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Dreamland: Duty Roster







Major General “Earthmover” Terrill


General Samson has been given a new portfolio by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—turn Dreamland into the country’s top spec warfare command. He will do it—no matter how many eggheads he has to break in the process.






Lieutenant Colonel Tecumseh “Dog” Bastian


Dreamland’s former commander finds himself in an uncomfortable position—under General Samson.






Major Jeffrey “Zen” Stockard


A top fighter pilot until a crash at Dreamland left him a paraplegic, Zen is in charge of the Flighthawks—while still looking for a cure for his paralysis.






Captain Breanna “Rap” Stockard


Zen’s wife has seen him through his injury and rehabilitation. But can she balance her love for her husband with the demands of her career…and ambitions?






Major Mack “the Knife” Smith


Mack Smith is the best pilot in the world—and he’ll tell you so himself. But getting ahead may mean taking a desk job…as Samson’s chief of staff.







Captain Danny Freah


Danny commands Whiplash—the ground attack team that works with the cutting edge Dreamland aircraft and high-tech gear.






Jed Barclay


The young deputy to the National Security Advisor is Dreamland’s link to the President. Barely old enough to shave, the former science whiz kid now struggles to master the intricacies of world politics.






Mark Stoner


A CIA officer who has worked with Dreamland before, Stoner has been sent to Romania on a special assignment—and now finds himself in the middle of much more than he bargained for.















Prelude:

Night Shivers





Air Force High Technology Advanced
 Weapons Center (Dreamland)
 22 January 1998
 0250 (all times local)


BLACK SMOKE ENVELOPED THE FRONT OF THE MEGAFORTRESS, shrouding the aircraft in darkness. Wind howled through the open escape hatches.


Lt. Colonel Tecumseh “Dog” Bastian was alone on the flight deck. The rest of the crew had already ejected. Now it was too late for him to get out.


The plane’s electronic controls had been fried by an electromagnetic pulse. Dog struggled to control it using the sluggish hydraulic backups. The smoke was so thick he couldn’t even see the control panel immediately in front of him.


He pulled back on the stick, but the aircraft didn’t respond. Instead, the right wing began tipping upward, threatening to throw the plane into a spin. Dog fought against it, struggling with the controls. Then suddenly the blackness cleared and he could see the aircraft carrier below.


It was on fire, but was going to still launch a plane.


The plane he had to stop.


He leaned on the stick, trying to muscle the nose of his aircraft toward his target. He was moving at over five hundred knots, and he was low, through a thousand feet, yet there was time to see each detail—the crew fueling the airplane, the sailors on the deck, the destroyer in the distance….


I’m going to crash, he thought. This is it.



 


COLONEL BASTIAN ROLLED OVER ONTO HIS BACK IN THE bed, half awake, half still in the dream. His legs felt as if they had immense weights on them, pinned to earth by his oppressive unconscious.


The dream had been a nightmare, but it was more memory than invention. Dog had barely survived a similar encounter with the Chinese navy a week before. He’d been moments away from crashing into a carrier’s flight deck to prevent the launch of a plane with a nuclear bomb when the Chinese finally stood down. He’d been flying the Megafortress on hydraulics, just like in the dream, and nearly lost control before pulling up so close he could have grabbed the ship’s arrestor cables if he’d had the gear.


But the dream wasn’t a perfect recreation of the incident either. It was better in some ways—less scary, not more. The billowing black smoke hadn’t gotten in his way. There’d been antiaircraft fire—a lot of it. He couldn’t see any people on the flight deck. And time certainly hadn’t slowed down.


No, if anything, time had moved considerably faster than normal. Things had crowded together as he pushed the plane toward what he was sure would be his last moment.


But there was one element of the dream that was far darker than reality. He hadn’t felt the fear he felt now, sitting up on the bed. He hadn’t been afraid at all—he’d been too focused to be afraid, too consumed by his duty.


If Dog’s girlfriend, Jennifer Gleason, had been here with him, he would probably have rolled next to her and fallen back to sleep, relaxed by her warmth. But she was on the other side of the country, at a hospital in New York, recovering from an operation on her kneecap. There was nothing to keep him in bed now, not warmth, not habit—Dog got up, flexing his shoulders against the stiffness of the night. The shadows of the room played tricks on his eyes, and he thought for a second that Jennifer was here after all. He saw the curve of her hip, the swell of her breast as she stood on the threshold. But the shadows gave way to solid objects: her robe hanging over his on the hanger behind the door.


Dog pulled on his pants, then two sweatshirts, grabbed his boots and stepped outside in his socks.


The cold desert air smacked his face as he leaned up against the wall of the house to put on his boots. It was good to feel cold—he’d been in the tropics and the Middle East so long he forgot what fifty degrees felt like, let alone 34 degrees.


Had it been a little later, Dog might have gone for a run. But it was too early for that, and besides, he wanted to walk, not run. Something about walking helped make his brain work.


He took short, easy steps up the path. By habit, he turned right, heading for the Taj Mahal—the unofficial name of Dreamland’s command building—most of which was underground. After two steps he stopped, realizing he didn’t want to go in that direction.


Dog no longer had an office at the Taj. In fact, he had no office at all, anywhere. A week ago he’d been commander of Dreamland, responsible not just for the base and its people, but for its many missions and, ultimately, its myriad programs. Now he was just a lieutenant colonel looking for a job, replaced as commander by a highly connected major general, Terrill Samson. The general had been assigned to bring Dreamland back into the fold of the regular military, and wanted no part of Tecumseh “Dog” Bastian, a man the brass thought of as a cowboy, at best. So he was now a knight without portfolio—not quite as bad as a man without a country, but close.


The cold air nipped at him. Dog pulled the hood on his sweatshirt over his head and tightened the strings to choke off the chill as he headed in the direction of the old boneyard—the graveyard of experiments past, where old aircraft came to sit out their remaining days, oxidizing in the sun. The first he saw was his favorite—an F-105 Thunderchief, which had most likely flown in Vietnam, surviving untold trials before safely returning its pilot home.


He’d never flown a Thud, but his first squadron commander had, and he’d spent long hours listening as Pappy talked about riding the Thunderchief up and down the Ho Chi Ming trail, “bombing the bejesus out of the commie rice eaters, and getting nothing but SA-2s up our tail pipes for thanks.”


Dog stopped and smiled, thinking of Pappy. The funny thing was, he couldn’t remember his real name.


Maybe even funnier—they called him Pappy because to the young bucks in the squadron, their leader was a grizzled old coot, one step from the retirement home.


Truth was, Pappy couldn’t have been a day past forty. That didn’t seem so very old to him anymore.


Amused by the turn his thoughts had taken, Dog laughed at himself, then continued walking.













I


Medal of Honor





White House
 22 January 1998
 0800


JED BARCLAY HESITATED OUTSIDE THE DOOR, GLANCING down at his suit jacket and tie to make sure everything was in order. It was one of the personal “tricks” the speech therapist had given him: Reassure yourself before a meeting that you look fantastic, hon, then you can proceed with confidence.


Her precise, motherly voice rang in his ears as he took a slow, deep breath. The nearby Secret Service agent was probably choking back a laugh, he thought, not daring to glance in his direction.


“Jed, come on,” said Jerrod Hale, the President’s chief of staff, spotting him through the doorway. “They’ve already started.”


