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MYSTERIES
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Malaysia

COLONEL DANNY FREAH adjusted his sunglasses and stared out the passenger window of the Escalade as the SUV wound its way across a jungle ridge, its wheels clinging to a highway so narrow that brush poked against the windows on both sides. The lush jungle of southwestern Borneo in East Malaysia was considered a natural wonderland, one of the few pristine places left on earth. A few years before, this had made it a much-sought-after destination for rich tourists. But the outbreak of virulent guerrilla warfare involving combatants ranging from radical Muslims to sociopathic Maoist throwbacks had dimmed its attractiveness to even the most adventurist arriviste. There were many easier ways to cheat death.

Danny, though, wasn’t here as a tourist, and though his eyes scoured the nearby jungle eagerly, he wasn’t admiring the sights. Nor were the glasses he was tweaking actually sunglasses. They were high-powered smart glasses, Google glasses on steroids, as the developers called them. Developed from the “smart helmet” technology Dreamland had pioneered a decade earlier, they allowed him to scan in infrared as well as an optically enhanced and magnified mode.

“One time I was in Honduras,” said his guide, a portly CIA officer named Melvin Gephardt. “I was in the U.S. Army then, seventeen years old. First or second night there, and we’re in the jungle.”

“Uh-huh.” Danny had learned to throw in a few absentminded remarks every so often to keep Gephardt from bothering him with actual questions, or anything that had to be taken seriously.

“So we’re sleeping in these tents, right? Each one of us had one. Canvas, you know the drill. So anyway, one of the guys is sleeping and his arm somehow gets out of the tent, right? All of a sudden, middle of the night, we hear this bloodcurdling scream. I mean, someone is dying.”

“Mmmm.”

“Jump up, run out—this huge Anaconda has his arm like up to the pit in its mouth. Oh my God. The snake had to be like as long as this car.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So everybody’s yelling, and this Special Forces guy, right? He’s like there as an advisor for the Honduran army—”

“Stop the car!” yelled Danny, pulling at his seat-belt buckle.

Gephardt hit the brakes. Danny leapt from the SUV before it stopped moving. He trotted down the road about five yards, then made his way into the brush. Pushing his way between the thick vines and trees for about twenty yards, he made his way to a sickly looking Mahang tree, the lone survivor of a clear-cut harvest some ten years before. Older than the other trees, it stood out like a gnarled senior citizen in the middle of a high school prom dance, as thick as its neighbors were slender, stooped where its neighbors were bounding boldly toward the sun.

Eight feet off the ground, a Z-shaped limb rose from the trunk. Fending off the thick vines, Danny clambered up, then pulled himself out onto the limb. Conscious of his weight and the slowly sagging branch, he stretched out toward a black piece of wood wedged in the thin branches at the end.

A piercing screech froze him. Danny glanced to his left and saw an orangutan ten yards away, perched in the swaying top of another tree. The ape bared its teeth in a gesture clearly intended to intimidate.

Danny tried to remember the very brief advice he’d been given on dealing with the animals. The orangutan screeched again, then began shifting its weight so the tree swayed sharply. Ten yards was nothing for an angry orangutan; the animal could easily launch itself and land on Danny’s tree, if not his back.

“Go away,” Danny snarled, as nastily as possible. He couldn’t remember if this was the advice or not; it just seemed like the most sensible thing to do.

The orangutan screeched again.

“Get!” shouted Danny.

The animal gave one last ferocious screech, then retreated.

Danny breathed slowly, then continued out along the limb, moving cautiously but determined to get what he’d come for as quickly as possible.

The branch cracked. Danny felt himself slipping downward, but he didn’t fall; the damage was only partial, not enough to sever the limb.

The leaves of several trees nearby rustled violently. A dozen small black figures fled, looking like a swarm of giant bees following their queen to a new hive.

Monkeys. But at least they were going away.

“Sumabitch!” yelled Gephardt below. “Don’t fall.”

“Yeah, I’m working on that,” muttered Danny, stretching a bit more.

“What the hell are you doing, Colonel?”

Danny didn’t bother to answer. He inched out closer to the black object, grabbed it and wrestled it from the branch. Just over five feet long, its skin was as smooth as polished stone; the end closest to Danny looked like the nose of a dolphin, with small, round protrusions where the eyes would be. Two oblong stubs marked the middle of each side; the rear looked as if it had been bitten by an animal three or four times larger than the orangutans that were now fleeing.

The object was a little too cumbersome to carry down with him. Danny maneuvered it to an open space in the foliage and let it drop. Then he half shimmied and half climbed back down to the ground. He banged his knee as he went; it complained quite adamantly, reminding him of every other time he had hurt it, which was quite a lot. It strongly implied that he had reached the age when he shouldn’t be climbing in trees.

“You gotta watch these monkeys,” said Gephardt when he reached the ground. “They’re pretty strong when they’re mad.”

“Yeah,” said Danny, trying not to make it too obvious that he was stretching his knee.

“That’s it, huh? That’s from the airplane? UAV, sorry. That’s the part they didn’t get?”

“Yeah,” said Danny, resisting the temptation to say something sarcastic.

“That’s what, from the fuselage? Where’s the motor?”

“Got me.”

Actually, he knew from the techies who’d been examining the UAV’s capabilities from afar that it was likely the motor had broken off, and recovered with the wings and rest of the aircraft by the rebels who were controlling it. But even though he was CIA, Gephardt wasn’t cleared to know anything about it. So Danny kept the details to himself.

“We’re gonna want to get moving,” said Gephardt, looking at the object as Danny picked it up. “Rebels are all over the place.”

“Coming.” Danny turned the long fuselage around, making sure the glasses were recording every inch. The visuals were being sent back to a situation room in a bunker at Langley, the CIA headquarters in suburban Virginia. When a barely audible beep told him the techies were satisfied that he had examined every conceivable angle, he lifted the slender fuselage onto his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

“How the hell did you see that thing through all the foliage?” asked Gephardt.

“I eat my carrots. Let’s get back.”

Gephardt continued his story about the snake as they started back down the hill. It was a story Danny had heard in many different guises over the years: a Green Beret or some other resident expert would come out, measure the victim’s other arm, then chop the snake about two inches deeper, releasing the victim. He was then medivacked out, his arm scarred with acid burns.

Anacondas were rare in Honduras and had their pick of much easier prey than sleeping soldiers. Still, the size of the snakes made it exactly the sort of tale suitable to be passed down from generation to generation, a kind of campfire ghost story that many of its tellers—Gephardt undoubtedly among them—told so often that they inevitably became convinced must have happened. While Danny had a relatively high opinion of the Agency as a whole—he worked with some of the best officers in the business—the little he knew of Gephardt made it clear that he swam in the shallow end of the pool. It was more indication of how low a priority Malaysia had to not just the Agency, but the U.S. in general. Ironically, upward of forty percent of the world’s commerce shipped through the nearby waters, a fact not lost on the pirates operating there.

“So, you flyin’ right outta here?” asked Gephardt as they turned off the scratch road onto a slightly wider one.

“Yeah. I gotta get back.”

“I’ll still stand you that beer when we get into town.”

