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This novel is dedicated to the courage and
bravery of all fighter pilots, regardless of country or origin, who
fought in the skies from the First World War to the present day.
They’ll never be forgotten.

 



PART ONE

 


PRISONERS OF THE PAST

 


Once you have tasted flight, you will forever
walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have
been, and there you will always long to return.

Leonardo da Vinci

 



CHAPTER 1

 


End of the Beginning

 


Germany, May 1, 1945

Luftwaffe Major Peter Claus Stugel
experienced a strong urge to get drunk, then place the barrel of
his Luger service pistol to his head and end the nightmare once and
for all. He stared longingly at the one-quarter-full bottle of
American whisky on the table. The bottle was a present from his
cousin, Willie Kurtz, a panzer battalion commander, who’d captured
it along with other war trophies during the Battle for the Ardennes
the previous winter. It had been a grandiose offensive, involving
the best panzer and motorized infantry divisions of the Wehrmacht
and the elite fighting units of the Waffen-SS.

But it had failed. The propaganda ministry,
as usual, praised the fighting spirit and the sacrifice of the
fighting men at the front and the hard war effort on the part of
the civilian population. The sword of death was equally merciless
to the troops fighting for the defense of the Fatherland and the
citizens of the Reich, who had to endure the unimaginable brutal
bombing raids by the British and the Americans. Berlin was
surrounded by the Russians. According to the latest Intelligence
reports and radio signal intercepts, the Red Army and the Western
Allies had met at the River Elbe, cutting the Reich in two.

He knew it would eventually happen just like
that American woman said it would. He just never imagined it
happening this way. No matter how hard he’d fought, no matter what
he believed, her prophecy came true. But deep inside he knew it was
not a prophecy. It was a fact. Because of her, his nightmare was
already written in history books. And after meeting her, he’d seen
a glimpse of the future. And for just a brief moment, he touched a
part of tomorrow. It scared him that in knowing the future, he was
powerless to prevent it from happening.

This is the end, he thought bitterly. All
the fighting and all the bravery of our soldiers were for nothing.
The German armies still fought on, but they were only delaying the
inevitable. Defeat was now a reality that couldn’t be denied even
by the most fanatical Nazis, who foolishly clung to the hope of the
Endsieg, the Final Victory. Stugel looked at the whisky
bottle and the gun on the table in front of him. He was twenty-four
years old and a highly decorated fighter ace. Stugel’s face had a
hard Teutonic beauty to it: strong jaw, even features, straight
nose, and intelligent, icy blue eyes. But his thick straight hair
was black as night.

At one point, he was considered a candidate
for the Luftwaffe recruiting poster after his twentieth confirmed
victory on the Russian Front in the summer of 1942. Back then,
Stugel thought being on the cover of the Luftwaffe Adler
Magazine would be a good idea. The girls would see him as a
hero and dream about being with him. But something had happened
along the political lines, and another pilot had his face displayed
all over the Reich.

When Stugel made inquiries, he was told that
the Propaganda Ministry wanted a blond man for the poster and that
Stugel wasn’t Aryan enough to fit the criteria. It was one of the
many instances that made him resent the National Socialist ideas
and practices. Years of combat, the loss of good friends, the war
atrocities, and the strong rumors about the mass extermination of
the racially impure made him time and time again question his own
conscience.

I’m a fool, he thought. I was a fool playing
the game of madmen.

The door to his HQ hut opened. Stugel sat up
straighter, turning to look at the visitor. Captain Otto Bruner was
tall for a pilot, and everyone wondered how he managed to feel
comfortable inside the cramped cockpit of a fighter plane. Only one
year younger than Stugel, he had a reputation as a tough but fair
combat leader, who had a good sense of humor and skillfully avoided
the National Socialist idiocy by any means necessary. Brown-haired
and black-eyed, Bruner had shot down sixty-eight enemy planes and
hoped to score seventy before the war was over. His uniform fit him
well, and he looked excited.

“Hitler kaput,” he said after offering
Stugel a crisp salute.

“You’re playing with fire,” Stugel
replied.

“I’ve been playing with fire since
1939,” Bruner answered. “And I’m not exaggerating, Boss. Hitler is
dead. We just got it on the radio broadcast from
Berlin.”

“What?” Stugel stood up, pushing aside
his chair. “Is this a joke?”

“No joke, Peter, I’m serious. Come
out. The boys have been assembled for the occasion. Radio Berlin
has been broadcasting the news since midnight.”

Stugel put his gun back in its holster and
reached for his officer’s hat.

