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Chapter One: Still
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11:47AM on Monday October 3rd 2022. Things had been strange for the employees of Gephardt Chemical. Many would have spent the better part of the morning since 8AM hiding from old man Gephardt, though his craggy visage was nowhere to be seen. Zelen Flores got out of her green 2018 Kia Spectra and made her way to the front doors passing by others on their way out to lunch, which is where she’d been up until now. Entering the front lobby Zelen was surprised to see Stewart Connors standing there looking agitated and glancing around at the dry fountain outside. She approached him but it took him a moment to notice that she was standing there.

“I have felt for the longest time that we should either get that fountain fixed or have it removed. All it seems to do right now is collect leaves and breed mosquitoes,” she said. Connors snapped out of his trance some, though his eyes were still a thousand miles away.

“What?” he said. Zelen looked at him and then back out at the fountain. 

“The fountain. Never mind. I came by to see Gephardt. He’s not returning my calls. It’s important that I see him. Important company business,” she said. Connors, still somewhat distracted, turned to Zelen.

“Business. Important business. Gephardt yeah,” he said. Zelen folded her arms.

“What’s going on Connors? Why are you looking back at that fountain?” she said. Connors looked back at her slowly but from the expression on his face there didn’t seem to be an answer to her question. Zelen heard it then. A loud thumping bass she could feel in her feet. Outside near the front gate a white 2006 Lamborghini Diablo rolled up with the windows down, Still by Geto Boys was banging. Glass panes by Zelen and Stewart rattled to the pressure waves erupting from the vehicle. The gate guard leaned out of his booth with a frown. His expression shifted into panic when the driver held out his ID. He jumped back into his booth and opened the gate. The screech of corroded metal could not be heard over the music and growling engine, which somehow eclipsed the sound system. Everyone stopped to look at the sports car as it rolled up into the lot. Zelen and Connors stepped out the front doors and watched as the vehicle rolled by slowly, bass pulsing in their chests. Zelen looked at Connors who looked speechless. She nonetheless interjected.

“What the hell is this? Who the hell is that?” she said. Connors took a moment to collect himself.

“So, Flores. There’s been a few developments,” he said almost with a stammer. Zelen looked back at the car and then at Connors.

“What developments?” she said. The car came to a stop in old man Gephardt’s parking space. The driver rolled up the windows and shut off the engine. Several employees looked on in bewilderment as he got out of the car. He was well dressed. His medallion and watch glittered in the sun. As did his mirrored aviator sunglasses. He grinned widely and took a step, the folds of his silk shirt catching the glint of the sun. Then he stopped and looked at the painted sign on the parking space. He snapped his fingers and pointed at the nearest person. 

“You. Find someone good at Comic Sans script. I want my label to look tasteful,” he said and then continued on leaving the employee somewhat befuddled. Zelen looked down the parking lot at the man approaching and the then back at Connors.

“What the hell is this Connors?” she said. Connors held up his hands for a moment trying to piece together a coherent thought, then he gave it his best shot.

“Gephardt sold everything. I mean everything. We’re under new ownership and management now. Gephardt didn’t tell anyone and I was under a NDA not to talk about it until 11:AM today. Nobody else even knew about it. Not even Prell. The only reason I did was that I found something I wasn’t supposed to see yet, and Gephardt confronted me. I didn’t even know about this guy until the other day when Gephardt pulled me aside and said he’d be by,” he said and then rubbed his forehead. Zelen’s brow narrowed.

“Who would be by? Who would be by Connors?” she said. Connors grimaced and pointed at the very well dressed man approaching with boot heels clicking on the walk. The man took out a bag of Ranch flavored Corn Nuts and tore it open. Connors sighed.

“Let me introduce, I mean, reintroduce you to Doctor Antonio Salazar. The new owner and CEO of Gephardt Chemical,” he said. Antonio chuckled as he crunched down on some Corn Nuts. He stopped just short of Zelen and Connors, then held out a fist. The pair was initially confused, but reluctantly bumped it.