“Yes, sir, I’m sorry.”


Jed started inside with his head down, then heard the therapist’s advice again: Head up, stride with purpose! You belong where you’re going.


Even if it’s the Oval office, she might have added—and undoubtedly would have if she’d known that his job as a deputy to the National Security Advisor often brought him here. He hadn’t told her what his job was, and it appeared that the anonymous benefactor who arranged for his speech lessons hadn’t told her.


Jed’s boss, National Security Advisor Philip Freeman, nodded at him as he slipped into the room. President Kevin Martindale gave him a nod as well, but then turned his attention back to the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral George Balboa, who was summing up the results of the U.S.’s successful intervention in the Indian-Pakistani War.


“So we now have peace between India and Pakistan. Total peace. For the moment.” Balboa puffed out his words, punctuating his sentences with hard stops and short breaths as if they were darts. “The Navy has the situation under control. Entirely. Our two carriers are more than a match for the combatants. Medals are in order. My opinion.”


“Oh, I think the Dreamland people deserve a little credit,” said Arthur Chastain dryly. Chastain was the Secretary of Defense, and lately had been making little secret of his disdain for Balboa. Dreamland had, in fact, done most of the work, and had the casualties to prove it.


“Some credit. Some,” admitted Balboa. “Terrill Samson is going to turn that place around.”


“Samson is a good man,” said Chastain. “But Dreamland doesn’t need to be turned around. I admit Bastian is operating over his pay grade, but he’s done a hell of a job.”


Balboa made a face before continuing. His words came even faster, and in shorter bits. “I can envision a day where Dreamland works with Marines, SEALs, the whole nine yards.”


“I think medals are a very good idea,” said President Martindale. “An excellent idea.” He rose from the desk. “And why hasn’t Bastian been promoted?” he asked Chastain. “He deserves it.”


“Ordinarily, sir, length of service is the most important criteria. Lieutenant Colonel Bastian—”


“The hell with that. He should be a general.”


Balboa cut in. “Mr. President, with due respect. To go from lieutenant colonel to general, at a time when we’re not at war—”


“Thanks to him,” noted the President.


“Bypassing the normal process and making a lieutenant colonel a general, I don’t think it’s a good idea, sir,” said Chastain. “I like Bastian. I admire him. He’s got a great future. But making him a general—”


“Roosevelt did it,” said Martindale brightly.


“That was during the world war. And I don’t believe that anyone went from lieutenant colonel to general without at least a few months as colonel,” said Chastain. “Congress was also involved. They passed special legislation.”


“There are promotion boards and processes,” added Balboa. “If we disregard them, the entire service is harmed. We can’t put one man above the entire military. It’s not worth it, Mr. President.”


Promotions were governed not only by tradition and service regulations, but by law. To become a full colonel, an officer usually had to spend twenty-two years in the military—and by law had to spend a minimum of three years in grade. Bastian failed on both counts. The law did allow what was unofficially called a “below the zone” promotion: One year before regular eligibility, a candidate might be elevated to the promotion list. But Chastain explained that Bastian had received a below the zone promotion to lieutenant colonel, and was therefore not eligible even for that consideration.


The criteria for promotion to flag officer rank—a general—was even more complicated. Congress limited the number of generals in the service. The Air Force was presently allotted 139 brigadier or one star generals; those ranks were not only full, but there was a long waiting list. In effect, a promotion was generally a replacement of a retiring general. No matter how capable he was, moving Lieutenant Colonel Bastian up to flag rank would provoke bad feelings—and require the approval of the Senate. The process would surely involve hearings, and given the recent criticism from some members of the Senate and congress that Dreamland was being used as the President’s private army, that was something best avoided.


“Yes, all right, I’m sorry, gentlemen. Of course,” said the President. “We have to think about the entire military. But Bastian’s promotion should be expedited. There has to be a way to get him to full colonel. He deserves it.”


“That can be looked into,” said Balboa.


“And the Congressional Medal of Honor, for what he did,” said Martindale. “Clearly he earned that.”


That was no exaggeration. Colonel Bastian had risked his life to stop a world war. His aircraft was under heavy fire and had been damaged by Chinese missiles, he’d outgunned several interceptors and at least one destroyer, he had his crew bail out, and then single-handedly dove his plane on that Chinese carrier, ready to sacrifice his life so the plane couldn’t take off. He’d been seconds away from death when the Chinese stood down.


“If it weren’t for Bastian,” agreed Freeman, “we would be at war with the Chinese by now.”


“I agree,” said Chastain. “Frankly, that sort of honor is long overdue. All of the Dreamland people who were on that mission. The two pilots who were on that island…”


The Secretary of Defense looked at Jed, expecting him to supply their names.


“That would be Zen Stockard,” he said. “Uh…um, M-Major Jeffrey Stockard and Cap-Captain Breanna Stockard.”


Damn, he thought. He was still stuttering.


“I agree they should be recognized. Their efforts,” said Balboa. “But of course, we do have provisions…regulations. A procedure.”


“Follow the procedure,” said Martindale. “But Bastian gets the Medal of Honor. And medals for the rest. Our heroes have to be recognized. Period. Next topic.”


Northeastern Romania
 1600


“THE GUARDS CHANGE AT TEN MINUTES TO MIDNIGHT. THE path to the pipe is wide open,” said General Tomma Locusta.


“You can make the attack without any interference.”


“And no loss to your men,” said the Russian.


Locusta nodded. The Russian was very good at stating the obvious.


“Sometimes eggs must be broken,” said the Russian.


“Eggs are one thing, men another.”


“As you wish,” said the Russian. His name was Svoransky; he was a military attaché sent from Bucharest, the capital. He could not speak Romanian; the two men used English to communicate, the only language in common between them.


Locusta raised his binoculars, scanning farther across the valley toward the gas pipeline. Only the very top of its gunmetal-gray frame could be seen from here. Raised on metal stanchions, the huge metal pipe was part of an old network originally laid from Romania’s own gas production wells. The government gas company had plans to bury the line eventually; until then, it was an easy and tempting target.


Which was what the Russian wanted.


“What is the interval between radio checks?” asked Svoransky.


“It is not necessary to worry about that,” said Locusta, fearing he had given away too much information already. Svoransky was helping him, but it would be a mistake to believe that their interests were precisely the same.


A severe mistake. The Russians could never be trusted. Even Romania’s fool of a president, Alin Voda, knew that.


Voda. Just thinking of him turned Locusta’s stomach. He was a weakling, a democrat—part of the alleged liberalizing movement that aimed at bringing Romania into the twenty-first century. The movement was nothing but a cover for money grabbing capitalists who aimed at stealing Romania blind.


“Very good, then,” said Svoransky. “I appreciate your showing me this in person.”


Locusta nodded. He had taken the task on himself because he felt he could trust no one with it—not because he was afraid they would betray him, but because the soldiers in his command retained a strong dislike for Russians. Few Romanian soldiers, officers or enlisted, would have been able to countenance helping the Russians in this way. Locusta himself barely accepted it, and he was doing it so he could rid the country of its scoundrel democrats and return the strong hand it deserved.


“You are sure you have everything you need?” Svoransky asked. “Very sure? You must see to every detail—you do not want the government realizing who is truly behind the attacks.”