“If there’s time,” said Danny, hoping there wouldn’t be.

“Shit!”

Danny looked up. There was a man with an assault rifle in the road ahead.

“I can deal with it,” said Gephardt. “Not to worry.”

“Two more on the side,” said Danny. He touched the right frame of his glasses, switching them into infrared mode.

“Yeah, I see ’em. You know what? We’re just gonna blow right by ’em. Screw the bribe. I don’t like the idea of stopping.”

“Guy with an RPG farther down. Twenty yards. On the right.”

“Shit. How are you seein’ that?”

The discovery of the man with a rocket-propelled grenade launcher changed the equation; running past would be too risky.

“Back up,” said Danny. “We can backtrack.”

“Too late. Just be cool,” added Gephardt. “It’s only going to cost us money. Agency money.”

Slowing the SUV’s pace to a bare walk, Gephardt rolled down the window and held up a small wad of cash, yelling something at the man in Malay. The man seemed unimpressed—he lifted the rifle in front of his chest with both hands and motioned for Gephardt to stop. Gephardt slowed to a stop by applying the brakes, but kept his right foot on the gas.

“Hello,” yelled Gephardt—the greeting sounded roughly the same in Malay as in English. “Apa yang anda mahu? What do you want? The tax?”

The man said something in return that Danny didn’t catch, then walked over to Gephardt. Meanwhile, the two men Danny had spotted on the side of the road trotted toward them. One went to Danny’s window, the other continued around to the back of the vehicle.

“Tidak, tidak,” said Gephardt. Danny recognized the word as “no”; the rest of the sentence was indecipherable. He was out of range for the microphone embedded in the frame of his glasses, or the computers at the Whiplash “Cube” could have interpreted for him.

That seemed unnecessary. The man who’d stopped them spoke in tones that suggested they were conducting normal business: he seemed to want more money. Danny glanced at the man standing near the passenger side. He was young, maybe fifteen, or even fourteen. The Chinese QBZ-95 bull-pup assault rifle he was clutching looked several years older than him, and surely had seen more action—the bull pup’s dull green surface was scratched and even dented; the box magazine was wrapped with tape in two places, and it looked like a small piece of the top handle grip was missing.

The hand-me-down Chinese weapon suggested that the man was a member of the 30 May Movement, one of the three rebel groups vying with the East Malaysian government in this part of the island. Not nearly as well funded as the others, 30 May was smaller than the others, though every bit as ruthless.

Gephardt continued to speak with the man on his side of the SUV as Danny scanned ahead. The man with the RPG was pointing it at the front fender. Another man had joined him. Two more figures were heading down a small hill in the distance, just at the very edge of his infrared range.

The man at the back of the SUV grabbed at the handle for the rear hatch.

“That’s no good,” said Danny loudly. “That’s mine.”

“I got it,” said Gephardt quickly. He turned back to the man at the door, his voice louder than before.

Something he said apparently angered the man, who raised his rifle.

“Easy,” said Gephardt. “Relax.”

Danny had seen enough. “Whiplash Rotor, command Danny Freah,” he said, alerting the system to accept direct commands. “Terminate all targets within one hundred yards of vehicles. All targets are hostile.”

In seconds the air began to percolate, as if the very molecules of nitrogen and oxygen were exploding. The men around the truck fell to the ground.

“Gephardt, go!” said Danny. “Go! Get us out of here.”

The CIA officer, not quite understanding what was going on, hesitated, though only for a moment. The SUV lurched forward, dirt spinning as it veered first left and then right.

“What the hell?” said Gephardt.

“Just stay on the road.”

He did, though barely. They careened through a dozen curves before the road straightened out.

“All right, slow down,” said Danny as they hit a wider, well-paved stretch of highway.

“What the hell just happened?” asked Gephardt.

“They were getting dangerous.”

“We were just arguing on a price—”

“No. They were too aggressive. I didn’t come all this way to lose my fuselage. I can’t afford to take chances.”

Danny tapped the side of the right temple tip at the back of his glasses, then studied the image that appeared.

“There’s a clearing about three-quarters of a mile up ahead,” he told Gephardt. “Stop there.”

“Why?”

“Just stop there.”

“Not without a reason. If those guys had a radio or phones—”

“They’re all dead,” said Danny. “Just do what I say.”

Gephardt tightened his lips. Danny scanned the nearby jungle, making sure there was nothing ahead.

“There,” he told Gephardt as they came around the bend. The clearing was small, maybe a dozen yards long and another two dozen deep; the far side was all jungle, and there were some rocks amid the high brush near the road.

Danny got out of the truck and went around to the rear of the SUV. He took out the fuselage he’d retrieved and hoisted it onto his back. It was so light it felt as if it had been made out of Styrofoam, not high-tech carbon and metal fiber.

“You comin’?” he yelled to Gephardt, who was still in the vehicle.

“Coming where?”

“I’ll drop you back at the compound.”

“I gotta get the Escalade back.”

“You sure?”

“Jesus, man. Are you crazy? How are you getting out of here?”

Danny pointed toward the sky.

“Helicopter?” asked Gephardt.

“Osprey,” said Danny.

“Why the hell didn’t we take it out here in the first place?”

“I didn’t want to attract attention if I didn’t have to,” said Danny. “Unfortunately, that didn’t work out.”

“Man.”

“Are you coming?”

“I got the Caddy. I can’t leave it. The drive’s easy from here,” added Gephardt. “That’ll be the only checkpoint. The army’s about five miles down the road. Won’t even cost me anything.”

“OK.”

“You didn’t have to kill them.”

“I couldn’t take a chance,” said Danny. “You don’t have to wait,” he added.

Gephardt frowned. “Who are you really working for?”

“I told you. Fact-finding for the NSC.”

“The NSC doesn’t have magic bullets that appear out of nowhere.”

“Neither do I,” said Danny, starting into the field.
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Florida

THE MONSTER LEERED at the base of the stairs, its mouth open wide enough to display its black teeth. Blood-edged eyes bulged from their sockets, hunting for prey. Suddenly its nostrils pinched together—the scent had been found. It bounded up the stairs with a deathly scream: food was at hand.

Turk Mako steadied his gun and shot the zombie square in the head.

One hundred thirty points floated onto the screen, increasing his score in the video game to 10,400. He was on level 12; things were just starting to heat up.

“Say, babe, are we going swimming or what?”

Turk turned and glanced at his girlfriend, Li Pike, who was standing near the door of the small hotel room suite. The oversized T-shirt she wore over her bikini somehow accented rather than hid her athletic frame. The curve of her breasts and hips teased desire into Turk. His eyes followed the hem of the shirt down her smooth legs, pausing over her sculptured calves and then wandering to her bare toes. She’d painted her nails last night, before they went out; the bright, glossy red seemed to glow.

“So, are we going?” she asked.

“I’m on level 12,” Turk answered.

“And?”

“Well, and—” He saw a zombie coming to the right of the screen, dodged the joystick left, spun and fired. As the zombie’s head shattered, he hit the key to pause the game.

“And you’d rather play a video game than hang out with me,” said Li.