“Drinking alone again?” Bruner said.
“It’s bad for your health.”

“Yeah,” Stugel retorted. “My health is
the least of my concern right now. Let’s go and hear what Herr
Goebbels has to say about our beloved Führer.”

Outside, the air base was a far cry from the
powerful Luftwaffe installations that once had dotted entire Europe
and parts of western Russia. Located outside of Munich at the edge
of the forest, the air base had only two operational runways, a
camouflaged radar station, four 30mm quadruple-tracked flak
batteries, and fifteen operational Me 262 jet fighters lined up
under the trees and covered with camouflage netting. Near the
pilots’ barracks, a large group of uniformed pilots, mechanics, and
enlisted men had gathered around a large radio placed on a wooden
table. At the sight of Stugel and his second-in-command, everyone
snapped to attention.

“At ease,” Stugel said. “Is everyone
here?”

“Yes, Herr Major,” replied one of the
junior officers. “Everyone is here except for the perimeter
guards.”

“Scouts report the presence of
American tanks just twenty miles away,” another young officer said,
adjusting his cap. “We have three 88mm long-range flak guns and
thirty Panzerfaust rockets to defend the base.”

“Not enough, I’m afraid,” Stugel said.
“Do we have any additional news from Berlin?”

“They’re still fighting the Russians,
Herr Major. But it’s hopeless. The city is surrounded, and no one
can break through to them.”

At this very moment, the radio crackled and
whistled. One of the orderlies adjusted the frequency, and a radio
announcer’s voice said, “This is Radio Berlin. Our Führer Adolph
Hitler has died a heroic death fighting the Russians in the
capital. Brave soldiers of the German Wehrmacht, Waffen-SS, and
Volkssturm home army continue to inflict heavy losses on the enemy.
In his final will and testament, the Führer named his minister,
Joseph Goebbels, as the new chancellor, and Grand Admiral Carl
Doenitz as the new Reich’s president. Please standby for an
important announcement from the new Reich’s government.”

“This is bad,” someone said. “Führer
is dead. Berlin is as good as captured.”

“The Americans are closer to us than
the Russians,” another soldier said matter-of-factly. “I do not
relish the thought of spending the rest of my life in Siberia. I
think we should surrender the base to the Americans.”

“Nobody asked you, Tomas,” another
soldier said.

“Quiet,” Stugel commanded. “Everyone
be quiet. Listen.”

After the fanfare and the drumbeat came the
recording of the Horst Wessel song. The Nazi anthem grated on
everyone’s nerves, and Stugel heard moans and groans of disgust
from his men. But they stoically endured it until it was over.
Stugel gritted his teeth and forced himself to relax. The Nazi
march ended and the voice of the radio announcer said, “Grand
Admiral Carl Doenitz, the leader of the new German government, will
now address the nation.”

Everyone listened. In his address to the
German people, Grand Admiral Doenitz, the brilliant architect of
the U-boat warfare and a dedicated Nazi, said nothing new. He urged
the German soldiers and civilians to resist to their last breath.
When the speech was over, Stugel personally turned off the radio.
His men stood around him frowning. A distant aerial noise caught
Stugel’s attention, and he glanced up. The assembled men followed
his gaze. High above, an American bomber armada was flying, leaving
white contrails in the crystal blue sky.

“The war is lost,” Stugel said. “We
all knew it for a long time, but we tried to deny it. There’s no
point in fighting.”

“Then what do we do, Herr Major?”
asked one of the young lieutenants.

“We do the only thing we can. We
surrender to the Americans.”

A murmur passed along the ranks of men. Many
looked relieved, some looked apprehensive, and a handful of the
pilots frowned at the suggestion.

“Those American bombers are destroying
our cities,” said one of them. “We are duty bound to protect them
and the Fatherland.”

“Yes, we are,” Stugel replied calmly.
“But we did what we could. We can do no more. We don’t have enough
fuel. You all did your duty, and you’ve all fought gallantly. But
now it’s time to face reality. I will not send green youngsters up
to be slaughtered. And I don’t want our veteran pilots to lose
their lives after what they had to endure. We’re the future of
Germany. We must live to see our country rise from the ashes. It
will happen, believe me. As your commanding officer, I am ordering
you to prepare the base for surrender.” He turned to look at
Bruner. “Otto, make sure the jet fighters are in good order. I
think the Americans will be impressed by our
technology.”

“Yes, Herr Major.”

