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PREFACE:
The author of this book asked me to write a short preface, something that would convince you to read this book. But having written nothing but term papers, it is a bit of a struggle for me.
So here goes.
You have undoubtedly read books about mystical teenage- wizards, flying dragons, witches, and strange mythical beasties.
If that is what you are looking for, read no further.
This book has none of those things.
Instead, this book is set in the real world, where young boys don’t carry magic wands, spout incantations, or ride brooms.
However, my reality is no less mysterious, filled with sinister people, international spies, and yes, there are strange flying beasts - of a sort. You’ll read about them later.
But most of all, this story is about secrets, so many secrets as real as the type on this page.
In fact, I’m surprised they (the powers that be) allowed the book to get out and onto the bookstore shelves for anyone to just buy and read.
I can’t help but wonder, was it by some miracle it accidentally slipped past government censors or maybe, as Convair suggests (you‘ll learn who he is later), it wasn’t an accident after all?
Maybe, for some reason that might only become clear to us in the future, someone working inside the intelligence community wants you to read this book.
Who knows, maybe this book serves some higher purpose, one not apparent to us now. Maybe they are preparing us for something we cannot fathom yet.
Knowing what I know, the thought of what that purpose might be scares me to the marrow.
That is the stuff of the “black world,” a strange reality that exists behind the headlines, where real spies lurk, receiving their orders in the form of coded messages coming over shortwave radio, usually in the form of an anonymous synthetic female voice reading strings of seemingly random numbers in Spanish.
I have happened across these strange “Numbers Station” broadcasts myself, many times while casually tuning through the high frequency bands in search of more interesting listening fare. Sometimes I’d pause and listen for a few minutes and then grow bored at the repetition and change frequencies.
Little did I know, some of those coded messages were intended for a dishonest-to-gosh spy living just a few blocks from my home. I would only learn later these secret messages contained specific orders on what to do about me, and my friends.
Since then I’ve learned a lot more about the “Black World.” Yet, the more I learn, the more confused I am. So if you get lost reading this and from time to time don’t quite understand who’s who or the tech involved, don’t despair. It’s quite normal.
As Convair would teach me, in the Black World, up is down, wrong is sometimes right and nothing is what it first appears. It took me quite awhile to realize that.
But before you start, know this. Although this is a grand adventure, you will be required to think.
This story isn’t a free roller-coaster ride that requires nothing learned on your part. You’ll discover a secret world that exists (invisibly) alongside this world and once you know about it you’ll view everything differently.
Not to mention, you’ll have a bit of history forced on you. So if you are looking for some mindless escapist entertainment, then don’t buy this book.
Confused? That’s the whole point. They want you to be confused. Sounds paranoid, for sure, but by the end you’ll know why.
So read on - while you still can.
I am sure that someday soon they will realize their great mistake and yank this book from the Internet.
Until that day, know that almost everything you read in this book officially never happened.
- Stanley “Static” Dodson
Prologue:
Stealth Mission
What am I doing here? Caysi Jones asked herself as she stared up at the star-filled sky above.
Although there was a touch of cool in the air, the soft white sand she was laying on radiated warmth stored up from the day’s sunshine.
Lying on – the phrase was more appropriate than she would like to think it was. She had lied to her mother about where she was going, as had the rest of Static’s crew. For all their parents knew they were at the base library, studying.
She looked over at Static and the other four boys lying on the same sand dune beside her.
She wondered what a random passerby might think, seeing six teenagers dressed in white from head to toe, lying on a sand dune, wearing night vision goggles and staring into the night sky. One couldn’t help but think they were UFO fanatics.
“Beam me up!” she wanted to shout.
She regretted not bringing her camera, wanting to document the weirdness, but then she remembered that cameras were strictly forbidden on the White Sands Missile Range, and if caught with one it would surely be confiscated.
But then, she reasoned the chances of anyone seeing them at all were almost - nil, their clothing blending into the snow-white sand.
Not to mention they weren’t exactly anywhere near where normal people might be taking a midnight stroll. They were far from the beaten path.
In fact, the only reason anyone would be out here at all was if they were specifically hunting for them, an idea that didn’t sit easy with Caysi, no matter how many times the boys had reassured her of their safety.
A sudden surge of panic rose up in her as she realized that technically they all were - trespassing.
That thought alone made her want to jump up and tell Static she had to go home, but she liked these guys, especially him, and didn’t want them to think she was a chicken.
Sure, technically there were no warning signs or fences keeping them out of the White Sands Missile Range, but the reality was they were inside the Forbidden Zone, or as they would be classified in military terms, “Unauthorized persons in a Restricted Area.”
Static, the leader of the group, looked calm and unworried. He had convinced her to come along by saying he had done it many times before without getting caught.
He assured her, if for some rare reason Air Force security patrols should stumble upon them, they “most likely wouldn’t be shot” which didn’t make her feel any better. Of course, he was only kidding around with her, she hoped.
It’s time to start having fun again, she told herself, and joining this quirky group of technology-junkies was just what she needed to keep her mind off the depressing thoughts that had nagged her since her father’s disappearance.
Besides, it seemed as if the gang had it all figured out. If caught they’d play dumb and say they had gotten lost while exploring the nearby White Sands National Monument.
Static explained, at the most all they’d get was a “good talking to,” a mere slap on the wrist, and for what they were about to experience, she was told, it was well worth the risk of getting caught.
“After all we’re minors with no past offenses. What’s the worst they would do to us? Ground us?”
***
Caysi looked down at the main runway of Holloman Air Force Base, located over the dunes about two miles away.
She watched intently as the three mysterious men in a military Humvee, parked at the end of the runway went about their business, obviously unaware of their presence on the high dune.
“So, how do we explain the white coveralls and the night vision gear?” Caysi asked, still not too sure of the plan they had concocted.
“We’ll just tell them we are scouts on a nature study, observing the nocturnal creatures of the desert,” Freaks said.
“We are trying for a merit badge. These clothes allow us to blend in and observe the flora and fauna unnoticed. It sounds plausible to me.”
“I don’t exactly look like a Boy Scout,” Caysi replied.
“That’s for sure. She’s all that and a bag of nachos!” Meinrad exclaimed.
Meinrad was never shy about expressing himself when it came to girls. It’s just too bad he only could do it using somewhat lame and mangled one-liners he had heard on TV.
Static poked Meinrad in the ribs with his elbow making him wince.
“Why? What I say?” he complained.
The jab to Meinrad’s side was more than just a subtle reminder they needed to be quiet, but to stop him from worrying Caysi anymore than she already was.
“Would you tell Mr. Elbow here, that it is a semi-free country and I can express myself in any way I please.”
“ And would you tell Mr. Yakity-Sax if he doesn’t shut-up they’ll hear us, and the rest of tonight won’t be very free for any of us,” Static snapped back. So – shut up Meinrad. You are scaring the fish.”
“Really? Well you aren’t as dumb as you look. You are dumber,” Meinrad snapped back.
“Why don’t you do us all a favor and try letting that nasty cut under your nose heal?” Static shot back.
Freaks laughed, knowing neither boy was really angry.
This is what they did.
“What? I don’t get it?” Meinrad said perplexed, rubbing the space between his nose and mouth.
Rather than explain the joke to him, Static decided to reassure Caysi one more time.
“Check it out. We are wired into their communications and know every move they make in advance. Isn’t that right Freaks?”
Freaks removed a pair of headphones.
“I’m monitoring all their radio channels on the scanner. We know where all the motion sensors are buried and we got in here without tripping them, so they have no idea anyone is out here. They have no reason to be looking for us,” Freaks added.
Caysi seemed to calm a bit, letting slip a slightly audible sigh of relief.
“Even if they did, with this night-vision-gear we’d see them coming for miles,” Freaks added.
“Unless they accidentally stepped on us or Meinrad stood up and shone a 50,000 watt spotlight at them, chances are very good they’ll never know we were here.”
“Well thank you Captain Obvious,” Meinrad mumbled. “I must have left my spotlight in my other pants.”
Static sighed. Sometimes he just didn’t get Meinrad’s antics.
“You know what? You are way too dumb for one person. You have to be triplets,” Freaks said.
It might have seemed strange to outsiders, but the boy’s usual bicker-banter was actually quite calming to Caysi. If indeed they were in danger of being discovered, they wouldn’t be up to their usual antics.
It did seem that Static had worked it all out, she reasoned. If they were scared, they’d be quieter.
“And besides, this is the tenth – no eleventh time we’ve done this and we haven’t got caught yet.
So - chill-ax,” Sami unexpectedly chimed.
“You’ve been hanging around Meinrad too much,” Static murmured.
Caysi was surprised to hear the normally shy Sami speak up, since he had more to lose than any of them since he was of Middle-Eastern descent.
“They be clueless to our Ninja-like powers,” Meinrad joked. “Their Kung Fu not so good!” he added in a fake Occidental accent.
“Really?” Caysi asked, trying to feel better.
“Really!” the boys replied in unison.
With that, Caysi relaxed and decided to put her trust in the boys.
She stared back up at the sky, listening to the boys chattering in the background.
It was a perfectly clear night. The Milky Way stood out in stark contrast. Caysi though she could even make out the Magellanic Cloud they had talked about in science class.
“Stop for a second,” Static said, with a sudden seriousness that made Caysi spasm.
Everyone fell silent.
“What?” Meinrad asked in a hushed whisper.
Off in the distance, somewhere out in the dunes the almost mournful sound of howling animals floated in the air.
“Coyotes?” Sami asked.
“A whole pack of them - sounds like a hunting party,” Static said.
“Kind of like us,” Freaks said.
“Kwiet - I’m hunting wabbits!” Meinrad said in a surprisingly good imitation of Elmer Fudd.
Static was quick to reassure Caysi, still aware she had doubts.
“They rarely get this close to the base. They are afraid of the jets. The noise hurts their ears,” Static said.
Caysi tilted her head toward the direction of the coyotes and slight (and unexpected) smile crossed her face.
“I like listening to them. Sometimes I open my bedroom window at night just to hear them howl,” Caysi said. “It calms me.”
“Really?” They scare me,” Sami said.
“I thought it was girls you were scared of,” Freaks said.
“That too,” Sami replied.
“I like the way the pack calls to each other, keeping tabs on where everyone is. They may be wild animals but they have a sense of family. I think that’s cool,” Caysi said.
For the next few minutes everyone sat quietly, listening to the coyotes communicating with each other in a secret language only coyotes could understand.
“Somewhere in the dark of night a coyote howls after her missing mate,” Freaks said, trying to sound poetic.
Freaks had hopes of being a journalist some day and never missed an opportunity to narrate.
“And then pooped a rabbit!” Meinrad chuckled.
“How poetic,” Freaks replied.
Everyone couldn’t help but laugh, except for Caysi who rolled her eyes.
At school, the cool kids looked down on this gaggle of geeks, but the gaggle didn’t seem to care. Neither did Caysi.
In fact the cool kids, the Populars as they were known at Alamo High, seemed to Caysi to be made up of mostly shallow, self-absorbed teens, oblivious to the feelings of others, something she despised.
She looked at the guys, laughing it up, punching each other in the shoulder and generally acting like boys are supposed to, not at all like the social climbers or jocks at school.
These guys always genuinely seemed happy, which was something she really needed in her life right now.
Sure, their jokes were bad. Yes, they were teenage boys with too much time and technology on their hands, but somehow it was a good fit. She liked being part of this group. She liked the way they bantered. She even liked Meinie’s lame jokes.
The boys had promised her she would have the time of her life and by-darned (she decided) she was going to go with it, no matter how geeky it might seem.
“So, when does the fun part begin?” she asked.
“Now,” Freaks replied pulling the earphone out of his ear.
“Ten Nighthawks on approach.”
CHAPTER 1.
CRITICOM
Three months later:
It was shortly after 2:00 AM when the alarm went off.
Although Ken hadn’t been asleep very long it still took his brain some time to understand what was going on.
Instinctively his hand groped for the snooze button on the alarm clock but even after his fingers found it, the pesky buzzing continued. It took a few seconds longer for Ken to realize it wasn’t his clock that was beeping loudly. It was his computer.
As the realization of what the alarm met suddenly set in Ken bolted upright, fully awake.
Throwing his covers off, Ken jumped up as if he had been lying on a spring and ran over to the computer console.
On the screen a blinking, vibrant word CRITICOM flashed in contrasting red and yellow letters, hurting his still sleepy eyes.
Ken’s adrenaline began to flow.
He had only received one CRITICOM since he had established the INTERCEPTOR encrypted e-mail system three years ago.
It contained a news flash alerting Interceptors about the terrible events that took place on 9-11-2001.
The CRITICOM was a call for all Core Interceptors (an organized network of professional and amateur radio communications monitors) to tune in and record any and all communications possibly related to the terrorist attacks on America. Ken recalled it was one of the saddest, maddening, and harried days of his life.
Minutes after it became clear America was being attacked, Ken’s phone began ringing off the hook with news reporter’s frenzied requests for information. Many national news agencies relied on Ken’s company called “Reliable Source” and knew if anyone had the inside information on the origin of the terrorist attack, he did.
The confusion on the military and aviation radio-bands on that horrible day was beyond frightening.
Every civilian aircraft flying at the time was ordered by the FAA to land immediately, while at the same time the military launched fighters into the sky to seek out, identify and (if ordered to)shoot-down hijacked civilian airliners.
Ken’s heart skipped a beat as he couldn’t help but flashback to that horrific day and hoped the CRITICOM he had just received wasn’t more of the same.
Ken then set about the task of retrieving the urgent e-mail message but it wasn’t as easy as just clicking the mouse button and opening a file.
The message itself was encrypted to keep unauthorized eyes from reading it.
Per the small chance that someone was reading Ken’s e-mail, such as the FBI (using its Dragonware 2.0 Suite of e-mail analysis programs), upon opening the message all one would see was page after page of seemingly nonsensical random numbers and letters.
To make the message readable required a key, a special computer program that decoded the cipher.
Problem was, the key to the cipher was not kept on this computer. Ken would have to save the message to a flash drive and physically transfer it to another computer, one specifically not connected to the Internet to avoid getting hacked.
Quickly he saved the message to a flash drive, erased it from his e-mail and ejected it from his computer.
Ken then fished for his car keys inside a jacket he had hanging on the back of the bedroom door. Once he found them he quickly wound his way downstairs and eventually to the basement.
As he flicked on the light, he was hit by the familiar musty smell that dwelled in places where sunshine never shines.
In a dark corner of the basement sat an uneven and water stained card table. On it rested an ancient-looking computer, covered by a yellowing plastic dust cover.
At first glance anyone would think this box of stale, outdated microchips was a relic from the 1980s, an early version of a slow-as-snails home PC, a museum piece at best. But hidden inside the well-worn shell was a modern and super-fast number-crunching maniac of a machine.
Ken had built the computer himself, assembling cutting-edge components inside what looked like a garage sale castoff that no one but an antique collector would take a second glance at.
That was exactly what Ken wanted, because inside this machine were his precious “Interceptor Files,” hidden away from government spies and hackers but always close by and in plain sight, the last place anyone would look. Ken wasn’t up to anything illegal, but the information in his files was sensitive and to be protected, especially from spies working for hostile countries. The only way to be sure it was protected was to isolate it, disguise it, and protect the files with advanced encryption.
Ken removed the dust cover, plugged in the machine and booted it up. Amazingly, it only took seconds to come to life.
Ken inserted the flash drive, loaded the message onto the hard drive, dropped it on the Blue-Crypt program, and entered his memorized cipher key.
But that wasn’t enough to decipher the file. It required another key, an image stored on another flash drive attached to Ken’s car keys.
He nervously fumbled his keys and inserted the second flash drive into a second USB port, transferred the image in the drive and dropped it on the icon that represented the encrypted message.
“One can’t be too careful,” he said to himself. “You never know who might be intercepting,” he mumbled.
A comical image (a grinning goat wearing braces) flashed on the screen and then disappeared. It was replaced with the now un-encrypted CRITICOM message.
“CRITICOM URGENT ATTENTION: CONVAIR HQ – FROM FREAKS – HAFB”
The message was from Freaks, a Junior Interceptor who lived on Holloman Air Force Base.
Ken had never met Freaks but they had shared many late-night telephone conversations.
On the phone Freaks came off as a somewhat goofy, but likable and very intelligent kid.
Ken had hopes that someday Freaks would become a valuable asset, keeping the Core informed on goings on in the White Sands Missile Range. Ken was quite aware that although Area 51 was where black projects were born, the White Sands Missile Range was where they were proven.
I hope this isn’t for nothing, Ken thought.
He had entrusted Freaks with a cipher key and access to the secure server and instructed him that a CRITICOM was only for use in case of a dire emergency.
The message began; “Junior Interceptors in trouble and need your help.”
As a precaution, Ken glanced behind just to be sure there was no one else in the basement.
There wasn’t, and by all rights there shouldn’t be - but still he tried to block the screen from prying eyes with his body.
As he read the contents of the message the hair on the back of his neck slowly stood on end.
It was incredible what these kids had done. He was amazed by what they had uncovered and at the same time scared for what they must have been facing all on their own.
After reading the 25-page letter, Ken sat back in his chair and let out an audible sigh.
They had broken the cardinal rule of Intercepting, and as a result, had put the entire free world in jeopardy.
There was only one course of action he could follow. Without realizing it he said out loud, “We have to help.”
In just a few minutes Static’s call for help would be forwarded to all Core Interceptor’s, along with Ken’s recommendation they answer Freak’s distress call.
Minutes later, throughout the country, CRITICOM alarms on dozens of personal computers began ringing.
****
AUTHORS NOTES:
Junior Interceptors
Although all of us have (by virtue of being born) it’s not a good idea to join in on any universe in the middle, especially one as mysterious as this one.
Therefore, before we get too deep into our story, you need to know something about the people involved, and especially a 15-year-old boy known to his friends as Static.
****
Static
Static wasn't his real name. It was a handle hung on him by his friend Freaks. Static's given name was Stanley Dodson and he was a 15-year-old boy, the son of a career Air Force technician.
Civilians would call Static and his friends, Air Force brats, a label applied to kids like Stanley who literally grew up on various military bases all across the globe.
The year was 2003 and for the last 10 years, Stanley and his family lived on the sprawling Holloman Air Force Base, located near the south-central New Mexico desert town of Alamogordo.
Static just loved military base life. For a technology crazy kid it was the coolest place in the world to live.
Static lived in a modest government-constructed home, located one mile off the main runway. From his bedroom window he could watch fighter planes taking off on training missions.
The nearby White Sands Missile Range was used for much more than its name implied. It was (and is) a testing and training area for much of the Air Force's cutting-edge military technology. Located on the southeast corner of the testing range was Holloman Air Force Base, which until 2006 was the home of the F-117 stealth fighter.
Although Static loved watching the F-117s fly, since they were a product of the early 1980s, they represented first generation stealth technology and were considered by Static and his friends, antiques.
In fact, the Air Force had recently announced that the F-117s would soon be retired from active service.
Static often wondered, if the F-117 Nighthawk was considered old technology, what other new and exotic aircraft was the military keeping under wraps?
Static didn’t have to look far, because sometimes on a moonless night, secret aircraft flew right over Static's house.
Known as “black project aircraft” to aviation journalists, these top-secret aircraft prototypes were the future of military aviation that officially didn’t exist.
To Static and his friends these secret aircraft were the coolest part of being a kid and living on an Air Force Base, and yet they had never seen one - well at least not yet.
He knew they were out there, probably tucked away somewhere nearby. He knew because it was practically common knowledge on the base. He knew because he listened in, eavesdropped, and collected the data.
He didn’t know why, but the more he uncovered the more he wanted in on the secrets on the base. Static figured it was only a matter of time before he saw something – secret. In fact that was his quest.
Static’s obsession with flying things was echoed by the décor in his tiny bedroom. The walls were covered with posters of aircraft. His bookshelves were overcrowded with plastic models, hobby hardware, and books on aircraft design.
Lovingly constructed miniature B-52 bombers and F-15 Eagle fighters flew in silent formation suspended from fishing line strewn across his bedroom ceiling.
Static was a stickler for historical accuracy and the realism in his models showed it. For many years running, Static had won the top-prizes in the Thrice-Annual Alamogordo Aviation Modeling Club Competition.
The only aircraft models missing from Static’s collection were those secret jets still hidden away in closely guarded hangars just miles from Static's home.
Rumors often circulated on the base of an exotic new "bat-plane" being tested out on the nearby White Sands Missile Range at night. But whenever these secret craft took to the air on test-hops, a curfew was imposed on the base. As a result any kid caught out after 10 PM soon found himself being escorted home by security police.
Repeated violations could result in a military brat’s dad losing his security clearance, or worse, being transferred to an obscure base somewhere above the Arctic Circle.
Junior Interceptor “stealth missions” were Freak’s idea, growing out of a shared frustration of living on an Air Force Base, knowing secret test flights were taking place, and not having ever seen anything remotely exotic.
And yet, Static and Freaks almost always knew when a secret test mission was occurring because of their other shared passion.
Static and Freaks were what were known as communications monitoring hobbyists.
In layman’s terms, they were radio-wave hoppers or communications eavesdroppers, unofficially known as “Interceptors” to the small but growing cult of techno-crats who shared their obsession with plucking signals out of the air.
Intercepting was born out of the boys’ need to know what they (the secret military) didn’t want them to know.
Static and his friends spent many pre-dawn hours listening in on everything their radios could pull out of the atmosphere, be it the military communications emanating from the base or the everyday civilian communications concerning day-to-day life in Alamogordo.
By mowing lawns, delivering newspapers, and doing other odd-jobs around the base, Static and Freaks had earned enough money to afford a sizable collection of scanning radios, shortwave receivers, ham radios and surplus military gear to cover almost every radio frequency band from VLF (Very Low Frequency) to the SHF (Super High Frequency) microwave bands.
Fortunately for Static and his rag-tag gang of radio hackers, every year the base held a surplus and outdated equipment auction.
Static lived for the event and usually wound up spending all the money he had earned during the summer.
This took considerable willpower, for Static was tempted every day to spend his hard-earned cash on CDs, junk food, movies and video games, but he stuck to his guns and by auction time he usually had several hundred dollars to spend on radio interception gear.
After the auction, the entire gang could be found lugging home boxes filled with radio parts, manuals, and assorted electronic junk.
To the Air Force it was garbage, but to the Interceptors it was gold. With the help of his dad, Static and Freaks would work for weeks getting the surplus gear back in top shape.
The boys would then stay up late into the night, tuning through the radio bands, listening in on police dispatches, aircraft communications, and sometimes even baby monitors located in their own neighborhoods, or as Freaks would say (putting his own poetic spin on their pastime) “listening to the wires sing."
Even as patched together as their gear was, the boys weren’t restricted to listening in on the local frequencies. During peak sunspot activity when the upper atmosphere would become electrically charged (making it work like a huge radio-wave-reflecting mirror) it wasn't unusual for the boys to intercept ship-to-shore calls from off the coast of China or a scientific station transmitting weather data from Antarctica.
But boys will be boys so sometimes their listening was more like snooping.
On nights when the international radio-pickings were slim and the police and aviation bands were quiet the boys would tune through the cellular phone bands and listen to the wireless phone calls of civilians; boyfriends talking to girlfriends, husbands arguing with their wives, and the supposedly "private" conversations of people going through their day-to-day lives.
Static and Freaks kept this part of their hobby mostly to themselves knowing it was seriously frowned upon by the Core Interceptors, and was also quite illegal.
Although on the whole, Alamogordo was a nice town, it did suffer from the growing pains of a modern society, and on a Friday night it was safer for young boys to be at home, listening in on the action from the safety of one's bedroom, rather than experiencing it first-hand.
The boys justified their eavesdropping by putting their skills to good use from time to time by helping the local police. On occasion the boys would intercept the wireless phone calls of “evil-doers” planning evil things. The lads would make tapes of these illicit conversations and anonymously mail them to the prosper authorities.
Static often wondered what the Alamogordo Chief of Police must have thought of these golden nuggets of information that seemingly came out of nowhere from no one. Although legally the tapes couldn’t be used in court, they did assist greatly in putting Alamo cops in the right places at the right time making the local crooks think either the police were psychic or there were “rats” from within their ranks only adding to the mistrust among themselves.
However, with the advent of newer digital wireless technology, finding easy-to-intercept analog-voice cell phone conversations was becoming fewer and far between for the boys.
It was frustrating for the Junior Interceptors, this push towards digital technology, but in spite of this, there were still plenty of radio bands that were digital wireless technology had yet to make an inroad, such as the UHF military aviation band (225 to 400 MHz) one of their favorites slices of the radio spectrum to monitor.
Still, when they stumbled across encrypted or scrambled communications, their mere presence indicated something classified was flying on the range.
Sometimes the Junior Interceptors could glean information on classified aircraft projects from mistakes made by inexperienced or lazy communications operators saying the wrong things on open frequencies like those used by maintenance crews or range security.
And sometimes - information about what was going on in the test ranges was provided unwittingly by Static’s own father.
Static's father was Steven Dodson, a Master Sergeant in the United States Air Force attached to the 46 Test Group.
Steven Dodson was not a pilot but a radio technician tasked with maintaining communications links used by the 46 Test Wing, who flew most of the aviation test missions in the White Sands Missile Range.
Because Sergeant Dodson had a considerable knowledge in radio communications it was only natural that his son did as well, but in fact Sergeant Dodson was very impressed by how much his son had picked up on his own.
Static had grown up peering inside the guts of radio sets and so the workings seemed as natural to him as the inside of nuts did to a squirrel.
In some ways Static had surpassed his father's knowledge of communications, since Static's dad only repaired the base's radios and rarely listened to them.
Static‘s dad never knew or cared what they were being used for. To him they were just things to be fixed, like typewriters or staplers. Static’s dad never concerned himself about what the radios were transmitting.
That is where father and son differed because Static eavesdropped on the base communications on a more than regular basis.
As a result, Static and Freaks probably knew more about what was going on at the base then the base commander did, which was by design.
Black Projects (officially referred to as Special Access Programs) were protected under a multi-layered security system designed to prevent inadvertent public exposure.
Although it may have seemed strange that the base commander did not know what was going on inside some of the closely guarded hangars on his base, it was officially none of his business and he accepted it as part of being a commander of a test base.
It was his job, no... his orders, to make sure everything ran smoothly, provide security, and generally look the other way when something secret was being test flown. At best he was just the manager of the base and not in command of what went on there.
In fact, the base commander was quite aware that someone in the Pentagon (with a lot more rank than he had) had done a security assessment and decided he did not “need to know.” And that was fine with the commander.
If he did his job correctly and there was no security leaks or supply problems or anything else that might jeopardize the security of a project, the more he would be trusted and thus quite possibly promoted to a cushy post inside the Pentagon.
Static and his dad were close. It was obvious to everyone that Static’s dad was very proud of his son, attending his baseball games, taking him on camping trips and occasionally letting him spend a day with him at work. That was always a real treat for Static. Not only did he get to spend quality time with his father, but he also got to play with current military equipment, only increasing his knowledge on the art of radio communications interception, which he would share with his best friend, Freaks.
When Static would ask his dad where he was working that day and he got the answer, “Never you mind,” he knew that something was up. Static would then dash to his room and fire up the radio gear, but not before calling Freaks and telling him to do the same.
****
Freaks
Freaks (Frank O’Neal) first met Static at the base auction while both were bidding for the same box of electronic surplus equipment. When a third party, a surplus wholesaler, began outbidding them both, the pair pooled their money and won the bid.
Later, when they divided up their winnings and began talking, they both realized they shared the same love of aircraft and radio communications.
Soon Freaks was spending most of his time at Static’s house, either twiddling the dials or playing “Fighter Pilot” on Static’s computer game console.
Freaks’ home was not a happy one. His father drank too much and his mom suffered from his abuse. His older brother Terry was a juvenile delinquent and had been in and out of the base jail so many times, it only gave Freaks’ dad more reason to drink and yell.
Freak’s dad was angry at life but he didn’t quite know why. He had enlisted in the Air Force on a whim and had been posted too far away from his family for too long.
Although Freaks tried everything to please his dad, he could not. He was too young to realize that he couldn’t win the love of a man who was at war with himself.
Freaks was close to his mom but recently he had grown angry with her for taking the abuse from his father and then defending his actions.
Freaks was tall for his age, almost six feet. When during one summer Freaks grew three inches, shooting past his brother, Terry felt his place as acting head of the household was being threatened. Because he was lacking in stature, Terry decided long ago to seem bigger by running Freaks down all the time.
Because of this, Freaks always thought of his brother as being bigger. Although he could have easily knocked his brother’s block off, Freaks was a gentle giant and took the abuse. Freaks deplored violence, especially in his brother and father, and saw it as a sign of weakness and weakness and lack of intelligence.
On many occasions he had witnessed his dad hitting his mom and it sickened and angered him.
Even though Terry continued to bully his brother and his friends, Freaks had decided long ago to never use violence when dealing with his older brother.
As young as he was, Freaks instinctively knew that brains could triumph over violence, plus it was also more fun to outwit an opponent than to resort to the caveman-tactic of just pummeling him.
Instead, Freaks would play subtle anonymous tricks on his sibling, like placing his hand in a bowl of warm water at night while he slept, forcing his brother to wet the bed. Or making mayonnaise and cat food sandwiches for his own school lunch knowing that his brother would predictably bully him into giving it up.
With great satisfaction, Freaks would sit across the lunchroom and silently giggle, watching as Terry wolfed down his ill-gotten lunch, unaware that his lunch was made from ground-up pig snouts and horse eyeballs.
Freaks found it easier to spend much of his time at Static’s house, which was okay with Dodson, for Freaks became the brother Static would never have.
Ironically, Freaks’ great talent was social engineering, the ability to judge the true character and feelings of someone through their “body language.” Freaks could read people like most could books. He had the unique ability to be able to sense someone’s needs and motives just by the way he held himself or by his body posture. He could also accurately predict what a person would do from observing his actions and applying those actions to the future.
Sometimes this talent spooked Static, who at first thought Freaks was psychic, but when Freaks explained that we all have our “tells” or sub-conscious gestures that signal our intentions, like the way Static looked down and to the left whenever he was about to tell a fib. People were predictable, if you just studied them.
Freaks’ interests in human behavior was born out of his attempts to understand his father, but his research provided scant insight into his dad’s feelings.
Occasionally Freaks saw in his dad’s eyes fleeting glimmers of love for his wife and children but only during rare sober moments when guilt from his constant drinking weighed heavily on his mind. Those moments were becoming farther and fewer, in between drinking binges.
But as tuned to people’s feelings as Freaks was, Static was just the opposite. He had trouble reading even obvious personality tells. This lack of awareness of others feelings had failed him on several occasions and sometimes Static came off as uncaring.
Much to Static’s dismay, one night Freaks pointed out to Static how he was sometimes so wrapped up in his personal quests that he often stepped on other people’s toes, unaware he was hurting their feelings.
But in turn, Freaks relied on Static to keep his deep- feelings about his fractured family in check, especially when it seemed they were spinning out of control.
When Freaks was feeling down, it was Static who could always convince him that “this too shall pass” and “in a hundred years no one will care.”
****
Meinrad
Meinrad Johansen, or “Meinie” as he was sometimes called, was the son of a German Air Force pilot assigned to Holloman Air Force Base for training in advanced combat maneuvers to bring the knowledge back home to teach his squadron.
When Meinrad learned he and his family were going to spend the next three years in America he was very excited. He loved America and spent most of his days watching American television, listening to American music, and reading pop culture magazines about American life.
Of all the Interceptors he was the most openly enthusiastic, if not downright loud. In fact Static would often have to tell Meinie to calm down and be quiet whenever they were on a “stealth” mission.
It was hard for Meinrad to be quiet and he usually chatted on and on about something or another for endless hours, especially at times when being silent was essential. Although it didn’t seem to bother him, Meinrad was often silenced with a chorus of “Shut up Meinrad” whenever he tended to run-off at the mouth.
Most of all, Meinie had a peculiar way of expressing himself.
Although he could speak several languages, and his English was very good, he tended to speak in outdated pop-culture phrases he had heard in American movies and television shows. This always caused the Interceptors to roll their eyes at every “Hasta la vista baby” and “Warp speed captain” he uttered.
He would also blurt out strange and literal commentary on his personal feelings such as, “My brain is filling with anger!” instead of just saying, “I’m so mad at you.”
But for all of Meinrad’s strangeness he also served an important function in the group.
Since Meinie was multilingual, he became the Interceptor’s club translator and helped them in understanding the communications they intercepted from non-English speaking countries.
During one incident Meinrad translated a distress call in Russian coming from a sinking nuclear submarine. An anonymous tip to an international news bureau led to front-page coverage of an event the Russians would rather the world not know about.
As a result, the Russian government had to spend billions of rubles salvaging the submarine in an attempt to appease international environmental groups worried about possible radioactive contamination of the ocean, all because some brainy teenagers in New Mexico owned a shortwave radio.
****
Sami
Sami was the only civilian boy in the group. A super-bright electronics expert and son of an electrician, Sami was a “white-hat-hacker” (non-destructive) and had forgotten more about computer systems than most people would ever know.
Sami had one major obstacle that kept him from bonding with most of the kids in his school.
He and his family were refugees from Afghanistan, and since the tragic events that happened on 9-11, Sami and his family were always the target of accusing looks and unfair speculation that they might be "the enemy."
Although the FBI did extensive checks into Sami's family and even cleared his father to do contract electrical work on the base, most everyone looked at them with suspicion even though Sami’s family loved America as much as, if not more than, any native-born patriot.
Although it was a day-to-day struggle, Sami tried his best to fit in at school. But as hard as he tried, he found himself usually alone, spending most of his days in the computer lab or in the library trying to improve his English skills.
Sami and Meinie were naturally drawn to each other, both being foreign students trying to do their best in a foreign land. Since Sami didn’t speak English as well as Meinrad, the school assigned Meinie to be his language tutor.
Although Meinrad didn’t speak Sami’s native language they did both speak Russian.
Freaks met Sami on the day he brought into the shop a broken television for Sami’s dad to fix. Sami fixed it himself, in only ten minutes while Freaks watched in fascination.
At first Freaks was taken aback by Sami’s nationality, but as they talked he realized they shared many interests. Sami was a tech-nerd same as him, a computer-geek same as him and an outsider, same as him.
Sami introduced him to Meinrad and soon they became fast friends.
One night when Static was having trouble translating a tape he had made of a German spy numbers station, Freaks suggested he bring Meinie over and thus through Meinie, Static met Sami.
Static loved Meinrad’s always-sunny outlook on life but was a bit bothered by his loud personality. Static was impressed by Sami’s computer skills and his laid-back-attitude about almost everything. He also liked Sami’s willingness to go against the group’s wishes and decisions. Sami was the all-important voice of reason and counterbalance.
Nothing seemed to bother Sami and he would grin at the most unusual times even when everything was seemingly going wrong.
Sami also served as the groups’ moral compass, and was usually the first to object when he thought the Junior Interceptors were on the verge of getting into trouble.
Unfortunately, sometimes the group listened to Sami and sometimes they didn’t.
****
Caysi
Caysi was the daughter of the airbase newspaper editor.
She was also an accomplished photographer and practiced her passion for taking pictures by shooting for the school newspaper and yearbook.
Caysi not only had a good photographic eye, she had a photographic memory. She had the amazing ability to memorize anything she wanted with just a quick glance, but for some reason she told no one about this talent.
As a result of her gift school was a breeze for her and, in actuality, quite boring. She probably should have leapt ahead to college but Caysi was painfully shy and very content to be in classes with people her own age.
Caysi was also a very pretty girl but she hid her natural beauty behind thick-rimmed glasses and always kept her long flowing black hair tied up in a bunch behind her head producing a slightly nerdy look.
Caysi had talents that made her prime Interceptor material. She had talents, some the boys themselves lacked. She was very mechanically inclined and just loved to tinker with car and motorcycle engines. Caysi had no problem with getting dirt and grease under her fingernails and could tune an engine with the best of them.
When she wasn’t out photographing her world, the Interceptors could usually find her hanging around her grandfather’s garage, dressed in grimy overalls helping him degrease an engine or taking apart a transmission.
It always amazed her grandfather how she could take apart something as complicated as a gearbox and from memory put it back together, as if she had spent years building them on an assembly line in Detroit.
It was literally by accident that Caysi joined the Interceptors Club.
The boys had built a ramshackle dune buggy and were taking turns dune-hopping when their buggy collided with Caysi as she topped a hill in her own expertly crafted dune hopper.
There was a terrific crash but no one was hurt.
Caysi watched incredulously as the boys struggled to put their buggy back together. She rolled her eyes as she watched the boys make mistake after mechanical mistake.
Needless to say when they tried to start it up it sputtered and coughed. The boys argued for what seemed to be hours over what was wrong with their contraption.
Finally Caysi (having had enough of their incompetence) grabbed a wrench, pushed them aside, and began methodically diagnosing the problems. In less than 20 minutes she had fixed the thing, leaving the boys with their mouths agape.
Naturally she was asked to join their group.
CHAPTER 2.
Revenge is a Junior Happy Fun-Time Meal and a side order of fries.
Freaks was bored.
He had finished with his homework hours ago. He went to Static’s house right after school, grabbed a jar of peanut butter and a spoon, and sat on Static’s bed eating it. It was another hopping Alamogordo Friday night and it seemed everyone in the world was out having fun but him.
Static tried hard to ignore Freak’s sighs of boredom and kept working on a huge plastic bomber model.
“Let’s do something!” Freaks shouted.
“I am,” Static mumbled.
“No, I mean other than this. I’m so bored that the usually super-exciting prospect of watching you stick plastic parts together all evening somehow has lost its appeal.”
Static was not at all sympathetic, but instead completely wrapped up in his model construction.
“Why don’t you help me with this model? I only have a week to get it done before the competition.”
“Why bother? You win Best of Show every time anyway.”
“I won’t if I don’t get this finished,” Static growled back.
Freaks furrowed his brow.
“You know what would be fun?” Freaks asked.
“This is fun,” Static replied.
“Yeah. This is to fun what watching paint drying is to entertainment.”
“That reminds me, I need more silver enamel.”
Freaks rolled his eyes. Although he admired Static’s modeling skills he had no patience for that sort of thing.
“You know what would be funny then? We could sneak over to the school and you could lie on the sidewalk in front and I’d trace around your body with chalk, like they do at a crime scene, and then pour some ketchup all around it.”
“I’ll get right on that,” Static said dismissing him.
“Remember when you asked me to tell you when you were being insensitive? Well you are now,” Freaks said.
“Yeah. Sure. Whatever,” Static mumbled.
Freaks didn’t like it when Static retreated into his own world, so he decided to push him a bit.
“So, I was thinking – maybe we could steal a car, rob a liquor store, and blow this town,” Freaks said matter-of-factly.
“Sounds – good,” Static replied automatically.
Freaks looked over at Static, who was absorbed in carefully shaving a plastic part with a razor to get it to fit just right.
“Then we could kidnap the President, build a space shuttle and go to Mars!”
“Sounds like plan, man -,” Static replied.
Freaks grunted in disgust.
“Except the Space Shuttle only operates in earth orbit and isn’t equipped for interplanetary travel,” Static said proving to Freaks he was indeed listening.
“Sorry. I just have to get this done. Why don’t you go bug Sami and Meinrad?” Static replied.
“Oh, by the way- Gavin Farfal called Sami, Ahab the Arab in front of everyone in English class today.”
“I hate that guy. What did Sami do?” Static said momentarily abandoning his craft.
“Nothing as usual, and what’s worse is, the teacher laughed.”
“Sami doesn’t deserve that.”
Freaks grabbed a pair of binoculars off of a peg hanging on Static’s wall and stared out of Static’s window.
“I wonder if I can see Caysi’s house from here?” Freaks said hoping to get a reaction out of Static.
“No – you can’t,” Static said not taking the bait.
“I wonder how you know that?” Freaks asked.
Refocusing, he aimed the binoculars at the Mel’s Burger Barn across the highway, just outside the base entrance. Mel’s neon sign blinked brightly, dominating an otherwise pristine and spectacular desert sunset.
Through the binoculars Freaks could tell it must be getting close to dinnertime because cars were lined up at the drive-thru window. Freaks opened the window to get a better look. The sweet smell of fried foods drifted in.
“I’m hungry! You can finish that later. Let’s go to SMel’s and grab a burger!”
Static ignored him.
Freaks shouted, “Hey! I’m hungry dude!”
“Then go home and eat!” Static yelled back.
“Geeze Louise,” Freaks mumbled. “I would but I expect dad will be home soon - drunk as usual.”
Static turned to him and said, “Look, I’m at a very critical stage. “If I smear glue on the windows this will be ruined.”
“My stomach is at a very critical stage.” Freaks protested, his stomach growling growing louder.
“Mom is making supper. I’m sure it’s just a matter of minutes before she calls us to the table.”
“What’s on the menu?” Freaks asked, sitting up anxiously, excited by the prospect of eating Static’s mom’s fine home cooking.
“What do you care? You’d eat a bowl of termites if my mom asked you.”
“True” Freaks mumbled. “Especially if dipped in peanut butter!”
Static grinned knowing he couldn’t pass on a chance to needle Freaks about his seeming slight-crush on his Mom.
“You looove her!”
“I do not!” Freaks said under his breath. “I just wish I had a mom that cooked like her, that’s all. My mom can’t boil water without scorching it.”
“Besides, if Mom finds out you’ve eaten all her peanut butter she’ll send you home. She was saving it to make your favorite peanut butter cinnamon rolls. ”
Freaks held his hand up to his face, exhaled into it trying to smell his own breath. It smelled strongly of peanut butter.
“If you say something to her I’ll tell Caysi you have the hots for her.”
“Do not,” Static said.
Suddenly there was a sharp snap as Static accidentally put too much pressure on a plastic part of the model he was working on.
“I rest my case,” Freaks replied smugly.
Static threw his arms in the air in exasperation. There was no way he was going to be able to work on the model with Freaks needling him. Static looked up and saw Freaks looking out the window wearing a sly smirk on his face, the broken plastic part revealing his remark about Caysi was dead on.
“If it will make you shut up, I’ll admit it.
I guess I, kind of, sort of like her,” Static surrendered.
“Too bad dude, she likes Gavin. I saw her smiling at him today.”
Static ignored Freaks remark and instead retreated to the task at hand, finishing his model.
“She has a smile so sweet if you added carbonated water to it, you could sell it as soda,” Freaks said.
“That was good. Did you just think of that?” Static asked impressed.
“Creative Writing class is paying off. You like that?”
“Not bad,” Static said. “What else you got?” knowing full well the conversation was about to degenerate into a flurry of bad one-liners. What else you got was unspoken code for: make me laugh.