The remark didn’t deserve an answer, and Locusta made no reply. Instead he turned his glasses to the southeast, in the general direction the pipeline took from Bulgaria, through Turkey, and over to the far-off Caspian Sea. It was amazing to think that the gas would travel so many miles—and that it would go even farther still, to Austria, then Czechoslovakia, Germany, France, and Spain.


Of course, that wouldn’t be the case once the attacks were finished. Western Europe would have to freeze—or buy from the Russians, which was what Svoransky wanted.


While stopping the flow of gas served Locusta’s purposes as well, he did not want the pipeline damaged too severely. As soon as he was in charge of the government, the line would be repaired—and better guarded, most especially against the Russians. The revenues would be as handy for him as they were for Voda and his cronies.


“Tomorrow,” said Svoransky. “Depend on it.”


“We will,” said Locusta, starting back toward the car.


Allegro, Nevada
 0610


JEFF “ZEN” STOCKARD TAPPED THE SIDE OF THE POOL AND started back on his last lap, pushing hard enough to feel the strain in his shoulder muscles. The water was warm, and stank of chlorine. He closed his eyes and dove down, aiming for the bottom. He tapped it, then came up quickly, his thrusts so hard he nearly slammed against the end of the pool.


“You’re looking good,” said the lifeguard, standing nearby with a towel. They were the only two people in the large room that housed the gym’s pool.


“Thanks, Pete.” Zen put his arms on the edge of the pool and lifted himself out slowly, twisting his body around to sit on the side. Even though he’d grown friendly with the lifeguard—or trainer, which was his actual title—over the past six or seven months, Zen still felt self-conscious getting in and out of the pool, and especially getting into his wheelchair.


It wasn’t the chair that bothered him; it was the looks of apprehension and pity from the people who saw him.


Not being able to use his legs did bother him, of course. It bothered him a great deal. But most days he had other things to focus on.


“Hey.” The lifeguard squatted down. “You want to catch some breakfast? Coffee or something?”


“No, sorry. I’m supposed to meet Bree for breakfast before work.”


Pete threw the towel over his shoulders. “I saw those news reports,” he said. “God damn. You are a real hero. I’m really…it’s amazing.”


Zen laughed.


“No, I mean it. I ain’t buttering you up, Zen. I’m really honored just to know you.”


“Hey, I’m still the same guy,” said Zen. He wasn’t sure why he was laughing—maybe because he was nervous about being called a hero, or about being in the spotlight. “Still the same guy who pulls his pants on one bum leg at a time.”


“You want me to get your chair?”


“If you could.”


“Of course I can. God. Jeez, man, for you I’d do anything.”


Zen began edging away from the pool. The flooring material was textured to provide a good grip for feet, which made it harder for him to move back. The lifeguard positioned the chair and helped him up.


“Hard to believe you could do all that and still be in a wheelchair,” he said. “You guys really did stop a war.”


“I guess we did.”


“Maybe no one will ever go to war again, huh? If they know you guys will step in?”


“Somehow, I think that’s wishful thinking, Pete,” said Zen, starting for the locker room.


College Hospital, Nevada
 0700


“WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUT OF BED?”


“I’m taking a walk,” said Breanna Stockard.


“What are you doing out of bed?” repeated the doctor. Her name was Rene Rosenberg, and she was so short that Breanna—no giant herself—could look down at the top of her head and see speckles of gray in the roots of her hair.


“I seem to be taking a walk,” repeated Breanna.


“You’re dressed.”


“Just about.” Breanna turned slowly, surveying the room. She’d forgotten where her sweater was.


“Ms. Stockard—really, I insist that you rest. Have you had breakfast?”


“I need to move my legs before breakfast.”


“The bathroom is behind you.”


“I’ve already been.”


“Then please, back in bed.”


Breanna spotted the sweater on the chair under the television.


“I don’t want you putting weight on that right leg,” warned the doctor.


“You said the X rays were clean.”


“Yes, but the ligaments and tendons in your knee were severely damaged.”


“But not torn. Exercise is good,” added Breanna, remembering the doctor’s own words.


“Supervised exercise as part of a rehabilitation program, not jogging around the halls at seven in the morning.”


“I was thinking I’d save the jogging for after breakfast.”


Breanna shifted her weight back and forth. The ligament connecting the muscles and bones together had been severely strained, but not torn. Still, it did hurt enough for her to fight back a wince.


The doctor had her hands on her hips and a frown on her face. “Frankly, Breanna, I don’t understand how you managed to avoid breaking your leg, let alone ripping the knee to shreds. How are your ribs?”


“Solid.”


“And your head?”


“Still hard as a rock.”


Dr. Rosenberg frowned. Breanna’s lower right ribs were badly bruised. Her injuries had come after ejecting from her Megafortress, though their exact origin was something of a mystery—the doctors believed she had hit something, probably the bottom of the plane as she jumped, though Breanna thought it had happened much later, when she hit the water. She had a good memory of leaving the plane, jumping through the open hatchway in the Flighthawk bay with Zen. She could see him falling with her, diverted slightly by the slipstream of wind below the fuselage. His chute opened. She felt the tug of hers, looked up and saw the blossom above her…


The rest was a blank. Zen had found her in the water, pulled her onto a small atoll off the Indian coast, gotten her food and helped get them rescued.


“Breanna, really, you have to take it easy,” said the doctor. “Seriously, Bree.”


Something about the doctor’s tone of voice–it was very unprofessional, almost pleading—caught Breanna off guard.


“I’m OK,” she told her.


“You’re not OK. You’re getting better. And to keep getting better, you have to go slow. Bit by bit.”


“My mother’s been talking to you, hasn’t she?”


A smile fluttered across Dr. Rosenberg’s face. It didn’t last—her professional mask was quickly put back in place, the lines of her mouth sloping downward slightly, as if she were ready to frown.


“The doctor did call and ask a few questions,” admitted Rosenberg. “But you’re my patient, and these are my concerns. A walk, with your cane, to stretch your legs,” she added, retrieving the cane. “A short walk. With the cane. All right?”


Breanna took the cane and began making her way out of the room. Dr. Rosenberg walked at her side.


“I know it must be hard for you to throttle back,” said the doctor as they stepped into the hallway. “You’re a Type A personality. But sometimes—”


“She’s A to Z,” said Zen, stopping just before rolling into them.


“Hey,” said Breanna.


“Where are you going?” said Zen. “I thought we were having breakfast.”


“We are as soon as I work up an appetite.”


Zen looked over at the doctor. “How’s she doing?”


“I think she’s aiming for a breakout.” The doctor’s grimace turned into a broad smile. Her manner changed; Breanna couldn’t help thinking she was flirting with Zen, and felt a slight twinge of jealousy.


“You aimin’ to bust outta this dump?” Zen asked her.


“Ain’t no prison can hold me, Sheriff.”


“Another two days. You were unconscious for an awfully long time,” said Dr. Rosenberg. “Days.”


“Two days. I was sleeping,” insisted Breanna. It wasn’t clear what had happened to her; the neurologist believed she’d suffered a concussion, though the length of her “incident,” as he called it, could also suggest a coma. She had no obvious sign of brain damage, and the series of tests failed to find anything subtle.


Her body was still somewhat depleted from exposure and dehydration, however, and it reminded her of it with a shake as she began walking down the hall. Determined not to let Zen or the doctor see, she gripped the top of the cane firmly, pausing just a moment.


The doctor missed it, but Zen didn’t.


