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Africa, 1733

 


The night turned quiet.

Muhamad Ahmad stepped away from his campfire,
pulled back on his musket’s hammer, and looked out over a lake that
seemed to go on forever. The silvery light of a full moon reflected
off its dark surface. A shiver shot down Ahmad’s spine. He slowly
brought his rifle up to his shoulder.

Something wasn’t right.

An experienced hunter, Ahmad had ventured
deeper into the jungles of Africa than ever before, looking for new
villages of people to round up and march to the slave markets on
the east coast of the continent. Only the day before, he and his
men had raided a village and rounded up over a hundred people. They
were resting one more night before beginning the long and arduous
march to the coast.

“My friend, what do you see out there?” asked
Ibn Al-Jazzar, one of Ahmad’s oldest colleagues.

“I do not know,” replied Ahmad. “I simply
have this feeling that we are being watched.”

“By whom, more savages?” asked Al-Jazzar,
looking over at the darkened jungle that surrounded the lake.

Ahmad shook his head. “No, I do not think so.
It is something else.”

“Such as?”

“There is an evil to this place. I can feel
it in my bones. Do you not sense it?”

Al-Jazzar patted his colleague on the
shoulder. “My friend, what you are feeling is your age. Come, let
us sit by the fire and warm your weary bones.”

Somewhere out on the lake there was a loud
splash.

Ahmad spun around and fired his musket. The
flash from the flint and the explosion of the black powder lit up
Ahmad’s bearded face.

Al-Jazzar peered out over the water and
chuckled.

“What is so funny?” demanded Ahmad, rushing
to reload his musket.

“You are shooting at ghosts,” replied his
friend. “There is nothing more than a hippopotamus or two out
there. Step back before you make them angry, and they come ashore
to kill you.”

Mist began to form over the surface of the
lake. A cold breeze washed over the two men, making them shiver. In
less than a minute, the fog rolled ashore, blanketing
everything.

“What is going on?” cried out a man by the
fire.

“Be quiet!” Ahmad barked.

The sound of something moving in the water
grew louder and closer by the second.

“Muhamad, whatever you shot at is coming
ashore,” said Al-Jazzar, nervously looking around.

The ground under their feet began to shake.
Both men stepped back. The putrid smell of death wafted on the
cold, damp air.

Al-Jazzar turned on his heel and ran for his
life.

A beast’s roar, louder than any Ahmad had
ever heard in his life, filled his ears. He spun around, trying to
see what had made the noise. His mouth turned dry with fear.
Ahmad’s heart raced in his chest.

“Muhamad, help me!” screamed Al-Jazzar.

“Where are you?” cried Ahmad.

A bloodcurdling scream came from where
Al-Jazzar had called out.

Ahmad wanted to run and hide, but he couldn’t
abandon his friend. He clutched his musket tight in his hands and
ran to help his friend.

Shots tore through the night as the other
slave traders by the campfire opened up on whatever was moving
around in the mist. Men cried out in horror, only to be silenced
one by one, until the only sound remaining came from Ahmad’s ragged
breathing.

“Ibn Al-Jazzar, where are you?” whispered
Ahmad.

Silence greeted his calls.

Ahmad crept back to the fire, hoping to find
his comrades. His foot caught under something, sending him
face-first to the ground. He rolled over and looked back. His blood
turned cold when he spotted the half-eaten remains of Al-Jazzar.
The man’s eyes were wide open, staring up at Ahmad.

“Allah, protect me,” said Ahmad, scrambling
to his feet. He cocked his musket’s hammer and moved closer to the
fire. Dropped weapons and blood covered the ground. He had seen
enough. Ahmad fled into the dark forest, trying to get away from
the thing that had killed his men. He ran and ran until his legs
could no longer carry him. In a tiny clearing, he dropped to his
knees and took in deep breaths to fill his aching lungs.

Behind him, the leaves rustled.

Ahmad struggled to his feet and aimed his
musket back down the jungle trail. The path was empty.

“I told you to leave,” said a voice in the
dark.

“Who are you?” demanded Ahmad. “Show
yourself.”