“How about, your girlfriend is so ugly that she went to see a freak show and came out with a job application.”
Static chuckled.
“Not bad. I liked the way you worked your name in there. How’s this for a comeback? Your girlfriend is so ugly when you took her to the zoo they said, “Thanks for bringing her back!”
Static and Freaks just lived for these comic exchanges.
“I can beat that without breaking a sweat. Your mamma is so fat that when she broke her leg - gravy poured out!” Freaks cackled.
“Is that so? Well, your mama is so fat when she hears it’s chilly outside she grabs a bowl!”
Static and Freaks began laughing uncontrollably while throwing rolled-up pairs of dirty socks at each other.
For a fleeting moment Freaks thought about his own mom.
“I should call my mom and tell her I’m here.”
Static tossed the cordless phone at Freaks, accidentally hitting him in the head.
“Hey jerk! That hurt!” Freaks complained.
“Sorry. For a moment there I thought you were your brother. I’d like to throw more than a phone at him.”
“Why? Did your paths cross today?”
Static turned and glared at Freaks, anger flashed across his eyes.
“Yeah, the sawed-off shrimp and his band of cave-dwellers shook me down for my lunch again. They shoved me into the girl’s restroom and wouldn’t let me out until I gave him my brown bag. Luckily I planned ahead and had lunch money on me.”
Freaks bolted upright.
“Were there any girls in there?”
“There are always girls at school, Freaks.”
“No, I meant in the restroom.”
“Nope, thank goodness!” Static said incredulous.
Freaks let out a disappointed sigh.
“Too bad.”
Static fumed, the very thought of “Terry the Trog” always getting his ire up.
“One of these days your brother is going to get it big-time!”
Freaks trained his binoculars back on Mel’s.
Instantly he recognized the vintage 1969 Pontiac GTO pulling up to the order window.
“How about now?” Freaks yelled with excitement. “My brother is at the order box at Mel’s!”
“Does he have his band of post-pubescent troglodytes with him?”
Freaks thought, Good word usage. I’ll have to remember that one.
“Doesn’t he always?”
Static jumped from his chair. “Where’s the walkie! Is it still programmed?”
“It should be, unless you changed it,” Freaks said dropping the binoculars and feeling under the bed.
“Hurry! Find it!” Static shouted.
“Code Red Jerk Alert!” Freaks shouted back.
Groping blindly under the bed, Freaks’ fingers found the object he was looking for, a military surplus VHF walkie-talkie. He quickly turned it on and set the dial to channel 57.
“Hi welcome to Mel’s. Can I take you order?” a friendly female voice said coming out of the walkie-talkie’s speaker.”
“That’s it!” Static said as he flew across the room grabbing the binoculars.
Freak’s brother Terry’s unmistakable not-quite post-pubescent cracking voice spilled out of the walkie-talkie.
“Uh, yeah. I’ll have three Papa Burgers and uh, three orders of Senior Fries and three Suicide Sodas.”
Freaks trained the binoculars at his brother. He could see Terry and his three buddies in the car laughing, punching each other, and cutting up.
Static couldn’t resist this perfect moment to get a little payback. He pressed the button on the walkie-talkie and spoke in a near-perfect imitation of Wanda, the drive-up order lady.
“Little boy, the Papa Burger is for adults. Wouldn’t you rather have a Fuzzy Bear Burger or a Junior Happy Fun-Time Meal?”
The two-way radio had been set to broadcast on the same wireless frequency the order window at Mel’s used.
When Static keyed the microphone, it was his voice that came out of the drive up order station, not Wanda’s.
“What!” Terry shouted back. “I’m not a little boy!”
“That’s so sweet. Do you parents know you are driving their car?” Static replied.
Freaks cracked up, laughing loudly. Static had to punch him hard in the shoulder to shut him up. Freaks covered his mouth with one hand trying to stifle his giggles.
“Hey lady, I’m 18 years old! I’m not a kid!”
“Aren’t you the big boy!” Static replied. “Tell me, are you sitting on a box and did you have to glue blocks on the pedals to reach them?”
“Oh-my-gosh!” Freaks said laughing, handing Static the binoculars.
Static grabbed them and aimed them at Mel’s. He could see Terry’s buddies laughing and making fun of Terry.
Terry was red in the face on the verge of losing it.
Freaks began laughing so hard he fell off the bed. Static couldn’t help but let out a slightly evil laugh.
“This is so great!” Freaks cried.
“Quiet!” he yelled at Freaks trying to compose himself.
He keyed the microphone on the walkie-talkie again.
“Sonny, I’m sorry. We are all out of Fuzzy Bear Burgers. Would you like some Chubby Charlie’s Chicken Nuggets instead? It comes with a super-cool crazy whistle and coloring book!”
Terry was beyond mad. His face was scarlet now.
He yelled at his buddies who were laughing so hard they couldn’t catch their breath.
“Out of the car now!” Terry bellowed.
“What?” his buddies shouted in unison.
“I said NOW!” Terry hollered.
Terry’s gang reluctantly complied, trying to stifle their guffaws as they climbed out of the car.
“Laugh at me, will you? You idiots can walk home!”
Static’s “Wanda-voice” came out of the order box speaker once more.
“Hello? Sweetie? You still want that Fuzzy Bear Burger?”
Terry gunned the engine and peeled out in a rage, clipping the order sign, which left a long deep scratch along the side of Terry’s newly repainted classic.
Back in Static’s room both boys were rolling on the bed cackling like hyenas.
CHAPTER 3.
Interceptors
Usually this is the part of the story where you might be tempted to skip ahead, because it’s about the history of the Interceptors and lots of technical stuff, but don’t.
You’ll find these little historical-context-pieces sprinkled throughout the book. They are the fascinating and important background to the rest of our adventure.
It’s like reading a Western and not knowing about horses, or a book on vampires and not knowing the legends.
In journalism circles it’s known as the back-story and is as important as the main story. Not to mention you’ll understand why we Interceptors do what we do.
Stay tuned. I know that some of this data is hard to understand on the first reading, but once you’ve entered this “black world” you’ll find it more than intriguing.
- Stanley Dodson
****
The Interceptor’s Club may have been Freaks’s idea, but he was not the first to skulk around desert military bases looking for black project aircraft that were so secret they didn’t officially exist.
The first official Interceptor (or Spy Emeritus as he was known) was a man named John Andrews. John worked for a company that produced many of the plastic model kits that Static loved so well.
Back in the 1950s, John heard rumors circulating about a secret spy plane known as the U-2. This spy plane was essentially the first stealth aircraft, the first aircraft specifically designed to not show up on the radars of the day, albeit to a limited extent.
Although high-tech at the time, the U-2 wasn’t much more than an engine-powered glider designed to soar over communist territory and take pictures of military bases, missile silos, and shipyards.
To avoid being shot down it could fly higher than almost any manned aircraft, above 80,000 feet. This was almost 30,000 feet higher than most jet fighters of the era.
Since at the time the U-2 was considered a closely guarded CIA secret (although Russian spies already knew much about the aircraft) it was hidden away from public view at a secret base located in the vast Nevada desert known then as Groom Lake but now is widely known as Area 51.
During that time, the model toy industry was (and still is) a very competitive industry. Research indicated that model builders were tiring of putting together the same old World War II bombers and fighter models. John Andrews was sure a new aircraft model would boost sales considerably.
The Groom Lake facility was established by the Central Intelligence Agency as a base of operations for early U-2 testing. Somehow, John learned about the base and soon made a trip out to Nevada to check it out.
The diligent model designer camped out on a mountaintop overlooking the Groom Lake runway. He was prepared to stay days, if needed, waiting patiently for the U-2 to take off so he could get exclusive first pictures to base a new plastic model kit on.
John didn’t have to wait long.
Just hours later the secret U-2 slowly flew past as if posing for the photographer.
A few months later, highly detailed plastic models began showing up in toy stores, much to the CIA’s dismay.
Thirty years later when rumors about stealth aircraft flying out of Groom Lake began to surface they attracted a new breed of stealth-stalking aviation enthusiasts who called themselves Interceptors, many of them following John Andrew’s legacy.
Although the first Interceptors were a loose-knit rag-tag group with little organization, they shared a common philosophy: to collect as much of the secret history of military technology as they could, but in purely legal ways.
At no time would they trespass, coerce information from anyone involved with black projects, or otherwise obtain illegally anything having to do with top-secret military technology. That was the Interceptor’s code.
However, if something was going to fly a bat-plane by them, in broad daylight while they were camping on a mountaintop outside of where these classified aircraft were kept (and it was clear security forces were aware of their presence) then they had no problem with publishing the information.
It was the Interceptors’ thinking (and rightly so) if they were flying classified aircraft during the day, then the military really didn’t mind people seeing them and most likely wanted them to be seen as a way of gauging public (taxpayer) support. As was the case with the U-2, these slips were intentional, a not-so-secret way of letting the Soviets know we were watching them.
In fact, most Interceptor discoveries (including the existence of the F-117 Stealth Fighter) were made when the aircraft was flown in the middle of the afternoon over populated areas far away from their test bases.
A little known piece of Interceptor lore involves the first daylight photos of the F-117.
Surprisingly, they weren’t taken by an Interceptor, but by a garage mechanic living in Tonopah, Nevada. He was tired of the strange-looking spear-shaped aircraft buzzing his sleepy business and interrupting his afternoon siesta.
Fed up, he started taking photos of the aircraft so at some future time he could confront someone in a position of power (possibly the mayor) and complain.
When an Interceptor read in a local Nevada newspaper citizens complaining about these weird looking airplanes waking sleeping babies and rattling windows, he decided to give the town a visit.
Stopping at the garage to ask directions he queried the owner; “Where can I see one of those funny airplanes everyone is complaining about?”
The mechanic replied matter-of-factly “Just look up.”
His jaw dropped as he saw one of the supposedly super secret stealth fighters, zooming through the sky just over the garage.
The Interceptor scrambled for his camera but by the time he got it ready the aircraft was long-gone. Thrilled at seeing the aircraft (but mad at himself for missing the shot) the Interceptor let out a string of curse words. He felt better when the garage mechanic showed him he had a whole drawer full of photos of America’s secret stealth fighter.
****
It was Freaks who stumbled on the various Interceptor sites on the Internet while searching for military radio frequencies.
Knowing Static was very interested in secret-aircraft-technology, Freaks turned him onto the Interceptors.
Together the friends were amazed how many military aircraft geeks just like them were out there. Soon they began conversing with “Core Interceptors,” journalists mostly whose favorite passion was learning all they could about Black covert military projects.
In due course they also encountered other Interceptor splinter groups such as the Fringe, and True Believers, and Hangar-Oners who were not part of the inner-circle but were Interceptors none-the-less.
Fringe Interceptors came from all walks of life.
Some were students others were teachers, aviation buffs, radio hobbyists, carpenters, former and current members of the military, and even a sprinkling of housewives.
Hangar-Oners were mostly harmless, inner-circle wannabees, interested in intercepting but not at it full-time like the Core Interceptors.
In some rare instances a few Hangar-Oners were actually intelligence community analysts or plants (Spooks) tasked with finding out just how much the Core Interceptors did or did not know about covert programs in the works. Spooks were easy to ferret out because they usually just appeared, promising to give you secret data if you’d only trusted them.
Core Interceptors learned quickly that these so-called “insiders” were not to be trusted for several reasons, the least of them being it was illegal but most of all, their information usually turned out to be bogus and meant to entrap Core Interceptors and tarnish their reputations, especially those among them that were hard-working honest journalists.
From the outset, the Core realized their investigative reporting on the “Black World” could be seen by some as bordering on espionage, so they made real sure they walked the legal straight and narrow.
To become a Core Interceptor you not only need to be a good source of legally obtained information, you have to personally know an Interceptor for a very long time. You have to establish trust, and more importantly camaraderie among the Core Interceptors.
Spooks came and went like bus boys in a busy restaurant. They never hung around very long, but Core Interceptors had a history you could trace through their writings, which sometimes appeared in major magazines and books.
The investigative techniques of the Core Interceptors included camping out on remote mountaintops together for days on end, overlooking secret bases in the western deserts.
They spent hundreds of hours searching through mind-numbingly dull unclassified documents, like Congressional Budget Reports, searching for “line items” hinting at the existence of a new aircraft programs via funding request.
Sometimes they would even count cars in the parking lot at Lockheed’s Palmdale plant in an effort to gauge how many people were working on a classified system.
But above all, Core Interceptors were brothers in the sense that a fighter pilot and his wingman were brothers. They knew each other as well as they knew themselves. They shared personal histories and helped each other in times of need. They understood each other’s wants and desires and differing philosophies on life.
And that is why it was very hard for an outsider to become a Core Interceptor.
But then there were the Know-It-Alls.
Know-It-Alls tried desperately to be seen as Core Interceptors.
One could usually find them lurking on the Internet, holding court, always ready to spout the mountains of information they had gleaned from other people’s hard work.
Know-It-Alls were quick to pounce on Newbies or Hanger- On-ers when they saw what they thought were errors or holes in their reports.
In fact, they lived to “flame” newbies.
Know-It-Alls were also easy to identify because they made no room for ideas other than their own.
They wrote long e-mails, carefully composed to showcase their vast expertise on subjects such as aviation, military communications, and black program history.
They hardly ever showed up on mountaintops or on the border of restricted test ranges, but instead they frequented public air shows, or sat outside of run-of-the-mill air force bases.
Some were suspected of being Spooks (Air Force Intelligence) who were outed or turned away by the Core Interceptors, turning instead to distributing disinformation or planting false rumors, usually of new programs only they had knowledge of.
They also took great pains to trash the reputations of Core Interceptors and do things to otherwise muddy the waters, but mostly they were blowhards, jealous because they were left out of the inner circle, fishing for the respect they thought they deserved.
In contrast: the Core generally thought of Hangar-Oners in positive terms.
They were good at Intercepting and compiling long lists of military frequencies and call signs.
Although this data wasn’t what anyone could consider exciting, it provided many more pieces of the very big black-projects puzzle.
Core Interceptors knew that every piece was potentially an important one, including even those from questionable sources such as the True Believers.
True Believers are UFO fanatics, who believe all the conspiracy theories about the U.S. government hiding secret alien-managed saucer bases at Groom Lake, or test flying reverse-engineered UFOs from technology gleaned from the infamous 1947 UFO crash at Roswell.
Core Interceptors tolerated the True Believers because some of their data was good, especially their sighting reports which tended to be well documented. Core Interceptors also realized that some of the UFOs the True Believers were seeing were in actuality black aircraft.
In fact, the CIA had recently admitted it used UFO reports to cover black aircraft programs such as the SR-71 and the Stealth fighter. Some Core Interceptors even came close to embracing the True Believers UFO theories, because some of their evidence was somewhat persuasive.
Above all, Core Interceptors were always open to new ideas, no matter how crazy they might have seemed on the surface, because sometimes buried inside the noise were kernels of truth.
****
The history of the development of covert military technology is at best, piece-meal. It is this history that Interceptors are driven to document, to a point.
What is officially known are dry facts and figures that have been grudgingly released by the government on select programs that are deemed (by some) to be not a risk to national security and only hint at the quantum leaps in aviation technology hidden deep inside the black world.
Aviation journalists agree there is a tendency by the Pentagon to over-classify military-technology even long after the nuts and bolts of that technology has been published widely.
Still, as much as covert military technology was fascinating to the Core, it was the personal histories from inside the Black World itself that they were most interested. Interceptors themselves coined the term Black World because much like a dark-star or black hole, lots of information went in with virtually nothing coming out.
For example, the technological breakthroughs that went into designing and building the B-2 Stealth bomber are
on par with that of putting a man on the Moon and yet largely undocumented.
To paraphrase writer Tom Wolfe in his book, The Right Stuff: “These men, riding the rockets and putting their hides on the line, going up into the air in a hurtling piece of machinery -- no one ever knew their names.” That line struck a resonant note with all the Core Interceptor’s because all true Interceptors are (at their core) historians.
Sure the Interceptors were mostly aviation hardware buffs but they believe it is very important to not only collect the data and uncover the history of covert military aviation technology, but also to document the human stories of genius, innovation, and inspiration that led up to the invention of these amazing flying craft that for the most part no one has ever heard of.
They fear that since much of the history of black projects remains classified (even on projects over 50 years old) a huge chunk of military history is at risk of being lost forever, eventually ending up going through a government paper shredder or locked away in a file cabinet in some secret storage facility that nobody has the key to.
****
After devouring everything on various Interceptor websites Freaks was inspired.
Through Freaks’ natural talent in social interactions, he was able to sort out the Know-it-Alls from the True Believers, the Fringe Interceptors from the Spooks and figure out just who the Core Interceptors were and what they were all about.
More importantly he embraced the Core Interceptor’s values and decided he wanted admittance into the inner circle.
Somehow he was able to find a contact number for Convair, one of the Core Interceptors. One night, Freaks summoned up his courage and called him.
At first Convair was a bit standoffish with Freaks, thinking he was just another Hangar-Oner, but the more they talked, the more he became intrigued, especially with Freak’s dogged persistence, not to mention he was impressed that Freak’s somehow was able to ferret out his home phone number.
One day Ken decided to put Freaks on the encrypted Interceptor’s e-mail mailing list, not the Holy Grail, but a good start for a teenage boy from Alamogordo.
And thus his idea for the Interceptor’s Club was born.
****
After a fine roast beef dinner, the boys retreated back to Static’s room. At 8 PM sharp the doorbell rang. It was Meinie and Sami arriving for the Interceptor’s Club meeting held on the last Friday of the month.
During this meeting, Freaks was acting club president.
The Interceptors didn’t believe in popularity contests so every six months the club offices changed hands on a rotation basis. At this meeting, Static was treasurer and Sami was the club secretary.
Freaks brought the meeting to order with three bangs of his gavel, a wooden meat-tenderizing mallet he had borrowed from his Dad’s barbecue set.
“I call to order the 15thofficial meeting of the Interceptors Club to order. All quiet as I recite the club charter!” Freaks said with a surprising air of authority.
He loved being the temporary president and was really getting into the part.
The Interceptors replied in unison with a chorus of good-natured teasing, catcalls, boos, and hisses.
“I demand a recall!” Meinie stood up and yelled, jokingly.
In response to his unsolicited outburst, Meinie was pelted in a hail of popcorn, paper balls, and Silly String.
Sit down before I have you executed for sedition, scoundrel!” Freaks demanded trying his best to sound like an English Lord.
“Good! I don’t want to belong to any club that would allow someone like me to be a member anyway!” Meinie shouted back in jest.
“The club charter,” Freaks said almost reverently.
Suddenly the room grew quiet. This was part of the meeting that the Junior Interceptors took seriously.
“The Interceptors Club was founded on these principals,” Freaks said in a clear cool tone.
“To promote creativity and foster intelligent thought.”
“To solve problems in unique and thought-challenging ways without resorting to violence.”
“To gather intelligence because we realize knowledge is power.”
“To be open minded to others thoughts, feelings, and views no matter how different they may be.”
“Amen!” Sami said.
“To increase our technical knowledge of communications interception technology, computer-hacking, and social engineering in non-destructive ways only.”
“And above all, to foster, loyalty, honesty, and friendship among the club members, and to find like-minded people to join us.”
Freaks paused and a sly grin slowly spread across his face.
“Plus -- to seek out new life and new civilizations and boldly go where no man has gone before!”
Freaks instinctively ducked, waiting for the inevitable hailstorm of paper, popcorn and string.
“No wonder we call it acting President. Your pathetic William Shatner impression needs work,” Static said.
“I thought it was pretty good.”
“That’s your opinion,” Static replied.
“Everyone has a right to my opinion,” Freaks retorted.
The room erupted in a barrage of paper wads and rolled up socks all hurled at their not-so-esteemed president.
The sound of the doorbell caused a sudden hush over the group.
“Shush! Someone’s here!” Static said.
“I wonder who that could be?” Freaks teased Static knowing full well who it was.
Seconds later, there was a quiet, almost tentative knock on Static’s bedroom door.
A shy female voice ventured a quiet, “Hello? Anyone in there?”
There was a sigh of relief as the other Interceptors realized it was Caysi.
Again came a shy “Hello?”
“Ain’t nobody here but us chickens!” Meinrad sang.
Static rolled his eyes which was becoming a standard reflex action in response to Meinrad’s antics.
She tried the door. It was locked from the inside.
Caysi’s voice called out louder this time, “C’mon guys! Quit fooling around and let me in.”
The boys rushed for the door, tripping over each other to be the one do the honors. All had huge smiles on their faces, obviously glad to have a real live girl in their midst.
When the door opened, Caysi was greeted with the same chorus of stupid grins she encountered at their first meeting on the dunes.
She stood there perplexed.
“You guys okay?” she asked.
Freaks was the only one to realize how stupid the gang must have looked.
“Pa-thet-tic! Come in and sit down. We were just getting started,” Freaks said as he socked Sami in the shoulder.
“Oh, by all means - yes!” said Sami.
Freaks looked over at Static who was pretending a bit too hard to act uninterested in Caysi’s arrival.
This surprised Freaks.
Without realizing it, Static’s “tells” told Freaks that his best friend had more than a crush on Caysi. This made Freaks smile. He just loved knowing secrets.
Caysi looked around Static’s room. Although the boys tried their best to decorate the place with flags, maps and posters of military aircraft, it was still just a boy’s bedroom and not a proper clubhouse, Caysi thought.
“The lair of the Interceptor?” she said under her breath.
“What do you think?” Freaks said.
“It’s a fixer-upper for sure - nerd central?
I like what you haven’t done with the place. Who’s your decorator, the Terminator?” she said only half-joking.
“It’s a work in progress,” Sami said. “I told you she wouldn’t like it.”
“Excuse me - we are geeks not nerds,” Meinrad added.
“A geek is a technically proficient advanced thinker. A nerd is a guy with tape on his glasses and a pocket protector in his wash and wear shirt.”
Instantly Caysi regretted saying anything.
“I was only kidding.”
“That’s okay,” Sami said relieved. “I know next to nothing about girls.”
Caysi patted Sami on the back. He jumped as if startled.
“Someday I’ll teach you everything you need to know,” Caysi.
“Really?” Sami replied perking up at the prospect.
“Really” Caysi repeated.
Looking about the room she suddenly noticed the only place to sit was on Static’s bed.
“Not many places to sit though,” she said.
“Excuse us,” Freaks said. “We aren’t used to feminine company.”
“Or girls either,” Meinie said.
The boys scrambled to offer Caysi their seats, which consisted of a metal ammo box, a broken lawn chair, and a bean bag that had seen better days.
Static was stung by Caysi’s earlier remark.
He stood there looking about his room with new eyes, suddenly thinking how shabby and crowded it must look.
To his dismay, he spotted a fresh pair of his underwear lying on the dresser. He felt his face growing flush. While everyone else was busy he slowly reached for them and stuffed the boxers under the pillow on his bed.
“Can we get you anything? A drink? Some food? he said trying to distract her.
Caysi furrowed her eyebrows, not at all used to this much attention.
“Okay, let’s get something straight. If this is going to work you have to treat me like one of the boys.”
“Really? Like one of the boys?” Meinrad said sporting a devious look.
“I insist!” Caysi said crossing her arms.
“Fine, you asked for it,” Meinrad said as he opened fire on Caysi with a can of Silly String.
The entire gang responded in kind and an all-out Silly String war erupted. Soon they were all covered from head to toe in florescent filaments.
It would be some time later before the meeting of the Interceptors finally came to order.
****
“Any old business Mr. Secretary?” Freaks asked the assembled.
Static rose to his feet.
“I just wanted to say that Operation Burger Boy was a complete success, with the help of brother Freaks.”
Freaks stood and took a bow to a round of light applause.
“Let’s just say that Terry’s ego was taken down a few notches,” Static added.
“A full mission debriefing will be issued in writing before the next meeting.”
“I have a great picture of the damage to his precious GTO,” Freaks said.
Sami raised his hand frantically waving for attention.
“The President – me – recognizes Sami,” Freaks said.
Sami stood and addressed the other members like a lawyer addressing the court.”
“I have an idea that will add further insult to injury,” Sami said.
“Please proceed,” Freaks replied.
“I suggest that before school on Monday, Static go by Mel’s and buy a Junior Happy Fun-Time Meal.”
“And what purpose would that serve?” Freaks asked.
“Well, doesn’t he make it a habit of stealing brother Static’s lunch?”
A thoughtful look came across Static’s face.
“He does indeed!” Freaks said.
“Imagine the commotion in the lunchroom when he unveils his ill-gotten booty at the cool table for all his guys to see? Alamo High’s self-proclaimed leader of the black-sheep eating a Junior Happy Fun-Time Meal complete with coloring book and secret decoder ring!”
The Interceptors roared with laughter! Freaks banged his gavel to get order.
“May I suggest one thing brother Sami?” Static said loudly trying to be heard above the rabble.
“Please do, brother Static.” Sami replied sitting down.
“We should capture the moment on video. Make sure you bring your mini-cam Monday. We can add it to our glory reel,” Static stated.
The Interceptors had compiled a rather large collection of video clips of dirty tricks they had pulled on Terry. One day they hoped to edit it together and post on the Internet.
“Consider it done,” Sami said with a flourish and a bow.
The meeting went on without further incident except for the occasional interruptions of booing, catcalls, and more Silly String attacks.
Caysi really enjoyed the banter, and for the first time in her life she felt a part of something that was bigger than her.
“Anyone have new business?” Freaks asked.
“I do,” Static replied.
“The illustrious and handsome president acknowledges the not-so-handsome but oh-so clever Static,” Freaks said.
Static stood up to address his fellow Interceptors.
“Uh – thanks brother Freaks – I think.”
“You are quite welcome and may I add also a snappy dresser. Does that shirt also come in men’s sizes?
Caysi couldn’t help but laugh at Freak’s antics.
“Anyway, I think Caysi is right,” he said with a quick nod and smile in her direction.
“This room is not a proper headquarters.”
“I think it’s fine.” Sami said. “It has much more room than at my place,” he added.
Meinie, sitting at the end of Static’s bed, bounced up and down lightly on the edge.
“I think it’s rather comfy,” he said as he slowly reached his hands under the pillow grabbing the pair of undies that Static had stashed out of sight.
“Besides – any new place wouldn’t have these!”
To Static’s great horror Meinrad hurled the pair of shorts at Freaks and they hit him flat in the face. The assembled erupted in laughter, all except for Static whose face was turning crimson.
Caysi thought it was very funny until the pair of undies landed on her lap. She jumped up screaming, throwing Static’s unmentionables high into the air where they landed on the ceiling fan.
Sami jumped up and turned the fan on high and Static’s skivvies rode the blades as if on some kind of underwear merry-go-round.
Static was speechless and totally embarrassed.
Caysi caught sight of his ashen expression and instantly felt sorry for him.
She stood up, turned off the ceiling fan and pulled down the object of Static’s embarrassment, folded them and placed them in Static’s top dresser drawer.
“Enough!” She said. “Let’s quit playing around and get down to business. I thought you guys were professionals,” she said in a scolding tone.
The room instantly fell quiet.
“So, what do you have in mind Static?” she said trying to give him back a measure of his dignity.
“I – uh – I just think we should find us a better headquarters. Someplace where we can put up some decent antennas, wire some radios and intercept in private. Some place worthy of proper Interceptors. My bedroom just isn’t very professional place.”
“I agree!” said Freaks. “but if not here, where?”
“I don’t know,” Static said avoiding everyone’s gaze, still a bit embarrassed.
“I could check with base social services and see if there are any unused buildings on the base,” Freaks said.
“No — it should be some place secret. Some place that no one knows about or could take away from us.”
“Hey, what about that abandoned control tower out in the dunes?” Sami said.
“What tower?” Static asked.
“You know,- the World War II training strip that they had to abandon because the runway kept getting covered by the sand? I haven’t been inside it but from the outside it looks like it is in good shape.”
Static’s eyes widened.
“That’s right. I had forgotten all about that tower. It would be perfect. Good view of the range, enough height and roof to mount antennas on. Why didn’t we think of it before?”
“Because we were too busy worrying about your underwear,” Sami said.
A slight blush returned to Static’s cheeks. He hurriedly changed the subject.
“Why don’t Freaks and I check it out on Saturday?” Static said.
“Can’t,” Freaks said. “I’ve got to mow the lawn on Saturday.”
“How about you and Caysi?” Freaks said knowing Static would jump at the chance to be alone with her.”
“I guess so,” Caysi said. “I’ve got nothing planned. I could bring my camera and take pictures of the interior.”
“Then it’s a date, er I mean a mission,” Freaks said.
“As your illustrious president I so order it!”
Freaks banged his gavel punctuating his order.
Static looked over at Caysi and gave her a slight smile. She smiled back, which surprisingly made him feel a bit warm and fuzzy inside, a new feeling for Static who had never had a crush before.
“Any more business before we adjourn?” Freaks asked.
“Any word from Convair on the rumors?” Sami asked.
“What rumor and who is Convair?” Caysi asked.
“He’s a Core Interceptor,” Sami whispered to her.
“Red told me about a new black aircraft being tested at RATSCAT,” Freaks said.
“RATSCAT?”
“Radar Target Scattering facility. It’s a radar cross section measuring station located in the missile range,” Static explained.
“It’s used to test the radar signatures of stealthy aircraft, missiles and stuff, see how small they appear on radar, otherwise known as “Nuke’em High,” Meinrad said.
“Rumor has it that the microwaves from the radars are so powerful that the staff throws a barbeque several times a year and they cook the food by hanging it on the fence downrange from the antennas,” Sami said.
“Amazing.”
“No word from Convair yet. I’m afraid they just see us as a bunch of kids,” Freaks replied.
“Yeah. If this was a movie it would go straight to DVD,” Meinrad grumbled.
“You’re kidding right? So far what we’ve done wouldn’t rate a VHS version in the two-for-a-dollar bin,” Freaks said.
“You got that right.”
“Someday they won’t,” Static muttered. “Someday they’ll take us seriously.”
Meinie stood up, waving his hand like a preschooler who needed to go to the bathroom.
“Oh - oh! Mr. President?”
“The undisputedly glorious and ruggedly handsome leader recognizes our brother from Germany.”
“I would like a cool nickname, er a call sign,” Meinrad said.
“Not this again,” Static groaned.
“Well everyone else has one. You have one. Why can’t I?”
“Me too!” said Sami.
“What about Caysi!” Meinie said adding to the sudden call to dissent.
“That’s okay,” Caysi said. “I’m fine being just being Caysi.”
Freaks banged the meat-tenderizer once again.
“How about this — - Der Mountain Bat! Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” Meinie said with a tinge of pride.
“That’s a terrible name for Caysi,” Static said.
“Not her, for me doofus!” Meinie said irritated.
“How about - Der Doofus?” Static shot back.
Freaks could see the meeting was about to get out of control again so he banged his gavel, hard.
“All of you know how it works. You can’t pick your club name. It has to be given to you by a senior member and only after you’ve been in the club for a year or as a reward for something you’ve accomplished that’s in line with the club goals.”
“Have you done that yet, Meinie?”
“Well — no,” he replied pouting.
“Then I declare this subject tabled for now and this meeting over!” Freaks said banging his gavel for the final time.
“Good, just in time!” Static said, glancing at his watch. “The range is about to close, let’s go down to the dunes and watch the stealths land.”
“We can do that?” Caysi asked shyly?
“Sure, why not?” Meinie said grinning.
“We do it all the time,” Sami said.
“It’s really cool. They fly right over your head!” Freaks said.
“Zoom zoom zoom!” Meinrad commented.
“But there’s only one catch,” Static said.
“What’s that?” Caysi asked.
“Just don’t get caught by security,.” Freaks said.
CHAPTER 4.
The Black Manta Sighting
Now that’s that is out of our way- back to our story.
It’s now time to take you on a typical “Stealth Mission,” except this one didn’t turn out to be typical at all.
We saw something that we will never forget and yet what it led to - was something even more amazing.
– Stanley Dodson
“Goodbye Dodsons,” Meinie, Freaks, and Sami said as they left the house.
“It’s about time,” Static’s dad said.
Static’s mom shot him a disapproving look.
“I meant just before curfew,” he said amending his misstatement.
“You’d better get home soon before the security patrols go on their rounds.”
Sami saluted Sergeant Dodson - who was still in uniform.
“Yes Sir! You can count on us, sir!”
“Don’t salute me son, I work for a living. I’m not an officer.”
“Uh – sorry sir – I didn’t mean anything by it,” Meinie said, slightly embarrassed by his misstep.
“Besides, if you salute anyone it should be the General here,” Static’s dad said referring to his wife who was giving him that look.
The boys stopped, stood at attention and gave Static’s mom a snappy quick salute.
Freaks barked in a very military tone, “Thank you Mrs. General for the wonderful roast beef. I devoured it with much enthusiasm.”
Static’s mom bowed.
“You are quite welcome boys. Now hurry. Curfew waits for no airman, especially under-aged ones. ”
The boys turned and headed out the door into the night. They could be heard chattering as they left.
“Roast? You cooked roast beef tonight?” Dad asked his stomach growling.
“If you had been home on time you could have had some.” She scolding him ever-so-gently for being late, but the truth was, she was used to his long hours, just one of the little things an Air Force wife had to put up with.
“Someone had to work late keeping the country safe from those who seek to destroy her,” Dad said in his defense.
“Well, while you were keeping the country safe, I was busy saving the world and making a lovely dinner which you almost missed out on. There is still some left in the fridge. You can nuke it if you want.”
“Nuke’m High?” Caysi asked?
Static put his finger to his lip in an attempt to caution Caysi about the Nuke’m High reference. His way of reminding her it was privileged information.
“Permission to speak freely, General?” Dad said pulling Static’s mom close.
“You may,” she said looking up at him with that spark of love in her eyes.
“May this lowly sergeant kiss his commanding officer?”
“Permission granted,” she said as she closed her eyes waiting for the kiss.
As dad leaned in, Static cleared his throat interrupting their little love moment.
“Ahem!” Static said louder feeling very uncomfortable, especially in front of Caysi.
“Oh, it’s sweet.” Caysi said.
“Yeah, nothing like old gummers in love,” Static commented sarcastically.
Static’s parents looked up to see Caysi and Static staring at them.
“Uh Dad, this is Caysi,” Static said.
“We are going to the off-base library – to study.”
Dad looked at his son and realized instantly that Static was taken with her. With a flush of pride he realized his son had his first girlfriend.
“She also lives off base so I might be gone an hour or two. Could you call the gate and tell them to let us in after curfew?”
“Nice to meet you Caysi,” Mom said extending her hand. Caysi shook it.
“Do I know your mother?” Mom asked.
“You might. She’s the base newspaper editor - Teresa Johnston?”
“Oh, yes! I met her at the base open house.
I liked her very much.”
Dad stood there looking at Caysi saying nothing. He could see there was a very pretty girl hiding behind those nerdy glasses.
Static’s mom took notice and gave Dad a subtle jab in the ribs.
“Dad?”
“Uh – yes. I’ll call the gate and let them know, but no longer than an hour.”
Mom nudged him in the ribs again. This time he flinched.
“I want you by 10:30. Here, take my cell phone.”
Dad fished his well-worn cell phone out of his pocket and handed it to Static.
“Thanks Dad. I promise we won’t make too many long distance calls to Antarctica tonight,” Static said trying to be funny in front of Caysi.
“Better not Stanley,” Dad said half-joking.
“Stanley?” Caysi said.
“Yeah. That’s my real name,” Static replied.
Static shot Dad a look strikingly similar to his mothers. Mom poked him in the ribs again, harder.
“What?” Dad said.
Caysi smiled enjoying the uncomfortable moment.
****
Outside, already sitting on their bicycles, the rest of the Interceptors Club patiently waited for Static and Caysi.
“About time! Are we going do this or what?” Freaks griped.
Caysi suddenly noticed the boys were dressed differently. All were sporting white pants; shirts, stocking caps, and shoes making them look slightly like a musical group she had once seen. All that was missing were rhinestones.
“I’ve heard of men in black but what’s this?” she asked perplexed.
“You look like a bad boy-band.
“Are we ready?” Sami asked sounding irritated.
The sudden change in mood perplexed Caysi.
“You tell me,” Static asked. “What do you hear on the scanners?”
Freaks pulled a small portable scanning receiver from his pocket. It was connected to a wire leading to an earphone firmly planted in his left ear.
She also noticed that Meinrad had a radio scanner too.
“Security patrols are active but relaxed. Stealths are still on the Red Rio Range, but I suspect they’ll be RTB any time now.”
“RTB?” Caysi asked.
“Radio shorthand for: Returning To Base,” Static said.
“Did you bring the NVGs?” Sami asked Freaks.
How come they are suddenly speaking in acronyms and so serious? she thought.
Were these the same nerds who were just minutes ago pelting each other with Static’s underwear?
Freaks patted a nylon case hanging off his shoulder.
“Check. I also brought the big scope.”
“Then we are set?” Static asked.
“We have two problems,” Freaks said.
“- - and they are?”
“One - Caysi is wearing a red blouse and B: We are short a bicycle.”
Static looked at Caysi and cringed.
“What?” she asked dumfounded.
“I guess she didn’t get the memo,” Meinrad said.
“What’s going on?” Caysi asked perplexed.
“Here, put this on,” Static said as he removed his white windbreaker and handed it to Caysi.
“Against the white sand dunes you’ll stick out like a cherry on a cream pie,” Freak said.
“It’s a stealth mission,” Sami said.
“Didn’t you brief her?”
“Oh,” Caysi said. “I didn’t realize …”
“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Static said.
“She can ride on the back of my bike.”
“How convenient,” Freaks replied. It is almost as if you planned it that way.”
Static brushed off Freaks comment but it did rile him a bit that Freaks had him so figured out. Still he wasn’t about to give Freaks the satisfaction by showing it. Instead, he’d ignore it by getting down to the mission at hand.
“Ok, everyone turn on your communicators but maintain radio silence unless it’s an emergency. Got that Freaks?” Static said knowing full well that Freaks just loved talking on their UHF walkie-talkies.
“Remember we are on a clear channel. If you do have to talk, do so in code or clicks,” Static added.
“Ten-four good buddy, I got your back door, Rubber Duck,” Meinrad joked.
Nobody laughed, even Sami, which bothered Meinrad who realized now was not the time.
“Is everyone ready?” Sami asked.
“I guess so,” Static said. “Let’s use the west arroyo, the one that leads to the end of the dune runway and ride single file spaced in one-minute intervals.
“You guys are so – serious all of a sudden. What happened to the high-fives and silly string?” Caysi asked.
“There’s no room for that stuff on a stealth mission. It’s okay to act like goofballs during a meeting but out here it could costs us, so no fooling around.”
Isn’t that right MEINRAD?” Static said punctuating his seriousness with a stiff jab to Meinrad’s shoulder.
“Just sit back and marvel in my ninja-like moves,” Meinrad said smugly. “I’m a black feather on the night wind.”
“Just like a ninja,” Freaks said making faces behind Meinrad’s back.
Meinrad surprised Freaks with a quick backwards jab of his elbow. The blow, though meant to be playful, caught Freaks by surprise and momentarily knocked the wind out if him.
“How’s that for ninja?” Meinrad said watching Freaks gasp for breath.
“Hey be careful! That’s how Houdini died!” Freaks said between gulps for air.
“Who? What?” Meinrad replied.
“Are you two girls through playing slap and tickle so we can get this show on the road?” Static asked.
“Yeah – I’m fine- just wasn’t expecting...”
Static looked at his watch, waiting for the sweep second hand to hit 12. Caysi noticed it was a military issue one with a luminous dial. It reminded her of her dad’s.
As soon as second zeroed, Static tapped Freaks on the shoulder and said, “Go.”
Freaks stood up on his bike, pushed hard on the pedals and disappeared into the darkness. Static kept his eyes on his watch, its illuminated dial glowing softly in the night.
“One minute,” Static said.
Sami pulled down a white wool cap covering his face except for two holes revealing his dark eyes.
“Thirty seconds!” Static said.
Meinie put his finger on the earphone in his left ear.
“Hold a second!” he said. “Security patrol radio roll-call check-in.”
Caysi felt an adrenaline surge coursing through her body. Her pulse quickened.
After what seemed to be an eternity of everyone holding his or her breath, Meinie finally said, “It’s okay. No patrols near the west arroyo.”
“Go!” Static said, tapping Sami on the shoulder.
Instantly he took off following Freaks into the night.
“Thirty seconds Meinie!” Static said.
Meinie clipped the scanning radio on his belt and pulled his cap down over his face.
“Remember, quiet this time!” Static said reminding Meinie of his tendency to jabber.
“Quiet as a rat!” Meinie replied.
“That’s mouse,” Caysi said. “I think you meant – mouse.”
“Rats can be quiet. Why does it have to always be mice?”
“Okay, quiet as a rat then. Just go already.”
“Funky fresh!” Meinrad replied.
Caysi couldn’t help but giggle at Meinrad’s way of talking.
She whispered in Static’s ear. “He’s so – so?”
“1980s?” Static said finishing her thought.
“Exactly!” Caysi said.
“Yeah. Embarrassing isn’t it.”
Following the rest of the gang, Meinie took off into the darkness. It was only seconds before he disappeared entirely.
“You ready for this?” Static asked Caysi.
“Let’s get this party started!” she said as she climbed behind Static on the back of his bike.
Freaks rolled his eyes at her cliché remark, which struck him of something Meinie might say.
“Okay, uh — hold on to my waist,” Static said. “We fly fast and I wouldn’t want you to fall off.” Static added his voice cracking just a bit.
She reached around Static’s waist and hugged him tight.
It is a good thing it is dark, Static thought, because my face must be as bright red as an apple -- again.
Static stood on the pedals, the extra weight of his passenger making it harder to get up to speed, but after a minute he hit his stride and fell a minute behind the other Interceptors streaking through the darkness.
Caysi was surprised in the speed and strength behind Static’s peddling. It was obvious that Static did this often.
As they zipped through the darkness, Caysi couldn’t help but grin. It almost felt like flying as they effortlessly zoomed down dark streets and alleys.
Up ahead she could occasionally see the others as they raced ahead, occasionally illuminated in pools of light from sodium vapor street lamps.
“There’s a big bump coming up,” Static warned.
Caysi tightened her grip around Static’s waist.
With a sudden jolt the bike left the payment. Static’s pace slowed somewhat as he entered the dark-weedy areas between the runways. Caysi was impressed how dark it was out away from the base buildings even with a full moon.
“The arroyo is just up ahead. Look we’ve almost caught Meinrad.”
Caysi squinted into the dark, trying to catch a glimpse of Meinrad.
Once her eyes adjusted to the dark, she caught sight of him about a hundred feet ahead. As she watched he suddenly vanished as if sucked into a deep hole.