“Problem?” asked her husband.


“I’m waiting for you, slowpoke.”


“That’ll be the day.”


“I’m going to leave you in the custody of your husband,” said Rosenberg. “Jeff, she can make one circuit, then back to bed. Her knee really shouldn’t be overstressed. And she should take those clothes off.”


“I’ll see what I can do about that.”


Rosenberg, belatedly recognizing the double entendre, started to flush, then nodded and walked away.


“She’s got a crush on you,” Breanna told her husband.


“Who wouldn’t?”


“You are so conceited.”


“It’s the chair. All babes fall for crips. Can’t resist us.”


Breanna’s breakfast had arrived while they were out. Zen snickered at the overcooked croissant and told her he’d be right back. It took him more than a half hour to get to the cafeteria and back, but when he returned, he had a plate of bacon, a large helping of scrambled eggs, some home fries, toast, and a full carafe of coffee.


“What, no tomato juice?” said Breanna, pulling the cover off the plate of eggs.


“They’re saving it for the Bloody Marys,” Zen told her.


Breanna dug into the food greedily. The eggs were a little rubbery, but acceptable under the circumstances.


“All right, off with your clothes,” growled Zen when she finished.


“What?”


“Doctor’s orders.” He smiled at her—then reached his fingers beneath her T-shirt. “What do you say?”


“They’ll hear us out at the nurses’ station.”


“I’ll close the door and put a do-not-disturb sign on it.”


Zen’s cell phone started to ring as he swung toward the door.


“You better answer that,” she said.


“Why?”


“No one calls you on your cell phone unless it’s an emergency.”


“It’s too early for an emergency.”


“Jeff. What if it’s my father?”


“You’re legal age.” Zen pulled out the phone, checked the number, then answered. “This is Zen. What’s going on, cuz?”


Breanna could tell from her husband’s voice that he was talking to Jed Barclay, his cousin and the President’s liaison to Dreamland.


“Wow,” he said, his eyes opening wide. “Here, tell Bree.”


Breanna took the phone.


“Breanna how are you feeling?” asked Jed.


“A lot better than when I talked to you the other day. What’s going on?”


“You guys are getting big-time medals. And your father, Colonel Bastian? The Medal of Honor. No shit.”


Dreamland
 0728


MAJOR GENERAL TERRILL “EARTHMOVER” SAMSON TOOK the last gulp of coffee from his cup, folded his arms and surveyed his office. The far wall was lined with photos of his past commands, along with a selection of pictures of him with superior officers, two Presidents, and a Hollywood movie star who’d visited his base to find out what pilots were really like. The wall to the right, until recently lined with bookshelves, now had framed commendations he’d received, along with a few oil paintings of the aircraft he’d flown. The furniture—which had arrived the day before—was sleek glass and chrome, very futuristic, just the right tone for Dreamland, Samson thought.


He wasn’t quite done—he’d need a few models of aircraft to adorn his desk—but the office now bore his stamp.


The command itself would take a little longer. The first order of business was to organize Dreamland along traditional Air Force lines, which meant establishing a base command and a set of air wings to oversee the actual operations. To do that, he needed people. The base side was already taken care of: Colonel Marie Tassel was due at Dreamland in two weeks. She was a no-nonsense taskmaster who’d worked in the Inspector General’s Office. Her job would be to run the physical plant, overseeing everything from day care for the dependents to purchasing paper clips, and Tassel was just anal enough to get the place shipshape in no time.


Samson had also chosen someone to head the science and engineering group—a military officer who would oversee the collection of civilian eggheads and hippies working on the high-tech toys Dreamland was famous for. Colonel John Cho was an engineer by training; he undoubtedly could speak their language while increasing their productivity. He’d also served as a tanker pilot early in his career and had done a stint with airlift. Cho was due in a few days, as soon as he finished up his present assignment at the Pentagon.


Filling the “action” side of things was trickier. Samson intended on establishing one wing to conduct combat operations and another to oversee experimental flights. But all the “good” colonels seemed to be taken.


Of course, he could slip a lieutenant colonel into one of the slots, if he had the right man. But he didn’t want to do that, and not simply because wing commander was generally a colonel’s job. As long as he used rank as his first consideration, it was the perfect excuse to keep Bastian out of the position.


Not that Bastian was going to be a problem. He was going elsewhere. Soon. Sooner than soon. But just in case.


Samson looked at his desk, piled high with papers. The other thing he needed was a chief of staff.


Bastian, with an extremely limited man count and an even tighter budget, had functioned as his own chief of staff—thanks largely to the efforts of a chief master sergeant extraordinaire. But the chief was retiring, and in any event, Samson reflected, he wasn’t here to do things on a shoestring. He needed a savvy major to sort things out for him—and run interference, he noted as his thoughts were interrupted by a loud knock at the door.


“Come,” he commanded impatiently.


“General, Major Mack Smith, sir. You asked me to stop by, sir.”


Mack walked into the office as if he owned it. He had the cocky smile that Samson instantly recognized as the particular disease of a fighter jock. Tall, well-built, and with a somewhat boyish face, Smith looked like he stepped out of a Hollywood movie. He reeked of arrogance—without waiting for permission, he pulled over a chair and sat down.


“Did I say you should sit, Major?”


“Sir, no sir.”


Mack jumped quickly to his feet. He was still grinning, but his quickness was a good sign, thought Samson. He tried to remember who the hell Mack Smith was: He’d met so many people over the past few days that he was drawing a blank.


“The general is having a little trouble placing me,” said Mack, his voice now obsequious. “We met, sir, on Diego Garcia.”


Smith? Not the head of the special operations ground unit, the pararescuers with counterterror training—that was a black captain, Danny Freah.


Smith?


“General, if I may—I served under you sir, briefly, in the Fourth Air Force.”


The Fourth Air Force? God, that took him back.


“I was a second lieutenant, sir,” added Mack. “Young and impressionable. You showed me the way.”


“Go on,” said Samson.


Mack barely needed the prompting. He recited a service record that would have made Jimmy Doolittle jealous—a record that Samson wouldn’t have believed had he not read the after-action reports involving Dreamland under the so-called “Whiplash orders”—actions directed by the President.


An F-15 pilot in the Gulf War with a kill, serious time as a test pilot, a stint as a foreign air force advisor, combat operations on two continents, with a dozen kills to his name—the man was definitely going places in the Air Force. He was just the sort Samson wanted under him.


And maybe a perfect chief of staff.


“That’s enough, Major,” said Samson, interrupting. “As I recall, you were looking for some help finding a new assignment.”


“Uh, yes sir.”


“An active wing—something that will help you move ahead.”


“I’d appreciate that, General.” Mack gave him a big smile.


“I can certainly do that. Have a seat, Major. Would you like some coffee?”


“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


“There’s a pot in the outer office. Refill mine, too.”


Mack hopped to. Samson leaned back in his chair. Smith had been Bastian’s copilot on his last mission. Ordered by Bastian to jump into the water—with characteristically misplaced bravado, Bastian had been planning to crash his plane into a Chinese carrier—the major had pulled the crew together and gotten them rescued.


That was all very well and good—the men would respect him—but if he’d been Bastian’s copilot, he might be too close to him.


“So tell me, Major, what do you think of Major Catsman?” he asked when Mack returned with the coffee.


Mack made a face as he sat down.