“Go team. Anyway Stu, I’m changing the name and the look of this place. It won’t be looking like a Paul Verhoeven film set much longer. And we’re all getting beanie hats. You don’t actually have to wear them, but you’re all still getting them. Artificial wool so it won’t make your head itch,” he said. Zelen looked at him a moment in some disbelief, and then at Connors.

“I don’t understand. You’re not a new chemist joining the company?” she said as she looked back at Antonio who tilted his head a moment. 

“Well no, I am a chemist joining the company, but the company is joining me at the same time. I hope that clarifies things,” he said. Zelen had a very hard time processing what she had just learned. The same man who showed up just a few days ago barefoot acting strangely had just arrived in an expensive sports car and now stood before her smirking in a suit that looked like it cost as much as some countries’ annual GDPs. 

“What?” she managed to say. Antonio smiled and placed the small bag of Corn Nuts back into his inner pocket. 

“Relax y’all. Everything is going to make much more sense 45 minutes from now. The rest of the gang is going to meet us on the fifth floor to, well, iron out some of the wrinkles,” he said and grinned. Zelen and Connors looked at him a moment and then at each other. Elsewhere in the city Kim sat by Sonny who lay in a hospital bed after having just endured hours of surgery. A few patrolmen were stationed outside his room as a precaution. They stopped Kelly Shimizu, AKA Karate Kate, and asked for ID. After checking things out she was allowed into the room. When she did she hugged her sister Kim, who had already been crying, and then sat down next to Sonny.

“I talked to Doctor Land. He said the surgery went well, and they did what they could. I’m sorry Sonny,” she said. Sonny took a deep breath and swallowed with dry throat. He reached over and picked up a cup of water sitting on the table next to his bed and took a sip. He slowly set the cup back down again and turned to Kelly.

“Me too. I don’t know what’s going to happen to the band now. This was expensive, and we don’t really have the money. Don’t know if I’m ever getting the music back. This hand is going to heal back how it wants to, and that sucks. But I had to help get Kimmy. No regrets there. Playing notes ain’t just about what sound they make. It’s what they mean. Prince knew that. I know that. It’s what I live by. That’s the language my soul speaks. The band will survive, even if I’m not on stage. That Kim is, makes it worth it to me. Now there’s the garbage on Twystar about us right now. I’m getting tired of people calling us a cover band. We’re not a cover band. We don’t record new versions of songs, we just play them on stage. We’re a tribute band. There’s a big difference. Our MyTube channel isn’t even monetized,” he said. Kim held his strong hand and smiled through tears rolling down her cheek. Kelly put her arm around her and gave her another hug as she dried her cheek with a tissue. Kelly smiled at them both.

“When I first met you I thought you were just another musician looking for some attention, but then I got to know you and found out you were a pretty good guy. A good guy for my sister. I won’t tell the others about you guys, even thought they probably have it pieced together already anyway. Your secret is safe with me,” she said and smiled at Kim before hugging her again. Sonny managed a smile. A question he couldn’t help but ask came up in his mind.

“What was in that box those guys wanted so bad they kidnapped us and did all the other stuff they did?” he said in a hushed tone keeping in mind officers were standing outside the room. Kelly processed what she would say for a few uneasy moments.

“A hard drive. Heavy encryption with some fairly impressive failsafes. It would have been a challenge for me to do alone. We have new friends now it looks like. They have a bigger budget than I do. What was on it? Well, I can say that I am more thankful for what and who is good in this world now. Even those guys were shocked with what they saw, and they just shot dozens of people. I don’t think any of us have heard the last of this. But when things do come, I’ll make sure we’re ready,” she said. Kim turned to Kelly.

“What about our ‘new friends?’ They know who you are,” she said. Kelly looked away for a moment and then nodded slightly.

“Yes they do. And they gave me a clean phone to contact them with. I don’t know what happens from here on out. I do know they have stuff I couldn’t dream of, and they are dangerous as hell. Terrifying, if I’m being honest. They don’t seem to be a threat to the public, yet. Having my ID compromises me. If they become a problem, I will contact the Civic Protectors. At that point it won’t matter. I don’t like how they do things. I’m going to need to be prepared to make that call, and accept everything that comes with it,” she said. Kim smiled at her sister.