“Oh - my!” She gasped. “Where’d he go?”
“He’s in the arroyo. Don’t worry. It’s dry and lined in concrete. Actually it’s just a big drainage ditch.”
Suddenly the ride smoothed out as the bike’s tires rolled effortlessly through the half-tube that was the runway drainage ditch.
Static pumped the pedals even harder now free now of weedy-resistance.
The bike swerved radically side to side as Static avoided tumbleweeds and other debris in the ditch.
To Caysi it felt like they were on a wild bobsled ride, on the edge of out of control. Only thing missing was the cold.
As crazy as their ride in the dark desert was, it was also very exciting. She wondered how Static could see so well in this dark desert ditch.
Static turned his head and looked back at Caysi. He was surprised to see her with her head thrown back, her eyes closed and her long hair flowing in the ride’s wake.
“You still with me?” he asked quietly.
He couldn’t tell from her expression if she was sick from the ride or just really enjoying it.
“This is great. I could do this all night long.”
Static had to admit he was having a good time too.
“It’s a great glide isn’t it? No wind, especially on a beautiful night like this.”
For the next few minutes they silently flew through the smooth twisting arroyo, both of them enjoying the sensations, the feeling of speed and cool desert air.
Just when she thought it would never end, she felt the bicycle slowing. Up ahead she could see the other Interceptors had stopped.
In seconds they were upon them. Static applied the brakes and they skidded to an abrupt stop.
Static wasted no time and climbed off the bike. Caysi followed.
Leaving the bikes in the arroyo, the Junior Interceptors climbed a tall sand dune. Once they reached the top they were rewarded with an excellent view of Holloman Air Force Base with the end of the runway just a few thousand yards away.
“Man that was fun!” she said much too loudly for Static’s taste.
“Shush! We have to be very quiet!” Static said startling her.
When he saw the surprised look on her face he immediately felt bad for reacting as he did.
“Sorry,” he said in a whisper. “There’s a security patrol at the end of the runway and we don’t want them to hear us.”
“Oh, Sorry. I forgot,” she whispered.
“Don’t pay any attention to him,” Freaks said in a normal voice. “They can’t hear us as long as their Humvee is running.”
“Quiet!” Static scolded.
“Mr. Big Bang! – Always so serious when we are on a mission,” Meinie added.
“I think he means – big shot,” Sami said.
Static shot him a dirty look.
“Meinie, your mouth would be a great place to put a sock,” Static said.
“And you’d draw back a bloody nub for you effort,” Meinrad said trying to sound tough.
****
Caysi cocked her head and could hear the Humvee idling somewhere to the southeast. She figured they were probably 200 yards away.
In the darkness Meinie handed Caysi something that she couldn’t quite make out. It was a metal tube of some kind.
“Here, take a look,” he whispered for Static’s sake.
“What’s this?” she asked, remembering to whisper.
“A night-vision-scope. The switch is on the end here. Look through this end but hold it close to your eye so they won’t see the green glow from the tube.”
Caysi took the scope and held it up to her right eye. She felt for the switch on the end of the tube and on finding it she flicked it on.
Suddenly the darkness was stripped away by thousands of light-amplification cells, enhancing the available light some 50,000 times. Night turned into noon.
Caysi was amazed how this simple device took away the mystery of the night. Slowly she peered over the crest of the dune, aiming the scope in the direction of the Humvee.
Now, clearly she could make out three men, one (obviously the driver) standing near the front, smoking a cigarette. Two others sat in the back staring at three flat-screen computer displays. One was operating a joystick.
Flowing out of an open latched compartment on the side of the Humvee were several cables leading away from the truck.
Following the cables with the scope she traced them as they snaked along the ground and up to a sturdy metal tripod topped off with what looked like a microwave dish. The dish itself was in motion, swinging through the sky slowly as if it was tracking something.
“What’s with the dish?” she whispered.
“What dish?” Static asked surprised that he had missed something.
Caysi handed him the scope.
“See for yourself. There’s what looks like a satellite dish on a tripod scanning the sky for something.”
All the boys turned in the direction of the Humvee.
“They aren’t security,” Meinrad said.
“Nope, looks like a special rig,” Sami said. “Look how it’s reinforced to carry a heavy load.”
Not wanting to be left out of the technical assessment, Static chimed in.
“I’d say maybe a 3 gigahertz dish? What do you think Sami?”
“I don’t know. The size of the dish and LNA indicate it could be anywhere from 3 to 6 GHz,” he replied.
“You think it is radar?” Static asked.
“Too small,” Sami said.
Freaks placed his left hand on the earphone in his ear again, indicating he was monitoring something important on the scanning radio.
“Stealths on final. Here we go!” he said.
“There they are, off to the northeast!” Sami said pointing.
At first Caysi couldn’t see anything, her vision wiped out from looking through the bright night vision scope, but slowly as her eyes became adjusted to the dark she could make out dim lights, red and green blinking off in the distance.
“I see them. Those are F-117s?” she asked quietly.
“So far, sounds like we have ten stealths on approach and three T-38 jet trainers,” Meinrad said this time in a hushed almost reverent tone.
“Sounds?” Caysi asked.
Freaks pulled the scanning radio off his belt and pulled the earphone out of his ear and handed it to Caysi. She put the earphone in her left ear and was instantly rewarded with the actual voices of the stealth pilots themselves as they radioed Holloman Air Force base tower for flight instructions.
“Tower – Ryder One Nine on final approach. Can I have the lights up by 30 percent?” the stealth pilot queried.
Suddenly the runway lights grew bright causing all of the interceptors to duck. Caysi noticed Static fumbling quickly to turn off his night vision scope.
“How can you tell they are stealths?” she asked Meinrad.
“By the call sign they use. We’ve cataloged all their call signs. Ryder One Nine is a stealth assigned to the 415th fighter squadron.”
Caysi was impressed by how much information the group had acquired.
“I think that’s Colonel Newton’s original aircraft,” Freaks said. “Fig is what they call him.
“Fig?” Caysi asked.
“Fig as in Fig Newtons – you know the cookie?” Meinrad said.
“I’m hungry,” Freaks said.
“You are always hungry.”
`“That’s funny – fig,” Caysi said quietly to herself.
They watched as the approaching aircraft drew closer.
Without warning the lead aircraft’s super-bright landing light blazed to life, illuminating the white sand under its landing approach.
“Ryder One Nine – tower. There’s someone near the end of the runway. Are they a factor?”
Caysi was instantly alarmed.
“I think he sees us!” she said just loud enough to get everyone’s attention.
“What? What did you hear?” Static asked.
“He just radioed the tower he could see people at the end of the runway. Could he be talking about us?”
“Let me have the scanner,” Static said.
She quickly handed it to him. Static pulled out the earphone plug so all could hear.
“I say again tower, are those people at the end of the runway supposed to be there?” the voice in the air band radio blared out.
Static scrambled to turn the radio down. The Interceptors grew closer together, anxious to hear the reply.
“Negative Ryder One Nine, that’s a -- survey crew and will not be a problem.” The air traffic controller in the tower radioed back.
There was a collective sigh of relief amongst the gang.
“Guess they aren’t talking about us. Must be those guys in the Humvee they saw,” Static said relieved.
“How can the pilot see them from that far out?” Caysi asked.
Static, anxious to show-off his technical expertise stepped up to explain to Caysi the technical specifications of the F-117 Stealth Nighthawk.
“The stealth is equipped with two infrared sensors, one that looks forward known as the “FLIR” (Forward Looking Infrared) and one looking down “DLIR” (Downward Looking Infrared).
“It works much different than our night vision by sensing the heat given off by objects. I’m sure the idling Humvee stands out in contrast like black tick on a white dog.”
As the stealth fighter approached the end of the runway the pilot radioed the tower.
“Ryder One Nine - on final.”
Static turned to watch the black jet, now flying just a hundred feet in altitude over the desert. As the landing gear came down, another even brighter landing light switched on lighting up the landscape - an instant super nova.
The Interceptors instinctively ducked.
Suddenly aware of the steep angle the jet was approaching at, Caysi realized that in seconds it would be flying just yards above their heads. She also couldn’t help but notice that for a jet it was very silent. She expected more noise.
“It’s so quiet,” Caysi said as her eyes squinted at the painfully bright light coming right at her.
“I don’t hear any noise.”
“Wait for it,” Static said grinning at the sight of his favorite military jet.
“They are so bizarre looking,” Caysi couldn’t help but comment.
“Especially at night, the stealth looks almost alien.” Freaks said. “No matter how many times …”
“Warp speed! Shield your eyes!” Meinrad quipped as the landing light grew closer and brighter.
The black jet looked almost motionless slightly bobbing up and down as the pilot adjusted the angle of his approach.
It does look alien! Caysi thought.
Unexpectedly her head became filled with thoughts of UFOs and strange alien creatures within. Her imagination getting the best of her, the little hairs on the back of her head began to stand up.
“Spooky!” is all she could manage to say.
“Must be a student,” Meinrad said. “Seasoned pilots have a steadier hand,” he commented.
“He is fighting a five knot cross wind, Nimrod. I guess you could do better?” Freaks shot back.
“Just watch me dude!” Meinrad retorted.
When it looked as if the sun-bright light flying right at them could get no closer, it did.
Static turned and looked at Caysi who seemed transfixed at the sight. He waved his hand in front of her to break her concentration. Suddenly aware that Static was trying to get her attention, she furrowed her brow and gave him a curious look.
“What?” she said sounding irritated at Static’s interruption.
“Uh, you might want to cover your ears.”
The look of curiosity on Caysi’s face turned to one of alarm as she suddenly realized what was about to happen. Just a split second before the jet roared overhead, her hands found her ears.
Even with her fingers pushed far inside she could still hear, and more importantly feel, the powerful, thunderous roar of the stealth fighter’s twin engines as it over-flew the Interceptors Club and touched down gently on the runway just a few hundred yards from where they were standing.
Seconds later there was a loud pop as two small doors situated between the twin tails burst open and ejected a yellow parachute that flared out, filled with air and slowed the jet down from 150 miles an hour to only 10 in just a few seconds.
“Zoom, zoom, zoom,” Meinrad said.
Caysi glanced over at her new-found-friends and noticed they all were wearing huge grins as if they had all won the lottery.
“That was so amazingly cool!” she said.
“Yeah, ain’t it though? Imagine it. There is a man flying in that,” Static replied.
Over the next 30 minutes the scene was repeated over and over as all the stealth fighters working the range came in for the night, each one putting on a sound and light show like Caysi had never experienced.
Living in Alamogordo she had become used to seeing these black jets flying over the city, and hadn’t given them much thought, like most of Alamogordo’s citizens, but tonight she saw them through the eyes of her new friends and instantly understood their obsession.
She glanced at her watch. It was almost midnight, well past her bedtime.
She knew she’d probably hear it from her mom, but she wouldn’t have missed this for the world.
Everything grew quiet again. The Interceptors looked at each other and realized it was time to head home.
“Geeze! Is that the time?” Static said. “We are late. I hope I can get you home and back in the gate without them calling my dad.”
Static looked at Caysi who was still staring deeply into the night sky. She seemed as if she was transfixed by the experience.
“C’mon. Show is over. We’ve got to get you home,” he said with an air of urgency in his voice.
“I don’t think so,” Caysi said under her breath.
“What? C’mon we have to go,” Static replied perplexed at her sudden act of rebellion.
“Then we will miss the best part, look!” she said pointing off toward the mountains to the west.
The Interceptors turned in the direction she was pointing to see a dim red light in the sky. It flashed slowly, obviously another aircraft in the pattern getting ready to turn on final approach.
Static shot a stern look at Meinrad.
“Did you miss one?”
Meinrad checked the display on his scanning radio. He turned the volume and squelch controls. He unplugged the earphone to make sure it was still working.
“Scanner seems to be working fine. Whoever that is he’s not talking to the tower.”
“At least not on a frequency we can monitor.” Static said.
As the mystery aircraft turned on final it did something the stealth fighters didn’t do. It did not turn on its bright landing light.
“What is that?” Static said groping for the night vision scope.
The scanner radio suddenly blaring in Meinrad’s hand made him jump.
“Hold on! I’m getting something,” he said as he adjusted the earphone silencing the radio for everyone to hear but him.
The Interceptors turned and looked at Meinrad, holding their breaths and waiting for his report.
“Someone --- just asked for the runway lights and all security lights to be extinguished!” Meinrad said.
“What? Who?” Sami asked
“I think it was – them?” Meinrad said turning and pointing towards the Humvee sitting at the end of the runway.
Suddenly it grew very dark, as all the lights on the runway including the overhead sodium-vapor lights lining the tarmac went out.
A sudden hush grew over the Interceptors with no one daring to break the silence. As they watched the aircraft approach they stood gawking at it, almost mesmerized. It had suddenly dawned on them, that this was no stealth fighter. This was something - secret.
Static managed to tear himself away from the approaching watchamacallit and looked back at the men in the Humvee. He increased the magnification on the scope and zoomed in on them. Trying hard to steady himself so the telephoto view in the scope wouldn’t shake, he trained it on the inside of the military vehicle.
All three men were now inside obviously engaged in the computer screens. On one screen Static could make out what seemed like a computer graphic of the runway as seen from the mystery aircraft.
“It’s a UAV,” Static said very quietly.
“A what?” Caysi whispered back.
“A remotely piloted aircraft. Those guys in the box are flying her by remote control.
The aircraft was only about a mile out, bobbing slightly as the “pilot” in the Humvee guided it in on final approach.
“You mean it’s a robot? No one is inside?”
”Isn’t it obvious? Look at the precision.”
“Hey, I’m new here,” Caysi said a bit put off by Static’s attitude.
“Sorry, he’s can be a jerk-a-lope when he gets excited,” Freaks said apologizing for his friend.
Static hadn’t realized he had offended Caysi. He was now too engaged staring at the approaching aircraft.
His heart was pounding, for this was his first sighting of a new secret aircraft. Trying to calm himself Static told his brain to remember as many details about the aircraft that he could.
He adjusted the brightness on the night vision scope so he could make out the aircraft’s shape against the dark sky. The best way to describe the shape was like that of a sleek fish, a Manta Ray. That’s exactly what it reminded him of, the slightly sinister looking cousin of the shark.
Static was amazed by how gracefully the aircraft flew. Somehow it seemed to defy the laws of physics, in the way it made knife-edge turns and rolled gracefully as it lined itself up for the main runway at Holloman. It was as if it was showing off, or to be accurate, as if the controllers were playing with it.
In seconds the great craft was upon them and flew directly over the Interceptors at an incredibly slow speed.
Caysi cupped her ears with her hands, bracing herself for the roar of jet noise to follow as the aircraft flew past, but much to everyone’s surprise the roar didn’t come. As Caysi took her hands off her ears she only heard the slight whine of what sounded like an electric motor, not even as loud as an automobile passing.
The aircraft lightly touched down and slowed to a slow roll, almost walking-speed.
“I’m in an extremely excited emotional state!” Meinrad said.
Normally the Interceptors would have laughed at Meinrad’s strange way of expressing himself, but they were too transfixed on the mystery craft that had just blown their hair back.
The Interceptors watched as the black shape turned on to a pad just off the main taxiway and stopped.
It sat there for 30 seconds and very unexpectedly began to sink into the earth. It took the Junior Interceptors a few seconds to realize it was on an elevator and was being lowered into an underground chamber.
Once the craft was below ground the base came back to life as the runway lights and security lights blazed back on.
Caysi looked at Meinrad, Static, Sami and Freaks. They all stood there silent wearing the same look of amazement. Then Caysi realized she was wearing it too. She was hooked. She was now one of them, an Interceptor.
“What the heck did we just see? Freaks spoke breaking the silence.
“My guess? Something we weren’t supposed to,” Static said.
CHAPTER 5.
The Buzz on the Black Manta
As the Interceptors made their way home their conversations were only about the mysterious aircraft they had just seen landing at Holloman.
Everyone was so excited that they kept talking on top of each other except for Sami mysteriously very quiet.
“That was so major!” Meinrad said in his own unique style.
“I mean, we saw something that was so secret that hardly anyone outside of the military knows about it!”
“Let’s keep it that way,” Static said suddenly serious.
“What? You aren’t going to report this to the Interceptor’s network?”
“No. Not yet at least,” Static said.
“Why? This is so cool! You at least have to let me tell Convair!” Freaks said incredulously.
“No, not until we have more information. One sighting in the middle of the night by a bunch of kids won’t be believed. We have to have proof. A photo, or something-more. Then we notify Convair.”
“Right as usual,” Freaks replied. “We don’t want to look like a bunch of amateurs. Remember those guys in Nevada that reported they had discovered a new stealth fighter only it turned out to be a kite?”
“Exactly!” Static said. “We don’t want to look like fools.”
Freaks was the first to notice that Sami hadn’t said anything since they had seen the thing.
“You are awfully quiet,” Freaks said.
“Cat got your tongue?”
“No. I was just thinking,” Sami said quietly.
“First time for everything,” Meinrad quipped.
“Stop!” Freaks said warning him.
“What’s wrong?”
“Static is right. It is a secret craft – but what if it should remain a secret? No one knows we were there, but what if someone finds out? We weren’t supposed to be there. We saw something we weren’t supposed to see. We could get in big trouble. Couldn’t we?”
They all stopped and turned to hear Sami.
“Not to mention the national security implications. This wasn’t a new aircraft being flown in broad daylight for all to see. They turned off the runway lights.”
Freaks chuckled.
“He must be worried. That is the most I’ve ever heard him say.”
The Interceptors all were quiet for a moment, thinking about what Sami had just said.
“Sami does have a good point.” Caysi said.
“If someone finds out we saw the – whatever it was, wouldn’t we get in trouble?”
“Yeah. What do we call it?” Meinrad said.
“What do you call something that officially doesn’t exit?”
And with that question, Sami’s suggestion that they keep the secret was ignored and pushed back into the corner of their brains.
“Only one name fits,” Static replied. “The Black Manta. We’ll call it the Black Manta until we can dig up its official designation.”
****
The Junior Interceptors picked up their pace. It was important that they got the civilian’s kids (Caysi and Sami) off base before curfew.
“Did you hear how quiet it was?” Meinrad said.
“Much quieter than you were tonight,” Sami commented. “I thought for a moment they heard us.”
Meinrad shot back with something in Russian. Sami replied in Russian, laughing.
“What’re they saying?” Freaks asked.
“Who cares?” Static said picking up the pace by standing up on the bike pedals.
“It always sounds like they are talking backwards underwater to me.”
“Wouldn’t it be funny if they were just talking gibberish?”
Freaks looked over at Caysi who he noticed hadn’t said anything since they had left the drainage ditch.
“What gives?”
“I’m just thinking,” Caysi said.
“About what?” Freaks asked.
“I was just wondering,” Caysi said offering no further explanation.
“C’mon Caysi. About what?” Freaks asked, prodding her.
“How could we go about getting a photograph of the -- Manta? That would be the proof we need. Wouldn’t it?’
“Yeah — sure would be,” Freaks replied.
“But being a black aircraft flying in a black sky makes it kind of difficult – doesn’t it?”
“Kind of - sort of.”
“I wonder if I could adapt my camera to your night vision scope?” Caysi asked.
“We could try,” Static said between labored breaths. He was beginning to get very tired having to pump harder then everyone because of Caysi on his bike.
“If I could build some kind of connecting system, maybe using tubes and rails, it might be possible to take a picture of that plane in total darkness,” Caysi said.
“It might be kind of bulky. Maybe something we could take apart and assemble on site?”
Sami picked up his pedaling-pace riding even with Static.
“I was impressed with the size of the - - Manta. It looked big enough to hold a person. Are you sure it wasn’t piloted?”
“I really couldn’t see much detail in the structure.”
“I wonder if there is a way to intercept the video?” Freaks suggested,
“Video?” Static was intrigued.
“You mean the video the craft sends back?”
“Yeah, the video the craft sends back. You suppose it’s on a microwave frequency?”
“My guess, around six gigahertz,” Static said with a knowing smirk on her face.
“Your guess?” Freaks said. “How’d you come up with that number?”
“Remember—the microwave dish attached to the Humvee? Sami thought it might be a six gigahertz dish.”
“But …” Sami started to say.
“Anyway, I’m just guessing. Freaks is the expert.
Is there a way we could somehow capture the radio frequencies used by the Manta?” Caysi asked eager to contribute.
“We could use a frequency-counter, that is if we had one.”
“A frequency-counter?” Caysi asked intrigued.
“It’s a device, a black box about the size of a pack of cigarettes, that will sniff out the frequency transmitted from any radio, but you have be close to use it,” Sami said.
“How close?” Caysi asked.
“Depends on the power of the transmitter, but I’d say we were close enough tonight.”
“And even if we were able to get the frequency, the video, or the radio control frequencies, they might be encrypted,” Freaks said.
“But wouldn’t it be way cool if we could intercept it? I mean we could see what the Black Manta was seeing!”
Static furrowed his brow, a sign he was deep in thought.
“What’s your take on this Static?” Caysi asked.
“Chances are it’s a prototype and not a production model, otherwise it wouldn’t be down here on the testing ranges. If we are lucky they might be working the kinks out of the system and haven’t bothered yet to scramble their radio links.”
Sami pumped hard on his bike pedals to catch up with Static. It took him a few seconds to catch his breath but eventually he pulled even with him.
“You know, I’m sure I could talk my dad into getting a frequency counter for the shop. I mean it really would come in handy as a test tool.”
“Really? What happened to; ‘We might get into trouble?’ ” Static said grinning.
“And be left out of a caper? Peer pressure is a powerful thing, plus I can’t resist a puzzle.”
I’m sure your dad would let us use it,” Meinrad said with a sly wink of his left eye.
“That’s so very nice of him. Thank him for me will ya?” Static said smirking.
CHAPTER 6.
Driven.
Holloman Air Force base in South Central New Mexico is located on the edge of a vast sea, but it is a sea without any water.
Just off the main runways to the west is an ocean of gleaming sand. The granules are as fine as baby powder and just as white.
Eons ago a large body of water, a tropical lake evaporated due to the withdrawal of an ancient sea. Underneath its bed lied a huge vein of white gypsum rock.
Once the lakebed was ripped away by the prevailing winds, the layer of crystalline gypsum was exposed.
Over millions of years the soft white rock was pulverized by the unrelenting wind turning it into a sea of pure white sand.
Although early pioneers saw the dunes as unforgiving and foreboding, in the 1950s the public view of the dunes changed drastically.
It suddenly became a recreational hot-spot, the stark beauty of 60-foot tall undulating white sands capturing the imaginations of nature photographers, artists, and finally, vacationers.
****
Even though it was almost noon, Static was still sleeping when Caysi knocked on his bedroom door. Static hadn’t slept well, still excited by the previous night’s sighting of the Black Manta.
The silent black aircraft kept buzzing him in his dreams, sometimes stopping in mid-air to cast an unblinking video eye down at him.
From the Manta’s point of view Static looked incredibly small, a lone figure swallowed up by waves of white sand, drowning in them as they shifted.
“He must still be sleeping,” Static’s mom said.
“Why don’t you go into the kitchen? I’ll wake him and fix you both something to eat,” she said with a soothing kindness in her voice.
Although she didn’t know her very well, Caysi took an instant liking to Static’s mom. In some ways she reminded her of her own mom.
“No thanks Mrs. Dodson. Static and I are going out on a nature hike and I made us a picnic lunch.”
“How sweet! I’m sure Stanley will be thrilled. You know he likes you very much.”
Caysi smiled. “He does? Did he say something about me?”
“No, but a mother can tell.”
“Well, don’t tell him, but I like him too,” Caysi said.
She was suddenly surprised at herself for her blatant admission of her feelings for Static.
“Of course not!” she said. “We girls must have our secrets, and we don’t want the boy to get a swelled head,” Static’s mom said in a whisper.
Ten minutes later Static stumbled out of his room bleary-eyed, still wearing his pajamas. As he stood in the living room trying to focus he suddenly realized he wasn’t alone. As his eyes began to focus the fuzzy image of a person sitting on the couch began to sharpen. It was Caysi.
“Nice jammies! Are those rocket-ships?”
“Mom! Why didn’t you tell me we had company?" Static yelled as he ran back to his room red-faced.
Is there no-end to the embarrassment I endure in front of Caysi? He thought as he hurried to take his pajamas off and throw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.
He raised his arms and gave his pits a quick sniff. He knew he needed a shower, but he didn’t have time.
When he returned he was surprised to find Caysi wasn’t in the living room.
Walking through the house he looked for her. She wasn’t anywhere to be seen.
Was I dreaming? he thought.
Glancing out the sliding glass door that lead to the backyard patio he caught sight of her. She was sitting in his favorite lawn chair, reading a book on photography, and sipping a tall glass of lemonade his mom had brought her.
The morning sun felt good on her skin. She put her head back, closed her eyes, took off her glasses, and listened to the birds in the yard chirping loudly.
Somewhere high above she could hear a jet-airplane, its engines barely audible above the sounds of the backyard. Although tempted to search for the aircraft, she kept her eyes closed
Static stood at the glass doors watching her for just a moment. He was surprised how different she looked without her glasses. She was a very pretty girl, and there she was in his back yard.
He hesitated for a second and then slowly opened the sliding door. The noise of the door opening startled her. Quickly she put her glasses back on and sat upright.
“Comfortable?” Static asked.
“Yes, quite. I could sit here all day, but we have a mission to accomplish don’t we?”
Static was pleased to see there would be no further comments about his pajamas. He also liked the fact she was getting into the spirit of the group and calling their outing a mission.
“Sorry I wasn’t up yet. I didn’t sleep very well,” he said apologetically.
“I did. I was dead tired after our adventure.”
“You didn’t get into any trouble from your mom, did you?” Static asked.
“No. She got in late herself. She never knew I was gone, but even if I was grounded or something, it would have been worth it.”
“That was really cool wasn’t it?” he said grinning.
“Sure was.”
For a moment they both were silent, with a faraway look in their eyes, both reflecting on what they had witnessed.
“You ready to trek out the tower?” She asked as she closed her book and stood up.
“We need to pack some food and water first. It’s a long hike.”
“I already have. Backpack is at the door. But we aren’t walking.”
“We aren’t?” he asked perplexed.
“Nope - brought the dune hopper - and I’m driving. You are the navigator. No arguments Stanley!” she said firmly.
For some reason it didn’t bother Static when Caysi called him by his given name.
“Then let’s get this show on the road - or off road I should say.”
Ten minutes later they were cruising across the gypsum desert flats northwest of the base in same area where they had met just a stone’s throw from the White Sands National Monument.
Leaving the flats Caysi gunned the engine and skillfully climbed a tall sand dune, the wheels throwing out great white plumes of sand they called “rooster tails” because that’s what they looked like.
She looked over at Static and was surprised to see him wearing a pained expression on his face.
It was an expression that could be best described as being reserved fear. He looked scared, but was trying his best not to show it. He had a death grip on the metal roll bar above his head and his feet kept mashing down on an imaginary brake on the floor.
“This is fun isn’t it?” Caysi shouted.
“Loads! Can we slow down a bit?”
“Why?” she said laughing. “You don’t like my driving?”
“No - I mean yes! It’s just we are going a bit fast!”
“What’re you afraid I’ll wreck?” she asked cackling. “Or is it you don’t trust a girl to drive?”
“No, you’re doing fine,” Static said trying to force a smile.
“Are you sure? You look a bit – green.”
“No, I just wasn’t expecting Mad Max.
“Oh, you can do better?” Caysi said challenging him.
She had been hoping to give Stanley the same type of fun ride she had experienced the previous night but now she was only getting grief in return.
“My dog could do better!” Static said.
The buggy screeched to a stop in a flat spot between two dunes.
“You drive then!” Caysi said slightly miffed. “I hope you can drive a stick.”
“A what?” Static asked now sorry he said anything.
“A stick. A standard transmission. You do know how to use a stick-shift don’t you?”
Static looked down at the stick shift. How hard could it be? he thought. He had seen his dad working a stick shift and it looked easy.
“Oh yes – sure. I can work a stick,” Static said.
“Okay. It’s all yours hot shot,” Caysi said undoing her seat belt.
“No. You are doing fine. You drive.”
“Really? I want you to drive. You know the way to the tower. I don’t.”
“I’ll show you where to turn. It’s your car, you should drive.”
Caysi was growing perturbed.
“I said – DRIVE!”
“Okay fine,” Static said, standing up slowly.
Static sat in the driver’s seat and Caysi climbed in the passenger’s side.
Static grabbed the stick shift. There was a loud crunching noise as he fought to get it into first gear.
“It’s not a coffee grinder,” Caysi said resisting the urge to grab the stick.
Static tried shifting again only producing more grinding.
“The clutch?” Caysi said crossing her arms.
“Oh yes. The clutch,” Static said, obviously scanning the dashboard for anything labeled clutch.
“On the floor.”
“I know that!” Static said.
“I thought maybe you had one of those new types – on the dashboard.”
Caysi laughed.
“Yeah – those new ones,” she scoffed.”
Static located a pedal on the floor to his right. He applied gentle foot pressure. The engine raced and whined but the buggy didn’t move an inch.
“That’s the gas,” Caysi said.
Static tried moving the gear shift knob again only making more noise making Caysi wince.
Caysi put her hand on Static’s.
“Just stop.”
Caysi reached out and put her arms around him.
“Stanley, what’s wrong with admitting you don’t know how to do something?” she asked him nicely.
“I didn’t want you to think I was a moron, but obviously that ship sailed long ago.”
Static looked up into the greenest pair of eyes he had ever seen.
“No,” Caysi started, “You were afraid of admitting a girl can do something you can’t.”
Static was suddenly aware she was holding his hand. It felt warm and soft, just like he imagined.
“The male ego, so big it can be seen from outer space,” she joked. “When will guys learn that it’s okay to admit they can’t do everything?” Caysi asked.
“Probably never.”
“If I wanted perfect I’d have a computer as my boyfriend, and not you.”
Her remark caught him totally by surprise.
“I’m your boyfriend?” he asked timidly.
“Of course! Didn’t you know?” she said giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.
“Good to know,” he replied.
Even though it was just a peck, it was a kiss none-the-less. In fact, it was his first kiss. He wondered if he could get a second. Static was emboldened.
“Now move over,” she said.
“Not until you give me another kiss,” he replied.
“What?” she said, surprised at Static’s advance.
“And this time on the lips,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Fine,” she said, and leaned in and gave him a quick kiss on the mouth.
“You call that a kiss?”
“This is a kiss,” he said pulling her close.
They kissed and it was wonderful. It wasn’t a movie kiss, but a sweet and soft kiss, innocent and perfect.
“Can I drive now?” she asked, pulling away.
“Let me try one more time? I think I’ve figured it out,” Static said, noticing it was Caysi who was blushing for a change.
“You know my ego, the one you can see from space? It just needs to know I can do this,” He pleaded.
“Okay,” she conceded. “But grind one more gear and you are out of there,” she warned him.
Static smiled, pressed the far left pedal with his foot, shifted expertly into first gear, stepped on the gas and peeled out as if he had been driving a stick all his life.
It was at that moment when Caysi figured out she had been conned.
****
Once they cleared the gully, they found themselves in a flat, dry lakebed ringed by towering white sand dunes.
From then on it was easy to see the abandoned tower straight ahead, surrounded in a sea of bright white rippling sand.
The high dunes prevented them from parking close to the abandoned control tower. Instead they left the dune buggy between two large dunes, but not before donning their backpacks and covering the dune buggy with a large white sheet, making it virtually impossible to spot from a distance.
After a short, but surprisingly arduous walk to the tower, Caysi and Static began to search for an entrance, a door, anything that would grant them access.
“I can see why they abandoned this strip,” Static said. “Clearing the dunes from the strip everyday would have to be a major pain in the back.”
“Their loss is our gain,” Caysi said, glancing up at the 10-story tower. “It looks to me like it’s in fairly decent shape.”
“It should be. Nothing rusts out here. It hardly ever rains,” Static said. He was starting to grow concern that a door couldn’t be found above the sand dunes.
“We may have to come back later with shovels,” He said.
“Or a bulldozer,” Caysi remarked.
Static stood up and wiped the sweat off his brow. It was already growing uncomfortably hot with the white sand reflecting the midday sun like a huge mirror.
Looking down, he was alarmed to see large rings of sweat forming around his armpits. If he was with the guys he wouldn’t have cared, but with Caysi he suddenly felt very self-conscious about how he looked and smelled.
Grabbing one of the water bottles from his backpack, he opened it. He was about to take a drink when he thought the better of himself and offered Caysi a drink first.
“Water!” she said as she grabbed it from him. “I was beginning to get a tad parched!”
Caysi took a long drink from the bottle.
“I thought that might be the case,” Static said.
On handing it back to him he took a long gulp, with some of the water dribbling down his chin.
“It reminds me of a funny cartoon on the science room’s bulletin board. Have you seen it? It shows an alien on Mars, or something, crawling on his hands and knees through a desert shouting; “Ammonia!”
“I don’t get it,” Caysi.
“Well, he’s an ammonia based life form and he’s thirsty. See we are carbon-based and …”
Static looked at Caysi and could see she was chuckling to herself.
“Gotcha,” she said. “But please continue. I’m anxious to hear your lecture on Xeno biology.”
“Sorry, I have this annoying compulsion to explain how things work.”
“Not to mention your compulsion to act like you don’t … just to steal a kiss.”
“That was a rotten trick, wasn’t it?” Static said trying to make things right.
“I’m not complaining,” Caysi said smirking.
After hiking all around the tower together several times, neither of them could find anything that looked like a doorway.
“You know, if we can gain entrance we’ll have to somehow cart water here to make this place tolerable,” Static said.
“I’m also thinking about power. We have to have power, for the radio equipment and not to mention, air conditioning would be nice.”
“Maybe we could rig up some solar panels for power? I’ve seen some rather big ones at Surplus City,” Static said.
“But wait. Let me think. That may not be necessary. There has to be some source of power out here. You can see the red blinking light on the tower at night. They have to keep it going so aircraft don’t run into it.”
“Then there has be a way to tap into it,” Caysi said. “That is if we can do so without getting electrocuted.”
“We’ll leave the wiring to Freaks and Sami,” Static said. “Sami is well on his way to becoming an electrician. He goes out with his dad and helps him all the time.”
Caysi stood up and glanced out into the vast ocean of gleaming dunes that surrounded the tower. For almost as far as the eye could see it looked like a huge blizzard had hit the desert valley, except this snow never melts.
As she surveyed the sea of white, something caught her eye. It was a half-covered black box protruding from the sand about fifty yards away.
“What’s that?” she asked, pointing it out to Static.
“What’s what?” Static replied squinting into the white.
“Over there. That black thing poking up from the low spot.”
Caysi and Static waded through the dunes to the black box. On closer inspection it wasn’t a box but the exposed top of a hatch.
“This used to be buried under the sand. The wind must have uncovered it,” Static said.
Static brushed the sand off the top to reveal (set into the top) a round metal manhole-type cover with a latch secured by a broken padlock.
“Look the lock is broken. Someone else has been here,” Static said.
Static struggled to lift up the hatch by the thick iron handle. It creaked and groaned in protest, but using all his strength he was finally able to open it fully.
Looking down into the hole they could see metal rungs leading down into darkness.
“Where do you think it goes?” Caysi asked.
“There’s one way to find out,” Static said as he peered down into the darkness.
“Let’s get our flashlights.”
Static rummaged through his backpack and brought out two small flashlights and two walkie-talkies. He turned them on and handed one each to Caysi. She looked quizzically at the radios.
“We are staying together aren’t we?”
“Sure, the radios are just in case we get split up - not that I plan to.”
“I just don’t like small, dark places,” Caysi said. She looked down into the deep hole and took a long deep sigh.
“Are we really going to go down there?”
“I am. You can stay here if you like,” Static said.
“Like I’d ever live that down,” Caysi said as she removed her backpack. “In fact, I’m going in first.”
Although she really didn’t relish going down in the hole, she wasn’t about to appear afraid and girly in front of Static.
“Drop this down to me when I get to the bottom -- if there is one,” she said as she climbed into the shaft.
“Shouldn’t I go first?” Static said as she handed him the pack and began to climb down into the hole.
After about 30 seconds he lost sight of her, swallowed up by the darkness.
“You okay!” he shouted in the hole.
“What you waiting for!” she yelled up to him. “It’s only about 30 feet deep. It leads to a tunnel that goes in two directions.”
He started to yell down to her; “I’m going to drop —“ and then he remembered his walkie-talkie.
He picked it up, keyed up the microphone. “Can you hear me now?”
“You sound like a cell phone commercial,” her voice came up from below.
“Okay, I’m going to drop the backpacks down to you. Can you catch them?”
“Yes, just count to three and drop them on three!” his radio crackled.
He grabbed her backpack and held it over the hole.
“Okay, one—two—three … dropping!” he said as he let go of the bag.
Just as it disappeared into the dark below, he heard a barely audible “Ugh!” echoing up from the hole.
“Did I hit you? Are you all right?” he radioed.
“Yes, fine. I just caught most of it with my head.”
“Well be careful!” Static said. “Here comes the other.”
One, two three! He let the bag drop.
“Got it!” came her reply from the hole.
Static took a look down into the deep blackness below. He was surprised how quickly Caysi had climbed down because he had to feel the rungs with his feet and could not see them.
The rungs didn’t seem to be evenly spaced. Some were further apart than others.
“C’mon slowpoke! Daylight’s wasting,” Caysi shouted.
Static could hear her voice echoing through what sounded like miles of tunnels.
Caysi wasn’t so much pressing him for time as she was for company. She did not like being in the hole alone.
When Static finally reached bottom he was relieved. He expected to find himself in a small damp, dank tunnel.
Instead he was surprised by the size of the tunnel leading in two directions big enough to drive a large truck through.
“Which way?” Caysi asked.
Static shone his flashlight in both directions. Instead of illuminating the way, the light just disappeared into what appeared to be an abandoned subway system.
“I wonder where this goes.”
Static pulled something from his bag and shone his flashlight on it. At first Caysi thought it was a watch but on closer inspection it was revealed to be a compass attached to a wristband.
“Let’s see -- the tower is to our south. Maybe there’s an underground entrance.”
“I wonder what’s down that way,” Caysi said pointing her light in the opposite direction.
“We can check that out later. Let’s stick to our mission and see if we can get inside the tower first,” Static said.
“You’re the boss!” Caysi replied. She saluted but in the darkness he couldn’t see it.
They made their way to into the tunnel going south. Static was surprised how clean the tunnel was.
When he first found it he imagined it being moist and filled with bugs and rats like in an Indiana Jones movie. Instead the tunnel was in like-new condition, clean and dry like it had been never used.
Shining her flashlight on the floor, Caysi pointed out to Static what looked like metal tracks for some kind of rail system recessed into the floor.
“What do you think those are for?” she asked, puzzled.
“I don’t know. They must have moved something through these passageways on rails.”
Something caught Static’s gaze off to the left. It was another set of rungs leading up.
“There! That might be the way up into the tower,” he said as he pointed out the rungs to Caysi.
“It seems about the right distance on the surface,” Caysi said.
Walking over to the base she shone her flashlight up into another identical tunnel going up 30 feet.
“You first, and this time you get the honor of carrying our stuff.”
Static cinched up his backpack, slung Caysi’s pack over his left shoulder, and began to climb.
“Stay away from the bottom until I’m up. I don’t want to drop anything on your head -- accidentally,” he said as he disappeared into the black hole above her. Caysi took a step back. Just in case something did fall.
For a moment all was quiet and she felt quite alone standing there in the dark tunnel. Unlike at the entrance where she could see light coming in from above, this time the only light was the one she held in her hand.
“You okay?” she shouted up to Static, her words echoing through the tunnels.
“Still here!” came his reply. “It’s a bit hard carrying all this gear,” Static shouted down to her.
Suddenly Caysi thought she heard something, a low rumble off in the distance. She turned quickly and shone her flashlight deep into the tunnel.
“Aren’t we supposed to be using these walkie-talkies?” she radioed Static, suddenly craving conversation in this dark place.
His reply came from above and not from out of the UHF communicator in her hand.
“It’s kind of hard to use them when you are climbing!” he said grunting.
“Sorry, I just wanted …”
“Okay, I’m almost at the top,” came Static’s voice booming out of her radio so loud it made her jump.
Caysi cautiously ventured under the tunnel leading up into the tower.
“Come on up! Be careful, it’s quite a climb.”
Caysi grabbed the bottom rung and began climbing, holding the small flashlight in her left hand. It was slow going.
She paused, taking a breath. Again she thought she heard the echoing, almost imperceptible, a low rumble coming out of the dark below.
She took the light out of her mouth and shone it back down toward the bottom. Was there someone or something following them?
Suddenly she felt panic rising up in her. The hair on the back of her neck stood up as if at attention. Her imagination was getting the best of her and she suddenly felt the almost uncontrollable need to flee. It felt as if the tunnel was closing around her like she was in the belly of a huge snake.
“Uh-- I’m – uh. I think we need to go back out,” she said the fear in her voice showing.
“Stay right there. I’m coming down!” he said into his radio.
In less than 30 seconds he was standing on the rungs just above her. Shining his flashlight down on her, he could see the death grip she had on the ladder.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, very concerned.
“Nothing. I guess I’m – you know — claustrophobic.”
“Why didn’t you say something before I sent you down into a dark tunnel?” Static asked.
“I guess I didn’t want to look like a wimp.”
“Ah, the female ego. So big you can see it from space,” Static joked hoping to calm her.
Her labored breathing echoing in the tube was evidence it did not.
“Let’s go back out. I can do this by myself. You can wait outside,” Static said.
Caysi suddenly thought about how “girly” she must have looked to Static, panicking like a child sacred of the dark.
“No. I can do this. I need to do this,” she said.
“Go back up,” she said, her fear subsiding slightly, replaced by another emotion; the fear of looking stupid.
“Peer pressure is a powerful thing,” she whispered.
She looked up at Static and the dark yawning tunnel above.
“I just need a little help. That’s all,” she said, her voice returning to somewhat normal tone.
“You mean a hand up?” he asked, unsure of what she meant.
“No, not a physical one but a mental one. Talk to me to help me get my mind of the darkness.”
“Oh, okay. What do you want to talk about?”
Static began to climb again not sure what to tell her. Suddenly he had a silly thought.
“Anything,” she replied.
“Do you watch cartoons anymore?” he asked.
Caysi stood on her rung and raised her left foot slowly to the next.
“Yes. Sometimes,” she said, sort of embarrassed to admit. “When there is nothing else on,” she added.
Caysi pulled herself up on the next rung.
“Then have you ever noticed that ducks and pigs in cartoons never wear pants?”
