and then turning it on its edge to slice back toward the sand. Sandy Four was still outside the effective range of the missiles, but Nick could see that the pilot had gotten the Iraqis’ attention. He smiled broadly as both launchers stopped moving forward and turned their missiles west to point at the Hog.
Confusion set in at the convoy. Forward movement stopped and the troops poured out of the vehicles in preparation for an attack. “The targets are taking the bait,” Nick transmitted. Sandy Four settled back into low-altitude flight and disappeared to the south. Now it was Three’s turn. The Hog pilot drove in from the southwest. As he approached the road, he pulled up and rolled in toward the convoy, lobbing a hundred rounds of combat mix at the southern SA-6. At that distance, the armor-piercing rounds had little effect, but Nick watched with satisfaction as the incendiary rounds landed on the twenty-three-millimeter artillery piece with the force of thirty or forty grenades. The vehicle burst into flames and the driver leapt out, fleeing for his life.
Nick was once again encouraged to see the lead SA-6 swivel its missiles, this time southward, toward Three’s perceived threat. Then he moved his gaze to the north and his stomach turned. The trailing SAM had not taken the bait. It was swiveling northward, looking for another threat.
“Sandy One, abort, abort, abort!” Nick shouted into his radio, but he was too late. He looked on in horror as Oso’s A-10 came into view, bearing down from the north. The lead SAM had been caught unaware but the second one was ready. Nick watched helplessly as a cloud of white smoke obscured the northern SA-6. A moment later, a missile emerged from the cloud with a spike of yellow flame propelling it toward his friend.
He raised his radio to make another call, but Oso’s wingman was already on top of it. “Sandy One, break right! Two is in!” called the wingman. The second A-10 turned toward the threat, letting loose with a hundred depleted uranium rounds. He was too far away to penetrate the SAM’s armor, but Nick was thankful to see that he scared the Iraqis enough to foil a second launch.
* * *
Oso heard both radio calls warning him of the imminent danger and he was able to turn his A-10 forty-five degrees away from the threat before the launch. Now he pressed hard on the throttle and hugged the desert floor, focusing his eyes on the approaching missile.
From its rapid approach, it was clear the missile had retained its lock, and Oso prepared for the worst. He jettisoned all his stores, feeling a sickening thump as six Mavericks, four cluster bombs, and two pods of rockets fell uselessly to the desert floor. Then, spouting a shower of metal chaff from his wings, he climbed and turned hard into the approaching missile. He strained with every muscle, squeezing every G out of his body and his aircraft as the huge missile filled his windscreen. His eyes narrowed, his subconscious prepared for death, and then the missile was gone.
Oso continued to pull with all his might, even though there was nothing but dusty desert horizon in his windscreen. He knew what was coming.
A monstrous explosion shattered the illusion of peace.
The weapon had shot past his jet and locked onto the cloud of chaff, but Oso could not escape its wrath entirely. It exploded just past his aircraft and he felt as if every filling were jarred from his teeth. Several shards of hot metal penetrated the A-10’s hull. Most embedded themselves harmlessly in the base of the titanium tub that surrounded the cockpit, but a few ripped through the hydraulic lines in his right wing.
“Sandy Flight, abort and return to Tango.” Oso turned his jet back toward the ridge and watched his left hydraulic gauge plummet to zero. Acting quickly, he flipped a toggle to isolate the system and allow his other hydraulic lines to power the flight controls. Then he surveyed the rest of the damage. To his surprise, he found that he could fly normally. The A-10 was beautifully designed to take a beating. He could still lead the battle, but most of his weapons were gone. All he had left was his gun. “Wraith, I’m all right. Tell me what you see,” he ordered.
“The convoy has stopped,” said Nick. “It looks like Three’s attack took out the antiaircraft gun as well as the vehicle next to it. They’re burning out of control now and blocking the road. The two SAMs are still operational, though. The trailing piece expended one missile, but I’m sure you’re well aware of that. Any chance we can just bring the choppers up to your side of the ridge while the bad guys regroup?”
“Sorry, no can do. They won’t take a long shot at our jets, but they’d be happy to lob a few missiles at the helicopters. It’d be a shame if Jolly One got shot out of the sky right after picking you up.”
“Point taken. Okay, then, what’s the plan?”
“Give me a sec, I’m working on it.”
“Sandy One, this is Two,” said Sidearm. “I’ve got something that might help.”
Oso glanced back at the wingman, who was just settling into a wide trail position. “Go ahead, Two.”
“When I took my shot at the northern launcher, I grabbed his coordinates.”
Oso smiled. Sidearm had done something that even he hadn’t thought of. He’d used a feature that linked the HUD to his GPS. The integrated GPS system was still a relatively new technology for the A-10 and the older pilots were not accustomed to it, but the young pilots had been raised on it. The new system constantly calculated the set of coordinates under the gun sight, and Sidearm had wisely thought to mark the SAM’s exact position while he was peppering it with bullets.
“Hey, that kid’s good,” said Nick. “Who trained him?”
“I did,” Oso responded dryly.
“Nevertheless…”
“Could someone fill me in on the history between you two?” asked Tank.
“Enough,” said Oso. “We have a serious problem. I need something to take out at least one of those SAMs before we can take this any further. Sandy Three, tell me what you know about airborne assets outside our rescue force.”
“What airborne assets? The combat schedule was clean. We’re on our own, boss.”
“Actually, Three,” interrupted Nick, “that’s not entirely true.”

Chapter 60

“How’m I doing?” asked Drake.
Danny checked the fuel gauges. “The fuel is still rising. You’re almost there.”
The B-2 had been attached to the tanker’s boom continuously for the last twenty minutes. In another few seconds, they would reach their planned fuel load, ready to turn toward the island. The rescue force was on its way to pick up Nick, and Walker had ordered Drake to return to base.
The SATCOM beeped, alerting Danny that there was a new message, but he did not move to retrieve it. His eyes were glued to the tanker. He had been at the rear station during the last refueling, preparing to launch Dream Catcher, and so he had been too busy to see how close the two aircraft flew during the process. For a ground dweller, the sight was unnerving.
“Haven Zero One, you have reached your assigned off-load; disconnect at your…” The boom operator stopped before completing his sentence.
Drake took his finger off the disconnect trigger, waiting for him to finish the command.
“Stand by, Haven. I’m being told to keep you in position.”
“Figures,” said Drake. “My shoulders are killing me. I’m used to having another pilot in here to take half of the loading time.”
Danny glanced over at the B-2 pilot and then back to the enormous tanker less than thirty feet above his head. “Sorry. Can’t help you.”
A few seconds later, the boom operator spoke again. “Haven, I have a radio patch from Kuwait. Sandy Three is on the line with an urgent request.”
Danny dropped his mask. “I thought Sandy wasn’t told about our presence,” he shouted to Drake. They couldn’t have a private conversation over the intercom because the boomer would hear.
Drake took his hand off the throttle long enough to drop his own mask. “Let’s find out,” he shouted back. He pressed the intercom key and spoke to the boom operator again. “Okay, go ahead with the voice patch.”
A low crackle sounded over the boom’s connection. Amid the static, a voice came through, muted but readable. “Haven Zero One, this is Sandy Three.”
“Go ahead, Sandy Three,” Drake prompted. “We read you.”
“We’ve got a bit of a situation down here. We’re facing down two mobile SAMs that are escorting a battalion of Republican Guard. The whole gaggle is threatening our survivor. We’ve been unable to penetrate their defenses. One of our birds was damaged in the first attempt. Somehow, the survivor knew that there was an armed stealth bomber in the air. As much as I’d like a really good explanation for all of this, right now I just need to know if you can help us take out one of those SAMs.”
Drake keyed the intercom. “We—” he started to say, but Danny waved him off.
“We can’t do it,” shouted the intelligence officer. “With that barn door hanging open back there, we’ll be sitting ducks. There has to be someone else who can help.”
Drake said nothing.
“Haven, do you copy? Can you help us?” The A-10 driver sounded impatient.
Drake put his mask up. “Sandy Three, tell your lead that we’ll be inbound in five minutes, right after we top off our tanks.”
“What?” Danny shouted again.
“Relax,” Drake shouted back, “I have a plan.”
“Oh, good, you have a plan. That makes me feel much better.”
Drake smiled at him and spoke into the intercom again. “Sandy, we’re on our way and we’ll take care of one of those SAMs for you. Just keep them off the survivor until we get there.”
“Sandy Three copies all. Stand by for the control point and target coordinates.”
Danny furiously wrote down the information read off by the Warthog pilot and then held his clipboard in front of Drake’s face, who read the data back over the connection to make sure it was correct.
“That’s right,” said the A-10 pilot. “I’ll see you guys in a few. Sandy Three out.” The crackle faded.
“We’re going to need another ten thousand pounds,” Drake told the boomer. “Have you got it?”
“We’ve got plenty of gas to spare,” the young airman replied. “I’m starting the transfer now.”
“Thanks. And give me all the pressure you can muster; we’re in a hurry.”
“Already on it.”
“You want to clue me in on the plan, fearless leader?” asked Danny, his eyes frozen to the tanker again.
Drake glanced down to check the gauges. “That’ll do it, boomer,” he said. “We’ll take that disconnect now.”
“The fuel transfer has stopped,” the boomer replied. “You are cleared to disconnect. Delay your turn until you’re well clear. Good luck, Haven.”
Drake triggered the release from the boom. When its shadow moved away from the cockpit, he pulled the throttles back and gently pushed the nose down, creating space between the two aircraft. As the B-2 backed away, the airman who’d been flying the boom gave them a smart salute, which Danny hesitantly returned. The SATCOM beeped again, reminding him that there was a message waiting. He glanced at the screen.
“What’s going on?” asked Drake, still focused on flying the aircraft.
“Walker wants to know what we’re doing,” said Danny. “So, what are we doing?”
“All in due time,” said Drake. He settled on a course back toward Iraq, flipped on the autopilot, and then bent down and began typing away on the SATCOM. Danny strained and shifted in his seat, but he could not see the message around the pilot’s shoulder.
A few moments later, the system chimed again. With Drake sitting up again, Danny got a clear view of Walker’s response.
CLEARED HOT