“I am the trees and the night,” said the
voice. “You should have listened to me when you had the chance.
Now, like your men, you’re going to die.”

An image of the village’s elderly shaman
flashed before Ahmad’s eyes. He looked over his musket’s barrel,
trying to spot the man. “Old man, what sorcery did you use to kill
my men?”

“It wasn’t sorcery. It was the will of the
jungle.”

Ahmad pulled back on his weapon’s trigger.
Flames shot from the end of the musket’s barrel as the lead ball
shot out into the night. Ahmad lowered his gun and waited for the
smoke to clear.

Silence. The voice was gone.

The slaver grinned. “That’ll teach you to try
and kill Muhamad Ahmad.”

A troubling silence fell over the forest as
the animals and insects grew quiet.

Hot, damp air wafted over Ahmad’s back. He
gagged at the stench of rotting flesh. Ahmad turned about and
looked up. Silhouetted by the moon high in the trees was a dark
shape. Ahmad’s guts turned to jelly. He wanted to flee, but his
body wouldn’t move, and somehow, he knew that running wouldn’t have
helped. With a mighty roar, the beast lunged at Ahmad, opening a
mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth the size of butcher’s knives.
Ahmad cried out in terror, only to be silenced by the creature’s
jaws snapping tight around his body.

Deep within the fog, a small, old man with
leathery skin smiled. He placed a hand on his necklace and said a
silent prayer. The mist started to retreat back to the lake. As it
passed, the animals in the trees once more cried out to one
another, and swarms of insects buzzed through the foliage.

By daylight, there were no signs of the Arab
slavers. The once-captive villagers were freed and carried on with
their lives. It was as if Muhamad Ahmad and his party of men had
never existed.
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The Port of Long Beach

California

 


James Maclean parked his rented, dark blue Hummer
next to a towering stack of sea containers and switched off the
engine. A cold rain fell from the night sky.

“Elena, we’ve arrived at the spot you told us
about,” said David Grant into his Motorola. He looked through the
windshield at the wall of containers that seemed to stretch on
forever. “Are you sure this is the right place to find what we’re
looking for?”

“My contact was quite specific about where to
look,” replied Elena Leon.

“Yeah, an anonymous tipster is a real
trustworthy soul,” quipped James Maclean. “You do realize this
place is bloody enormous?”

“As the second busiest port in all of the
United States, this harbor sits on just over three thousand acres
of land and has at any one time millions of shipping containers
waiting to be moved,” added Jeremy Hayes, eyeing the rain hitting
the vehicle’s windshield.

“I think what Jeremy is trying to say is that
if the info your contact gave you is wrong, this search will
quickly become a classic needle-in-a-haystack problem,” said
Maclean.

“Gentleman, have faith,” replied Elena. “If
it’s not where my informant said it is, then it’s got to be
somewhere nearby.”

“Nearby!” blurted out Maclean. “There’s a
mountain of containers out here. We could spend the next month
exploring, and still not find anything.”

“Okay, we get it; it’s raining outside, and
there’s a ton of containers on the dock,” said Colonel Oliver
Andrews in the men’s earpieces. “Uncle Sam isn’t paying you three
by the hour, so quit your stalling and get to work.”

“You heard the man,” said Grant. “Time to
earn our pay.”

The three men exited the Hummer, zipped up
their rain jackets, and switched on their flashlights.

Grant shone his light on a signpost. “We’re
precisely where we ought to be. Section Green, Row 111. Now, all we
have to do is find container ALXY245982.”

“It would help if they were in some sort of
order,” moaned Maclean, reading the containers’ identification
codes.

“Spread out; we’ll find it faster that way,”
said Grant.

“Come on, Professor, let’s check the other
side of the street,” said Maclean to Hayes.

The men parted ways and moved down the long
line of storage containers. After nearly thirty minutes of looking,
Grant called out. “Found it!”

Maclean and Hayes ran to join their friend.
The container’s identification code matched the one given to
Elena.

Hayes opened a pocket on his jacket and
pulled out a small, handheld Geiger counter and ran it over the
container’s closed doors. “Looks safe,” he reported.

“Be careful,” said Andrews, back in Gauntlet
HQ, watching the live feed coming from the men’s contact lens
cameras.