As she lifted her right foot up to the next rung she purposely forced her mind to concentrate on Static’s silly question. It was true! She had noticed that certain cartoon animals weren’t required to wear bottoms.
As she pondered Static’s weird question the fear in her melted away.
“I mean dogs and mice wear pants. Heck, I’ve even seen penguins wearing tuxedos, but for some reason ducks and pigs don’t have to.”
She began to climb more rapid, picking up the pace considerably.
“And what’s the deal with the coyote and the road runner? How come he has money to spend on stupid roadrunner catching devices, such as catapults and barriers, that pop up out of the road but he can’t afford food? I mean, forget the roadrunner! Go buy a burrito. I’m sure they have a grocery section in the Acme catalog. They have everything else,” Static rambled on.
Caysi found herself climbing and laughing, forgetting all about being in a dark tunnel and the weird rumbling sounds. She stopped to catch her breath just a few feet below Static, who was now at the top, stopped by a hatch of some sort.
Static felt for a latch but could find none. As he pulled the flashlight off his belt it slipped from his hand and fell down towards Caysi.
“Headache!” he shouted as he watched it fall just inches from her head. It fell to the bottom of the shaft some 30 feet below and crashed with a loud ringing pop, shattering and echoing though the tunnel.
“You get hit?” he asked.
“No. Just missed me,” She said.
“Darn! That was a great flashlight too,” Static said.
Caysi pondered giving Static her flashlight, but the fear in her rose up again thinking she’d suddenly be without her only source of light.
“Shine your light at the top. There’s got to be a latch,” he said.
As she shone her light around, her eyes caught site of a black box protruding from the wall just at her feet. Curious she started climbing back down a few rungs to investigate. Once it was at eye level she shone her flashlight on it.
On the box was a well worn label that read: SECONDARY BUS (B) PULL COVER TO ACTIVATE.
“You Okay?” came Static’s voice out of her radio. Unable to reach the radio on her belt, she shouted up to him, “Hold on. I found something!”
“What?”
“I said I found something!”
“What is it?”
“Hold on!” she said trying to hold on to the rungs while prying the cover off the box.
“It says, SECONDARY BUS (B) PULL COVER TO ACTIVATE,” she shouted, but her voice echoing through the tunnels made it incomprehensible.
“I can’t hear you,” Static’s voice said filtering down from above.
Her fingers found an edge, a lip on the bottom of the box. She pulled on it and it swiveled open on a hinge.
Caysi put the flashlight in her mouth so she could put both hands back on the rungs. As she turned her head to aim the light at the now open box, Static’s voice again blasted out her walkie-talkie, startling her.
“Can you hear me now? What did you find?” Static asked impatient.
Caysi grabbed the radio on her belt and keyed the microphone.
With the flashlight still clenched in her teeth she managed to get out a slightly garbled reply.
“Ish looks like a swith.”
“A what?” Static asked, perplexed by the way she spoke.
“I thaid a swith!”
“Suffer’n’ succotash!” he remarked.
Caysi took the flashlight out of her mouth and carefully clipped it to her belt. She was quite aware it was now their only source of light and shuddered to think how black it would become if she dropped it.
“I was holding the light in my mouth!” she shouted up to Static.
“Oh. I thought you were having a stroke or something.”
“Should I throw it?” she asked.
“Throw what? I don’t understand.”
“I said I think I found a power switch.”
“Heaven’s no! We don’t know what it is for! Don’t touch it.”
Caysi pondered the switch. Just why would there be a switch at the bottom of a ladder in a dark tunnel? she puzzled.
“I’m gonna throw it!” she shouted up to Static as she clipped the radio to her belt.
“No!” came his immediate reply.
Static was alarmed that she would even consider throwing it. It could be an alarm system for all she knew, or it could be attached to fooky-old wiring and be potentially lethal.
Static had taken enough electric jolts from digging inside radios and knew they were not at all pleasant.
Static heard a loud click and then the darkness disappeared under a blaze of bright lights.
After his eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness, he looked down into the tunnel and could see Caysi grinning.
“I’m sorry. You were saying?” she yelled up at him.
“I can’t believe you threw that switch. Have you never seen Lost?”
Just above his head, the hatch suddenly popped open with a loud Ker chunk.
“Cool! The hatch opened!” he yelled down at her.
With the lights on, it became much easier to climb.
Caysi made it to the top of the tunnel to find Static in a small windowless room reading a placard on the wall bearing an emblem of a shield with a metal gloved hand gripping lightning bolts.
“SAC,” Static said.
“You want a what?”
“No, SAC – Strategic Air Command. According to this, the right tunnel leads to the old nuclear alert bunkers, a place to hide in case of a Soviet nuclear strike.”
“Like during the Cold War?” Caysi asked.
“You know your history. I guess this tunnel system extends underneath the entire base,” Static said.
“Maybe that explains the rumbling I heard.”
“You heard rumbling?”
“Maybe these tunnels go under the runway and the rumbles I heard were jets taking off?”
“Makes sense to me,” Static said nodding his head.
“The base is to the southeast isn’t it?” Caysi asked.
“Yes, I see where you are going with this.” Static said, the wheels turning in his brain as he pondered the implication of her question.
“Remember last night when the Manta disappeared into the ground?”
“So, where does the north tunnel go?” she asked, puzzled.
“That’s another mystery for another time.”
These tunnels could come in quite handy, he thought. That is if I can keep Miss Claustrophobia from freaking out.
“Are we in the tower?” Caysi said as she took a quick look around the room.
“I think so. There’s a door behind you.”
Caysi walked over to the door, tried the knob and gave it a push. It opened about six inches and stopped abruptly.
“It’s stuck. It’s hitting something,” she said.
Static made his way over to the door. He turned the knob and gave it a hard push. The door moved a little more inward but stopped again.
“Maybe if we both give it a hard push it will open.” He said putting his shoulder to the door.
Caysi turned the knob. They both grunted as they put the weight of their whole bodies into the door. It moved another two inches and stopped abruptly.
“Okay, on three we give it all we got!”
Static and Caysi stepped back as far as they could from the door, about ten feet.
“One!” Static shouted.
“Two?” Caysi replied.
“And Three!” they said in unison as they both ran at the door at full bore.
On impact the door suddenly flew open without resistance. Caysi and Static barreled through thin air and landed in a pile on top of each other in the next room. At first they sat there a bit shocked, disbelieving, then they both began laughing uncontrollably.
Static helped Caysi up off the sand covered floor. The white sand was about a foot deep. Static looked up and saw a large broken window six feet over his head. Sand was filtering through.
“That would have been an easier way in. Why couldn’t we see that from the outside?” he asked perplexed.
“Look,” Caysi said, her voice suddenly serious. “Someone else has been here,” she said as she pointed to a lump of something lying behind the door.
Lying in a heap in the corner was a ratty looking army-surplus rucksack, a sleeping bag and olive-green foam sleeping pad, all military issue but old.
Static bent down to give the stuff a closer examination.
“Covered with sand like it is, it looks like it’s been here a long time. Maybe someone forgot it?”
“Or someone was here ahead of us,” Caysi said, suddenly nervous at the prospect.
“Well, they aren’t here now,” Static said reassuring her.
“I hope not,” she replied.
“I’m going to look inside,” Static said as he began carefully rifling through the pockets of the rucksack. From inside one pocket Static pulled out a bottle of water, a can of soup, some crackers and finally a carefully folded piece of paper placed inside a clear plastic sandwich bag.
“What’s that?” Caysi asked.
Static opened the bag and removed the paper. Slowly he unfolded it to reveal a diagram, a hand-drawn map of some sort.
“It’s a map - I guess.” Static said shining his flashlight on it.
Static noticed there were compass directions marked on the bottom of the page.
Pulling out his compass he oriented the map so the arrow pointing North matched that on the compass.
“You know what this is?” Static said excited.
“A treasure map?”
“To me it is. It’s a map of the tunnel system. It shows every tunnel exit and entrance. In fact, if I’m reading this correctly, there’s an entrance only a few blocks from my house,” Static said grinning.
“You mean we won’t have to haul everything across the dunes then? Equipment, radios, water?”
“Exactly! We can move through the tunnel system at will and no one will ever be the wiser, especially the security patrols!”
Caysi was suddenly skeptical.
“That’s too easy,” she said. “You don’t think we were meant to find that do you?”
Static continued to search through the pack. In an outside pocket he found a clean pair of bright red socks and a red bandanna.
“I know who this pack belongs to,” he said stopping he search.
“Who?” Caysi asked.
“Red Homie er -- a homeless guy. I always wondered how he got on base and past the security patrols?”
“Is he okay?” Caysi asked a little worried.
“He’s homeless, not a monster. Poor guy has nothing but his grocery cart. I’ve never talked to him but he seems okay. Every once in awhile Freaks and I bring him food and such.”
“You think he’ll be back for this pack?” she asked apprehensively.
“I don’t know. It looks like it’s been here for a long time. Maybe he forgot it.”
Static began putting everything back in the pack, except for the map, which he carefully folded and put in his jeans pocket.
“You taking the map?” Caysi asked concerned.
Static stopped and thought for a second.
“This could really help us.“
“But it’s Red’s. You sure we should just take it?”
Static took the map out of his pocket and unfolded it spreading it out on the floor.
“You have your camera right? We could photograph it,” Static said.
Caysi suddenly went pale.
“Oh my gosh! I left it in the dune hopper!”
“I’m sure it’s safe. There’s no one out here but us,” Static said, trying to reassure her.
“Are you sure? That’s one of my mom’s cameras she gave me. It’s worth a lot of money.”
“We covered it with a sheet. Unless someone trips over it, no one will ever spot it,” Static said.
Static began folding the map to put in his pocket.
“I guess we’ll have to take the map,” he said.
“No wait. We shouldn’t take it. It’s not ours. That’s stealing,” Caysi protested.
“Finders keepers?” Static asked?
“I’ve got an idea. Let me see it,” Caysi said.
Static hesitated turning over the precious map, but she had been right so far about everything else. It wasn’t his to take, so he begrudgingly handed it to her.
Caysi sat down on the floor cross-legged. She shone her flashlight on the map and began intensely studying it, sometimes mumbling to herself.
“What are you doing?” Static said watching her.
“Shush! Wait just a minute! Don’t talk,” she said hushing him.
Static sat quietly watching her. He was intrigued with her power of concentration, so intense and so methodical. She’s stared hard at the paper, tracing every line on the map with her finger.
After five minutes she stopped, rubbed her eyes, and handed the paper back to Static.
“Put it back – just as you found it,” She said quietly.
“What just happened?” he asked hesitantly.
“I just memorized the map.”
“What?”
Caysi sighed. “I have a photographic memory. I can redraw the map.”
Static was skeptical. “Yeah. Right.”
“No seriously. It’s all here in my head.”
“This coming from a girl who can’t remember to bring her camera?” Static said.
“Oh – and you can’t tell anyone,” she added.
“Why?”
“Because people treat me like a performing monkey when they find out and I don’t like being singled out like some sort of brainiac.
“But that’s so cool! If I could do that I’d breeze through stupid high school and be in college by
now.”
“Look – it’s a secret okay?”
Static shook his head.
“I don’t understand. You can remember the smallest details of the map and yet you can’t remember to bring your camera?”
“Do I really have to explain this now? My head hurts and I just want to get out of here.”
“And I should just leave the map?” he said, still not convinced.
“Yes. It’s all here in my head.”
“You’re sure?” Static asked, knowing just how valuable the map was to him and what a loss it would be if when they returned it was gone.
“Yes,” Caysi replied absolute.
She took off her glassed and rubbed her eyes. On her face she wore a pained-expression.
“You have a headache?”
“It happens sometimes when I commit complex things to memory. I’ll survive.”
Static shone his flashlight around the room. He caught sight of another rung-ladder leading up to the tower room.
“If you aren’t feeling well, you can head back out if you want. I’m going to climb the ladder into the tower,” he said as he began to climb.
Not savoring going back into the hole alone Caysi said, “No, I’ll climb with you. My head is okay.”
“You sure?” Static said, obviously concerned by Caysi’s pained expression.
Caysi shook her headache off. It was a dull pain right between her eyes, irritating, but bearable.
“Start climbing,” she said shaking off the pain.
CHAPTER 7.
Static’s Tower
Up the ladder they climbed, rung after rung for another 50 feet until they came to a hatch located at the base of the control tower. They were both surprised to find it unlocked. Static cautiously opened it to find it led to a stairwell.
“More climbing? It didn’t look that tall from the outside,” Caysi complained.
“You’d think they’d make it easy on us by putting in an elevator or something,” Static joked.
He noticed another door behind the stairwell. He tried it but it was locked.
“No go. This one is locked,” he sighed, looking up at the spiraling flight of stairs leading up into the tower. He removed his backpack and put it on the floor.
“I’m thinking that we could access an elevator, if there is one, and I’m sure there is, because you can see what looks like an elevator shaft on the far wall.”
“Up there?” Caysi pointed up.
“Looks like – about 10 more flights. Are you feeling okay?”
Caysi’s head hurt like heck but she wasn’t about to admit it.
“I’m fine. The sooner we start climbing the sooner we get to the top,” she said as she removed her glasses and rubbed her temples again.
Static was concerned. It was obvious to him her headache was intense. He put down his backpack and looked up at the long spiraling stairs leading up into the tower.
“Tell you what. There’s no reason for both of us to climb – and it might be the door leading into the control tower is locked once we get there. Why don’t you stay here and I’ll make the climb.”
Although Caysi really wanted to climb the stairs to show Static she was just as game as he was, the intense headache between her eyes told her otherwise.
“Okay, you climb.” I’ll stay here and have a juice.”
“I won’t be long,” Static said as he began to climb.
He looked down and saw behind her eyes a painful expression she was trying hard to hide. Static flashed a confident smile at her and began the long climb up. Eager to impress her he began to trot up the stairs.
“Slow down!” she shouted after him. “If you trip and break your leg I can’t carry you home!” she said.
Five flights later Static was out of breath. He paused to take long gulps of air before continuing.
Boy I sure hope there’s an elevator, he thought -- or it will be impossible to get equipment up these stairs.
Five stories below him Caysi removed a bottle of fruit juice from her backpack. She tried to twist it open but the cap wouldn’t budge.
Despite the annoying headache she tightened her grip on the cap and twisted it with all her might. It still wouldn’t open. She let out an exasperated “Ugh!”
Pulling her self up, she walked over to the locked door, recalling a trick she had seen her mother use to open stuck lids. Caysi banged the cap on the door.
To her great surprise the door opened although her juice bottle did not.
Somewhat cautiously she walked through the doorway to find herself in what looked like a utility room with lockers on one wall and an old Coke machine on another. In the middle of the room was a card table decorated with faded decals of what looked like vintage Air Force fighter squadron emblems.
She ran her hand over one of them, studying it and feeling the slightly aged bubbling, cracked and peeling texture of the aged decal.
She opened one of the lockers to find it empty.
Inside it was adorned with old photos of aircraft and glamour girl pinups that reminded her of the artwork she had seen adorning old World War bombers at an air show once.
Looking around she spotted at the far end of the room another set of double doors. It was an elevator.
****
Static climbed the last flight virtually out of breath. He was surprised how worn out the climb had made him feel.
On reaching the top he found a metal door adorned with a huge Tactical Air Command crest. He was tempted to peel it off and take it home. It would look great on my wall! he thought. But he resisted the urge when its aged appearance told him it would probably come apart if he tried to remove it. He also was pretty sure that Caysi wouldn’t approve.
It better not be locked! He thought as he reached for the doorknob.
To his great relief it was not.
On opening it he found himself in the old air traffic control tower main room. It was very dark inside with large heavy shades blocking most of the outside light from streaming in.
The only illumination was provided by small pinholes in the shades allowing small beams of sunlight to penetrate, reminding Static of the stars he often gazed at on clear desert nights.
Dozens of small, thin sunbeams shone through the pinholes giving the room an almost magical feel.
Carefully Static made his way over to the large front window and groped along the bottom to find the shade tie-down rope.
His fingers fumbled until he found a chord tied to a small loop of metal. The knot was super-tight and his fingers could not unravel it. Instead he decided to try the brute-force method. He tugged hard on the cord until it snapped.
Unrestrained, the shade rolled up in an instant, flooding the room with an explosion of bright sunlight.
It took Static’s eyes a few moments to adjust to the sunshine pouring in.
Looking around the littered control room, he smiled and said, ”This is perfect!”
Although the place was a mess and the air-traffic control radio consoles had obviously been cannibalized many years ago, Static was more than pleased.
The gaping holes in the empty equipment racks were of the standard 19-inch size and Static knew his large collection of military surplus-working radio receiving equipment would fill them nicely.
He could picture the room filled with radios and other Interceptor equipment making it the ultimate headquarters.
Looking out the main window the tower gave him an excellent view of the White Sands Missile Range. To his east he could see Holloman Air Force base sprawled out in a grid of runways and buildings.
He remembered he had a small spotting scope tied to a lanyard, hanging from his neck. He raised it up, putting it to his left eye.
Even with its low magnifying power he could see the stealth fighters sitting quietly in their hangars, and even make out some of the men servicing them.
“Perfect,” he said again.
Static quickly refocused and aimed the spyglass to his northeast. Even though they were 10 miles away, Static could clearly make out the hypersonic tracks where aerodynamic mock-ups of future high-speed aircraft were tested by propelling them along a long super-straight railway attached to a rocket-powered sled.
Static aimed his spyglass to the northwest to see if he could see the Radar Target Scatter facility known as RATSCAT, a highly classified section of the range.
Barely -- just barely, he could make out one of the tower stanchions that held the various parabolic radar dishes known as “Nuk’em High” designed in the 1980s to emulate Soviet search radars but now used to test the radar signatures of future (and current) stealth aircraft.
Static looked around the tower room. He scanned the walls for a light switch. He spotted one adjacent to the stairwell. He walked over, held his breath and flipped it to the ON position.
“Let there be light,” Static said.
Flickering for just a moment and then (with an aged ballast buzzing in protest) the lights turned on.
“They work!” he exclaimed. “We have power!”
Suddenly, Static became aware of a rumbling coming up from below. It grew louder, with the sound feeling like it was rising up to meet him.
Looking over at a dark alcove he spied a set of double-doors that he hadn’t noticed when he entered the room.
A red light blinked on with a loud “bing” that startled him.
He suddenly realized it was the elevator he hoped he would find, but he also realized that bing also meant someone was coming up.
Quickly Static turned off the lights and pulled the window shades down plunging the room back into darkness. Realizing he was probably casting a silhouette against the windows, and thus a good target for anyone entering the room, he decided to hide beneath one of the desks until he could see if the elevator contained friend or foe.
As he crouched under a desk it suddenly dawned on him Caysi had probably already had an encounter with the possible intruder on the elevator. He began to worry about her safety.
The doors opened up and a figure cautiously stepped out into the control room. In the dark Static couldn’t see anything but vague, moving shadows. He winced as a bright flashlight was pointed in his direction.
He tried to pull himself deeper under the desk. As he hit the back wall it made a loud bump revealing his presence to the mystery person.
“Don’t shoot! I’m just a boy!” he said as he pulled himself out from under the desk.
“Just a boy?” Caysi said as she leaned down to look under the desk.
“Caysi!” he said with a mixture of relief and embarrassment. ”You scared the dog-water out of me!” he exclaimed as he put his hands down. Static crawled out from under the console.
“My hero,” she said sarcastically. “Nice to know I can count on you in a pinch.”
Static suddenly felt like crawling back under the desk.
“How’d you get up here? The door was locked!”
“It was locked, but someone had put tape over the bolt so it wasn’t secured. I accidentally pushed on it and it came open. Then I found the elevator and came on up.”
Static brushed a layer of sand off one of the equipment consoles.
“So what do you think of the place?”
Caysi looked around the room. There was a thin layer of white dust on everything, sand that had penetrated old door seals and worked itself into every crevice.
“Well, it’s definitely a fixer-upper, but with a nice throw rug and some pillows, and after going through about a hundred vacuum bags, it could be a real nice man cave,” Caysi replied, tongue planted firmly in cheek.
Static was not amused.
“Seriously, what do you think? You have to imagine it filled with stuff from my room – except without my underwear hanging from the ceiling fan.
Caysi took another scan of the room, still not all that impressed - but then she turned and discovered the magnificent view out the window. The gleaming undulating white dunes surrounding the tower cast serpentine shadows on themselves.
“That’s a nice feature.”
“It is great isn’t it?”
“What’s not to like? Look at that view. Plus, I see we have electrical power.”
“And now a working elevator to bring stuff up.”
“You’re right. It is perfect-except for one thing.”
Static couldn’t fathom what that could be. He looked around the room to try and figure out what she meant.
“What?” he asked perplexed.
“How about two chairs and a table so we can have lunch? I’m starving.”
“Me too.” Static said suddenly aware he had slept through breakfast and was quite famished.
Static began rummaging through his backpack.
Caysi did the same, pulling out of her pack a sack lunch containing three peanut butter & jelly sandwiches, a bag of slightly crushed potato-chips, two cans of warm soda and dessert, three large chocolate chip cookies her mom had baked that morning.
Static took out a space blanket, a light folding survival blanket made of Mylar, a type of tough plastic film coated with a metallic material, that he had bought at the local Army surplus store.
“Table for two?”
Caysi laughed uncontrollably as he tried to unfold it, the static electricity caused by the extremely dry air reacting with the metalicized Mylar made Static’s hair stand on end. She affectionately reached up and tried to put his hair back in place.
“Now I know why they call you Static.” She giggled.
After struggling with unwieldy blanket for another minute, he gave up.
“The heck with that!” he said, wadding it into a small ball and cramming back into his backpack.
It made a horrible crinkling noise making them both wince. Even after it was stowed away it continued to make noise like a giant wadded-up candy-bar wrapper.
“You are such a geek. Have you ever heard of cloth? It’s much quieter,” she chuckled.
Static didn’t know if that was taken as an insult or what, but considering the source was the object of his affection, he decided that being called a “geek” was something he could let slide.
They munched their lunch in awkward silence for a moment. It was too quiet for either of them.
“You know what this eatery needs?” Caysi asked breaking the dead air between them.”
“Other than a couple dozen roach motels?” Static joked.
Caysi laughed.
Static recalled the first time he made her laugh in history class-even though he couldn’t remember the quote. He loved her laugh.
“No, some atmosphere. I have the perfect solution,” she said as she began rummaging through her backpack.
Static had no clue what she could possibly have that would have made their lunch even better.
“Ta da!” she said as she produced a MP3 player.
Static furrowed his brow.
“How are we both supposed to listen to that?” he asked.
Caysi reached in and took a plastic zip-lock baggie out of her backpack.
“With these,” She said with a self-satisfied look.
Out of the back she produced a Y-connector and two sets of earphones. She plugged the connector into player and both sets of earphones into the connector and handed one of the sets to Static.
As he tried to plug them he almost yanked the earphones out of Caysi’s ears. The wires were impossibly tangled shortening them considerably.”
Static made a half-hearted attempt to address the knot, but it was clear that by the time he’d be able to untangle the cords, lunch would be over.
“We’ll have to sit closer,” Caysi said. Static had no problem with scooting closer to Caysi, who was scrolling through the song menu.
“Let me see. What would be appropriate music for lunch in an abandoned World War II tower?” she said.
“I don’t think they’ve written a song yet for this occasion,” Static quipped.
“How about Love In An Elevator by Aerosmith?”
“Too 1990s-crappy-Armageddon-Hollywood for my tastes,” Static said.
“Well, what do you like?” Caysi asked. “I’ve always wondered what tunes geeks are into. Techno I’m guessing.”
“Buzz! Wrong answer – you don’t win the car,” Static said parodying a game show host.
“So what is the right answer?” Caysi asked rolling her eyes.
“I’m afraid you’ll laugh,” Static said.
“Weird Al?” Caysi guessed again.
“Nope. Not even close,” Static answered.
“Star Trek soundtracks?”
“Now you are insulting my intelligence,” Static said, only half serious. “There are a few of us geeks who aren’t into Trek,” Static said.
“I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to.”
Static caught a quick glance at her concerned expression.
“You didn’t. I was just kidding. You’ve got to stop worrying about stepping on my toes. I’m a geek and proud of it,” Static said hoping to not spoil the mood.
Caysi suddenly stood up, the short-tangled earphones forcing Static to stand up as well.
“Speaking of stepping on toes – let’s dance,” Caysi said putting her hand in his.
Static was taken aback and suddenly hesitant.
“I uh-don’t know how to dance. I’m a klutz. It’s not a matter of if but when I will step on your toes,” he said.
Caysi glanced down at her Mp3 player and began scrolling through the song list again.
“I have tough feet. It’s high time you learned to dance, Static.”
Static was uneasy. For the first time in long time he felt out of his element. Thirty seconds later she settled on a song.
“Okay. This is perfect. I’ll make it a waltz, since you are a newbie. I’ll take it easy on you,” Caysi said as she pressed PLAY.
Static adjusted the earphone in his left ear. The intro to a classic waltz began to play in his ears. He didn’t recognize the song, but it reminded him of something from an old science fiction movie he had once seen. An image of as revolving space station momentarily flashed through his head.
He stood facing her. She opened her arms inviting him in. Static stepped forward and put both of his hands on her shoulders. Caysi giggled. She reached up, took both of his hands in hers and placed them at his side.
“Look. This isn’t the 5th grade dance, where you drape your hands on my shoulders and we shuffle like shackled prisoners on chain-gang.”
Static was surprised (put pleasantly so) when she took his left hand and placed it on her waist and cupped the other (her left) in his right hand.
“Good. We’ll try a simple box step and work from there – Ok?”
Static could feel his face growing hot. He was feeling a mixture of emotions from, I can’t believe I’m holding a girl to please don’t let me step on her toes.
Over the next 10 minutes Caysi taught Static how to dance a simple waltz, counting out the cadence, “one-two-three, one-two-three” over and over again. And then it happened: the song that would become “their song” began playing through their shared headphones, Inevitable by Amberlin.
Was it an amazing coincidence or had Caysi planned this?
As the first stanza played he felt her hesitate but then she suddenly pulled him close.
“Do you remember when we were just kids
And cardboard boxes took us miles from what we would miss
Schoolyard conversations taken to heart
And laughter took the place of everything we knew we were not.”
“I love this song – don’t you?” she asked him.
Static had never heard it before, but rather than look out of touch with today’s music (which he was) he replied, “one of my favorites.”
“Liar,” she said under her breath. Static was fast becoming aware there was no fooling her.
They shuffled together – her gracefully – him not so much.
“Relax,” she said. “Listen to the lyrics and loosen up will ya?” she softly chided him.
“I wanna break every clock
The hands of time could never move again
We could stay in this moment (stay in this moment)
For the rest of our lives
Is it over now hey, hey, is it over now”
Caysi could suddenly feel the awkwardness in his body slip away.
“That’s better,” she said.
Static had mixed emotions, some he needed time to process. Sure, dancing with Caysi was wonderful, but for some reason it was almost sad. It had a feeling of finality to it and he couldn’t understand why.
Maybe it was just the song – he told himself.
But then came the refrain. The song dictated what happened next.
I wanna be your last, first kiss
That you'll ever have
I wanna be your last, first kiss
Caysi looked up into his eyes. Static was lost in them. He could feel a pull, a strange gravity like he had never before - willing him to kiss her.
Their lips met, the song echoing in their ears.
I wanna break every clock
The hands of time could never move again
We could stay in this moment (stay in this moment)
For the rest of our lives
CHAPTER 8.
And the winner is … someone else!
It was kind of weird how the Black Manta sighting was stuck solidly in the back of my brain, flying around in my dreams, almost haunting me and yet with the other Interceptors it kind of faded in importance.
I can’t say I can blame them. Life happens, school happens, etc., not to mention, assembling out new HQ took up a lot of our spare time and energy.
Sami had a brilliant idea. He devised an ingenious way to remotely monitor the radio equipment (in the tower) from our own homes via a wireless microwave link that for all intents and purposes was undetectable and secure. Yes, I know what follows is more “geek-tech” but Sami’s solution was elegant in its design and I must give him credit.
The tower’s radio interception system fed audio into a computer, compressed it and sent it back out to a microwave transmitter Sami’s father had acquired (for spare parts) from a local Internet service provider that had gone bankrupt.
Freaks figured out a way to retune the transmitter to work out of band so it we could hide our narrow-band signal inside the more powerful (already existing) television broadcast band. It made me laugh to know our secret radio feed was buried alongside reruns of American Idol and infomercials.
A microwave antenna, made out of a “Pringles” can and secured to the TV mast over my bedroom, captured the stream which in turn was fed into my aging PC.
Soon we were capturing communications like we never had.
- Stanley Dodson
Over the next two weeks the Interceptors pulled together and turned the derelict tower into their headquarters.
Caysi impressed Static by drawing for him an exact copy of the tunnel system map from memory but she still insisted he keep her special talent a secret from the rest of the gang. He didn’t understand why, but he honored her request.
Using the map they found a tunnel entrance conveniently located just behind Freak’s house in his alley. It took some doing to open the hatch, but once they did they now could come and go from the tower as they pleased.
The tunnel system made it much easier for the Interceptors to move their radio equipment to the tower. With Caysi’s help the boys took apart and reassembled an old electric golf cart inside the tunnel making the trip to the tower very short. Soon they were whizzing to and fro through the tunnel on their makeshift-trolley, laden down with radios and other Interceptor gear.
Meinrad, Sami, and Freaks spent the better part of four days erecting antennas on the roof. Long coax cables trailed down to the now filled racks of radio monitoring equipment inside the control tower. Soon they were sucking in signals from all over the missile range, much better than they ever could from Static’s home HQ.
Static and Caysi spent the next week making the tower habitable by cleaning it from top to bottom including furnishing it with castoffs they had rescued from the Surplus Depot in Alamogordo.
Over the span of a couple of weeks the gang turned the derelict tower into a proper Interceptor’s HQ complete with running water (for the restroom) and even air conditioning (donated and refurbished by Sami’s dad) which helped immensely in a tower located in the middle of the hot desert.
As a precaution to keep from being spotted using the tower, the boys covered the windows in rolls of reflective tinting, the same type used on car windows that not only provided relief from the blazing sun, but also made it next to impossible for anyone to see them.
Once settled in, the Interceptors scanned, documented and recorded every military radio channel they could find for signs that the Black Manta was flying again.
Unfortunately, there was nary a transmission that even hinted that the aircraft was ever on the base.
****
With the Interceptors now out of his room, Static found he could concentrate on finishing his B-36 bomber model his entry in the upcoming scale modeling competition. To his pleasant surprise, Caysi actually seemed to be having fun helping him.
Together they worked for many hours, determined to build a model together that would sweep the competition. Caysi was much more patient than Freaks and working together as they did only helped to cement their growing fondness for each other.
Static’s mom didn’t mind them working so closely together as long as they left the door open.
They finished the model with just one day left before the contest. They would have been finished sooner but Caysi had the winning idea of wiring tiny lights inside the model to make the windows glow realistically, and a tiny motor system that turned the propellers slowly.
These added details were just the final touches Static was looking for. He was sure the model would take Best of Show.
On the afternoon of the competition Caysi and Static carefully lifted their finished 1950s era bomber into a padded box and secured it for the trip to the model competition.
“You’ll win for sure,” Caysi said hugging Static.
“You mean, we’ll win for sure,” he said. It’s just as much your victory as it is mine,” he said magnanimously.
“I have an idea for the next one,” she said excited. “How about a digital chip that plays the recorded sounds of jet engines?”
Static paused for a moment and thought about her idea. “That’s a really cool idea. Why didn’t we think of that before?”
“Because you didn’t have me,” she replied.
“So true,” he replied.
They both looked at the completed model, admiring their work.
“You guys ready?” Static’s Dad sounded from down the hallway.
“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Static answered.
“Then let’s cowboy up this posse!” Dad hollered.
“Sound’s like Meinrad,” Caysi chuckled.
Although the ride to the model competition was not far as miles go, it took them almost 20 minutes with Static’s dad driving as slow as he could to keep external bumps and vibrations from jarring the fragile model.
The parking lot at the recreation center was packed.
Static was surprised to see such a big turnout. Looking at the many boys carrying in dozens of models meant there would be ever more to compete with. Although Caysi was slightly concerned, Static was still confident, secure in the knowledge that he hadn’t lost a meet yet.
Static’s dad pulled up to the sidewalk right next to the doors to the recreation center so they wouldn’t have far to carry the model.
Very carefully, Static carried his prize creation up and through the big double doors. Caysi walked in front of him parting the crowd, protecting their model.
“First prize coming through!” Caysi warned a group of kids milling in front of the table that was reserved for Static’s entry.
As the boys turned, Caysi was surprised to see they were none other than Freaks, Meinie and Sami all anxious to see the final creation.
“Where were you guys been?” she asked.
“Success has many fathers but failure is an orphan,” Sami said cryptically.
“In other words?” Caysi asked.
“We all want to claim the credit for your hard work,” Freaks said.
As Static lifted the model out of the box for the gang to see, the boys crowded in (not only to take a gander at the finished model) but to block anyone else’s view of their entry.
After carefully placing it on the table, Static then gingerly placed the box over the model so no one could get an advanced look at the B-36. Static had won enough times to know that presentation, and a dramatic unveiling, counted for extra. The outside of the box had even been painted to look like an aircraft hanger.
Static couldn’t help but notice a tall, blond haired teen behind him trying to push in.
It was none other than Gavin Farfal, the guy who continually picked on Sami and was always smiling at Caysi in the hallways at school.
Gavin was carrying a laptop computer attached to what Static instantly recognized as a GPS device, a gadget that Static had wanted for years.
“Excuse me, girls!” the boy said as he pushed his way past the Interceptors.
“By all means!” Static shot back.
Gavin gave Static a stern look and pushed his way past. He then placed his GPS locator on a blank spot on the table just next to Static’s covered model, made a reading of some sorts, and then began typing instructions into his laptop computer.
“What’s he doing?” Freaks asked, intrigue replacing irritation.
“Who cares?” Static replied tersely. “He’s rude.”
“Maybe he’s e-mailing the Martians!” Meinrad joked.
“Or he’s trying to use satellites to find his brain,” Freaks chimed in.
It was clear to everyone that Gavin’s history with the Interceptors had preceded him.
“Loser,” Meinrad said.
“Soon to be,” Freaks added.
Gavin had had enough of their insults.
“Look, your Rainbow Coalition might not be smart enough to comprehend this, but what I’m doing is ascertaining the exact location and latitude and longitude of this table to within inches,” the boy said.
“Oh, I can tell you exactly where it is without that gizmo,” Static said. “It’s right next to my soon-to-be award winning B-36 model.”
The Interceptors laughed.
“We’ll see,” Gavin said as he stormed off.
“Who the heck does he think he is?” Freaks asked.
“That’s Gavin Farfal,” Caysi volunteered.
“More like Gavin–awful!” Freaks said.
“Or we could call him Awful Farfal!” Meinrad joked.
Static laughed. “That’s good! Let’s all say it together, “Awful Farfal!”
Freaks, Static and Meinrad repeated the insult “Awful Farfal!”
Static looked over at Sami who had not joined in. Sami just stood there with his arms crossed, frowning at the group.
“What’s wrong?” he asked. “You like him or something?”
“No — I don’t, but that’s not the point. Aren’t we forgetting something? What happened to our creed being open minded to others thoughts, feelings, and views no matter how different they may be?” Sami said.
“But he was rude to us first!” Static shot back. “Did you see the way he pushed us?”
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t he the one who is always calling you names?” Freaks asked.
“So? We should stoop to his level? I think not,” Sami said.
Caysi put her arm around Sami, sympathetic.
“Sami is right. You should be ashamed of yourselves,” Caysi said.
“You are just saying that because you think he’s a Hunkasaurus,” Meinrad quipped.
Static furrowed his brow. Did she like Gavin?
“You think he’s cute?” he asked Caysi.
“Sure is,” she said. “I’d say he’s about a 9.”
“And where do I rate on your precious meter?” Static asked, surprised at Caysi’s comment.
“Tonight you don’t register, mainly because of your holier-than-thou attitude. Just who are you to judge, Stanley?”
But before he could answer, Caysi stormed off and walked across the room and sat down on a chair in the very back of the room, disgusted.
Static was stunned. He was amazed how fast their (what he thought) close relationship had turned on a dime. He didn’t understand at all what had just happened. Gavin was rude. Why can’t she see that? He wondered.
Stanley started to walk over to her but Freaks stopped him.
“I’d let her be if I were you. You’ll just make her even madder. Don’t push it.
“You need to worry more about winning this competition and not about your girly-friend,” Meinrad said.
“So I shouldn’t go talk to her?” Static asked.
“It’s too late anyway,” Sami said grinning.
Static turned to see that Caysi was not in her chair.
His head swiveled as he frantically searched the room looking for her. To his dismay he saw her in the doorway involved in an animated conversation with Gavin.
“Romeo?“ Meinrad said.
“No worries. She’s just trying to make you jealous,” Freaks said smirking.
“You think?” Static asked worried.
“If she turns and looks at you, she’s doing it to make you jealous.” Freaks said.
Static and the Interceptors stood watching her for over a minute. Not once during that minute did Caysi turn to look at Static.
“You are so in much trouble,” Meinrad said.
“Shut up Meinie!” Static erupted.
A loud voice boomed over the room’s speaker system. It was the president of the Alamogordo Aviation Modeling Club, Mike Dunbar.
“Attention everybody, except for the contestants, would everyone take their seats? The judging is about to begin.”
The Interceptors hurried to their seats. Static walked over and stood behind his entry.
“I’m glad to see such a nice turnout tonight and good luck to all the modelers!”
There was a short round of applause as everyone took their seats, except for the competitors who stood behind the tables ready to present their models.
Three judges, one of who was the Base Commander, began examining the models and talking to their builders.
There were over 40 entries and Static and Gavin’s entries were at the very end of the line so they had a long time to wait before the judges got to their station.
Static stood at his table not talking, and not wanting to look at Gavin. For a long while neither said anything.
After 20 minutes of boredom, curiosity finally getting the best of him, Gavin nudged Static and said, “I think we got off on the wrong foot. I’m Gavin.”
This surprised Static who had already made up his mind that Gavin was a jerk. He tried to ignore him but Gavin nudged him again.
“Hello, anyone home?” he whispered.
“Yeah. I know who you are,” Static said curtly.
“Sorry about being so rude back there, I just had some calculations to do before the competition and when I get absorbed in something I tend to be a bit of a bear.”
Static was reluctant to accept Gavin’s apology but when he looked up and saw Caysi scowling at him he decided it would be in his best interests to make peace.
“That’s okay. I can be a jerk at times too, so says Caysi.” Static replied.
Gavin waved to Caysi, who returned his gesture and smiled.
“She’s great isn’t she?” Gavin said.
“You know we’re a couple, don’t you?” Static shot back.
“Yes I know. How’s that working for you?” Gavin said with a slightly sarcastic tone.
Static didn’t reply not wanting to give Gavin the satisfaction that his remarks had any effect.
“So, what did you build?” Gavin asked. “What are you guarding so zealously under the box?”
“You’ll see soon enough,” Static said curt. “But be advised Farfal, I’ve won this competition for three years straight.”
“Well, good luck with that. “I hope you’ll be just as humble in defeat as you are in victory,” Gavin replied in a dismissive way that only served to make Static more irritated.
Static glanced at Gavin’s table to sneak a look at his model. He was surprised to see there was nothing, except Gavin’s laptop attached to the GPS and some kind of external antenna. This perplexed Static.
“So where’s your model guy? This isn’t a computer-modeling competition,” Static said.
“It’s not here yet, but when it does get here it’s going to blow everyone away.”
Static couldn’t help but to fire back with Gavin’s own words. “Well, good luck with that.”
The judges were almost upon them.
Static turned and said with smugness, “I hope it gets here soon or you will be disqualified for entering only a model of thin air, Einstein!”
Gavin didn’t take the bait and just smiled.
The main judge, the base commander stood in front of Static’s table.
“Hello Stanley.”
“Hello sir!” Static replied smartly, pleased with the fact that the base commander base commander used his name in front of Gavin.
“I always look forward to what you bring to every competition, Dodson. What have you brought today to raise the bar even further?” he asked smiling.
Static carefully removed the box unveiling the plastic bomber.
“It’s a B-36 Peacemaker sir!” he replied.
The base commander looked down at the model. The other judges crowded in to take a closer look.
“Wow!” one judge said under his breath.
“Just look at the detailing. See how he put simulated oil stains and char-marks near the engine cowlings?”
“Wait. Watch this,” Static said.
He pressed a button on the wooden box the model was resting on. Suddenly the lights inside the model went on and the propellers began to turn.
“Remarkable work, son,” The base commander said.
Static nudged Gavin slightly with his elbow, grinning broadly.
“You know I used to fly one of these. Takes me back it does,” he said as he patted Static on the shoulder.
“Really?” Static said winking at Gavin. “I didn’t know that sir.”
Gavin was not impressed. Instead he started to type some commands into his computer.
The base commander whispered to the judges. “Looks like Best of Show to me, wouldn’t you say?”
Static overheard his remarks and his face broke into a very wide and smug grin.
“Excellent work, son,” one of the judges said.
The judges took a step to the right and stood in front of Gavin’s table.
“Where’s your entry son?” the base commander asked perplexed.
“It’s on its way sir,” Gavin replied.
The base commander crinkled his forehead, took off his glasses and said, I’m sorry son, but the rules state that the model must be here for judging by 7:00 PM.”
“Oh it’s here sir. It’s just not here yet.”
Looking at his watch Gavin said, “It will be here in precisely … twelve seconds.”
Stanley was baffled as well. Was Gavin up to something or was he just crazy?
“Looks like you lose Farfal,” Stanley whispered out of the corner of his mouth.
“Not hardly, chump. Sit back and be amazed.”
Gavin reached down and picked up a small walkie-talkie. He pressed the microphone button and said, “Do you see it Dad?”
“Coming across the parking lot now!” came his static-filled reply.
“Are the doors open?” Gavin said into the walkie-talkie.”
“Opening doors now,” Gavin’s dad radioed.
Static and the judges all and looked across the room at the double doors at the entrance to recreation hall.
The doors flew open as Gavin’s father and another boy rushed in and pushed them as wide as they could go.
Suddenly there was a loud clatter filling the room, the sound of miniature rotor blades. To everyone’s amazement, a three-foot-long version of the V-22 Oprey tiltrotor helicopter flew through the doors and into the recreation hall.
Everyone turned and watched in stunned silence as the Osprey floated with amazing agility and grace slowly around the room, completing a full circle and then set down lightly on the table in front of Gavin and the judges.
Frozen in amazement, the entire room stood silent for moment and then broke into wild applause.