He knew she was joking—Li had a way of exaggerating her smile when she was teasing or being ironic—but still there was the gentlest bit of an edge in what she said.

A small bit.

“No, no,” he said.

“What would Dr. Kleenex say?” Li teased.

“Avoidance therapy. I’m killing zombies because I can’t kill my boss.”

“The Iranians, you mean.”

“Them, too.”

No doubt Dr. Kleenex—Turk’s nickname for the counselor he’d been ordered to see as a mandatory “de-stress” from his last mission—would have read quite a bit into his absorption in the video game. But then, Dr. Kleenex read quite a bit into everything.

The counselor’s real name was Washington Galiopis, but he had earned the nickname by prominently stationing boxes of tissues near Turk’s chair every time the pilot reported to him. The man seemed to want him to break down and cry.

That wasn’t Turk. Nor did Turk feel that he had post-traumatic stress, though he would certainly admit to having been under a great deal of strain on the mission, which involved the secret destruction of two Iranian nuclear weapons bases.

As a test pilot, he was used to dealing with stress. Admittedly, having been on the ground and getting fired at—and firing at others—was a new and not entirely pleasant experience. And immediately upon his return, he had lost his temper, briefly, when confronting his boss, Breanna Stockard, the head of the military side of Whiplash.

The thing was, she deserved to be blasted. In his mind, telling her that she should have had more faith in him was the mildest possible thing he could do.

After all, she’d sent someone to kill him.

As things worked out, Turk had befriended his would-be assassin, Mark Stoner, by saving his life. Together they had escaped, thanks to a plan Turk concocted.

It was only when they were back in the States going through the debrief that Turk realized how close he had come to being assassinated, and why. He didn’t blame Stoner at all. On the contrary, Stoner had saved his life, and he had nothing but gratitude for him.

The same could not be said for Breanna. Until now he’d looked at her as a role model, almost an older sister. Her husband and her father were both war heroes and superb pilots, men Turk greatly admired. But now he knew that her kindness and concern toward him was fake. She didn’t care if he lived or died; she didn’t care about anything, except for the mission.

Turk, too, was dedicated to doing his duty. He had been prepared to die and even expected to many times, not only on that mission but during his entire service with Special Projects and with the Air Force in general. But the fact that he and Stoner had gotten out alive proved that he shouldn’t have been given up for dead. Breanna should have had a better contingency plan for getting him out.

Because she didn’t, some of the bravest men he’d ever known, all members of Delta Force, had died in Iran. They’d died protecting him, and helping him do his job. How the hell was he ever going to make up for that?

“So, are you coming or not?” asked Li.

“Just let me—”

She stalked over and kissed him on the lips, leaning her chest into his.

The kiss ended too soon.

“I’ll be downstairs.” She straightened. “Try to make it by lunch.”

Turk watched her walk from the room. Li was a pilot herself—she flew A-10s—but there was something about the way she filled a bikini that ought not to be allowed.

Kill zombies?

“Damn,” muttered Turk as the door closed behind her. He switched off the TV and tossed the controller on the bed.

“Wait up,” he called, hustling for the door.
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White House, Washington, D.C.

Two days later

DANNY FREAH TOOK a deep breath, then rose from his seat and walked to the front of the secure conference room in the basement of the White House. He’d given a number of presentations in this room, yet he’d never felt quite the flutter in his chest that he felt today. Partly that was because the President herself was here; he’d never directly given her a briefing before.

And partly it was because he was afraid of the implications of what he was about to say.

He cleared his throat and positioned his thumb on the remote control for the laptop, which he’d already hooked into the projection system.

“Thank you,” said Danny, clicking through to the first slide in his PowerPoint. “Uh, first of all, I apologize for the, uh, primitiveness of this. I just got back from Malaysia, and uh, I pulled this together . . .”

God, he told himself, calm down. He glanced at Breanna Stockard, who was sitting near the end of the table. She gave him a grim nod, as if to say, Get on with it.

“For the past twelve months a small rebel group in Malaysia known as 30 May Movement has been active on the island of Borneo, which as you know Malaysia shares with Brunei and Indonesia. Their activities have been primarily in the state of Sarawak, which is the largest part of East Malaysia. You have three countries sharing that island, each encircling the other. Borneo is on the coast, East Malaysia is around it, then Indonesia. That’s, um, East Malaysia.”

Danny paused for a quick sip of water, then continued. “The 30 May Movement is named after an alleged massacre that occurred on the island, near the border with Indonesia. The group is relatively small, thought to number perhaps five hundred active fighters. That is dwarfed by the size of the other two main groups, which are primarily fighting in the eastern portion of the island, where we’ve had, uh, where we’ve sent Marine advisors.”

Danny caught a glimpse of Jonathon Reid’s bored face. Reid was the head of the CIA half of Whiplash. Skip over the background, he’d said earlier. They know it!

“So, as you know, the group has not been of much concern to anyone. But a few weeks ago something happened to bring it to our attention. This.”

Danny clicked to the first slide. Scratchy video began to play—it was from the camera of a Malaysian fighter-bomber, a Northrup F-5E, which was considered ancient even in Malaysia. The “Freedom fighter” had been pressed into a ground-support role, and at the start of the video was pulling up from a strafing run at a rebel stronghold.

Suddenly, a black shadow appeared on the right side of the screen, flashing toward the plane. It passed quickly overhead.

The object looked like a missile, and apparently the pilot of the F-5E thought that’s what it was, since he immediately rolled his plane and fired off chaff and flares—an unnecessary precaution, most pilots would have agreed, since the trajectory of the object made it clear that it had missed his plane. Nothing outside of the U.S. arsenal could change course quickly enough to give him a problem.

But the Malaysian pilot was right to be worried. As his plane rolled away, a warning sounded in the cockpit, announcing that he was being tracked by a weapons radar.

“The sound you’re hearing is a warning that the plane is being tracked at close range,” said Danny as the video ended. “The plane was subsequently shot down. There are a couple of things to note,” he added, “starting with the fact that the object was not detected at close range; there was no threat indicated. And that the shoot-down occurred within moments of the radar being activated.”

“What shot it down?” asked the Secretary of State, Alistar Newhaven.

“We believe the object that we saw at the beginning of the video. We think it is a combat UAV.”

He flashed a few images on the screen. All were artists’ concepts based on the extremely brief and blurry image in the video.

“A combat UAV?” asked the Secretary of State. “Whose? I thought we were the only nation that had them.”

“That’s why we’re here,” said the President. She nodded at Danny to continue.

“We don’t have enough data to say for certain,” admitted Danny. “The aircraft was pretty beat up. The damage is consistent with gunfire, but frankly it could also have been a missile, and whatever hit it, there’s no way now of knowing whether it came from the air or the ground. The Malaysians thought it must have been a ground-launched missile, as none of the rebel groups have been known to use aircraft. They dismissed the item in the video you saw as simply another missile that for some reason hadn’t been detected.”

Danny flipped the slide to a map of an area near the western coast of the island.

“The incident was pretty much dismissed until a group of four Su-29s were attacked in roughly the same area two weeks ago. They were shot down in the space of about ten minutes.”

