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INTRODUCTION

 


Earth, 2025

 


After two decades of peace,
the world is once again in the midst of hostilities—the last
conflict was after a major terrorist attack on the United States in
2001. After barely averting a third World
War, a majority of the world’s nations negotiated, and then signed
a Mutual Nonaggression Pact.

After the pact was
ratified, American leaders recalled their military from their bases
around the globe and combined their forces into a single unit to
carry out their original intent when incorporated by the Founding
Fathers almost three hundred years ago: to protect themselves from
their enemies foreign and domestic.

With the budget demands
needed to maintain a vast military reduced, the United States,
along with the majority of nations that relied on a large military
force, were able to reduce, then eventually eliminate the strain of
operating under a huge deficit, after which the United Nations
adopted a standard global currency and a common market, resulting
in a period of peace and prosperity it has never known
before.

Unfortunately, not
everyone prospered, especially nations that
depended on the sale of weapons, particularly the sale of nuclear
and biological weapons, which were dismantled and destroyed as a
result of the Nonaggression pact. These nations were financially
devastated by the virtual elimination of the implements of war and
the means to make and deliver the weapons of mass
destruction.

These nations covertly banded together with
one aim: to overthrow the United Nations’ World Council and
establish their leadership based on terror and oppression. They
began to arm themselves with aircraft, tanks, and conventional
weapons mothballed by the other nations.

They planned how to carry out their mission
and who to attack first: the brains of the World Council, the
United States.

The Coalition Forces, the name that the band
of aggressor nations gave themselves, began small-scale attacks on
various targets such as the defense satellites orbiting the earth,
then attacked and destroyed the International Space Station after
which they turned their attention on their primary target, the
United States.

While the United States could not yet
declare war, they applied economic and military pressure to the
Coalition. With the help of their former NATO allies, they were
able to contain the Coalition threat until they seized the island
of Cuba, claimed national sovereignty, and forced the United States
and its allies to live up to the terms in the Nonaggression Pact,
including the clause that reads: “No outside agency is permitted to
interfere with the rule of the legitimate government of a Sovereign
State." They also enforced the No Fly Zone set up around each
nation’s borders after a major dispute which nearly led to WW
III.

The Coalition used this
proclamation to their advantage to carry out small-scale
hit-and-run attacks on the United States—mainly confrontations in
international waters just outside the US No Fly Zone trying to
probe for weaknesses in their defenses, at the same time diverting
their attention from their real
objective: establish a base of operations, then
carry out a terrorist attack on Washington, DC.

After nearly two years of
using diversionary raids to keep the American military off
balanced, the Coalition Forces invaded the islands of the Bahamas.
They seized control of the country to capitalize on the islands’
location to launch an attack on the United States using an Ebola
bomb to spread the deadly disease. Their goal was to cause an
epidemic to decimate the Americans and their military, then
blackmail the rest of the world governments to surrender or share
in the fate of all those who oppose them.

The United Nations
condemned the actions taken by the “Cuban government.” They passed
a resolution that authorized the American military to use any means
necessary to put an end to this threat to US and world security,
which they plan to do—with deadly
force.

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Powell ADF Base, Florida
16 June, 2025

 


Members of the
27th Air
Wing of the American Defense Force, also known as the ADF, are in
their briefing room having been summoned there by the base
commander, General Lyle Kensington. He received an emergency report
from the Pentagon that the Bahamas had been invaded and hostile
forces were in the midst of establishing a base to launch an
assault on the Eastern Seaboard of the United States.

Two sections of the Air Wing have been
assigned to patrol the Florida panhandle in response to an
intelligence report that the Coalition Forces are in possession of
a deadly biological weapon. The Eastern Seaboard of the United
States is on high alert and plans are underway to evacuate the
nation’s Capital along with the civilians living within five
hundred miles of Washington.

Families of the ADF personnel are also being
evacuated due to the rumor that the Coalition is also planning on
launching a dirty bomb targeting the base. The remaining two
sections are to carry out the dangerous assignment.

The Air Wing’s commander
Major Robert Tucker, is sitting with the members of his squadron
and listening to his

Commanding Officer, General
Lyle Kensington, who is laying out the plans for Operation Liberty
Bell: the amphibious assault and liberation of the Bahamas by the
ADF.

“Are there any questions?”
General Kensington asks after he concludes the briefing.

“Yes, sir; who will patrol
our sector in the event of an attack by the Coalition from Cuba?”
Robert asks.

“The
28th Squadron from Fort Schwarzkopf is en route as we speak, so
they will cover your sector while you are on this mission.”
Kensington replies.

Robert nods, satisfied with the Pentagon’s
plan.

General Kensington asks,
“Are there any more questions?” There is silence in response, then
he informs them, “Operation Liberty Bell will commence at 0400
hours. You will report to the airfield at 0130 hours for final
briefing and preparations. That is all. Good hunting.
Dismissed.”

The squadron stands up, coming to attention
until the general leaves the room. The squadron stays in the
briefing room to discuss the upcoming mission among themselves.

“You think we’ll run into
Rico on this one?” Captain Keith Sykes, Joker Squadron Executive
Officer asks.

“One can only hope,” Robert
replies.

Robert has a score to
settle with Rico, short for Ricardo Pasqualle. He used to be the
27th Air wing's Executive Officer and Robert's classmate at the Air
Force Academy. They were best men at each other’s wedding, and
Ricardo is Robert’s son’s godfather. Their friendship ended when
Ricardo defected to the Coalition two years ago.

Robert has a momentary look
of anger and betrayal for what his best friend did to him and the
ADF. He takes a deep breath to compose himself, and then puts aside
his vendetta

against Rico for the moment and concentrates
on the mission at hand.

He checks his watch, and
then says, “It’s 1600. We’ll meet back here at 0115, so spend some
time with your family or at the Officers’ Club.” He then adds the
usual warning that he gives the squadron before they go on a
mission: “If I catch anyone with booze on their breath…”

“You’ll open a can of
whup-ass,” the squadron says in unison. Robert laughs, knowing that
the squadron understands his sense of humor and the underlying
message that he doesn’t tolerate nonsense while on duty, especially
during a crucial mission in the defense of their
country.

Their off-duty antics are a
different story. The
27th have the reputation of being the rowdiest unit on base and
possibly the entire ADF. Only their excellent combat record has
kept most of them out of military prison, especially the commanding
officer.

The squadron then leaves, with the exception
of Lieutenant Jacqueline 'Jackie' Foster, who is looking at her
cell phone. She is reading a text message and appearing very
upset.

Keith asks “What's the matter,
Lieutenant?”

Jackie shows him the text message.

“My father is very ill.
They have him in intensive care. Sir, permission to put in for
emergency leave.”

“I can run it by the
C.O.”

“Thank you,
Sir.”

They walk over to Robert.
Keith hands him the cell phone and explains the situation. Robert
sighs.

“Unfortunately, Lieutenant,
we need every available pilot. I'm sorry, I can't grant you
leave.”

Jackie nods, and turns to leave. Robert
stops her. She turns to him, trying to hold back tears. He pauses
and tells her in a reassuring tone of voice “As soon as the mission
is over, I will get you on the first plane to New York.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Jackie
says, and then leaves the briefing room.

Keith pauses and says “Maybe we should
reassign her to Delta Squadron.”

“Normally I would agree,
but we need everyone left for the mission. I'll have her fly as my
wing man to keep an eye on her.”

“Good idea.”

Robert closes his briefcase, which contains
the notes he took during the briefing and gives Keith an informal
order, “Go home and spend some time with Trish and the twins. I’ll
see you back here in a few hours.”

“Yes, sir.”

Keith and Robert leave the
briefing room; each going home to see his family with the both of
them sharing the same thought: wondering if it will be the last
time they make this trip home and see their wives and
children.


CHAPTER 2

 


Robert’s House, Officer’s
Housing Section, Powell ADF Base

 


Robert enters his house, a
modestly furnished home in the Officer’s Housing Section, which is
located on the other end of the base away from the main section
where the Air Wing’s squadrons of F- 122 Stealth Fighters are
housed.

His wife, Amanda, an attractive woman in her
late twenties, sees her husband of seven years enter the house.

They met while he was
stationed in Colorado with the 38th Air Wing and she worked as a
paralegal in a law firm nearby in Colorado Springs. They fell in
love and were married a year later. Their two children, a
five-year-old son named Robert Jr. and three-year-old daughter
named Sarah, are the offspring of their union.

Robert sees children playing in the backyard
of their house. He walks over to Amanda and kisses her in an
affectionate greeting.

Amanda smiles but then
notices the far-off look in his eyes, which usually means bad news:
he has to leave on a mission soon.

“Honey, what’s the
matter?”

“We got the
call.”

Amanda looks down, on the verge of crying,
then puts her arms around him and rests her head on his
shoulder.

Robert puts his arms around Amanda, wishing
that he can assure her that everything will be all right but he has
always been honest with her about the hazards of his
occupation.

“When…do you have to
go?”

“Tonight around one
o’clock.”

She begins crying uncontrollably, then hugs
him and buries her head into his shoulder knowing that she has
little time to spend with him.

“What am I going to say to
Bob and Sarah in the morning when they ask where you
are?”

Robert sighs, not knowing what to say to her
to help explain why he is leaving while his children are
asleep.

Amanda nods, understanding
the tremendous pressure he is under right now and not wanting to
add to the burden he is carrying, and then tells him, “I’ll come up
with something.”

“Sweetheart, maybe you
should take the kids and stay with your folks for a
while.”

Amanda starts to say something, but he cuts
her off by saying, “I don’t know how long this mission’s going to
last and I may be gone for a while and I’d feel better if you were
with them.”

She nods knowing that he’s right but still
can’t get over the feeling that this may be the last time she is
ever going to see him.

“Honey, I’ll do my best to
come back.”

“You better.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Robert Jr. and Sarah enter
the house, see their father, and say, “Daddy!”

They then run over to where Robert and
Amanda are still holding one another. Amanda backs away, allowing
Robert to kneel down and hug their son and daughter.

Amanda tries to keep from crying as Robert
hugs and kisses the children. She puts up a brave front for the
children, not wanting to scare them.

Robert picks up his
children, walks with them to the couch in the living room, and then
sets them back on the floor. He sits on the couch, and then Robert
Jr. and Sarah climb up on the couch and sit on his lap. Amanda
walks to the back of the couch, puts her arms around Robert, and
rests her chin on his shoulder.

“Bob, Sarah, how would you
like to go with Mommy and visit Grandma and Grandpa for a
while?”

“Yeah!” the kids answer
excitedly.

“Are you going with us,
Daddy?” Sarah asks.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.
Daddy has a few things to do, but I’ll try to come out to visit
when I get done.”

Robert then addresses his son, “Bob, while
I’m away, you’re the man of the house. I want you to listen to your
mother and watch out for your sister until I come back, okay?”

“I will, Dad.”

Robert then sets the kids back on the floor
and tells them, “Go wash up for dinner.”

“Okay,” the children reply
and leave the living room.

Amanda kisses Robert on the cheek, grateful
that he broke the news to the children.

“I’ll call my parents
tonight and have them meet us at the airport.”

“When are you
leaving?”

“In the
morning.”

He takes Amanda by the hand, and they walk
to the dining room, where they’ll try and enjoy dinner with the
children.

 


Robert and Amanda's
bedroom – 1 AM

 


Robert is getting ready to leave for the
squadron headquarters. They spent the last few hours they had
together in a very intense and passionate fashion.

He goes to Robert Jr.’s room and spending a
moment staring at his son as he sleeps.

He reaches down and kisses his son on the
forehead then says, “Be good, son.”

He then goes to Sarah’s room. He looks at
her and realizes how fast time has gone by; it seems like it was
only yesterday that she was in diapers. He gently runs his hand
along her cheek, seeing how much Sarah resembles her mother.

He kisses Sarah then says,
“See you later, angel.”

He starts to leave

“Daddy?”

He turns and sees Sarah has woken up. He
walks back and kneels down by the bed.

“Yes, Sarah,”

“Are you going away to fly
your plane?” she asks.

“Yes,
sweetheart.”

“When will you come to
visit us?”

“As soon as he can,” Amanda
replies.

Robert repeats, “As soon as I can.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. I have to
go.”

He hugs his daughter one last time.

“I love you,
Daddy.”

“I love you, too,
angel.”

He kisses Sarah, has her
lie down and tucks her back in and gently says, “Go back to
sleep.”

“Okay,” Sarah says and then
closes her eyes.

Robert then sighs, leaves the bedroom, and
walks to where Amanda is standing at the door, weeping at the
emotional farewell Robert gave their daughter, praying silently
that he is able to keep his promise to Sarah.

Amanda puts her arms around
his left arm as they walk toward the front door. The short distance
between the bedrooms and the front entrance feels like the longest
walk she has ever taken in her life.

They arrive at the front door. Robert sighs,
opens the door, and turns to Amanda, who has begun to cry, unable
to hold back her tears any longer.

He wipes a tear from her cheek and tries to
say something, but Amanda puts her fingers to his lips, then says,
her voice shaking as she speaks, “I know you’ll do your best,” and
hugs him.

Robert returns the hug, then says in a tone
of deep regret, “I’m sorry, babe…I…gotta go.”

Amanda nods, crying even harder, then says
in a barely audible tone of voice, “I love you.”

“I love you,
too.”

He kisses his wife one last
time, walks out the front door, goes to his car, gets in, and
starts it up and begins to drive to the hangar. He sees her crying
through the rear view mirror.

He sighs, hoping that he can keep his
promise to come back, then puts all of his emotions aside as he
begins to prepare for the mission that lies ahead.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Briefing Room, Powell Air
Force Base, 0330 hours, 17 June

 


Robert and the rest of his squadron are in
the briefing room along with General Kensington, who is finishing
up the final details of the assault. Kensington will be
coordinating the assault from the command center; he is making sure
that each branch has a clear understanding of the operation. Lack
of communications on any part could result in disaster.

He is laying out the plan on a large screen
and using the computer-generated graphics directed by a small
control in his hand to show the time line involved in the dangerous
and vital operation in the interest of national security.

Each of the commanders has
a copy of the plans on a computer disk, which also has a virus
designed to wipe out the plans in the event of being captured by
the enemy.

He finishes the briefing by asking, “Any
questions?”

None are asked, so he turns
to his executive officer, Marine Corps Brigadier General Frederick
Tolliver, who calls the room to attention. Everyone comes to the
position of attention, and the general leaves the briefing room to
prepare for the mission.

General Tolliver walks over to Robert and
eyes him warily.