Gavin bowed and smiled broadly. When the applause quieted down the judges crowded around the model.
”How did you do that son? That was incredible!”
“Easy. I programmed the helicopter to fly to a series of waypoints I collected on my GPS and then I fed them into the model by a wireless connection through my computer here.”
“Where did the helicopter lift off from?”
“Two miles away from my back yard. It was programmed to take off, fly the pre-programmed route and land here precisely on this spot - autonomously.”
“And you built this?” one of the judges asked.
“From scratch - not from a kit like others here,” Gavin said, an obvious slam aimed directly at Static.
“I also wrote the software.”
“Did you dad help you son?” the base commander asked.
“Well, yes,” Gavin replied.
Suddenly Static felt better. He knew the rules prohibited help from an adult. Maybe he had won the event after all.
“I thought so,” Static said under his breath.
“He held the doors open while the helicopter flew through them,” Gavin said.
The judges laughed.
“Well, I guess that’s allowed isn’t it? We can’t expect the helicopter to open the doors now, could we?”
“Sorry, there’s no software I can write that will open the doors,” Gavin said.
“Then it’s official,” the base commander said.
He grabbed Gavin’s left hand and held it high in the air.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you our Best of Show winner!”
As the crowd gave Gavin a standing ovation and cheered, Static’s heart sank. He had never lost a model competition before.
CHAPTER 8.
Static sings the blues
The ride home was a long and quiet one. Caysi had never seen Static so silent. She didn’t realize how important winning the model competition to him was.
“Well, you did good, son,“ Static’s dad said. “You won best in your class and that’s quite an accomplishment in itself.”
“But I didn’t take Best of Show. This is the first time I haven’t won that.”
“So?” Caysi said. “We did the best we could with what we had, and we still did great. You should be proud of that.”
She put her arms around his shoulders and gave Static a hug.
“It’s okay. We’ll get ‘em next time.”
Static moped. It just didn’t seem fair. They had worked so hard, and for what? Gavin just swooped in with his high-tech whirly bird to steal the show? He wouldn’t let himself be consoled.
“Moses on a motorbike! That’s what they always tell losers. Besides how could I ever top Gavin’s helicopter? I might not like the guy but I have to admit that was pretty amazing.”
“I think that if you two guys talked, and not just traded insults you’d find you’d like him. He’s a lot like you,” Caysi said.
“You like him don’t you?”
“Like I said, he’s a lot like you.”
Dad caught sight of Stanley’s sallow expression in the mirror.
“Well, the first thing is to stop feeling sorry for yourself and start thinking seriously about your next project,” Dad said. “Anything you need from me I’ll be glad to provide.”
“Me too,” Caysi said showing her support.
It was quiet again as Static thought about how he could top Gavin’s helicopter.
After a couple of minutes he broke the silence.
“I’ve got nothing. I have no idea how to beat a helicopter that can fly itself to the competition. I don’t have that kind of knowledge.”
“You’ll think of something,” Dad said. “Sleep on it. That’s where my best ideas come from.”
Static was not consoled. He wouldn’t let himself feel better.
“Yes, but Gavin’s thinking too. No telling what he’ll come up with next to beat me. Maybe he’s inventing a transporter that will beam in a spaceship model or a robot that will stomp and demolish any model I build.”
“That’s sinking-thinking son,” dad said.
The car pulled up in the driveway of Caysi’s house. She turned, gave Static a quick peck on the cheek and said, “You’ll think of something. I’m sure of it.”
She then opened the door and walked up the drive to her house, paused and waved from the door and then disappeared inside.
“I saw that,” Dad said to Static as he backed down the drive.
“Saw what?” Static said surprised.
“She kissed you. Are you guys he-ing and she-ing?” Dad asked with a slight grin and raised eyebrows.
Static was suddenly embarrassed. Why do parents have to be so lame? he thought.
“No, we are just friends,” Static said, lying.
Were they? Maybe she does just see me as a friend?”
“Well, I’m she sure likes you. Don’t be stupid and lose her to someone like Gavin.”
Static sat up, alarmed. Was it possible the Gavin was indeed in competition for Caysi’s affection?
“What? You think she likes Gavin?” Static said suddenly panicked.
“No, I didn’t say that. I said she likes you. But you didn’t even react to the kiss. Be careful son or she’ll find someone who will.”
****
That night Static didn’t sleep very well. He kept thinking about Gavin and Caysi. He kept thinking about losing the model competition.
Finally around 3:00 AM exhaustion set in and Static fell into a deep sleep.
Static’s dreams were filled with images of Gavin, the Interceptors, Caysi and quite unexpectedly, the Black Manta. These disjointed pictures swirled and whirled through his subconscious mind.
At 6:00 AM Static’s alarm went off. He awoke in a state of near panic, suddenly unaware of where he was.
As his eyes adjusted to the sight of a thin pink line, the first light of dawn sneaking in through the slits of the blinds, Static’s brain became slowly aware he was safe and sound in his own room.
His heart slowed down and Static began to breathe again. Sitting up and throwing the covers off, he began searching his room for something.
“That’s it,” he exclaimed as he rummaged through his dresser drawers, his fingers groping in the pre-dawn for the object of his manic search.
Finally his hands found the things he sought, a pad and a pencil. Flicking the light on beside his bed he began to draw.
Static frantically sketched, hoping to set the image in his mind down on the paper before the details faded but the more he scribbled the muddier the image became until it resembled like nothing he had seen in his dream.
After two minutes Static threw down the pad and paper in disgust.
“I can’t remember what it looked like,” he whispered to himself.
CHAPTER 9.
Project Senior High
Colonel Adam Pepper had been head of Holloman’s Air Force Office of Special Investigations (the USAF’s version of the FBI) for over five years, but he had never been called before the commander of the 46 Test Group.
Even though he held security clearances of Top Secret, he was not allowed to even speculate what the 46 Test Group’s mission might be. It was such a secret unit that to gain entrance to its offices required written permission from the Secretary of Defense or the Secretary of the Air Force.
Two armed MPs escorted Pepper to the Black Vault, a windowless building used by the 46 TG. He passed it nearly every day while on his rounds, sometimes wondering what secrets lay inside. He had an idea what it might be from the rumors floating around on base, but those were often wrong.
Pepper sat patiently at a table for over 30 minutes tapping his fingers on the desk. He noticed a security camera in the corner. He was sure they were watching him. It was standard procedure, observe, and report before you let someone into a restricted area.
He was momentarily startled by a loud thump of a metal bolt sliding. The security door opened and through it walked Air Force Special Projects Commander General Paul Hogle carrying a stack of papers.
Pepper was surprised to see such a high-ranking official such as Hogle on the base without his knowledge.
He immediately jumped to his feet and saluted the general.
Pepper’s pulse quickened when he saw one folder bore the stamp, Special Access Required.
“At ease Colonel,” General Hogle said without returning the salute. “You’ll find we are pretty informal in this unit and also -- when you salute me you also give away my presence on the base. Officially I’m not here.”
“Yes sir,” Pepper replied.
The General pulled up an empty chair and sat across from Pepper. He signaled to the guard to leave the room.
As he closed the door, Pepper heard the unmistakable sound of the dead bolts sliding, indicating they were both locked in the room.
“You know why you are here, Colonel — er - Adam is it?” the General asked as he thumbed through a personnel file with Pepper’s name written on it.
Pepper was perplexed by the General’s informal tone.
“Sir?”
Hogle put down the stack of folders and sighed.
“I guess I need to make this a bit clearer for you. While you are assigned to the 46 Test Group you will follow my protocols for security and call me Paul and I will call you Adam. I don’t want you accidentally saluting or calling me General when you run into me at the movies and inadvertently compromise the entire program.”
The General removed the pair of sunglasses hiding his eyes and looked straight into Pepper’s face to make sure his point was understood.
“Is that clear Adam?”
“Uh—yes sir -I mean Paul.”
“Good! You learn fast Adam. You’ll do well here.”
“What’s the program sir? -- I mean Paul?”
“Before I brief you on the program Adam, you have to decide right now if you want to be in this program. Although you have been assigned to me, it is your choice if you continue. For all intents and purposes you are no longer head of the AFOSI here at Holloman and will only answer to me. Is that understood?”
Pepper was more than confused.
“Uh — yes. I mean I understand but I’d like to know what the program is before I can--?”
The General let out another big sigh, pulled a document out of one of the folders and pushed it to Pepper across the table.
“Well that’s our quandary, isn’t it?” the General said.
“Before I can tell you about the program you have to decide if you want to be a part of it. That’s as much as I can say until you sign this.”
Pepper looked down at the document. It was a non-disclosure agreement much like the many he had signed during his years of service as head of the AFOSI unit at Holloman.
It was a standard document that detailed the severe consequences, including the penalties involved, life imprisonment and possibly even death if he ever disclosed what the program was about to anyone who was not cleared.
“It’s a SAP?” Pepper asked.
“Yes. You can read obviously. It is written right there on the cover. As you know, Special Access Programs are highly compartmentalized to prevent security breaches.”
Pepper understood a SAP was considered above Top Secret and only pertained to subjects so sensitive that a handful of people were cleared to work on them and even then, very few had access to everything.
It was like with the F-117 program, Pepper had been associated with back in the late 1980s.
The F-117 program was so compartmentalized that even the hundreds of aviation technologists working on the project (designing or installing this bolt or that widget) never knew the fruits of their efforts were being used to build America’s first stealth fighter.
“Understood,” Pepper replied.
“You’ll have limited access to our program.
I just can’t tell you what the program is until you sign.”
“Kind of like buying a car blind folded.”
“Exactly – but as you know the Pentagon does not making it a habit of investing billions in lemons.”
Pepper thought about what the document in front of him meant, and the impact it would have on his life.
Here was the opportunity he had been waiting for his entire career. He was being granted access to a program so secret that only an elite group of high-ranking Pentagon insiders, and maybe the President of the United States himself, knew existed.
Although he had no idea what program Senior High was about, he knew his many years of convincing the military he was one of their most-trusted officers was about to pay off.
For without anyone knowing it, except for his North Korean handlers, Captain Pepper was a professional spy who had finally struck gold.
“Where do I sign?” he asked.
“You might want to read it first,” Hogle said handing him the document.
“I’m guessing it’s a standard non-disclosure agreement carrying penalties of life imprisonment or death if I should reveal anything to non-cleared persons?”
“You got it.”
Pepper scribbled his signature on the document and passed it back to General Hogle.
“Excellent. Welcome to Project Senior High.”
The General extended his hand and shook Pepper’s with a firm grip that signaled confidence.
“What you are about to see is one of America’s most closely guarded secrets. That goes without saying – especially if it is in this hangar – as you probably already know.”
The General rose from his chair and walked over to the door.
Reaching inside a jacket pocket he produced a magnetic pass card and handed it to Pepper, who instantly realized what it was and its importance.
Pepper slid the card through the reader and was rewarded with the sound of the dead bolt unlocking.
He gripped the handle, turned it and pushed open the door, anxious to discover what secret waiting beyond.
But instead of discovering the secret, he found himself in a slightly bigger room where a lone uniformed guard sat at a desk reading a magazine.
The General ushered Pepper over to the desk.
The guard didn’t salute or stand in the presence of the General.
“Adam, this is Nick Michaels. Although he’s in uniform he is not a member of the service. Nick works for the private contractor who pieced together what you are about to see. Seems they don’t trust Air Force security that much, and as you’ll find out, with good reason.”
Michaels extended his hand to Pepper.
“Nice to meet you,” Pepper said.
Pepper couldn’t help but notice Michael’s wasn’t armed.
“No gun?” Pepper asked.”
“Don’t need one,” Michaels said matter-of fact.
Michaels pushed a button hidden under his desk, and the door he was guarding slowly swung open.
“After you Adam,” the General insisted.
Pepper walked into the dark hangar. It was almost pitch black except for a sliver of light filtering through a slit at the front of the hangar doors.
“Wait here,” the General said as he disappeared into the darkness.
“The light switch is over here somewhere.”
The Genera’s voice trailed off as he walked off into the black hangar. He could hear the general softly grumbling as he searched for the light switch.
Colonel Adam Pepper stood quietly in the dark, impatiently waiting for the secret to be revealed.
“Do you need some help?” Pepper called after the General.
“I’ve got it,” came the General’s voice from the darkness.
Pepper was surprised to hear the General’s voice sounding like it was coming from very far away. The hangar must be bigger than it looked from the outside.
His eyes adjusting to the near total darkness, Pepper realized he could make out a dark shape looming before him. He stretched his arms out to see if he could touch it and was surprised to find he could. It felt like a sheet of thick plastic, much of like a huge hanging shower curtain.
After hearing what sounded like the low buzz of an electrical circuit warming up, the hangar lights finally came on, glowing cool and slightly blue.
Once his eyes adjusted to the brightness, Pepper saw he was standing next to a thick translucent sheet of plastic hanging in front his face. Behind it he could just make out the shape of something, big, dark and sleek.
“Adam, I give you Excalibur,” the General said as he pulled open the plastic sheet.
Pepper walked through the sheeting to find he was face-to-face with one of the most amazing-looking aircraft he had ever seen.
It was roughly triangular-shaped, like the stealth fighters he saw every day, but obviously this craft was light-years beyond the crude angular-boxy shape of the F-117.
The first thing that struck Pepper odd was Excalibur’s lack of joints, seams, or rivets.
The aircraft looked as if had been carved from a single piece of the blackest obsidian ever seen.
Pepper was astounded. He had never seen anything like it.
“Magnificent,” Pepper exclaimed.
“Go ahead son. Touch it,” the General said. “You’ll be surprised.”
Pepper reached out and touched the surface of Excalibur.
“There’s a slight electrical charge over the entire aircraft,” Pepper remarked.
“Keeps the memory cells happy,” The General said matter-of-factly.
“Push down on the skin,” he urged Pepper.
Pepper applied some pressure to his fingers and was surprised to feel the skin pushing back. It felt to him like the skin of an animal, a bit spongy and rubbery. Kind of like what the skin of a dolphin might feel like.
“Almost feels alive.” Pepper said.
“It has taken our scientists almost 50 years to perfect it. It’s what they call “morphing nanoskin” technology.”
“Morphing?”
“Yes, as the mission needs change, the aircraft can shape-shift to accommodate the flight envelope.”
“The aircraft can change its shape?”
“That’s nothing new. We’ve tried it before by more mechanical means, such as the swiveling wings on an F-14 Tomcat and on the B-1 Bomber, but the moving wing technology on this aircraft is generations beyond those clunky systems. In fact the entire aircraft can change its shape as the mission evolves.”
“Explain this morphing – how it works,” Pepper asked.
“The project began with the simple goal of emulating a foreign craft that could change the shape of its engine inlets, modifying them to optimize air flow at different speeds, but was also capable of morphing control surfaces that eliminated the need for mechanical controls which are heavy, bulky, and non stealthy.”
Pepper listened intently trying to memorize the General’s descriptions for his report to his handlers.
“Existing stealth aircraft, such as the F-117 and B-2 bomber, use conventional flaps for control that can degrade their radar signatures. It was the goal of Project Senior High to create an entire shape-shifting aircraft that can mold itself into the best non-radar-reflecting shape, and yet still be configurable for any mission we can imagine.”
“You said it’ roots are from a foreign craft?” Pepper asked intrigued.
“Forget I ever said that, son. I said something you weren’t cleared to hear.”
The General continued his description of the program, quick to gloss over his mistake, but it was out there, hanging in the air - impossible to forget.
“To quote the mission specifications, in the long-term our goal was to create a spy and attack aircraft that can physically change its shape from a small delta shape (perfect for high speeds) into a longer less-swept winged-craft capable of low-speed loitering, for dropping precision-bombs or for long endurance spy-missions over a target area.”
“Uh huh.” Pepper said seemingly not paying much attention to the General’s description of the program, obviously distracted by the aircraft’s radical looks.
“As a result, the mastering of the ability to morph aircraft structures can heavily influence future aircraft in system performance characteristics, such as, turning radius, endurance, payload, and maximum velocity, among others.”
Pepper walked around Excalibur, taking her in as the General rambled on.
“The goal of the Excalibur is to create and advance enabling technologies and ultimately design, build, and demonstrate a seamless, aerodynamically efficient, aerial vehicle capable of radical shape change."
Pepper thought about what the General was saying for a moment, digesting the importance.
“You understand any of that Adam?”
“Of course – Paul.”
“In layman’s terms the aircraft is flexible and smart, and can change shape to decrease radar signature and allow it to morph or change itself into many types of flying configurations as dictated by the mission. When it drops bombs, it can shape itself into a fast moving dart, able to get out of enemy territory much faster than when it came in. It can become a spy plane, a bomber, or even a fighter at the flick of a switch.”
The General was convinced. “You’ve got it son.”
Pepper noticed there were no markings on the aircraft, no insignia and none of the usual “Do Not Step” warnings that were evident even on the F-117 Stealth fighter.
“Who owns this aircraft sir? The C.I.A., the Air Force?
“Technically - no one yet. But it was - built by Lockheed -- they hold the pink slip.”
Pepper spotted a tall service ladder standing about 15 feet in height.
“I’d like to get an idea of its overall shape. Can we look at it from above?” Pepper asked.
The General motioned to the stairs to a high catwalk overlooking the entire hangar.
From 30 feet up the aircraft looked almost like an aquatic animal, not a machine at all.
“It’s in what we call the A-B configuration right now,” the General said.
“A-B?”
“Notice the cockpit transparency? That’s actually nothing more than a socket where we can plug in different pallets dependent on mission requirements. Right now we just finished plugging in a cockpit for human controlled flight. We can install other pallets that make it totally un-manned.”
“You mean it can fly on its own without a pilot?”
“That’s how it was originally designed. To be totally autonomous and fly to and from a target without human intervention, but if we need to, we can insert a cockpit and a human can fly her. That’s what she’s configured for now. Usually there is no cockpit or cockpit transparency.”
“Because a cockpit ruins stealth I’m guessing,” Pepper said.
“It doesn’t ruin it, but it degrades it. Plus there are other limiting factors that putting a human in an aircraft complicates.”
“I’m guessing, life support systems?”
“Just keeping a pilot alive in an aircraft is complicated with oxygen and anti-G force systems and ejection seats which are not only very expensive but limits what the aircraft can do.”
“Actually, she can out-fly anything in the sky. It can make 15 G turns and turn on a dime, plus sprint away faster than anything the Chinese have, even with a man inside.”
“Wouldn’t that be dangerous for the pilot – a 15 G turn?”
“In a conventional jet yes, but Excalibur is outfitted with a unique-anti-inertia system known as Issac. Don’t ask me how it works. I don’t have a clue or the proper clearance to know.”
“You aren’t cleared?”
“No one person is fully cleared to know all the secrets.
“You said it is a UAV as well?
“Yes. Operators on the ground can control it remotely or it can fly a mission without any human intervention, entirely on its own. Rumor has it that it employs a radically advanced artificially intelligent computer system that can think-not just calculate, faster then any human, but it hasn’t been tested yet.”
“So why put a pilot in it at all? Why even have the option of configuring it to fly under manned control?” Pepper asked hoping he impressed the General.
“Because there are some things that computers just don’t do well. Humans can still see things, especially through the haze of combat that robot brains have the tendency to ignore. Subtle things, like being able to tell a hospital from a munitions factory, things that we can’t tell from a spy satellite-photo. We think that being able to configure it from a manned to an unmanned craft can give us the best of both worlds.”
“She’s beautiful sir,” Pepper said as he looked down on Excalibur.
“Take a good look at her son, for it’s the last time you’ll see her.”
“Sir?”
“Excalibur is only here for some standard maintenance that we can’t perform at Stallion. Tonight, under cover of darkness we fly her back and put her under wraps until pilot training is complete, then she’ll fly at night on the range against various radars to check her radar signatures. There are too many loose tongues here at Holloman. She’ll be more secure at Stallion.”
Pepper suddenly remembered that Stallion was a small auxiliary base located at the north end of the White Sands Missile Range.
“Is that why I’ve been summoned?” Pepper asked. “Has the project been compromised?”
CHAPTER 10.
Interceptors on film
In Hogle’s tiny windowless office the General tried three times to open his safe, but for some reason it would not open. Taking a card from his wallet he double-checked the combination and tried again.
After three tries it finally opened.
The General reached in the safe and pulled out another official looking envelopes bearing a bold, Top Secret -- Special Access Required stamp across its cover.
After signing yet another non-disclosure agreement, the General opened the file and handed Pepper some glossy photos.
“These were taken a few days ago by Excalibur’s imaging system when it was on final approach here at Holloman. Notice anything unusual?”
Pepper took a pair of reading glasses out of an inside pocket and began scrutinizing the photos one at a time. He caught sight of the runway and a Humvee parked just to the left of the approach apron.
“It’s a Humvee,” Pepper asked.
“That’s the remote control unit. It’s supposed to be there.”
Pepper studied the photos more closely. The images weren’t highly detailed and look muddied.
“Not the best quality to work with. These can’t be high-resolution images,” Pepper said.
Pepper looked down at the photos again studying them closer. Suddenly his eyes caught something in an arroyo crossing just to the right on the runway.
“What are these?” he said as his finger pointed to a series of hot spots in the drainage ditch.”
“My guess - unauthorized persons,” the General replied. “Looks like the heat signatures from five people.”
“And you want me to find out who the five are?”
“Yes. We have to ascertain if the program has been compromised,” the General said in all seriousness. “I can’t impress on you how serious this is Adam. There isn’t a government on earth that wouldn’t kill to know about this project. The technology is a veritable quantum jump beyond anything, and unfortunately at this point in development the project is very vulnerable to penetration.”
“Why is that?” Pepper asked.
“Because the Pentagon has pressing plans for Excalibur and rushing it through flight tests. We are so rushed that our communications are unencrypted and even our remote control frequencies are subject to interception. We haven’t had the time to put in place even normal special access program safeguards and security procedures. Any spy worth half his salt could sweep in and steal everything we’ve done here.”
Pepper put the photos back in the envelope.
“I’ll find out who they are, sir. Then what?”
“Depends on who they are,” Hogle replied.
CHAPTER 11.
Project Open Bottom
Caysi was a tad late to the Interceptors first official meeting in the tower, which bothered Static somewhat though he tried hard not to let it show. Maybe she was with Gavin? He couldn’t help but think.
Freaks noticed Static seemed preoccupied with his thoughts, but decided to leave him alone.
In fact, everyone seemed a little off that evening. No one appeared to be in his or her regular rambunctious mood. Static attributed the lack of enthusiasm to his loss at the model competition.
Sami and Meinrad jabbered in a mix of English and Russian as they played with a shortwave receiver.
And with the usual reading of the charter, the first official Interceptors Club meeting in their new headquarters got underway.
Caysi couldn’t help but notice that Static was very quiet, not saying much and not taking part in usual banter.
“Was he mad at me for talking to Gavin,” she wondered “or was he still just disappointed in not winning best of show?”
At the end of the meeting when everyone had been heard, and before the inevitable silly string fight broke out, Static stood up looking quite serious and asked for the attention of the assembled Interceptors.
“Mr. President, may I address the group?”
“Static has the floor,” Freaks said, punctuating his statement with bang of his meat tenderizer/gavel.
“I have a mission that I need the club’s help with.”
The gravity of Static’s tone surprised everyone, including Caysi, who had never seen him so serious.
“You have our attention,” Freaks said sitting forward in his chair.
“As you all know, my model failed to take top honors at last night’s competition. “
“You got first prize in your age group. That hardly rates as failing,” Caysi said.
“You should be proud of that dude!” Meinrad chimed in. “Heck! I’ve never won an award in my life!”
“Be that as it may, I have a new idea for a model that is bound to win back the title I lost last night - but to do it I need the group’s help.”
“Anything dude,” Meinrad said.
“I second that motion,” Caysi said.
“What can I -- no -- what can We do Static?” Freaks volunteered.
Static cleared his throat. He seemed almost hesitant to say the words, knowing once they were out there he couldn’t take them back.
“I want to build a model of the Black Manta.”
Their response was immediate and not what Static expected.
“You are kidding! It’s Top Secret!” Freaks said unbelieving.
“We barely saw it anyway,” Sami said. “What makes you think you can build it from the little we saw?”
“If someone from base security sees a model based on a secret aircraft -- wait -- if the base commander sees it they’ll have kittens,” Sami said.
“They can’t say a word,” Static said.
“What? Why?” Caysi asked.
Freaks understood what Static was getting at. He was right.
“That’s true. They can’t say anything. They can’t do anything. Heck even the base commander couldn’t say a word about your model even if it was hyper-accurate!” Freaks said.
“Because to do so would acknowledge the existence of the aircraft, something they have sworn not to do.”
“So what’s the point then? If they see it but can’t acknowledge it, chances are it won’t get first place then and you won’t win an award,” Caysi said perplexed.
“You are not looking at the long term. Of course he won’t win, but Static (and we by association) will become legendary in Interceptors circles.
“How is that?” Caysi asked, puzzled.
“Because in the future, when they finally go operational with the aircraft and it is revealed to the public, people will remember Static’s model of it and wonder how in the heck he knew about it so long ago.
It’s a brilliant plan. Count me in,” Freaks said.
“Think of it this way. To the Core Interceptors we’ve just been a bunch of precocious children. Enthusiastic for sure, but not really contributing anything worthwhile. This would put us on the map,” Static said.
“I’ll play,” Freaks said.
“Color me in,” Meinrad said suddenly standing to attention and giving Static a jaunty salute. This will make us legendary in Interceptor circles.”
Everyone looked at Caysi.
“What?” she asked momentarily puzzled.
“Are you in or out?” Static said.
“You don’t need my approval. You already have the majority of votes.”
“You don’t understand,” Static said. “Our rules say the vote must be unanimous. If you don’t vote yes then there will be no mission.”
“I’m not so sure either. Do you have any idea what trouble this could cause?” Sami asked.
“I’ve thought the whole thing out and included all variables,” Static said confidently.
“Including, considering the unexpected?”
“How can you expect the unexpected?” Static replied.
Caysi was understandably cautious knowing once they started on this course there was no going back, but she had to admit it was an intriguing idea.
“So they can’t do anything to us?” she asked.
“That’s the beauty of it. I could build a full-scale model and put it on a pole on Main Street and they couldn’t ever acknowledge it – because to do so would compromise the program.”
“But it won’t win the competition, especially if the base commander is the judge,” Sami said.
“I’m thinking bigger than a local modeling competition, long term – not short term. The Core will recognize it for what it is.”
“Then we will be in like skin!” Meinrad said.
“I think you mean Flynn,” Freaks said.
“Who’s Flynn?” Meinrad replied.
Sami looked over at Caysi, trying to gauge her support or lack thereof.
“Okay. You’ve got my vote. How can I help?” she said, surprising even herself.
“Me too, I guess,” Sami said not wanting to be the odd-man-out.
Freaks banged his gavel and said, “The vote is unanimous! Operation ---? We need a mission name. Have you thought of one?” he asked interrupting himself.
“Just like with military programs, the operation name must not hint at all what it is about,” Meinie said.
“Like Oxcart,” Freaks said. “The A-12/SR-71 project, to build the world’s fastest spy plane the blackbird,” Freak said.”
“Exactly.”
“Let me think,” Static said. “What would be the opposite of Top Secret?”
“Let’s see. The opposite of top is bottom and secret is open, so how about flipping it around and call it — - Operation Open Bottom!”
Everyone laughed.
“That sounds nasty.” Freaks said.
“I think it’s perfect!” Static said.
“Actually, it’s pretty good -- hints at nothing -- and it’s funny,” Freaks said.
“That’s very important!” Sami said. “It must be funny.”
Freaks banged his gavel on the desk and said “Operation Open Bottom is approved. What’s your mission plan Static?”
Static fumbled to pull a wadded-up piece of paper from his pocket. He unfolded it squinted at his almost illegible handwriting and began to read.
“First we need to find out if the Black Manta is still on base or if it has been moved to somewhere within the range. Who wants to be in charge of monitoring all the base radio channels?”
“I’ll do it!” Freaks said raising his hand.
“No. I need you and Meinie to search through the cellular phone frequencies. Meinie’s language skills and your knowledge of cellular phone interception technology will be perfect for that. Are you okay with that guys?”
“Ready, Roger Wilco and out,” Meinrad said.
“Sami? Will you scan the military bands?”
Sami was hesitant. Monitoring the military frequencies was something he had not mastered yet.
“I don’t know. My English is not that good and I don’t know military speak that well.”
“I’ll help him.” Caysi said. “We can do it together,” she said, giving Sami a reassuring wink.
This surprised Sami, who until now felt semi-invisible to Caysi.
“You sure?” he said.
“Of course. It will be fun,” Caysi replied.
“I’ll supply you with a list of military terminology,” Freaks said.
“But remember, I’ll need to pull you away from interception duty when we find out where they are keeping the bird. You’ll be going on the stealth mission with me,” Static said.
“Why me?” Caysi asked.
Freaks squirmed in his seat, chomping at the bit to say something but not knowing how to ask Static without casting doubts on his plan.
“Yeah -- I’m a bit fuzzy on parts of this mission. What are you going to do when you find the Black Manta?”
“The goal is to get a good daylight look at her so we can design our model.”
“Get a good look?” Freaks said, now totally convinced Static was not being absolutely truthful from his facial cues.
“You mean photograph her? You know what the penalty is if you are caught on the range photographing a Top Secret aircraft? They will throw you in a federal jail to rot and then ship your dad off to serve on a base in a jungle or something.”
“I’m well aware of the risks, Freaks, so I’m not going to snap a single picture.”
“So how are you going to design your model -- from memory?”
“Yes.”
Static shot a glance at Caysi, who furrowed her brow suddenly aware of what he was up to.
“This is rich! You have a hard enough time remembering which shoe goes on which foot, and you think you can remember every detail and draw your plans from memory?”
“Nope. I am well aware of the limit of my cognitive abilities,” Static said smugly.
A slow grin spread across Freaks’ face. He looked at Caysi who was trying a bit too hard to look like she didn’t understand what was going on.
“Oh – I get it. Caysi is going to help you. I knew it! I knew it!” Freaks said instantly proud of himself for figuring it out.
“Shut up Freaks!” Static barked.
“Am I missing something?” Sami asked confused.
“Yeah? What’s going on here?” Meinie asked.
Freaks said, “Shall I tell them?”
Static panicked. It was clear Freaks had figured it out, but he had promised Caysi he wouldn’t reveal her secret, although for the life of him he couldn’t figure out why, but better Freaks let out the secret then him.
“Caysi has a photographic memory. She can look at something just once and remember every detail,” Freaks blurted.
“You told him!” Caysi shouted. “You promised not to tell anyone!” Caysi said, tears welling up in her eyes.
“I didn’t say a word!” Static pleaded. “Honest!”
“That is so cool,” Sami said. “Show me something.”
“See! It’s already starting. Performance monkey!” Caysi said.
Sami suddenly felt very bad about what he had just said. He had no idea that Caysi would be ashamed of having, what he thought, was a really cool ability.
“No. I didn’t mean anything by it. I think it’s cool, that’s all.”
“Totally cool,” Meinie echoed.
“Really, I didn’t tell them,” Static said, trying his best to reassure her.
Sami handed her a tissue to wipe her eyes with. She took it and dabbed at her now red and swollen eyes.
“I don’t understand what the big deal is?” Meinie said. “You should be proud of your ability.”
“I have tried so hard to fit in. I just want to be thought of as normal. It was our secret and nobody else’s business,” Caysi said sniffling and shooting an angry look at Static.
“You sure picked the wrong group to join then.” Static said under his breath. “You can’t keep a secret from this group. It’s what we are all about. Besides, you are missing the whole point of the Interceptors Club. Here you can be yourself without fear of being thought of as an outsider, or singled out as a freak just because you are different or smarter than the rest,” Sami said.
“Right. Here you fit in with the rest of us weirdoes,” Meinrad said patting her on the back.
“Really?” she said drying her eyes.
“Welcome to the monkey house,” Meinrad answered. “It’s the world that’s out-of-step with the rest of us!”
“I guess it is okay then? That I’m a freak?” she said cheering up.
“Welcome to the flying circus, fellow freak!” Sami said. “You are among friends.”
CHAPTER 12.
Anatomy of a spy
Caysi was right. I hadn’t accounted for the unexpected.
But how could I have known there were would be international forces plotting to exploit the Interceptors?
As my mother often quoted, “The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry.”
Yes, I had figured something would eventually go wrong, and if it blew up in our faces I would step up and take the blame but at the time, little did I know that a man named Adam Pepper and the dictator of a country I knew nothing about would make that next to impossible.
Expect another history lesson in what follows but as my mom also often said, “He who takes no heed of history is condemned to repeat it,” and she wasn’t talking about the high school course.
-Stanley Dodson
Pepper was first approached by his soon-to-be North Korean spy masters when he was posted at an air force base in South Korea as part of “Detachment 3” tasked with providing security for secret SR-71 Blackbird spy plane flights over North Korea.
In his off hours, Pepper would roam the back alleys of Seoul looking for illicit gambling dens to relieve his boredom and to lessen the pain of his recent divorce.
Tired of never seeing the man she married, Jane Pepper filed for divorce, sending him the cliché and painful “Dear John” letter explaining why she was leaving a man who was never there for one who was.
Changing her name, moving away and literally disappearing, Jane also made sure that her two-year-old son Marshal would never know his biological father.
His problems only fed into his addiction. Gambling became his coping mechanism. When he won (and he did amazingly often) he felt better for a while, but even then the good feeling didn’t last long. It became an evil cycle that fed on itself.
What Pepper didn’t know at the time he was being allowed to win, by a man named Chin who ran the gambling den he frequented.
Unknown to Pepper, Chin was the top North Korean spy recruiter serving secretly in South Korea. It was his personal quest to find someone within Detachment 3 that he could recruit to spy for him.
Pepper looked like the perfect candidate, an intelligence insider, someone close to the action with access to classified information, and who had a weakness he could exploit.
After letting Pepper win thousands and thousands of dollars, knowing it would only feed Pepper’s gambling- addiction, Chin then turned his world upside down.
Over the next few weeks, Pepper’s luck at the tables turned sour and in short order he was drowning in debt, owing more than he could ever pay back to dangerous Korean crime lords.
That’s when Chin swooped in like a rescuing angel, paying off Pepper’s debts in return for his service as a spy.
****
It was very important to the military planners in North Korea to have advanced warning of American spy plane over flights so they could hide just how advanced their nuclear weapons program was becoming.
North Korea was quickly becoming a bomb-wielding nuclear power and its Communist dictator Kim Joon II wanted to use his nuclear power to blackmail the West into giving him what he wanted. South Korea and (or) massive amounts of foreign-aid.
The clock was ticking against Kim Joon Il’s reign of terror and he knew it. He was getting older and was in ill-health. He hadn’t reunified the two Koreas, which he had vowed to do, and couldn’t do until the West feared him., something that would never happen unless he had the bomb.
On October 6, 2006 North Korea successfully tested its first nuclear weapon.
At first, the realization that North Korea had the bomb sent waves of panic through the halls of power in Washington. But the threat was largely dismissed because even if North Korea had the bomb, the U.S. military assured the world that North Korea really didn’t have any way of delivering them.
The Pentagon acknowledged that North Korea had developed missiles that could carry a nuke as far as Alaska, but it was not considered to be much of a threat because Pentagon war planners had deployed new anti-missile missiles that could destroy anything North Korea launched.
It was for that reason that developing a stealth aircraft of their own became such a high priority for Kim Joon Il. It was so North Korea could deliver a bomb to the United States undetected.
Fortunately, acquiring stealth technology was even a more daunting technological challenge then building a nuclear bomb. If North Korea could not, on its own, develop a successful stealth program, then it would be forced to do the next best thing, try and steal it from the West. With its own stealth bomber, the threat North Korea posed to the West would become magnified times ten.
****
Pepper felt like he was finally in a place where he could call the shots. If he could get his hands on vital technical information on the Black Manta, the information could aid North Korea’s stealth aircraft program. He figured he could ask for any amount as payment, and his spy-masters would not hesitate to pay it.
With enough money he could do anything he wanted, he thought. He could become a high roller again but this time in the casinos of Las Vegas. He could buy himself a big house and maybe even find his son and win him back.
Pepper began devising a way to gain more access, and in particular, to get into the facility alone and take samples of the skin of the aircraft.
Pepper knew if they could reverse-engineer Excalibur, North Korea would have the keys to stealth.
“I’m going to need help,” he thought to himself. “I’m going to need an infiltration team.”
It was time to contact his spymasters.
CHAPTER 13.
Red Alert
Over the course of the next few weeks Sami and Caysi spent most of their free time in the tower monitoring the military radio chatter emanating from Holloman. Using their scanning radios they listened to everything from the maintenance frequencies to the flight operations channels.
Sometimes Meinrad joined them as he scanned the cellular phone bands looking for the chance that someone attached to the Black Manta project was using a cell phone to communicate.
Fishing through the frequencies took patience and a good ear, something that Sami and Caysi were trying to develop. Static would sometimes sit in on a monitoring session and try and teach them what to listen for.
Since he had lived on the base most of his life, and since he was the son of a communications specialist, Static was fluent in MILSPEAK, a military language laced with acronyms and code words that unintentionally would confuse anyone who might happen to be listening in.
In fact, Static had been intercepting the base communications for so long that he could practically recite every radio frequency used on the base from memory.
Not to mention, since Static personally knew almost everyone on base, he could actually differentiate between the actual identities of almost anyone speaking on a certain radio channel.
To Sami and Caysi, Static’s talent for intercepting seemed almost magical, especially the way he could identify who was who and what was going on, from almost unintelligible static-filled communications bursts.
Sami wanted to be able to intercept as well as Static, but his limited knowledge of English sometimes held him back.
It wasn’t just proper English and MILSPEAK that kept him from understanding what he was intercepting. It was also the conversations laced with the every-day slang words we take for granted that gave him trouble.
Caysi did her best to help him with his understanding of casual English.
“What’s that mean? Yumpto?” Sami asked Caysi.
“That’s one I haven’t heard. Yumpto? Use it in a sentence, ” Caysi said.
“I just heard one of the pilots on three eleven say, “Yumpto check out Red Rio and see if the range has any turtles we can dump on?”
“Hmm. Yumpto.”
Static laughed.
“That’s Slim Goodman. He pilots stealth 786. He’s originally from Texas. He talks Texan.
Is that a language?” Sami asked.
“Yumpto means you want to? Turtles are tanks and he’s talking about the Red Rio bombing Range where they can practice dropping bombs on various targets. Texans speak differently.”
“English has so many variations. I don’t know if I will ever get it down,” Sami said.
“Do what?” Static replied.
“I didn’t say do anything.
“No. You don’t get it. The standard reply by a Texan to anything is, Do what?“
“Really?”
“Do what?”
Caysi laughed. “That’s hilarious!”
“Actually, it’s more like, “Dew whut?”
“Do what?” Sami said trying his best to sound like Static but his middle-eastern accent made it sound even stranger.
A low rumbling noise immediately caught their attention. At first they thought it might be a jet on approach, but as soon as they realized the sound was coming from below everyone recognized it as the elevator.
“Someone’s coming up,” Meinrad said. “I wonder who it is?”
“Can’t be Freaks. He’s mowing lawns today.” Static said.
“Quick! Turn everything off and hide,” Caysi said panicking.
Sami stood up and threw a master switch on a console and the entire room went dark and quiet. The Interceptors all scrambled under the desks for cover.
Their hearts raced and time seemed to slow down as they awaited the elevators slow ascent to the top.
Caysi’s mind reeled as she pondered the possibilities of who might be on the elevator. Could it be a member of Holloman’s security team, or was it a friendly face, maybe Freaks getting off early from his lawn-mowing gig?
Sami had to fight the impulse to flee. He did not like small places and felt as if he was trapped.
Static whispered, “Everybody be quiet and maybe they won’t see us.”
“It has to be Freaks – doesn’t it?” Sami whispered back.
“Not necessarily,” Caysi said.
After what seemed like forever the elevator stopped at the top of the tower.
The door slowly opened.
With her curiosity getting the better of her, Caysi moved forward just enough to catch a peek at the elevator doors. She caught site of a pair of well-worn standard-issue military boots topped by desert camouflage patterned pants. She relaxed a bit suddenly aware that it couldn’t be base security because they always wore dark blue pants with highly polished black shoes.
Unfortunately, it suddenly dawned on her that maybe being caught by base security was the least of their problems. No one (other than Freaks) knew they were in the tower. Her pulse quickened again as her imagination ran wild.
This person could do anything to anyone of them -- and get away with it because no one knows we are here.
The pair of boots moved out of the elevator and into the dark room.
Static heard the light switch click as the mystery man threw it. The lights did not come on. It had been rewired by Sami and would only come on with the flick of the master switch located on the console. The man grumbled in a gravely voice when his actions were not rewarded with light.
Slowly he walked about the room, seemingly unaware that the Interceptors were silently hiding in the darkness.
He mumbled something under his breath that Caysi thought sounded something like “This is new.”
Static felt something tickling the back of his leg. Looking down he saw a large spider, one of the desert arachnids (usually found in the dunes hunting for crickets) crawling up his leg. He instinctively flinched banging his foot against the wall behind creating a soft but audible thud.
The mystery man stopped in his tracks and turned toward the source of the sound. Everyone held their breath as the man walked over to the desk Static was hiding under.
“I knowed you are under there. Come outcheer I can see ya?” the mystery man ordered.
No one moved, hoping the man was bluffing and didn’t know they were there at all.
“Y’all got nuthin to be feared of. Do ah sound lack security?”
Sami was tempted to reveal himself, anxious to leave the small alcove he was pressed into.
“If I was, y’all be in a heap of trouble,” the gravely-voice went on.
Still none of the Interceptors budged from their hiding places.
“Course I could tell the base cops and have them come out and get ya. They’d just love to snatch all these gizmos.”
Static suddenly realized the voice belonged to. It was “Red,” the homeless guy.
The man in the darkness flicked one of the switches on the radios. Nothing happened.
“Hmmm. Not workin’. My guess is the spark is switched off.”
The man walked over to where the master switch was located. Static could tell where he was going and cringed.
“I wonder what this will reveal?” he said as he reached for the switch.
“My guess a bunch of military yard apes hiding in the cracks.”
Although Red was a scary character to most of the children on the base, he was in fact quite harmless.
Freaks had even talked to him on occasion, wondering how he was able to sneak around base without security ever finding him.
“I’m gonna flick this here switch,” Red threatened. “Y’all better come out so I can bite your heads off!” Red said in an exaggerated villainous voice designed to scare the Interceptors.
Static crawled out from his hiding place, unafraid.
“Wouldn’t you rather have a peanut butter sandwich?” Static asked. “Cuz yard apes are hard to skin!”