Chapter 61

Nick slowly panned his binoculars along the enemy column. The Iraqi soldiers were containing the fire at the front of the convoy too quickly, and before long they would be able to push the burned vehicles aside and continue their pursuit. They would move slowly for fear of another attack by the A-10s, but they would move nonetheless. The performance of their missile systems had given them confidence.
The sound of engines spooling up caught Nick’s ear, and he looked south in time to see two of the Hogs come around the ridge and turn toward the enemy. His rescuers had come up with a plan to keep the Iraqis in check. “Go get ’em, Oso,” he said out loud.
Oso had recognized the need to keep the enemy troops off balance and contrived a rocket attack to keep them pinned down until the B-2’s arrival. M156 white phosphorus rockets — affectionately called Willy Petes by the pilots — were designed to mark targets rather than destroy them. Their incendiary capabilities were negligible compared to other phosphorus weapons, but their impact could still be a frightening experience for the enemy. They were incredibly loud, sent out a blast of heat, and filled the air with a horrid white smoke that burned the eyes and throat. Oso had decided to harass the Iraqis by having his wingman loft a few of these at the Iraqi column from just outside the SAMs’ effective range.
Nick monitored the attack on his radio. “Sandy Two is turning inbound,” said the wingman.
“You’re cleared hot, Two,” Oso acknowledged. “I have you covered. Please try to put the rockets somewhere near the target.”
“Trust me. I’ve gotten much better since my first rocket shot at the schoolhouse.”
“I hope so.”
Nick watched as the young wingman pointed his Hog directly at the convoy. He pulled his nose skyward, launched a salvo of rockets, and then dove back to the safety of the desert floor. With no guidance systems to keep them heading toward a fixed point, the seven rockets slowly fanned out. They climbed steadily until their motors ran out of fuel and then they turned back toward the earth in a graceful arc, each heading for a different part of the convoy.
Nick turned his binoculars back to the troops, noting grimly that the Iraqis seemed blissfully unaware of the thin silhouettes bearing down on them. Suddenly, the hatch of one of the radar vehicles popped open and the driver gestured wildly at the others. It was too late. The dry desert air erupted in a cacophony of explosions. Sand and asphalt burned where the rockets had hit and white smoke spread through the convoy like an evil fog. Troops ran in every direction. Many crawled under the transport trucks, fearful of another attack.
“That ought to slow you down,” said Nick. Then he held his radio to his lips. “Sandy, this is Wraith. Nice work. It’s pandemonium over there. They probably think you just hit them with chemical weapons.”
“Thanks for the report,” said Oso. “At the very least, this will buy us some time while we wait for your friends.”
* * *
Danny watched the choppy surface of the Persian Gulf through the bomber’s panoramic windscreen as the water whipped by less than a hundred feet below him. The gulf took on a blue-gray hue in the early morning light and the mist and dust combined to form a thick haze.
The poor visibility was a mixed blessing. It obscured the B-2 from onlookers on the shore but it also prevented Drake from seeing obstacles like oil rigs until the last second, and there had been several of those. Danny clenched his teeth. Forward visibility was less than a mile, and the stealth was covering that distance every eight seconds.
“I think I’ve been patient long enough,” Danny complained. “Don’t you think it’s time you let me in on how you plan for us to survive?” He ducked in his seat as Drake jerked the plane left and another tower flashed by. “You are planning for us to survive, right?”
“Of course I am,” said Drake with unsettling calm. “Here’s the deal. We have what amounts to a gaping hole on our underside. There’s no way to tell what impact that has on our stealth, but I’m guessing it’s not a good thing. I’m not about to waltz into enemy airspace with my fly down.”
“Yet the navigation computer says that’s exactly what you’re doing,” said Danny.
“You didn’t let me finish. That’s what would happen if we went in at high altitude—”
“But we’re practically on the surface,” Danny finished, starting to see where his comrade was going.
“That’s right. We’ll use the surface interference to mask our problem. There’s nothing wrong with the top of the plane, so, with any luck, we’ll just disappear into the sand.”
“That’s all well and good for getting us there,” said Danny, “but we can’t drop a five-thousand-pound bomb from a hundred feet. We’d be obliterated.”
“You’re right. We’ll have to climb up to deliver the weapon. That’s why you’re not just along for the ride. I need your help.”
Danny continued to stare through the windscreen. “I’ll do whatever you want if it keeps me from getting obliterated.”
“Good. I have a math problem for you. Working back from the target coordinates, I need you to calculate a speed, climb angle, and altitude that will allow me to loft the bomb from a few miles back.” Drake turned his head to look at the intelligence officer. “Get the iron in the ballpark and the GPS will take care of the fine points. Can you do that?”
Another rig appeared ahead of them and Danny pointed frantically, unable to speak. Drake slammed the stick left and the tower disappeared down Danny’s side of the plane. It couldn’t have missed the wingtip by more than a few feet. Danny glared at the pilot. “I can do the math. You just watch the road.”