“We will,” responded Grant.

Maclean dug out a set of skeleton keys and
got to work on the container’s locks. In no time he had the locks
removed. He and Grant each grabbed a handle and yanked the doors
open. Light flooded out from the steel box.

“What the hell?” said Grant. The interior of
the container looked like a state-of-the-art surgical ward. There
was an empty single bed in the middle of the box surrounded by
monitors and IV poles.

“Are you getting this?” asked Maclean.

“We sure are,” responded Elena in the men’s
earpieces. “Is the entity still there?”

“Wait one sec,” said Grant, drawing his
pistol. He and Maclean warily searched the container until they
came to the far end, where they found a two-meter-long, sealed tube
on the floor. Several large power cords trailed out from underneath
the tube. Grant noticed there was a small window on the side of the
container and got on his knees to peer inside. Just as Elena’s
contact had foretold, there was a diminutive Gray alien inside the
tube. The extraterrestrial appeared to be in a deep sleep. Its
breathing was shallow and slow.

“We’ve found it,” said Grant. “What do you
want us to do now?”

“Do you think you three could lift the tube?”
asked Elena.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said
Hayes. “If we move it, we could run the risk of killing the alien.
We don’t know if it is hurt and being kept alive inside that tube.
If we disconnect the tube from its power source, it may die.”

“Jeremy’s right,” said Andrews. “Just get as
many pictures as you can of the alien, and then get the hell out of
there. I’ll alert the secretary of defense, and he can decide what
the next course of action will be.”

Grant looked at Hayes. “You’re up.”

Hayes nodded and started to photograph
everything in the room.

“What I’d like to know is, who set up this
clandestine medical facility, and what they intend to do with the
alien,” said Maclean.

“Two good questions that will have to be
answered at a later date,” replied Grant.

“Gentlemen, there’s a helicopter coming your
way,” reported Captain Erica Jones.

Grant stepped outside and looked up into the
night sky. Just off to the east he could hear the distinct sound of
a helicopter flying just above a row of containers. The chopper
approached without lights on. The hair on the back of Grant’s neck
went up. “Jeremy, whatever you’re doing, wrap it up.”

“I’ll get the Hummer,” said Maclean,
sprinting off.

“What’s wrong?” asked Hayes as he stowed his
camera away.

“I think we’ve got unwelcome company coming
our way,” replied Grant.

Maclean brought the Hummer to a screeching
halt. A split second later, a bright light from above illuminated
the vehicle.

“Get out!” yelled Grant to Maclean, just
before a man sitting in an open side door of the helicopter opened
up with a machine gun.

Bullets struck the hood of the Hummer,
ripping through the metal and turning its engine into Swiss cheese.
The streak of bullets shot toward the windshield.

Maclean flung his door open and rolled out of
his seat. He came up with his pistol in his hand and fired off two
quick shots at the helicopter pilot. One bullet went wide, while
the other struck the cockpit, shattering the glass.

Grant brought up his pistol and fired off
three shots at the door gunner. The man, struck in the shoulder,
tumbled back inside the chopper.

The helicopter banked over and flew away.

“Who the hell was that?” asked Maclean.

“I don’t know, but I don’t want to stick
around to find out,” replied Grant, sliding his pistol back into
its holster.

“I hate to add to your woes,” said Jones,
“but our drone has picked up two vans rapidly closing in on you
from the north.”

“Backup?” asked Grant.

“The port authorities have been alerted, but
they’re not going to reach you before the opposition does.”

“Wonderful,” said Maclean.

“This way,” said Grant, pointing to a narrow
passageway between two tall stacks of containers.

All three men ran to the opening and sprinted
down the passage until it came to a T-junction.

“Speak to me, Erica,” said Grant. “Which way
do we go?”

“Go to your left,” she replied. “It should
bring you out on the next street.”

Grant pointed and ran, followed by his
friends. They burst out onto a deserted street. “Which way now?”
Grant asked.

“To your left,” responded Jones.

“Let’s move,” said Grant.

With its tires squealing, one of the vans
turned a corner and sped toward Grant’s people.

“How the hell did they find us?” asked
Hayes.