Red took pause. He too recognized a voice.
“That you Stanley?” he asked, the seriousness lifting from his voice.
“I’d tell you that, …” Static said.
“But then I’d have ta kill-ya!” Red said finishing Static’s sentence.
Static stood up, putting out his hand.
Red grasped it firmly and shook it. His hands were well worn and calloused compared to Static’s.
“What ya doin’ in my tower?” Red said.
“Your tower? I thought it belonged to the American taxpayers,” Static shot back jokingly.
The mood under the desks lightened considerably. Although many of the Interceptors didn’t know or trust Red, knowing he wasn’t base security made them feel slightly at ease.
“I am an American taxpayer!” Red drawled.
But then he corrected himself, releasing the grip on Static’s hand.
“Well, I was once. Nowadays doesn’t seem I have more than two cents to rub together. I guess Uncle Sam will have to wait for his cut.”
“Who else ya got up here?” Red asked.
“Oh!” Static said, suddenly remembering the Interceptors cowering under the desks.
Static reached over and flicked the master switch. The power came on, as did every radio in the place suddenly filling the room with noise and light, startling Red. He jumped back a step.
“Great Sam Houston’s Ghost! What you tryin’ to do? Give me a heart attack?”
The Interceptors all crawled out from under the desks.
Red looked all about the room, impressed with what the Interceptors had done. Static quickly began turning down the volume on the radios.
Sami, Meinie, and Caysi stood up. Caysi pulled at her disheveled clothes, trying to straighten them.
“You know most of the guys don’t you?” Static said urging the group to come forward.
“I’ve seen this one with you,” Red said pointing at Sami. “He don’t look like no American. Sure we can trust him?”
Sami put his head down, trying to look non-threatening, a look he often acquired in the presence of those who thought he might be a threat because he was of Afghani heritage.
“With my life,” Static said. “This is Sami. He and his family are from Afghanistan and are as patriotic as you are Red, in fact maybe more so since he came from a country that had no freedom.”
Red stuck out his hand and offered it to Sami.
“Pleased to meet ya son.”
Sami bowed his head and took his hand and shook it but gently.
“No. Like this. You have to grip a cowboy’s hand firmly, let them know you are there.”
Sami squeezed Red’s hand harder.
“And look him in the eye when you do it. Let him know you ain’t skeered.”
“Afraid,” Static translated.
“Sir?” Sami said, feeling much better about the situation.
“He speaks English?” Red said surprised.
“Better than you do,” Static joked.
“Ain’t that the truth!” Red said laughing.
“I may not have been born here, but I got here as fast as I could,” Sami said.
“I like that. You’ll do boy,” Red replied.
Meinie stepped forward wearing a huge grin on his face, grabbed Red’s hand shook it enthusiastically.
In his thick German accent he said, “I’m not an American either, but I got here as soon as I could too.”
That’s great son -- where ya hail from?” Red asked.
“Germany. My dad is stationed here in the foreign pilot training program.”
“He fly an F-4?” Red asked. “That was my bird back in Nam,” Red said grinning.
To quote my dad, ”It’s one big honking-ugly hog of an aircraft!” Meinie said still pumping Red’s hand as if it was a tire jack.
“Easy, son. That’s the only right arm I got.”
“Oh, sorry,” Meinie said releasing his grip, slightly embarrassed.
“And who is this perty young thing here?” Red asked, looking at Caysi. “Surely she’s smart enough not to be hanging with your posse?” Red joked.
“This is Caysi, the smartest one in the group. She’s the one who keeps us cowboys from straying far off the range,” Static said, borrowing from Red’s way of speaking.
Caysi came forward and offered her hand. Red put his hand out but stopped halfway and drew it back.
“You don’t want to shake these hands, miss. They are rough and dry and have been in every dumpster on the base. A lady deserves more than that, but I am pleased to meet you.”
Static noticed Sami and Meinrad suddenly looking at their hands as if they had been contaminated. Meinrad wiped his on his pants.
“You American?” Red said almost reverently.
“Yes sir, my mom works for the Air Force TV station,” Caysi said timidly.
“What about your dad?” Red asked.
“He’s — uh — not living.”
Caysi hesitated to say the word dead when it came to her father.
“How’d he go? If you don’t mind my asking.”
“He was declared missing in action over Afghanistan after his plane was shot down,” Caysi said trying hard to suppress tears.
“Was he a pilot?” Red asked quietly.
“Yes. He flew an F-15.”
Static was stunned. He had never even thought to ask why Caysi’s dad was not around.
“Boys, we are in the presence of the daughter of a genuine hero who made the ultimate sacrifice for his country.” Red said reverently.
Red removed his hat and put it over his heart.
“Always remember that,” he said.
Caysi couldn’t help but be moved by words coming out of this disheveled homeless man before her.
“Thank you, sir,” Caysi said.
Breaking the suddenly solemn mood, Red said, “I like what you did with the place. From the looks of this equipment you guys are doing a bit of unauthorized eavesdropping on base security,” Red said.
“Does that bother you?” Static asked, afraid it would offend Red’s patriotic feelings.
“Aw, heck no son. I like to keep tabs on them myself,” Red said, suddenly producing a handheld scanning radio from his pocket.
“I’ve got to keep one step ahead of the goon squad. I know they have a job to do, but their time would be better spent guarding the base instead of trying to chase me away from the leftovers.” Red said.
“We listen to everything, and I do mean everything from Flight Ops to Range Control,” Meinie volunteered.
“Looks like it, from the mountain of gear you assembled,” Red remarked.
Static shot Meinrad a look, like he was giving away too much information.
“Well, we don’t listen to everything,” Static said, trying to downplay Meinrad’s statement.
“Yeah we do!” Meinrad shot back.
“Meinie,” Static said irritated.
“A great statesman once said, ‘It is the duty of every American to protect his country from its own government,’” Red remarked.
Caysi continued to be surprised by Red and was impressed he knew the quote.
“Who said that?” Sami asked.
“I just did son! Didn’t you hear?” Red quipped.
Everyone laughed at Red’s quick comeback.
If he wasn’t an Interceptor, he should have been one. Static thought. He seemed to fit right in with the group.
“Now, down to business. It’s time to ante up,” Red said, as he took a scan of the room.
“Since you have appropriated my summer home, I shall require you to pay some rent.”
“Auntie up?” Sami sheepishly asked.
“Oh, it’s not one-sided. You guys will benefit as well,” Red said.
“How’s that?” Static asked skeptical.
Red walked over and took a closer look at the radio interception equipment the Interceptors had gathered.
“Yes, mighty fine expensive gear,” he said, playing with the buttons on one of the receivers.
“We are listening,” Static asked, hoping Red would get to the point, wondering what the price of his silence would be.
“Be a shame if the goons found this place. My guess is that they’d confiscate it. What you need is someone who’ll watch it for you or lead the goons away if they get near. They just love chasing me.”
Static saw where this was going.
“How can we help you, Red?”
“My needs are simple. I shall require one - - no two sandwiches a day, a cold drink and a bag of chips.”
“That’s do-able,” Caysi said. “Least we can do for a veteran.”
“What else?” Static asked.
“Occasionally I’d like some cold bottled water and dessert.”
Meinie pointed to a mini refrigerator (a well-worn but working unit) sitting under a desk.
“Serve yourself!” Meinie said. “I keep it fully stocked at all times.”
Red rubbed his hands together in anticipation. He looked like a kid waiting to go downstairs on Christmas morning.
“What’s for dessert?”
Meinrad threw open the mini-fridge. “Let’s see we have Swiss Cake rolls and Ding Dongs!”
“Give away the whole shop while you are at it,” Static chimed.
Red reached in and pulled out a Swiss Cake roll and carefully removed it from its plastic wrapper.
“Eternal vigilance is the price of freedom, but all I require is a little food on your part to keep the guards away.”
“Besides …“ he patted Meinrad on his slightly protruding stomach. “Looks like you guys are well fed. Try dumpster diving for your meals and see how you look in a few weeks.”
Static and the Interceptors nodded in agreement. It was a small price to pay for a security guard.
“Well, when you put it that way,” Static said, noticing the Interceptor’s approving looks. “It’s a deal.”
Static put his hand out to shake Reds.
“Not so fast!” Red said. “I have a bargain for you.”
“Here it comes,” Static groaned.
“I would like to set up residence here at the tower.”
“I thought you already had,” Static said.
“Well, not quite.”
“I need some strong strapping fellers such as you to haul my stuff here.”
“And?” Static asked, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“And I’d like a color television to watch.”
Sami stepped forward, “I’m sure we have a spare at the shop we could donate.”
“Next thing you know he’ll want a satellite dish installed!” Static groaned.
“Well, now that you mention it …” Red said.
“It’s not impossible,” Sami said. “We have more than enough component parts at the shop that we could cobble something together including a decoder box and …”
“Wait,” Static said stopping Sami in mid-sentence, “In return for what?” Static asked Red.
“I know where they are keeping the bat plane you are looking for,” Red said flatly.
“What?” How’d you know about that and our quest? You couldn’t possibly,” Static said incredulously.
“You’d be surprised what I know, being an invisible person and all.” Red said.
“But how’d you …?” Static asked.
Red pointed at the air vent just above Static’s head.
“See those ducts there? Your voices carry all the way through and down into the tunnels.”
“Way to go super spy!” Meinrad ribbed Static.
“So much for secrecy,” Sami mumbled.
“Don’t worry. No one else knows,” Red assured them.
“So where is it?” Static asked.
“Not until you move my stuff and I get a color TV. Do we have a deal?”
Stanley shook his head.
“Do we have a choice?” Static asked.
“Never did son. Don’t ever forget that age, experience, and treachery will win out over youth and inexperience every time.”
“When you put it that way, how can we refuse? It seems you have us over a barrel,” Static reached out and shook Red’s hand to seal the deal.
“It’s at Stallion,” Red said.
CHAPTER 14.
Scouting Stallion
Over the next few days the Interceptors moved Red’s belongings to the tower. They were surprised by how much stuff he had accumulated, but the fact was he had secret stashes hidden all over the base.
As they moved from stash to stash, Red taught the Interceptors how best to avoid security patrols, and where motion sensors and security cameras were aimed (and their timing) so they could come and go unnoticed.
Armed with a stopwatch and a map they had free reign of the range, but getting to Stallion was another thing entirely.
Security at Stallion was bound to be tighter and it was almost 80 miles away on the northern boundary of the range, a major problem for the young Interceptors.
The Junior Interceptors discussed Stallion at their next meeting.
“So how do we get past thus roadblock?” Static asked the group. “Any ideas? Anyone have their license yet?”
“I have my learner’s permit – but it requires an adult to be in the car,” Freaks said.
“Not to mention – we don’t have a car.”
“What about the dune-hoppers?” Meinrad said.
“Drive them to Stallion? Seventy-seven miles? Noisy – throwing up great plumes of dirt? I don’t think so.”
“I was just thinking out loud,” Meinrad said.
“Well, keep thinking,” Static replied.
Caysi slowly raised her hand.
“I have an idea,” Caysi said shyly.
“You don’t have to raise your hand,” Freaks said.
“Okay. There’s a bus run from Alamogordo to the Three Rivers School. That would take us to – here, within five miles of the peak that overlooks Stallion,” Caysi said.
“The Three Rivers School?” Sami asked.
“Yeah, for the blind and the deaf. There’s a stop just down the block from my house,” Caysi said.
“That’s right. From there she should be able to hike into the range,” Freaks said.
Static turned to Red, who was sitting in the back eating a Twinkie.
“What do you know about the security in the area?” Static asked.
“Haven’t a clue. Never been that far north before. No dumpsters to dive up there and more importantly, no water. It’s a desert, don’t you know?”
“That’s right. On any mission we’ll have to pack our own water in. We will be severely limited to what we can take with us,” Caysi said.
“All I need is just one good daylight look at the Manta, or should I say you need one good look,” Static said to Caysi.
“I’ll do my best.”
“How long we got until the model competition?”
“A month,” Static said. “So time is wasting.”
CHAPTER 15.
Probe
Over the next few weeks the Interceptors made secret forays into the restricted area near Stallion.
The idea was not to get too close, but to get somewhere they could overlook the base or be under one of the air approach pathways.
One day a week, a pair of Interceptors would take the bus to Three Rivers (posing as deaf children) and then slip away and hike into the White Sands Missile Range.
This usually meant cutting school for the day. The Interceptors rotated cutting to avoid missing too many lessons. To keep from falling behind in class the Interceptors shared notes and did their homework together.
The Interceptors were getting pretty good at faking illness, including raising their body temperature (with hot microwave heated rags applied to foreheads to simulate low fevers) and inhaling pepper to induce runny eyes, sneezing, and coughing.
Once left home alone, each two-person team would join up, board the bus and then hike into the missile range to gather data.
Every time a pair of Interceptors entered the restricted zone they carried water, food, a prepaid cell phone (in case of trouble), a scanning radio (to listen in on security patrol frequencies), a frequency counter, a compass, and a map.
A frequency counter is a standard piece of test equipment used to check if a radio is actually transmitting on the frequency it is set to.
Using the counter, Interceptors could skillfully avoid any sensors that would give away their presence on the range.
Whenever an interceptor was within several hundred yards of a motion sensor or wireless video transmitter, the frequency counter would alert them with a soft beep and display the radio frequency used by that sensor.
Every time they received a hit, the pair of Interceptors would mark the location and frequency of the sensors and video cameras on a map.
Soon nearly every sensor and remote camera on the range, except for a two-mile area around Stallion, had been sniffed out and charted.
Two miles was close enough for the Junior Interceptors. Any closer and they would risk detection by people on the ground or low flying aircraft, including the brightly painted red and white range security helicopters.
Fortunately for them, the security helicopter was an older UH-1 Huey. The noisy craft could be heard from miles around, giving plenty or warning whenever it was in the vicinity.
Once it flew directly over Freaks and Meinie but they were wearing surplus desert camouflage clothes so it never saw them.
On all their intelligence-gathering missions they never saw the Manta, but by observing the daily routine of the base (from a nearby hill overlooking Stallion) it was clear that something was being closely guarded.
A newly constructed hangar was under constant watch by armed security, however they were not wearing military fatigues so the Interceptors decided they must be private security.
On the last day of the Interceptor’s vigil on the hill, Sami picked up an important nugget of information.
Just before noon the frequency counter beeped, indicating it had snagged an active frequency. Quickly Sami punched the frequency into his scanning radio.
He was pleased to discover it was an unscrambled maintenance channel, which as he knew sometimes can be the most telling.
On 165.5575 MHz Sami intercepted the following communications:
“The General wants the entire aircraft prepped and cleaned for tomorrow’s viewing by the VIPs. The demonstration will take place just after lunch. You get that?”
“Copy that boss. Who are the VIPs?”
“Only the SecDef, so everything must be spotless.”
“Gotcha boss.”
“Gotcha indeed!” Sami said. “Did you hear that Meinie?”
“Did he say Sec-deaf” Meinie asked.
“Sounded like, but I have no idea what that is,” Sami said.
“More importantly it means the Manta will be flying in daylight,” Meinie said grinning.
“Hot dog and egg-nog, let’s go tell Static!”
“Remember, it’s my intercept!” Sami said making sure he got due credit.
CHAPTER 16.
The Manta Unveiled
The next day Static and Caysi made the long trip to the high mesa over looking Stallion. It was slow going because they were weighed down with more gear, including extra water, and a large camouflage net that Static stuffed into one of the backpacks.
The netting was heavier than normal because it included (as part of its construction) a special heat-absorbing metallic lining to help mask the couple’s infra-red signatures that could possibly show up on the Manta’s sensors.
As Caysi and Static settled into their spot on the mesa it soon became apparent that something big was brewing.
There were many more vehicles than usual, including several large Humvees sporting mean looking 50 caliber machine guns, and a dozen or so more armed guards.
Besides the regular range security helicopter, two large UH-60 Black Hawks, and a smaller OH-6 Cayuse light armed helicopter could also be seen at the base.
Occasionally the menacing Black Hawks would lift off and do airborne security sweeps of the surrounding desert, but none of the choppers flew anywhere near where the Interceptors were silently waiting.
At one point, Static heard on his scanning radio (tuned to the security-patrol frequency) a broadcast alert that one of the motion sensors had been tripped.
The choppers lifted off in one heck of a hurry, flew low over the desert looking for something, but still they did not approach Static’s hill.
When one of the helicopter pilots reported seeing something moving, the helicopters all converged on the spot.
The security alert was called off when the source of the movement was discovered. A small herd of antelope had tripped the sensors.
As the Interceptors hid under the netting, Static pulled out a large, powerful pair of binoculars and carefully cleaned the lenses.
Both of them were excited by the chance of seeing the Manta fly in daylight, but at the same time nervous knowing they were inside a restricted military zone with security forces on alert.
Caysi tried to occupy her mind with small talk.
“So, you think we’ll see her today?” she asked.
“So far everything looks like it is supposed to. All signs point to yes,” Static replied.
“I feel like it is Christmas morning and I’m waiting for Santa, except we are being stalked by armed elves that’ll throw us in jail if we sneak a peek at the presents before Christmas morning,” Static said.
“Exciting isn’t it?”
“I have to admit it. This is fun.”
“Just as long as we don’t get caught,” Static said. “Then the fun goes away.”
Caysi looked out at the helicopters landing at Stallion, kicking up large plumes of sand under their rotor wash.
“Yeah, that’s the real trick isn’t it? If we get caught, just act like we are a couple of dumb kids who were out hiking and got lost.”
“So what’s our excuse for being way out here?” Caysi asked.
Static pointed to a strange looking section of desert, a flattened round area that stood out in stark relief in comparison to the rest of the rocky area.
“See that scarred area over to the left, that weird flat-looking ring?”
“Yeah? So?” Caysi asked.
Static handed her the binoculars.
“If we get caught, that’s why we are here.” Static said matter-of-factly.
Caysi put the binoculars up to her eyes and tried to train them on the patch of land Static was referring to.
Located in the middle of an ancient lava bed the round spot was easy to make out. On closer look it was suddenly clear it wasn’t the result of a natural geophysical event.
“Looks like a crater of some kind, but it’s too shallow and too perfectly round. In fact it looks scorched,” Caysi said.
“You are a good observer. What else do you see?” Static asked.
Caysi adjusted the zoom on the binoculars. Under 20x magnification the center of the mystery spot stood out in high relief.
“There’s a road leading to the center of the circle and what looks like a – it looks like some sort of pyramid -- no a stone pylon in the exact center.”
“You have great eyes,” Static said.
“Okay — so tell. What is it?” Caysi asked curiously.
Static unfolded a topographic map and handed it to Caysi. He pointed to the same spot on the map that she was observing through the binoculars.
“You are looking at the site where one of man’s most significant events took place. An event so huge that what happened there 60 years ago may indeed have set in motion mechanisms that could spell the end of the human race or the world as we know it.
“That’s the Trinity Site,” she said almost solemnly.
“Yes, that’s the exact spot where man exploded the first atomic bomb.”
Caysi sat silent for almost a full minute, contemplating what the ugly scar on the desert floor really meant.
“Kind of makes you think doesn’t it?” she said breaking the silence.
“Sure does,” Static said. “When they lit the first one off they said the flash was seen all the way to Amarillo in Texas, and a blind man in Tularosa saw the light.”
“Really?” Caysi said still looking at the spot and imagining the power behind what made such a scar on the land.
“Since it was such a secret at the time, when reports started pouring into police stations in the area that something huge had exploded out on the range, they tried to pass it off as an accidental explosion at a weapons depot.”
Caysi dropped the binoculars and turned to look at Static.
“Can you imagine what it must have looked like? I mean, what would you think if you saw a huge flash and a mushroom cloud go up? Especially if you had no idea what was going on?” Caysi said.
“And if you weren’t blinded by the flash, what about when the shock wave hit?”
“I’d probably have a heart attack,” Caysi said.
Static took the binoculars and trained them on the site.
“You know, there were several physicists attached to the program that predicted that it could probably ignite the atmosphere and destroy the entire world,” Static said.
“And they went on with the test anyway?”
“They were engaged in a world war with an enemy who would fight to the last man, woman, and child. I guess it was a risk they were willing to take.”
“I guess we are living proof that the predictions were wrong,” Caysi said.”
Caysi blew some dust off the binocular lenses, careful to keep them clean.
She looked at Static amazed by all he knew about the area.
“You like history, don’t you?” Caysi commented.
“All the answers to all the questions are there, if only we paid attention,” Static said.
“Then maybe you can help me with my history homework?”
Static laughed. That wasn’t quite the point he was trying to make.
“Yeah, like you need help.”
“I have no trouble memorizing dates and names, but you seem to have a grasp on meaning and historical-implications. I need help there.”
“I can do that,” Static replied.
Static’s scanner suddenly squawked.
“Attention all units this net, the Sec Def’s aircraft is on final approach!”
“This is it!” Static said, rubbing his hands together in excited anticipation.
“His aircraft should appear over that ridge any second,” Static said, pointing to the mountains to the southwest.
No sooner had the words left Static’s lips then the whine of jet engines echoed through the valley.
Caysi turned and scanned the sky for the jet bearing the Secretary Of Defense. A glint of sun glinting off something in the distance caught her attention.
“Looks like a Gulfstream II Executive jet,” Static said.
“Very pretty indeed. Nice clean lines, excellent design,” Static said admiring the craftsmanship.
The pair watched as the Secretary Of Defense’s aircraft touched down on the main runway at Stallion. It pulled off the main runway and onto the apron in front of the Stallion tower.
Static turned to Caysi. He was wearing a huge grin on his face.
“If they knew we were up here they’d have kittens,” Static said.
“Let’s hope they never find out,” Caysi said, unsure of how well they were hidden.
“Don’t worry. They can’t see a thing. Navy SEALS use this netting all the time.”
Down at Stallion a set of rolling stairs was pushed up against the aircraft. After a few seconds the door opened and a group of people left the plane and began walking down the steps.
“Which one you think he is?” Caysi asked.
“Watch for the salutes and handshakes,” Static said.
A man wearing a blue suit stepped off the aircraft. A photographer stepped up and took his photo shaking hands with several other men also in blue suits.
“That’s him,” Caysi said.
“Gotta be,” Static said.
After a brief ceremony where speeches were made and a band played, the Secretary was ushered over to a reviewing stand.
A Black Hawk helicopter lifted off from the tarmac and disappeared to begin a low sweep of the mountain ranges to the south.
When Stallion security seemed to be satisfied that there were no prying eyes about, the hangar door slowly opened.
“This has got to be the big unveiling,” Static said.
“Remember everything, every line,” he told Caysi.
Suddenly the tip of the aircraft, like the point of a spear, could be seen slowly protruding from the now open hangars. Caysi took a quick glimpse at the assembled crowd of dignitaries and they were all applauding.
And then they could see it.
Caysi looked at Static. He was holding the binoculars so tight that his hands were shaking. She reached out and steadied them.
“Wow. Pinch me. I have never seen a design so—so perfect,” Static said.
Caysi couldn’t resist and pinched him on the elbow. To her surprise he didn’t react.
“Look how smooth it is. Doesn’t look like something humans could build.”
A very sleek and perfectly black arrow-shaped aircraft taxied out onto the main runway.
Static studied the lines closely. It looked perfectly seamless, no rivets or joints could be seen, as if it was sculpted from the blackest piece of flat slate.
It was instantly clear this aircraft was light years ahead of the clunky hardware Static was used to seeing on the ramp at Holloman.
“You seeing this? Can you remember this?” Static asked Caysi.
“How could I not? It’s etched in my mind like granite.”
“Good. I just hope it takes to the air so we can see it from all angles.”
As if it heard their request, the Black Manta taxied past the reviewing stand and on to the active runway.
Pausing for about 30 seconds, it sat there silent, then the brakes were released and it slowly began to speed up.
Suddenly there was a slight whoosh as the aircraft lifted gracefully up into the air.
Over the next 20 minutes the Manta put on an aerobatic demonstration like no one had ever seen. The Black Manta made turns, flips, barrel rolls, mid-air stalls, and other maneuvers that no manned aircraft could ever hope to match.
“Kind of puts the Blue Angels to shame, doesn’t it?” Caysi said.
Next the Manta did a super high-speed climb up into the sky until everyone lost sight of it, including Static and Caysi.
“Where’d it go?” Static asked.
“It changed shape,” Caysi said.
“What?” Static replied confused.
“I’m telling you – I was watching it through the binoculars and it changed shape. It went from a sort of wide triangle to more of a cone,” Caysi said.
“How am I supposed to model that?” Static replied.
Just when they thought it wasn’t coming back, Static and Caysi heard a very low rumble coming from behind them.
They turned to see the Manta flying slowly over the very ridge they were hiding on, just a few dozen feet over their heads.
Down-blast from the engines began tearing at the camouflage netting.
Clinging on for dear life, both Caysi and Static had to fight hard to hold down the netting, also too aware that all eyes at the base were probably trained on the very ridge they were hiding on.
But as fate would have it, the netting held fast and the Manta moved away.
Static was amazed. He sat there with his mouth wide open not quite comprehending what he had just seen.
“Uh - - are airplanes supposed to be able to fly like that?” Caysi asked.
“They are now, I guess. Someone just rewrote the rules of aerodynamics,” Static said.
The Black Manta landed, gracefully touching down like a bird on a tree branch. It then rolled slowly up to the reviewing stand and stopped.
Looking at the aircraft through binoculars, Caysi noticed that two men push a ladder up to what looked like a cockpit transparency.
“I thought you said it was unmanned?” she said.
“It is. Isn’t it?” Static said raising the binoculars to his eyes.
The cockpit opened up to reveal a pilot who was busy releasing the straps on his ejection seat. He then removed his flight helmet and handed it to a technician, climbed out of the seat and down the ladder.
“I may be mistaken, but that’s definitely a human.”
Static was perplexed. “I was positive it was unmanned.
The pilot walked over to the crowd and began shaking hands with the dignitaries assembled. The technician reached inside the cockpit, pushed a few buttons, then climbed down the ladder and rolled it away from the aircraft.
As he walked away the engines on the Manta began to race, then it did something no one expected. It taxied to the main runway and took off, by itself, this time without a pilot.
“It can fly with or without a pilot,” Caysi said very surprised.
Static glanced down at the crowd below. They were all standing on their feet and applauding. Static felt the urge to do the same, although he did not.
“That’s the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” He said.
“Brilliant,” is all Static could say, over and over again.
CHAPTER 17.
Family secrets
An hour later, after everyone had left except for a security contingent, Static and Caysi made their way down the ridge and across the desert floor carefully, avoiding the mapped sensors and video cameras.
“That was – impressive --” Static said. “Did you see how weird it moved?”
“That was pretty – strange I must say,” Caysi said. “So why is it both remote and pilot-controlled?”
“My guess, they send the unmanned Manta into areas that are too risky to send humans, say like near a surface-to-air missile site. It then takes out the missiles and other threats. Then send it in with a human at the controls to do things that robots can’t do.”
“Like what?” Caysi asked intrigued.
“Bomb a target surrounded by civilians. Maybe an anti-aircraft gun placed near a hospital, targets where human awareness and split-second judgment is required. I know it sounds a little contradictory but an airplane like that can make war safer and less inhumane.”
“That does sound strange, a humane warplane.”
“My dad says to look at it this way. Consider terrorists hiding inside a city like cancer cells inside a human body, both are small in comparison to the whole body, but need to be removed surgically without causing major damage to the healthy parts,” Static said.
Caysi stopped to check the map, making sure they would pass behind a video camera that was on the ridge just ahead. Static rambled on.
“In the old days we’d send wave after wave of bombers to level a city containing the enemy, but war has changed drastically since 9-11. You can’t level a whole area trying to kill one terrorist.
“What if you could send in just a few aircraft to precisely remove evil? Although people will still be killed, the chances that innocents dying become less.”
Caysi suddenly stopped.
“We need to proceed south for about a thousand yards to avoid camera 12,” Caysi said matter-of-factly.”
“Right,” Static said. “Let’s use this gully over here like we did when we came in,” Static said, pointing to a small line on the map.
They walked and talked about the sighting while avoiding motion sensors and video cameras on the range as if they had done this all their lives.
“Well, for me it’s kind of like finding a cure for cancer after the patient has died,” Caysi said surprising Static. “Maybe if we had something like the Manta a year ago my dad would still be around.”
Static didn’t know how to reply. “What do you say to someone who lost a father in a war?” He wondered.
Hesitantly he asked, “You said he was shot down?”
Caysi stopped, sat down on a large rock and began rummaging through her bag for something.
Static could see the tears welling up in her eyes. He brought out a tissue and handed it to her. Suddenly he felt horrible for asking the question.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to —“
Caysi took the napkin and wiped her eyes.
“No. It’s okay. It’s a secret too,” Caysi said.
“Now I remember where it is!” she said as she reached into a side pocket on her backpack.
Carefully she removed a small photo album, thumbed through it and stopped on a picture of her father. Carefully she removed it from the plastic sleeve and handed it to Static.
Static took it as if it was made of fragile crystal.
In the picture, a handsome man in a flight suit holding a much younger version of Caysi stood in front of a gleaming white T-38 jet trainer.
“Good looking guy,” Static said, trying his best to comfort Caysi. He suddenly wished Freaks were here. He was much better at knowing what to say to make people feel better.
“He was, wasn’t he?” Caysi said looking up with her big brown eyes watering.
“That was taken when I was five and we were stationed at Vance Air Force Base in Oklahoma.”
“You said he flew F-15s? He must have been a great pilot to rate that,” Static said.
“He graduated top of his class. He was an instructor too, one of the best,” Caysi said, her voice trembling just a tad.
“So, if I’m not intruding, what happened?”
“All I know is that they say he disappeared near Kandahar. They never found his body so he’s only listed as missing, but it’s been almost a year now so I don’t think there is much chance he’s still alive.”
“Don’t give up hope,” Static said handing the photo back to Caysi. “You never know what life has in store for us,” he said trying to comfort her. “I mean, think about it. I never thought I’d be sitting here in the desert with my best friend watching secret aircraft flying by.”
Caysi smiled when she heard his remarks and looked up at Static smiling back at her.
“I’m your best friend? I thought Freaks was.” Caysi surprised.
“Of course you are!”
“Really? You aren’t just saying that?”
“Sure, Freaks and me have been buds for a long time, but he’s more like a brother. You are more like a friend. I can tell you things that I wouldn’t dare tell Freaks.”
“Like what?” Caysi asked now intrigued.
“Well, for instance, I just love soap operas,” Static said, blushing slightly.
“Oh my gosh! Which ones?”
“All of them. I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”
Caysi let out an excited squeal.
“And Freaks doesn’t know eh?” Caysi said with a slightly evil grin on her face.
“Don’t you dare tell him!” Static begged.
“Gosh no! We soapies got to look out for each other.”
“What else doesn’t Freaks know about you?” Caysi asked.
“If I tell you, you promise to never tell another living soul?” Static asked most seriously.
“Cross me heart and hope to die,” Caysi said.
“Well, you know all this expertise I spout about military aircraft and flight?”
“Uh huh?” said Caysi unsure of where Static was going.
“Truth is I’ve never even flown in an airplane.”
“So? Lots of people haven’t. What’s the big deal?” Caysi asked perplexed.
“Well, the truth is -- I’m afraid to fly.”
“Roger Ramjet is afraid to fly?” Caysi said unbelieving.
“Scares me to death. As much as I love aircraft design, the thought of getting inside one of those hurtling conglomerations of aluminum and plastic gives me the shakes,” Static said.
“Why?” Caysi asked.
“It’s a semi-long story,” Static said hoping he wouldn’t have to elaborate.
“I’m all ears, besides keeps my mind off other things and it makes the hike go faster,” Caysi said.
“If you insist,” Static said.
“I insist,” Caysi replied.
Static checked the map to see how far they were from the next sensor.
“When I was 10 my dad took me to an air show in Roswell. He was part of the communications team for the F-15 demonstration team. That day was the first time I had ever touched a real aircraft. I remember my dad holding me up so I could run my hand along the wing. I I was amazed to see these were real machines, not untouchable flying things. Not mythical unicorns but things that men had built.”
Caysi watched Static’s eyes widen as his memories took him back to the day.
Then his skin turned pale, blanching at the mere memory of the story he was about to tell.
“From then on I was hooked. Since then I’ve had planes on the brain.”
“But what scared you? What made you afraid to fly?”
“On the evening before the show a late comer, one of the civilian air-show acts, the Red Knight, a beautiful vintage T-33 jet trainer painted candy-apple red landed and taxied right up next to where our F-15 was parked.”
Static sat down on the rock next to Caysi. He took a bottle of water out of his pack, opened offered her a sip, which she refused and then took a drink himself.
“Since it was Press Day, they were offering free rides in some of the aircraft to the press and military workers in attendance. The aircraft looked so totally cool that I asked my dad if we could go for a flight in it. To my surprise he said yes, partially because he wanted me to experience my first flight and partially because he knew the pilot, who was an old Air Force buddy.”
Static’s face suddenly turned blank, a far-away look on his face as he recalled what happened. He took a deep breath and held it.
“There I was, standing in line with just one other man who was also waiting to ride in the jet. When the Red Knight taxied up, he looked back at me and said, “You can go first if you want. I looked back at my dad who was busy talking to another pilot and suddenly I had this sinking feeling that I shouldn’t get on that plane, even though I really wanted to.”
”Oh my lord, what happened?” Caysi asked, hanging on every word of Static’s story.
“I just walked away and went over to my dad. He asked me what was the matter, and I said I decided not to fly. He just looked at me kind of weird and said, ‘Okay, it’s your choice. I’m not going to force you. If you don’t want to fly, you don’t have to.’”
“So the guy climbed into the backseat and they taxied out and took off.”
“And that was it?” Caysi asked perplexed.
“No. A couple minutes later as the jet was doing a barrel roll — it just – blew up, killing both the pilot and the man who offered me his seat.”
Caysi reached over and took Static by the hand and squeezed it gently. She was surprised to find it as cold as ice.
“Since then I have tried to learn everything I can about airplanes. They fascinate me but at the same time I’m scared to death to get inside one. Isn’t that weird?”
“Not really,” Caysi said. “I used to be very scared of lightning, cried every time I heard thunder, but my dad took me out in a storm one night and explained all about what it was made of. I remember watching it arc across the sky, so deadly and loud, but also so beautiful. Now I actually look forward to storms so I can watch the lightning.”
“I like that, and you have a good memory of something you did with your dad. Remember that when you get sad thinking about him.”
Static put the water bottle back in his pack.
“I guess we should get going if we are going to make the bus.”
Caysi leaned to her side and kissed Static lightly on the cheek.
CHAPTER 18.
And the winner is … in deep trouble!
Using the information stored in Caysi’s brain, the boys set to work with a 3D computer design program to build accurate blueprints from which to build their model.
Much like the ribs of a boat, the design was broken up into 2-D flat panel cross-sections that made up the shape of the aircraft. Each cross section was then printed out on paper to the scale that Static wanted.
Using easy to cut balsa wood planks, the boys carefully hand-cut dozens of ribs using the computer designed 2-D cross sections as patterns.
These balsa wood cross-sections were laid out and held in place by pins on the actual blue print to insure accuracy. Once the cross sections were in place, they were cemented together with wood glue to a balsa-wood frame, also carved by hand using the blueprints as a template.
Soon Static had an accurate balsa wood skeleton of the Black Manta, but it still needed to be skinned with fabric, doped (the skin stiffened by coating it in a thick plastic-like varnish material), sanded, and painted to match the real Black Manta.
Although the model was built from scratch, some parts were impossible to make by hand, like the landing gear and clear cockpit transparency.
Static scrounged through his huge collection of left-over model kit parts and found landing gear pieces (belonging to an F-15 Eagle) which looked close enough to the Manta’s gear to work, but finding something that looked even slightly like the Manta’s cockpit transparency was next to impossible. Nothing in his entire stash of model parts came close to looking like the Manta’s futuristic teardrop-shaped cockpit glass.
The other Interceptors searched high and low for anything that might work and found some scraps of plastic that were fairly close to the right shape, but Static (being a stickler for accuracy) rejected them all.
Static was stuck. The entire model project was finished except for the problem of the cockpit.
“No. That’s not quite right,” he said time and time again, turning his nose up at everything the Interceptors brought him.
With the deadline for the competition rapidly approaching, it looked like Static was going to have to compromise and not have an entirely accurate model of the Black Manta, but then something caught his eye that just happened to be the perfect shape.
While handing in his over-due math paper Static noticed his teacher, Mr. Clancy had on his desk a clear tear-drop-shaped Lucite paperweight containing an ugly-looking desert scorpion.
Static picked it up examining it closely.
“It is perfect,” Static thought, “if only I could borrow it to make a clay mold.”
Mr. Clancy turned from the blackboard to see Static holding his prized paperweight.
“Ahem,” he said snatching it out of Static’s hands.
“Sorry Mr. Clancy. I just thought it was cool, with that bug in it and all.”
“It’s a scorpion and one of my prized possessions. You aren’t the first one who has tried to take it,” Mr. Clancy said.
Static’s eyes grew big. He stammered, “Uh – I – uh wasn’t trying to take it.”
“Good then,” Clancy said putting the paperweight back on his desk with a loud smack.
The next day before class, Static entered Mr. Clancy’s office, and made a perfect impression of the paperweight by pressing it into soft modeling clay.
That evening Static drained the contents of five tubes of 2-part epoxy glue into a mixing vessel, being very careful to use equal parts of both the hardener and the resin to get the right consistency, transparency, and hardness.
After mixing the glue very gently to avoid bubbles, Static poured it in the clay mold. Overnight it hardened into an almost transparent teardrop shape with a slightly golden hue that closely matched the color of the cockpit on the real Manta.
Using his dad’s electric buffer he polished the epoxy until it shone like a diamond and was as slick as glass.
In short order the model was finished.
On Friday night Static and Caysi carefully prepared the model for transport to the modeling competition.
Caysi looked at it and said, “It’s perfect. I’m sure we will win, even if Gavin flies in himself on a jet pack.”
“I’m glad you said we,” she said patting him on the back.
“You deserve most of the credit. I just built the thing.”
Static carefully lifted the model up and inspected it from all angles.
“It is perfect, isn’t it?” Static said, admiring its sinuous lines.
“It won’t be -- if you drop it,” Caysi said. “Let’s put it back in the box.”
Just as Static was about put it back, Meinrad burst into the room, flinging the door open and very nearly hitting the model in Static’s hands.
They both screamed, as Static instinctively threw the model into the air.
Caysi shouted angrily, “Meinie!” as Static dove for the falling model.
But just as they were all sure it would hit the ground and shatter, the breeze from an open window let the model down slowly. Falling like a leaf it landed on Stanley’s soft bed.
“Did you see that?” Meinie asked.
“You are so lucky!” Static said. “If that had broken …”
“He’s not lucky,” Caysi said.
Static rushed over to check the model for damage.
“It is perfect. It is the perfect aerodynamic shape,” he said laughing.
Static picked up the Manta model and inspected it from all angles.
“Is it okay?” Caysi asked concerned.
“Not even a scratch. It soft-landed.”
“That was wicked,” Meinrad said.
“So?” Static said.
“What?” Meinrad replied.
Caysi leaned over and whispered in Meinie’s ear.
“I think he wants to know why you flew into the room and almost creamed the model that we had all worked so hard on.”
“Oh — that. You are not gonna believe this dudester - ” Meinrad said suddenly remembering the message he had rushed over to deliver.
“I’m waiting?” Static said as he carefully placed the Manta in its carrying box.
“I just heard that the winners of this last model competition of the year get to go on an aerial refueling flight inside a genuine military jet tanker!”
“You are kidding?” Caysi said. That’s the first prize?”
“Plus - he gets to bring along up to three friends!” Meinrad said.
“If you win, you’ll finally get to fly!” He said grabbing Static and shaking him exuberantly.
Static’s face turned slightly pale at the thought of flying in an Air Force gas station loaded with thousands of pounds of volatile jet fuel.
“Wow,” Static said with mock enthusiasm.
Meinrad put his arm around Static and pulled him close.
“And if you win - you do know who to take with ya don’t cha?” Meinrad said throwing his arm around Static in best buddy-style.
“You are on top of the list,” Static said.
Meinrad suddenly gave Static an unexpected kiss on the cheek.
“Hey that might be the custom in Europe but over here guys don’t kiss guys -- as a general rule.” Static said wiping the kiss off.
“I have to go tell Sami. He will be so stoic!”
“I think you mean stoked,” Caysi corrected him.
“That’s what I meant,” Meinrad said as he flew out of the room slamming the bedroom door.
“He’s a force of nature, isn’t he?” Caysi said.
“He sure is,” Static said, sounding lost in his thoughts.
Caysi looked at Static. She saw his pained expression.
“So now you are worried if you win, you’ll have to fly?” Caysi asked.
“Yes,” Static admitted.
“You don’t have to go. Heck, you may not win tonight.”
“I’ll win alright, especially now,” Static said.
****
One hour later at the Holloman Air Force Base Youth Activity Center, modelers put the finishing touches on their model displays.
Static stood at his table with his Black Manta model again hidden discreetly under a box. In front of the box was a neatly hand-lettered placard that read: Hypothetical Design of a Stealthy Manned/Unmanned Military Aircraft.
Several modelers walked by hoping to steal a quick peek at Static’s creation but Caysi slapped any hands that tried to lift the box.
“I wish Freaks was here to see this,” Static said.
“Why isn’t he?” Caysi asked. “He should be here.”
Caysi adjusted the placard, straightening it.
Suddenly she noticed the table adjacent to Static’s spot was empty.
“I wonder where Gavin is?” Caysi asked. “He should be here by now.”
“Probably out in the parking lot trying to fly a full-sized 747 into the hall,” Static said sarcastically.
Caysi looked around the room and then at the crowd. Suddenly she spotted Gavin talking to a girl near the bleachers.
“There he is, by the north wall,” Caysi said waving to him.
Gavin waved back and then continued with his conversation.
“That’s odd,” Caysi said.
“Why, you jealous?” Static asked, not thinking.
“No,” Caysi shot back. “It’s just that he’s not setting up a model. Don’t you think that’s odd?”
“Like I said, maybe it will fly in.”
Just at that moment Gavin began walking in their direction.
“Here he comes,” Caysi said.
“Oh joy,” Static replied.
“Hush,” she warned him.
Gavin walked over to the table and without hesitating tried to lift up the box. Static was happy to see Caysi also slap his hand away.
“Ouch! What’s so secret?” Gavin asked surprised.
Static said with a chuckle, “If you only knew how secret.”
“What’s that supposed to mean Dodson?” Gavin shot back.
Caysi shot Static “the look” which he knew by now meant he better mind his manners.
“Nothing. Where’s your entry?”