“And have the men cleaned up and
assembled in full parade gear when the Americans get here. I don’t
want them to look like a rabble. Burn the documents and papers, but
leave the squadron logbook and diary intact. I want the regimental
banner to be folded and placed in its protective case. Tell the
lookouts to raise the white flag as soon as they spot the
Americans. Understood?”

“Yes, Herr Major.”

Stugel squared his shoulders and swept his
gaze over the assembled ranks.

“Company dismissed,” he
said.

“What now, old friend?” Bruner asked.
“Still want to blow your brains out?”

“Hell, no,” Stugel grinned crookedly.
“But I want to finish that bottle of whisky. Care to join
me?”

 



CHAPTER 2

 


By the Sun’s Early Light

 


Germany, Present Day

“Longbow, watch out! There’s MiG on your
tail!”

The sound of the enemy target lock’s
high-pitched whine hurt his ears inside his flight helmet. This
noise was the sound of approaching death, and he had to make a
decision and fast. Major Richard Hartman had been in the same tight
spot plenty of times since the First Gulf War in 1991. His F-18
Super Hornet was a damn fine aircraft, better than any MiG when it
came to aerial dogfights. Problem was that most aerial engagements
happened at long range. This little skirmish with a belligerent
squadron of North Koreans just got a little too close for
comfort.

“Roger,” he replied, instinctively
yanking on the flight stick, throwing his aircraft into a sharp
turn just as the enemy target lock turned from a series of annoying
beeps to a strong and steady pulse. His own rear radar had picked
up an enemy missile launched by the MiG. The North Korean was a bit
too close for the missile shot, but apparently he didn’t care. He
wanted to fly home and tell his friends how they’d taught the
arrogant Yankees a lesson.

Yeah, right, he thought. Keep dreaming,
asshole. Hartman deployed chaff and flares into the path of the
enemy missile. The chaff would confuse the missile radar, and the
high-temperature magnesium flares would force the missile to choose
from a dozen possible targets. Just as he expected, the missile
went haywire and chased after the flares. A bright flash and an
aerial boom signaled an airborne detonation. Hartman managed a
smile behind his oxygen mask.

You missed me, sucker.

All around him, the American fighters and
North Korean interceptors were engaged in a deadly aerial ballet,
so uncommon in the age of supersonic aircraft. Both patrol groups
met in the air, and for some reason, the North Korean flight leader
accused the Americans of violating the North Korean airspace and
demanded that they surrender and follow him to the designated North
Korean airfield. The American flight leader, Lt. Colonel Tom
“Vampire” Granger, politely told the North Koreans to mind their
own business. Hartman knew the North Koreans were trying to bully
them. After their old “Dear Leader” had passed away, the new young
“Dear Leader” thought to outdo his illustrious daddy on the arena
of international politics. Since then, the hungry and desperate
last Stalinist state on the face of the earth was demanding to be
recognized as a nuclear power, and had become more belligerent in
its rhetoric and its actions.

“Come and get me,” Hartman said. “Come
to papa.”

The enemy MiG pilot was not discouraged by
the miss. He pressed his attack, coming closer for a perfect
gunshot. Instead of repeating the same banking maneuver to the
left, Hartman banked to the right, deploying his airbrakes. It was
an old trick first used by U.S. pilots against enemy planes during
the Korean War. Back then, the American Air Force’s score against
the enemy MiGs was one to ten by the time the war ended. The enemy
pilot fired a stream of slugs that went harmlessly by, overshooting
Hartman’s F-18 like a missile.

Hartman immediately folded the brakes,
accelerated, and caught the MiG square in his sights. His targeting
display showed the enemy fighter in all its deadly glory. A
fraction of a second later, he established a perfect target lock
with the enemy MiG and depressed the firing trigger. A stream of
20mm slugs from his M61 nose-mounted Gatling cannon shredded the
enemy fighter as it tried to escape the deadly trap. The North
Korean fighter vomited a huge sheet of flame from its ruptured fuel
tanks and broke up in midair.

“Gotcha.” Hartman breathed with
relief.

He didn’t bother to see if the North Korean
pilot managed to eject from the doomed MiG. Chances were he did
not, but he didn’t give a shit. A friendly F-18 zoomed by, and
another bright flash blossomed in the distance. Hartman counted
four enemy planes left against eight American. None of his buddies
had been shot down, but three North Korean MiGs went down in
flames. He searched for another target and marked it for engagement
when his missile-threat warning radar went berserk. This time two
enemy missiles were after him. Hartman felt a sudden chill but did
what he was trained to do. He deployed his countermeasures, and
prayed that they worked. One of the missiles missed completely.
Another came uncomfortably close and detonated, sending a storm of
shrapnel into the F-18’s fuselage. The wounded fighter shook from
multiple impacts, and red warning lights blossomed on his heads-up
display. Engine number one was on fire, and he immediately shut
down the fuel flow into the damaged turbine. With his speed
drastically reduced and unable to maneuver, he was now a sitting
duck. He prayed for a miracle, and it happened.