“I know you’ll do what you know is right. You always do,” she said. Kelly gave Kim another big hug. Across town the automatic blinds unfurled along the windows in the boardroom on the fifth floor of Gephardt Chemical building. Myrna Halls from Human Resources was the first to show. The next to arrive was Robert Reynosa the company Engineering Director. He sat a few seats away from Myrna and set down his coffee and sugar packages. A few minutes later Chief Marketing Officer Zelen Flores and Chief Financial Officer Stewart Connors appeared. They walked into the room seemingly in a contentious conversation about something. Their expressions were flustered and their eyes betrayed something dire that took everyone else off guard. They watched the pair as they found their seats. Both sat down like they’d been carrying around heavy weights. Right after they arrived Bruce Taylor stepped through the door wearing a black sport coat and carrying a thick file folder under his arm. Everyone looked around at each other in some confusion. Bruce nonchalantly sat down next to Connors and nodded to him. Connors shook himself out of his surprise and leaned over to Bruce.

“Didn’t Gephardt fire you the other day? I heard he fired you,” he said. Bruce smiled and slid the file folder to the side.

“Yes he did,” he said. Connors tilted his head and gave Bruce another look of bewilderment. Before he could say anything more another man walked into the room and shut the door. It was Antonio. There was more confusion. Zelen just sighed as the new arrival walked along the long table. Bruce held up the file folder which Antonio took as he walked by to the head of the table. He stood by the chair that Gephardt usually sat in and smirked. He pushed the chair off to the side, which rolled to the wall and he pulled up one of the other chairs and looked back at everyone. Myrna cleared her throat.

“Excuse me, who are you, and why is he here?” she said and pointed to Bruce. Zelen sighed again and Connors sat back in his chair. Bruce grinned a little. Antonio looked around at everyone and smiled widely. 

“Great question. Doctor Antonio Salazar. Pleased to meet you all. I will be leading this meeting today. I don’t know how y’all usually do this sort of thing, and I don’t particularly care. Myrna Hall was it?” he said. Myrna sat forward in her chair some.

“It’s Halls. You’re running this meeting? Why? Where’s Gephardt?” she said. Antonio almost laughed.

“He won’t make it I’m afraid. To make a long story short I bought this company last week. At 11AM today I officially took charge. Getting a new meeting chair is on my to-do list. What isn’t on the list anymore were the phone calls I made before I drove over here,” he said. Robert looked around.

“What? Where’s Mark Bills and Janis Staska?” he said and looked around at everyone. Antonio set the large file folder down on the table and smirked again. More widely this time.

“To get this out of the way so we can get to other business I have decided to remove Stu here from his position as CFO,” he said. Connors’ jaw dropped a little in astonishment. There was a hush all around the room. Connors took a deep breath and looked up at Antonio.

“You’re firing me Doctor Salazar? You waited until this meeting to say that? You could have just called me. Or even an email. Not this,” he said. Antonio kept smiling and even chuckled some.

“Relax Stu. I’m not firing you. If you had known about Gephardt breaking the law to check me out, well some more that it allows anyway, you would have. But after checking on a few things, I’ve found that isn’t the case. Gephardt went behind your back. He seemed like the type to do that. So Stu I’m promoting you to Chief Operations Officer instead. I didn’t care much for what I found out about Bills. Or Staska. She’s being replaced in Legal. You’ll like this new guy I have in mind. Cool accent,” he said and flipped open the file folder. Connors stood and smiled uneasily.

“Th_Thank you Doctor Salazar. I was not expecting this,” he said. Antonio nodded. 

“You’ve earned it man. I think a hand is in order here,” he said and began clapping. The others soon joined in. Then Antonio pointed to Bruce. 

“I also want to announce that Bruce Taylor here will be filling the CFO position, so a hand for him as well,” he said and continued clapping. Connors sat back down in a far better mood than he had been in just a minute ago. Antonio continued on after reading the top page in his file.