“I don’t have one.”
Static was perplexed. The main reason they went through all they did was for the satisfaction of beating Gavin.
“That’s too bad. What happened? You have a crash?” Static asked smugly.
His was rewarded by another elbow in the ribs from Caysi.
“I already beat you once Dodson. To beat you twice would be – redundant.”
“Oh, I get it. You did have a crash.”
“Sorry to burst your bubble, but I’ve been too busy playing with real airplanes. I really wanted to beat you tonight, but once you’ve flown the real thing, models seem like kid’s stuff,” Gavin replied.
“You are learning to fly?” Caysi asked obviously impressed.
“I’m taking flying lessons and should solo before you know it,” Gavin said smugly.
“That’s great Gavin!” Caysi said, patting him on the shoulder.
“Yeah, just great!” Static said, not at all happy with this unexpected development.
“How can I go toe-toe with a nemesis that won’t fight fair?” he thought. “I pull a knife, he pulls out a gun. I pull out a gun and he pulls out a nuke.”
“So what you hiding — let me guess, another old bomber?” Gavin asked.
Again he tried to lift the box. Again Caysi slapped his hand away.
“Uh—yeah that’s it, another old flying relic of the past,” Static said, giving away nothing.
“Well, good luck, friend,” Gavin said, not really meaning it.
“Luck is not a factor,” Static shot back.
Gavin stopped and turned. He couldn’t resist the urge to needle Dodson one more time.
“Static. Do yourself a favor and call me when you want to stop playing with toy airplanes and want to go up in the real thing.”
“Don’t hold your breath. The thought of flying in a plane with you at the controls gives me the shivers!”
“Let’s play nice or I’ll make you both stand in the corner!” Caysi said, always trying to be the peacemaker.
Gavin chuckled and walked off.
“Man, I hate that guy,” he grumbled.
“Well, I think there’s enough room in the universe for both of you. And besides, I think someday we will all be good friends,” Caysi said.
“There won’t be any more room if his head gets any bigger,” Static mumbled.
****
The competition was called to order and soon the judges were reviewing their entries.
Static was surprised to see the main judge was not the base commander, but his wife.
Nothing was working out as Static had envisioned it.
Not only was Gavin not competing but now he was going to be robbed of the satisfaction of seeing the base commander’s face when he saw the model of the Manta.
He noticed Caysi smiling as she watched the base commander’s wife closely examining each model. It was obvious she wasn’t just giving them a cursory going over.
I have to stop thinking in male-female stereotypes,” he told himself as he noticed her quizzing each modeler about the history of each aircraft, asking questions that revealed she had a real depth of aviation design knowledge.
Since this was the final model competition until next fall, it seemed judges were taking extra time examining the entries, including spending more time talking to the model builders.
Static stood there, taping his left foot nervously, waiting for his turn to be judged.
Suddenly second thoughts about unveiling the Black Manta at the competition flashed through his brain. Just as quickly he dismissed them, telling himself there was no going back, especially considering how hard everyone had worked together to turn his wild idea into three-dimensional reality.
“That’s a nice box son. Does it fly?” the base commander’s wife asked.
The judges and a few modelers chuckled.
“Sorry!” Static said as he carefully removed the box.
The judges pressed closer, their eyes slightly widening as they caught sight of the exotic looking aircraft.
“You scratch build this son? This isn’t from a kit?” one judge asked.
“Yes, I mean – we did, Team Manta!” Static said proudly.
“Team Manta?” the base commander’s wife asked raising an eyebrow.
“It was a team effort. My friends designed it on a computer and I built it from balsa. That’s okay isn’t it?” Static asked suddenly concerned he had broken a rule.
“May I pick it up?” she asked.
“Of course!” Static said.
The commander’s wife gingerly picked up the model and closely examined it from all angles.
“Look at the detailing,” she said to the other judges. “Notice how all the lines are perfectly parallel with the opposite side, important in preserving low radar cross section. It’s obvious the designers have done their homework and good research into stealth design.”
Static was taken aback. This was obviously someone who knew her stuff. He suddenly felt guilty for thinking the worst of her.
“You know about stealth design, ma’am?” Static timidly asked.
“Why, yes son. I used to be an engineer at Northrop Grumman and I’m very impressed with what you’ve done here. If it isn’t a real design, it sure as heck could be,” she said.
“Thanks ma’am!” Static said standing tall with pride.
She carefully passed the model among the judges who studied it intently from all angles. After a brief consultation with each other, it was clear they were in agreement. The base commander’s wife took Static by the hand and led him to the center of the recreation room where a microphone had been set up.
“The winner of this year’s last model competition is Stanley …”
Static stopped her in mid sentence and then whispered something in her ear.
“Oh—of course!” she said. Static motioned over Caysi, Sami and Meinrad.
At first they all just stood there, not knowing what to do, but then Caysi took charge and ushered the Junior Interceptors over to stand next to Static.
“Everyone here?” the commander’s wife asked.
“Yes ma’am,” Static answered.
“The grand prize -- winners – of this competition and the opportunity to fly on an aerial refueling mission with our friends at the 54th Air Refueling Squadron from Altus Air Force Base, Oklahoma is – Team Manta!
A man stepped forward and snapped the Interceptor’s photograph.
As if this was the signal, the audience broke out in spontaneous applause.
“I wish Freaks was here to see this!” Static said.
Caysi leaned over and shouted in Static’s ear to be heard above the crowd.
“Now that you’ve won, what next?”
“What?” he said unable to hear her.
“What’s next?” she shouted her voice said almost drowned out by the applause.
Static thought for a second. His face wore a very forced smile composed of gritted teeth and dry pink gums, his saliva all dried up from the realization he had just won the prize of a flight on an aircraft.
“I guess I’m gonna have to fly.”
****
The next morning, Colonel Pepper was surprised to find a memo on his desk asking him to call “Steven at your launderers” in actuality code words meaning he needed to see General Hogle, as soon as possible.
Twenty minutes later he was in the Black Vault, facing the General, who didn’t appear to be in a good mood.
“Adam, how is your investigation coming? Any clues to who might have taking peeks at our secret blackbird?”
“I don’t think anyone did. In fact, I’d like to confirm the technical readouts of the aircraft’s imager with a technician, but it’s my opinion and from my research into IR imagers, that what we’re seeing is a harmonic.”
“A what?” the General said, clinching the cigar in his mouth tight with his teeth.
“A ghost-image. An electrically-induced phantom caused by a glitch in the system,” Pepper explained.
“So you are sure that there wasn’t anyone out there when it landed at Holloman?”
“Yes sir.,” Pepper said confidently.
Hogle stood up from his desk, his face turning crimson, as if his blood pressure had suddenly just shot way up.
Slowly, he ground the stub of his cigar in an over-filed ashtray as if he was trying something, anything, to contain his about-to-blow temper.
Hogle picked up a newspaper on his desk and suddenly flung it into Pepper’s face.
“Sir?” Pepper said astounded at the General’s action.
The newspaper bounced from Pepper’s face onto the floor.
“Pick that up. There’s a very interesting article on page 17.”
Pepper picked up the paper, and took almost a full minute to find the correct page.
While he searched for page 17 he could feel the General’s mounting impatience.
Finally he found the page. Quickly he scanned every article on the page. Nothing seemed connected to Excalibur.
“Sir? I don’t see anything,” Pepper said confused.
“That’s your problem. You don’t see,” Hogle said making his point by taking a finger and pressing it hard into Pepper’s forehead.
“Look at the photo on the bottom. See anything familiar?”
Pepper’s eyes dropped to the photo at the bottom of the page. Under it was a caption: Local Modeler’s Display Skills. Pepper read on.
Stanley Dodson, age 15, stands next to Louise Brigotti, the wife of Holloman’s Air Force Base Commander holding his award winning scratch-built model of a hypothetical stealth aircraft.
The model, designed and built by a group of youths known as “Team Manta,” won top honors at the HAFB Tri-Annual Junior Modeling Competition. First prize includes a ride in a KC-135 aerial refueling tanker, to take place this Saturday. Standing from left to right are Caysi Johnston, Meinrad --
“Holy hell!” Pepper said, as he suddenly recognized the winning model was none other than Excalibur, the very secret project he was charged with protecting.
“Kind of jumps out at you doesn’t it? Imagine what I said when I saw that photo while I was downing my coffee this morning. My five-year-old grandson will never be the same,” Hogle bellowed.
“It’s – it has to be a coincidence!” Pepper said, disbelievingly.
“Coincidence my foot! Every angle is perfect. Even the cockpit transparency is the proper shade of amber,” the General shouted.
Pepper took a closer look at the photo. There was no mistaking it. It was the same aircraft.
“So?” Hogle said, tired of waiting for a something, anything, from Pepper.
“Well – its obvious they couldn’t have built this model without getting a really good look at the aircraft. I doubt they could have seen this much detail at night.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Hogle grumbled.
“They must have seen it at – where are you hiding her?” Pepper asked.
“Stallion, at the north end of the missile range, but there’s security in place, intrusion sensors out the wazoo, helicopter patrols, guards --”
“They couldn’t have gotten all this detail from seeing it at night. Has it ever flown in daylight?” Pepper said.
“Just once when the SecDef visited during the ORI,” Hogle said. “But security was even tighter then.”
“Who was in charge of security?”
“I am or was until this morning when it was taken out of my hands by higher powers.”
“Let me guess? They hired more private security pros?”
“You guessed it. I got chewed on, spit out and stomped on -- then they called in hired guns whose only job is to make me look extremely -- stupid. This casts a huge shadow on the project but in particular it makes me look very incompetent. I doubt I’ll get that fourth star now. ”
Pepper tried to stifle a smile. It was suddenly clear to him that the General was more worried about his standing in the Pentagon than he was about the project being compromised. He was ambitious and for Pepper it was exactly the insight he needed in deciding how to work the General.
“So is it still your project?”
“That’s up for review,” Hogle said. “We have a few more tests to perform here on the range, and if everything goes smoothly, they may consider keeping me on. But if we have another security breech or another foul up - - well -- you get the idea.”
Pepper looked the General in the eye, a tactic he often used to put people at ease and convince them he was on top of the problem.
”Trust me General, I’ll get to the bottom of this and make sure you get that fourth star on your lapel.”
CHAPTER 19.
Fears
“Oh man! My eyes were closed!” Meinie said as he looked at the photo of their big win in the morning edition of the Alamogordo News.
“At least they spelled your name right,” Sami said.
“I don’t know anyone who could spell your name right,” Meinie kidded.
Static stood in the hallway looking at the photo with Meinie and Sami.
“So when is the flight?” Freaks asked.
“We are supposed to report to Base Ops no later than six o’clock in the morning,” Sami said.
“Man I can’t wait!” Meinie said. “Just think of it! I hope we will be refueling something cool. Maybe they will let us guide the boom?”
“The boom? It booms?” Sami asked.
“Did you hear Mr. Patton wants us to write a report on it?” Meinrad said.
“What? We have to turn it into a homework assignment?” Sami protested.
“Would you rather be doing the same dull thing the rest of the class is doing, or writing about going on an aerial refueling mission?” Meinrad asked.
“I don’t know. What are they doing?” Sami asked.
“I think it’s a report on the Industrial Revolution!” Meinie said.
“Just think of it. We will be hurtling through the sky at over 400 miles an hour and we will be refueling jet aircraft that actually come into physical contact with ours also traveling at 400 miles an hour!”
Static blanched at the thought. He began to think about all the things that could go wrong.
What if some technician had a bad day and forgot to tighten a screw? Or what if we try and refuel with a really lousy pilot and he collides with us?
“You okay?” a concerned voice from behind him asked.
“Yeah fine,” he replied.
Static turned to see Caysi, her arms laden with books. The Junior Interceptors stood in the hallway looking at each other.
Sami shot Static a look that meant he should be doing something but he didn’t know what.
“What?” he said.
“Her books,” Sami mumbled.
It suddenly dawned on Static that Caysi was standing there weighed down with stack of heavy textbooks.
“Where are my manners?” Static said, suddenly realizing his faux pas.
“I can carry them. I’m not a weakling,” Caysi said.
Sami turned away trying to stifle a laugh.
“I forgot. You like to do things for yourself,”
Static smacked himself on the forehead.
“I always seem to say the wrong thing when it comes to girls. If I don’t offer to help, I’m insensitive. If I do, I’m a chauvinist.”
Suddenly Caysi felt sorry for Static.
“Calm down. It wasn’t a test. I’m glad to see chivalry isn’t dead,” She said. “Walk me to class.”
Sami and Meinie winked and nudged each other.
“Don’t you just hate them lovebirds?” Meinie said.
“Just hate ‘em.” Sami echoed.
Caysi and Static walked off to class. Static turned briefly and stuck his tongue out at Meinrad and Sami.
“Cute couple. Don’t you think?” Sami said.
As Caysi and Static walked down the hall she noticed his mind seemed to be far away.
“Your hands are cold,” she said concerned. “Are you sure you are okay?”
“Not really. I’m just thinking about the flight tomorrow and it’s scaring me to death, that’s all.”
“You don’t have to go,” she said trying to comfort him.
“Yes I do,” he said.
“No you don’t. You can bow out. You can just not go.”
“You don’t want me to go?” Static asked hoping.
“I didn’t say that. I just said you don’t have to fly.”
“But I need to face my fears. That’s how we grow -- well, that’s what my dad says anyway - whatever that means.”
“What about my fears? I’ve already lost my dad in an air crash. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you.”
As moved as Static was by Caysi’s concern for his well being, he couldn’t also help but wonder why she was so pessimistic about him flying.
“What? You think I’m going to die or something up there?”
“Don’t you? Isn’t that why you are scared?”
“Well, yes – and no. I’m more afraid I’ll look like a coward in front of everyone. What if I hyperventilate? What if I pass out? What if I wet myself?”
“None of that will matter if the plane crashes,” Caysi said, joking.
Static didn’t laugh.
“I guess not,” Static replied, the humor escaping him.
“My dad said I shouldn’t worry, because if it is your time to go, it’s your time to go.”
“Did that make you feel any better?”
“Not really. I said, ‘What if it isn’t your time to go -- but it’s the pilots?’”
Caysi laughed.
****
That night, Static tossed and turned in bed, unable to shake off the anxiety he was feeling about flying.
Around 2:00 AM Static finally fell asleep, but his sleep was short lived. At five o’clock he was awakened by a buzzing sound.
He awoke with the sudden realization that the walkie-talkie he used to talk with Freaks with was the source of the annoying sound.
Then he heard the familiar crackly “Dude wake up!” call from Freaks.
Static groaned and rolled over.
“Dude! Are you asleep?”
Static groaned again.
“Dude – duuuuude … DUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUDE WAKE UP!”
Static picked up the walkie-talkie, pushed the transmit button and said in a raspy sleep-filled voice, “GO AWAY!”
“Sorry dude. Did I wake ya?”
Static sat up in bed and cleared his throat with a sip of water from a cup he kept on his night table.
“Duuuuuuude. Answer me!” Freaks said. “It’s code red important!”
“This better be important or I’m gonna come over there and pound you!” Static answered him.
“Oh, sorry dude. I thought you’d be awake. You know, worried about the flight - cause you are afraid to fly.”
Static couldn’t believe it. Freaks had somehow found out his secret.
“What makes you think I’m afraid to fly?” Static asked, wondering who talked. He couldn’t imagine that Caysi said anything. The only other person who knew was his dad.
“Did my dad say something?
“No. It was the way your face turns white and how you break out in a cold sweat when anyone talks about the flight - that was the big give away,” Freaks replied.
Sometimes Static wished Freaks wasn’t so gosh-darn intuitive. This was one of those times.
“So are you worried?”
“I wasn’t worried. I was sleeping!” Static said annoyed.
“Whatever dude,” Freaks replied.
Static put his feet on the floor beside his bed. He glanced at the clock. It is time to get up anyway,” he thought. “Time to go face the music.”
“Dude — you can’t go today.”
“Uh yeah. Right,” Static said.
“You don’t understand. I need you now!”
“Now? But I have the flight,” Static protested.
“Now. This is urgent, but I can’t talk about it on the radio.”
****
Ten minutes later Static was pedaling his bike to Freaks’ house. He wobbled as he rode, still groggy from his lack of sleep.
As he rode through back alleys and across lots, he heard the noise of jet engines. Looking towards the runway he saw a large aircraft on approach. When it drew closer he could see it was a KC-135 Stratotanker, and most likely the one that his friends would soon be flying on, without him.
He had mixed emotions about missing the flight, the first being relief, and the second being envy. Relieved he had gotten an unexpected reprieve from facing his fear of flying, and envious of his buddies who would soon be sharing something they would remember for the rest of their lives.
The back door was unlocked, just as Freaks said. It squeaked slightly as he opened it.
“Quiet. Don’t wake the folks,” Freaks said in a whisper.
“Did you notice anyone following you?” Freaks whispered as they quietly walked back to his room.”
Static suddenly felt uneasy. Why would anybody be following me? he thought.
“No, the streets were empty. I didn’t see a soul,” Static said.
Freaks ushered him in his room. He was surprised to find everything neat and tidy. Usually it was a mess.
“Yeah, I know. It sucks. My mom cleaned it. Now I can’t find anything.”
Static noticed Freak’s computer was on and the program Sami wrote was streaming the audio from their tower.
“So what’s the urgency?” Static asked.
“They are after you dude,” Freaks said.
“Who?” Static said alarmed.
“The man. Listen to this.”
Freaks sat down at his computer desk. He brought up Sound Saver, the audio program they both used to record their radio files.
Freaks clicked on a window and a sound-waveform graph appeared. He clicked PLAY in the menu.
“Wanted for questioning by OSI are the following, Stanley Dodson, white male 15, Caysi Jones, white female 16 …”
The recording continued on, naming all the Interceptors except for Freaks.
“I recorded this about an hour ago off the main security dispatch channel,” Freaks said.
CHAPTER 20.
Interrogation
When Static got home Sami, Caysi and Meinie were sitting on his front porch waiting to greet him.
“What the heck happened to you? You chicken out?” Meinie asked.
“I’m not in the mood guys. I’m very tired. Didn’t sleep well and this morning, well …”
“You okay?” Caysi asked concerned.
“No.”
“Boy did you miss out. It was so cool. We refueled some stealths and a B-1 bomber!” Meinie gloated.
“Sounds like I did miss out,” Static replied.
“I’ve got some great pictures!” Sami said. “I’ll e-mail them to you in a bit. I got this great shot of a …”
Static cut Meinrad off.
“Shut up for a second, will you?” Static said.
“That’s totally uncalled for man!” Meinrad protested.
Caysi stopped Meinrad. She could tell from Static’s expression he was deeply concerned about something.
“Meinie, let him talk,” Caysi said placing one finger over Meinrad’s mouth. Static took a deep breath.
“Guys, we are in big trouble,” Static said.
Suddenly, the sound of screeching tires caught the group’s attention. They turned to see three Air Force security patrol cars pulling up in front of Static’s house.
“What’s this?” Meinrad said.
The doors opened and a man in an Air Force colonel’s uniform exited one of the vehicles from the passenger’s side of the car. Six base security patrolman followed.
They strode up the sidewalk to the Interceptors, who were too surprised to run.
The colonel was the first to speak. “Which one of you is Stanley Dodson?”
“I am,” Static said.
“And I’m guessing this is Caysi Jones, Meinrad Johansen and Samir – Rattatabi?”
“What is this about?” Static asked, even though they all knew full well what it was about.
“I’m Colonel Pepper, AFOSI, would you all come with us please?” Pepper said flashing his badge.
“AFOSI?” Static asked, playing dumb. He knew perfectly well what the initials stood for. He was stalling.
“Air Force Office of Special Investigations.” Pepper brusquely replied.
The security men moved closer.
“Are we under arrest or something – if so I need to tell my parents,” Static said.
Pepper knew it was very important to isolate these kids from any hope of help from the outside, if his plan was to work.
“No. We just want to ask you a few questions. Nothing formal. It won’t take long.”
The security police officers motioned them to one of the waiting patrol vehicles. Two stepped behind them just in case they decided to bolt.
“I don’t like this,” Caysi whispered in Static’s ear as they walked slowly to the car.
“Don’t panic. Just act clueless. Remember, we expected this,” Static replied.
Sami looked really scared as they separated him from the group and put him in a separate car.
Ten minutes later they arrived at the offices of the AFOSI located in the same building as base headquarters.
Static recognized the offices as those he had once visited when he went on a job with his dad, helping him install a radio system.
As they were ushered into the offices, Pepper said “put them all in separate interrogation rooms.”
Soon each Interceptor was locked in a small room, purposely left alone for over an hour.
This was Pepper’s way of instilling them with fear, a standard pre-interrogation technique.
Outside in the main office, Pepper sat at his desk, biding his time drinking a cup of coffee and watching them on a rack of video monitors.
Special Agent Travis walked over with a pot of coffee and offered Pepper a refill.
“How long are you going to make them wait?” Travis asked, filling Pepper’s cup. Pepper took a sip and winced from the bitter taste.
“A little bit longer, make them think they are in real trouble,” Pepper replied.
“What did they do exactly?” Brown asked, a bit uneasy having kids in for interrogation.
“Nothing much, just caught trespassing on Air Force property where they weren’t supposed to be. I have orders to put the fear of God in them and then let them go.”
“Need any help?” I’m great at scaring kids. Not my own but the neighbor’s little girl runs whenever she sees me.”
“Go home. I can handle this by myself,” Pepper said.
“You sure?” Travis asked. “I’ll stay if you want.”
“Get out of here!” Pepper said. “Go home and scare your own kids. There’s no reason for you to be here on a Sunday.”
“I was hoping you’d say that,” Travis said as he turned to leave.
“There is one thing you can do before you leave though,” Pepper shouted after him.
“Sir?” Travis asked, anxious to please his boss.
“Make a new pot of coffee,” Pepper said. “This tastes like someone washed their dirty socks in the pot.”
****
Since Sami seemed to be the most nervous of the group, Pepper decided to interview him first.
Sami jumped when he heard the door unlocking. In stepped Pepper with a can of soda in his hand and a clipboard holding a manila folder crammed with papers.
Pulling up a chair, he glanced at Sami, who was visibly nervous. He popped the top on the can of soda and handed it to Sami. Sami took it and placed it on the table in front of him but did not take a sip.
“This won’t take long, son,” Pepper said as he pulled a pair of glasses from a breast pocket, slipped them over his eyes, and began intently reading a file.
As he flipped through the pages, Sami caught a glimpse of a photo of himself and then one of his father.
After five long agonizing minutes without anyone saying a word, Pepper finally spoke.
“Your dad is an Afghani?” Pepper said looking at Sami over the top of his glasses.
“Yes sir,” Sami replied timidly.
“And he was cleared by the FBI to do work on the base as an – electrical contractor?”
“That’s correct sir,” Sami said trying to be accurate, polite, and as non-threatening as possible.
“And you realize that we could deport him back to Afghanistan if we find anything amiss?”
This really scared Sami, which is just what Pepper intended.
“Sir?”
Pepper took the newspaper photo out of the folder and slid it across the desk to Sami.
The fear in Sami’s eyes was real. Pepper understood that Sami’s greatest weakness was his love for family, and he exploited it.
“Tell me about this model or you and your entire family will be on the next jet to Kabul.”
“But I’m from Zaranj.”
“I don’t care where you are from. I better get some answers or you’ll be shipped out to anywhere but here.”
****
Next in line for interrogation was Meinrad. Since he was not a citizen he was susceptible to the same threats as Sami.
Twenty minutes later Pepper had the complete story of how they had intercepted communications, infiltrated the White Sands Missile Range, bypassed the motion sensors and cameras and sat on a hillside outside of Stallion and watched Excalibur fly by in broad daylight.
Pepper couldn’t help but be impressed with what these kids had done. It was clear they would serve his purpose well.
Pepper interviewed Caysi next, who played the part of a clueless girlfriend, who told him next to nothing, which was just as Static had instructed.
For some reason Pepper didn’t press her and mistakenly thought she didn’t know much of anything.
All that was left was Static, who was determined not to crack under pressure. He was sure he could handle him like he handled substitute teachers, and besides, he thought since he was minor, there were laws protecting him from prosecution.
Although Freaks and Static had gone over his strategy and studied, a list standard interrogation techniques (they had downloaded off the internet) he would have felt better if he was with him.
Freaks told Static he should view the interrogation as a badge of honor. If his model hadn’t drawn any attention and it was ignored, his plan to impress the Core Interceptors would fail.
With the interrogation, their claims to have discovered a new secret aircraft would have more weight.
Static was sure Convair would notice them now.
But Pepper was a master at manipulation. Pepper knew exactly what he wanted and how to go about getting it.
To him, these kids were just another band of hackers, albeit gifted ones, bent on rebelling against the system by infiltrating the range. He had dealt with their type before and was sure he could pressure them into working for him.
****
As the interrogation wore on, Static began to think he had made a big mistake.
“So your name is Stanley Dodson. Your father is a communications technician, sergeant I believe?”
Static didn’t answer.
“My guess is that you are the leader of this little group, the Interceptors?”
Static was surprised he had already learned the name of the group but still he sat quiet, looking defiant.
“Yes, your friends told me all about the Interceptors. What are you, hackers of some sorts?
“There are laws about detaining juveniles, you know.”
Pepper looked at Static sitting there smug. Instantly it brought back memories of his interrogation by his North Korean spy-masters and how they knew just which button to push to make him talk.
“Say nothing if you want. Your friends have told me the complete story, how you eavesdropped on base communications, mapped all the motion sensors, avoided the cameras and helicopter and worst of all - trespassed on government property. Heck, I think (all totaled) we are looking at seven different charges.”
Static stood tough, not saying a word. He knew sooner or later Pepper would have to call his parents, and once that had happened the story about how they were detained unlawfully would get leaked out and they’d have their day in the sun.
The press would get a hold of it and run with it and as a result - the charges would ultimately be dropped, but more importantly the Core Interceptors would hear all about it.
“I have to say, I’m very impressed. You kids have been able to bypass several million dollars in assets used to protect this secret program,” Pepper said as he read through the written statements that Meinrad and Sami had provided him.
“Samir --whatever his last name is -- describes in detail how you used a signal-sniffer to find all the motion sensors and then used surplus infrared camouflage netting to hide form patrolling helicopters. Very clever indeed.”
Stanley was disappointed that Sami had cracked so easily, but he expected it.
Still, Static thought, since they were just kids the most they would get out of this was a scolding, a mere slap on the wrist.
“You know. Not talking just makes it harder on you.”
Static broke his silence, but instead of trying to defend their actions he tried to goad Pepper.
“Teenagers can be pretty darn stubborn, can’t they? Besides, you can’t detain us without notifying our parents. It’s illegal.”
“Who says I’m keeping you? You can leave at any time. The door is unlocked,” Pepper said motioning to it. “In fact, I’ve already kicked your friends loose.”
Static was taken aback. What new tactic was this? What did this man want? He had expected the man to try and scare him, threaten detention, or worse, but Pepper’s coolness unnerved him.
“Go ahead leave. I have enough to get the ball rolling without your help.”
Static suddenly had a queasy feeling in his stomach.
“What do you mean, get the ball rolling?”
Pepper leaned forward, balancing his chair on the two front legs.
“As smart as you are Stanley, you haven’t thought the scenario through. My guess is you thought I’d threaten to put you in jail, call your parents or even possibly hit you. That would serve your purpose wouldn’t it? Call attention to you and get you noticed?
Maybe net you some media attention? You figured ultimately I’d have to let you go, because you are minors right?”
Pepper slapped a folder down hard on the table startling Static. Pepper flipped it open, pulled out a photo of Sami and held it up for Static to see.
“But’s that where you made your mistake. You were only thinking about yourself when you started this little game, didn’t you?”
Static began to stiffen and his pulse quickened. He suddenly had a good idea where this was leading.
“Sami and his family for instance. I make one call to Homeland Security and they are deported.”
Static blanched at the thought of Sami’s family being rounded up by security police, his father’s shop being closed down, and the loss of his friend.
“Your pal, Meinrad is in the same boat. One word from me and I send his whole kraut family back to Düsseldorf,” Pepper said matter-of-factly like he had done this numerous times.
Beads of sweat began popping on Static’s forehead. He wasn’t hot, he was really worried, but not about his fate, but his friends. “Why hadn’t I foreseen this?”
“And what about your girlfriend?” Pepper said with icy calm.
“What about her? She hasn’t done anything.”
The thought of this man doing anything to Caysi panicked Static. He tried to rise from his chair but Pepper’s powerful adult arms reached out and pushed him back down in his seat.
Pepper grinned. He had found Static’s weak spot. He cared more for Caysi than he did himself.
“If we determine she trespassed on government property, a civilian, we can prosecute.”
Pepper leaned back in his chair, away from Stanley, giving him his space to think, but on guard if Static should jump up again.
“You are right. You are minors and the most that would happen to Caysi is her family would have to play a $5,000 fine and she’d be placed on probation. But do you know how bad a federal crime conviction record looks on a job resume or a college application? A black mark like that can follow you the rest of your life.”
Static was scared. He tried remembering all Freaks had told him to look out for. If he could just keep his cool until Pepper offered him a deal.
“Look kid,” Pepper said. “give me what I want and everyone goes free, without as much as a typo on the record.”
Here it comes. Static thought. He sure hoped Freaks was right. If so, there was a chance they could walk out of this unscathed.
“What do you want?” Static said, doing his best to look defeated.
“I thought you’d never ask,” Pepper said.
“Listen son. If it’s any consolation you never stood a chance. This isn’t kid’s stuff. You were playing a game with the grownups and grownups always -- win.”
CHAPTER 21.
The Deal
Static was beginning to feel better. Although he knew he been backed into a corner, it was exactly what Freaks said would happen.
“Don’t look so glum. In fact I think you’ll enjoy this once it’s all said and done,” Pepper said as they walked out of the interrogation room and into the main offices.
Pepper stopped at what looked like an ancient soda-machine. He fished a handful of coins from his pocket and put them in the coin slot.
“What would you like?” Pepper asked.
Stanley’s mind was spinning. Here he was in deep trouble and this man wanted to buy him a soda. It didn’t add up.
“Root beer?” Stanley mumbled.
“A root beer it is,” Pepper said as he patted Stanley on the back and pulled up a door with a window displaying various sodas for purchase.
“Isn’t this machine a beauty? It’s mine actually and I stock it myself. It dates from the 1960s, like me. The new ones drop your soda so hard it makes them explode in your face when you open them.”
Static was confused by the instant change in Pepper’s demeanor, from inquisitor to best pal in five seconds?
“Uh, what do I do?” he asked.
“Just select your soda and give it a yank. Not real complicated.”
Static grabbed the neck of the bottle and gave it a pull. It didn’t budge.
“No son. Give it some muscle. Yank that puppy out!”
Static tightened his grip on the neck of the bottle and pulled hard. This time the ice-cold bottle came free, released by the metal clamps holding it.
“Guess I’m just old-fashioned. I think sodas taste better in bottles, glass bottles, not plastic. Canned soda is the worst,” Pepper said.
Stanley tried to open the bottle but he couldn’t twist it open. No matter how hard he turned it, he could not get a good enough grip on it.
“Like this,” Pepper said. “These are old school bottles.”
Pepper put the top of the bottle in a slot and pried the top off.
“They don’t make many bottles like this anymore, but don’t worry, this isn’t old root beer. These sodas are made with pure cane sugar, not that fructose crap. I go down to the bottler in old Mexico and bring a few cases back. The team just loves them.”
“The team?” Static asked.
“My security team, the one tasked with keeping smart kids like you out of the range – which they obviously didn’t.”
Pepper placed a hand on Static’s shoulder in a fatherly way.
“You made us look very stupid, Stanley.”
Pepper ushered Stanley into the employee lounge, a much more comfortable room than the interrogation room.
Hanging on the wall were action shots of the AFOSI in action, on the pistol range, at a crime scene, flying in helicopters, etc.
“Impressive, isn’t it? How would you like to be part of that?” Pepper said.
Static didn’t know how to react.
“Are you offering me a job?” Stanley asked baffled. “I think I’m a bit too young and I’m still in school.”
“Well, you wouldn’t be an employee but you could help us with an important mission.”
Stanley’s found himself actually intrigued by the thought.
“Talking to your friends, your Interceptors, I was really amazed how you were able to penetrate security so easily.”
“Not so perfectly. You caught us didn’t you?”
“Only because of the newspaper photo. We knew someone had penetrated the range, but until the photo appeared we had no idea who.”
“You knew we were on the range all the time?” Static asked surprised.
“Of course we did. Well, our office did. Range security was clueless,” Pepper said lying through his teeth.
“So there’s a range security problem, I’m guessing.”
“You are a clever boy. You see since regular range security had no idea you were there, the powers that be decided it was in the military’s best interest to hire a private security firm to protect the aircraft project you saw. Oh, and by the way, I’m going to have to have you and your friends sign a non-disclosure agreement concerning the aircraft.”
“Non disclose --?”
“Just a piece of paper swearing you to secrecy about what you saw plus it covers what we are discussing here.”
“Oh,” Static said, not liking the idea of signing anything.
“Anyway,” Pepper continued, “using private security on this project really puts a dent in the operational budget, so I need your help to prove to the brass that paying these rent-a-cops is a waste of money. I want your Interceptors to be my Tiger Team.”
“What’s a Tiger Team?”
“A Tiger Team is a specially assembled team of experts whose sole purpose is to test security measures. We use them all the time in the AFOSI.”
“And you want us to – what?”
“Provide intelligence for the team. It may sound weird but I want you to go even further than you did. I want your team to gather all the information you can, by hacking, eavesdropping and whatever methods you can think of to see how far you can circumvent security.”
“Why us? I mean, you have unlimited assets to do anything you want here. My guess is your intelligence gathering equipment is much better than ours.”
“And still you were able to get close enough to see the aircraft,” Pepper said making a good point.
“I guess so,” Static said.
Pepper pulled up a chair and sat down, but this time he did not sit across from him like an interrogator but more like an instructor, eager to teach.
“Let me illustrate it this way. The Air Force employs top computer programmers, and I do mean the best and the brightest, to keep enemy hackers out of our classified systems. Yet everyday there are teenagers (such as yourselves) using cheap home computers who come damn close to penetrating top secret files.”
“How do they do it? By thinking outside the box, creatively in ways our security analysts can’t seem to do.”
Static suddenly realized his fingers were growing numb from the cold drink in his hand. He lifted the bottle and took a big gulp. The cold fluid felt good against his throat. Seconds later (as it always did with cold root beer) Static couldn’t help but let out a small burp.
“Excuse me,” Static said, embarrassed.
“That’s the best thing about root beer. The burp,” Pepper said chuckling, trying hard to get Static to drop his guard.
Maybe this guy isn’t so bad after all, Static thought. He sure didn’t seem like a typical Air Force cop.
Pepper could see his spiel was working as he watched Stanley begin to relax.
“So now days, when we actually catch someone breaking in to the computer system, we don’t throw them in the klink, we instead try to put them to work, helping our security teams fill in the gaps. That’s what I’m offering you and your friends.”
Static thought about what he was proposing. Imagine actually working with the AFOSI on a secret project. It began to have great appeal and sure would make for a good story, some day.
“It sure beats having a felony conviction on one’s record, plus you don’t have to wear an orange jump suit and pick up trash at the side of the highway,” Pepper said only half-joking.
Static managed a nervous laugh and took another sip of his root beer.
“True,” he said. “I never meant to cause anyone any trouble.”
“Well then, you see the solution to both our problems. I need to make sure this base is secure and you need to protect yourself and your friends from legal prosecution. However, there is one very important catch.”
“Oh,” Static thought. “I knew it sounded too good to be true.”
“Because of the extremely sensitive nature of this program, you and your friends are being sworn to absolute secrecy on this project. You can’t tell anyone what you are doing, even your parents. If all goes as I think it will, you’ll undoubtedly come in contact with classified materials and security procedures that any enemy of the United States would kill to get their hands on. And I do mean kill. Do you understand, Stanley?”
“Yes sir. Absolutely.”
Maybe I can tell the story when I’m old and gray, he thought.
“Great. So this is how it will work. You and your group must do everything you can to penetrate the Excalibur program. I want photos, computer print outs, technical drawings, programs, security schedules, anything you can get.
“Excalibur?” Static asked.
“Yes, that’s what we call it. Why?”
“We called it the Black Manta,” Static replied.
“I like your name better,” Pepper said.
Static couldn’t help but wonder if Pepper was a man of his word. These intelligence types were so hard to read.
Now I really wish Freaks was here, he thought.
“So do we have a deal? Pepper asked.
“Okay.” Stanley agreed.
“Great!” Pepper said, patting him on the back.
“Of course there are some conditions.”
Isn’t there always? Static thought.
“Any information you acquire goes directly through me and no one else, not even in this department. Got that?”
“Yes.”
“Excellent. The end result will be an attempt by my team to get inside the Excalibur project, with the information provided by your team.”
“Excuse me sir? Get inside the project?”
“Yes. During the security review period, in about four weeks, my team will actually physically try and get inside the facility using information your Interceptors have provided.”
“But won’t they get shot?” Static asked suddenly alarmed.
“Sorry. I guess I didn’t make that clear. This will all be part of a training scenario, an exercise, where my team will try and outsmart the security detail in charge of guarding Excalibur.”
Pepper noticed Static fidgeting with his soda, peeling off the label. It was obvious he had doubts.
“Don’t worry son. It’s all perfectly safe. No one will be using real weapons during the exercise. In fact, the Excalibur team will be expecting a penetration, an attempt by my team to compromise security. It’s just a war game. Keeps us sharp.”
“So if we get caught by security we won’t be in trouble?”
“Of course not,” Pepper said trying to reassure Static.
“Actually, I think you probably will get caught, even though I hope you don’t. I’d sure like to show those high-paid security geeks the door.”
Pepper stuck out his hand to shake Static’s hand.
Static shook it firmly, implying trust
“When do we start?” Static said.
“Soon. We’ll meet somewhere, away from this office where, I can brief your team on what we need. Remember, secrecy is key. You know, cloak and dagger stuff.”
“I hope it’s all cloak and no dagger,” Static said.
“You’ve been watching too many spy movies. You’d be surprised how boring this stuff really is.”
CHAPTER 22.
Operation S.O.S.
For “security reasons” Pepper let Stanley out of his car a few blocks from his house. Although it was just after lunch, to Static it felt like the day had lasted forever.
Stanley was dog-tired. What a day it had been. Not only had he gone with little sleep worrying about the refueling flight, but he also had to endure an interrogation by the head of the AFOSI. The worry, events, and lack of sleep had taken their toll on his normally energetic self.
Although the walk was relatively short, to Stanley it seemed like he was plodding through heavy mud. His legs seemed way too heavy and he could hardly keep them moving.
As he walked through the front door his mom turned and said, “Hey Stanley. How was the flight?” but Static was to tired to respond. He just walked into his room, crashed on the bed, and was out before his head hit the pillow.
A few minutes later, his mom cracked opened the bedroom door to check on him. She was surprised to see him deep asleep, fully dressed curled up in a ball and snoring.
****
The next day after school the Interceptors met in their tower. Everyone was there except for Freaks. Red walked in while they were discussing Pepper’s deal. He listened intently as each of the Interceptors told his side of the tale.
Red stopped them for a moment.
“You didn’t tell him ’bout how you reckoned where the airplane was, did ya?”
“I didn’t,” Static said.
“Not me!” Caysi said.
Sami and Meinrad looked at each other.
“Not me!” Sami said
“Not me too,” said Meinrad.
“You sure?” Red asked.
“Positively,” Static replied.
“Good. I don’t want to tangle with this Pepper feller. He sounds like mucho trouble.”
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Meinrad said. “No sir, not one bit!”
“Are you sure we have to do this?” Sami asked. “Something about this just doesn’t feel right.”
“I don’t think we have a choice,” Caysi said.
“It’s Pepper’s way or the highroad,” Meinrad said.
“That’s highway,” Static automatically corrected him.
Sami stood up and began to pace, something he tended to do when he was nervous.
“I love this country. I don’t want leave. What if they make us go?” Sami asked, frightened.
Static stood up and began to pace with him. He wore a worried look on his brow.
“I just wanted to say how sorry I am it came to this. It seemed like a good idea to establish a rep with the other Interceptors. You know, start a legend. I really thought that the spooks couldn’t do anything without acknowledging a covert program. Guess I was wrong. I take full responsibility,” Static said.
“Never do that!” Meinrad said.
“Don’t feel so bad, Static. We all agreed it was a good plan,” Sami said trying to make Static feel better.
“It was our choice too. You aren’t the only one who has bad ideas,” Meinrad said.
Despite their assurances, Static didn’t feel any better. He knew he let his ego paint them all into a corner.
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Caysi said. “We’ll just do as Pepper says and clear our names.”
“Yeah, let’s do that,” Meinrad echoed.
“Do what?” a familiar voice asked from the stairwell. It was Freaks, looking better than he had in weeks.
“Freaks!” Caysi shouted as she gave him a hug.
“Yeah, Freaks? Where you been?” Sami asked concerned.
“What? You didn’t tell everyone?” Freaks asked.
“No. I guess it’s time to now,” Static said.
Freaks noticed Red, now wolfing down his third twinkie. He walked over and shook his hand.
“I can’t leave these guys alone for two seconds and they up and do something stupid,” Freaks said.
“So what’s the deal? Why was Freaks missing in action?” Meinrad asked.
“It was my decision,” Static said.
“We needed someone on the outside of this, monitoring the radios for signs of trouble, someone with a grasp of the bigger picture. You know – a guardian angel.”
“So why wouldn’t you tell us?” Sami asked.
“Because I knew when questioned, someone would spill the beans and name names. I’m guessing it was Sami?” Freaks said.
Sami felt ashamed, as did Meinrad. They both know they were the first to talk and name names.
Freaks saw the hurt expression on their faces and totally sympathized.
“Guys – don’t be hurt. It was quite necessary to the plan and as it turns out, it saved our bacon,” Freaks said.
Over the next two hours the Interceptors proceeded to tell Freaks the entire saga. They told him about Pepper and the deal.
“I wish I had been there. I could have told you in a New York minute if he was on the level,” Freaks said.
“I don’t know, Freaks. You may be a human lie-detector, but this guy was very hard to read. I’m thinking it was a result of his spook training.”
“Still, I feel I let you down,” Freaks said.
“No,” Static said adamantly. “I really never thought it would go this far.”
“Besides, we got ourselves in this mess. We’ll get ourselves out of it,” Caysi said.
“So, what have you decided?” Freaks asked.
“I guess we don’t really have a choice here, do we?” Static said.
“You know, we are all looking at this wrong. This could be a unique opportunity for us to take an inside look at the Air Force intelligence community,” Freaks said.
