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Book 4




HADES’ GATE











AUTHOR’S NOTE




This mission occurs after the events of “The Forge of Death”


from CNI Secret Missions



and Code Name: Intrepid, Book 3—Black Axe












CHAPTER 1




Over the Atlantic Ocean

752 miles east/northeast of Miami, Florida

1025 hours, Thursday, 21 June 1934





THE SHIMMERING DISTORTION stretched upward as far as the eye could see. Where it made contact with the ocean, the water frothed. The air around it rippled, bending and refracting light the way heat haze did on a hot summer day.



The pilot of the Consolidated Aircraft PBY Catalina steered the flying boat alongside the anomaly. The fuselage vibrated with the normal pulsing of the two Pratt & Whitney engines mounted to the overhead wing, but the closer the Catalina came to the warped area, the more the vibrations intensified.


“Son of a bitch,” the pilot said with a slight southern accent. He gripped the control wheel with white knuckles as he fought the increasing turbulence. His normal lazy grin was a tight line under his pencil mustache. He squinted emerald eyes behind aviator sunglasses. Padded headphones covered his ears and pressed his khaki service cap onto his bark-brown hair. In his early forties, his face was subtly lined and bore a striking resemblance to the popular moving pictures actor, Clark Gable. He was not Gable, however. This was Lieutenant Commander Roger “Sky Hawk” Winchester, United States Navy.

“Put some distance between us and the anomaly, Hawk,” said the man sitting in the copilot’s seat to Winchester’s right. This man filled his seat with a muscular frame six foot, five inches in height and 245 solid pounds in weight. His face was classically sculpted with a high forehead and square jaw. His eyes shone bright and as blue as the sky on a cloudless day. His hair beneath the headphones was cut to military regulation and the light color of summer wheat. He wore a khaki uniform similar to Winchester’s and the golden class ring of the United States Military Academy at West Point. This was Lieutenant Colonel Rick Justice, United States Army Air Corps.

Winchester banked to the right until only the expected vibration of the motors could be felt, then resumed his course around the disturbance. “How big do you think this is, Rick?”

Justice craned his neck to see around Winchester. “Based on the curvature of the anomaly’s perimeter and the angle of perspective of its height, my guess is two point three miles.”

Winchester chuckled. “That’s a pretty specific guess.”

“I could be off.”

“You’re never off. What do you think it is?”

Justice said nothing.

A woman eased herself into the cockpit and rested her hands on the backs of both seats. A waft of vanilla and clove preceded her, and Justice recognized the scent of her Bella Colodia perfume. She wore an olive-green uniform shirt, the sleeves rolled up her forearms. The top three buttons were undone, highlighting shadow and swell. Her redwood hair fell across her shoulders and parted in the middle to circle her face in a manner Joan Crawford often wore in her films. Her features were soft and round, in contrast to her adventurous nature. To counter that, she lined her eyebrows thick and with a slight angle. Otherwise, she wore little makeup. She didn’t need to. This was Rita Marshall, United States War Department.

“That thing is crazy,” she said.

“That’s an understatement, darlin’,” Winchester said. “Looks like we’re coming up on the edge.”

“Circle around it, Hawk,” Justice said.

“Aye.”


Winchester banked the Catalina around the edge of the anomaly.


“What the hell,” Rita whispered.

“Son of a bitch,” Winchester said.

The anomaly had disappeared.


Justice checked the Catalina’s dials. All appeared normal.


“Where did it go?” Rita asked.

Justice ignored the question. “Steady on this course for another two miles, then bank wide and circle back.”


Winchester complied. At the two-mile mark, he brought the Catalina around. No sooner had they resumed their original course when the anomaly reappeared.


“I don’t believe it,” Rita said.


Justice pointed to a vessel on the water two thousand feet below. “There’s the U.S.S. Manley,” he said. “Hawk, do a flyby and bring us alongside her.”


“Aye, aye,” Winchester responded, and banked away from the disturbance.