“This is Thor. Looks like our
Communist friends decided to call it quits,” spoke a familiar voice
in his helmet earphones.

“We scratched them good,” said
another.

“Is everyone okay?” Vampire
asked.

“Roger,” the other pilots
replied.

“Umm, Boss, I have a little problem,”
Hartman said. “One of my turbines has just been shot to shit. I can
barely keep her in the air.”

“Roger, Longbow. You think you can
keep up at lower speed?”

“Affirmative, Boss.”

The North Korean MiGs now low on fuel
departed, while the victorious F-18s formed a protective circle
around their wounded comrade-in-arms.

“We will guide you back home nice and
easy,” Vampire said.

Hartman nodded and tried to relax a little
while keeping a watchful eye on his flight instruments. He allowed
himself to close his eyes for a second. Then he felt the plane
shudder, and the remaining engine noise died completely. For a
moment, a deadly silence reigned in the cockpit, and then red
warning lights multiplied twofold. God damn it, he thought.
Shit!

“I have an engine flameout,” he said,
wondering why he sounded so calm. The plane glided on inertia for
several hundred feet and then began to lose altitude.

“Longbow, try to restart the engine,”
Vampire commanded.

Hartman did his best to do so, but the plane
was already falling. The g-forces were increasing, squeezing his
flight suit, as the airplane went completely out of control and
plummeted down like a mortally wounded bird.

“I can’t control her!” he
yelled.

“Longbow, eject,” his commander’s
anxious voice blared in his earphones. “Abandon the plane, Longbow!
Eject! Eject! Eject!”

 


* * *

 


Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep!

Hartman opened his eyes to find himself
staring at a white rectangle. The annoying beeping noise continued
unrelentingly. He shook his head to clear it before mashing his
finger on the large button of the night-desk digital alarm clock.
The noise blissfully stopped, and silence returned. Just another
dream, he thought with relief. Whew. His past aerial battles did
visit him in his dreams. He didn’t consider them particularly
disturbing. Even his shrink had said that it was normal as long as
it didn’t drive him nuts. He’d survived the battle and the fall
from thirty thousand feet. It was amazing what a man could do if he
wanted to live.

A lithe form stirred beside him and a
blanket came off, revealing the face, neck, and shoulders of his
female companion, comrade-in-arms and lover. Air Force Captain
Deana “Wildcat” Crown was beautiful, and one of a handful of young
female pilots selected to operate her nation’s most powerful and
most expensive aircraft ever flown, the super advanced B-3
Boomerang Stealth Bomber. Petite, but well-proportioned, blonde and
blue-eyed, she had been a gunner on a C-130 Hercules gunship, an
operator of an A-10 Warthog tank and bunker buster, before earning
her place at the Top Gun school. Flying was as natural to her as
breathing.

“Rise and shine, baby,” Hartman
said.

Crown groaned, turned her head on the
pillow, then grasped his hand in hers with a surprisingly strong
grip. “Five more minutes, baby,” she said groggily. “What time is
it?”

“Five thirty in the morning. You said
you wanted to see a beautiful sunrise.”

“I did?” Crown rubbed her eyes, sat up
on the bed, and stretched like a cat.

“Yes, you did. Get up, princess. We
have a busy day ahead of us.”

Crown threw away the blanket and stood up.
Hartman looked at her naked body in open admiration. “You should
have been a model.”

“I get that a lot.” She grinned.
“Problem is I’m not tall enough.”

“Says who?”

“That’s what they told me at the
modeling agency.”

“Remind me to pay them a visit,”
Hartman said.

“Thanks, I think I will.”

The sunrise was glorious, and when the light
became too much for them, they closed the blinds and went to take a
shower together. They dressed and went down into the hotel lobby to
get breakfast. There was much to choose from: sausages, cereals,
oatmeal, fried, boiled and scrambled eggs, toast, fruit, exotic
breads, coffee and a wide variety of teas.

“What were you dreaming about?” Crown
asked between bites.

“Hunting down enemy MiGs,” he replied.
“What about you?”

“I dreamed that I was a general
greeting the Air Force Academy graduates.”