Chapter 62

Nick did not like the look of things at the convoy. The Iraqi officers shouted commands, restoring order with frustrating efficiency. After the smoke from the rockets cleared, they had rounded up their troops and were once again working to clear the wreckage from the front of their column. Soldiers had lined up on either side of the two destroyed vehicles and were already pushing them off the road. Nick was certain their hands were being burned and blistered by the searing hot metal, which only minutes before had been blazing out of control, but fear of their superiors obviously overrode the pain.
“What do you see, Wraith?” Oso’s voice crackled over the radio.
“The picture’s not good, Sandy One. It appears they are very close to clearing the road and getting under way. Do you think you could set up another rocket attack?”
A new voice interrupted the conversation. “Did I hear you say the target was on the move again?”
Nick felt a wave of elation at the sound of Drake’s voice. “Well, that’s a voice I never thought I’d be so happy to hear.”
“Thanks, Wraith. It’s nice to be needed,” Drake replied. “Okay, Sandy One, I’m eight minutes out and about to go feet dry. Hit me with a sitrep.”
Oso gave him the rundown. “The Iraqi convoy is still lethal, with a pair of SA-6 surface-to-air missile systems. We’ve taken out their triple-A and slowed them down, but Wraith just reported that they’re close to moving again. I need you to get in there and take out one of the SAMs. Once you’ve accomplished that, we’ll clean up the rest. What do you say?”
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll give you a heads-up when we’re two minutes out.”
“Copy that, I’ll be waiting for you.” Oso immediately began preparing for the endgame. “Sandy Three, I need you to take Four and go get the choppers. Move them as close to our position as you can without risking a missile shot.”
“I’m on it, One.”
Just as Sandy Three and Four turned to the south, Nick saw a puff of smoke from the southern SAM vehicle. “Sandy, break west! Break west! Missile off the rail!” he shouted into his radio. “It’s going after Three and Four!”
The two A-10s banked westward as the missile reached the apex of its flight and turned toward the earth. “I think it’s ballistic,” said Three. “My scope is clean. It’s not tracking.”
The missile continued on a southern flight path, ignoring the Hogs, and Nick guessed that the rocket attack had pushed one of the Iraqi SAM operators to the breaking point. Their training told them not to waste a missile unless they had a clear radar lock, but the operator was angry and impatient for a fight. He had probably launched in hopes of getting a late lock or at least detonating the missile close to one of the Hogs.
“It was a blind launch,” said Nick. “I think you’re okay.”
All eyes remained fixed on the missile, but with nothing to guide it, the SAM simply plummeted toward the earth. At a few hundred feet above the surface, the missile exploded in an orange ball of fire and sparks.
“All right, Three, you’re cleared to continue south,” said Oso. “When you come back with the choppers, keep them well out of range of that thing.”
As the two Hogs moved off again, Nick turned the events of the last few minutes over in his mind. He felt the shock of a hunter whose prey suddenly turns and charges. Since Oso’s rocket attack, he had felt relatively safe, reporting the Iraqi movements with confidence. Now he felt exposed again. The SAM operator had missed, but the message was clear: “You are the hunted here, not us.”

Chapter 63

Drake brought Haven One into Iraqi airspace just west of the Shatt al Arab, the joining of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. The blue-gray of the gulf rushing past the windscreen changed to deep browns and lush greens as they passed over the delta.
Danny studied the moving map. “The convoy is too far to the east,” he said. “In order to attack from that direction, we would have to steer very close to Iran, if not across the border.”
“Not a good idea,” Drake replied. “This operation is screwed up enough without involving the forces of another rogue nation. We’ll attack from the west, from behind the ridge that Sandy One called Tango. That will mask the attack and buy us time while we climb up and loft the bomb.”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Danny, but then he frowned. “You still haven’t explained the endgame.”
“I know. How’s the math coming?”
Danny returned to scribbling on his clipboard. “Give me a few. The attack direction was the last variable.” He continued working for another minute in silence.
“Any time now, buddy. We’re almost there.”
“Hey, don’t rush me. We don’t want to screw this up just because I forgot to carry the three or something.”
Finally Danny held up his results for Drake to see. “That’s your speed, distance, and climb angle, along with the coordinates and altitude where you want to launch. Since it’s a guided weapon, I gave you a window around those numbers. As long as you’re pointed directly at the target, you can fudge the rest, but not by much.”
Drake glanced at the numbers. “Good work. Now I’ve got another task for you.”
“Shoot.”
“On the panel behind the engineer station, there are several rows of circuit breakers. I need you to pull one of them.”
Danny grabbed a flashlight from the engineer’s station and shined its beam on the bulkhead behind the seat. Several rows was a gross understatement. Tiny black knobs completely covered the wall. “Okay, I see them,” he said, panning his light up and down. “There are hundreds of these things. I hope you know where the one you want is.”
“It should be somewhere on the left side of the third row. It’s marked ‘AOA Limiter.’ Do you see it?”
Danny zeroed in on the prescribed location and pushed his glasses up his nose, trying to read the tiny labels. “Yep, found it,” he said. “What do I do with it?”
“Just grab it and give it a good yank.”
The little knob was difficult to grasp, and when he finally got a grip on it and pulled, it only extended a couple of millimeters out of the panel. “Uh… I’m not sure I did it right, but I can see a white ring around the base now.”
Drake looked back over his shoulder. “That’s right. You’ve got it.”
“Got what?” Danny asked, climbing back into the copilot seat. “What did I just do?”
“You disabled the bank angle limiter,” said Drake, grinning. “You made it so that we can fly inverted without the automatic flight controls stopping us.”
“I did what?”
“The bomber’s autopilot will take over if the computer senses too much bank or an impending stall. If we bank too far, it will fight us and try to right the aircraft. You’ve just turned that feature off so that we can roll the plane on its back.”
Danny started tightening the straps of his parachute harness. “And why on earth would I want to do that?”
“After we launch the bomb we’ll be very exposed, belly up to the SAM,” said the pilot, beginning a lazy turn to the east. “We’re going to turn our good side — the top — toward the radar to spoil any last-minute shots.”
“You’re telling me that we’re going to do a barrel roll with a three-hundred-thousand-pound bomber, over the top of a battalion of enemy forces and two surface-to-air missile systems?” asked Danny. “Do we have time to discuss this?”
A long ridge materialized on the horizon to the east as Drake rolled out of his turn. “Nope. Time’s up.”