“So here’s the nitty gritty part. As of the end of the week I will be cutting off a lot of the dead weight. Gephardt may have tolerated mediocrity for a lowered head and a ‘yes sir’ at every stupid thing he said, but I practice a higher style of Kung Fu. I dwell where dragons fear to flex. I also have packets for all of you outlining what you are losing from your respective departments. I’ll be meeting with the CIO, CSO, CRO, CCO and the other kind of CSO etc. etc. later this week. Every department is going to get some pink slips. Law of the jungle people, and this handsome leopard just took down a few deer because it was something to do. Time to kill, and whatnot. This has to stay in this room for the time being though, which I’m going to need y’all to sign off on. I brought pens. Anyhow I’m going to be going down to our other facilities and confer with a few people there. Oh, and I ordered beanie hats for everyone. You don’t actually have to wear it, but the one week of the year it’s actually winter here, it may come in handy. Artificial fiber, so it won’t make your head itch,” he said and then began separating out packets from his file folder. Myrna adjusted her posture in her chair.

“Doctor Salazar sir? I should point out that many here have contract stipulations that make firing outright, problematic. This may or may not have been explained to you by Janice before you let her go,” she said. Antonio grinned and flipped to the back of his file folder and pulled out a sheet of paper.

“I thought someone was going to bring that up. I’m glad you did Myrna.I have a snazzy thing here. I printed it out with a friend’s new laser printer just for fun. You would not believe where we found it. Choice find. Vintage. Anyway Texas law and company policy is pretty clear, which is why only about 27% of terminations that I originally wanted are going to go down right now. Others may take a few weeks. And still others over the next few months. Some lucky bastards are going to skate away with buyouts even. Tough pill to swallow, but a necessary subtraction to get this place into shape. And it will, get into shape. I hope this is abundantly clear to everyone,” he said and began passing out packets. Zelen took hers and began flipping through it. Most of the names she saw she grudgingly agreed weren’t very productive. She looked back up at Antonio.

“Doctor Salazar, what are we supposed to tell our departments? We’d be lucky if this stayed quiet for 48 hours before everyone knows. A lot of people leaving with their stuff in boxes is going to get people talking. Is it even worth us signing anything here right now?” she said. Antonio took out his bag of Corn Nuts and ate a few. After a few long moments of crunching he responded.

“Fair question. I don’t need 48 hours to be honest. I need uncertainty. When your subordinates come to you asking questions all you’ll be able to do is offer uncertainty. It has a way of making that solid ground that everyone takes so much for granted, a little less, solid. Though if were y’all I’d be recommending anyone curious to have a resume typed up. They can’t use my friend’s laser printer. It’s vintage,” he said and then turned to Connors.

“Hey Stu, homeslice. I’m going need you and Bruce to take a trip down to city hall to meet with Mayor Dowd. Bills was going to do it, but he’s probably applying to Starbucks right now. And take Myrna with you,” he said. Myrna looked at him a bit puzzled. 

“I’m sorry Doctor Salazar? Why would I be going with them?” she said. Antonio looked over at her. 

“I’ll need my Chief Administrative Officer there for this meeting. That’s you. Brandon Nilsson is gonzo. Probably applying to the same Starbucks as Bills. I wouldn’t drink anything they’d brew though. It’s a gift not everyone is blessed with. The beans choose who are their champions. Not the other way around,” he said and chuckled some. Myrna couldn’t speak for a moment. The others in the room didn’t know what to say either. 

“What? Doctor Salazar I___” she was saying but trailed off. Antonio looked at her a bit more seriously. 

“You don’t want more money and a bigger office? I could give it someone else,” he said. The others in the room all looked at Myrna who shifted in her seat some.

“It’s just so sudden Doctor. I wasn’t expecting this is all,” she said. Antonio smiled.

“I knew you didn’t look like a deer. Had a good feeling. As HR people go, your Yelp reviews were pretty good. You are by far the least HR’y human resources I’ve run across in all my days. But you now have a higher calling, and a sweeter parking space, with some shade. And I already ordered the nameplate for your door. I think yet another hand is in order here,” he said and started clapping. The others followed suit and then Antonio looked around at everyone. 