A few months ago, while the
general was asleep, someone
stole his hair piece and glued a piece of carpet
to his head, earning him the nickname of General Throw Rug,
although nobody dares call him that to his face.

He can’t prove it was
Robert or any of the practical jokers in the
27th Air
wing, but he is waiting for the day that
Robert or one of the other pilots slip up, so he can nail
them.

“Tucker. My boys are out
there; I want you to bring them back in one piece, and
try to remember whose
side you’re on.”

“Excuse me, sir. We have to
get to the flight line so we can protect your children.”

Tolliver gives him a dirty
look, and then steps aside as Robert and the squadron leave the
ready room.

The squadron leaves the building and walks
across the tarmac toward their waiting aircraft.

Keith goes over to Robert and says, “What
did Throw Rug say to you?”

“The same old shit about
Rico defecting.”

“Forget about Throw Rug.
We’ll get even with him when we get back. I say this time we glue a
live chicken to his head.”

“I've got something
better in mind. Hot coals and a
cattle prod.”

They laugh as they approach
their aircraft and climb on board. Robert gets into the cockpit and
gets strapped into the seat with the assistance of the ground
technicians.

After they finish, Robert gives them the
thumbs-up, letting

the tech know that he’s secured in the
aircraft.

He then goes through his pre-flight checks,
making sure the instruments are on and functional. He radios the
control tower.

“Joker One. Status is a
go.”

The tail fins of the jets
have the squadron’s emblem: a playing card with a skull in the
middle, with 27th
Air Wing, Joker Squadron written on the
top. The Joke’s on YOU is written underneath, a message to the enemy
pilots.

The radio operator’s voice responds, “Roger,
Joker One.”

Robert then checks with the rest of the
squadron.

“Joker Squadron,
report.”

“Joker Two is a go,” Keith
reports.

“Joker Three up,” Jackie
replies.

“Joker Four ready,”
Lieutenant Regina Kendall states.

“Joker Five’s a go,” and so
on down the line with all members of the squadron reporting they
are ready to go.

Robert reports to the control tower, “Joker
Squadron is ready for takeoff.”

“Roger, Joker One. You are
go for launch.”

“Roger, control. Jokers,
let’s…”

“Kick some ass!” the
rest of the squadron replies in unison followed by a collective
rebel yell, their traditional send off.

This is heard throughout the control tower
and the operations center.

General Kensington laughs
to himself and shakes his head then says, “Good luck, Jokers,”
wishing he was still young enough to fly combat
missions.

The squadron becomes
airborne and starts on their mission to provide air cover for the
marines that are already en route to commence Operation Liberty
Bell.

 



CHAPTER
4

 


Coalition Air Base,
Nassau, New Providence Island, the Bahamas; 0400 hours

 


The commanders of the People’s Coalition are
in a war room after being tipped off by an unnamed source high up
in the ADF chain of command that a large-scale assault was
underway.

They are planning their
defense for this assault, which will include a counterstrike by the
Coalition’s top air squadron, led by Ricardo Pasqualle.

He is in the war room
listening to the details, nodding as he is given his orders: engage
and eliminate the 27th
Air Wing, who is flying some kind of new
aircraft.

He has been the
perfect soldier in their
propaganda campaign, speaking out against the United States and the
World Council condemning both as being tyrants and oppressors. He
has been well awarded for promoting the Coalition; he holds the
rank of colonel and he is in charge of the entire Coalition Air
Force.

The Coalition leaders finish their plans to
repel the invasion. They are also contacting their base in Cuba to
call for reinforcements and prepare to launch the Ebola bomb.

They order Ricardo to get
his squadron airborne and stop the 27th Air Wing, and to delay the
ADF invasion until they can launch the biological weapon. Ricardo
nods in lieu of a salute and heads to the squad room to brief his
pilots on their mission.

Most of these men are mercenaries and were
promised to be rewarded if they joined the Coalition and carried
out raids on American targets. The high turnover of pilots in this
squadron is an indication of the inferior skills these men possess
as pilots; many of them only last one mission before being blown
out of the sky.

The few pilots that
have any kind of
military training are from the Cuban Air Force, who was trained by
the ADF until the Coalition seized control of the island and
their military.

The squadron goes to the
hangar to prepare for takeoff to try and stop the invasion of the
ADF and intercept the 27th Air Wing.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Atlantic Ocean, Fifty
Miles from New Providence Island, 0435 Hours

 


The
27th Air
Wing have taken up their positions flying over the navy ship that
is preparing to launch the marine assault craft that is to land on
the southern tip of New Providence Island.

Robert is monitoring his
radar equipment when he suddenly hears a beep from the radar
screen. He checks the screen and sees that something is
very wrong.

A few seconds later he gets an alarm on his
HUD—Heads Up Display—and sees the Coalition has already launched
their aircraft.

“Joker One to Joker
Squadron. We’ve got company.”

The squadron radios back, acknowledging his
call.

“Joker Two, get ready to
break formation on my mark. Break now.”

“Roger, Joker One. Joker
Two to Bravo Section, break left and prepare to
intercept.”

Keith’s section replies and then the eight
aircraft turn left and break off into four teams of aircraft. A
flash is seen from the island and an explosion detonates near the
navy ship.

“Shit!” Robert
exclaims.

 


ADF Command Center, the
Same Time

 


General Kensington and the branch commanders
are monitoring the progress of the invasion when an urgent message
comes in from Robert.

“Joker One to base. We ran
into a snag. Call off the surprise party. I say again, call off the
surprise party.” Robert’s transmission ends with an explosion
caused by an antiaircraft barrage.

General Tolliver gets on the radio and
replies, “Joker One, this is Bulldog One. Party goes on as
scheduled.”

“Negative, Bulldog One,
surprise party blown. We have

Unfriendlies bearing gifts at Point
Alpha.”

“Probably some guerrillas
with automatic weapons.”

“Negative, sir. They have
…”

“Joker One, my
men…”

“Get them the hell outta there, Throw Rug!”

“I’ll have your wings for
this, Tucker!”

“Why don’t you come up here
and get them? In the meantime, they are under artillery fire.
Divert until we can take out the guns.”

Tolliver goes to say
something when Kensington stops him. Kensington radios
Robert.

“Joker One,
report.”

“Base, I count three 105
batteries, four SAM (Surface to Air Missile) batteries, and twenty
approaching aircraft. Over.”

“Roger, Joker One. Can you
hold out until the 28th
can get to your location?”

“Tell ’em to get here PFQ
or we’re barbecue.”

“Will do. Out,” Kensington
replies and then instructs the radio operator, “Have the
28th Squadron get out to the 27th’s

location on the double.”

“Yes, sir,” the radio
operator replies.

“Sir, I want Tucker on
report for insubordination,” Tolliver says to
Kensington.

Kensington looks at him and
replies, “Report?
He’ll be lucky to get out of this alive, idiot.”

Tolliver leaves the operations center fuming
about Robert’s insubordinate behavior and being overridden, as well
as being insulted by General Kensington.

 


Airspace Ten Miles from
New Providence

 


Robert and his section see
the approaching Coalition aircraft, and then Robert decides to try
and solve both of the problems facing him: the incoming enemy jets
and the artillery that is hammering away at the navy
ship.

He radios Keith, “Joker
Two, this is Joker One. Take Bravo Section and take out the
artillery and the SAM batteries. Alpha Section will hold off the
unfriendlies.”

“Roger, Joker One,” Keith
replies.

Robert watches as Keith’s section makes a
sharp turn and head toward the island. He then turns his attention
to the nineteen MiGs and a lone F-15K that are on an intercept
course.

He changes radio frequencies and says,
“Rico, I know you’re out there.”

“Bob, I hope you’ve dried
out from the last time because you’re going swimming again.”
Ricardo replies.

“Lucky shot, my
friend.”

“Not
luck, skill. The
only lucky part about it is that I didn’t use a Maverick and leave
Amanda a widow.”

He feels himself becoming furious because
Ricardo had the audacity to mention Amanda’s name and at the same
time he realizes that Ricardo is right.

“What do you say, Rico? A
case of rum if I win.”

“You already owe me a case of
whiskey.”

“Okay, double or
nothing.”

“You got it.”

Robert then changes back to the squadron
frequency and says, “Look sharp, Alpha Section. Here they come.
Attack formation Charlie Two on my mark.”

He sees the outline of the MiGs and the
single F-15 against the pale sky, with sunrise still over an hour
away.

He gives the order, “Break and engage.”

The fighters break off into four teams and
begin to converge on the advancing Coalition aircraft.

The Coalition aircraft are
still flying in a tight formation with Ricardo in the lead. He
checks his instruments for any sign of the
27th Air
Wing. He has nothing on his radar, although his instincts tell him
that they are close by.

“Cobra to Wolf Pack. Break
formation and attack.”

“Attack what? There ain’t
nothing out there,” one of the Coalition pilots replies.

Ricardo goes to yell at the
idiot that questioned his orders when, all of a sudden, two
Coalition jets are destroyed by Sidewinder missiles. One of them
barely misses him.

He quickly breaks away from
the formation and performs a series of maneuvers to put some
distance between himself and the 27th Air Wing and the pilots in
his squadron.

The few pilots who listen to him are the
Cuban Air Force pilots who have enough combat experience and common
sense to follow Ricardo's orders.

They also break formation
and regroup, following Ricardo’s lead, leaving the inexperienced
mercenary pilots still flying in a tight formation and sitting
ducks for 27th
Air Wing.

 


Airspace over New
Providence Island

 


Bravo Section is about to begin their
assault on the artillery and antiaircraft batteries on the
island.

Keith and his wing-man, Lieutenant John
Randall, fly over the island drawing fire from the SAM units and in
the process, giving away their positions and making themselves an
easy target for the rest of Bravo Section.

Keith radios Robert, “Joker Two to Joker
One. Mission accomplished. En route to your position. Over”

“Negative, Joker Two. Bravo
Section is to carry out the escort of the surprise
party.”

“Copy that, Joker One,”
Keith replies and then says to himself, “Good luck,
Bob.”

 


ADF Command
Center

 


General Kensington and the
ADF commanders let out a collective sigh of relief that the
27th has
once again come through in the
clutch.

Keith radios command, “Joker Two to base. We
are able to deliver the surprise party.”

“Roger, Joker Two,”
Kensington replies and, checking the plans for an alternate landing
site, radios Keith, “Base to Joker Two. Surprise party is now at
Point Delta. I say again, party is now at Point Delta.”

“Roger, base. Out,” Keith
replies.

Kensington then radios the change in plans
to the units involved in the invasion.

The general suddenly notices someone in the
far end of the room at a communications station with a small
computer screen on, sending a message to an unknown and
unauthorized source.

Kensington rushes over to
the person who’s sending the transmission and grabs him, at the
same time yelling, “Guards!”

Military police and General Tolliver rush
back into the operations center with their weapons drawn.
Kensington has the person, Lieutenant Colonel Marcus Holoman, who
is an aide under General Tolliver.

Tolliver is livid and says, “What is the
meaning of this, Holoman?”

He sneers and says, “I’m
doing my part; for the People’s Coalition.”

They find out the plans for
the entire operation, including the change of location for the invasion,
has just been sent by e-mail to a computer terminal on New
Providence Island.

He orders the MPs, “Arrest this man.”

The MPs are moving in to arrest Holoman when
he grabs Kensington, pulls out a nine-millimeter pistol, puts it to
Kensington’s head, and says, “Take one step and you’ll have a
two-star corpse on your hands.”

The MPs, Tolliver, and the rest of the ADF
personnel back away from Kensington and Holoman.

He is attempting to leave and using
Kensington as a shield and a hostage.

“Tell them to have a jet,
one of your new toys, ready and waiting. You’re going to fly us out of
here.”

“That aircraft is a
one-seater.” Kensington says.

“I guess it’s going to be a
tight fit,” Holoman replies.

He takes a small device out of his pocket
and pushes a button.

They get near the exit to the operations
center, when Kensington suddenly elbows him in the ribs at the same
time Tolliver rushes Holoman and wrestles the nine-millimeter
pistol away from him.

Tolliver uses the butt of
the pistol to knock him unconscious. The MPs move in and take
Holoman out of the operations center to be incarcerated and stand
trial for treason.

Kensington, who is shaken
up by the ordeal, turns to Tolliver and says, “Thanks,
Fred.”

“I may be an idiot, but I’m
a loyal idiot.”

Kensington pauses and tells
him, “Major Tucker was out of line with his comments, and if you
want, I’ll press charges against him when he gets back.”

“The major was trying to
protect my men.”

“Holoman compromised the
entire operation. Any suggestions?”

“Bomb the hell outta
them.”

“Too risky. We need to take
’em out without civilian casualties.”

“They seized the central
government which means they’re operating out of Nassau.”

“Sir, the marines have just
launched and are en route to Point Delta.” a Radio operator
reports.

Kensington nods, then says to Tolliver,
“Well, it’s up to your men to secure the beach head.”

“Semper
fi, sir,” Tolliver replies.

Kensington and Tolliver
rejoin the ADF commanders and monitor the invasion that has just
now gotten under way.

 


Airspace over New
Providence Island

 


While Keith and Bravo
Section are taking on their new mission of flying air cover for the
three launches that are carrying the Recon Battalion of the
2nd Marine Division, Robert, and Alpha Section are in the midst of
air-to-air combat with the Coalition squadron.

They have made quick work of the dozen or so
mercenary pilots, shooting them down with Sidewinders and
thirty-millimeter guns before the woefully unprepared pilots knew
what hit them.

They now face the far more challenging task
of taking on Ricardo and the six Cuban Air Force pilots. While the
rest of the squadron take on the Cuban pilots, Robert goes after
his main quarry, his former friend and executive officer, Ricardo
Pasqualle.

They have led the Coalition pilots out into
the open waters of the Atlantic Ocean, away from the island.

The two squadrons are in the middle of an
air battle—flying in the infamous Bermuda Triangle, a region of the
Atlantic that stretches from Florida to Puerto Rico and Bermuda in
a triangular fashion, hence its nickname.

The Bermuda Triangle is
notorious for odd occurrences: ships and planes disappearing,
navigational equipment malfunctioning, and other unexplained
phenomenon. These superstitions are the furthest thing from the
minds of the combatants, who are only interested in
one thing: getting out of
this alive to fight another day.

The Cuban pilots that fight
for the Coalition are proving themselves to be worthy opponents for
the 27th Air Wing pilots. The two F-122s that have been shot down by
these battle-hardened veterans prove that the old Cuban Air
Force

is just as well-trained as their ADF
counterparts.