Chapter 64

Nick crouched on the west side of the ridge, peering over the top through his binoculars. “Sandy, Haven, this is Wraith,” he said into his radio. “I’ve got some bad news.” As he watched, the SAM launcher lurched forward, black smoke belching from its exhaust. Troops climbed onto armored personnel carriers that were already beginning to inch forward. The burned triple-A vehicle lay on its side beyond the edge of the road. “It looks like our convoy is up and moving again.”
“Roger that, Wraith. We’ll set up another rocket attack to slow them down,” said Oso.
Drake cut him off before he could issue the attack briefing. “Stand by, Sandy One. We’re only two minutes out with the heavy iron. That’ll be stronger medicine than the rockets. We’re going to fly due east right over your little hill there, so I suggest you move your flight north or south.”
“Done. Sandy Three, leave the choppers where they’re at and make your hold two miles southwest of Tango; I’ll take the northwest. Let’s make some room for the big guns.”
* * *
Drake hugged the top of the dunes. He was barely thirty feet above the desert and picking up speed. The big flying wing shook and buffeted in the thick surface air as it whipped over the sand, topping four hundred knots. It kicked up a cloud of dust in its wake, drawing a billowing trail across the barren landscape.
He glanced over at Danny, who gripped the armrests of his seat as if trying to squeeze blood from the vinyl pads.
“You okay, Danny?” Drake asked. He had dropped his mask due to the heat of low-altitude flying, but that meant he had to shout to be heard.
Danny didn’t answer. His wide eyes remained fixed on the rushing sands outside.
“Look, no pressure,” shouted Drake, “but since the convoy is moving, we’ll have to take a radar shot to update the coordinates.”
Danny turned and looked over at the pilot. His face was pale. Just then, the aircraft hit a pocket of dead air and bounced hard, rocking them both. Danny’s eyes grew even wider.
Drake continued as if nothing had happened. “I’m sort of busy flying the plane, here. So I’m going to need you to operate the radar and the bomb bay. Are you with me?”
The intelligence officer nodded.
“Right. You’re practically oozing confidence. I like it. Okay, open the doors.”
Danny mechanically complied and Drake could feel the added drag shaking the bomber even more as the left bay doors opened. He was pushing the already damaged aircraft beyond its design limits. He looked over at Danny again. “Tell me how I’m doing,” he ordered.
Danny glanced down at the navigation display. “You’re on the correct heading. Keep your speed between four hundred fifteen and four hundred thirty knots.” His voice was feeble at first, but it increased in vitality as he spoke, as if drawing strength from the numbers he had developed. “Pull up to an eight-degree climb and loft the bomb between four and five thousand feet above the surface. If we toss it too fast or too high, the weapon will overshoot the target. If we’re too slow or too low, it will fall short, right on top of Nick.” By the time he looked up at Drake, the color had returned to Danny’s face. “With those radars searching for us, you’re only going to get one chance.” He offered a thin smile. “Don’t screw up.”
A moment later, Danny held up three fingers and started counting down. “Start your climb in three… two… one… now!”
Drake pulled back on the stick, willing the shaking behemoth to climb. Slowly, as though it were moving through molasses, the nose tracked upward until he froze the angle at eight degrees above the horizon.
* * *
Nick remained crouched a few feet below the crest of his hill. He turned and looked to the west, where he could clearly see the approaching bomber, an awesome sight. For a moment he stood transfixed, his sense of time and danger lost. The black jet shot across the surface of the desert like a stingray across the ocean floor, dragging behind it a cloud of sand and dust. Suddenly adrenaline yanked him from his trance. This spectacle wasn’t just incredible, it was deadly. And it was headed right for him.
Nick didn’t fear the bomber. He feared the sand. The blast from the stealth’s wake would hit with enough force to tear the skin from his body. He ran to the crest of Tango and dove over the top, becoming fully airborne as the terrain on the eastern side dropped away. Just as he rolled onto the sand, the roar and the shadow of the stealth overtook him. An explosion of grit and dust burst over the ridge, cascading down the hill like an avalanche. Nick tucked his head into his arms and tried not to breathe.
* * *
As the bomber crested the ridge, Drake saw the convoy for the first time. The Iraqis were moving faster than expected.
Danny saw it, too. “Our heading is bad,” he shouted. “You’ve got to adjust.”
“I see it.” Drake shoved the stick to the right and pulled, turning the bomber nearly on its edge and stressing the wings to five Gs, a level he was used to in the T-38, but not the B-2. With no G-suit to help counter the effects, blood began pooling away from his brain and his vision began to narrow. He tensed his muscles to fight off the threat of G-lock.
As soon as he leveled the wings, Drake called for the radar. Danny didn’t respond. The intelligence analyst had no experience with Gs. He wobbled in his seat, half-conscious. Drake reached across the cockpit and punched the button himself, firing the radar, and then shook his comrade. “Wake up, Danny!”
Danny’s eyes shifted wildly around the cockpit as he came out of his G-induced stupor. Then they locked on to the instruments. “You’re in the zone!” he shouted. “Launch now!”
Drake tapped the radar screen. “Just a little longer. We don’t have the picture yet.”
The altitude continued to climb. Danny’s eyes were locked on the rolling numbers. “We’re going to lose the window!”
“No, we’re not! Just give it one more second.” Drake banged on the dashboard above the radar screen. “C’mon, you lazy piece of junk.” And then the picture was there, a perfect black-and-white image of the convoy. “Update the crosshairs,” he ordered.
Danny was already on it, using a thumb stick to move the crosshairs to the trailing SAM launcher. “Almost there… almost there… got it! Target is updated!”
* * *
In the trailing SAM vehicle, the radar operator saw nothing but the static caused by the immense sand cloud at the surface. Unable to hear the excited shouts of the soldiers in the vehicles ahead, he ordered his driver to continue south.
“I am not able,” the driver responded. “The vehicles in front of us have stopped.”
“Don’t just sit there like an idiot. Find out what is going on.” The operator stared at the interference on his screen while the driver did as he commanded. Suddenly the younger Arab began shouting in earnest from outside the hatch, but the operator could not understand the words. “Slow down, you babbling moron. I can’t understand you!”
The driver stuck his head down into the SAM vehicle. His face showed sheer terror. “Sayed! Sayed!” he screamed. “Do something! A great black beast is rising out of the desert.”
Unsettled by the soldier’s wild eyes, the radar operator trained his beam westward. He was mystified by what he saw on his screen — nothing. He shook his head and continued to sweep, certain that his driver would not cower like a beggar unless he had seen something coming their way. Finally his efforts were rewarded. A small blip appeared on the screen.
* * *
“Missile lock, missile lock,” a calm feminine voice chanted into Drake’s headset.
“They’ve got us!” shouted Danny.
“Missile lock, missile lock,” the voice persisted.
Drake mashed his finger down on the release button. “Weapon away!” There was an audible thump and a slight shudder as the ejector pushed the five-thousand-pound bomb from the bay.
As soon as the bunker buster fell free, Danny closed the left bay doors and Drake began an arcing roll. The nose of the jet tracked up and the right wing dipped. As Drake rolled through the vertical, he saw his own bomb, still climbing in its lofted arc, miss his wingtip by inches. When the stealth was completely inverted, he pushed forward, causing the nose to track skyward and forcing the G-meter to zero. A few loose items in the cockpit floated up from the console as if the B-2 crew were astronauts. Then, looking past the falling bomb, Drake saw a cloud of white smoke billow up from the desert road.
* * *
The SAM operator had tried to wait for a better lock, but the screams of the driver were too much for him. With barely enough energy to hold the track, he launched his missile. Then, even before the roar of the rocket reached its crescendo, the blip disappeared. He couldn’t believe his eyes. One moment it had been there, slowly getting stronger, and then it was just gone. With no track to guide it, the missile would go stupid. He hesitated, hanging on to the hope that his track would return, but the screen showed nothing. He knew what he had to do. He had to remotely detonate the weapon before it overshot the target. He flipped up a red guard that covered a square button on his panel, rested his finger on the button for one more second, and then pushed it.
* * *
There was little that Drake could do about the oncoming missile. He had already exceeded the maneuvering limits of the bomber. It would give him no more. He could only delay the inevitable and hope for a miracle. He pulled the nose downward into the threat, and all the floating debris came crashing down as if a wizard’s spell had been broken.
Danny saw the missile, too. “Incoming!” he shouted.
Both men kept their eyes locked on the missile as it grew larger in the windscreen. Then, in a blur, it was past them. For a split second, Drake thought they might have escaped unharmed, but that was too much to hope for. A massive blast hit the B-2 like a wrecking ball, shifting the bomber unnaturally downward through the air.
Instantly, lights and alarms sprang to life all over the cockpit. Yellow Master Caution lights and red Fire Warning lights flashed in Drake’s face. Warning bells deafened him. He ignored it all and continued to fly, shoving the stick over to the left while pulling back to prevent the nose from burying itself. To his relief, the B-2 responded to his command and he soon had her upright in a hard turn to the south, diving back toward the relative safety of the desert floor.
Danny handled the onslaught of warnings and cautions from the jet’s alarm systems. “Engines one and two are on fire,” he said with uncharacteristic calm. “I’m shutting them down.”
As the engines spooled down, the aircraft yawed drastically left, threatening to destroy what little lift Drake was holding. He corrected with his rudder, fighting to straighten her out. In the radio, he could hear Nick saying something, but it didn’t register — he already had too much on his mind.
“The engines are down, but neither fire is going out,” said Danny. “I think I should blow all four fire bottles to the left side.”
“Cleared hot,” Drake responded. When Danny had first become his pseudo-copilot, Drake had chided him for bothering to study the stealth bomber’s systems in such detail. Now he was grateful. He couldn’t have dealt with the damage on his own. Keeping the crippled jet in the air was hard enough.
As Danny punched the buttons to send extinguishing agent to the burning engines, the ramifications of the action crept to the front of Drake’s mind. Like the designers of the Titanic, the B-2’s engineers had put too much faith in their creation. They’d never planned for the stealthy plane to take battle damage. The system took two fire canisters per engine, and there were only four in total, half as many as the bomber needed. Danny had just used every bit of extinguishing agent they had. If another engine caught fire, they would have nothing left to put it out.
A problem with the controls brought Drake’s full attention back to flying. The aircraft seemed to wait a moment before responding to each movement of the stick. “Flight controls are sluggish,” he said. “Something’s wrong with the hydraulics. Even with only two engines, we should still have full pressure.”
Danny called up the hydraulic schematic on his monitor. “We’ve lost a third hydraulic system. Shrapnel must have taken out one of the lines.”
Drake shook his head. “Too many failures. I don’t know how much longer I can keep her in the air.”
“What do we do?”
The B-2 pilot looked over at his comrade with narrowed eyes. He didn’t try to soften the command. There was no point, and no time. “Prepare to eject.”