Justice glanced back. “Better strap in, Rita. Tell the others.”

“Right away,” she said and backstepped out of the cockpit.


Winchester guided the Catalina around the Manley and came in on a gentle glide path. Twenty feet above the water, he lowered the wingtip stabilizing pontoons to their locked position. The keel sliced through the waves cleanly, shooting spray to port and starboard. The flying boat slowed and settled in the water. Winchester steered the Catalina toward the waiting destroyer and cut the engines fifty feet from it.


“Drop anchor,” he said.

“Anchor dropped,” Justice confirmed.

Both men unstrapped their safety harnesses and ducked out of the cockpit and into the main cargo hold. Rita unstrapped her harness and pushed herself to her feet, grabbing the overhead frame for support in the undulating ocean.

Two other men unstrapped and stood. The first was a stout man with a square head capped by wiry hair the color of clean copper. His eyes nearly matched the hair in shade, with dark speckles in the amber irises. Below the eyes was a nose that looked as if it had received numerous impacts. His skin was pockmarked and held scars leftover from the Great War. Perhaps the most unpleasant attribute of his appearance was his smile. It revealed unevenly spaced teeth, ivory or alabaster in color. He wore the khaki uniform of an enlisted man. This was Gunnery Sergeant Dexter “Guns” Preston, United States Marine Corps.

The second man was shorter than Preston, having just passed the minimum height requirements for enlistment into military service. His uniform shirt barely held back a bulging beer belly, and the bottom buttons strained to stay closed. The sleeves were rolled up his beefy arms. His fingers were thick as rolls of quarters. By far the most attention-getting feature of this man was his head. Bald and round, with puffy cheeks and the onset of a jowl beneath his chin and a handlebar mustache that barely met military regulations. This was Master Sergeant Michael “Hammer” Downe, United States Army.


All aboard the Catalina belonged to a special action team code named “Intrepid.” Established by presidential order, Intrepid’s mission was to combat threats against the nation that were extraordinary. Or unnatural. Rick Justice was their leader.



A small motorized boat from the Manley cut through the waves toward the Catalina. Downe opened the side hatch and tossed a line to the boat when it came alongside.



“Ahoy in the Catalina,” called the sailor on the dinghy.


Winchester leaned out the hatch. “Ahoy.”


At the sight of Winchester’s rank insignia, the sailor rendered a crisp salute. Winchester returned it. “I’m Petty Officer Reynolds, sir. I’m to ferry you to the Manley.”


“Stand by,” Winchester called back. He ducked back inside. “Our ride is here, Rick.”

Justice nodded. “Guns, you and Rita will stay back—”

“Oh, no you don’t, Rick Justice,” Rita interrupted. “You’re not leaving me behind. Hammer can stay back.”

Justice sighed and braced for the long-standing argument he and Rita Marshall engaged in. “Rita, you’re the daughter of a four-star Admiral. You know perfectly well women are not allowed on naval vessels at sea. You simply cannot cross over with us. You won’t be allowed to board.”

Rita ground her fists into her hips and glowered at Justice.

“Why are you doing this now?” Justice asked.

Her scowl eased into a smirk. “Because I like to see you squirm in that stoic shell of yours.”

Winchester chuckled. Downe guffawed. Justice glared at them both.

“It’s okay, Rita,” Preston interjected. “I’ll be with ya.”

Rita’s sneer faded fast. “Wonderful.”

“Hammer,” Justice said. “You stay back as well.”

“Wilco, Colonel,” Downe said.


Justice and Winchester boarded the dinghy and held on as the small craft pivoted away from the Catalina and powered toward the destroyer. The boat slowed and slipped sideways, coming up against the hull with barely a bump. It inched along until it came in contact with the ship ladder.


“I’ll wait here for you to return, sir,” the sailor said to Winchester.

“Very well, Reynolds,” Winchester said, standing.