One of the pilots, Lieutenant Greg Chandler,
call sign Slap Shot, managed to bail out before the 500
million-dollar aircraft crashed into the ocean. Chandler hit the
auto-destruct button just before ejecting, ensuring that the
secrets of this highly advanced aircraft don’t fall into the hands
of the Coalition or anyone else who could use the technology
against the United States.

The other ADF pilot, Lieutenant Derrick
Carlyle, call sign DC, was not as fortunate. His aircraft was hit
by an air-to-air missile and his plane exploded in midair.

Robert saw Carlyle’s plane get hit and go
down and then quickly made the Coalition pilot pay for this by
sending a Sidewinder into his cockpit before he even had a chance
to celebrate his victory, adding to the three kills already to his
credit.

Robert and Ricardo are now
in the midst of their legendary feud. The dogfights they have been
involved in are already the talk on both sides.

Robert takes an angle of approach to fire a
volley of rounds at the underside of Ricardo’s F-15K to disable the
electronic brain of the aircraft.

He fires at Ricardo’s
aircraft. The tracer rounds are glowing in the pre-dawn sky,
drawing a deadly bead toward the underside of the F-15. Ricardo,
acting on pure instinct, does a quick barrel roll, avoiding the
thirty-millimeter rounds.

Robert does a quick banking turn to pursue
and act on the slight advantage he has attained but at the same
time tries not get overconfident because he has seen Ricardo get
out of tight situations before.

“Not bad, my friend, but
you’ll have to do better than that,” Ricardo’s voice is heard over
Robert’s headset.

“I have plenty more where that came
from.”

Robert fires another
volley, and then continues the battle against his former best
friend.

A Coalition pilot has just incapacitated an
F-122. He was unable to shoot the plane down but he did enough
damage to render the fighter jet combat ineffective.

The ADF pilot, Lieutenant Regina Kendall,
call sign Black Widow, radios to Robert, “Joker Four to Joker One.
I’m hit.”

Robert, who’s been
monitoring the squad frequency while conversing with Ricardo,
quickly switches back to the squad frequency.

“Joker Four, can you
continue?”

“Negative. Weapons are
damaged and electronics are fried.”

“Roger, Joker Four. Return
to base.”

“No can do, Joker One. May
have to ditch.”

“Joker Four, can you make
it to Pit Stop?”

“Affirmative, Joker
One.”

“Roger, Joker Two. Can you
send someone to escort Joker Four?”

“I’m en route. Be there in
half a mike.”

“Roger.”

Robert is focused on
shooting down Ricardo. He’s jockeying for position, not realizing
that a Coalition pilot has slipped in behind him and is trying to
get a missile lock on him.

“Joker One, you have one on
your six,” Jackie radios Robert, warning him of the imminent
threat.

“Shit,” Robert says to
himself, then takes evasive action, momentarily forgetting about
the dogfight with Ricardo.

Robert curses himself for turning off his
radar, he turns it on. He is greeted by a pitched whine, meaning
that the MiG has fired at him.

He quickly dispenses the electronic counter
measures: flares and chaff to throw off the air-to-air missile that
is rapidly approaching. Then he makes a radical, twisting dive to
further confuse the missile.

The missile is drawn to the
chaff and flares, and explodes.

Robert’s jet is shaken by the explosion but
is unharmed. The Coalition MiG is still behind Robert and is
getting ready to fire again when it suddenly blows up.

Robert sees that the
Coalition MiG is no longer a threat.

He radios to the unseen
pilot who saved his hide, “Joker One to Joker that fired.
Thanks.”

“I may be funny-looking,
but I ain’t no joke, son,” the pilot replies with a heavy
Texas drawl.

The pilot’s voice sounds familiar to Robert,
who laughs to himself, then says, “Pilot, identify yourself.”

“Captain Ray Watson,
28th Texas Squadron, but ya can call me Night Stalker,” Ray
replies.

He is flying a RAH 77
Blackfoot Stealth Helicopter, which was
introduced at the same time as the F-122. Robert has a split-second
look of confusion as to how a helicopter flew from the ADF base to
the middle of the Atlantic, until he remembered the
28th deploys both helicopters and F-15s and they had a squadron
standing by on the USS Kennedy.

“The Bounty Hunter says
thank you,” at the same time remembering meeting the rowdy captain
during his time at the 28th training the pilots there on
advanced aerial combat techniques.

Ray whistles and says,
“Shoot, I didn’t know I saved the ass of the legendary Bounty Hunter.”

“I’m not out of it yet. I
got my hands full with Rico.”

“Well, hell, son.
Let me have a
crack at him.”

“Negative. He’s all
mine.”

Ray goes to say something
in response when all of a sudden, the RAH 77 disappears.

“Night Stalker. Come in,”
Robert calls.

There is no response.

Keith arrives on scene to escort Gina
Kendall’s disabled jet. He suddenly starts to lose control.

“Joker Two to Joker One.
I’m starting to experience some kind of instrument
problem.”

“I am, too, Joker Two,”
Gina replies.

“Get back to base. Must be
some kind of electrical storm,” Robert says, even though there
isn’t a cloud in the sky. He doesn’t know how else to explain what
is happening.

Keith replies, “Trying to,
but I’m losing…” his transmission is cut off as he suddenly
vanishes into thin air along with Gina’s jet.

“Joker Two, Joker Four.
Keith, Gina, respond,” Robert says but is greeted by static. Then
he orders Jackie, “Joker Three, regroup with Bravo Section. I’m
investigating.”

“But, sir…”

“Move it, Lieutenant.
That’s an order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jackie starts to fly off when her jet
disappears.

The Coalition MiGs experience the same malfunctions
in their instruments then disappear as well.

Ricardo calls Robert over
the radio and asks, “Is this some kind of trap?”

“Negative, Rico. My men are
gone, too.”

“We’ll meet again.
Soon.”

Ricardo starts to fly back towards the
Coalition base when his plane vanishes.

Robert radios the base,
“Joker One to base. I encountered some kind of phenomenon. Have
lost all of Alpha…”

He stops speaking as
his plane starts shaking
violently.

His instruments start going haywire as he
struggles to steer the jet out of some kind of turbulence that has
rendered everything on the F-122 useless.

“Joker One, you’re breaking
up. Repeat,” a radio operator says at the operations center four
hundred miles away from the center of the recent battle and now
site of the strange events that are taking place at this
moment.

Robert tries to respond but he is too busy
trying to wrestle with his unresponsive aircraft to repeat his
message. He suddenly looks in shock as some kind of vortex forms in
front of his jet. He makes one last effort to avoid the swirling
mass of energy that is converging on him but he is swallowed up
like the rest of jets that have vanished, and there is no sign of
any aircraft in the area.

The final toll this of unexplained
phenomenon was five Coalition jets, four F-122s from the Joker
Squadron along with Ray Watson and his RAH 77 Stealth
Helicopter.

 


ADF Command Center, the
Same Time

 


Back at the command center,
General Kensington and the ADF commanders watch in disbelief as one
by one the F-122s of the 27th Air Wing disappear off the
view screen.

“Base to Joker One. Come
in,” Kensington says. There’s no reply. “Base to
any Joker Squadron
member. Report.”

“This is Joker Eight,”
Lieutenant Randall replies.

“Joker Eight. Status on
Joker One and Alpha Section.”

“Status unknown, sir. They
disappeared along with Captain Watson from the
28th.”

“What do you mean
disappeared?!”

“I can’t explain, sir. One
minute they were on my radar, and the next, they were gone. Sir,
shall I search the area?”

“Negative, Joker Eight. Who
is ranking officer?”

“The C.O. and the X.O. are
missing. I am next in seniority.”

“Take charge of the
squadron. Continue with your mission, we’re sending in a cutter to
search the area.”

“Roger, base.
Out.”

Once again the command center falls deadly
silent.

Kensington turns to the
radio operator, Sergeant Tamara Rodgers and orders her, “I want a
Coast Guard cutter and a sub to search the area immediately.”

“Yes, Sir,” Rodgers
replies.

Kensington checks the last known coordinates
of Alpha Squadron: thirty miles south of New Providence Island
within the infamous Bermuda Triangle.

He gives them to the radio
operator, who relays them to a Coast Guard cutter and the ADF
Submarine USS New Mexico
to begin the search for the missing
pilots.

Out of the sixteen aircraft that took off on
this mission, only seven remain, rendering the 27th Air Wing combat
ineffective.

Kensington sighs because after the
completion of Operation Liberty Bell, he’ll have the unpleasant
task of breaking the news to the families of the missing pilots
about their spouses being Missing In Action.

He says to Tolliver, “Fred, you’re in charge
until I return.”

“Yes, sir.”

General Kensington leaves
the command center. He needs a breath of fresh air and a stiff
drink after the heavy toll taken by the 27th Air Wing.

He does not look forward to informing the
families of the tragedy that occurred during this mission.

He will have his aide locate the families of
Robert Tucker,

Keith Sykes and Regina
Kendall, the only three members who are married with
children.

He stops at the entrance of the officer's
club, goes to open the door, but then decides to go to his office,
where he has a bottle of scotch, where he can discreetly drink a
toast to the pilots who have been confirmed as being killed in
action as well as the missing pilots and hoping they will be found
and returned safely to their families.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


Somewhere over Open
Waters

 


Robert emerges from the vortex disoriented
by the maelstrom he has just flown through, which appeared to him a
swirling mass of lights, arching electrical charges, and turbulence
caused by hurricane force winds.

His F-122 survived the
bumpy ride, and he made it through with only slight injuries and
one hell of a headache. His instruments,
which were knocked out of commission during the turbulent ride,
begin to clear up.

Keith is calling him, “Joker One. Come
in.”

“Keith, you
okay?”

“Yeah. Gina’s plane took
some damage, but she’s OK.”

“I’m here, too, sir,”
Jackie tells him.

This is followed by a
boisterous, “What the hell was that?!” coming from a
pissed-off-sounding Ray Watson.

Robert sighs in relief that all the pilots
in his section, including the irate Texan, made it through in one
piece.

He changes frequencies, and
then says, “Rico, you out there?”

“Yeah. What the hell
happened?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we
should call a cease-fire until we

find out what happened.”

“Agreed.”

“Good, can you get a fix on
where we are?”

“Negative. My navigation
controls took some damage.”

Robert checks his own
navigation equipment. He is picking up no sign of any other
aircraft in the area along with no sign of the navy ship or the
aircraft carrier.

The dark skies they were flying under not
more than a minute ago have turned to daylight and Robert sees
nothing around him except water.

“Where the hell are we?”
Robert hears Ray ask, echoing the question that is on everyone’s
mind from both sides of the now discontinued battle.

Robert switches back to the ADF frequency
and says, “Don’t know, Night Stalker. How’s your helicopter?”

“She’s fine, but I feel
like I took the bull ride from hell.”

Robert laughs, changes frequency and asks
Ricardo, “Rico, are you and your men okay?”

“Yeah, we have some bumps
and bruises. And we’re confused as hell.”

“Same here. There’s a small
island ten miles from here. We’ll use it as a reference point and
search the area to see if we can find some place to land,” while
eyeing his fuel gauge, which shows that he has m

maybe thirty minutes’ worth
of fuel left.

“Roger that, Major. We'll
fly north and rendezvous back here in twenty mikes.”

“Roger,
Captain.”

“Colonel.”

“Well, then you’re in
charge, sir,”
Robert says, in a respectful tone of voice with an underlying tone
of disgust at how Ricardo sold out the ADF.

Ricardo doesn’t respond to
Robert’s disparaging commentary but knows that they’ll have some
kind of showdown in the near future either in the air or on the
ground—if they can
find a place to land.

Ricardo and the MiGs start
to fly north, while Robert and the F-122s along with the slower RAH
77, the newest member of the 27th Air Wing, fly
south.

Each side is flying cautiously under the
uneasy truce made by both squadron commanders and keeping their
weapons armed in case they decide to resume hostilities. Robert
suddenly picks up some kind of aircraft on his radar.

“I’m picking up several
aircraft coming our way.”

He hits a button on the
small computer. It scans every known radar signature and aircraft
outline kept on file. A short time later the computer beeps and
flashes a message: Aircraft
Identity Unknown.

“What the
hell?!”

Robert goes to radio his
findings to the others when all of a sudden, he is frozen in place,
unable to move and barely able to breathe. His F-122 is suspended
in midair, along with the rest of the aircraft.

“Alien vessel, identify
yourself.”

Robert and the others are released from this
unknown form of restraint, but their aircraft are still frozen in
place.

“Major Robert Tucker,
American Defense Force.”

“A likely
story.”

“Colonel Ricardo Pasqualle
of the...”

“Enough of your lies. You
will surrender your vessels and follow us.”

At the same time a dozen or
so aircraft neither Robert nor anyone else has ever seen appear
before them, seeming to materialize out of nowhere.

They take up position around both of the
squadrons, looking ready to fire at them in a heartbeat. The
unknown force used to restrain them is released and they are once
again airborne.

One of the Coalition MiGs
suddenly fires a missile at one the UFOs. The alien vessel fires a
beam at the missile, blowing it up immediately, and then fires a
second beam at the MiG that launched the missile, destroying the
plane.

The flaming wreckage falls
toward the small island and explodes causing a second, much larger
explosion upon impact. Robert and the others are once again
paralyzed by the invisible restraints.

“Any more aggressive
actions on your part will result in immediate
termination.”

The alien vessels, which are metallic blue
in appearance and shaped in a configuration never seen before,
surround both the ADF and Coalition squadrons. The invisible
restraints that were holding both pilot and jet are once again
lifted off of them.

Robert radios, “Joker
Squadron and Night Stalker, you will give full cooperation to our
hosts.”

Ricardo radios a similar order, “Wolf Pack,
no hostile actions will be taken against the unidentified
aircraft.”

Both squadrons then get into a single
formation, flying side by side when not more than fifteen minutes
ago, or so it seems, they were bent on blowing each other out of
the sky.

The squadrons and the alien fleet start to
fly toward a small speck on the horizon.

Robert sighs, and then puts
the F-122 on autopilot. He takes out a picture of Amanda and the
kids. He stares at the picture. Something causes him to glance
up.

He stares in complete shock
as the object he thought was an island in the distance suddenly
comes into view and it is not an island but
some kind of ship which stretches for miles in diameter and taller than any building he has ever seen before.

“Holy shit!” Robert exclaims.

Gina’s F-122, which was
severely damaged in the battle with Ricardo’s men and further
shaken apart by the trip through the portal, begins to shudder, and
she is unable to handle the controls.

“Joker One, I’m losing it.
I may have to ditch.”

“Hang on just a little
longer, Joker Four,” Robert tells her then tries to reason with
their captors by saying, “Listen, whoever you are, one of my pilots
is having engine trouble.”