Chapter 65

Nick picked himself up just in time to see Haven loft the five-thousand-pound bomb. He watched in awe as it continued to climb, almost keeping pace with the bomber, and then his eyes were drawn back to the B-2 itself. What he saw seemed ludicrous. Drake had the massive bomber completely inverted, and it took only a moment for Nick to realize why. On the surface, a cloud of smoke and dust erupted from the northern SAM system as a missile shot skyward.
“Haven, look out! Missile off the rail! Missile off the rail!” Nick shouted into the radio, but the effort was futile; the bomber was too close to the SAM to maneuver effectively.
The explosions came in rhythmic succession. The SAM detonated first, an oblong ball of fire and black smoke, just above and to the north of the bomber. A good portion of its destructive power was carried upward by its momentum, but not all. Nick watched in horror as the bomber that carried his friends made a strange movement downward and immediately caught fire. Then the second fireball filled the lower periphery of his vision. He quickly dropped to the ground and covered his ears. The air shook around him, and even at his distance, he could feel the heat.
As the last echo of the bunker buster faded, Nick crawled up to the top of Tango and stood up to look out over the aftermath. He followed the trail of smoke and saw Haven disappearing to the south. “Good work, guys. You got ’em,” he said into the radio, not knowing if they could even hear him.
He turned his attention to the north end of the convoy, where the cloud of smoke and debris was just beginning to settle. At first, he couldn’t see the SAM vehicle at all, and then, through the swirling dust, he saw a burning black hulk. The bomb had fallen slightly long, but it had still blown the vehicle well west of the road.
“I guess that’s close enough for government work,” Nick muttered. He panned south along the road. The damage was not limited to the SAM. Two of the less-armored transports lay scattered in charred pieces. There were no signs of life.
“Talk to me, Wraith.” Oso’s voice crackled over the radio. “What do you see?”
“The northern SAM is destroyed,” answered Nick. “Haven crushed it like a bug. But the Iraqi got a shot off. The last I saw, they were heading south, trailing smoke. Their bomb also took out the two vehicles closest to the target SAM. Stand by for more.”
Farther down the road, things improved dramatically for the Iraqis. The vehicles that had continued south fared much better. Another transport was overturned and out of commission, but there were men climbing out of it. A fourth transport, a pair of Jeeps, and the lead SAM all appeared completely unharmed. Nick reported what he saw.
“Roger,” said Oso. “Sit tight for just a little longer. We’ll take care of that SAM and you’ll be home free.”
Nick was just thinking that Oso might be counting chickens a little early when a flash to his right caught his attention. He panned back along the road and saw an Iraqi soldier, holding a pair of binoculars up to his eyes. He wasn’t panning back and forth, searching for aircraft. His lenses were fixed directly on Nick.
Nick dropped to his knees and crawled down behind the crest of the ridge. He had just committed the cardinal sin of evasion, standing exposed on the top of a ridgeline, silhouetted against the sky. He cursed his own stupidity and crawled forward, trying to remain hidden in the sand as he found the man with the binoculars again. His betrayer was now waving and shouting at the occupants of a Jeep. One of them produced a long metal tube with a bulbous protrusion at one end. Nick’s heart sank. They had a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. The man stood atop his Jeep and turned the weapon toward Tango.
Nick needed no other prompting. He threw himself into a roll and tumbled down the west side of the ridge. Halfway down, he leapt to his feet and ran south, trying to gain plenty of separation from his last position. When he could no longer stand the feeling of impending doom, he dove back into the hill, covering his head. The blast quickly followed. A shower of sand pelted his body. He had to give them credit for aim. The RPG hit just east of the ridgetop, right where he had been standing.
Nick rolled onto his back and breathed hard, staving off a feeling of panic. If he wanted to survive he had to keep it together. He had to get back to the crest and keep his eye on the threat.
Lying prone, back at the top of the ridge, Nick scanned the Iraqi line. He had hoped they would continue to take potshots with RPGs. At this range, he could dodge their attacks as long as he saw the launches. But the soldiers were too smart for that. Eight men piled into the two Jeeps, each team armed with an RPG launcher and a vehicle-mounted fifty-caliber machine gun. They turned west and left the road.
Nick shrank back from the crest and lifted the radio. “Sandy One, this is Wraith.”
“Go ahead.”
“They found me,” Nick said, too ashamed to admit that he had practically signaled the Republican Guard by standing on top of the ridge. “Two Jeeps armed with RPGs and fifty-cals. They left the road and they’re headed this way.”
There was a short space of static and then Oso replied. “Roger that, Wraith. Don’t worry. We’ll get them.”

Chapter 66

Oso’s words sounded hollow in his own ears. It was as if the clock on a time bomb had just accelerated, spinning rapidly through its countdown. Under the protection of the SAM, the Jeeps could rush west with utter impunity, and he didn’t know if he could take out the missile system before they reached Nick. He had to start another Irish Cross, and quickly, but he feared the result. The first attack had cost him all his weapons. This time, the final missile had to come from Sidearm.
“Sounds like Wraith is in trouble, Sandy One,” said Tank. “What’s the plan?” He sounded impatient, just like Nick had sounded over France during Clean Hunter.
Oso felt a cold sweat forming on his forehead. His breath shortened and there was an insistent ringing in his ears, growing louder all the time. He shut his eyes tight and let out a guttural scream. He had told Torch — he had told himself— that he was over this.
“Come on, boss,” Tank pushed. “Wraith is living on borrowed time.”
Oso opened his eyes and focused on his wingman. Sidearm had performed admirably in the battle so far, so different from the struggling student he had been. He was confident, capable — a combat pilot in command of his own actions.
The ringing in Oso’s ears began to diminish. He heard Torch’s soft but firm voice as clearly as if the commander was sitting next to him. In the end, it’s their choice, not yours.
Oso’s breathing came easier. His hands steadied. “Sandy Flight, listen up,” he commanded. “We’ve got to do this quick and we’ve got to do it right. We’re going to take out that SAM first. Then we’re going to wipe those Jeeps clean off the desert floor. The attack will be an Irish Cross. My element will be the shooters with Maverick and gun. Sandy Two will take the missile shot. Three, your element will provide cover — gun only. As soon as the threat is down, we’ll move in on the Jeeps with everything we’ve got. Does everyone understand the plan?”
The flight responded in sequence with affirmatives.
“Good,” said Oso. “Sandy Flight, Irish Cross on my mark in three… two… one… mark!”
* * *
Once again, Nick felt a surge of emotion and adrenaline as he watched the four Hogs break past the ridge to his north and south. Four men, three of whom he’d never met, were placing their own lives as a barrier between him and the enemy. With a mix of grim determination and intense anger, he drew his weapon, unsure what he meant to do with it but desperate to be part of the attack. He brought the radio up as well, ready to provide more warnings of enemy blowback.
To the southwest of the SAM, Sandy Four began his climb to perform a whifferdill and get the operator’s attention. He was safely out of the SAM’s range, but the operator took the bait anyway, just as before. The SAM, which had been pointed directly west, now turned to the southwest in anticipation of an air attack, but Sandy Four simply faded back to the sand and raced away.
Directly to Nick’s south, Sandy Three entered a shallow climb. At the far edge of the SAM’s range, he rolled in, leveled his wings, and opened up with a barrage of fire from his GAU-8 cannon. Nick saw the ripple of sparks and then heard a glorious crackle as the volley of thirty-millimeter rounds pelted the SAM’s armor. The missiles swiveled farther south to point at the threat but Three was already out of range.
“It’s working,” Nick said cautiously, turning just in time to see Sandy Two roll in from the north. He turned back to the SAM, hoping that it would still be pointing to the south. But hope failed. The missile launcher was slowly rotating to meet the new threat. “He’s on to you, Sandy Two,” Nick transmitted. “Get a move on!”
“I’ve got a good target,” the pilot replied with the intensity of a man who is utterly focused on his task. “I’ve almost got the lock.”
“Wraith’s right,” Oso interjected. “He’s tracking you. I’m rolling in to suppress.”
Visions of the fiasco in France filled Nick’s mind as he watched Oso bank toward the SAM and accelerate. He feared both pilots would be lost. “You’re too far away. You’ll never make it!” he shouted. But Oso did not wait to reach normal strafing range. Instead, he entered a climb and drew a line of gun smoke across the sky, lofting a hail of bullets at the SAM. He had solved his distance problem by elevating his gun, a basic tenet of artillery fire. As the roar of the cannon echoed across the sand, Nick prayed that the long-range tactic would be enough to save the wingman, to save them all.