“A general?” he said. “Hmm, lady, you
do aim high.”

“In our day and age nothing is
impossible.” Crown gave him a wink. “You think I will look good in
a general’s uniform?”

“You’ll look good in any uniform. It’s
one of the reasons I fell for you.”

“You’re a charmer,” she said. “One of
these days you’ll have to salute me.”

“Yes, ma’am. It would be my
pleasure.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Secrets of the Past

 


CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia, Present
Day

CIA Analyst Tom Clinton loved his job. He
often admitted to himself that his job loved him back, for it
offered him a unique position in life. He was forty years old,
married to a wonderful woman and had two beautiful teenage
daughters and a ten-year-old son. He dreamed heroic dreams,
fighting monsters and hostile alien ships on his computer during
his free time. Clinton entered the agency at a very young age and
established a solid reputation as a fact finder and bullshit
eliminator. Four years in the army after high school taught him the
necessary discipline, and eight years of college and a PhD in
History and Political Science guaranteed him a position at one of
the nation’s prestigious universities.

But Tom Clinton enjoyed a challenge suitable
to his unique talents. While retaining his part-time teaching
position at Yale, he spent his time with the spooks at Langley and
the operatives from the National Security Agency. He was too young
to fight in the Cold War, but even after the Cold War had ended,
the threat to his country and the world hadn’t diminished.
Religious extremism had replaced the evils of communism, and the
deadly game between the troublemakers and the trouble eliminators
continued to this very day with no end in sight.

It didn’t bother Clinton that much. If
everything in the world suddenly became nice and peachy, people
like him would be out of a job. And he loved his job. It paid well
and gave him certain privileges no one else among lesser mortals
could enjoy. And best of all, he had access to secrets. And every
Intelligence agency around the world, both friendly and hostile,
was hunting for secrets. Selling secrets was big business these
days. It was a dangerous occupation, for it could make you rich, or
you could end up serving a life sentence at the Supermax where they
kept all traitors and terrorists. But Clinton could sleep well at
night. He loved his country and wanted only the best for it and the
rest of the world.

And so after a delicious breakfast, he
kissed his wife and kids goodbye and made his way to his garage,
where a trusty old Chevrolet waited. Clinton loved his old car. He
always wondered about the strange American pathology of changing
cars every couple of years. If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it, the
old saying went. But the other thing was true as well. If it’s old
doesn’t mean it isn’t useful. Clinton was a good driver, and the
regular car washes made his old car look like new. The drive to
work was uneventful. It was early summer, but scorching
temperatures wouldn’t bother anyone for at least a month.

When he approached the CIA main building, he
tipped his hat out of habit. “Hello, old friend,” he said as he
drove toward the parking lot. “One day I’ll miss you, but you
surely won’t miss me.”

After checking his credentials at the guard
booth, Clinton parked his car, got out and made his way toward the
building’s main entrance. Established in 1947, shortly after the
United States and the Soviet Union dissolved their political and
military alliance, the agency was a direct successor to the OSS,
the Office of Strategic Services, during WWII. Clinton worked at
the old CIA HQ just a couple of miles from the new CIA Headquarters
Building named George Bush Center for Intelligence. By now, he was
considered one of the “old farts,” who dealt with old secrets that
had to be declassified or reclassified, depending on what
information they contained.

The guards at the entrance were very
thorough. Clinton obediently showed them his CIA credentials and a
special admittance card that allowed him entrance to the very heart
of the old HQ building and its supercomputer Magnus, the most
advanced data storage and processor on the planet. Another security
check, and he was through and walking across the lobby, whose
marble floor was decorated with the CIA logo of an eagle’s head and
a shield.

He entered his office, the windows
overlooking the inner courtyard, and turned on his coffee machine.
While the coffee was brewing, he checked his secure emails and
glanced at the digital retirement clock given to him as a birthday
present by one of his coworkers. It was a thoughtful gift, but the
digital readout was dark and lifeless. Clinton hadn’t bothered to
plug it in since the day he’d received it. To hell with retirement,
he thought. I’ve got work to do.

The coffee tasted great. Finishing his cup,
he made a few phone calls and took an elevator to the building’s
Sublevel Two housing the main CIA archives. Sublevel One contained
the old files still housed in their marked thick paper folders. In
the digital age, nearly all of them were transferred into computers
that had no link to the outside world in the interest of security.
One couldn’t even copy them on disks, since the archival computers
no longer had external drives. The men and women working in the
archives section were all professionals, who unobtrusively went
about their business of data collecting and analysis.