“You mean he’s trying to
escape,” At the same time the immobilizing beam is placed on Gina’s
crippled jet.

The powerful beam short
circuits the few remaining systems that are still operational on the doomed
F-122. Gina tries to pull the ejection lever, but the beam is
preventing the F-122’s canopy from opening.

Her ejection seat fires and at the same time
ignites the sparks and gasses that are in the cockpit, and her
F-122 explodes, killing Lieutenant Regina Kendall instantly.

“Gina!” Jackie cries out
and then is heard weeping over the loss of her friend.

“You son of a bitch!” Robert snarls angrily at his
captors.

“Silence,” the commander says to
him.

The immobilizer beam is
placed on Robert and his jet along with the rest of their captives
from the ADF and Coalition, and then proceeds toward the immense
ship that is now appearing before them.

A massive door begins to open, leading to
the interior of the gigantic ship. Robert strains against the
immobilizing beam that is holding him paralyzed in his cockpit.

He is breathing heavily through his teeth,
swearing to himself that he will make these bastards pay dearly for
killing one of his pilots.

The ADF and Coalition jets
are brought inside the mother ship, then the massive bay doors
begin to slide close, sealing them inside, leaving them with no
means of escape and nowhere to go, even if they did manage to get away from their
alien abductors.

 



CHAPTER 7

 


Amanda Tucker’s Parents’
House, Colorado Springs, Colorado

 


Amanda and her parents,
Daniel and Kate Morrison, are in the living room talking. Amanda
and the children arrived this morning. Keith’s wife Patricia, also
known as Trish, and their children Richard and Rachel, who are
four-year-old fraternal twins, flew out to Colorado with Amanda and
her children so Trish wouldn’t be alone with the twins while her
husband was away.

She is in the backyard with
Robert Jr., Sarah, and her children while Amanda is sitting with
her parents. Amanda is an emotional wreck, still agonizing over the
feeling that something terrible has happened to Robert, not having
heard from him since he left for the 27th headquarters the previous
morning.

“I’m sure he’ll call,”
Daniel says to Amanda, trying to ease her fears.

She rests her head on her
father’s shoulder. “Some thing's happened to him, Dad. I just know
it,” she tells him while softly weeping.

Daniel puts his arm around
his daughter and comforts her. Kate knows all too well what Amanda
is going through having been left behind while Daniel fought in
Operation

Desert Storm over thirty years ago, a few
years before Amanda was born.

“Sweetheart, I’m sure he’ll
get a hold of you the first chance he gets.”

Amanda shakes her head no, then stands and
leaves the living room and she is heard crying from the
kitchen.

They start to follow her
when there is a knock at the front door. Daniel goes to the door,
while Kate goes to the kitchen to comfort Amanda. He opens the door
and sees General Kensington and an ADF chaplain and knows that the
general is bringing bad
news: more than likely that his son-in-law was
killed in action.

“Is this Amanda Tucker’s
home?”

“Yes. I’m her
father.”

“I’m General Kensington,
Bob’s commanding officer.”

“Please, come in,” Daniel
says.

Kensington and the chaplain
enter the house. Amanda sees General Kensington and the chaplain
and becomes hysterical, knowing why they’re here: to inform her
that Robert has been killed in action.

No,” Amanda says, not
wanting to believe that this is happening. Then she starts crying
uncontrollably and slides down the wall she is standing near and
sits on the ground rocking back and forth.

Kensington says, “I came
here to inform you…”

“He was killed in action,”
Daniel says.

“No. Bob’s plane
disappeared yesterday morning, along with four others. At the
moment he is considered missing in action.”

“There’s a chance he…may
still be alive?”

“We are conducting a
thorough search and we’re doing everything possible to find him and
the others.”

Amanda hears that Robert is missing but not
considered

dead, then gets to her feet and goes to
General Kensington and says, with tears streaming down her face,
“General, please find him.”

Kensington puts his hand on her shoulder and
says, “Amanda, I swear to you we will not rest until he is
found.”

Amanda manages a slight
smile, and gives Kensington a peck on the cheek.

“Thank you,” she says,
knowing the General is as good as his word.

“How did this happen?”
Daniel asks.

“I’m sorry, but this
information is classified.”

“I understand,
General.”

“Do you know how I can get
a hold of Keith Sykes’ wife, Patricia?”

“She’s here,” Amanda says
and then realizes that Keith is missing, too. She becomes upset
again and says, “Oh, no.”

“Would you like me to tell
her?”

“May I, please?” Kensington
nods. “Thank you,” and leaves the living room.

“General, be honest. Do you
think they’ll be found?” Daniel asks.

“We have three Coast Guard
cutters searching the area and we will keep looking as long as
humanly possible and we’ll keep you informed of the progress of the
search.”

Daniel and Kate nod in appreciation for his
honesty.

Trish is in the backyard watching Richard
and Rachel playing with Robert Jr. and Sarah. She sees Amanda at
the back door, looking like she’s been crying.

“Amanda, what’s the
matter?” Trish asks.

Amanda motions for Trish to
come inside for a moment so the children don’t hear what she’s
going to tell her.

“Trish, General Kensington
stopped by to tell me that

Bob and Keith are
missing.”

“No.”

Amanda hugs Trish, comforting her friend,
and at the same time needing a shoulder to cry on herself.

“How? When?” Trish finally
manages to ask through tears.

“Yesterday, during the
mission. The Coast Guard is out there looking for them.”

Trish nods, and then rests
her head on Amanda’s shoulder.

“You’re welcome to stay
here as long as you like.” Amanda tells her.

“Thank you. What are we
going to tell the children?”

“Bob asked me to tell them
the truth if this ever happened.”

“Should we tell them
now?”

“I think we should wait
another day or so.”

She prays the Coast Guard
can locate their missing husbands and tries to come up with a way
to tell the children that their fathers won’t be coming home if
they aren’t found.

Daniel and Kate walk to the back door and
see Amanda and Trish holding one another. They know that Amanda has
broken the news to Trish.

“Trish, we’re very sorry
about your husband.”

“You’re welcome to stay
here as long as you like.”

“Thank you.”

“We’ll watch the children
for a while if you like.”

Trish nods, not sure if she is able to face
her children right now without causing them to start asking why
their mother is crying and other questions that she's not ready to
answer yet.

Amanda and Trish walk back
toward the living room to give each other strength They also hope
that, if the worst has happens and they’re both dead, their bodies
are recovered so they have some
sense of closure.

 



CHAPTER 8

 


Holding Cell inside the
Alien Vessel

 


The ADF pilots are brought to the holding
cell, escorted by guards wearing uniforms made of some kind of
metallic material and helmets that cover their faces. The guards
are pointing some kind of weapon at them.

One of the guards hits a button, and a door
slides open. The prisoners are shoved inside the cell, and the door
closes. They check the door to see if they can pry it open somehow,
but it appears to fit seamlessly with the wall.

“It’s no use. We already
checked it,” a very familiar voice says from behind
them.

They see Ricardo and the
Cuban pilots. Despite the situation and the truce called by the two
commanders, upon seeing Ricardo in person for the first time in two
years, Robert feels all the anger and hatred brought on by
Ricardo’s defection. He thinks back to the incident in which
Ricardo betrayed him and the ADF.

 


Airspace over the Florida
Keys, May 2023

 


The
27th Air
Wing is on training maneuvers due to the rumors of a Coalition
being formed to oppose the United States, United Nations, and the
World Council.

Their primary mission is to defend the Air
Defense Installation on Key West, a prime target for this Coalition
if they ever decide to attack the United States.

Robert is leading Alpha and Charlie Sections
in a mock battle against Bravo and Delta Sections led by his
executive officer and friend, Captain Ricardo Pasqualle.

Alpha and Charlie are defending the
installation against Bravo and Delta Sections.

Robert’s noticed that
Ricardo has been under a lot of stress lately. He’s asked Ricardo
what’s been bothering him, worried about his friend and XO’s mood.
Ricardo told him that it was a personal matter and refused to talk
about it.

The defending sections get
into formation to protect the installation against the Op-For
attack.

The skies over the radar installation are
filled with F-15Ks that are locked in fierce aerial combat, each
pilot trying to get the advantage over the other, along with the
bragging rights at the debriefing after wards.

The exercise is going according to plan,
until the unexpected happens.

Robert and Ricardo are in one of their
already-famous dogfights, when all of a sudden Ricardo turns off
his radar and performs a maneuver that catches Robert in his jet
wash, causing Robert to go into a flat spin.

While Robert struggles to get his F-15K back
under control, Ricardo goes into a radical dive to fly below the
fifty-foot limit that the installation is able to track incoming
aircraft and then disappears heading toward the island of Cuba.

By the time Robert gets the
F-15K back under control, Ricardo is long gone. The rest of the
pilots in both sections are shocked over
the actions taken by the executive officer.

Keith, who is Delta Section commander, asks
Robert if they should pursue him. Robert replies that they are not
to cross into Cuban airspace and violate the Mutual Nonaggression
Pact, feeling that a squadron of F-15Ks crossing into another
country’s airspace would be seen as an act of war.

Robert immediately calls
off the exercise and has the squadrons return to the base. After
they return, Robert reports to the ADF command about Ricardo’s
apparent defection. He is questioned about his knowledge of these
event and possible complicity in Ricardo’s defection. After the
command hears Robert’s account and the testimony of the rest of the
Air Wing. After they collaborated his report, Robert is cleared of
any wrongdoing.

The ADF issues a warrant for Ricardo’s
arrest and petitions Cuba for the return of their pilot and the
stolen F-15K. Cuba denies any knowledge of Ricardo being in their
country, but promises they will look for him. A month after
Ricardo’s defection, he is seen on TV denouncing the ADF, the
United States, and the World Council and supporting the People’s
Coalition.

The
27th Air
Wing watch the broadcast, knowing that if the Coalition ever
attacked the United States, their prime target would be Ricardo
Pasqualle.

 


Holding Cell, Present
Day

 


Robert continues to stare at Ricardo, his
anger boiling over until he is no longer able to contain
himself.

“You son of a bitch!”

He lunges at Ricardo only
to be held back by Keith, Jackie, and Ray.

He struggles to break free and continues to
stare at Ricardo with unbridled hatred. Ricardo is momentarily
surprised, not by Robert’s reaction but how violent it is.

He moves into a position to defend himself,
and at the same time, the Coalition pilots also prepare to fight in
case the ADF pilots decide to turn this into a free-for-all.

“Bob, this isn’t the time
to do this. We have bigger problems.”

“Let me at him. I’ll kill
him!”

Robert’s threat prompts one
of the Coalition pilots into action. He charges toward Keith from
behind, at the same time pulling out a knife. Robert sees this,
breaks free from Jackie and Ray, and catches the arm of the
Coalition pilot just before he is able to plunge his knife into
Keith’s back.

He grabs the pilot by the
wrist and forcefully twists it. The pilot, Miguel Herrera, yells in
pain and drops the knife. Robert then hits him in the forearm and
shoulder breaking the arm and separating the shoulder. Miguel drops
to his knees cradling the injured arm and cursing in
Spanish.

Robert then sets his sights on his
number-one nemesis and starts walking toward Ricardo with his fists
curling up and getting ready to beat the hell out of him. The other
Coalition pilots, as well as the ADF pilots, square off for another
showdown—this time without planes, guns, and missiles—to settle
their differences in hand to hand combat.

The only pilot who
doesn’t participate is
Jackie, who stays behind Robert, Keith, and Ray with a slight look
of apprehension, fearing what might happen if the Coalition pilots
get a hold of her. She has heard stories about other women pilots
who were captured, raped, and then killed by their cruel and
heartless captors. She also shudders at the thought of what the
aliens might do to her.

Ricardo, who is also trained in the martial
arts, prepares to defend himself from Robert’s attack. Robert walks
toward Ricardo, then stops a couple of feet from him and stares at
him with cold hatred. Ricardo returns the stare but fully
understands how Robert feels.

He wants to tell
Robert why he
defected but he doesn’t trust the Coalition pilots.

The other pilots back away and let their
commanders settle their differences one on one. Robert and Ricardo
close in on each other to begin their long-awaited showdown.

From outside the holding cell, there are the
sounds of a fight in progress: punches being exchanged and the
pilots yelling encouragement.

The guards posted outside the cell hear the
commotion inside. They open the cell door and go inside to
investigate. Ray and Keith are on either side of the door waiting
to ambush them. The fight was nothing more than a diversion to draw
the guards inside and escape the holding cell they are in. They
knock the guards unconscious and then take the weapons they were
carrying.

Ricardo gives Robert a
look, and Robert motions to Keith, who tosses the weapon to one of
the Coalition pilots, who has a split-second thought about shooting
the ADF pilots but then sees Ray with the weapon in his hand,
daring him to even think
about trying the weapon out on one of the ADF
pilots.

Robert and Ricardo nod to each other,
deciding to set aside their differences until after they
escape.

“We better split up. That
way we have a better chance to get to our planes,” Robert
says.

Ricardo agrees and then motions to his men
to follow him.

They quickly leave the
holding cell and then go in one direction down the hallway while
the ADF leave and go in

the other direction.

“Sir, how do we escape?”
Jackie asks.

“We blast our way out,”
Robert replies.

“What about those alien
ships?” Keith asks.

“I guess we’ll hafta open a
can o' whup-ass,” Ray says.

The ADF pilots quickly but quietly make
their way to the hangar area where their F-122s are being held.

Robert sees Ricardo on the other side, then
gives him a visual signal that they’ll make a break for their
planes at the same time. Ricardo nods and then motions to his men
to move on his signal.

“On three,” Robert says
very quietly to the ADF pilots. He raises his arm, mentally counts
to three, then quickly drops his arm signaling his pilots and
Ricardo’s group to move quickly to their planes.

Both groups make a fast
break for their respective aircraft. They approach their planes,
surprised at the lack of anyone guarding their jets, when all of a
sudden they find out why
there are no guards.

An immobilizing beam shoots down from a
device in the ceiling of the hangar, freezing them in their tracks.
A squad of guards enters the hangar and surrounds both groups, and
then the immobilizing beam is turned off.

“Drop the weapons,” one of
the guards orders.

Ray has a split-second thought of blasting
them but sees that he is out-gunned and lays the weapon down and
clasps his hands behind his head.

Alberto also wisely decides to put the
weapon down and surrender. Both groups are then led away from the
hangar and back to the holding area.

When they reach the holding cells, Keith,
Jackie, and Ray

are put in one cell, while
Miguel, Alberto and the third pilot, Carlos Montoya, are put in an
adjoining cell. Robert and Ricardo are put in a third cell by
themselves.