Chapter 67

Drake struggled to keep his failing bird in the air as they left Iraqi airspace and headed out over the gulf. “How’s it coming over there?” he asked Danny.
“I think I’m beginning to win the battle,” Danny replied. “I recovered most of our electrical components by rerouting the circuits from the failed engines to the good ones. I’ve also isolated the bleeding hydraulic system, so you shouldn’t lose any more of the flight controls. Work your way to a westerly heading and let’s make for Kuwait. We might not have to eject. We might make the runway.”
“Great,” Drake grunted as he struggled to turn the aircraft, coaxing it higher to increase their chances. “I’m starting a climb. I don’t feel like going for a swim today.”
“Me, either; I hear the water out here smells like gas.” Danny began to pull out the charts for Kuwait, but then he stopped and abruptly turned to Drake. “What about the danger of exposing the op?”
“We’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, your only other option is a nice swim in the oily waters of the gulf.”
“No, thanks. I’m good.”
After several tense minutes, Drake could see the coastline approaching. Maybe he had been too pessimistic. Their chances of making a successful landing improved with every passing moment. “Get Lighthouse on the SATCOM,” he said. “Request permission to—”
A loud bang and a shudder cut Drake off in midsentence. A hideous grinding noise followed and the stealth yawed violently to the left. Within milliseconds, the fire bell rang again and the number four engine warning light flashed red.
“What did you do?” asked Danny.
“Nothing!” Drake punched off the fire light to silence the alarm. “I didn’t do anything!”
Danny brought up the engine display on his screen. “It looks like something came loose in number four, probably a leftover chunk of the missile. The engine is burning.”
“And we’ve got nothing left to fight the fire,” said Drake. The bomber’s airspeed began to drop. He had to let the nose fall in order to keep control. “I’m losing altitude.”
“Do you want me to shut it down?”
Drake fought the bomber back to a southerly heading, back out to sea. “No, let it burn. We need whatever thrust it’s still giving us to maintain control. We’ve got to get to deeper water.”
“For the ejection?” asked Danny.
Drake didn’t get the chance to respond. Somewhere on the right side of the plane there was a muffled explosion as the fire found a fuel cell. The wing burst into flames. The B-2 streaked over the gulf, trailing thick black smoke while the choppy water below grew ever nearer.
“Keep your hands and arms inside the vehicle at all times,” said Drake, forcing a cheery tone. “This is going to be one wild ride.”

Chapter 68

The SAM operator was just about to launch his missile at the northern A-10 when he saw another aircraft driving in from the northeast. He hesitated, unsure which target posed the greater threat. Then his cab erupted in a cacophony of metallic impacts and he instinctively covered his head. Seconds later, a barrage of Arabic curses from the driver told him they had both survived.
The operator sat up. “Ridiculous American fighter jocks,” he spat out. It was the third time that day they had pelted his vehicle with bullets and still they could not penetrate his armor. He decided to launch against the closest target and turned back to his radar screen, but it was too late. Both targets were receding. He’d missed his chance again. Then he froze in fear as he saw a third blip. Experience told him that it was too small and too fast to be an aircraft.
* * *
Nick watched with morbid fascination as the Maverick cut a fiery swath through the dusty sky. Despite his enmity for the Iraqi troops, he felt an undeniable sense of dread that came from watching the lives of fellow human beings about to be violently snuffed out.
At the very last moment, the driver attempted to leap from the vehicle. Part of Nick’s soul rooted for him, but the man did not stand a chance. The missile entered the SAM launcher like a baseball through a paper target. A millisecond later the warhead detonated, throwing burning debris in all directions. When the smoke cleared, the driver was nowhere to be seen.
Nick heard a crackle and rolled left just in time to dodge a line of fifty-caliber rounds. The Jeeps had closed to gun range. He jumped up and ran south across the west side of the hill, trying to get well out of the way of the explosive round he knew would follow. Just as he dove to the sand, the RPG fell right on top of his last position with an earsplitting blast.
“Sandy, this is Wraith. I need a little help, here!”
* * *
Oso saw the explosion on the ridge as he crossed over the convoy, headed back to the west. Small-arms fire from below pelted his aircraft, but he ignored it, a nuisance unworthy of the Warthog’s attention. Out ahead, he could see the Jeeps, less than two miles from Nick’s position and closing. Tracer rounds streamed out of the lead Jeep’s fifty-cal.
He banged the canopy with the side of his fist. They were too far apart. The lead Jeep had enough separation from the other that killing both in a single burst of thirty-millimeter was out of the question. He needed help. “Sandy Three, say posit.”
“Pulling up about a mile to your six, boss,” said Tank. “Are we gonna do something about those guys closing in on your buddy?”
“I guess we’d better,” Oso replied. “I’ll lead with gun, but I need your Maverick on one of those Jeeps.”
“Consider it done.”
“Good. The distance between the enemy and our boy is reaching danger close. I’ll attack from the north to keep my bullets from ricocheting into Wraith. You come in from the same direction. Two and Four, I need you to stay focused on the convoy and suppress any surprise threats like a man-portable SAM.”
“Which Jeep is mine?” asked Tank.
“I’ll take the leader. You take the trailer.”
The action on the ridge looked like a twisted game of Whac-A-Mole. Nick ran, dropped just before an explosion, and then got up and ran again. The Iraqis were now launching their grenades over Tango, and Oso realized they were trying to push Nick back to the east side. If they forced him over the crest of the hill, he would be an easy target for the fifty-cals.
“Jump in anytime, guys!” said Nick, his urgent call underscored by the sound of another grenade exploding in the background.
“Almost there, Wraith.” The lead Jeep was forty-five degrees off Oso’s nose and inside of a mile. He pulled the A-10 above the haze and then banked down toward the vehicle, rolling out with his gun pointed twenty yards ahead of it. He carefully depressed his trigger to the first detent, commanding the stabilizer system to steady the aircraft so that he could refine the aim. Then he hammered down, releasing a deadly blend of depleted uranium and high-explosive bullets.
The Iraqis were so focused on their objective that they never saw it coming. Sand exploded all around the Jeep and sparks flew as armor-piercing rounds passed through the metal like so many knives through butter. One round found its way into the gas tank, bringing with it all the heat of a molten uranium slug passing through steel at more than three thousand feet per second. The Jeep burst into flames.
The occupants made no attempt to escape. They couldn’t. They were cut to pieces by the rest of the massive bullets well before there was time to react.
“Sandy One, off hot. The lead Jeep is toast!” Oso pulled off the target and began his turn back to the north, looking over his shoulder in time to see Tank bring the nose of his jet around to point at the second Jeep. There was a long pause. Something was wrong. Tank was taking too long to refine his aim. The Jeep was in perfect position and generating plenty of heat; the Maverick seeker should have locked on to its signature almost immediately.
The men in the second Jeep seemed undaunted by the violent death of their comrades. They ignored the carnage before them and shot past in desperate pursuit of the downed American pilot. The gunner fired wildly with the fifty-cal, while the man beside him positioned an RPG in the launcher and shouldered it for another shot over the ridge.
“Take the shot, Three!” Oso shouted, but Tank was already pulling away from the target, his Maverick still fixed to his wing.
“Sandy Three is off dry. I’ve got a misfire!” Tank responded in disgust.
With fear in his eyes, Oso turned his gaze back toward the Iraqi Jeep. It was too close to Nick. There was no time to make another pass. The man with the RPG raised it to his shoulder and fired.