“Problem?”


“She’s OK.”


Catsman had been Bastian’s executive officer. Samson had thought of making her his chief of staff, but some of her comments over the past few days convinced him that would be a mistake.


“You can be candid,” Samson told Mack. “She’s not a very good officer?”


“Oh, she’s a great officer,” said Mack. “Very good at what she does. Just…well, I wouldn’t want to speak out of turn.”


Samson raised his hand. “This is completely off the record, Major. Just chatter between us.”


“Well, yes sir. She does seem pretty close to Colonel Bastian, don’t you think?”


“An affair?”


“Oh no, no, nothing like that,” said Mack. “She just—you know the old saying about looking through the world with rose-shaded glasses? Well, Major Catsman has Bastian-shaded glasses, if you know what I mean.”


Samson nodded. “She tried to convince me I should talk Ray Rubeo out of quitting.”


“Dr. Ray? Pshew. Good riddance.”


“Good riddance?”


Mack shrugged. “He wasn’t exactly a team player. You know what I mean? We’re still off the record, sir?”


“Yes, yes, of course,” said Samson.


Rubeo was the civilian scientist who had headed the science department. Samson eagerly accepted his resignation after making it clear that eccentric eggheads had no future in his command.


“Tell me, Mack, what do you think of Danny Freah?” said Samson.


“Captain Freah? Head of base security, head of Whiplash. Our top Spec Warfare guy. A-number-one. Close to Bastian, but dependable even so. He’s done a hell of a lot with the Whiplash kids. Still impressionable. With the right mentor, he could go all the way.”


Samson began quizzing Mack about the other personnel at the base. Mack had a strong opinion about each one of them. It didn’t take long for Samson to realize that Mack Smith knew where all the bodies were buried—and where a few more ought to be dumped.


“Mack, have you given any thought to your next assignment?” asked the general, once more interrupting him. “I mean real thought?”


“Excuse me, sir, as I’d said earlier, I did, and not to repeat myself but—”


“No, no, Mack. Real thought.” Samson rose from his chair and walked over to the wall with his photographs. “Some men plan things out very far in advance. Others just let them happen.”


Mack got up from the chair and walked over behind the general.


“Did you ever meet Curtis LeMay?” asked Samson, pointing at the photo of himself and the famous Air Force general who had served during World War II and the Cold War.


“Gee, no, sir.”


“Richard Nixon. Tragic figure,” said Samson, pointing to another photo. “Not so tragic as LBJ. That’s after he left the presidency. I’m a captain in that photo. Freshly promoted.”


“The general hasn’t changed a bit,” said Mack.


Samson smirked. Yes, Mack would do very well as chief of staff. After he was broken in.


“You flew Boners, sir?” asked Mack, staring at another shot.


Samson frowned. Though “boner” was a common nickname for the B-1B bomber—it came from spelling out B-1—he didn’t particularly like it.


“I’ve had plenty of stick time in the B-1,” he said, “among other planes. I was one of the first B-1B squadron leaders. A pretty plane.”


“Yes sir, real pretty.”


“To get where I am, you need a few things, Mack. Some important things.”


“Luck, General?”


“I’m anything but lucky, Major.”


If he was lucky, thought Samson, he’d have been given a full command like Centcom or the Southern Command, posts he coveted, rather than Dreamland.


“You need experience, you need ambition, you need good postings,” continued the general. “And you need friends. Mentors. The Air Force is very political, Mack. Very. Even for someone like you, with a great record, who you know can determine how far you go.”


“I’ll bet.”


“I’ve been blessed with a number of very important mentors—men, and a few women as well, whom I’ve met on the way up. Admiral Balboa, for one.”


“Sure. You probably know a lot of people.”


Samson could see that Mack wasn’t quite getting it. The general went back to his desk and had another sip of coffee. “I’m looking for a chief of staff,” he said bluntly. “I’m hoping you’ll be interested.”


“Chief of staff? A desk job?”


“An important hands-on position,” said Samson. “A right-hand man.”


“Gee, General, I hadn’t really thought of taking something like that.”


“Mmmm.” Samson pressed his lips together.


“Can I, uh, think it over?”


“Of course, Mack.” He rose to dismiss him—and hide his displeasure. “Let’s say, twenty-four hours?”


“Um, uh—yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


“No, thank you, Mack.” Samson stared at him a moment. When Mack didn’t move, he added, “Dismissed,” and went back to work on his papers.


Northeastern Romania,
 near the border with Moldova
 1803


MARK STONER PULLED THE HOOD OF HIS SWEATSHIRT OVER his head as he got out of the Fiat, then zipped his winter coat against the cold. He closed the door of the car, slipping his hand into his coat pocket as he walked along the road, his fingers gripping the .45 caliber Colt automatic in his pocket, an old but trusted friend.


Making his way along the crumbling asphalt of the highway shoulder, he reached the start of a dirt path that twisted down through the woods. He paused as if to tie his shoe, dropping to his knee and looking around, making sure he wasn’t being followed or watched. The sun had already set, but the woods were thin and he had a good, clear view of his surroundings. Satisfied he was alone, Stoner rose and started down the trail. He walked slowly so he could listen for any sound that seemed out of place.


After twenty yards the path veered sharply to the right. Stoner stopped again, once more checking around carefully, though this time he didn’t bother with a pretense. The terrain dropped off precipitously to the left, giving a good view of the valley and, not coincidentally, of the gas pipeline that ran nearby.


Stoner had never been here before, but he had examined satellite photos of the area, and everything seemed vaguely familiar. That, he knew, was dangerous—familiarity made you assume things you shouldn’t assume. It was better to be a stranger, as he was to Romania. A stranger trusted no one, took nothing for granted.


Stoner was a professional stranger. His actual job was as a paramilitary officer, assigned to the CIA’s operations directorate. He was literally a stranger to Romania, having been pressed into service here barely a week before, following the death of another officer. The man had been murdered by rebels in a town twenty miles to the south, and was in fact the third CIA employee killed in the troubled northeastern quarter of Romania over the past year. Stoner had been sent to find out what the hell was going on.


Thirty yards after the sharp bend, the trail disintegrated into a pile of a large boulders, the result of a landslide that had occurred several years before. Though he had a good view of the rocks and the drop-off beyond, Stoner took his time approaching them, stopping and starting, aware that it would be an easy place for an ambush. When he finally reached the rocks, the last light of the sun was nearly gone. He dropped to his haunches, then unzipped his coat and took out his night-vision binoculars.


The gas line ran on the opposite side of the valley, roughly a mile and a half from where he was. The pipe was at least thirty years old, originally built to take gas from nearby wells down to the southwest, toward Bucharest, the Romanian capital. Those wells had stopped producing roughly a decade before, and the pipes sat unused until Inogate—the European oil and gas network—realized they were almost perfectly positioned to join a network of pipelines from Turkey to Austria and Central Europe.


Almost perfectly placed. A hundred fifty miles to the southwest would have been much better. But these pipes were here already, which meant not only could their construction costs be avoided, but so could the web of environmental regulations and political maneuvering that went hand in hand with construction in Europe, even in a country like Romania, which had only recently emerged from behind the Iron Curtain. A detour of a few hundred miles was nothing to the gas itself, and it had the side benefit of promising future economic development in an area where it was sorely needed.