“First week is going the toughest, for those about to walk. Won’t exactly be a breeze for everyone else, but it’s going to be fun as hell for me. Y’all have no idea how good my firing playlist is. It’s epic. A lot of Enya, Steely Dan, Tangerine Dream, and N.W.A. The core essentials,” he said. Bruce raised a hand. Salazar noticed this and pointed to him

“Doctor Salazar. There’s going to be a lot of vacancies all of a sudden. I get the new direction but how are we going to fill all those spots?” he said. Antonio snapped his fingers.

“Damn good question Bruce,” he said and walked back to his chair and sat down. Then he continued.

“After Gephardt got his ineffectual mitts on my cash I had an extensive look at things. That also had me looking nation-wide. A lot of underrated talent out there. A lot of leopards being kept down by the deer. Leopards don’t listen to deer. Leopards innovate. Innovation makes money. Deer eat grass and shit. All day. Every day. You sell grass to deer, all you get is shit. Sell the future to leopards, and the Serengeti is your motherfucking Shambala. If I can’t get enough butts in seats, I’m also looking worldwide. America first though. You’ll get your people. Don’t worry about that,” he said. There were a few uneasy looks exchanged in the room. Antonio resumed eating his Corn Nuts. Elsewhere a pair of feet wearing navy blue Vans jutting out from a pair of faded and slightly frayed denim jeans plodded along a warm street. On one side of the street sat a line of small houses. On the other were the twisting outstretched limbs of mesquite trees. Dead yellow grass just over the curb contrasted with the gray concrete and dark asphalt. Weather was rolling in that shrouded one end of the street in a dark bluish gray wall. The feet belonged to a young boy that stepped up onto the grass and walked ahead until he came to a stop. He looked up. Before him was the off-white stucco façade of a building and its arched doorway seated centrally in a campanile topped with Spanish tile. The boy knew what this building was. He stared at it while Riders on the Storm by The Doors played through the headphones of his Walkman Sport. In the distance he could hear the sound of thunder. The wind picked up and blew curled bundles of dead yellow mesquite leaves by his feet. He seemed to instinctively know how long it would be before the rain began to fall based on the aroma of the incoming mass alone. He had some time. Time enough to stand here in the wind as cars passed behind him on the street. He could be standing on the paved sidewalk, but he preferred to stand upon the golden grass that was almost the same hue as his shaggy light hair. His dark eyes studied every contour and patch of aged white chipped paint. What stories lay in each fissure the years and light could reveal in the right conditions? A history he was unlikely to know. He could feel then that he was being watched. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a slender man with long dark wavy hair wearing a leather jacket over a striped button down shirt. The two looked at each other for a while from under serious brows. Then the man looked up at the building. He walked up and stood by the boy and continued to look at the building. His brow softened then as if his soul were awash with memory. Warmth amid the brewing storm. The boy’s expression did the same. The pair of them stood there a good while longer looking at the building, not saying anything. The only sound was the wind and the passing cars behind them. The thunder in the distance was slowly replaced with a subtle beep and the music began to fade away. Estrello Nocivo awoke in his infirmary bed under the replenishing lamps and the aroma of lime flavored Jell-O. As he sat up some the lamp disengaged and retracted under the bed. His sister was sitting in a chair next to his bed reading a report. She looked up and smiled. Estrello tried to as well but his face hurt.

“¿Que tal hermana?” he said. Angelica sat the report in her lap and sat forward some. 

“Just like I was back in S.W.A.T. with around the same results. My aim is still good, and I needed it. Rifle wasn’t bad, but I replaced the scope though. How do you put up with JP and Tony when they’re in blow-up-every-damn-thing mode?” she said. Estrello pulled himself up some and groaned a bit from the deep aches all throughout his body.

“I make sure they blow the right things up. I could try to make it sound like it’s an easy job, by you know me better than that. Still, they’re handy to have around. I don’t always agree with what they do, but they know what they’re doing when they do. I haven’t always worked with guys like that. Some people just set fires like they expect everyone else to know why,” he said. Angelica sat back some in her chair and smiled before picking up the folder again.