“The Malaysians have Su-29s?” asked the vice president, Jay Mantis.

“Yes, sir, they do.” Danny nodded. While the Russian-made Su-29 was a few decades and at least a generation and a half old, it was still considered a front-line fighter, and Danny wasn’t surprised that some members of the government weren’t aware that it was in a third-world nation’s inventory. “They have a pretty unique mix of aircraft. The fortunate thing that happened here, and it seems by accident—as the UAV was engaging the last aircraft, it appears to have inadvertently been struck by debris from one of the planes it had fired on earlier. The debris sheered one of its wings; it went into a high speed spin and another of the wings came off. Part of the fuselage landed in this area here.”

Danny clicked on the slide showing where he had found the main part of the aircraft.

“I picked it up myself two days ago.”

“It’s been a hectic few days for you, I’m sure,” said the President, leaning forward in her chair.

“Yes, ma’am.” Danny nodded. “The Malaysians blamed the Indonesians. The two countries have a complicated history. The Indonesians weren’t backing the rebels, at least not these rebels—”

“The Indonesians have given us assurances,” said the Secretary of State.

“Yes, sir. In any event, the technology that would have to be responsible is far beyond anything the Indonesians are capable of. It’s on par with the early Flighthawks. Maybe beyond.”

“A group of guerrillas are flying UAVs that are more advanced than ours?” said the vice president incredulously.

“It looks like that,” said Danny.

MARY CHRISTINE TODD glanced at her watch. The meeting had gone five minutes longer than her aides had allotted; it was time for her to bring it to a close if she had any hope of staying on schedule for the rest of the morning.

“The bottom line is, we need more information about what’s going on here,” said the President. “Colonel, do you have a recommendation?”

“Yes, ma’am, I do. I’d suggest we send a full team from Whiplash, try and capture these UAVs and find out what’s going on. We can have a team out there in three days.”

“What would that entail?”

Todd listened as the colonel outlined a plan to move a piloted and unpiloted aircraft as well as Ospreys and a ground team into the jungle. She knew what the objections would be well before he finished. And she knew that the colonel must know that as well.

“If we send that sort of firepower into the area, there’s bound to be a reaction from the Chinese,” said Newhaven. “Indonesia as well.”

China was key. Congress was pushing hard for a rapprochement, which even Todd admitted could benefit the U.S. Her administration was secretly negotiating with Beijing on a number of issues, including territorial claims in the South China Sea. The Chinese indicated they would renounce some of those claims if it could be done without losing face. The political dance was difficult: show too much force in the region, and the Chinese would have to reply with their own. Show too little, and the Chinese would have no incentive to back off their aggressive positions.

“The Whiplash team can operate discreetly,” said Danny.

“It hasn’t in the past,” said Newhaven pointedly.

That was out of line, and the President cut the Secretary of State off.

“I think the Office of Special Projects has an admirable record,” said the President quickly.

“You put high-tech gear in there and you might just as well tell the Chinese to triple their aid to the rebels,” said Newhaven. “Plus, if these things are being flown by the rebels, then they’ll be after them, too.”

“Assuming they don’t already belong to the Chinese,” said Reid.

“The CIA ought to know who owns them,” snapped Newhaven.

“I understand your point, Mr. Secretary,” said the President. “We have to find a way to get the job done without calling much attention to it. Even among our own people.”

That was a veiled reference to Congress, which was dead set against giving more aid to the Malaysians. If the oversight committees found out there was a full-blown Whiplash mission to the island, objections would be quickly raised. Todd was willing to deal with the political fallout, but it seemed premature at this point; there was no firm evidence that UAVs were even there—as she understood the data, it could have been missiles.

“We have a small group of Marines set to support the Malaysians in that area,” said the National Security Advisor, Michael Blitz. “Can we fold this operation into them?”

“Any Whiplash presence is too much,” said the vice president.

Todd held her tongue. Her contempt for her vice president was well known. Nonetheless, it was obvious as the discussion continued that he was expressing a view that seemed to be shared by the rest of the council and the cabinet members present. The evidence didn’t seem to warrant the risks that a Whiplash deployment would entail politically.

“All right,” said the President after her scheduling aide pointed at his watch. “As I said at the outset, I have a breakfast meeting to attend. I expect a recommendation by the time I return to the White House.” She rose. “Colonel, thank you for coming. Ms. Stockard, perhaps you’ll walk with me upstairs.”

BREANNA, SURPRISED AT the invitation, felt her cheeks burn. She pulled her things together and waited in the hallway for the President, who was stopped by some aides just outside the door and given information about an explosion in a coal mine that morning.

Danny nodded as he passed; Breanna gave him a thumbs-up.

“Good job,” she said.

“Thanks.” He beamed. For some reason the colonel was more nervous about public speaking than facing combat.

“So, Breanna, how is your daughter?” asked the President as she sailed up the hallway. Breanna had to practically leap to stay up with her. Christine Todd was very much like a sleek sailboat when she moved. Whatever other effect the job had had on her, her energy was undiminished.

“She’s great.”

“If she’s half as smart as her mother and father, she’s got quite a future.” Todd smiled and stepped into the waiting elevator. She was alone with Breanna, except for her two Secret Service escorts. A man and a woman, they were well practiced at pretending not to hear what the President or anyone with her said.

“I have a few too many enemies in Congress at the moment,” said Todd. “Whatever you do to investigate this further, it will have to be done within the Marine contingent. No Whiplash troop or aircraft presence.”

“Then maybe the CIA or the Air Force themselves should continue the investigation,” offered Breanna.

“No, the parallels to our technology are too provocative. I want the experts working on it. I just want it done quietly. If your full team’s presence is warranted, then we won’t hesitate.”

“If you’re sure—”

“And the senator?” asked the President, abruptly changing the subject.

“Same old Zen.”

“Yes.”

“You know, someone mentioned the other day that Zen would make an excellent President,” said Todd.

“Who said that?”

“It was a party person.” Todd gave her a grin the Cheshire cat would have been proud of. “I was forced to agree.”

“I don’t think he wants to be President,” said Breanna.

“That would be a pity.”

The elevator door opened and the President abruptly exited, leaving Breanna to wonder what the real purpose of the exchange had been.
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Arizona

AT ROUGHLY THE same time Danny Freah was running the video of the Malaysian air force’s encounter with the unknown UAV, Ray Rubeo was staring at the same image. It was playing in the screen on the left side of his desk; the screen next to it was showing a simulation he had constructed that revealed what he thought the program governing the aircraft’s movements was doing. Though he had adapted the simulation from one of his company’s own programs, it had nonetheless taken him considerable time to construct.

Three hours.

He was dismayed. Years ago it would have been less than half that. His brain, he was convinced, was starting to slow down.

There were still several hours before the sun would come up over his isolated Arizona ranch, but Rubeo wasn’t interested in sleep. He never was when there was a problem to be solved. And this problem was more vexing than most, the issue of his getting older aside.