“Any more attempts at
escaping and you two will be terminated,”
the guard says to them, having singled out the leaders of the
groups trying to escape.

The cell door is shut and a
squad of guards is posted in the hallway around the holding
cell.

Robert and Ricardo sigh.
Their plan almost worked, but they’re back
at square one. Robert still feels some animosity toward Ricardo. If
they are going to die, he at least wants to know why his best
friend stabbed him in the back.

He says, “Rico, tell me one
thing…”

“Why did I do
it?”

“Yeah,” Robert says,
feeling angry and wanting to beat the hell out of him but willing
to let Ricardo explain himself first. Ricardo pulls out a
picture.

Robert sees the picture and
has a look of confusion and says with a tone of disbelief,
“Maria’s the
reason you defected?”

“Si.”

“I don’t get it. What did
Maria have to do with this?”

“The Coalition kidnapped
Maria and her family. They sent me a message that if I didn’t
cooperate with them, they would kill them all.”

“Why didn’t you tell
anyone? You know we would have helped you get them
back.”

Ricardo puts his hand on
Robert’s shoulder and then says, “I know you would have,
hermano, but the
Coalition have monitored my every move. In
fact they had someone inside the ADF who set the whole thing
up.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know but I think
he was someone high up because the Coalition’s been getting
information about your missions for a long time.”

Robert feels that he owes
Ricardo a big apology now that he realizes that Ricardo was forced into
cooperating with the Coalition.

“Rico, I’m
sorry…”

“No apology needed, my
friend.”

Ricardo offers his hand in friendship.
Robert nods and then shakes his hand, deciding to drop his
vendetta.

“Rico, if we get out here,
I’ll help you get Maria and her family away from those bastards,”
Robert says, wanting Ricardo know that he is now on his
side.

“Muchas gracias,
hermano.”

“First things first, we
have to …”

He stops talking as a guard enters.

“You. Come with
us.”

Robert momentarily considers making a grab
for the guard’s weapon but seeing the dozen or so guards outside
the cell makes him think better of it and decides that he’d better
go with them peacefully. Robert leaves with the guard, leaving
Ricardo alone in the holding cell.

They walk down the hallway
to go wherever they’re taking him. He’s unsure of what they plan to
do to him but he’s certain of one thing: whatever they’re going to
do, will be unpleasant.

 



CHAPTER 9

 


Interrogation Room, Alien
Ship

 


Robert is strapped to a chair and has a
device attached to his head. There is no one in the room, but there
is a one-way mirror where the aliens that are conducting the
interrogation are sitting.

“What is your name?” the
interrogator asks.

“Major Robert Tucker,” he
replies.

“What is your unit
designation?”

“27th Air Wing, American Defense
Force.”

“What kind of aircraft are
you flying, and why were we unable to detect you?”

“Major Robert
Tuck…”

He is zapped by the device
on his head, receiving a painful charge.

“You will cooperate,
alien.”

“Go fuck yourself,
asshole.”

Robert is rewarded by a very long and
painful charge from the device.

From inside the interrogation room, there
are two men watching Robert. They are human—one is Administrator
Harold Benson, who is conducting the interrogation. The other is
Dr. James Burke, who is controlling the device.

The 'specimen' that they are now
interrogating seems to

have an extraordinarily high pain tolerance
level.

“I think he’s telling the
truth,” Burke says to Benson.

“He claims to be an
American, and you think
he’s telling the truth?” Benson replies.

“Well, sir, no Amphib has
ever lasted this long under interrogation.”

Burke pushes a button, then asks Robert,
“Where are you from and when were you born?”

“San Antonio, Texas.
Twenty-three August, 1991.”

“He's lying. Hit him
again.”

“But sir…”

“Do it.”

Burke sighs, and then turns
on the NSB. Robert grimaces, trying to keep from crying out in
pain.

 


Hangar, the Same
Time

 


In the hangar, the commander of the pilots
that brought in the aliens, Captain Steven Tucker, is examining one
of the F-122s with a portable computer and a mini-camera.

He is taking a picture of the jet, slowly
panning the fighter from the nose of the aircraft to the tail
fin.

He sees the emblem of the ADF and the unit
insignia of the Joker Squadron, with a Roman numeral one
underneath, signifying that this is the squadron commander’s
plane.

He finishes his examination, pushes a button
for an analysis of this plane. He looks at the information and has
a look of total shock.

He then hurries out of the hangar to show
Administrator Benson what he has discovered—and who these 'aliens'
actually are.

 


TDF Interrogation Room,
the Same Time

 


Robert is on the verge of lapsing into
unconsciousness due to the effects of this method of torture. He is
refusing to cooperate with his abductors.

He is barely coherent and keeps mumbling his
name, rank, service number, and that he is a member of the American
Defense Force. Benson is becoming angry at the fact that Robert
keeps resisting, even though he has withstood an amount of torture
that would have broken even the toughest human.

He is about to order Burke
to kill Robert then bring in another of
their captives, deciding to interrogate the female being held
captive. He feels that she will be more cooperative.

Steven enters the
interrogation booth, with the results of his examination of the
‘alien aircraft’.

“Sir, I’ve done the
analysis you ordered on the vessels we brought in,” Steven says to
Benson, then shows him the information on the portable
computer.

Benson sees the information
and has a look of disbelief then says, “That’s impossible.”

“We'll go to the medical
facility to confirm his identity.”

Benson thinks for a moment,
then grudgingly agrees to this, seeing that he is going nowhere
with this means of getting information. He figures that the
rest of their captives have been
conditioned the way this one who claims to be a human fighter pilot
was.

“Go ahead, run your test,
and if he is who he claims to be, test the others and release
them.”

“What if they're
genetically altered Amphibs?”

“Interrogate them, then
have them executed.”

“Yes, sir.”

Burke leaves the
interrogation booth with Steven to go into the room and take the
prisoner claiming to be Major Robert Tucker
to the medical facility.

They walk into the room and approach Robert,
who is still mumbling his name, rank, and service number. Steve and
Dr. Burke walk over to Robert and start to unstrap him.

Robert looks up at them
through blurry eyes; the ‘aliens’ that are removing him from the
chair appear to be human.

“Who are you?” Robert asks, barely conscious.

“I’m Dr. James Burke,” the
doctor tells Robert.

“Captain Steven Tucker, TDF,” Steve tells him.

“TDF?” Robert says with a
quizzical look.

“Terran Defense Force,”
Steven replies.

Robert has a look of
complete shock. “This is Earth?”

“Yes,” Steven says as he
helps Robert out of the chair.

“What the
hell is going
on?”

“That’s what we’re going to
help you to find out.”

He nods but isn’t fully convinced that
Steven and Burke are humans and is wondering if he is hallucinating
or has been brainwashed by the torture he received.

He also momentarily considers that he was
killed during the battle over Bermuda and the portal brought him to
the afterlife. He rules this out because the experiences he and the
others went through were very real and very painful.

Robert decides to cooperate, at least until
he finds out what’s going on and if he has to, use one of these men
as a hostage to free himself and the others seeing that he still
has his nine-millimeter pistol.

The three of them walk through the massive
corridor.

Robert looks around in
amazement at how large the ship is and sees all the people that are
staring at him. Some of the people are whispering to one another
and pointing at Robert.

They continue down the corridor until they
come to a door.

Burke hits a button and the door slides
open, revealing some kind of lab with beds, instruments, and
computer terminals. Robert becomes defensive, thinking that they’re
going to do some kind of medical experiment on him, then reaches
for his nine-millimeter.

Steven grabs his hand, stopping him from
drawing out the pistol and says, “Relax, Colonel. We’re not going
to do anything but run a simple test on you.”

“Yeah, sure,” Robert says
sarcastically, beginning to become suspicious. For someone claiming
to be in the military, this person who says he’s a captain can’t tell the
difference between a major’s rank and a colonel’s.

“It’s Major, and what’s
this test that you want to do?”

“I just want a small blood
sample so I can run a DNA test,” Burke says, trying to assure
Robert that he is running a purely medical examination.

“No problem. First, do one
on him.”

“OK,” Steven
replies.

Steven rolls up his sleeve, motions to Burke
to take a sample from him. Burke takes a syringe and draws some
blood from Steven’s arm. Robert sighs in relief, rolls up his
sleeve. Burke gets another syringe, takes the blood sample from
Robert.

“What now?” Robert
asks.

“I’m just going to run an
analysis on your DNA.”

Burke takes the syringe and goes to a
machine that has a small glass plate on it. He puts a small sample
of Robert’s blood on the glass plate, then puts another piece of
glass on top of the blood sample and hits a button.

Steven stands beside Robert with his hand
close to a button on his belt, ready to send a signal to TDF
security, just in case Robert is actually a spy.

The computer is scanning and analyzing
Robert’s blood sample. The machine beeps and the results appear on
the computer screen that Robert’s blood is human. The computer
searches the database for a match. A moment later a family name
appears on the screen.

The message says
DNA sample belongs to the Tucker
family. Steven and Burke look shocked: not
only is Robert is human, he is related to Steven.

Robert also sees the message but he is
confused by it and asks, “What does that mean?”

Steven tells Burke, “Run mine so we can be
sure.”

Burke nods and takes out the glass plates
with Robert’s blood on it. He gets out two clean glass plates, then
puts one on the analysis pad. He proceeds to put a sample of
Steven’s blood on the plate, then puts the other glass plate on top
of it, and runs the test.

“In the year 2025, it was
reported that ten aircraft disappeared in the Bermuda Triangle and
were never found, and if we can verify our findings, you and the
others are the missing pilots.” Steven tells him

“What do you mean we were
never found? You said we’re on Earth,” Robert replies.

Yes, but it is no longer 2025. This is the
year 2217.”

Robert has a look of total shock then goes
to say something when the machine beeps. It shows a side-by-side
analysis of Robert and Steven’s DNA and they are almost identical.
A list of people appears on the screen, starting with Robert’s name
and the names of his children, including a third child named
Steven.

The computer then lists the
offspring produced by each generation, ending up with Captain
Steven Tucker, his wife Mary, and their daughter
Roberta.

Steven looks at Robert and
tells him, “And I am your descendant.”

Robert sits on the
examining table in a state of shock and disbelief after hearing
that he and the others have traveled almost two hundred years
into the future.

Burke goes to Steven and says, “I’ll show
the results to Administrator Benson, then have the others tested to
see if they have families on one of the city ships.”

Burke leaves, while Steven
stays with his great, great, great, great grandfather.

“But how…” Robert starts to
say then realizes that the vortex had something to do with this and
it must be some kind of time portal. He turns to Steven and asks
him, “Do you have time travel in this century?”

“No. We don’t even have
space travel,” Steven replies.

“My squadron was fighting
the other pilots near the Bahamas when we were drawn into some kind
of vortex and we ended up here. If we can find this portal, maybe
we can get back.”

“According to our database,
you never went back.”

“That’s only because we’re
here now. If we go back, maybe history will change. We have to at
least try.”

“I’ll have the others
released at once.”

“Thanks. Our planes are low
on fuel.”

“Maybe we can synthesize an
equivalent fuel source.”

“Thanks.”

They leave the lab to have the other pilots
released.

 



CHAPTER 10

 


TDF Briefing
Room

 


Steven is in the briefing
room with Robert and the rest of the pilots from the ADF and
Coalition Forces. He is officially apologizing to them on behalf of
Administrator Benson and the TDF Council for the way they were
captured and incarcerated. He also expresses his remorse about the
two pilots that were killed.

He tells them it was not intentional, but
the TDF is in a state of war and defending their home from a
hostile enemy, an alien race called the Henoki.

He explains to them that
the Henoki have attempted to infiltrate the TDF by sending in spies
to learn about the formidable defenses surrounding the city ships
and the weaponry the TDF pilots have on their fighters.

Robert accepts Steven’s apology and tells
him that they were in a state of war and understands the reason for
the treatment they got. The others nod in agreement, although
Jackie has lingering feelings of anger and hatred because Regina
was her best friend and classmate from the ADF Training
Academy.

Ricardo asks Steven, “If
this is Earth, what happened to all the continents?”

“A meteor struck the planet
in 2057.”

Steven accesses a historical database and
shows them the devastation in a computer-simulated recreation of
the meteor strike and the aftermath.

Robert and the others stare in horror as the
meteor strikes the Earth at the South Pole destroying the permanent
ice cap. The impact released trillions of gallons of water into the
oceans. They watch the immediate devastation as the entire East
Coast of the United States is swallowed by a massive tidal
wave.

Jackie nearly collapses in
shock and grief as New York City is wiped out. Her family, friends,
and everyone she knew outside her family in the
27th Air
Wing lived in New York and were gone in a blink of the eye. She
turns away and quickly leaves the room not wanting to cry in front
of the others.

Ricardo and the Coalition pilots bow their
heads, cross themselves, and say a prayer in Spanish as Cuba and
every island in the Caribbean was also wiped out of existence.
Ricardo was born in Cuba and still had relatives there when the
disaster occurred.

Even Ray is grief-stricken,
not so much for family because his mother was the only family he
had and she died a few years earlier, but because the sight of his
beloved Texas being covered by the Gulf of Mexico makes him feel as
if he suffered the loss of a loved one.

The simulation continued to show the slow
but steady disappearance of all land masses. The initial tidal wave
that hit the United States as well as every continent on the planet
was just the beginning of the planet-wide catastrophe that nearly
wiped out every living thing.

Changes in the weather
patterns as well as the massive icebergs melting caused the entire
planet to be submerged by the time the ocean levels stabilized in
the year 2079.

Steven also shows them how the city ships
came into being and who was one of the architects behind the design
and construction of the massive vessels that saved mankind from
extinction.

Shortly after the initial
strike, multiple tidal waves hit, devastating over half of the
United States, affecting both the East and West Coasts. President
Paula Mendenhall, who was on Air Force One at the time, witnessed
the disaster via the communications satellites feeding her
real-time information.

She relocated the central
government to Colorado, one of the few places in the country that
was not affected by the flooding.
She broadcast a general evacuation of all
survivors to the mountainous regions of the United States then
communicated with surviving world leaders and advised them to do
the same.

Once the government was
established at the ADF Satellite Defense Installation, formerly
known as NORAD, President Mendenhall had the country’s top
scientists determine if the disaster was over or if there would be
further devastation caused by the meteor that struck the
planet.

The report given to the
President was grim: the flood waters were not subsiding; in fact,
they were rising at a rate to where the entire United States would be submerged
in a matter of a few short years followed by every land mass by the
middle of the next decade.