Justice hung back, allowing Winchester, as the senior naval officer, to board first. Winchester bounded up the seventy-degree slope of the ladder with ease. Justice followed with equal finesse.

The officer of the deck met them at the top. Winchester saluted the flag, turned to the officer, and saluted him. “Permission to come aboard, sir?”

“Permission granted,” the O.O.D. said.

Winchester moved aside, allowing Justice to perform the ritual.


“Welcome aboard the Manley, gentlemen. If you follow me, I’ll escort you to the senior officers’ wardroom.”


They followed the officer through a labyrinth of gray passageways until they reached the wardroom. The O.O.D. knocked and slid a curtain to the side. Three men sat at one end of a long table.

“Captain,” the O.O.D. said. “Lieutenant Commander Winchester.”

The officer at the head of the table nodded and stood. “Thank you, Dennis. Dismissed.”

“Aye, sir.”


The captain came around and approached Winchester directly. He was as tall as Winchester at an even six feet, and roughly the same build. He held out his hand. “Welcome aboard the Manley, Commander. I’m Norman Gillette, this is my X.O. Lieutenant Commander Jeffries, and my second officer, Lieutenant Monterey.”


Winchester shook the captain’s hand. “Thank you, sir. This is Lieutenant Colonel Justice. I should point out that Colonel Justice is in command of Intrepid. I’m his second.”

Gillette raised an eyebrow. “Really? Why is that?”

Winchester said, “Intrepid is a War Department task force, sir, and as such, Colonel Justice is the ranking officer.”

“I see,” Gillette said. “I meant no disrespect, Colonel Justice. As you deferred to Commander Winchester, I just assumed…”

“No offense was taken, sir,” Justice told him. “This is a naval vessel.”

Gillette nodded and gave a professional smile. “Take seats, gentlemen.”

Winchester sat next to Monterey, while Justice took a chair next to Jeffries.

Gillette took his seat and motioned to a steward standing nearby. “Coffee?”

Justice said. “Yes, thank you. Black.”

Winchester nodded. “Same.”

Gillette motioned to the steward.

“I was surprised to hear your team was sent out on this, Colonel,” Gillette said.

“Your report was immediately flagged by Naval Intelligence and forwarded to the War Department’s Office of Special Actions. My boss wasted no time in getting Intrepid involved. It’s what we do.”

“I see,” Gillette said. “Well then, let’s get down to business.”

“Yes, sir,” Justice said. “What can you tell us about the anomaly? When and how did it first appear?”

Gillette set his mug down. “Damnedest thing I ever saw. A lightning storm came out of nowhere. Clear skies and calm waters one moment, then the sky darkened, but there were no clouds. It was like the daylight was just turned down. And lightning. Lots of lightning, but no thunder. No noise of any kind. And no rain. No wind. This went on for, what do you think, Exec? Two minutes? Three?”

“I’d say closer to five,” Jeffries said.

Gillette nodded. “Five then. About that time, the lightning just stopped, the sky went black, and the air smelled like…”

Monterey twirled a spoon in his coffee and said, “Like electricity.”

Gillette snapped his fingers and pointed at the second officer. “Yes. Electricity. A few seconds later, there was a massive burst of light and a pressure wave that rocked the ship. When the light faded, the… anomaly, as you called it, was there.”

“Any casualties?” Justice asked.


Gillette shook his head. “None on the Manley. But we’ve lost contact with the S-19.”


Winchester perked up. “The S-19? I had a friend on that boat. But wasn’t she at Pearl?”

“She was,” Gillette said. “S-19 was decommissioned in February and was on her way to New London. We met up with her at Panama and were escorting her there. I doubt your friend was aboard. Except for Captain Lenard, the crew was reassigned at Pearl Harbor. There was only a skeleton crew on board.”

“Eugene Lenard?” Winchester asked.

“That’s him,” Gillette said.

“What happened?” Justice asked.

“S-19 was on the edge of the anomaly. We lost radio contact as soon as the lightning started. After the burst, the sub was gone.”