“Same here,” she said. Estrello spied the folder she had. 

“Is that your report of the incident?” he said. Angelica nodded and handed the folder over. Estrello weakly took it and opened it. After reading through some of it he frowned. 

“You walk a mile to avoid muddy ground. When you get there the muddy ground is there too. Hijole,” he said. Angelica had an idea what he’d just read. 

“We tracked down a safety deposit box in the night that matched a number, that was given to guitarist Sonny Yoo by an unknown woman some time back, and accessed it as soon as the bank it was in, opened. What we found was, sobering,” she said. Estrello sighed weakly.

“Yes it is,” he said. Angelica saw Estrello’s expression harden some.

“What’s there is not very unfamiliar is it?” she said. Estrello glanced over at his sister.

“What was actually declassified regarding the conflict in Wenshu, I can confirm is here. I don’t think it’s necessary for me to say any more. This will be a problem in the future. Making it known to the right people may mitigate the damage and perhaps delay the fallout, but I could not confidently say something very bad  won’t happen. I’ve put in my time about this already. I did my duty when it was expected of me. So did Johnny, Diego, and Percy,” he said. Angelica nodded and sat forward again.

“It wouldn’t be right to do nothing hermano. People have already died because of this,” she said. Estrello closed the file folder and laid it down.

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. I’ve already fought this war. That it’s been delayed as much as it has in this universe may be good. Or it could be very bad. That’s hard to say. I will see what we can do on our end to take as much edge off the situation as we can,” he said. Angelica took her brother’s hand.

“That’s all I’d ask for. None of you talk about the war much. I respect that. We all do our best,” she said and smiled. Estrello smiled some as well and settled back. There was a grumbling a few beds down and Nelson rubbed some of the sleep from his eyes.

“Hey Skip and Angel. I just had the weirdest dream that I was standing on an ice pack in Kenya talking to a polar bear. Wild story about where you’re from. Weird universe,” he said. Angelica glanced over at him a moment and then looked down at Estrello. He weakly rolled his eyes. 

“I never said anything about polar bears. Talking or otherwise. Or Kenya,” he said. Angelica smirked and then looked back at Nelson.

“I see. Historia with Estrello. Did you tell them about the Luces Verdes?” she said. Estrello didn’t say anything and looked a little lost. Angelica folded her arms.

“That’s a no. Okay for future reference don’t talk to Estrello about history. He leaves out a lot and gets even more wrong. If he’s not really interested in a subject he only half listens. The Luces Verdes were auroras that could be seen over the entire world at one point for about four days real time. Some places the night or day didn’t seem to end as the Earth settled into its new position. Anyway, if you ever meet my brother Johnny, he has the history degree,” she said and smirked at her brother. Estrello sighed and focused on in his Jell-O. 

“Military History major. History minor. Whatever, I gave them the gist,” he muttered and picked up his snack. Down in the garage level a bullet ridden Suburban rolled down out of a trailer to the floor with several members of the garage and hanger staff looking on with grimaces and frowns. Ian Kostopoulos stepped forward with a flashlight looking over the damage while shaking his head some.

“Are we still under warranty with Chevrolet? Good gravy, were they trying to tank every hit? It’s a miracle nothing went through. Tearing her apart is going to be fun,” he said and continued to shake his head. A while later both damaged vehicles were out. Alannah, sitting nearby tuning her guitar looked over a very beaten up Corvette and frowned sadly.

“It’s going to hurt pulling that girl apart, but we at least have components on file for that model,” she said. Nick walked up with his clipboard and nodded. 

“We outta be okay man. Boss man says we prioritize the Vette. We got other rides for us. This one belongs to a new friend. I have a 12 pack of Dr Pepper and not a damn thing to do right now. I feel like kicking some ass,” he said. Ernie snapped a socket on.