But the pipeline was also a tempting target for the Romanian rebels who’d sought refuge in the north after being chased from the more urban south. They were communists, young hard-liners angry over the country’s flowering democracy and nascent capitalism.


It was more complicated than that—it was always more complicated than that—but the nuances weren’t important to Stoner. He leaned back against the rocks. Observing the pipeline was just a sideline tonight. The rebels had yet to make a serious or successful attack on it. Their targets thus far had been political—police stations, a mayor’s house, several town halls. The effectiveness of their attacks vacillated wildly.


All of which, in his opinion, made them unlikely candidates to have murdered the CIA officers. As did the fact that no communiqués—no e-mails or phone calls to radio stations—had followed the deaths.


Which was one reason he was going to meet one of them tonight.


Stoner checked his watch. He had an hour to get to the village and meet his guide across the border, in Moldova. He turned and started for the car.


Dreamland
 0809


DOG CRANED HIS HEAD, WATCHING AS THE B-1B/L ROCKETED off the runway. The big jet—a highly modified version of the B-1—pitched its nose almost straight upward, riding a wave of thrust through the light curtain of clouds. For a brief moment the aircraft’s black hull engulfed the rising sun, blotting it out in an artificial eclipse. Then it was beyond the yellow orb, streaking toward the first mission checkpoint at 20,000 feet.


Though he no longer commanded Dreamland, Dog was still one of the few pilots checked out to fly nearly every plane on the base. Hoping to keep himself busy until fresh orders arrived, he’d volunteered to take a spot in the test rotation whenever needed, and was due to take the stick in Dreamland’s other B-1B in a few hours.


“Purty little beast, eh, Colonel?” asked Al “Greasy Hands” Parsons, sidling up to Dog with a satisfied look on his face.


“You sound almost sentimental, Chief. Like it’s one of your babies.”


“It is. I love airplanes, Colonel. More like lust, really.”


Dog lost sight of the aircraft as it twisted toward Range 6B. A few seconds later the air shook with a sonic boom.


“Of course, some of ’em are purtier than others,” continued Parsons. “The B-1—I always liked that plane. Pain in the you-know-what to keep running, when we first got her, anyway. Par for the course. But she’s a sleek little beast.”


“I wouldn’t call her little.”


“Compared to a B-52, she is,” said Parsons. He whistled. “I remember, I thought the B-36 was big.” He whistled again. “Then the first day I saw the Superfortress, man, that shrunk everything.”


Dog shaded his eyes, straining to catch a glimpse of the B-1B/L and its laser test shots.


“It’ll be over here,” said Greasy Hands, pointing in the direction of the range.


Sure enough, a white funnel appeared on the horizon. Two more followed. A laser mounted in the belly of the aircraft had fired and struck a series of ground targets on the range, striking them while flying faster than the speed of sound.


“Looked good from here,” said Parsons. “But then again, it always does. Buy you breakfast, Colonel?”


A week ago Dog would have felt guilty lingering here to watch the test, even from the distance. But now, Samson’s appointment as Dreamland’s new commander meant there was no mountain of papers waiting for him back at the office, no personnel matters to settle, no experiments to oversee.


“I could use a cup of coffee,” he told Parsons. “So tell me a little bit about the B-36, Chief. It was before my time.”


“You’re not implying I’m old, are you, Colonel?”


Dog chuckled. The two men turned in the direction of the Taj.


 


GREASY HANDS HAD JUST BEGUN TO WAX ELOQUENT ABOUT the sound six 3,800-horsepower Pratt & Whitney engines and four GE turbojets made on takeoff when Major Natalie Catsman ran into the combined mess hall, the large cafeteria that served Dreamland personnel regardless of rank.


“Colonel, Zen just told me the news,” she said breathlessly. “Congratulations.”


“What news?” said Dog.


“We all knew it—now the world will know it, too.”


“What news?” Dog asked again.


“Listen up everyone.” Catsman turned around. “Colonel Bastian is getting the Congressional Medal of Honor!”


“What?” said Dog, dumbfounded.


“It’s true,” said Zen, rolling into the room with a wide grin on his face.


Dog looked around the room, not exactly sure what was going on.


“You’re getting the Medal of Honor,” Zen told him as he came close. “Jed just told me. Bree’s on the phone. She wants to congratulate you.”


“The Medal of Honor?”


“Hot damn, congratulations, Colonel!” said Greasy Hands Parsons, slapping Colonel Bastian on the back.


As if by some hidden signal, everyone in the cafeteria rose and began to applaud. Dog, not sure what to say—not even sure that this was in fact happening—opened his mouth, but then closed it.


The Medal of Honor?


The Medal of Honor.













II


An Honor and Privilege





Northeastern Romania,
 near the border with Moldova
 1933


THE GUN WAS AN OLD REVOLVER, A RUGER BLACKHAWK, a good gun but an odd one to find in northeastern Romania.


And not one particularly welcome when it was pointed at his head.


“Put the pistol down,” said Stoner. His hand was in his pocket, his own .45 aimed at the Romanian’s chest.


“You are Stoner?” the man with the gun asked.


“You think anybody else is going to be standing out in the middle of this fucking road at this hour?”


The man glanced to his right, looking at his companion. It was a half second of inattention, a momentary, reflexive glance, but it was all Stoner needed. He leaped forward, grabbing and pushing the man’s arm up with his left hand while pulling out his own gun with his right. The Romanian lost his balance; Stoner went down to the ground with him, pistol pointed at the man’s forehead. The Romanian’s gun flew to the side.


“Identify yourself, asshole.” Stoner pushed the muzzle of the weapon against the man’s forehead.


The Romanian couldn’t speak. His companion took a step closer.


“You come any closer, he’s fucking dead!” Stoner yelled.


“He doesn’t speak English,” said the man on the ground.


“Tell him, you jackass. Tell him before I blow your brains out. Then I’ll shoot him, too.”



In a nervous voice, the Romanian urged his friend to remain calm.


“Now tell me who the hell you are,” said Stoner.


Though they were dressed in civilian clothes, Stoner knew the man and his companion had to be the two soldiers sent to help him sneak across the border, but there was a point to be made here. Pulling a gun on him was completely unacceptable.


“I am Deniz. He is Kyiv. He does not speak no English,” added the man on the ground. “We were to help you.”


“Yeah, I know who the hell you are.” Stoner jumped up, taking a step back. “You’re going to check me out, you do it from a distance. You don’t walk right up to me and draw your gun. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”


Deniz gave a nervous laugh, then reached for his pistol. Stoner kicked it away, then scooped it up.


“This is your only weapon?” he asked.


Deniz shrugged.


“What’s he carrying?”


“No gun. The captain said—”


“No gun?”


“We are to pretend we’re civilians,” said Deniz. “No uniform, no rifle. Not even boots.”


Idiot, thought Stoner. “You know where we’re going?” he asked.


Deniz nodded.


Stoner looked at them. Deniz was twenty, maybe, taller than he was but at least fifty pounds lighter. Kyiv was a pudge of a man, his age anywhere from fifteen to thirty-five. He looked like a baker who liked his work a little too much, not a fighter.


Neither would be much help if things got rough. On the other hand, Stoner not only didn’t know the area, but knew only a few phrases in Romanian.


“Kyiv knows the border very well,” said Deniz, trying to reassure him. “Part of his family lives there. Yes?”