Clinton nodded and said hello to several of
his colleagues before he was admitted into a guarded data-analysis
wing. There, each analyst was given a private chamber with direct
computer access to the Magnus mainframe. Another security computer,
named Cerberus, would monitor his session to make sure he accessed
the data according to his security clearance. Clinton settled into
a comfortable chair inside the air-conditioned room. The moment he
sat down, the main computer monitor in front of him brightened and
came to life.

“Welcome,” said the recorded female
voice. “Please identify yourself.”

“Tomas Clinton, Data Analyst Level
Four.”

“Personal data and voice verification
analyzed and accepted. The archival system is now open for your
use. Have a pleasant day.”

“You too, honey,” he said.

As he worked, a wealth of classified
information opened before him like a magical treasury filled with
priceless jewelry, gold and silver coins. Each data file needed to
be analyzed, processed, and labeled fit to see the light of day
under the Freedom of Information Act. Why certain files whose
information would be considered ancient history by today’s
standards would still be under wraps, Clinton didn’t know. Nor did
he care, because he knew many of the secrets by heart. Some of them
were fascinating. Others were shocking. And some were downright
ridiculous.

The main archive had to be cleaned up from
the old trash that belonged in history books. The task was
monumental, but he relished in the thought of being this unique
cleaner. WWII classified documents containing information on secret
technology interested him more than others. For it was during this
particular global military conflict that both the Axis and the
Allies had produced some of the most advanced and lethal secret
weapons, some of which were still classified to this day. When the
war started, the Nazis had moved across the European continent like
an unstoppable juggernaut. But after swallowing most of Europe,
Hitler turned on his ideological enemy, the Soviet Union. It was a
decision he came to regret long before he locked himself in his
bunker beneath the Reich Chancellery and committed suicide with his
mistress, Eva Braun.

When the Nazis began to lose the war, Hitler
demanded the creation of revenge and miracle weapons. And during
the last three years of the war, the German scientists came up with
some astonishing and groundbreaking military projects, some of
which actually became a reality. The Germans were the first to
deploy a jet fighter in combat. They’d also developed such lethal
creations as the V-1 flying bomb and the terrifying V-2 ballistic
missile. They came up with the most advanced submarines, radars,
and stealth technology. After the war, most of the captured Nazis’
scientific projects were classified, and the German scientists,
captured by the Western Allies, helped the United States create
their strategic missile and space program.

This stuff beats any fiction I know of,
Clinton thought as he went over the data. Scientists back then had
come up with a lot of interesting shit, some of which still boggled
the mind. Looking at the classified photographs, he felt like a kid
in a candy store. So much to consider, he thought. This stuff is
more than seventy years old. Why bother keeping it when the rest of
the world was so far ahead?

One of the classified documents caught his
attention, and he opened it. It read:

TOP SECRET: (Level Three and above CIA
officers only) Case File 203B “Project Gabriel” Special Division.
Subject: Unexplained Celestial Phenomenon. Classification: Comet
Gabriel, astronomical number C0240. Orbital apogee around the sun:
10 astronomical units. Orbital perigee around the sun: 3.6
astronomical units. Last recorded appearance: June 12, 1942. Next
scheduled appearance: June 12, 2014.

Comet Gabriel represents a large celestial
body moving in stable wide orbit around the Earth’s solar system
every seventy-two years. Its first recorded appearance was in June
1000 B.C. Since then, Comet Gabriel has caused an unexplained
disappearance of hot air balloons, gliders and early prototype
aircraft. Most notable vanishings have occurred during WWII in
skies over Europe (Disappearance of the five British Lancaster
bombers and four German Focke-Wulf 190 interceptor aircraft over
Northern Germany) and during the War in the Pacific (Disappearance
of the U.S. 8th naval squadron of Hellcat
fighter-bombers commanded by Major John Franco).

Overall analysis: Comet Gabriel exhibits all
attributes of the Heisenberg Effect, also known as the temporary
space and time breach. It is believed that the vanishing aerial
vehicles had been subjected to some form of chronographic
teleportation, also known as time travel. Recent findings of the
remains of some of the lost aircraft and the age of the barnacles
and corals growing on their remaining structures serve as a
confirmation of this theory. Further studies of Comet Gabriel have
been delegated to NASA space exploration division. See File
104.

Hmm, Clinton thought. Now we have something
interesting here: time travel, hidden alien spaceships, and the
autopsy on little green men. This stuff is bullshit. Why bother?
Then he took a closer look at the clearance code and shook his
head. If this stuff is legit, then something should disappear in
the air pretty damned soon. God forbid it happened to be the
Presidential Air Force One. Then the shit really will hit the fan.
Intrigued, he asked the computer to show him the next scheduled
appearance of Comet Gabriel.