“Sunk?” Winchester said.

Gillette shrugged. “Unknown.”

“So, she could still be intact,” Jeffries said.

Justice sipped and set his mug down. “There’s no way to know if the anomaly is solid or if there is open space on the other side of the edge. Or what might lie beyond. What about atmospheric readings?”

Jeffries said, “There was no change in temperature, humidity, or barometric pressure. The readings now are exactly what they were when this thing appeared.”

A knock, then the curtain slid open and a petty office leaned into the wardroom. “Sorry to interrupt, Skipper. You’re needed on the bridge right away.”

Gillette pushed his chair back and angled around the table. “What’s the situation?”

“The disturbance, sir. Something’s happening to it.”

Gillette signaled to Justice and Winchester. “You’ll want to see this.”


They followed Gillette out of the wardroom, down a narrow passageway, and onto the Manley’s bridge.


“Captain on the bridge,” Jeffries said.

“Carry on,” Gillette said. “What have we… Jesus.”

Outside the bridge windows, the distortion had darkened to a pewter gray. The ripples pulsed upward along the surface of the anomaly in waves. There was no sound, no lightning. Nothing except the motion.

“Wait,” Justice said, stepping closer to the glass. “Binoculars?”

Monterey handed him a pair of field glasses. Justice peered upward.

“What do you see, Colonel?” Gillette asked.

“Something else is happening. There.”

Gillette picked up the binoculars and trained them on the spot Justice indicated. A small protrusion, a swelling, appeared on the surface of the disturbance a thousand feet up. Like a blister or a balloon being inflated, the skin of the anomaly stretched and thinned until it finally popped.

An aircraft burst through, trailing oily smoke from its engine cowling and flames from both its wings.

“What the hell,” Jeffries said.

“What kind of plane is that?” Winchester said.

Justice squinted through his binoculars. “That’s a Fairey Aviation spotter-reconnaissance plane flown by the Fleet Air Arm of the Royal Navy.”

Gillette shot a hard look at Justice. “Impossible. We’re nowhere near Britain.”

“Nevertheless, that plane is here and going down,” Justice said.

“Wait a minute,” Jeffries said. “It looks like the pilot is bailing out.”

“Scramble a rescue and recovery team,” Gillette ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” Jeffries replied.

“Captain,” Justice said. “That pilot’s chute is on fire. It might be faster to dispatch the dinghy that brought us here. Petty Officer Reynolds is standing by for us to return.”

“Excellent idea, Colonel. Lieutenant Monterey, dispatch the dinghy immediately. A rescue team will meet him on scene.”

“Aye, aye,” Monterey said and bolted from the bridge.

“That’s a three-seater,” Justice said. “I only saw one man bail out.”

The flaming biplane plummeted toward the ocean at a steep angle. The pilot dropped straight down like a stone, his parachute a flaming pyre above him. The plane and pilot hit the water at the same time.

“He’s in the drink,” Winchester said.


The dinghy raced from the Manley to the spot.


The burning parachute covered the point the pilot went in. Steam billowed as it spread out like a flaming lily pad.

Several hundred feet away, the biplane exploded and sank in pieces.

The pilot’s head broke the surface near the burning chute. He gagged and spat water, then went under again.

The dingy slowed as it neared the spot. Reynolds cut the motor and dove over the side. He came up a moment later, gulped air, and dove back down.

One minute passed.

And another.

The four-man rescue and recovery boat motored to the area, cut its engine, and drifted into the area. Two sailors were still donning diving fins when Reynolds broke the surface, the pilot in his arms.

The divers pulled the unconscious pilot into their boat and started artificial respirations. The pilot stirred and coughed up sea water.

“Outstanding,” Gillette barked. The bridge crew cheered.

Reynolds swam back to his boat and pulled himself onto it.

Justice turned to Gillette. “I’m impressed.”

“All in a day’s work,” Gillette said.