He repeated what he had said in Romanian for Kyiv, who nodded and said something in Romanian.


“The girls are better on the other side,” added Deniz. “We go there often. No guns. Not needed.”


Stoner frowned, then led them to his car, parked off the road behind some brush.


“You know how to use these, I assume,” he said, opening the trunk and handing them each an AK-47.


“It is not dangerous where we are going,” said Deniz.


“It’s always dangerous,” said Stoner, pressing the rifle on him. “Don’t kid yourself.”


He took his own gun—another AK-47, this one a paratrooper’s model with a folding metal stock—and doled out banana magazines to the others.


“This is the spot,” he said, unfolding the satellite photo he’d brought. “The GPS coordinates are for this barn.”


Deniz took the paper, turning it around several times as he looked at it. Then he handed it to his companion. The two men began talking in Romanian.


“He knows the barn,” said Deniz finally. “Five kilometers from the border. The woman who owned it died two years ago. A neighbor mows the field.”


“Who owns it now?”


Kyiv didn’t know.


“The rebels have been quiet this week,” said Deniz as Stoner adjusted his knapsack. “We have become a very silent area.”


“That’s good to know.”


“We could take your car,” added the Romanian.


“No. We walk.”


Taking the car would mean they’d have to pass through a Moldovan as well as a Romanian military checkpoint, and their procedures required them to keep track of every car or truck passing through by recording the license plate. Even if it wasn’t likely there would be trouble, Stoner didn’t want the trip recorded. Besides, going on foot would make it easier to survey the area and avoid an ambush or double-cross. Five kilometers wasn’t much to walk.


“We drive over many times,” said Deniz.


“Walking’s good for you. You should be able to do five kilometers inside an hour without a pack.”


The soldier frowned. Neither man seemed in particularly good shape. Stoner assumed their training regime was far from the best.


They walked in silence for about fifteen minutes, the pace far slower than what would have been required to do five kilometers in an hour. Even so, Stoner had to stop every so often to let them catch up.


“Why are we going?” asked Deniz after they had crossed the border.


“We’re meeting someone.”


“A rebel or a smuggler?”


Stoner shrugged. Deniz chortled.


“A smuggler,” guessed Deniz.


“Why do you care?”


“Curious. The captain told us an American needs a guide. That’s all we know,” answered the Romanian.


“That’s more than you should.”


Kyiv said something. His tone was angry, and Stoner looked at Deniz for an explanation.


“The smugglers are the men with the money,” said Deniz. “They throw cash around. My friend thinks it’s disgusting.”


“And you?”


“I just want what they want.”


Deniz gave him a leering smile. Stoner had been planning on giving the men a “tip” after they returned; now he wasn’t so sure he’d bother.


“Tell me about the rebels,” he said. “They don’t scare you?”


“Criminals.” Deniz spit. “Clowns. From the cities.”


He added something Romanian that Stoner didn’t understand.



“They are dogs,” explained Deniz. “With no brains. They make an attack, then run before we get there. Cowards. There are not many.”


“How many is not many?”


Deniz shrugged. “A thousand. Two, maybe.”


The official government estimates Stoner had seen ranged from five to ten thousand, but the Bucharest CIA station chief guessed the number was far lower, most likely under a thousand if not under five hundred. What the rebels lacked in numbers, the Romanian army seemed to make up for in incompetence, though in fairness it was far harder to deal with a small band of insurgents bent on destruction than a regular army seeking to occupy territory.


“You speak English pretty well,” Stoner told Deniz, changing the subject.


“In Bucharest, all learn it. TV. It is the people here who don’t need it.” He gestured toward Kyiv. “If you live all of your life in the hills, there is not a need.”


“I see.”


“On the computer—Internet—everything good is English.”


“Probably,” said Stoner.”


“Someday, I go to New York.”


“Why New York?”


“My cousin lives there. Very big opportunity. We will do business, back and forth. There are many things I could get in New York and sell here. Stop!”


He put his hand across Stoner’s chest. Stoner tensed, worrying for a moment that he might have sized the men up wrong.


“There is a second Moldovan border post there,” said Deniz, pointing to a fence about a hundred meters away. “A backup. If you don’t want to be seen, we must go this way through the field.”


“Lead the way.”



Dreamland
 22 January 1998
 0935


FOLDED, THE MAN/EXTERNAL SYNTHETIC SHELL KINETIC Integrated Tool—better known as MESSKIT—looked like a nineteenth century furnace bellows with robot arms.


Unfolded, it looked like the remains of a prehistoric, man-sized bat.


“And you think this thing is going to make me fly?” asked Zen, looking at it doubtfully.


“It won’t take you cross-country,” said scientist Annie Klondike, picking it up from the table in the Dreamland weapons lab where she’d laid it out. “But it will get you safely from the plane to the ground. Think of it as a very sophisticated parachute.”


Zen took the MESSKIT from her. It was lighter than he’d thought it would be, barely ten pounds. The arms were made of a carbon-boron compound, similar to the material used in the Dreamland Whiplash armored vests. The wings were made of fiber, but the material felt like nothing he’d ever touched—almost like liquid steel.


Six very small, microturbine engines were arrayed above and below the wing. Though no bigger than a juice glass, together the engines could provide enough thrust to lift a man roughly five hundred feet in the air. In the MESSKIT, their actual intention was to increase the distance an endangered pilot could fly after bailing out, and to augment his ability to steer himself as he descended.


“You sure this thing will hold me?”


“Prototype holds me,” said Danny.


“Yeah, but you’re a tough guy,” joked Zen. “You fall on your head, the ground gets hurt.”


“It’s much stronger than nylon, Zen, and you’ve already trusted your life to that,” said Annie.


A white-haired grandmother whose midwestern drawl softened her sometimes sardonic remarks, Annie ran the ground weapons lab at Dreamland. MESSKIT was a “one-off”—a special adaptation of one of the lab’s exoskeleton projects. Exoskeletons were like robotic attachments to a soldier’s arms and legs, giving him or her the strength to lift or carry very heavy items. The MESSKIT’s progenitor was intended to help paratroopers leaving aircraft at high altitude, allowing them to essentially fly to a target miles away.


Annie and some of the other techies had adapted the design after hearing about the problems Zen had had on his last mission using a standard parachute. If MESSKIT was successful, others would eventually be able to use it to bail out of high-flying aircraft no matter what altitude they were at or what the condition of the airplane. MESSKIT would allow an airman to travel for miles before having to land. If Zen had had it over India, he might have been able to fly far enough to reach an American ship and safety when his plane was destroyed. And because it was powered, the MESSKIT would also have allowed him to bail out safely from the Megafortress after the ejection seat had already been used.


“Try it on,” urged Danny, who’d served as the lab’s guinea pig and done some of the testing the day before. “You put it on like a coat.”


“What’s with these arms? What am I, an octopus?”


“You put your hands in them. Your fingers slide right in. See?”


“Yours, maybe.”


“Starship can test it just as well,” said Danny.


“I got it,” snapped Zen. “You don’t need to use reverse psychology on me.”


“Now would I do that?”


Zen gave the MESSKIT to Danny to hold and wheeled himself to the side of the table. He maneuvered himself out of the wheelchair and onto a backless bench, then held up his arms.


“I am rea-dy for the operation, Doc-tor,” he said in a mock Frankenstein monster voice.