President Mendenhall
commissioned a team to design and construct a vessel to carry
survivors. The team was led by Robert Tucker Jr.
and his brother Steven, who were both engineers
for the International Space Agency.

Robert Jr. and Steven
worked on the project as well as other members of the team,
including Keith’s son Richard and Ricardo Pasqualle Jr.

Robert Jr. was killed in a mishap during the
planning stages; his younger brother took over as project head and
presented the plans to the President, who approved them and
committed all available resources to the construction of the
vessels. She also passed on the schematics for the vessels to other
world leaders, urging them to pool their resources and offered
assistance to countries that did not have the means to construct
them.

A total of ten vessels were built, and the
remaining members of the human race, along with animals, tracts of
land, vegetation, and other means of survival were in place by the
time the last bits of habitable land were consumed by the flood
waters in 2069.

A total of one million
people survived the disaster and inhabited the vessels that were
dubbed city ships by the designers. The initial meteor strike and
tidal wave claimed over ninety-nine percent of the Earth’s
population.

The East and West coast of the United
States, as well as most of Western Europe, China, and India were
unable to escape the wrath of Mother Nature.

Steven shows them a current map of the
Earth, which is still covered by the flood waters from over a
century ago with the exception of a few small islands which are in
fact the tops of the tallest mountain chains in the world. There is
a small island close to the city ship they are now on.

“What island is that?”
Keith asks.

“What you used to call
Pike’s Peak,” Steven replies.

Robert and the others are in shock.

“You mean we’re over what
used to be Colorado?” Robert asks, stunned.

“Yes,” Steven replies, then
tells him, “That’s the name of the ship we are on.” He then shows
them the names and locations of the five city ships that remain:
the Andes,
Orient,

Europa, New Zealand, and the Colorado.

Robert asks, “According to your data ten
ships were built. What happened to the other five?”

Steven has a look of sorrow and tells him,
“They were destroyed when the Henoki attacked us.”

“I’m sorry,” Robert
replies, understanding the reason behind the reception he and the
others were given, and the death of Regina Kendall was
unintentional, and the TDF’s facing an enemy worse than the
Coalition.

Dr. Burke enters the
briefing room with the results of his DNA scans and shows them to
Steven and the others. Keith and Ricardo also have direct
descendants on the Colorado. Miguel and Carlos have
relatives on board the Andes, a city ship that is near the
mountain chain in South America.

Ray, Jackie, and Alberto
have no relatives on any of the remaining city ships, which produce
a sense of sadness in Alberto, who feels his wife and daughter
didn’t survive the flood that wiped out Cuba. Burke offers to check
the ships’ data banks to see if they were on one of the city ships
that were destroyed or the history data banks to see if he can find
out what happened.

Alberto refuses, saying, “I want to go back
and find out for myself.”

“Major, you and your pilots
are welcome to stay here. We can always use experienced pilots,”
Steve offers.

Robert sighs and replies in
a tone of regret, “Thank you for your offer of hospitality, but we
don’t belong here. Besides, I want to get back to my wife and
children.”

Steven nods in understanding. Robert and the
others then leave the briefing room with Steven to acquire the
means to search for a way home.

They walk outside. Jackie's quietly weeping
and shaking slightly because of the devastation she witnessed when
the

meteor strike. She is still
very upset about not being able to see her father one last time and
Gina being killed. Robert motions to the others he wants to speak
to her in private. They acknowledge and walk towards the hangar
with Steven.

“Lieutenant,” Robert
says.

Jackie looks up, sees her commanding
officer, then wipes her eyes, and says in a tone of shame, “I’m
sorry, sir.”

“I understand. This has
been hard on all of us.”

“If we find our way back,
will Gina…?”

“I don’t know. But I hope
so.”

He is also shaken by the loss of one of his
pilots and guilt for not listening to his instincts: he should have
transferred the two female pilots to the sections that were
patrolling the Florida panhandle.

Jackie composes herself,
and says, “I’m ready to go, sir.”

“Same here.”

They walk towards the
hangar. Both of them hope to find their way back and that
Lieutenant Regina Kendall will join them when they return to the
twenty-first century and their families.

 


TDF Hangar – short time
later

 


Robert and the other pilots
are standing by their aircraft, talking to their relatives on the
ship. Ricardo’s descendants could not make it to the hangar, but
talked to him via a communications device in the hangar. Steven’s
wife and daughter couldn’t make it to the hangar to talk to Robert,
but he spoke briefly with them.

“Major, are you sure we
can’t convince you to stay?”

“Sorry, Steven. If there’s
a way to get back to my family, I have to find it.”

“Too bad Mary and Roberta
won’t have a chance to meet you in person.” Then he chuckles and
tells him, “It’s not every day we get an opportunity to speak with
the father of one of the Founders and a legend in Terran
History.”

“Me?”

“Yes. Your fighter tactics
as well as those of Captain Pasqualle are required reading in the
TDF Training Academy.”

Robert has a look of
surprise that Steven referred to Ricardo by his former rank then
realizes that he was cleared of any wrongdoing.

He also wonders that, if they do go back,
they could change history by Ricardo being executed as a spy and
possibly wipe out Ricardo’s family that is now living on the ship.
He plans on talking Ricardo into staying behind but doubts if he
will agree to this, especially if he has a chance to rescue Maria
and her family from the Coalition.

Robert shakes Steven’s hand and says,
“Thanks for the fuel. And the history lesson.”

“I’m going have some of my
men follow you out there and help you locate this vortex you’re
looking for.”

“Thanks, but I think we can
find it on our own. Besides, we can’t risk having your men drawn
into this thing along with us.”

“We will monitor your
frequency and assist in case you run into trouble. Good luck and
I’ll see you in the history books.”

Robert laughs slightly and shakes Steven’s
hand.

Steven and the other families that have
gathered to meet their ancestors leave the hangar area. Robert
checks the systems on his fighter and sees that everything on board
is operational, receiving no lasting damage from the trip through
the vortex or the Immobilizer the TDF used.

He fires up the four large turbine engines
that power the F-122. The powerful engines come to life, but the
special muffling system and the heat dissipation units in the jet
suppress the engine noise and heat signatures of the F-122 making
it silent as well as untraceable in the twenty-first and
twenty-third centuries.

Steven told him that the TDF only detected
the presence of Ricardo’s F-15 K and the Coalition MiG 45s. They
didn’t detect the F-122s or Ray’s helicopter until they were
practically on top of them. Apparently the ADF never disclosed the
secrets on how they developed the technology to make the stealth
aircraft, and the secrets were destroyed when Washington, DC, was
wiped out by the flood.

Robert radios the members of his squadron
saying, “Joker One to Joker Squadron. Status report.”

“Joker Two ready,” Keith
says, happy about meeting some of his descendants including one
named Rebecca Sykes, who is a fighter pilot for the TDF.

“Joker Three’s a go,”
Jackie replies. She has no living relatives on board, though she
plans to change that when she gets back by marrying her fiancé, who
is in New York.

“Night Stalker an' the
Widow Maker are ready when y'all are, Bounty Hunter,” Ray reports,
referring to his helicopter’s nickname. The picture of a black
widow spider with Hellfire missiles shooting out of its legs
painted on the sides of his helicopter says it all.

Robert asks Ricardo, “Rico, are you and your
men ready?”

“Ready when you are,
Major,” Ricardo replies.

Robert calls the Coalition pilot whose arm
he broke, “Lieutenant Herrera, are you going to be able to fly with
that busted arm?”

“They fixed it up,” Miguel
replies.

“Sorry about roughing you
up like that.”

“No
problema,” Miguel replies, then turns off
his mike and says “Cabrone.”

Robert radios the TDF
command center, “Major Tucker and the Combined Fleet request
permission for takeoff.”

“Permission granted, Major.
Good luck,” Steven replies.

The huge bay doors begin to open, revealing
the blue skies and the endless ocean that now covers the
planet.

Robert radios the others, “Joker One to all
units. Let’s go home.”

The others agree with him, each with their
own reasons for getting back to where they belong. Then one by one
the F-122s and Ray’s RAH 77 helicopter take off followed by
Ricardo’s F-15K and the three MiG 45s fly out of the hangar under
their own power and with the TDF’s blessings.

 



CHAPTER 11

 


Somewhere over the Ocean,
a Short Time Later

 


The Joker Squadron and the Coalition pilots
are flying toward the spot where they feel the vortex brought them
into the twenty-third century. They have been flying at a modest
rate of speed to conserve their fuel and to allow Ray’s stealth
helicopter, which has a top speed of six hundred miles per hour, to
keep up with them and not burn up his fuel supply.

Robert checks the radar map on the small
computer screen mounted on the dash of the cockpit and sees that he
is picking up the island, which is in fact one of the tips of the
Rocky Mountains. He shakes his head in awe at the disaster that
befell the Earth almost two centuries ago, which, in reality, is a
little over thirty years in his future.

He radios the others, “Joker One to all units. I
have the island in range. Take a bearing of 142 by 76 and get ready
for your instruments to go on the fritz,” remembering how they went
crazy the last time they encountered the vortex. The other pilots
radio their acknowledgment.

The three Coalition pilots switch on their
weapons, so they can be ready to fire upon the Americans and
Ricardo the moment they emerge from the vortex.

The ADF pilots pick up the weapons alarm on
their HUD.

Their planes have been equipped with an
Early Warning Device, [EWD], which allows them to detect weapons
the moment they’re activated, giving the pilot more reaction time
to either return fire or defend themselves.

Robert momentarily considers asking Ricardo
over the frequency that they are using to communicate between both
squadrons why the Coalition pilots have switched on their weapons,
but then sees that Ricardo’s weapons systems are off and figures
that the other Coalition pilots are doing this without Ricardo’s
knowledge or consent.

He also knows that the
F-15K’s automated weapons detection system is not as reliable as
the EWDs.

Robert then switches to the
frequency that he and Ricardo use to hold private conversations,
which neither the ADF nor the Coalition are able to monitor because
they feel that their governments would frown upon their little
chats.

“Rico, go to Beta
Seven.”

Ricardo switches to the frequency and says,
“What’s going on, Bob?”

“Your men have their
weapons locked. I think they’re going to ambush us when we get
back.”

“I gave them no such
order.”

“I know. I think they’re
also going to fire on you.”

“Dammit. I guess they
figured out what I’m going to do.” Ricardo replies.

“Don’t worry. We’ll cover
your back.”

“What do you want me to
do?”

“We’ll fly through first.
You stay with your men, and when you go through, dive and break
right, and we’ll take them out.”

“Got it, and
thanks.”

“We’re even now,” Robert
replies because of how Ricardo protected him from being strafed by
the Coalition pilots after Ricardo shot him down over the
Caribbean.

“We better get back to the
other frequency before the others get suspicious.”

“Got it.”

Robert’s instrument panel begins to
fluctuate in the same way that it did just before the vortex
opened.

He gets on the common radio frequency and
says, “We’re getting close. My instruments are staring to
scramble.”

“Mine are, too.” Ricardo
replies.

The other ADF and Coalition
pilots confirm the report of instrument malfunctions. The
vibrations get stronger, and then the planes start to
shake.

Robert feels the vortex is going to open any
second.

“Ready...and...now!”

The vibrations suddenly
dissipate, and they are still flying over the vast ocean in the
twenty-third century. Robert and the others are perplexed as to why
the vortex didn’t open.

“What the hell?” Robert
says to himself, feeling disappointment that the vortex didn’t open
until he realizes that one element is missing: the two squadrons
were firing weapons when they were caught in the time warp. He also
feels that this will give him and the other ADF pilots and Ricardo
a chance to arm themselves without letting the Coalition pilots
know that they are wise to their scheme.

“Joker One to all units,
take a heading of 180, arm your weapons, and fire at the vortex,”
he says to the others, feeling that the weapons they were using
were also a factor in triggering the portal.

The two squadrons make a 180-degree turn
then fly in a straight line and fire a salvo of thirty-millimeter
rounds while

Ray launches a Hellfire missile, which
crosses into the line of thirty-millimeter fire and explodes.

They fly into the area
where the weapons were set off, once again experiencing the
vibrations and instrumentation malfunctions.

They increase to a certain point then once
again stop, leaving them stranded in the future.

Robert sighs and says, “I
don’t get it. We should have…

His comment is cut off as a weapon explodes
near his plane and he thinks that one of the MiGs fired at him.

“Rico, what the hell are
you doing?” Robert asks, knowing that it wasn’t Ricardo that fired
but one of the Coalition pilots, but he still wants to protect
Ricardo.

Another weapon explodes
near the Coalition squadron. Robert picks up a radar signature that
appears to be coming from under the
ocean.

“We’re being fired upon
from under the ocean,” Keith says, confirming Robert’s radar
findings.

“Colonel, are you picking
this up?”

“Affirmative,
Major.”

“Take your men and break
off. We’re sitting ducks if we stick together.”

“Roger. Wolf Pack, break
left and regroup.”

Ricardo performs a radical turn to put some
distance between himself and the ADF squadron. The MiGs follow him,
staying loyal to the commander. For now.

Robert then calls the TDF command to make
sure that they don’t have aircraft in the area and misinterpreted
the weapons fire as an attack against them.

“Major Tucker to TDF
command.”

“Go ahead, Major,” Steve’s
voice replies.

“Do you have aircraft in
the area?”

“Negative.”

Another weapon explodes
close to Robert’s plane, and then a squadron of fighter craft fly
up from out of the ocean.

“We’re under attack by an
unknown force.”

“They’re Henoki Amphibious
Fighters. We just picked them up in our defense grid.” Steven tells
them.

“Thanks. Joker One to all
units commence attack.”

Robert takes evasive action and fire a
Sidewinder at the Henoki fighter craft. The missile hits the craft
but does minimal damage to it.

“Shit!” Robert says to
himself then tells Steve, “Our weapons have little effect on them.
Can you assist?”

“We’re on our way. We’ll be
there in a few minutes.”

“Better make it PFQ, or
we’re barbecue.”

“ PFQ?”

“Pretty fucking quick!’Cause we don’t
have a few minutes.”
Robert replies, while evading a weapon fired at him. He fires the
thirty-millimeter cannons at the attacking vessel. The rounds
bounce off the amphibious fighter.

“Hang on. We’re on our
way.”

“Roger. Out.”

Robert takes evasive action along with the
rest of the ADF and Coalition squadrons and hoping that the MiG
pilots don’t take advantage of this situation to finish off the ADF
and Ricardo. Ricardo and the MiG pilots are not having any more
success against the attacking vessels.

Only their piloting skills and the vastly
superior maneuverability of their aircraft have kept them from
being blown out of the sky by the technologically superior fighters
deployed against them.