Both boats sped back to the Manley. The anomaly returned to its previous color and rate of rippling.


“I’d like to speak to that pilot,” Justice said.

“I would too. The corpsmen will meet the rescue team with a stretcher and take him directly to sick bay. We can meet them there. Commander Jeffries, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” Jeffries responded.











CHAPTER 2




Norddeutscher Lloyd Line

Bremerhaven, Germany

1835 hours (Central European Time Zone)

Thursday, 21 June 1934





THE GAUNT MAN standing in front of the window cursed. The two other men in the office, despite being more substantial in stature and mass, cowered before him. Beads of sweat oozed through the skin of their foreheads and trickled down their faces. A salty, pungent odor emanated from them. The stink of fear.


“Bitte, Sonderführer. Wir konnten nichts anderes tun,” one of the men said. [“Please, special leader. There is nothing else we could do.”]

Heinrich Bode, the man called Sonderführer, turned and stared at them, one eye magnified slightly by a monocle pinched between brow and boney cheek. The nostrils of his hawkish nose flared; his lips squeezed into a tight line. He pulled a handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit jacket, wiped a soft sheen of perspiration from his balding head, and stuffed the cloth back into his pocket.

“Nothing you could do,” Bode repeated in German. “Nothing you could do.”

“N-nothing. It was out of our control,” the other man said.


Bode opened a desk drawer and removed a Luger 9mm pistol. He set it gently on the desktop, barrel pointing toward the men. “It was supposed to be in your control. That is why I sent you.”


“But—”

“Incompetent fools,” Bode spat the words and turned back to the window. The sky above was dull, the clouds the color of lead. The dock activity below meager. Though his role as Deputy Operating Officer for the North German Lloyd shipping company was only a cover, he had a fondness for the gritty dock work. Perhaps as a byproduct of his adolescence, when he watched his father come and go as a merchant seaman long before the Great War.

“Bring in the woman,” Bode said.

The first man bowed slightly. “At once, Herr Sonderführer.”

“And you,” Bode said to the second man, “get out before I kill you and have your body thrown into the North Sea.”

“T-thank you, Herr Sonderführer. Thank you. If I can—”

Bode spun, snatched up the Luger, and pointed it at the second man’s head. “Schnell!”

The second man turned so quickly he stumbled and nearly fell to the floor.

Bode returned the pistol to the desktop and opened a tobacco box. He removed a slim Eckstein cigarette and twisted it into an ivory cigarette holder, lifted a desktop lighter, and puffed the cigarette to life. He replaced the lighter and blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling.


Fools, he thought. Bungling fools! He took a deep pull, savoring the harsh burn the German tobacco inflicted on his throat. Another full exhalation and his anger waned. No matter. He’d deal with that mess at a later time. At the moment, Hitler’s priority, which made it his priority, was securing the artifact. Nothing else mattered. His men were on site and in motion. All other projects were on hold.


A sharp rap at the door drew his attention. “Enter,” he commanded.

The door opened and the first man returned, a prisoner in tow. But this was no ordinary captive. The person with hands bound was a woman of exquisite beauty. Hair the color of red wine tumbled to her shoulders. Eyes a deep russet color laced with highlights of ruby. Lips painted a bright crimson. High cheekbones and angular features gave her an air of sophistication. Her fit body was evident, even beneath the drab, gray prisoner coveralls she wore.

“Ah,” Bode said. “Fräulein von Rot. I trust you are being treated well?”

The woman did not smile.

“Come now,” he said. “You have access to clean clothing. Food. Makeup. A warm bed. What more could you possibly need?”

“To be elsewhere,” she told him. Her voice was deep for a woman. Sultry. It might have intoxicated a lesser man.


Bode smiled. “If you had not failed me, multiple times, you could be elsewhere.”


She lowered her eyes. “I…”

“Remove her shackles,” Bode said.

The woman looked up sharply. The man complied.