Once on, the gear felt like a cross between football pads and a jacket with a thin backpack attached. His hands fit into metallic gloves. Bar grips extended from the side “bones” of the suit; they looked a bit like silver motorcycle throttles, with buttons on the end.


“Comfortable?” Danny asked.


“Different,” said Zen.


Annie was looking over the device, adjusting how it sat on his back. Zen moved back and forth, twisting his torso.


“Here, press the left-hand button once and pick this up,” said Danny, bringing over a twenty pound dumbbell.


Zen could curl considerably more than twenty pounds with either hand, but he was amazed at how light the weight felt.


Danny laughed. “Don’t throw it. You should see it on boost. You can pick up a car.”


He was exaggerating—but only slightly. The MESSKIT used small motors and an internal pulley system to help leverage the wearer’s strength.


The more Zen fidgeted with the suit, the more he saw its possibilities. Annie and the rest of the development team might think of it as a way to help him get out of a stricken Megafortress. But Zen realized that a similar device with artificial legs instead of wings could help him walk.


Like a robot, maybe, but still…


“So when do we test it?” he asked.


“It looks like a good fit,” said Annie, tugging down the back as if she were a seamstress. “We can set up the gym and go at it tomorrow.”


“Why not today?” he asked. “Why not right now?”


The others exchanged a glance, then Danny started to laugh.


“Told you,” he said.


“Come on,” said Zen. “Let’s get to work.”



Dreamland
 0935


THE NEWS ABOUT LIEUTENANT COLONEL BASTIAN’S MEDAL of Honor hit General Samson like the proverbial ton of bricks. The more he thought about it, the more he felt as if a house had fallen on him.


Though his first reaction was to swell with pride.


Samson had seen combat himself in his younger days, and he knew how tenuous courage on the battlefield could be. He also knew that for a soldier to get the Medal of Honor while managing somehow to survive was extremely difficult—luck really, since by definition the sort of selfless act the honor required meant death in nearly every case.


Samson had been on the mission that the President was citing Dog for.


Well, in the theater at least—and even a vague association provided at least a modicum of reflected glory. A commander takes responsibility for all that his people do, good and bad; personal feelings toward Dog aside, the colonel’s success reflected well on his commanding officer, no matter how far removed from the actual event.


But as Samson thought about the implications, his mood quickly sank. For one thing, he wanted Bastian gone from Dreamland, and the medal would make it harder to push him out. It might even be impossible if Bastian decided to fight.


Worse, what if Bastian put his hand up to become wing commander? How could he refuse a Medal of Honor winner?


Bastian wasn’t a full colonel, and wing commanders almost always were. But hell, the guy had held a post a major general now commanded, and had won a Medal of Honor in combat—only a supercilious prig would deny him the post if he truly wanted it.


How did Bastian get the medal, anyway? Samson wondered. Wasn’t the process normally begun with a recommendation from his commander? In what drunken stupor had he written that recommendation?


Samson’s phone rang. He picked it up, and heard his chief civilian secretary, Chartelle Bedell, tell him in her singsong voice that Admiral Balboa was on the line.


“Samson,” he said, pushing the button to make the connection.


“General. Congratulations are in order,” said Balboa. “Your command is to receive an armful of medals for the action off India and Pakistan.”


“We heard rumors, Admiral. I was wondering, though. Usually—”


“The order comes directly from the commander in chief,” continued Balboa. “And as a matter of fact, he wants to meet with the personnel in question personally. As soon as possible.”


“Sir, I—”


“You have a problem with that, Samson?”


“Of course not, Admiral. We’d be honored to have the President here. The security arrangements—”


“Make them. There’ll be no press. The President happens to be on his way to the coast for some conference or other and wants to personally shake Colonel Bastian’s hand. It’s his idea, Terrill. He loves to press the flesh. You know that. I’m surprised he’s not more concerned about germs.”


“Well yes, sir, of course.”


“You can expect him first thing in the morning. Throw out the red carpet.”


“Tomorrow?” asked Samson, but it was too late—Balboa had already hung up the phone.


Northeastern Romania
 2031


THE ATTACK ON THE GAS LINE WAS MADE SEVERAL HOURS earlier than General Locusta expected, and his first reaction was genuine surprise and anger. Locusta was in the small house used as his army corps headquarters, having a late tea with some of his officers, when word came. The news was delivered by a Romanian army private who’d driven from the attack site five miles away; the man had sprinted from the parking area and barely caught his breath before delivering the news.


“Where?” demanded Locusta. “Have they been repulsed?”


“They are gone, General,” said the man. “We have had two casualties.”


“Two?”


The private nodded.


“How many guerrillas were killed?”


The man shook his head. While that was probably a good thing—had the men been killed, it was very possible their true identities would have been discovered—Locusta was furious. The Russian had promised him none of his men would be harmed. The general had practically gift wrapped the pipeline for him, and he responded by killing two of his men.


That was what came from working with the Russians.


“General?” the private prodded him.


“The pipeline is broken?” asked Locusta.


“There was an explosion. Our captain was ordering the line closed as I left.”


“I will inspect it myself.” Locusta turned to one of his captains. “Send a message to the capital immediately. Tell them to shut the entire line down. As a precaution. Add that the situation is under control for the moment and I am on my way personally to inspect the site.”


Dreamland 1034


“COMFORTABLE, ZEN?” ASKED ANNIE, TALKING TO HIM through the radio in the test helmet.



“I’m just about to nod off,” he replied.


“I’ll bet. We’re counting down from five. Here we go. Five, four…three…”


Zen flexed his arms. He was sitting on a high-tech aluminum step ladder—it looked more elaborate than the models you’d find in a hardware store, but that was essentially what it was. Besides the MESSKIT, he was wearing a harness attached by very thick rubber straps and nylon safety ties to anchors on the “gym” ceiling, walls, and floor. Thick cushion pads covered nearly every surface in the hangarlike room; the only spaces left unprotected were small clear plastic panels for video cameras and various sensors, and the window of the control room, protected by a webbed net that hung across the open space.


Zen took a last look across at the control room—it was at about eye level, ten feet off the ground—and thought to himself that it would be just his luck to be propelled into the netting like a school of mackerel if the experiment went haywire.


“Ladder away,” said Annie, continuing the countdown.


The metal seat that had been supporting him slid back. Zen didn’t move—his weight was now entirely supported by the safety harnesses, which were quickly checked by the computer monitoring the test.


“Green light on ladder retrieve,” said one of the techies in the control room.


Behind him, the ladder’s “closet” opened and the ladder began folding itself away. But Zen was too focused on the MESSKIT to pay any attention. The device seemed to barely weigh anything.


“We’re ready any time you are, Zen,” said Annie.


“Opening the umbrella,” he said, extending his arms before pushing the button on the control in his left hand.


The wings unfolded with a loud thump, the sort of sound a book makes falling off a desk. Zen was tugged upward gently. He pushed his arms back, spreading his wings—the skeleton and its small bat wings moved easily.



Zen worked left and right, just getting used to the feel, while Annie and the others in the control room monitored the device. After a few minutes, the tension on the suspension straps holding him off the floor was eased. Zen settled about six inches, then another six; he flapped his arms playfully, not trying to fly, but testing the safety equipment to make sure everything was still in order.


“All right, the safety harnesses are working,” said Annie. “We’re going to give you some breeze. If you’re ready.”
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