“June 12, 2014,” the computer
replied.

“Exactly one month from now,” Clinton
said out loud. But why would this file be inside the World War II
classified military projects’ archive? Was the CIA planning to use
the comet for something? Could they actually do that? As he
pondered the information, a saying came to mind from one of his
college professors: It only seems impossible until you achieve it.
Clinton ran his hand through his thick salt-and-pepper hair and
frowned. The CIA could do many things, but they too had their
limits. Someone had all the answers, but who?

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Salute to the Eagles

 


Adler Airfield, Germany, Present Day

Stugel sat on the folding chair, his hands
resting on the head of his ivory walking cane. His eyes were
shielded from the sun by a pair of polarized sunglasses. A blue
baseball hat with a Bundeswehr Luftwaffe logo was perched on his
head. The old war ace was dressed appropriately for the occasion
and the weather: a light beige summer suit and a sleeveless leather
vest with the emblazoned logo of the Adler Flight Club. A retired
brigadier general of the Bundeswehr, Stugel was an honorable
member, who in his prime had flown planes at the air shows for his
own pleasure.

Now he was watching his grandson Nicholas
performing a mock aerial battle flying the famed Messerschmitt Bf
109 against the pilots flying the British Spitfire and the American
P-51 Mustang. Assisting Nicholas in his aerial duel was another
pilot flying the restored German fighter bomber Fw 190. To his left
sat the American Richard Hartman and to his right sat Hartman’s
girlfriend and fellow pilot Deana Crown. Stugel had met the two at
another air show just outside Berlin ten years ago. Back then,
Deana and Richard were fresh graduates from the U.S. Air Force
Academy. Purely by accident, they struck a friendship with him, and
the friendship had endured.

Recalling their fresh young faces and
intelligent eyes, Stugel smiled at the memory. Long ago, he’d had
the same eager look on his face when he watched the beautiful
gliders move across the sky like majestic birds. Unlike Crown and
Hartman, he got his pilot’s license at the tender age of thirteen.
Back then, between the two world wars, there was hardly any boy in
Germany who didn’t want to achieve greatness before reaching
adulthood. And just like him, these young American pilots had
tasted the thrill and the adrenaline of combat. These two young
souls had seen war, but they hadn’t experienced it like he had. He
hoped they never would.

Crown and Hartman meanwhile had their eyes
glued to the sky along with several thousand spectators. High above
them, the mock battle had intensified, with both sides executing
complex aerial maneuvers to get a bead on the enemy. Both pairs
were more or less equally matched, and each had its advantages and
disadvantages. The Bf 109 had a good rate of climb, but the
Spitfire was more maneuverable. Both the P-51 Mustang and the Fw
190 were well armed, and while the Mustang had no armored
underbelly like the Fw 190, it was better at diving, climbing, and
executing tight turns at lower altitudes.

Stugel watched as the Fw 190 got behind the
Mustang, unleashing a stream of paintball shells from its twin
Oerlikon 20mm cannons. The Mustang pilot banked and dived, avoiding
the salvo at the last moment. Then the P-51 rolled and began to
climb, turning its beautiful silver-skinned body in midair, shining
in the sun. Meanwhile, the Bf 109 managed a series of direct hits
on the Spitfire’s wings and fuselage. The plane shuddered from
multiple impacts of the red paint shells, and, according to the
rules of the show, its pilot released a stream of crimson smoke,
symbolizing his defeat.

“Scratch one,” Hartman said. “Good
shot!”

“Not bad,” Crown replied. She adjusted
her mirrored aviator sunglasses on her straight nose and brushed at
her blonde hair. “Now it’s two against one. Who’s flying the
Mustang?”

“Captain Hans Bauer,” Stugel replied.
“Two years ago he won an Adler Trophy similar to our Top Gun. He
was also the first to test the new generation Eurofighter. He’s a
good kid, takes acceptable risks, and loves testing new planes. And
he’s a history buff like you and me. Look, it seems he’s doing
something interesting up there. My grandson Nicholas has some
strong competition.”

“The plane is as good as its pilot,”
Crown said.

“My bet is on the Bf 109,” Hartman
remarked. “If I lose, I will buy all of you a drink.”

“Bet accepted.” Stugel grinned. “My
bet too is on Nicholas. The Fw 190 was a good plane, but the
Messerschmitt fighter is a legend.”