Bode scowled at the man. “Now get out. I will deal with you later.”

The man bowed slightly and scurried out of the office.

The von Rot woman rubbed her wrists and eyed him. “What do you want?”

“I want to have you executed. I want to shoot you myself. I barely tolerate ineptitude from my lackeys. I do not abide it from my top lieutenants.”

“Then why am I still alive?”

“Because, for some reason, Herr Hitler fancies you. It is only at his insistence that you are not in front of a firing squad.”

She smiled. “I see.”

Bode strode around the desk and stood within inches of her, their noses nearly in contact. “You can remove that smug smile from your face. You failed to deliver the infrasound weapon. You botched the reanimation project, and you were unable to successfully ransom the Marshall woman. Twice.”

“Herr Sonderführer,” she said with a dollop of contrition, “I mean no disrespect, but the Americans were formidable. Their resistance and tenacity were unexpected.”

Bode paced. “Yes. The Americans. And one American in particular, no?”

Von Rot looked away.

Bode stopped and faced her. “Lieutenant Colonel Rick Justice.”

Her lips compressed; her facial muscles tensed.

“You were tasked with killing him. By me.”

“I—”

“Silence!”

Von Rot flinched.

“Herr Hitler has granted you one final opportunity for redemption, but his generosity is not without its limits. If you fail…” Bode smiled, a vile expression that boasted malevolence. He pressed his index finger against her forehead and dropped his thumb as if it were the hammer on a gun. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Herr Sonderführer.”

He lowered his hand and marched to his desk. “Sit.”

Von Rot took a seat in the guest chair in front of the desk as Bode took to his high-back leather chair behind it. He pulled a file from the drawer and slid it over to her.

“I am sending you to the gate.”

She perked up. “The gate.” She picked up the folder and opened it. “Thank you, Herr Sonderführer. I will not let you down. I will breach the gate and obtain the artifact.”

“You misunderstand me. You will not breach the gate. It has already been breached. And you will not touch the artifact. There is another already there who will do that.”

“Another? Then why?”

“You question me?”

“No, Herr Sonderführer.”

“A wise decision. Your plane leaves in one hour.”

“Am I to go in prison garb?”

“Your bags are already packed with everything you’ll need. Including your uniform.”

“But who…”

Bode laid his hand on the Luger. Without another word, von Rot pushed her chair back and left the office.

Heinrich Bode returned the pistol to the desk drawer and swiveled to the window. His temperament soured again as he thought of the failures. Not just von Rot’s, but the others. The disastrous Winter Olympics death plot and the loss of the powerful Black Axe two years earlier. And every single one of these failures was due to the intervention of that damned Intrepid unit and their leader, Rick Justice. It wasn’t just von Rot’s life that hung in the balance. The success or failure of the gate project would determine his fate, as well.

Only two of his lieutenants had come close to defeating Justice. One of them was in a French prison. The other… the other was waiting at the gate.











CHAPTER 3




Aboard the U.S.S. Manley

752 miles east/northeast of Miami, Florida

1120 hours (U.S. Eastern Time Zone)

Thursday, 21 June 1934





JUSTICE, WINCHESTER, AND Gillette quick-stepped to sick bay, several decks down.


“You said this is what you do,” Gillette said. “You see this sort of thing often, do you?”

“Admittedly, this is new to us. But we’ve gone up against some extraordinary adversaries.”

The two officers slipped into sick bay and stood to the side as two corpsmen carried the stretcher to an examination bed. The pilot was awake and arguing.

“I say, I can walk to the bloody bed. I’m not an invalid, Yank.”

The head medical officer walked alongside the stretcher. “Well on my ship, you follow protocol. And one who nearly drowns gets carried to one of my beds. So, you either cooperate or I’ll you have tossed into the brig.”

“I don’t recognize your authority. You’re in British waters.”

Justice and Gillette exchanged glances.

“Right. British waters. Anyway,” the medical officer said with a smile, “here’s your bed.”