Miguel is under attack by a
Henoki vessel. He is taking evasive action but is unable to shake
off the enemy fighter.

His MiG takes a hit from
the projectile weapon and the communications panel is destroyed and
he’s unable to radio for assistance.

The Henoki vessel goes to fire, but it is
blown up by a missile. Miguel turns and sees an F-122 that is
firing on the amphibious fighter and drawing its attention away
from his aircraft. He takes advantage of the situation and gets
away from the battle scene.

Ray is doing his best to
outmaneuver the Henoki craft and shooting his Hellfire missiles at
a fighter that is closing in on him. The RAH 77 has the
disadvantage of limited agility; its heavy armor and weaponry cut
down the maneuvering capability of the helicopter. The tenacious
Texan isn’t one for fancy flying preferring to stand his ground and
blast his opponents out of the sky. He’s calling the Henoki pilot
that is closing in on him every name in the book and firing enough
Hellfires to take out a dozen
conventional aircraft, but these aren’t ordinary
craft he is firing at.

The vessel fires its weapon
at Ray, who thinks this is it, but if he’s going to die, he’ll go
out fighting.

“Take this, you sum’bitch,”
Ray snarls in anger while firing another salvo of Hellfires. They
hit the vessel and damage it but not enough to stop the Henoki
fighter from firing a projectile. Ray tries to evade the missile
but can’t get out of the way.

A Sidewinder missile is
fired and the enemy weapon is destroyed before reaching Ray’s
helicopter. Ray sighs in relief at the close call, and then radios
to whoever fired the missile, “Thanks to whoever fired that
thing.”

“Just returning the favor,
Night Stalker,” Robert says, then suggests, “You better sit this
one out, Cowboy.”

“I better ’cause I fired
everything I got at the sum’bitch and didn’t do squat.”

“Get back to the TDF base.
I’ll cover your exit.”

“On my way,” Ray
replies.

He hates to leave a fight but with his
weapons gone, he’s

no longer able to fight or defend
himself.

Robert realizes the one weakness that the
enemy has and a way to exploit it, but he’ll have to do it on his
own.

He calls Keith and Jackie on the radio,
“Joker Two and Joker Three, escort Night Stalker back to the TDF
base. That’s an order,” letting them know that he wants no
arguments from them.

“Yes, sir.” Keith
replies.

The two F-122s break off their attack and
escort Ray back toward the city ship.

Robert then calls Ricardo, “Rico, you better
get your men out of here, too.”

“Wolf Pack, return to
base.”

“I meant you, too
Rico.”

“I’m not leaving you here
by yourself, Bob.”

“Dammit, Rico. Get out of
here. My fighter is better equipped to fight these
bastards.”

“You can’t order me to
go.”

“Well, if you want to get
your dumb ass blown out the sky, be my guest.”

Ricardo laughs and says, “Go to Beta
Seven.”

Robert changes frequencies and says, “What
do you got in mind?”

“Remember Fly
Fisher?”

“You bet I do. Who’s the
bait?”

“I’ll be the bait. Since
they can’t pick you up…”

“I’ll take ’em out,” Robert
says and then adds, “It’s good to have you on my side
again.”

“Yeah, I bet you're tired
of going swimming.” Ricardo says, needling his friend.

Robert laughs and they set up to pull off
one of the oldest tricks in the book.

He breaks away from Ricardo’s jet then
performs a radical climb, almost straight up. His pressurized suit
prevents him from blacking out as the nine Gs press against
him.

He levels off and uses the
sun as a backdrop to shield him from being detected; preparing to
swoop down on the Henoki craft like the falcon that the F-122 is
named after but he’ll be going about ten times faster than the Peregrine’s top speed of two hundred miles per
hour. Ricardo is in position as well, flying erratically as if his
jet has taken some damage.

One of the Henoki fighters take the bait
then gets in behind Ricardo’s jet. The pilot tries to get a lock on
him, but Ricardo’s erratic flying—performing sudden turns and dips
and shaking his wings—makes him a hard target to shoot.

Robert watches Ricardo set up the Henoki
craft until he gets a weapons signature from the enemy fighter. An
alarm goes off on the EWD, meaning that the Henoki fighter is about
to fire its weapon.

“Rico break left.
Now!”

Robert goes into a radical dive. He locks
his weapons on the port where the Henoki craft is about to fire its
weapon.

Ricardo fires up his engines and performs a
radical, twisting dive to get out the line of fire. Robert fires
his last Sidewinder just before the Henoki pilot can launch his
weapon. The Sidewinder hits the enemy missile just as it leaves the
port and the Henoki fighter explodes.

“Just like the good old
days,” Ricardo says to Robert.

“Yeah, but my stores are
empty. What do you have left?”

“One Maverick and five
hundred rounds.”

“The thirties are useless,
so I guess you get to have some fun this time.”

“I doubt if they’ll fall
for the same trick twice.”

“Time to play a little
chicken with these guys,” Robert says then adds, “I’ll take the
lead,” while pulling in front of

Ricardo’s F-15K. The two of them fly
straight toward the squadron of Henoki craft.

Robert picks up multiple
weapons signatures, then tells him, “They’re getting ready to fire.
On my mark, fire at the one in the middle. Aim at the weapons
port.”

“Got him on target. When I
fire, break right and get the hell outta there!”

“Roger.”

Robert sees the Henoki fighters about to
launch, then says, “Fire!” at the same time performing a radical
twisting dive so that the Maverick doesn’t track him.

Ricardo fires his last
missile. The Maverick hits the enemy fighter, which explodes and
lurches into another Henoki craft causing it to explode. The two
vessels plunge toward the ocean below.

Ricardo starts to say something about how to
deal with these vessels unarmed when fighters from the TDF arrive
and start firing at the enemy vessels.

“We’ll take it from here,
Major,” Steve says.

“They’re all yours. Rico, let’s return to TDF
base.”

Robert and Ricardo break off from their
attack and let the TDF fighters finish the task of fighting an
enemy that they have been at war with for the past 150 years.

The ADF and Coalition
squadrons once again fly side by side to the base with their
commanders rejoining them and two TDF fighters escorting them in
the event that the Henoki fighters launch another attack against
them. Robert switches to the personal frequency then radios
Ricardo.

“Rico, go to Beta Seven,”
Robert says to him.

Ricardo switches to the frequency.

“I guess we’re not getting
home.”

“Yeah, and when we get back
to the TDF base, don’t say anything to your men about what they
did.”

“Well, it doesn’t make a
difference now. We’re stuck here.”

“I’m not giving up just
yet, my friend. We’ll find a way home.” Robert says reassuring his
friend.

The rest of the TDF fleet joins the ADF and
Coalition squadrons being escorted by the TDF fighters. Robert
switches back to the common frequency and radios Steve.

“Thanks for saving our
butts out there,” Robert says.

“Glad we could help, Major,
and I’m sorry that you couldn’t find your way back,” Steve
replies.

“We’re not giving up yet,
but in the meantime it looks like you can use some help against
these…”

“Henoki.”

“We blasted the hell outta
them, but we didn’t do shit,” Ray says, pissed off that he
used up his supply of Hellfire missiles and didn’t destroy one of
the Henoki fighters.

“We can convert your
aircraft and fit you with our technology to better able to fight
them if you wish to join us.”

“Hell, I’m always rarin’ ta
open a can o’ whup-ass.”

“Can of
whup-ass?”

“Its a twenty first century
thing; you wouldn’t understand,” Keith says with his trademark dry
wit.

“I’ll explain it to you
later,” Robert says, laughing and figuring that now he’ll have
plenty of time to talk to Steve and meet the rest of his
descendants.

The rest of the trip back
to the TDF base is uneventful and silent. The ADF and Coalition
pilots are dejected because of the failure to get home. The only
consolation they have is that they survived the battle with the
Henoki and for some, that they have descendants so they at least
have some sense of family. Jackie Foster, Ray Watson, and Alberto
Sanchez are truly lost and alone in a strange world.

 



CHAPTER 12

 


TDF Officers’ Club, That
Evening

 


After returning to the
hangar, Steven and the TDF pilots invite the ADF and Coalition
pilots to their Officers’ Club for a drink and a chance to swap
stories. After the day they had: waking up in the twenty-first
century and ending up almost two hundred years in the future,
they needed a
drink.

Robert and Ricardo are sitting at a table,
very depressed about leaving behind their wives and children. This
is especially rough for Ricardo because Maria was pregnant with
their first child, one he feels that he will never see. Ricardo
thinks that he should feel fortunate that his family name has lived
on, but Maria was the most important person in the world to him,
and he was willing to betray his country to protect her.

Robert sees Ricardo staring down at the
table and says to him, “Rico, you can’t give up.”

“Let’s face it, Bob, we’re
stuck here.”

Robert puts his hand on Ricardo’s shoulder
and says, “The way home is out there. We just have to keep
looking.”

Ricardo nods, hoping that Robert’s
right.

Keith joins them and says, “This must be the
depressed

family man’s club.”

Robert manages a slight laugh, then says in
a serious tone of voice, “Rico’s wife, Maria was pregnant He never
saw his unborn child.”

Keith sighs and says, “Sorry, man.”

Ricardo nods in appreciation.

Steven walks over with a tray of drinks and
says, “This one’s on me.”

Robert, Keith, and Ricardo each take a glass
then notice the green-colored liquid in the glass.

“What is this?” Robert
asks.

“Beer,” Steven replies with
a look of surprise. He was sure that they knew what alcohol
was.

“Green beer?” Robert, Keith, and Ricardo say in unison, which is
followed by a very boisterous Ray yelling at the bartender, “What
the hell is
this?”

They turn and see Ray
looking at the green liquid. He looks back at the bartender and
say, “Son, I asked fer a beer, and ya serve me this gopher
piss! Now git me a beer.”

The bartender says, “But,
but, sir. This is beer.”

Ray stares at the glass, then looks back at
the bartender.

Robert turns to Steven and says in a deadpan
tone of voice, “You wanted to know what a can of whup-ass was; I
think you’re about to find out,” then stands up and goes over to
Ray.

“Ray, this is their
equivalent of beer, and we are their guests.”

“Yer right. Have ya tried
it?”

“Not yet. You
mind?”

“Go right ahead,
son.”

He picks up the glass, takes a deep breath,
then takes a tentative sip and swallows it.

“It might get you drunk,” noticing the
lack of flavor to the concoction.

Ray takes a sip then says, “I’d probably
have better luck with gopher piss,” in a deadpan tone of voice at
the same time deciding that he better do something about this.

Robert slaps Ray on the shoulder and says,
“Come on and join us.” Then the two of them return to the table and
sit.

Steven says, “I take it that our beverages
aren’t to your liking.”

Ray starts to say something
derogatory in nature but instead he replies diplomatically, “Well,
it’s different than what I’m used ta drinkin’.”

“I’m sorry, but our
resources here are limited, and we have to synthetically create our
food and beverages.”

Ray and the others nod, understanding that
the people on board have to conserve their supplies.

“It’s quite a ship you have
here,” Keith says.

Steven nods and says, “Tomorrow I’ll give
you a full tour of the ship, but there are a few places I can’t
show you; they are restricted to TDF personnel.”

“I can understand that,”
Robert replies.

“I’ve also arranged
quarters for you and your pilots. We’ll have our weapons modified
to fit your aircraft.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d
like to supervise the installation on our F-122s and Ray’s RAH 77
because a lot of the equipment on them is classified.”

“Of course,” Steven
replies.

Miguel walks over to Keith. “Captain. I just
want to thank you for saving my life out there.”

“No problem, Lieutenant.
After all, we’re on the same side now.” He offers his hand and then
adds, “And the name’s Keith.”

He shakes Keith’s hand and says,
“Miguel.”

“Are your descendants are
on board?” Ricardo asks.

“Sí. They flew over from the Andes. They’re descendants of my
brother, Hector.”

“I’m glad to hear that,
Miguel,” Robert says, hoping that the Coalition pilots will
cooperate and fight with the ADF and Ricardo as allies.

“Gracias, Major. If you will excuse
me, my family wants to take me out for dinner.”

“By all means.”

Miguel nods and leaves.

Steven’s wife, Mary, walks into the
Officers’ Club. She sees Steven and the others and walks over to
them.

“Steven,” Mary
says.

“Hi, honey,” Steven says,
then introduces her to Robert and the others, “This is my wife,
Mary.”

Robert and Ricardo look at
each other in shock realizing that Mary is related to the
both of them.

“I’m Robert, Steven’s
ancestor.”

“Hello,” Mary
says.

“These are my friends,
Keith Sykes and Ray Watson”

“Hi, Mary,” Keith says to
her.

“How do, Ma’am?” Ray
says.

Mary nods to the both of them.

Keith stands and says “I think I’m going to
turn in. See you in the morning. It was nice meeting you,” he says
to Mary, then leaves the Officers’ Club.

“Hello, Mary,” Ricardo says
greeting his descendant.

“¿Cómo está?” Mary replies.

Ricardo is surprised and
says, “¿Habla español?”

“Sí,” Mary replies, then says, “My father says it is good to
remember the old ways.”

Robert turns and says to Ricardo, “Well, I
guess we’re family now.”

Ricardo nods, amazed at the fact that less
than twenty-four hours ago, they were sworn enemies and now they’re
indirectly related to one another. He also feels a little depressed
about never seeing the child that this beautiful young woman
descended from.

“¿Qué pasa?” Mary asks.

Here I am talking to my
great, great, great, great granddaughter, I never saw the child who
was your ancestor,” Ricardo replies.

“Your son, Ricardo
Jr.”

“I had a boy.”

Robert says, “Congratulations. You’re a
father and a great, great, great, great grandfather.”

“Secretly, I was hoping for
a daughter.”

Robert laughs, then says to Mary, “I
understand you and Steven have a daughter.”

“Yes, her name is Roberta,”
Mary tells him.

“I’d like to meet
her.”

“Are you staying?” Mary
asks.

“We…couldn’t find our way
home.”

“I’m sorry. You will always
have a family with us.” Then she turns to Ricardo and tells him,
“The both of you.”

“Gracias.”

Ricardo takes Mary’s hand and kissing her on
the knuckle. Mary smiles, then gives both of them a hug and a peck
on the cheek.

Ray, who’s kept quiet
during the family reunion yawns and says “Sorry ta cut the evenin’
short, but I haven’t slept fer two hundred years an’ I’m gonna git
me some shut-eye.”

Robert laughs and says, “I think we can all
use some rest. When’s first formation?”

Steve looks confused.