“Epa! Lets get the princess ready for the ball pendejos!” he said with some gusto. 
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Chapter Two: Spooky 
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The calm over the skies of the Black Mesa region of Oklahoma was shattered by the wake of thunder left by two F-22 Raptors. Hot plumes trailed behind them cutting across the clouds. One was piloted by Captain Bill Morton, call sign Whisky, and the other by Lieutenant Luis Gomez, call sign Ducky, scrambled from Vance Air Force Base just thirty-five minutes before. Radars picked up an anomaly, suspicious and unaccounted for. Both pilots kept an eye on their instruments. Morton radioed back to base.

“Control, this is Whisky approaching site. I have No Joy. I repeat No Joy. That is a November Juliet. Re-confirm radar. I repeat, please re-confirm. If something is out here I ain’t seeing it,” he said. In the tower Lieutenant Hanford received the message and looked up at his instruments.

“Copy that Whisky, radar shows no contact in your vicinity. Continue to monitor the area and report any changes,” he said. Morton didn’t take that well and wrinkled his brow. 

“Control, this is Whisky, what happened to the target? Can you confirm the location and status of the last reading?” he said. Hanford looked at his radar again.

“Understood Whisky. You are ten, that’s one zero, miles from site. I can understand your frustration. Rechecking radar. Negative reading. That’s negative reading Whisky. Probably a flock of seagulls run off setting off a false blip. Continue to monitor area. I repeat, continue to monitor area,” he said. Morton frowned.

“Copy that Control,” he said and grumbled some to himself. He heard a slight crackle and then he heard Gomez.

“Whisky. Ducky here. Seagulls? Over Oklahoma? What’s the play flight leader?” he said. Morton grumbled again.

“Ducky, 80s band. Tower is just lightening the mood. Before your time anyway. Control says we maintain current heading and altitude then stick around. That’s what we’re going to do. False reading or no,” he said. Gomez sighed.

“Roger that Whisky. Keepin’ on keepin’ on. Ain’t our gas,” he said. Whisky chuckled.

“Read that. That’s the spirit Ducky,” he said. The pair circled the area for another 45 minutes seeing nothing but gray clouds and the occasional herd of cattle as they passed over clear patches. Morton heard his comms crackle again.

“Whisky, I think Clarabelle Cow is safe from the seagulls. What do you think?” Gomez said. Morton looked down at his instruments.

“I think I want to be on the ground before this rain starts falling. But ain’t my call. I’ll see what the tower has to say,” he said. Moments later Hanford heard a voice.

“Control, this is Whisky. No visual or radar contacts after 45 minutes of observation. Requesting confirmation that area is clear and further instructions,” he said. Hanford looked over his shoulder at a man wearing a major’s uniform who nodded to him. He turned back to his instruments and issued a reply.

“We read you Whisky. We have orders for you to maintain current position and continue monitoring area for thirty minutes. That is three zero minutes. Acknowledge and update if things change,” he said. Morton wasn’t happy to hear that.

“Copy that Control,” he said. Gomez’s comms crackled then.

“Well Ducky, on the bright side, we get to watch these pretty gray clouds for another half hour. The downside is we can’t see the cows anymore,” he said. Gomez sighed and resumed observation. Something caught his eye then. An object was moving in the clouds below him just off his three. He looked over at his instruments again. There was nothing. He looked back over. It was still there. Morton’s comms crackled.

“Whisky, this is Ducky. I have a contact unidentified on my three o’clock just below cloud cover. Can you see it on your gear because I can’t see shit on mine?” he said nervously. Morton looked at his instruments. 

“Read you Ducky. That’s a negative. I repeat, that is a negative. You sure it’s not just more cloud?” he said. Gomez watched as the object continued to move along side them just under the clouds.

“That is a negative Whisky. Object is large and has matched our speed just below deck. Clouds are covering it but it’s there and it’s big. Please advise, how do I proceed?” he said. Morton glanced over to where he knew Ducky was flying and then looked back at his instruments. 

“Ducky, this is Whisky. I read you. Maintain present and keep a bead on our bogey. I’ll see what Control wants us to do,” he said. A moment later Hanford’s comms crackled. 
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