He turned his attention to the monitor on the right. It was showing an analysis of the code in the middle screen, computing the amount of resources needed for it to run under various systems. The screen was broken into four quadrants, displaying the performance of four different possibilities. The bottom left assumed the program was in the system originally designed for the Flighthawks, some fifteen years before; the chart was off the scale. So was the one next to it, which displayed the system that had replaced it a few years later.

Rubeo was not surprised. Both systems were primarily intended as backups to a human pilot, and the decisions that the computer had to make in controlling a complex airframe were very primitive.

The top two screens were what bothered him. The left showed the system used by the Tigershark in “guiding” its UAV escorts. The Tigershark was Dreamland’s own aircraft, and the system it used to guide the UAVs was the most advanced currently in existence.

According to the program, the maneuvers and the decisions that the computer had to make to guide the aircraft they had reconstructed at the speed it had flown taxed this system near the breaking point as well. Only the fourth quadrant showed a system that could handle the plane confidently through the complex maneuvers.

It was an experimental system that used custom-made organic processing chips. It had never been built.

He got up from the computers. Rubeo’s house was a combination retreat and high-tech lab. Located in a remote area of the desert, it matched his personality—austere and yet at the same time expansive. He walked into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee, then went out on the back deck.

The wind had died. The clear black sky and sparkling stars foretold a brilliant day.

The abilities of the aircraft were one thing. The behavior was something else. Rubeo’s people had pieced together the engagement between the mysterious UAV and the Malaysian Sukhois. There were gaps, but the pattern looked very, very similar to an attack that had been mapped out and preprogrammed for the original service Flighthawks a decade before.

Impossible. Or at least highly unlikely.

Rubeo sighed, and took a sip of coffee.

And then there was this: the material from the fuselage Danny Freah had recovered was made of a carbon-titanium alloy similar to that used in the Flighthawks and the more modern Sabre UAVs. It was the product of a rare and very expensive process, one thought to be well beyond the reach of the Chinese or the Russians, let alone a third-world country.

If he didn’t know any better, Rubeo would swear the UAVs were Dreamland’s own.

But that was impossible. Wasn’t it?

Back to work, he told himself, draining the coffee and turning to go back inside.
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The “Cube,” CIA Headquarters Campus (Langley)

McLean, Virginia

The next day

DANNY FREAH RUBBED his chin as Turk Mako continued speaking. He was more than a little surprised by what he was hearing.

“. . . I just want to go back to being a regular pilot again,” continued Turk. “I never really intended to stay on this duty with Whiplash.”

Half a dozen entries in Turk’s personnel file made it clear that was a bald-faced lie.

Danny’s office at the Special Projects headquarters was rather large by military standards, a full thirty by thirty feet. Besides his desk there was a sitting area with a couch, chairs, and a large-screen TV. Unlike much of the rest of the bunker, the walls were real, constructed of thick concrete, predating the installation of the energy beams that walled off most of the interior of the three-story, deeply buried bunker.

Under ordinary circumstances, the office felt massive. At the moment, however, the room seemed absurdly small.

“You don’t want to work for Special Projects anymore at all?” asked Danny, paraphrasing what Turk had told him. “You want to go back to the regular Air Force. Is that right?”

“Yes, sir. That’s it.”

Danny watched Turk fidget. “You want to go back to Dreamland as a test pilot?”

“That’s not possible. There are no other slots.”

“You realize Whiplash is short of pilots,” said Danny. In fact, Turk was presently the only pilot; they were seeking funding to expand the roster but it wasn’t clear they’d get it.

“Yes, sir. I’ll stay until the transition. Whatever you need.”

“You don’t want to fly?”

“No. I do, I do.” Turk fumbled. It seemed obvious to Danny that he hadn’t thought this out very clearly at all. “I do want to fly. Just not . . . just not here.”

“You’ve been through a lot, Captain,” Danny told the pilot. “Iran—”

“Iran has nothing to do with it.”

Danny couldn’t hide his exasperation. “Nothing?”

“I—I can’t work for Ms. Stockard,” said Turk. “That’s really the bottom line.”

“You can’t work for Bree?”

Turk shook his head.

“Sometimes, when we go through something that’s . . . difficult . . .” Danny struggled to find the right words. He knew Turk had been through a lot, and wanted to show him the respect he deserved. But a good part of him wanted to turn the captain around and give him a good kick in the behind—maybe that would get him thinking straight.

“Sometimes after a big battle or some other combat,” said Danny, “we end up with a tough reaction. Difficult. At first. Then, you know, after a little time off—”

“She wanted me killed, Colonel. Damn it.”

“Come on, Turk. That’s not fair. That’s not what happened.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“You’re getting a little emotional—”

“If someone sent someone to kill you, what would you think?”

“Stoner was sent to rescue you.”

“To kill me. That was the first option. I talked him out of it. And the Delta boys had that same order. Kill me.”

“No,” insisted Danny. In his opinion, Turk’s anger was just misplaced anxiety, a delayed reaction to everything he’d been through. “If things had gone poorly, then it was understood that you might not come back. I explained that explicitly to you. And you were good with it.”

“Yeah, but that’s not what the real deal was. It was understood that I would be killed.” Turk had started out calmly, but now his face was turning red. “I’d be killed by our own people, under orders. You know it. You know it. Did you give that order, too?”

“I think you need time to think,” Danny said. “I think—you really should have more time off. You’ve earned it.”

“I don’t want time off. I just don’t want to work for Breanna Stockard. That’s pretty straightforward, sir. And, uh, I know the situation here. But . . . I think I’ve earned the right to request a transfer, under the circumstances.”

“All right,” said Danny finally. “I’ll get the paperwork moving. In the meantime—”

“In the meantime I’m back and ready to work. I can fly today if you want. I passed the physical yesterday.”

Danny got up from his desk. He always thought better on his feet; the blood flowed to his brain.

“Is there a problem, Colonel?” asked Turk.

“It’s a little contradictory, don’t you think?” Danny walked over to the credenza, where photographs from some of his earlier exploits were displayed. There was a photo of him, Breanna, and Turk after one of their earliest missions. “I mean, you don’t want to work for Ms. Stockard, but you want to work.”

“I think that makes perfect sense. I just want a different unit, that’s all.” Turk folded his arms. “That’s never happened before?”

Danny’s eyes scanned the credenza. There was a photo of him and his old mentor, Tecumseh “Dog” Bastian. Then a colonel, later a general. He’d given Danny a lot of good advice, though Danny hadn’t taken all of it; he wished he had.

“I’m ready to go back to work, Colonel,” said Turk. “Use me.”

“I do have a possibility of something, but it doesn’t involve flying,” said Danny. “I need someone who knows a lot about combat UAVs.”

“I’m your guy.”

“It’s not in the States.”

“Even better.”

AN HOUR LATER Danny sat down with Breanna over at the Pentagon to discuss just that. It was one of the more difficult conversations they’d had. As usual, Breanna did her best to make it easy.

“I understand his feelings,” she told Danny. “He feels betrayed.”

“That’s not fair,” Danny said.

“Feelings rarely are. And it’s beside the point.” She smiled. Even if they hadn’t worked together for so long, he’d have recognized it as forced. “So what’s the solution?”

“I think we give him some space and time to think about it. He’ll come around.”