Robert then asks, “Don’t you have a
formation to go over the day’s operations?”

Steve shakes his head, and
then says, “We generally meet at 0900, and the duty squadron goes
on patrol while the other squadrons have the day off but are on
standby in case of a Henoki assault.”

“Hell, I’m gonna
like this service,” Ray
replies with a Texas grin as he leaves the Officers’
Club.

“Administrator Benson wants
to brief you on your position with the TDF,” Steven
says.

Robert nods, wanting to find out about how
things operate and whether or not the ADF squadron will be kept
together or if they will be mixed in with the other squadrons.
“Great, we’ll see you at 0900. Where will we meet?” he asks
Steven.

“I’ll come and get you,”
Steven says.

Robert and Ricardo then set up the guard
rotation to watch their respective aircraft until the TDF can
provide temporary hangars to house the ADF and Coalition jets. They
also agree on each pilot taking two-hour shifts and that each side
should be unarmed to prevent any mishaps, in case there are any
lingering hostilities between the two factions.

Robert decides to call it a night and says
to Ricardo, “You coming, Rico?”

“I’d like to stay and talk
with Mary and find out more about my son,” Ricardo tells him and
then says to Mary, “If you don’t mind.”

Mary smiles and replies,
“Not at all. My father has told me the history of our family, and I
have passed the story on to Roberta.” She pauses then tells him, “I
would be honored to share it with you.”

“Gracias,” Ricardo says.

Robert slaps Ricardo on the shoulder and
says, “Good night, Rico,” then realizes he doesn’t know how to get
to the

quarters and asks Steven, “How do we get to
our billets?”

Steven has a momentary look
of confusion, until he realizes that he’s talking about his living
quarters. “Come on, I’ll show you.” He then says to Ricardo and
Mary, “I’ll be right back.”

Ricardo and Mary
nod.

Steven and Robert leave the Club, while
Ricardo and Mary sit at the table. She begins to tell him about the
history of the Pasqualle family on the ship, starting with his son
Ricardo Jr., who worked with Robert’s son, Steven, to design the
ship.

 


Robert’s Quarters, a Short
Time Later

 


Robert enters the living quarters, located
in the TDF pilots’ section near the hangar where the aircraft are
secured. Steven arranged separate quarters for each of the pilots.
The quarters are simple and plain in appearance with a bed, desk
with a communications terminal, and a wall locker to hang their
flight gear.

He looks around the
quarters and sighs, remembering when he trained at Miramar and
being in similar quarters, but even they had more personality than the
quarters he’s now standing in. He definitely plans to make a trip
to the archives so he can add his personal touch to the
accommodations that the TDF has provided, even if they are
temporary.

He takes his BDU (Battle
Dress Uniform) top off and puts it on the hangar, then goes to the
bed, which looks like a rectangular box, and the mattress looks
like a slab of cement. He sits on the bed and is surprised at how
comfortable the mattress feels.

He figures that the people
on the ship prefer function over style, which suits him just fine.
He then lies back on the bed with a heavy sigh, physically and
mentally exhausted by the day he’s had.

A moment later, he pulls
out his wallet and takes out the picture he has of Amanda and the
children, with the exception of the unborn son, whose descendant
just escorted him to his quarters.

He feels his emotions get the best of him.
He feels the tears welling up in his eyes as he realizes that this
is the first time he’ll be going to bed without Amanda by his
side.

He traces the outline of Amanda’s smiling
face, then the faces of his son and daughter. His voice cracks with
intense emotion as he says, “Amanda, little Bob, Sarah. I swear to
you, I will never give up until I find my way home.”

He kisses the picture, then lies down and
sighs, the picture in his hand resting over his heart as he closes
his eyes to go to sleep, wishing this was all a dream and that when
he woke up, Amanda and the children were with him.

 



CHAPTER 13

 


TDF Hangar, 4
AM

 


Jackie is on duty to guard the ADF aircraft.
Rebecca Sykes is with her because Jackie felt a little nervous
being alone in the hangar with the Coalition pilot, Alberto, who
was there to guard the MiG 45s and Ricardo’s F-15K.

She relaxed a little when
Alberto told her that he was married and that the reason why he
fights for the Coalition is that his wife and daughter were also
being held hostage. She told him that she hoped that they were okay
and that maybe the ADF rescued them from their captors. Alberto
thanked her and they continued to talk, each telling the other
about themselves and finding out they aren’t that much different
from one another.

By the time Robert came in
to relieve her, Jackie and Alberto had become friends and they’re
hoping they can continue their friendship when they get
back.

He smiles to himself, feeling that if the
two squadrons learn to trust each other, they’ll increase their
chances of finding their way back or fight more effectively if they
can never return to their home. Miguel enters the hangar to relieve
Alberto.

Jackie salutes Robert. He
returns the salute.

“Dismissed, Lieutenant. See
you at 0900.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,
Rebecca.”

Rebecca nods in return then leaves with
Jackie and Alberto, who continue the conversation they were having
when Robert and Miguel entered the hangar.

“Morning,
Lieutenant.”

“Too early in the morning,
Major.”

“I agree.” Robert
chuckles.

“Major. I have a confession
to make. We were going to fire on you and Colonel Pasqualle if we
got back.”

“Lieutenant. We were on
different sides.”

“Truth be known, Major. We
were trying to stop the Colonel from defecting and undermining our
operation.”

“What do you
mean?”

Miguel looks around. He then says “I work
for Cuban Intelligence. I have been gathering information on
Coalition operations and reporting to Federico Sanchez.”

“The former prime
minister?”

“Yes. He is also Captain
Sanchez's father.”

Robert is shocked and asks “How did he get
involved with the Coalition?”

“His family was
kidnapped.”

“So was Colonel
Pasqualle's.”

“I know. We have formed a
resistance movement to not only overthrow the Coalition government,
but to free our families.”

“I'll talk to the Colonel
and tell him not to do anything to endanger your mission.” He
thinks for a moment then says “I'm sure the Colonel will join your
movement. You have my

support, too.”

“Muchas
Gracias, Major.”

Robert and Miguel continue talking.

 


Hangar - 6AM

 


Keith and Ricardo enter the hangar. Miguel
salutes the three superior officers then leaves the hangar to tell
his brothers in the Resistance movement they have new allies and
they can trust Ricardo and the ADF pilots to help in their plan to
free their families and their beloved Cuba.

Robert stays and tells Keith and Ricardo
what he and Miguel were talking about and convinces Ricardo not to
make any moves to free his wife and her family until they can come
up with a way to do this without jeopardizing the other families
being held hostage and to overthrow the Coalition leaders, even if
they have to break the law to do so.

Keith and Ricardo agree to this and tell
Robert they’ll brainstorm while waiting for the TDF technicians to
show up and begin the upgrades to their planes. Neither one feels
the need to guard the planes. Keith forgives Ricardo for defecting
after hearing about the reasons from Robert and also lends his
support in helping to rescue the Coalition pilots’ families from
their captivity.

Robert nods then leaves the hangar to try
and get some rest, feeling tired after his late-night shift and the
fact he got very little sleep before pulling guard duty; the images
of his wife and children haunting him made it all but impossible to
do.

 



CHAPTER 14

 


Administrator Benson’s
Office, 0945 hours

 


The ADF and Coalition pilots, along with
Steven are in Administrator Benson’s Office. He was ordered by the
City Ship council to include the pilots to assist the TDF. Their
combat experience reflected by the historical data made them
valuable additions to the TDF.

At first Benson objected,
stating that these pilots could be liabilities, because of their
ancient aircraft. He also checked the personnel files on the pilots
especially that of Robert Tucker, whose long list of reprimands branded him a
troublemaker. He doesn’t put up with anyone who dares question him
or the absolute authority he has over the TDF, answering only to
the council.

This meeting is more like a
directive from Benson to the pilots laying out a long list of rules
that they are expected to obey without question. They listen in
disbelief as he dictates his rules and regulations. They feel like
they are still prisoners instead of volunteers to help the TDF
fight the Henoki, also starting to wonder if Benson is their real
enemy.

Robert plans on talking to Steven after
wards to see if these restrictions are just for them or if Benson
has all the TDF pilots on a short leash.

After Benson finishes his list of rules and
regulation, which seemed to last forever, he concludes the meeting
by saying, “That is all,” then goes back to the reports he was
doing before he was interrupted.

Robert feels that Benson left out one minor
detail: their assignments. “Excuse me, General,” he says.

Benson looks up and a stare
at Robert as if he were insulted, then corrects him in a derogatory
tone of voice saying, “Administrator.”

“I’m sorry, Administrator,
what about our assignments?”

“That’s Tucker's job. Give
these pilots their assignments after you get out of my
office.”

“Yes, Administrator,”
Steven says then motions to Robert and the other pilots to follow
him. They walk into the hallway then proceed down the
corridor.

“What an
asshole,” Robert
says.

Steven has a look of horror and says, “Don’t
let him hear you call him that.”

“What’s he gonna do? Have
me shot?”

“No, but insulting the TDF
Administrator is a severe infraction and they would put you in a
detention cell.”

“Fer what? Tellin’ the
truth?” Ray asks.

Robert laughs and then
asks, “Why did Benson get so bent out of shape when I called him
General. I was just trying to extend military courtesy.”

“He isn’t part of the TDF
military. He oversees the administration of the defense fleet and
security force.”

“In other words, a
bureaucrat. I can’t see how you can put up with an idiot like
him.”

“I don’t rattle his cage,
and he pretty much leaves me alone,” Steven replies.

Robert laughs slightly, and
then says, “I think it’s time we

introduce ourselves to Administrator Benson.
Joker style,”

which draws a knowing laugh from Keith,
Jackie, Ray and Ricardo, who used to raise hell with Robert when he
was in the squadron, which earned them the nicknames of Chaos and
Mayhem.

The Coalition pilots only know about the
squadron’s combat reputation and Steven is too straight-laced an
officer to even think about pulling a practical joke on a superior,
especially a stickler like Benson.

“What do you have in mind?”
Keith asks.

“Something
appropriate.”

“What are you going to do?”
Steven asks.

Robert puts his arm around Steven and says.
“Trust me. The less you know, the better.”

“I sure as hell hope it
involves a Sidewinder and a tow rope,” Ray says, being a practical
joker in his own right and fitting in with the rowdy bunch from the
27th Air
Wing perfectly.

Robert momentarily considers this as an
alternative to his idea, but decides against it only because he
wouldn’t waste a good Sidewinder on a jackass like Benson.

“Nah. We don’t want to hurt
him, just let him know how we feel about him.”

“Pendejo,” Miguel says.

“Exactly,” Robert says with
a sly grin on his face.

Steven decides to change the subject and
remain oblivious to what they’re going to do, “The techs are ready
to fit your craft with our weapons.”

“Great.”

Steven says, “While the
technicians are upgrading your jets, why don’t I give you a tour of
the Colorado.”

They agree, and then spend
the rest of the day on a guided tour of the city ship. They stare
in amazement at the botanical gardens and the ship’s resemblance to
a typical city

in the twenty-first century.

Ray asked about the most
important detail: the number of single women on board. He figures
if he doesn’t have family here, he might as well start one. They
also ask how the original designers were able to construct this
huge vessel so quickly.

Steven replies that the ship was one-quarter
of the current size. The settlers expanded the ship as needed, and
after the Henoki started attacking, they added armor plating and
shielding for protection from underwater attacks. They continue
touring the ship and asking about the ship’s history and how their
families were involved.

 



CHAPTER 15

 


Outside the City Ship
Archives

 


The tour ends outside the
archives.

Steven tells them, “This is where the
original artifacts that our ancestors brought on board are kept.
Maybe some of the articles here will help you feel more at
home.”

“Aren’t you afraid someone
is going to steal the artifacts?” Keith asks.

Steven has a look of
surprise, and then says, “Everyone is welcome to duplicate what
they wish, so there is almost no crime here.”

“’Cept fer callin’ Benson
an asshole,” Ray says, causing the others to laugh and Steve to
cringe due to the TDF security that is in the area shadowing
them.

The TDF security officers, led by Benson’s
son, Harold Jr., walk over to Steven and the others because He
thought he heard one of the pilots insult his father.

“What did I hear you say?”
Harold asks with a demanding tone of voice.

“Nothin’ that concerns ya,
son,” Ray replies.

“I’m not your son,” Harold
replies.

“Lighten up, Harold. One of
the guys was making a joke,” Steven says while the two of them
stare at each other with mutual contempt.

“And what’s this joke
about?” Harold demands.

“It’s a military thing. You
wouldn’t understand,” Steven replies, drawing a dirty look from
Harold.

“Let’s get out of here.
I’ll be keeping my eye on you, Tucker, and the rest of these
pilots.” Then he leaves with the TDF security detail.

“Who the hell was that?”
Robert asks.

Steven replies, “Harold
Benson the TDF Chief of Security”

“And let me guess,
Administrator Benson’s kid.”

“You got it.”

“I can see the family
resemblance,” Keith replies.

Robert and the others chuckle, thinking the
joke they’re going to play can be a two for one deal.

Steven gets a little
nervous, knowing the reputation his ancestor and the
27th Air
Wing have, and then says, “Forget about Harold. His bark is worse
than his bite. He won’t do anything unless his father tells him
to.” He then motions to the pilots, and the group walks into the
archives.

He shows them the Tucker, Sykes, and
Pasqualle family histories. In addition to Robert being related to
Ricardo, Keith and Robert are also related because Robert Jr.
married Keith’s daughter, Rachel, and Richard ended up marrying
Robert’s daughter, Sarah. Ricardo’s son married a woman on the
design team, Amy Kensington the daughter of Robert’s friend, Edward
Kensington, who is the son of Major General Lyle Kensington.

Robert’s son, Steven, who
was born the year after Robert and the others disappeared, cared
for his brother’s widow and ended up marrying her after the city
ship was completed.

They had a son, Steven
Robert, named in honor of his late brother and the father he never
knew. This child is the direct ancestor of the man who is now
showing them the archives.

Robert and the others are looking at the
numerous compartments that contain the original furniture, books,
music, CD players, DVD players, and movies as well as the clothing
the original settlers wore, which is more to their liking than the
drab clothing that Steven wears.

He sees some items in one of the
compartments then gets a mischievous grin on his face, knowing how
he’s going to pull off the practical joke that he and the others
are going to pull on Administrator Benson, which he dubbed
Operation Asshole.

“How do we use the
duplicators?” Robert asks.

“They’re very simple to
operate,” Steven says, “Just pick an object you want to duplicate,
then put it inside the duplicator and press how many of the object
you want. In a couple of minutes, you have a perfect replica of the
object you selected.”
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