Chapter 69

Nick continued to run south along Tango, but the Iraqis had pushed him so close the top that he had to crouch as he ran to avoid the tracer rounds whistling over the crest. The last grenade had been way too close, hitting behind and below him less than fifty feet away. He decided to change his tactic.
He turned downhill and raced to get past the next impact, but gravity and the unstable terrain quickly got the better of him and he tumbled to the sand, coming to a rest on his back. There, looking up at the dusty sky, he saw another RPG, tracing a deadly arc across the brown haze. He sprang to his feet and ran with everything he had in the only direction he could — back up the hill. The RPG hit behind him, but the explosion wasn’t close enough to knock him off his feet.
The next one was.
The Iraqi soldier had locked and loaded his weapon in record time, getting another grenade in the air before the first was even halfway through its flight path. The tactic had overcome Nick’s evasion strategy. The concussion of the second grenade sent him sprawling headfirst over the top of Tango with a piece of shrapnel embedded in his leg. Searing pain shot through his right thigh and up into his ribs. He hit the sand hard.
Nick raised himself up to his knees, fighting through the throbbing pain in his leg. Deep red blood soaked his flight suit. Pragmatically, he determined that the shrapnel had cut an artery. He heard the Jeep rumble to a stop at the base of the hill. The gunner leered at him and took a moment to refine his aim.
Through the thickening fog in Nick’s mind, the thought occurred to him that this death might be a necessary penance for slitting a man’s throat only a few hours before. Then a new sound emerged beneath the noise of the Jeep’s engine and the ringing in Nick’s ears — a sound that took him completely out of his current time.
The desert faded away and he was back at the Air Force Academy, facedown in the red dirt of Jack’s Valley, straining to pump out one more push-up. The distinctive sound was louder here, thumping away, the sound of long blades chopping the air into submission. He tried to look up but was stopped by the sole of a boot on the back of his head.
“Don’t you dare look up, Basic,” the upperclassman said, and then he raised his voice and yelled, “Basics! Tell me what that sound is!”
Cadet Nicholas Baron and his twenty-five classmates responded in unison. “Sir! That is the sound of freedom!”
And so it was.
The leer fell from the Iraqi gunner’s face as he jerked the barrel of the fifty-cal upward to meet the threat, but he was too late. As Jolly One cleared the top of Tango, the sergeant manning the Pave Hawk’s minigun peppered the Jeep with unrelenting fury. Sparks and blood flew in all directions. The vehicle burst into flames. The pilot skillfully brought his bird to a hover just above the ridge and a pararescueman jumped out, trailing a rescue line.
With a last effort, Nick turned to face his savior, holding on to consciousness with a failing grip and trying to focus through the red haze that filled his vision. He saw the silhouette of a man, suspended in midair with arms open wide, and then he felt those arms surround him. They felt strong, like he had been wrapped in iron. When he was finally lifted free of the sand, he tried to grab the line but his arms failed him.
“Trust me. I’ve got you now,” said a deep voice that seemed to come from both far away and very near at the same time.
Nick let go. Logic slipped away and his thoughts would not reach completion. He was tired, sleepy. He would take a little rest, just for a while. Consciousness gave way to darkness.

Part Four
Recovery


Chapter 70

Nick tried to open his eyes, but his lids fought him, unwilling to let him wake up. He rested a few seconds and then tried again. This time, he forced them to part, but he saw only haze and shadows.
He was lying down, that much was obvious, but he couldn’t tell where he was. There was a periodic beep coming from somewhere in the room and he thought he could make out the silhouette of a person standing over him on the left side of the bed. “Who’s there?” he tried to ask, but only a feeble, unintelligible murmur came out. He felt heavy, as if his entire body were made of lead. His hands and feet would not respond to his command. The simple act of opening his eyes and processing the scant information they provided had worn him out. He soon gave in to exhaustion and let them close again, sinking back into unconscious slumber.
Nick didn’t know how long it had been, but when he opened his eyes the second time it required much less effort. The haze was still there and he lifted his right hand to rub the sleep from his eyes, pausing when he realized that his arm and hand had indeed responded to the command. That was progress. After a while, his vision improved and he could see from the dark green fabric roof above his head that he was in a tent. He was lying on a mobile hospital bed, surrounded by light blue curtains hanging from the type of wheeled aluminum supports found in battlefield ER units. The silent figure at his bedside turned out to be an IV tower, which held a bag of clear fluid that ran down a tube and into his left arm.
With each passing moment, Nick found that focusing his mind became easier. He was definitely in some sort of battlefield intensive care setup. There were wires running out from under his blanket to a blue box with all sorts of lights and digital readouts. He had no clue what it all meant, except for the pulse readout. Fifty-five beats per minute. That made no sense given his current state of distress. They must have drugged him.
The thought of being drugged worried Nick. Had the Iraqis captured him? He shook his head, trying to fight through the haze in his memory. His last moments on Tango slowly came back — the Jeep, the wicked grin of the Iraqi gunner, then darkness. No. There was more. Jolly One had taken out the Jeep. The PJ had grabbed him.
Nick lay back as he realized that he truly had been rescued. “Paranoid much?” he muttered aloud. But his relaxed state lasted only a moment. The memory of the rescue also brought back the memory of his injury. He had taken a bad hit to the right leg. Worried, he slowly sat up again, propping himself up on his elbows to look at the contours made by his limbs under the hospital sheets. There appeared to be two legs. Cautiously, and with trepidation, he lifted the sheets. His right leg sported a large white bandage at the thigh, with a faint hint of blood showing through. His left leg had a small bandage at the knee. Much to his relief, both looked surprisingly healthy, and suddenly he was less concerned with his wounds, and more concerned that he was completely naked.
Someone had left a pair of white boxers and a set of gray sweats folded neatly on a chair beside the monitor rack. With great effort, Nick swung his legs over the side of the bed and pulled on the boxers and the pants, leaving the sweatshirt lying on the chair. Next, he examined the myriad wires running to the monitor rack from sensors taped to his body. His chest looked like his dad’s old stereo system. He turned off the monitor to prevent any loud alarms and then set about the painful task of pulling off all the tape, thanking God that the men in his family were smooth chested.
“Well, look who’s up!” a familiar voice exclaimed as Nick dragged his IV tower out of the tent. Bright sunlight assaulted his eyes and he squinted until Drake’s smiling face came into focus.
The B-2 pilot was seated at a small folding table, playing cards with Danny. The intelligence officer stood, beaming at Nick with his usual ear-to-ear grin.
Nick let his gaze expand from the card game to the rest of the world around him. He had not stepped outside, as he first supposed when the light blinded him. He was standing in an aircraft shelter. Sunlight streamed down through a big hole in the roof where jagged concrete and twisted rebar curved downward toward the interior of the structure. The floor below the hole was cracked and broken as well, with pieces of its own rebar jutting out like man-made stalagmites.
Nick immediately knew where he was. He was in a HAS, a hardened aircraft shelter designed for two fighters, and the hole in the roof told him that he was on the abandoned side of Ahmed Al Jaber Air Base. This was one of the hangars that had been taken over by the Iraqis during the invasion that preceded the Gulf War. An American bomb, dropped to take out the jets that the Iraqis sheltered there, had made the hole in the ceiling and beat up the floor. Nick chuckled at the sight. A decade after the first war, the Kuwaitis still hadn’t fixed these bunkers. They were too busy suing the French manufacturer because the bunkers hadn’t actually stopped any bombs — even though that had been a good thing for the Kuwaitis at the time.
The hangar had been converted into a temporary barracks, with a larger tent next to Nick’s. In one corner, next to the doors, was a refrigerator and a long table covered with bottled water and snacks. There was even a bowl of apples and oranges. The sight of the food sent a surge of hunger through his stomach. He felt like he hadn’t eaten in days. “What are we doing here?” he asked, rubbing his temples to push back the fog that kept creeping up on him.
“Looks like you’re still a bit toasted on that cocktail the doc cooked up for you,” Drake said, his eyes returning to his cards. “Maybe you should go back to sleep.”
“I remember the mission,” said Nick, frowning at the B-2 pilot. “I mean what’re we doing on the old side of Jaber?”
“How’d you know we were at Jaber?” asked Danny.
Nick lifted an IV-laden hand and emphatically pointed to the hole in the ceiling. “It’s the only base in the region that has bunkers that look like this.”
“You sure you work in intelligence?” Drake flicked a card at Danny, bouncing it off his chest. “To answer your question, Nick — we’ve been quarantined. We know too much to have contact with the rest of the base.”
For the first time, Nick noticed the other occupant of the room. A young man in battle dress stood next to the food table. The worn black stripes on his sleeve marked him as a U.S. Army corporal. He was quietly talking on a handset attached to a SATCOM voice unit and there was a sidearm holstered on his hip. “An armed guard?” Nick asked incredulously. “Do they think we’re going to try to escape?”
“His real job is to keep nosy people out more than to keep us in,” said Drake, “but I wouldn’t try to make a break for it. I’m not sure he wouldn’t shoot you.”
“What day is it?”
“March twenty-third,” said Danny. “It’s Sunday; you’ve been out for almost three days. You kicked off the war. Now it’s in full swing.”
“No wonder I’m so hungry.”
Drake chuckled. “Walker has us locked in here until he figures out what to do about the ‘situation.’” When he said the last word, Drake held up two fingers of each hand in mock quotation marks.
“What ‘situation’?” asked Nick, mimicking Drake’s gesture.
Drake answered with a question. “What do you remember of the B-2 during the battle?”
Nick rubbed his temples again, still fighting to push back the fog. He closed his eyes. After a moment, the brown haze parted and he saw Haven heading south, trailing smoke. He opened his eyes and reached out to shake hands with each of his comrades. “You took a missile for me. Thank you.”
Drake shrugged. “De nada. We left the battle area in bad shape. Long story short: We ejected and ended up in the drink. Somehow, Walker got our coordinates and had us fished out and brought here. By the time we arrived, you were already laid out in that makeshift ER over there.”
A shadow fell across Nick’s face. “Uh-oh… Walker. Is he here, in Kuwait?”
Drake didn’t answer. His eyes were drawn past Nick to a shadow that darkened the doorway.
“That’s Colonel Walker,” said the black silhouette, “and you, my boy, have got a lot of explaining to do.”