“Bloody hell.”

After a thorough examination and a change into dry hospital garb, the doctor approached Gillette and Justice.

“Well, Doctor?” Gillette said. “Is he well?”

“Physically, yes. But I’m concerned about his mental state. He swears he’s in the R.A.F. and we are off the Scottish coast.”

“May we speak with him?” Justice asked.

“I don’t see why not. But watch him. If he’s delusional, he could be dangerous.”

“We’ll be careful,” Gillette said and he and Justice approached the bed. The pilot noticed them and sat up.


“I’m Captain Gillette, United States Navy and skipper of the U.S.S. Manley. This is Lieutenant Colonel Justice of the United States Army Air Corps. And you are?”


“Squadron Leader Cecil Beckham, Royal Air Force.”

“Squadron Leader Beckham,” Justice said, “What unit are you with?”


“Do you take me for a bloody fool? I gave you my name and rank, and that’s all you’re getting from me until you explain to me what you Yanks are doing here. If you are Yanks, that is.”


Justice glanced at Gillette, who nodded.

Justice turned back to Beckham. “Were you by any chance, related to Niles Beckham?”

The Brit tensed, but did not answer.

“I flew with a Niles Beckham in the Great War,” Justice said.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Beckham said. “There were plenty of Beckhams who served.”

Justice agreed. “You’re right. And if I were an enemy agent and this was a ploy to trick you into revealing classified information, I certainly could have learned private family details to persuade you I was legitimate.”

Beckham crossed his arms. “Quite right.”

“But consider this, Mr. Beckham. You were rescued by U.S. Navy divers and brought to a U.S. Navy destroyer. You’ve seen our sailors. You’ve seen the ship.”

“Not convinced.”

“Do you have information that might warrant such an elaborate and expensive ruse?”

Beckham dropped his arms. “No.”

Justice cocked his head and raised his eyebrows. “Well, then?”

“All right. I concede you are probably Americans. That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing off our coast.”

“We’re not,” Justice said. “We’re in U.S. waters.”

“Now, there you go, making me doubt your authenticity. I flew out of Glasgow. My plane didn’t have the range to reach your waters. What bloody game are you playing?”

“Can you walk, Mr. Beckham?” Justice asked.

“Why?”

“With the captain’s permission, I’d like to take you to the bridge and show you something that may convince you.” Justice turned to Gillette. “Captain?”

“Very well,” Gillette said.

Beckham swung his legs to the deck. “Lead on.”

Gillette led the way, and a few minutes later they were looking out the bridge windows at the anomaly.

“What the hell is that?” Beckham said.

“That,” Justice said, “is how you arrived here.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Justice filled the pilot in on the events that led to Beckham’s rescue.

“I came through that?”

“You did,” Winchester said.

“Blimey,” Beckham whispered.

“Your plane was on fire,” Justice said. “Would you tell us what happened?”

“Let’s take this to the wardroom,” Gillette said.

“Mr. Beckham?” Justice said.

“Yes. Yes, of course, Colonel.”

Winchester and Jeffries accompanied Justice, Gillette, and Beckham to the wardroom. As soon as fresh coffee was poured for all, Gillette dismissed the steward.

Beckham sipped his coffee and grimaced. “I don’t know how you Yanks can drink this swill.”

Winchester grinned. “It’s an acquired taste.”

“Start at the beginning,” Justice said to Beckham.

“All right,” the Brit said. “It was coming up on 1500 hours and I was flying a coastal patrol out of Invergordon. I was notified of a disturbance roughly four miles off the coast. The closer I got to the area, the more the air seemed to… thicken.”

“Thicken? Jeffries asked.

“I don’t have another way to describe it. My air speed slowed, as if I were fighting a strong head wind, but the winds were calm. About then, I noticed the air begin to shimmer. It looked like what you just showed me. I could see through the ripples but everything beyond it was distorted, like a heat mirage in the desert.”
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