“Fair enough. We’ll give him as much space as we can. He can have leave—”

“He doesn’t seem to want it. And frankly, I think working’s probably the best therapy going anyway. He was supposed to be on desk duty at the Cube for a while,” added Danny, using the slang term for the special operations bunker. “But that would probably drive him nuts.”

“There’s no test program at Dreamland for him,” said Breanna. “Not for at least two months.”

“I was wondering about having him come with me back to Malaysia. Assuming the mission is approved. The duty will be pretty light, and I’ll be there to watch him.”

“There’s a war going on there. You were almost killed.”

“Gephardt was a fool,” said Danny. “I’ll steer way clear of him.”

“If we have to integrate with the Marines and the Malaysians, what’s his cover?” asked Breanna.

“Ground flight controller. They use pilots all the time. He’s had training. He can actually do the job.”

“It’s too close to combat.”

“I don’t think combat’s the problem, Bree.”

“No, I am.”

Danny didn’t have an answer for that.

BREANNA UNDERSTOOD TURK’S anger. Even though she had given the only orders she possibly could, she still felt tremendous guilt. She had, explicitly, directed that one of her own people be killed if he was going to be captured. Not even the genuine relief and joy at hearing that he was alive could erase it.

Turk was a tough kid and a great pilot. And, at least according to the doctors, he didn’t seem to have post-traumatic stress. He’d recovered fully from the light injuries he’d had, and in fact seemed to be in the best shape of his life. But throwing him back out in the field—was that really the best thing to do?

“You’re worried that something will go wrong when we’re out there?” asked Danny.

“I’m just worried that he’s been under a lot of stress,” said Breanna.

“If I didn’t think he could handle the job, I wouldn’t be recommending him,” said Danny. “And I do need an expert with me.”

“You’ll be in constant communication with our experts.”

“It’s not the same as having somebody on the scene. Tech is great, but . . .”

“All right,” said Breanna. “Take him.” She reached into the in basket on her desk. “The President authorized the mission a half hour ago. You can take one other technical person, but you’re just observers. Keep the lowest profile possible.”

“That’s my middle name. Low profile.”





6


Malaysia

Three days later

DANNY FREAH AND Turk Mako stood on the tarmac of a small jungle airport, waiting for the advance element of Marine Task Force Tango-Bravo-Mary to arrive.

If Turk was feeling any hesitation at getting back close to combat, it wasn’t apparent to Danny. Then again, he didn’t seem to be overly excited either. He was just . . . Turk.

Arms folded, the young Air Force captain watched the sky as the drone of the approaching aircraft echoed over the nearby mountain range. A pair of F-35B Lightning IIs appeared from the east, flying in low over the treetops. The jets—Marine Corps versions of the standard military multipurpose fighters—had full loads of air-to-air and air-to-ground weapons under their wings. Thundering past, they banked into a turn and circled overhead.

While Danny had seen considerable action with various Marine units over the years, he had never worked directly with an F-35B group before, and he watched the aircraft with some curiosity.

The Marine version of the Lightning II was configured for short-runway operations; it could land and take off vertically, and often was called on to do just that. Vertical takeoffs limited the combat weight the planes could use, which generally meant carrying less fuel, fewer weapons, or both, and so as a general rule the Marines preferred to operate the aircraft with short runways rather than direct vertical liftoffs. The runway they were using here was precisely the reason the Marines had fought so hard to get the aircraft in the first place. Officially listed at some 1,200 feet, its usable space ran just over eight hundred; the northern end had caved in some years before due to erosion and was never properly repaired. Barely as wide as a C-130’s wingspan, the strip of concrete had been patched in numerous places with cement and aggregate, and just walking along it Danny could feel bumps and see waves in the surface.

As the jets passed overhead, four V-22 Marine Corps Ospreys appeared over the jungle, flying in a staggered follow-the-leader formation. The closest aircraft had already begun tilting its propellers upward, transitioning from conventional airplane flight to that used by helicopters. The Osprey reminded Danny of an Olympic runner who was spreading his arms wide as he approached the finish line.

The aircraft pivoted above the dense jungle canopy as it came in, sliding into a hover in what could only be described as a well-practiced aerial ballet. The rest of the squadron followed, touching down together in a display that would have wowed many an air show audience. Once down, the Ospreys trundled toward the three trailers at the southern end of the strip. The trailers had been delivered by C-130s barely two hours before. Parked near an old cement building that looked like it dated to British colonial times, they were the only other structures at the base.

The rear ramps of the aircraft popped open and Marines began double-timing down to the tarmac, where they were greeted by the small advance force that had secured the base ahead of Danny two days ago. In less than five minutes a total of sixty-eight men and twelve women were deposited on the ground; the ramps were shut and the Ospreys began heading back into the air. Their takeoff was a notch less coordinated but just as efficient as the landing. All four Ospreys were over the nearby mountain before the F-35s dropped down to land.

“Want to go meet the neighbors?” suggested Danny.

“Be there in a minute, Colonel,” said Turk. “I need to take care of nature first. You go ahead.”

“Be on your best behavior.”

Turk grinned in a way that made Danny wonder if maybe this was a good idea after all.

Two more planes landed as Danny walked over. The head of the air detachment was a short, stubby Marine named Lt. Colonel James Greenstreet. His thick torso and long arms reminded Danny not a little of the orangutans he knew were out in the trees watching them. He had a sunburnt face and a scar above his right eye; these complemented the sort of no-nonsense, no-bullshit manner that Danny had long admired in the typical Marine officer. While it was clear from the way Greenstreet stalked across the concrete that he would never be called easygoing, his quick smile and eager handshake signaled that he was exactly the sort of man Danny wanted to work with, the kind of officer who found solutions and didn’t stop to calculate what the effect was going to be on his career. The only thing that struck Danny as out of place was the cigarette Greenstreet popped into his mouth as they began talking; it was rare, these days, to encounter an officer in any service who smoked.

“So where are the Malaysians?” asked Greenstreet after he’d finished introducing Danny and Turk to the small group of officers and senior enlisted who’d come over to care for the planes.

“They’re due at the base tomorrow morning,” said Danny.

Greenstreet nodded. “We’ll get them sorted. You’re going to handle ground coms?”

“Not me personally. I have a captain with me,” said Danny. “He’ll train the Malaysians. We met them yesterday. They seem competent.”

“Good.”

“They’re going to set up a camp at the south end of the base,” said Danny. “Your Captain Thomas has already worked out the details. He said you have security, but if you need more, the Malaysians can augment you near the hangars and such.”

“Captain Thomas knows what he’s doing,” said Greenstreet. “We’ve trained with him before. And, uh, as far as the locals go: no offense, Colonel, but most of us feel more secure without them.”

“Understood.”

TURK FOLDED HIS arms as he walked toward the F-35. Even before he had begun testing new aircraft for Dreamland and Special Projects, he hadn’t been a particular fan of the Lightning II. Like a lot of fighter jocks—at least of the American variety—he saw speed and acceleration as the ultimate virtues of an aircraft; the Lightning II was known to be somewhat below average in those categories when compared to the F-22, let alone the hot rods Turk guided. These shortcomings might have been excused, at least in Turk’s opinion, if it made up for it with stellar maneuverability. But the plane’s weight and configuration made it less than acrobatic.