Chapter 71

Colonel Richard Walker stood menacingly at the hangar entrance, but before he could say another word Amanda brushed past him and into the shelter, running straight into Drake’s open arms. She kissed him deeply before tucking her head to his chest in a long embrace.
“I thought you had been killed,” she said, pouting. “What were you thinking?”
“I was never in any real danger.” Drake glanced over at Danny. “I was in good hands the whole time.”
Nick looked back at Walker with a sense of impending doom but saw that he still hadn’t walked much past the entrance. Instead of commencing his inevitable tirade, he appeared to be clearing two more individuals with the guard; their faces were obscured by the trick of light and shadow around the doors.
Amanda released her death grip on Drake and started heading for Nick. He couldn’t read her expression. She walked straight up and hugged him, whispering, “I’m glad you’re okay,” and then stepped back and slapped him hard across the face.
“Ow! What was that for?”
“You ignored the order to ditch. You went back in there and the rest of us had to clean up your mess. You lost my aircraft and you almost got Drake killed.”
Danny stood up and coughed pointedly.
“And Danny. You almost got Danny killed, too,” Amanda finished.
“Excuse me, ma’am, may I cut in?”
Nick looked up from Amanda’s stern face to see Oso standing beside her. He looked just as angry as he had that day in Redeye’s office more than a year before.
Amanda backed out of the way and the A-10 pilot made a motion as if he was going to punch Nick in the chin. Then he stepped in and embraced him instead.
Nick clapped his old friend on the back. “I knew you could do it. I knew you would get me out of there.”
Oso stepped back and held him by the shoulders. “You were right. I was blaming myself for Brent’s death. I had to let go. I’m just sorry it took me so long to see it.”
“Well, Baron.” Walker strode into the hangar followed closely by McBride, “I’m sensing a common thread here. Everyone wants to either hug you or punch your lights out. Guess what… I’m not going to hug you.”
“I was afraid of that,” said Nick, unconsciously taking a step backward. “I’m sorry I crashed your plane.”
“How about, ‘I’m sorry I crashed your plane after ignoring orders to disengage, causing a series of events that endangered the secrecy of the operation and the lives of my comrades, and then resulted in the loss of a two-billion-dollar jet in the middle of the Persian Gulf’?”
“I thought that would take too long to say.”
Walker scowled at him. “I still have to find some way to explain this whole mess to the oversight committee. Baron, you took a basic mission failure and turned it into a complete disaster.”
“Mission failure? Wait a second.” Realization suddenly washed over Nick. He scanned the questioning faces around him. None of them knew.
“You’re looking a little loopy, Baron,” said Walker. “Maybe you should go back to bed.”
“I’m fine.” Nick’s expression turned deadly serious. “Listen, I completed the mission. I got the primary.” He explained every detail, from the Nighthawk’s errant bomb to the fight at Al-Majid’s camp. “The primary is dead… like, very dead. I shoved my knife through his neck and into his spine and then a grenade fell out of his hand and blew up right next to him.” He looked into the haggard eyes of the Triple Seven team. “We completed the mission,” he said. “Cerberus is not a failure.”
Walker merely blinked, ignoring the high five between Drake and Danny. “Well, we sure can’t call it a success,” he grumbled, but his scowl seemed to lighten. “That will help smooth things over with the oversight committee; although, you’ll need to put things more delicately when you speak to the politicians. In the future, Baron, you should remember that we don’t talk about the messy details. You didn’t shove a knife into the man’s spine. You ‘neutralized’ him.”
“What about the situation, sir?” asked Drake.
“I’m still not clear as to what exactly the ‘situation’ is,” said Nick, making the quotation sign again.
Walker’s scowl deepened again. “Quite simply, there is a two-billion-dollar stealth bomber at the bottom of the Persian Gulf.”
“Can’t we just blow it up?” asked Nick.
The colonel walked over to the food table and began pouring himself some coffee. “Unfortunately, no. That would just create a bigger mess. The gulf is too shallow. The pieces might be recovered.” He finished pouring and turned back to the group. “But I have a plan in place now. I put together a salvage team. Medevac will get you out of here while my other team brings the bomber up to towing depth and drags it out to the abyss for scuttling.”
“So… problem solved?” asked Drake slowly.
Walker sighed. “It’s going to take a few more clearances than I was authorized to give, and it’s going to cause a mountain of paperwork, but, yes, Merigold, problem solved. You can go home.”

Epilogue

When he finally got home, Nick had some careful explaining to do. The B-2 deployment, now public knowledge, explained his extended absence, but it could not explain the stitches in his thigh. Katy did not let him off easy.
“You didn’t call for more than a week,” she fumed, her hands on her hips. “Then you come home wounded and all you can offer me is, ‘Sorry, dear, accidents happen’?”
“Drag told you that I couldn’t call once they pulled me out of Alabama,” argued Nick.
Tears formed in Katy’s eyes. “But he didn’t tell me you were going to a forward base as part of a war. He told me it was an exercise. Then, a few days ago, he calls to say that you’ve been in an accident, that you’re okay but you have to remain in a field hospital until they can medevac you home. How am I supposed stay calm when, the day after a war kicks off, your boss tells me you’re too hurt to talk on the phone?”
Nick tried not to show his relief. She was upset, but at least she was buying it. She would never know how close he’d come to death, how far he’d traveled beyond the front line. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”
She fell into his arms, still sobbing quietly. “I was afraid you weren’t really coming home. I kept waiting for the chaplain to knock on our door. Promise me I won’t have to go through that again.”
She rested her head on his chest. Nick ran his fingers through her hair and smelled her sweet perfume. “I promise, love, I promise,” he said. And even though they both knew it wasn’t true, it still made them feel better.
* * *
Nick had to make one more classified trip out to Washington to meet with the oversight committee and debrief the mission. Then, two weeks after his return, he finally began his B-2 training. During those months, he and Katy often invited Drake over for dinner, but the two pilots avoided any discussion of the mission that had sealed their friendship. Mostly they talked of squadron gossip and Drake’s long-distance relationship with Amanda.
When his training was complete, Nick moved into the Tiger weapons office. Murph had moved on to an instructor position at the B-2 Weapons School and Drake had taken over command of the shop, with Nick as his second. The two of them were still rearranging the desks and furniture to their liking when Drag appeared in their doorway, gently rapping on the frame with his knuckles. “You boys busy?” he asked in his raspy, nicotine-laden voice.
“Not at all, sir,” Drake replied.
“Good.” Drag’s voice was ominous, conspiratorial. “I need a few moments of your time.”
Drake shot a wary look at his friend, but Nick just responded with a thin smile. Walker had warned him this was coming. During the Washington trip, the two of them had discussed the future — Nick’s future, and the future of the Triple Seven Chase. It was not just a T-38 chase squadron anymore, and it no longer belonged to Merlin.
Nick patted his friend on the arm. “Don’t worry, Drake. I think you’re going to like this.”
Drag nodded toward the door. “Time is wasting, gentlemen. I need you to come with me. I have some papers for you to sign.”
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