“So is the Mustang,” Crown commented.
“My bet is on the P-51. He’ll whip both their asses.”

“You’re on,” Hartman said.

The battle in the sky had reached its
climax. The “shot down” Spitfire made a successful landing on one
of the runways. Two minutes later, the Fw 190 pilot received two
hits on his canopy. His engine and the red smoke stream signaled
victory for the Mustang. The two remaining combatants, the Bf 109
and the P-51, fought with grace and gallantry. But in the end, the
superior aerodynamics of the Mustang prevailed, and the defeated
Messerschmitt lost attitude, belched a stream of red smoke and
smoothly glided down, followed by an enthusiastic applause from the
crowd. The victorious Mustang executed a victory roll and made two
circles around the airfield before lowering its landing gear and
executing a perfect landing on the runway.

“Bravo! Bravo!” Stugel
exclaimed.

“You’ve lost the bet,” Deana said with
a smile.

“It was worth it,” Hartman said. “The
boys did a terrific job.”

“What time is it?” Crown
asked.

Stugel took out his old Luftwaffe pocket
watch and flipped the lid. “Two thirty,” he said. “I hope Nicholas
will join us for lunch.”

Nicholas appeared at their side ten minutes
later, still wearing his flight suit and carrying his flight helmet
under his left arm. He had a pleasant and open face, was
clean-shaven, and his blond hair was cut military short.
Intelligent brown eyes looked at the world from under his blond
eyebrows. His handshake was dry and firm.

“Captain, Major,” he said with a
smile. “It’s so good of you to come.”

“You did well,” Crown commented. “Nice
moves.”

“And your English got much better
since the first time we met,” Hartman said. “I would love to
converse with you in your native tongue, but I’m afraid my lady
friend would feel abandoned.”

“No problem,” Nicholas said and shook
hands with his grandfather.

“How did I do?” he asked. “Better than
last time?”

“Last time, if my memory serves me
right, you were flying a Fokker,” Stugel observed. “It made the Red
Baron famous, but it’s not for you. You do a better job with the
World War II fighters.”

“Can’t argue with the expert.”
Nicholas smiled.

“Will you join us for lunch?” Stugel
asked.

“Sure, why not? I’m hungry. I just
need to change.”

“All right then. Meet us at the
parking lot entrance.”

“Will do, Grandfather.”

A short time later, they sat around the
table at the Black Bear Restaurant eating roasted duck, mashed
potatoes, sauerkraut, Bavarian sausages, rich vegetable salad
sprinkled with shredded bacon, and washing it down with good German
beer. The place resembled a hunting lodge. It had large wooden
tables and deer and bear heads on the wall, along with baskets of
fruit and hunting rifles and spears hanging on the walls. The
service was excellent, and the place was reasonably busy without
feeling congested.

As promised, the party that lost the bet
paid for the drinks, and by the end of the meal, the entire pitcher
of beer was empty. Deana excused herself and went to the ladies’
room. Hartman asked for the check, took out his wallet, and counted
several twenty euro banknotes, placing them on the table.

“Thanks for the lunch, young man,”
Stugel said.

“My pleasure, General,” Hartman
replied.

“What plane are you now flying,
Richard?” Nicholas asked.

“Deana and I are a team. We’re flying
the best and most expensive aircraft in the world.”

“F-35?”

“I flew F-35. Good plane. It might
pose a serious challenge to your Eurofighter. But I think some
planes are ridiculously overpriced. Take the B-2 Stealth bomber for
instance. This baby costs eight hundred million dollars per unit,
and we’ve got twenty of them. It’s a steep price to pay for a
radar-invisible aircraft.”

“It’s a good bomber,” Stugel surmised.
“Problem is that it has no defensive armament of any kind. If an
enemy pilot spots it visually, the Stealth is toast.”

“I heard the Americans have something
better than the B-2,” Nicholas remarked. “Rumor has it that you
guys have another super bomber operational. The World Defense
Review Magazine had an article on the B-3 Boomerang. And,
according to the rumors, this baby costs one point five billion
dollars.”

Hartman grinned. “Nicholas, do you have any
CIA agents working for you?”

“Not yet, Major. I just read a
lot.”

“Good man,” Hartman said. “Knowledge
is power.”

Deana reappeared by his side. “I’m good to
go,” she said.

Hartman paid the bill, and they went out
into the sunlight. The weather was beautiful, dry, and warm, a
perfect early summer day. “You need a lift to the air base?” Stugel
asked.

“I’d appreciate it,” Hartman said
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