Turk tried hard not to be a snob. The F-35 had real assets: dependability, versatility, and a suite of electronic sensors that were at least a generation ahead of anything else in regular service around the globe. But after flying the Tigershark II in combat, it was hard to look at any other aircraft and not think it was a bit of a pig.

His opinion of the Marine aviators who flew the plane was quite a bit higher . . . mostly.

While the fierce service rivalries that once characterized the military were largely a thing of the past, he’d had a bad experience with a squadron of Marines at a Red Flag exercise very early in his career. The Marines—flying F-35Bs, as a matter of fact—had been led by one of the most arrogant SOBs he’d ever met. The fact that the instructors at Red Flag had regularly spanked his squadron’s collective butt would have therefore been very satisfying—except for the fact that Turk and his two-ship element of F-22s was regularly charged with flying with them.

His combined unit only managed to beat the instructors on the very last exercise, and that was because the F-22s followed their own game plan, essentially using the Marines to bait the larger group of aggressors.

Different group, Turk told himself as he walked over to introduce himself. Give these guys a chance. Not every Marine aviator is a jerk.

And besides, it was their commander who was the A-hole. The rest of them were decent human beings. For Marines.

Two of the pilots, still in full flight gear, were stretching their legs near the wings of the planes.

“Hey!” yelled Turk.

“Hey, back,” yelled the Marine Corps aviator closest to him. Tall for a pilot—he looked like he might be six-eight—he started toward Turk.

“How you doin’?” asked the pilot. He had a southern California twang. “You the Air Force dude in charge?”

“No, that’s Colonel Freah. Danny Freah,” added Turk, pointing. “He’s over there.”

“I’m Torbin Van Garetn,” said the Marine, thrusting out his hand. “A lot of people just call me Cowboy.”

“Why Cowboy?”

“ ’Cause they think it’s funny that a Swede wears cowboy boots,” said the other pilot, coming over. “Don’t let his sloppy uniform fool you. He’s the best executive officer in the whole damn Marine Corps. My name’s Rogers.”

“Turk Mako.”

“So what’s your gig, Turk?” asked Cowboy.

“I’m going to be working with you guys as the ground air controller.”

“Cool. You’re Air Force.”

“That’s what it says on the uniform.”

Cowboy laughed. “My bro’s in the Air Force. Tech sergeant. He is stationed in California, the lucky bastard. Gets a lot of surfing in.”

“You’re into surfing?”

“Isn’t everybody?”

“Cowboy!” shouted a voice from back near the planes.

“That’s our C.O.,” said Cowboy. “Kind of, uh, well, I’ll let you form your own opinion.” He smirked.

“Cowboy. What are you doing?” said the commanding officer as he walked toward them. His tone wasn’t exactly friendly. “Is your aircraft squared away?”

Cowboy winked at Turk, then spun around to meet his boss. “Not yet, Colonel. Just making the acquaintance of our Air Force liaison.”

“Well get your aircraft taken care of, then deal with your social duties.”

Turk braced himself. The snarl of a commander a little too full of himself was universal, but the gait seemed not only unique but all too familiar.

No way, he thought.

But it was—the C.O. of “Basher” squadron was none other than Lt. Colonel James “Jocko” Greenstreet, the man who had commanded the F-35s at Red Flag.

Of all the stinking bad luck.

“I’m Lieutenant Colonel Greenstreet,” barked the pilot, stopping about ten feet from Turk. “Who are you?”

“Turk Mako.” If Greenstreet didn’t remember him, he wasn’t volunteering the memory.

“What’s your rank?”

“I’m a captain.”

Greenstreet frowned in a way that suggested an Air Force captain was too low for him to waste breath on.

“We’ll brief when we have our aircraft settled,” said Greenstreet.

“Can’t wait,” said Turk as the colonel strode away. He couldn’t tell if Greenstreet had recognized him and didn’t think it was worth acknowledging, or if he was simply extending the same warm and fuzzy feelings they’d shared at the Air Force exercise.

“You meet the Marine squadron leader?” asked Danny, walking over.

“Jocko Greenstreet,” Turk told him. “Lieutenant colonel. Real piece of work. Don’t call him Jocko,” added Turk.

“You know him?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Turk explained.

“I assume you’ll keep your personal feelings to yourself,” said Danny.

“Absolutely,” said Turk. “I’m sure he will, too—not that it will make any difference at all in how he behaves.”


TWO HOURS LATER Danny, Turk, and Trevor Walsh—the Whiplash techie who was going to handle the local monitoring gear—joined the Marine Corps pilots and some senior enlisted men in one of the trailers for a presentation on the UAV.

“This is what we’re interested in,” said Danny, starting the briefing with blurry images of the UAV in action. “While your primary mission is still to assist the Malaysians, we appreciate any help you can give us. We’re very, very interested in finding out what exactly this UAV is and who’s flying it. We expect that it may fly into your area.”

“You ‘expect,’ or it will?” asked Colonel Greenstreet sharply.

“I can’t make any prediction,” said Danny, who didn’t mind the question or the tone. “Unfortunately. But when the Malaysian air force had its fighters on the western side of the island, it appeared.”

“Would have been nice if they told us before deploying us here,” said Greenstreet.

“That wasn’t my call,” said Danny.

“We’ve flown on the eastern side for weeks,” said Greenstreet.

“Cowboy says he saw a flying monkey,” joked one of the Marines from the back.

“I did,” laughed Cowboy.

“Enough,” said Greenstreet, immediately silencing his men.

Danny clicked his remote, bringing up a few slides of the fuselage that had been recovered, then the artist’s renditions. He detailed the two sightings, with map displays, and reiterated what had happened to the Malaysian aircraft that had attempted to engage it.

“We’re not exactly sure that it was the UAV that shot anything down,” said Danny. “Not to denigrate their flying but—”

“We’ve seen ’em,” said Cowboy. “You’re not denigrating anything.”

This time Greenstreet didn’t bother stopping the snickers.

“Nonetheless, ground fire can’t be completely ruled out,” said Danny. “And while the flight patterns suggest a combat UAV, we have no hard evidence. That’s why we’re here,” he added. “Myself, Captain Mako, and Mr. Walsh, that is.”

“The Malaysians aren’t exactly the best pilots in the world,” said Greenstreet. “But I’d expect them to know what type of aircraft they were dealing with. And how many. One seems ridiculous.”

“Exactly,” said Danny. “But whether it’s one or ten or whatever, that unknown aircraft is pretty fast and highly maneuverable.”

“And you’re sure it’s a UAV?” asked one of the Marines.

“It’s too small to be manned, as far as we can tell,” said Danny.

“Where does it launch from?”

Danny shook his head. “Don’t know that either. We have elint assets coming on line,” he added, referring obliquely to a specially built Global Hawk that would pick up electronic signals. The aircraft was due in the area in a few hours. “Like I say, we’re here to fill in the blanks, and there are a lot of blanks.”