“That’s what I thought,” Static said. “This could be an excellent chance to learn spy craft from a professional.”
“Make lemons out of lemonade!” Meinrad said.
“I think you mean, make lemonade out of lemons,” Caysi corrected him.
“That too,” Meinrad replied.
“Every mistake we make is an opportunity to learn from,” Sami said.
“Then we should be geniuses by now!” Meinrad quipped.
“Great. Where do we start?” Freaks asked.
“I don’t know. He hasn’t contacted us yet,” Caysi said.
“Okay. Well before that we need our own plan. Turn this thing to our advantage,” Freaks said.
Freaks took a box of Twinkies out of his backpack and tossed it to Red.
“Exactly,” Static said, trying his best to talking himself into feeling better about the whole situation.
“We need to control the experiment,” Meinrad said. “Be the scientist and not the mouse.”
“Or the cheese,” Caysi echoed.
“And how do we do that?” Sami asked.
“With Freaks. Pepper doesn’t know he’s involved,” Static said.
“You can be our ace in the hole, our insurance policy if things go sour again.”
“Doing what?” Freaks asked.
“Just hovering on the edges. Keeping an eye on everything. Our hold card. We’ll discuss your part later.” Static said.
“Doesn’t this operation need a name?” Sami asked.
“How about we call it Operation S.O.S.?” Meinrad chimed.
“S.O.S?” Caysi asked.
“Yeah, for Save Our Skins!” Meinrad replied.
“You have an excellent grasp of the obvious, Meinie. You’ll earn your call sign soon,” Freaks said making him smile.
Meinrad clapped, like a little child proud of himself.
“Then it is settled. Project S.O.S. is a go,” Freaks said. “Now let’s figure a way to turn this to our advantage.”
CHAPTER 23.
Spy Craft
It’s funny now, when we look back. We thought we were ahead of the game, putting our heads together and trying to think three or four moves ahead of Pepper. He didn’t know he was a professional spook, trained to think 10 steps ahead. We were amateurs and didn’t know (then) how much we didn’t know.
The world of a real spy is very different than what is portrayed by Hollywood. Real spies don’t drive English sports cars, wear tuxedos, drink martinis and rarely are involved in shoot-outs or car chases. That would draw attention and the last thing a spy wants is attention. Real spies think the fictional spy, James Bond, is nothing but a big joke because everyone knows he’s a spy.
Spying is all about collecting information for the government one is spying for. It’s about gaining the trust of people with access to the information you seek and then persuading them (either through blackmail, coercion or bribery) to pass it on to you.
This next chapter is the first lesson in the nuts and bolts of espionage. Little did we know our teacher was a practicing master.
- Stanley Dodson
Colonel Pepper typed up two progress reports on two separate computers. One was on his official AFOSI work computer located in his office. The second he composed a few hours later on his personal laptop, one he kept in his sight at all times.
The first report was for General Hogle, a skillfully written fictional report detailing his meeting with the Interceptors, How they were just a bunch of precocious kids who accidentally encountered Excalibur and made a model of it.
It was Pepper’s recommendation he have the kids sign an inadvertent disclosure to a classified program agreement and have the model confiscated and destroyed.
He also explained he had sufficiently put the fear of prosecution into these kids (who really didn’t mean any harm) and who were just in the wrong place at the right time. Since it was displayed as a “hypothetical” design, the damage was minimal and the cat hadn’t been let out of the proverbial bag.
It was Pepper’s recommendation that the case be considered closed.
The second report was for his spy-handler Chin. It also included a report on the Interceptors, and how they could be used unwittingly to fill their needs, gathering intelligence for them on Excalibur.
Although this report did include his interviews with Static and his gang, he left out one important fact that he felt Chin did not need to know.
He didn’t tell them they were just teenagers. He knew his North Korean intelligence contact would not believe kids were able to succeed where their best-trained agents had failed.
The report for Hogle would be printed and hand-delivered to the general via a secure courier.
The other (to his North Korean spy masters) would travel over the internet and be posted on a public site in plain sight, but encrypted to prevent interception.
To ensure that he would never be uncovered as a spy, Pepper took great efforts to keep his secret files safe.
He never typed up his reports on a computer attached to the internet. He knew from experience that by hooking up a phone line to a computer it became a gateway to almost anyone, and especially to the FBI or CIA.
Although he used a laptop computer to covertly send his reports, he did so in a unique way that left no trace.
As part of his duties as an AFOSI agent, he was well aware there were powerful programs that could recover even erased files from a computer hard drive. So he took great pains to ensure the hard drive on his personal computer remained pristine. To do this he saved his secret files on tiny secure media cards, the type usually used inside digital cameras.
These cards could hold over 2 gigabytes of documents and were only half size of a tea bag (but wafer thin) and could be easily hidden in places that even the most diligent spy hunter would never look.
But Pepper didn’t bother to hide his files in some remote location. He knew they would only be safe if kept close at hand.
Since AFOSI officers were routinely investigated by internal Air Force security agents (charged with finding spies) he kept them close by at all times, inside his compact digital camera tucked away in the breast pocket of his uniform.
Since a camera was part of his normal investigating gear it would not seem out of place for him to be carrying one. If by chance he was ever suspected of being a spy (and the camera was confiscated) all one would find on the card were what looked like ordinary snap-shots any amateur shutterbug would take.
But cleverly imbedded in the images were all of Pepper’s stolen secrets, interlaced inside innocuous looking photographs of sunrises, landscapes, and vacation snapshots.
To hide his files inside the photographs, he used a commonly available program known as “Outguess” utilizing a technique in intelligence circles known as steganographic encoding.
Since it would also be very suspect to have such a program on his personal computer it was kept stored on another photo media card and never mounted on his hard drive. In this way a routine search of his computer would show nothing to arouse suspicions.
To transmit the imbedded documents to his handlers he simply posted them on a photography website known as photographio.org, where amateur photographers could display their talents.
It made Pepper smile to think that at any given moments thousands of people could be viewing his photos without knowing they were looking at top-secret military documents.
To further ensure that there was no trace and no connection to the posting of the photographs and his personal computer, Pepper conceived a clever way to connect his computer to the Internet and transmit the photographs without leaving one bit of evidence on his computer’s hard drive.
He knew that every keystroke and button press is recorded in a computer’s operating system and was something that powerful forensic computers at the National Security Agency could possibly retrieve. So he booted the computer using an operating system set up on a DVD disc. Since it was a read-only disk no keystrokes were logged.
Then it came down to just placing the media cards into a USB card reader, imbedding the information into the photographs (using the Outguess program stored on another media card), and uploading them via someone else’s illegally tapped wireless Internet account.
Hackers had pioneered hijacking unprotected wireless routers to access internet accounts, and since Pepper had prosecuted a few of these “black hat” hackers (for trying to invade various military computer networks) he was privy to their techniques and had even confiscated some of their equipment.
Once the data-imbedded files were uploaded, his handlers could download the documents at their leisure and use another program to extract the hidden data.
Soon Pepper’s report would be disseminated throughout the North Korean intelligence community for analysis.
Payment for his services came through an entirely untraceable route. Since Pepper knew that most spies were caught when their lifestyle exceeded their paycheck, he was very careful how he received and spent his ill-gotten gains.
Since Pepper was known to be an avid gambler, his North Korean paymasters had arranged for payments to be channeled to him through a local casino, Luck of The Mountain Gods, just 90 minutes away in Cloudcroft, New Mexico.
To get paid, all Pepper had to do was gamble. Pepper bet small amounts of cash and almost always won but only with a certain dealer. To avoid unwanted attention he would occasionally play other games of chance with other dealers. He usually lost, but by the end of any night of gambling he always came out way ahead. His winnings (which were even taxed by the in-house office of the IRS) looked legitimate and more importantly, above suspicion.
Sometimes he’d bring along one of agents to unknowingly serve as witnesses. They were always amazed by Pepper’s luck at the tables. When asked about his seemingly consistent winning streak, Pepper always claimed he had figured out a gambling system that someday he’d let his friends in on.
That day never came and Pepper just went on winning.
Pepper’s control operative used a completely different and somewhat archaic way to communicate their intelligence needs to Pepper. Chin didn’t trust the internet and was aware that the National Security Agency had developed sophisticated programs to hunt down secret messages sent to terrorists and spies.
On the shelf in Pepper’s study was a shortwave receiver. It wasn’t some secret type of radio, just a typical multi-band receiver that one could buy at any electronics outlet.
On Monday, Tuesday, or Friday nights, Pepper would tune the receiver to one of four frequencies, 7.527 MHz, 7.482 MHz, 7.787 MHz, or 6.855 MHz The frequency he tuned to depended on shortwave reception quality, which varied due to sunspot activity.
Sometimes the sun-generated noise was so bad that Pepper couldn’t hear the broadcast that was intended for him, but since it was repeated over 10 days, there was always another chance to receive it on the next listening night. He hadn’t missed a message yet.
The coded messages were broadcast in the clear on powerful transmitters. Anyone with a decent shortwave radio could pick them up just as easily as Pepper did. The Interceptors had listened in on many occasions, but since they were coded and the code was unbreakable by anyone who didn’t have the key, anyone stumbling on them would just think they were one of those oddities found on the shortwave bands.
These “Spy Numbers” broadcast consisted of an automated voice, reading off a series of numbers in Spanish.
A typical broadcast began with the date the code was good for, the only part of the message that could be decoded without a key. For example, a message that was good on April 5th would be transmitted as “Quattro Cinco” repeated over and over for the first five minutes of each numbers broadcast.
The date was followed by a series of four numbers groups, such as “Uno, Tres Ocho Nueve, again repeated over and over also over a span of five minutes.
These four-number groups identified which covert operator the message was intended.
When Pepper heard “Uno, Uno Tres Ocho (1138) he knew the transmission was meant for him. Pepper noted that there seemed to be 15 separate identifier broadcasts. This either meant that there were 14 more spies like him (in this or other countries) or his spymasters wanted other intelligence agencies to think there was.
Once the identifier was established, the next transmission consisted of more numbers being read (again in Spanish) in groups consisting of five numbers each. For example, a typical message sounded like, “Ocho, Tres, Quatro, Cinco, Nueve,” and then the next set of five numbers and the next and so on.
This was the body of the message itself. It was these numbers that Pepper would jot down on a pad made of flammable flash paper that would burn completely away in a millisecond if needed. All he had to do was touch the hot end of a cigarette to the paper and it would vanish instantly.
Sometimes the messages were long and tedious to copy down. If Pepper made a mistake, as he wrote the numbers down, the entire message would make no sense.
When that happened, Pepper would have to wait a half hour or more for the entire message to repeat. So Pepper took great pains to concentrate on getting the numbers right.
To make sure that no eavesdropping devices (possibly planted by agents on a spy hunt) would record him listening to the spy numbers transmissions, first Pepper would do an entire sweep of the premises with a bug detector. It was a perfectly normal piece of electronic equipment any AFOSI agent would have in his possession.
Once he was convinced the room was secure, he would turn on his shortwave radio, plug in some headphones, and then wait for the transmission to begin.
Once he wrote down the message he would open up that day’s edition of the Wall Street Journal, a national financial newspaper.
The key was hidden in the same place every day, in the third paragraph of the first story on page 51.
The subject of the news story was not relevant to the message. The third letter of the first word (that contained more than three letters) held the key to the transmission.
Sounds complicated but it isn’t. For example, if the third letter of the first word was “T” then the first Spanish number transmitted (such as the number eight (ocho) was assigned to the letter T.
Then it became just a simple substitution cipher with the next letter being assigned the next number in the alphabet, such as U being assigned the number nine and R being assigned the number six extending through the entire 26 letter English alphabet.
Written out it would look like this:
A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
By using this chart above, the transmission of a message such as “DOCUMENTS RECEIVED” (translated into English from the transmitted Spanish numbers) would be: 18,3,17,9,1,19,2,8,7,6,19,17,23,11,19,23,10,19,18.
Numbers messages were usually short since decoding long messages was rather time consuming and increased the chance that Pepper could be seen decoding the message.
When more complex instructions needed to be relayed to Pepper, Chin would do so by what was known in the spy-trade as a “Dead Drop.”
Another unseen operative would leave coded instructions for Pepper in a predetermined public place.
If one of the radio messages Pepper decoded read: SEEK ALPHA, he was to look for instructions left in an envelope that was taped to the bottom of a certain park bench in the Alamogordo City Park.
To decode the message he would then look in the Washington Post but on page 16, article three, for the first letter in the second word (consisting of more than five letters) for the key to decode this message.
So far Pepper had only had to “clear the drop” seven times. It was something he never liked to do because he knew from experience that many spies were arrested as they attempted to clear a drop.
Catching an enemy agent red handed with evidence of his covert activities was all the evidence FBI spy hunters needed to put the spy down for a very long time.
Emptying a drop took hours. It would be foolish for a spy to drive straight to the drop and search for the hidden envelope. It took time to make sure the covert operative wasn’t being followed. Sometimes disguises were used (which Pepper thought were quite hokey) and sometimes the operative would have to take elaborate procedures to shake anyone possibly tailing him.
Unexpectedly doubling back was one trick spies used to make sure no one was tailing, as was making fake drops of envelopes containing absolutely nothing of espionage value.
Going back to the fake drop sites later and seeing if the enveloped had been moved or tampered with gave away the presence of a tail.
Invisible registration marks on the glue flap or something as small and inconspicuous as a human hair (placed in a way that would reveal the envelope had been opened or moved) could reveal the presence of a shadow.
One of Pepper’s favorite tricks was to cover the envelope with dead leaves, take a digital photograph of the envelope (recording the exact position of the leaves) and then comparing them to another photo of the envelope taken the next day.
If it had been a still night (no wind) the photos should match with the same leaves in the same position in both photographs.
On one occasion Pepper was alarmed to find one of his fake drop envelopes had been disturbed, but when he retrieved the envelope and examined it closely he found rodent droppings and tiny chew marks on it on it. The culprit must have been a rat (the four legged variety) attracted to the mint-flavored adhesive on the envelope.
Such was the life of a spy, constantly on guard and quite logically paranoid. Pepper considered himself to be a master spy, suddenly facing the training and managing of his own little agency of amateur teenage spooks, known as the Interceptors.
CHAPTER 24.
Surprises
When a full week had passed by and Static hadn’t heard a word from Pepper, he made the false assumption that maybe they were in the clear and Pepper had decided using the juvenile Interceptors was not a good idea.
In fact, Static became somewhat disappointed he hadn’t been contacted. He actually looked forward to working on the inside.
“Maybe we aren’t as important as we think,” Static thought.
But contact did come, and in a way he didn’t expect.
“Stanley.” His mom sternly said as she tapped on his bedroom door.
Freaks, playing a video game couldn’t resist making fun him.
“Your mommy is calling you, Stanley.”
Static threw a dirty sock at him, hitting Freaks right in the face.
“Pow! You are dead! The crowd goes wild!”
The tapping came again, heavier this time.
“Stanley?” his mom called.
Static threw down his video game controller in disgust.
“Pause it,” he ordered Freaks.
“No way, dude. You were losing anyway.”
The tapping turned into a loud knock.
“Stanley,” his mom said loudly. “There’s someone at the door for you!”
Static jumped to his feet. “That’s odd,” he said.
It was after ten o’clock. He couldn’t imagine who it might be at this hour.
“Coming!” he shouted.
“You just lost dude. You are so dead,” Freaks said.
Stanley went to the door to find a man in a brown uniform holding a large package.
“Stanley Dodson?” he asked.
“Yes?”
He handed Static the box. He was surprised at how heavy it was.
“Sign here please.” The deliveryman said pushing one of those electronic clipboards at him.
Static struggled to balance the box on one knee while trying to sign for the package. He scribbled something that looked vaguely like a signature.
The deliveryman didn’t seem to care if it was legible or not.
“What is it?” Static’s mom asked.
“Uh, I don’t know.”
“Well, open it then.”
Static carefully opened the box, not knowing what to expect. After all they had been through lately he wasn’t about to take any chances.
“What is wrong with you?” his mother asked.
“I doubt it’s a bomb.”
Static realized he probably looked pretty silly to his mom, but still he was cautious and opened the package slowly.
Inside he found what looked like a military uniform and a note. As he unfolded the uniform he could see it was a Civil Air Patrol cadet’s uniform.
The note read: Stanley, thanks for joining the Civil Air Patrol. Our first meeting will be tomorrow at 4:00 PM at the Pizza Barn in the party room. Bring an appetite! – Colonel Pepper.
P.S. I guessed on the size of your uniform. If it doesn’t fit, let me know.
Static looked at the uniform. It was very similar to what airmen on the base wore.
“This must be Pepper’s cover for our Tiger Team,” he thought.
Clever. It allowed freedom of movement on the base and when Pepper met with the Interceptors it wouldn’t arouse any suspicion.
Static’s dad walked into the room. He picked the uniform out of the box and examined it.
“You up and join the Air Force son?”
“No, just the Civil Air Patrol, I guess,” Static replied, somewhat perplexed.
“Well, the Civil Air Patrol is part of the Air Force, an important civilian auxiliary. I just wish you had told me you wanted to join.”
“Sorry. I thought you’d approve.”
“I do, but next time, ask.”
“So, it’s okay?” Static asked.
“More than okay. The Civil Air Patrol has rescued and saved thousands of people, including military pilots. I’m proud of you!”
He mussed up Static’s hair. Static acted like it bothered him, but it didn’t really. He saw it for what it was, a sign of affection.
“Of course, you’ll need to get a military style haircut.”
Static didn’t like the sound of that at all. He liked his hair the way it was.
“We’ll see,” Static said.
“No, we’ll see about it. I think its regulation, cadet!” Dad said as he went into the kitchen to check on dinner. It was nice having his dad home on time for a change.
Back in Static’s room, Freaks was still playing Fighter Pilot on Static’s game console.
“I’m so far ahead of you now, it’s not funny,” Freaks said not taking his eyes off the screen.
“Pause it! I’ll be right back,” Static said as he headed to his bathroom with his box.
“You can’t pause a war!”
“Yeah you can. Ever heard of a cease fire?”
Freaks ignored him as he slammed the bathroom door.
Five minutes later he emerged wearing his Civil Air Patrol uniform. Pepper had guessed the size right and it fit him quite well. He looked for the world like any of the airmen on base.
“Combat is no place for weak sisters!” Static said as he posed in the bathroom doorway, flexing his teenage biceps comically.
Freaks turned and looked back at him.
“Where in the world did you get that?”
“How do I look? Official?”
“Like an official dork. Where’d you get that?”
“From Pepper. I guess it’s the cover for our team. It came with this note.”
Static handed Freaks the paper.
“That’s really smart. In that uniform you can move freely almost anywhere on the base without as much as a second glance, plus no one is going to question Pepper meeting with a group of kids frequently while posing as a Civil Air Patrol commander.”
Static turned and gazed at himself in the bathroom mirror.
“I kind of feel left out,” Freaks said.
“Don’t be. In fact we are meeting tomorrow at the Pizza Barn. I want you there in the background listening in.”
“Can do!” Freaks replied. “Just save me some pizza.”
“Sorry super spy. No can do. That would blow my cover!”
****
The next day the Interceptors arrived for their first Tiger Team meeting at the Pizza barn. All of the Interceptors except Freaks stood in the lobby wearing their Civil Air Patrol uniforms taking turns making fun of each other, except for Caysi who somehow looked fetching in hers.
“How come I look like a nerd and you look so –perfect in that?” Static asked her.
“What can I say? Girls rule, guys drool,” she joked.
Sami stood on his tiptoes, scanning the restaurant.
“I wonder where Colonel Pepper is?” Sami asked.
Meinrad began to sing a heavily accented, off-tune version of the Beatles’ song, Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Heart Club Band but substituting the word Colonel for Sergeant.
“Ve un Colonel Pepper’s lonely hearts clubs bands. I hopes you all enjoyed der show.”
“That’s original,” Static mocked, but Meinrad kept on singing, mangling the tune and the lyrics beyond recognition.
“Colonel Pepper’s only. Yes sir, we are the lonely. Colonel Pepper’s homely hearts club band!”
Caysi joined Meinrad in singing the song, partly out of sympathy, and partly because it bugged Static.
As Static looked around the restaurant, he noticed a few of the patrons looking their way, puzzled or slightly annoyed.
“Stop that. People are looking,” Static said embarrassed.
“You need to lighten up,” Caysi said. “You take things much too seriously sometimes,” She chided him.
“I’m sorry. You’ll have to leave the premises immediately,” Meinrad said. “You have exceeded the wet blanket capacity of this pizza place.”
“I second that emotion,” Sami said. “Lighten up man. We are sanctioned spies now.”
“That’s what worries me,” Static replied.
“It doesn’t feel right. Has anyone seen Freaks?” Static asked, in a hushed, reserved tone.
“Over in the video game room, trying his best to look suspicious,” Sami said.
“You mean, inconspicuous?” Caysi asked.
“Yeah, that.”
“Well, no one talk to him,” Static said.
“No. I think that’s wrong. We should talk to him, like we know him,” Sami said.
“He’s right. It’s natural that we know other kids on base. If we look like we are avoiding him that’s even more suspicious,” Caysi said.
Static thought about it for a few seconds and said, “Guess that’s right. Acknowledge him, but don’t let it appear that he’s part of the group.”
“Our ace hole,” Meinrad said.
“I think you mean, our ace in the hole,” Sami corrected him.
“That’s what I said.”
A young woman wearing a Pizza-Barn cowgirl costume walked over to the group.
“Are you Colonel Pepper’s air patrol cadets?” She asked politely with her well-practiced greeter’s smile.
“Uh, yes… I guess so,” Static replied.
“Your party is expecting you in the Round-Up Room in the back to your left.” She said pointing them in the direction.
“Thank you,” Static replied.
****
“Boy, do you all look sharp!” Pepper said.
Static was uneasy. The meeting didn’t have the feel of a gathering of spies but more like a boy scout’s meeting.
Everyone took their places at a long table that held trays holding pitchers of soda and a buffet laid out of about every type of pizza and pasta on the menu.
“I took the liberty of ordering to speed things up. I hope everyone finds their favorites,” Pepper said sounding more like a little league coach than a spymaster.
Meinrad and Sami attacked the pizzas like they hadn’t eaten in a week, filling their plates with piles of pepperoni, sausage and cheese laden slices.
Pepper looked over at Static and noticed his reticent behavior.
“Don’t be shy. Dig in,” he said.
“I know it seems far different from our last meeting, but just because we are engaged in serious work here, doesn’t mean we can’t have some fun,” Pepper said reassuring him.
Static and Caysi grabbed plates and slices of pizza.
“I guess we should eat?” Caysi asked him under her breath.
“I know. It seems weird. Doesn’t it?”
“Once you’ve got your pizza we will begin. Would someone get the door please and close it?”
“Sure!” Sami said. seemingly a bit too ready to please the man who had only recently threatened to have him family deported.
With the door closed Freaks would be locked out of the meeting.
“Now - down to business,” Pepper said, his light boy-scout master’s tone suddenly serious.
“First, I hope you don’t mind the uniforms, but as you’ve probably figured out they do have their advantages, least of them being that on base, they don’t turn any heads. I can’t stress this point enough. For our security assessment to work, no one can suspect a thing. Is that clear?”
“Crystal sir,” Meinrad said, way to enthusiastically for Static’s taste.
“Good,” Pepper said.
“Any questions?”
Static raised his hand.
“This isn’t school son. Speak your mind. You don’t have to raise your hand. The free exchange of ideas inside this group will yield creative solutions to security-centered problems that we are here to identify.”
“Sir? That’s what I’m not clear on. Just what is expected of us? What’s our mission?”
“Straight to the point, I like that,” Pepper said, pouring himself a glass of sweet tea.
“This team’s mission is to acquire all the data it can on the Excalibur.”
“Which means?” Static asked, wanting clarification.
“I want everything that will help my security team infiltrate Stallion base. In this way we can identify unforeseen security issues that could put this and future projects at risk.”
Static was uneasy with the vagueness of their orders.
“OK. Let me get this straight. What exactly do you need -- as in the way of hard data?”
Pepper took a sip of his tea and cleared his throat.
“Keep in mind that none of this leaves this room, remembering the disposition of your trespass cases depends on your cooperation.”
“Understood,” Static said.
Caysi was impressed by Static’s take-charge attitude. She was glad he was the spokesman for the group.
“Specifically I want – the kind of data that will help us during the Tiger Team infiltration scenario. In particular I want security guard schedules, access codes, blue prints, computer read outs, computer software, identities of all the security persons involved in protecting the aircraft, maps, photographs of the aircraft, flight test schedules -- anything you can get -- that you are not supposed to be able to get. Get it?”
“That’s pretty clear Static,” Sami said.
Pepper signaled the group closer with a gesture of his hand, a clear signal that what he was about to say was even more than confidential. The Interceptors all leaned forward.
“No - the Holy Grail - so to speak - of this exercise - is the software, the hardware and the frequencies used for controlling the aircraft remotely because –“
Pepper leaned even closer and spoke in almost a whisper.
“ — the goal is for my security team to attempt to steal Excalibur.”
Caysi gasped.
“Well, not actually, just as part of the exercise. We wouldn’t actually move the aircraft but in theory the goal would be to show that we could steal it if we wanted to.”
“You had me worried there for a minute,” Caysi said.
“With the end result being, to educate our security teams to think differently about future threats to national security. Unfortunately most of them think a bad guy will — - well look like bad guy. That’s why you were so successful. I want to tap into that.”
Meinrad said, “Out of the bun thinking?”
“Box, Meinie,” Caysi corrected him.
“That’s what I meant, box.”
“In any event - even though I was appalled by what you boys and girl achieved, at the same time I was amazed at how you did it. Now it is our job to work together to close these security holes. Pepper said raising his glass.
“Now before we continue – a toast to teamwork!”
“Teamwork!” the Interceptors echoed as they clinked their glasses together.
****
Out of a sturdy briefcase he removed four large brown envelopes and handed one to each Interceptor.
“You’ll find inside a typed list of our exercise goals – and your security oaths -- that I want you to sign and pass back. Not to mention, there’s $500 for each of you.”
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Meinrad said enthusiastically.
“Wait!” Pepper stopped him.
“Now before you go thinking you can spend it on anything you want, such as new video game, or a new bicycle, let me tell you this money is to only be used to acquire whatever you think you need to carry out your mission, plus I will need you to sign a receipt.
“Whatever!” Static said.
“Whatever you think you need for the mission, but for goodness sakes be discrete.”
“Discrete?” Caysi asked perplexed.
“Remember. You are covert operatives. Don’t go flashing around a wad of cash because people will get suspicious. Use it in any way you think supports the mission, but do not keep receipts or leave a money trail or tell anyone where you got it? Got it?”
“Okay?” Static replied, confused.
Pepper scanned the expressions of the Interceptors. The looks ranged from delight to skepticism.
“I see some of you are still unsure where this is going” Pepper said.
“Kinda – sorta,” Sami mumbled.
Pepper said tapped his teaspoon on the table.
“It is your ingenuity that impressed me and is also what is keeping you out of trouble so far,” Pepper said.
“I am not here to ride herd on you or micromanage your team. It is up to you to gather the information as you see fit. My only rules are: get the job done; don’t get caught; and don’t tell anyone what we are doing.”
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Sam interrupted.
“Until, I tell you to,” Pepper said, trying to assure the Interceptors.
“Once you have fulfilled your part of the bargain, the trespassing charges will be dropped and you can go on with your lives knowing you did your country a great service,” Pepper said.
“Sounds like a plan, man,” Meinrad said.
“With that, I leave you to your pizza,” Pepper said, closing his briefcase.
“I’ll see you all back here in two weeks for a progress report,” Pepper said as he unlocked the door, opened it and disappeared into the crowded restaurant.
CHAPTER 23.
Mission Status
Despite Static’s remaining doubts, over the next two weeks the Interceptors set to work gathering intelligence on Senior Year. Several “stealth” forays out to Stallion were undertaken only to find that security had been greatly improved around the secret lair of what they called the Black Manta.
New fast-rotating, sound-sensitive remote video security cameras had been installed on the range as well as a new type of sensor that the Interceptors could not identify.
On more than one occasion Meinrad and Sami were almost caught by a roving security patrol investigating the tripping of a sensor that neither of them had seen.
It was literally by accident that the security patrol did not find the pair of Interceptors. Instead they ran over a broken fence post that punctured their tire and sent their truck into a ditch.
“They also fixed the hole in the gate where we usually snuck into the range,” Meinrad reported during the next Interceptors meeting at the tower.
“And they put a 24-hour guard and a guard house on the road leading to Stallion,” Sami reported.
“They aren’t making it very easy,” Meinrad said.
“Let’s just back off a bit then. Observe them from a distance,” Freaks said.
“That’s good. We need some time to observe their routine,” Static said.
Freaks looked at him and couldn’t help but grin. As much as he liked being president, it was good to see Static calling the shots.
“You are enjoying this aren’t you?” Freaks asked.
“I must admit it, yes. We have money to buy some spy-toys and actually it’s kind of cool being a covert operative. I could do this for a living.”
”Don’t let it go to your head, secret squirrel. Remember Pepper still holds the trump card.”
“Thanks. I needed that,” Static replied, not at all happy to be taken down a peg, even though he knew Freaks was right.
****
At their next spy-confab at the Pizza Barn, Static presented Pepper with what information they had gathered. It wasn’t much by Static’s accounting, but Pepper seemed pleased.
“New security procedures, guard schedules, and even names of those on the security team, very good. I’m impressed,” Pepper told them.
“What about the aircraft? Have you seen it, any photographs yet?”
“It hasn’t flown, but I’m sure it is still there,” Static assured him.
“What makes you say that? How do you know it is still there?” Pepper challenged him.
“They wouldn’t exactly guard an empty hangar would they?”
“Maybe - to throw you off.”
“I don’t think so. The Humvee with the remote control gear is still at Stallion.”
“Good point.”
“Where the Black Manta goes, the remote Hummer goes,” Static said.
“How about the piloting software? Any success in that area yet?” Pepper asked.
“We are working on a few ideas,” Static said, not knowing what else to say.
In actuality they had no idea on how to get their hands on it.
“Okay. We still have time. Keep me informed.”
Static hated to tell Pepper what he needed to know, that the end of the school year was looming and they had tests coming up.
“I think we won’t have much for you next week,” Static said, cringing.
“Why not?” Pepper asked, irked at this revelation.
“Finals. We all have finals,” Static replied.
Just for a moment Pepper had forgotten he was dealing with kids who had school, family, friends, and all that went along with it. Considering what they had accomplished so far and still attending to their everyday lives impressed him even more.
“That’s okay. I wouldn’t want your grades to suffer,” he said.
Actually, he couldn’t care less if the whole lot of them flunked out. All he wanted was his precious Senior Year data. But he was aware that a bad report card could draw some unwanted attention to his special group and he certainly didn’t want that.
“Take the week off and tend to your studies.”
“Then we’ll get right back on the mission, I promise.”
Pepper was aware that if he pushed these kids too hard they would rebel or worse yet, talk.
“Take your time. Do your best at school and I’ll see you in two weeks.”
Static was surprised. He was sure Pepper would have objected and pressed them even harder. Maybe I have misjudged the man? he thought.
“How are the funds? You guys need any more money?” Pepper asked, knowing kids usually couldn’t resist cash as an incentive.
Meinrad began to rise from his seat, the sound of acquiring more “fundage” being quite appealing to him.
Static spoke up quickly, hoping to keep Meinrad from asking for more cash.
“No. We are good. In fact we still have some left,” he said as he shot Meinrad a look that had the effect of pushing him back down in his seat.
Over the next three hours Pepper held a crash course on the history of spying. He also showed them how to shake someone who was tailing them, pick locks and then instructed them on “dead drops” and other tried and true spy methods.
Surprisingly Pepper also lectured them on MICE.
“You mean moles?” Static asked.
“No, MICE. It is an acronym meaning, Money, Ideology, Compromise and Ego – the four reasons people become spies.
“I understand money,” Meinrad said.
“Yes, some do it for the money, but only a small percentage. Most do it for ideology – that they truly love their country, and some spies have been compromised – or blackmailed into it, but a lot of them do it to feed their egos.
“Sir?” Static asked.
“Some of the most famous internal spies in history sold secrets to our enemies because they had contempt for their own spy agencies.
“I don’t understand,” Sami said.
Pepper passed each Interceptor a stapled stack of paper.
“This is the dossier of one Robert Phillip Hanssen of the FBI. From his resume it looks like he’s a super patriot. He held a key counterintelligence position in the FBI, was a spy catcher himself, privy to all the super-secrets within our government, and yet he was also selling those secrets to the Russians that eventually led to the death of some of our deepest undercover operatives.”
Static read the dossier. He vaguely remembered reading about this case somewhere in the news.
“So why did he do it?” Caysi asked.
“Because he didn’t feel he was getting the respect he thought he deserved from his peers. He felt he was smarter than them, and for the most part he usually was the smartest person in any given room, but because he was outspoken and had an abrasive personality he was passed by with promotions and his bosses stuck him in a thankless desk job.”
“So he started selling secrets to get back at them? Static asked.
“Yes. Revenge is a stupid motive.”
Static blanched. He felt like all eyes were on him. He was all too aware his ego had indeed gotten them in this mess because he HAD wanted two things; to be noticed by the Core and to beat Gavin.
“Although he was a smart man, he was eventually caught by smarter men then him, with the moral of this story being?” Pepper asked.
“Don’t get caught?” Meinrad answered.
“No,” Pepper said sternly.
Pepper drew himself to look as big and as threatening as he could.
“The moral is, don’t EVER think you are smarter than me.
Chapter 25.
Home Alone
Later that night as Static stayed up studying for his algebra final (the only subject he had trouble in) he heard a gentle tapping on his door. From the sound of knock he knew it had to be his dad.
“C’mon in. It’s unlocked,” Static shouted.
“Am I interrupting? I can come back later,” he said, knowing how important it was that his son had time to himself to study.
“I was just about to take a break,” Static replied, rubbing his eyes.
Static’s dad walked in and sat at the edge of the bed.
“How’s it coming?” he said, knowing his son was struggling.
“I think they lost me when they started adding letters to math. I mean c’mon already? Isn’t it hard enough with just numbers and they had to add letters too?”
“I know what you mean. Algebra wasn’t my favorite either, but you are smart. I have faith you’ll figure it out.”
Static looked at his dad. He noticed his father was wearing the face that said something was up.
“What’s wrong?” he asked suddenly apprehensive.
“Nothing. Why do you ask?”
“You are wearing that face.”
“What face?”
“The face you wore when you ran over my bicycle in the drive. The face you wore when you couldn’t attend the science fair. The face - -.
“Okay,” his dad said, cutting him off. “I get your point.”
“So?”
“It’s good news, really,” his dad said, sounding more like he was trying to convince himself than Stanley.
“What’s good news?”
“I have been assigned temporary duty to Hickam Air Force Base for three weeks starting tomorrow.
“Hawaii?” That’s great. Wait, that’s not great. I have finals.”
“Yeah. I know – plus….”
“Plus what?”
“I want to take your mother. I promised her long ago I’d take her to Hawaii and this would be great for her, however ….. “
“I’d be here by myself.”
“You think you could handle it?”
Eager to show his dad he wasn’t kid anymore he answered, “well, yeah!”
In fact, Static liked the idea, and besides it gave him time to get out from under Pepper without having to worry about his folks being ever the wiser.
“Are you sure? This will be the first time you’ll be on your own.”
“I’m not a baby - - and it is only for three weeks right?”
“That’s right. You are a young man now.”
“I am aren’t I.”
“But even if we aren’t here, the same rules apply!” his dad said, trying to sound stern.
“I know. No parties. In bed by 11 and I still have to take care of my chores.”
“And more. You’ll be the man of the house. You’ll be holding down the fort. And you will still have to pass all your finals.”
“If only they were final.” Static said. I can’t wait to see what they have in store for us next year. Maybe they’ll add animals to the equations.”
Stanley thought for a moment about what being on his own for three weeks entailed, about the responsibility.
It would be strange being home alone, every night in a dark house and not having anyone to rely on except himself.
Then he thought about the freedom, relying on only himself and proving to his parents he wasn’t a little boy anymore. Once he proved he could take care of the house and his studies on his own, he was sure more freedoms would follow.
“It sounds great dad. I’ll take good care of the place. Mom deserves some fun.”
“Are you sure?”
“Can I have Freaks spend the night?”
“Only Freaks and no staying up late on week nights,” Dad warned.
“Then I’m fine with it.”
“Great. I know you’ll do us proud,” Dad said, giving him a chuck on the shoulder.
“Now wish me luck.”
“Luck for what?” Stanley asked.
“Convincing your mom. She still sees you as her baby boy.”
****
The next day at school Static told Freaks.
“You are so lucky. No parents for three weeks! We are going to party!”
“No parties. I promised.”
“You are playing with me right? Your parents will be 10,000 miles away and no parties?”
“I forgot. You almost flunked Geography.”
“I know enough Geography to know come tomorrow your house will be party central.
Static wouldn’t budge. He was determined to be good, especially in light of the fact he was still in trouble with Pepper, an issue that hadn’t yet resolved itself.
“I promised and besides …”
“Besides what?”
“The decisions I’ve made lately haven’t exactly been good ones. It’s time to listen to that little voice in my head that says, Static, that’s a bad idea.”
“Yeah. I see your point.”
Freaks handed him a notebook.
“I have a present for you.”
“What’s this?”
“Nothing much. Just the guard schedules for Stallion.”
“Oh-my-gosh? Where’d you get this?” Static asked.
“Let’s just say I can’t get the smell of rotting garbage out of my nostrils and leave it at that.”
“You went dumpster diving? But I thought security shredded their trash?”
“They do, but apparently a hired gun like EG&H employee Richard Deakins didn’t get the inter-office memo. I found this in the dumpster behind his apartment.”
“Excellent work my friend.”
“Just call me Agent X from now on.”
“You kind of like this spy stuff – don’t you?”
“Yeah I do. I was thinking about applying for a job with the CIA when I graduate from college. Join with me!”
“I’m not so sure.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It’s just not the same being on the inside. It doesn’t hold the same thrill.”
“Yeah, but think about the book you could write?”
“It would have to be fiction. Only way I could write about it without going to jail.”
The bell rang signaling lunch was over.
Freaks gathered his books and threw his backpack on.
“I’ll see you after. When are your folks leaving?”
“My dad is already there. Mom leaves in the morning. You want to spend the night?”
“Why? Are you scared to spend the night alone?”
“Of course not -- well maybe. I just thought a big strapping boy such as you would help me fend off the boogeyman hiding under my bed,” Static joked.
“If there was a boogeyman hiding under my bed, he’d had suffocated from all the dust bunnies, old stinky socks, and half-eaten peanut butter sandwiches,” Freaks said.
“Not to mention the frequent nocturnal gas attacks,” Static quipped.
“What can I say? Better sleep through chemical warfare.”
****
That morning as expected, Static’s mom was all weepy-eyed and full of last minute rules for her son.
“Now you know who to call in case of an emergency?” she asked as she hugged him for the tenth time.
“An emergency? You never told me there were going to emergencies!” Static exclaimed, faking anxiety.
“Funny. My little comedian. I’m serious.”
“I know. You’ve only told me this 107 times.”
“Moms worry. This is the first time since your birth that I’ve ever left you alone,” she said, trying to hug him for the third time in as many minutes.
Static hated it when his mom treated him like her little baby.
“Stop that. I’m all hugged out. You squeeze me one more time and well there goes breakfast.”
A car horn honked outside. It was the airport taxi pulling up in the drive.
“There’s your ride.”
“I have so many things to say to you first!”
“There’s no time. One more hug and then go!”
She held her son tightly and gave him a kiss on the forehead.”
“My baby boy is growing up so fast.”
Static tried to shrug her off, be he couldn’t. He kissed her back on the cheek.
“Enough. Go!”
“Okay sorry, I just.”
“Mom, go now.”
She hugged him once again and then grabbed her purse and opened the door.”
“Where’s your luggage?” Static asked.
“Dad has it. He took it on the C-17 that flew out last night. He didn’t want me lugging it from here to Hawaii.”
The horn honked again.
“I love you! I’ll call you tonight!” she said fighting tears in her eyes.”
“Love you too! Now go away,” Static said.
With that his mother left him. It was another first for Stanley Dodson. He was alone for the first time in his life.
He didn’t have much time to savor the moment. A minute after his mother left for the airport, the bus to school pulled up.
Grabbing his books, Static flew out the door and barely caught the bus.
****
That night, when he came home, the house was filled with an eerie silence.
It was weird not to hear the television on or his mom calling out; “Is that you hon?”
Static walked through the silent house, taking it in. Even though he was eager to prove to himself and his family he was old enough to take care of himself, he didn’t know if he liked it.
Turning the television on and introducing some noise to the house made him feel better. He also cranked up the volume on his radio scanners filling the house with the sound of police calls, fire alarms, and base communications that somehow comforted him.
Later, for dinner he had a pizza and 12 chocolate chip cookies, something his mother would have disapproved of.
He jumped when the doorbell rang. Opening it he discovered Freaks carrying his rolled-up sleeping bag.
“What’s that for?” Static asked.
“To sleep in - Einstein!”
“But you don’t need it.”
“Oh. That’s right. Your folks aren’t here. I forgot. Wait, are you sleeping in their bed?
“Gosh no! I’m sleeping in my bed and you get the couch in the den.”
Freaks dropped his bag on the floor causing a loud pop that made Static jump.
“So -- how you holding up? Scared yet?”
“I’m scared of you and your poisonous internal atmosphere. Jupiter has less gas. ”
“I knew you’d be thrilled. So, just for you I had beans for dinner. I expect to be graded for aroma and lasting power.
“I am thrilled. That’s why you are sleeping in the den. But be careful. The pilot light in the fireplace is lit.”
“Very funny, you ought to be on television, and speaking of such.”
Freaks flashed something that looked like computer flash memory card past Static’s eyes and then hid it behind his back.
“What’s that?” he asked, trying to grab it from Freaks but Static held it in the air just out of his reach, teasing him.
“It’s a key. Of sorts,” Freaks said, walking into the den.
Freaks walked over to the entertainment center and began fumbling with the satellite receiver box. He pushed a button, ejected a card from the back and put the one in his hand in its place.
Grabbing the remote he aimed it at the television.
“Watch this.”
As Freaks began flipping through the channels Static was surprised to see that suddenly he had over 500 channels to pick from. The card Freaks had inserted had unlocked the restrictions on the box.
“Where’d you get that?” Static asked, grabbing the remote from Freaks.
“Hundreds of channels, now all free for the asking. Just make sure you leave the phone line to the box unplugged.”
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