“You sure this isn’t a Flighthawk?” asked Cowboy.

“It’s not one of ours.”

“Chinese clone?”

“It’s possible,” admitted Danny.

“The nearest Chinese warship is three hundred miles away,” said Lt. JG Kevin Sullivan, the intelligence officer for the task group. “And that’s a destroyer. Hard to see it launching something as powerful as a Flighthawk.”

“Unless it’s just a recon drone and the Malaysians screwed up,” said Greenstreet. “That I can definitely believe.”

“There is a Chinese carrier task force a little farther north than the destroyer,” said Danny. “But that’s being monitored very closely.”

“They don’t have UAVs aboard,” said Sullivan.

“Not that we know,” agreed Danny. “Nor do they have anything nearly this capable. But like I say—”

“You’re here to fill in the blanks,” said Cowboy and a few of the other Marines.

“That’s right.”

“So if we see it, we can engage it?” asked Cowboy.

“If you’re in Malaysian airspace and it’s hostile, and you know it’s a UAV and that it isn’t one of ours, absolutely.” Danny turned to Turk. “Captain Mako has some notes on its probable characteristics.”

He flipped the slide to a video simulation that had been prepared to show the drone’s likely flight characteristics. It was smaller than the F-35s and more maneuverable, but presumably would not be as fast. The heat signature from its engine was minimal, but still enough for an all-aspect Sidewinder to lock at two miles, farther if the attacker was behind the UAV.

“Basically, you don’t want it behind you,” said Turk. “This is just a rough outline.”

“The more we can find out about it, the better,” added Danny. “But don’t put yourself in danger.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Greenstreet.

“Shoot the mother down at first opportunity,” said Cowboy.

Everybody laughed.

The briefing turned to working with the Malaysian ground force. The unit would undertake search and destroy patrols in areas where the rebels were believed to be active. Turk would use a pair of backpack UAVs—small remote-controlled aircraft with wingspans about as wide as a typical desk—to help provide reconnaissance. Nicknamed “Seagulls,” the UAVs could feed video directly to the Marine F-35s through a dedicated satellite communications channel. The channel allowed two-way traffic, which meant Turk could in turn tie into some of the F-35s’ sensor net as well.

Details out of the way, the briefing broke up for a round of beers, recently deposited in an ice chest by a fresh round of Osprey visits. Danny watched the pilots interact; they were young, sure of themselves, pretty much typical pilots as far as he could tell. Greenstreet seemed stiff and a bit too tightly wound; on the other hand, Captain Thomas, the ground commander, was genuinely relaxed.

In his heart of hearts, Danny would have greatly preferred to be working with a Whiplash team, concentrating solely on finding the UAV. The group of Marines he’d been given looked more than solid, but you could never know exactly what you had until the lead started to fly.

In all his years in special operations, the Marine Corps had never let him down. Hopefully, that string would remain unbroken.
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Suburban Virginia

“I HAD AN interesting discussion with the President the other day,” Breanna told Zen, plopping down in the living room chair across from him. It was late; their daughter had been asleep for several hours, and by rights both should be in bed.

“National security?” asked Zen.

“Hardly,” said Breanna. “What’s that you’re drinking?”

“Pumpkin-chocolate stout.” He held the pint glass out to her. “Want some?”

“I don’t trust that combination.”

“Your loss.” He took another sip. “So I’m guessing this wasn’t a top secret conversation.”

“Not this part.” Their respective roles in government—Zen a senator, Breanna in the DoD—made for an awkward set of unwritten rules and, occasionally, difficult protocol between them. Breanna generally couldn’t talk about work, even if she thought Zen might have valuable advice. “Ms. Todd said you’d make a good President.”

Zen nearly spit his beer laughing.

“I don’t think it’s that funny,” answered Breanna.

“I hope you agreed.”

“I did. I do. Of course, you’d have to start getting better haircuts.”

“What’s wrong with this?”

“Twenty years out of date. Maybe if you dyed it.”

Zen rolled his eyes. They’d had this discussion many times.

“Seriously,” said Breanna. “Why did she bring that up? Do you know?”

“Buttering you up, probably.”

“I don’t think so.”

“She’ll be starting her reelection campaign soon.” Zen shrugged. “Maybe she figures she can get rid of me by having me run in a primary.”

“Ha, ha. She likes you.”

“Mmmm . . .” He took a long swig of the beer. While they were members of the same party, Zen and Ms. Todd had had a number of disagreements, and he certainly wouldn’t be considered among her closest supporters in Congress. On the other hand, Breanna knew that the President did genuinely trust his opinions and probably valued his willingness to disagree—she had that rare ability among Presidents to actually seek out counterarguments to her own positions.

There was also the fact that he had helped save her life.

“It’s a mystery,” said Zen. “One of many.”

“Wanna go to bed?” Breanna asked.

“There’s an invitation I’d never turn down,” said Zen, a twinkle in his eyes.
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Malaysia

Four days later

TURK DUCKED LOW to escape the branch as it swung back across the trail. In three days of working with the Malaysians, he’d not only learned to duck when he heard the distinctive sound of a branch swinging through the air, but had developed a kind of sixth sense about the team and how it moved through the jungle.

The eight-man patrols were led by a point man and the team sergeant. Turk was usually the third man in line, trying not to get too close but on the other hand keeping them in sight, which in the jungle wasn’t always easy. He remembered the training the Delta boys had given him before his Iranian mission: don’t bunch up, be always wary, know where the rest of your team is.

These guys weren’t Delta, but they had been working in the bush long enough to move as a team, quiet and wary. Except for Turk’s M-4, their main weapons were ancient M-16 assault rifles, supplemented by a single Russian AEK-999 Barsuk, a squad-level 7.62 x 54mm machine gun. The six handguns they had between them included two Smith & Wesson revolvers. They carried an odd mix of Chinese and American hand grenades. By far their most impressive weapons were the large machete-style knives they had at their belts, one sharper than the other. All appeared to have been handed down from at least a generation before, and even the most austere was a tribute to the man who had crafted it. While used to hack through thick underbrush, they could cut off a man’s arm or even head with a slight flick of the wrist.

Each man carried extra water, ammo, and rudimentary first aid supplies in a small tactical vest or a web belt; they had no radios, let alone GPS gear or even compasses. Armor and helmets were nowhere in sight. Had Turk not been there, the patrol would have been operating completely on their own; the Malaysian air force was already stretched thin and needed to handle operations in “hotter” areas. Artillery support was a luxury unheard of here.

Only two of the men spoke English with any fluency: the commander, Captain Deris, who had studied for two years in Australia; and Private Isnin, whose nickname was Monday. Monday was the point man, and he had the instincts of a cat. Slight, and barely out of his teens, he managed to get through the brush without making much of a sound, and seemed as comfortable in the thick trees as he was on the road. Though he was at least five years younger than the next youngest man, it was clear they all trusted his instincts, and even Deris deferred to his sense of direction.

Monday and Sergeant Intan, about forty and a devout Muslim, seemed to communicate by telepathy. Neither spoke during a patrol, but the NCO constantly flashed hand signals back to Turk and the rest of
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