“The chopper must still be tracking us,”
responded Maclean.

“There,” said Grant, leading his friends
behind a couple of parked forklifts. They took cover and drew their
sidearms.

The van came to a sudden stop next to a
parked crane. The side door slid open, and four heavily armed men
in dark uniforms jumped out, firing as they ran for cover.

A hail of bullets struck the forklifts,
ricocheting in all directions.

Grant and Maclean returned fire. Hayes ducked
down as far as he could behind one of the sturdy rubber wheels of
the vehicle.

“How long until the police arrive?” asked
Grant.

“ETA, five minutes,” replied Jones.

“We ain’t gonna last that long,” said
Maclean. “We’ve got pistols, and they’ve got AKs.”

Grant dropped to the ground and took aim at
one of their attackers. He slowly pulled back on the trigger and
fired his pistol. His bullet struck the man dead center in the
chest, but instead of falling, the aggressor dove for the ground
and rolled behind a row of steel boxes.

“Watch out, they’ve got body armor on,” Grant
passed to his friends.

Without warning, a triangular-shaped craft
silently flew over the top of the sea containers and turned on its
lights. Bright rows of orange-and-white lights lit up the underside
of the ship. A red beam shot from the ship, spotlighting the ground
right next to the attacker’s van. A split second later, the craft
went dark. On the road stood a three-meter tall creature, with
black, rubbery skin and four long arms with sharpened claws on the
end of its fingers. It had red eyes that glowed in the dark and a
mouth full of shark-like teeth. The creature ripped the driver’s
side door off its hinges and threw it away as if it weighed
nothing. The driver screamed in terror as he was hauled from his
seat and clawed to death.

“Does that thing look familiar?” said Grant
to his colleagues.

“It’s like one of those bio-mechanical robots
we encountered on Bouvet Island,” said Hayes.

“Only bigger,” added Maclean.

The four gunmen turned their weapons on the
monster and let loose with everything they had. Bullets chewed at
the rubber outer skin, but nothing stopped it. With its arms raised
above its head, the creature charged the men. It grabbed the first
man and snapped his neck before lunging at a man desperately trying
to reload his weapon.

“Time to go,” said Grant.

“Head directly away from the mêlée, and
you’ll come to an intersection. Turn left, and keep going,”
explained Jones. “You should run into a police car.”

“You heard the lady,” said Grant. “Move.”

As they turned the corner, the last gunman
fired off an entire magazine into the blood-splattered beast. His
screams echoed through the rows of containers.

The flashing lights of a port police car were
a welcome relief. The cruiser came to a sudden halt, and a police
officer got out of the vehicle with his hand on his holster. “Is
one of you gentlemen Major Grant?”

“I am,” said Grant, showing the man his
ID.

“I’m Officer Joe Norton,” said the policeman.
“I’ve been ordered to assist you.”

“First off, how heavily armed are you and
your partner?”

“Besides our sidearms, we’ve got a pair of
shotguns in the trunk of the cruiser,” replied Norton.

“Get them both, and then follow me.”

Grant led the police officer back to where
the creature had attacked the unknown gunmen. The mutilated remains
of the men lay scattered on the ground, but the monster was nowhere
to be seen.

“What the hell happened here?” asked Norton
in shock, looking down at a severed arm.

“A bear,” said Hayes. “A bloody big one,
too.”

The young officer removed his cap and shook
his head. “I’ve never heard of a bear attack this far south in
California.”

“Now you have,” stressed Maclean.

“Officer, we need to check a sea container a
row over,” said Grant. “Think you could give us a lift?”

“Yes, sir,” responded the shaken officer.

Another police cruiser was parked outside of
the open container when they arrived. Smoke still wafted up from
the hood of Maclean’s rented Hummer. The second van lay on its
side, the windshield smashed inward and covered in blood. Grant,
Maclean, and Hayes got out of the police car and walked over to the
van. There were no signs of the vehicle’s occupants. They moved
back over to the container and looked inside. The tube containing
the alien was gone, and the rest of the room looked like it had
been torched. Melted plastic lay in pools on the floor.

“Sir, what was in here?” Norton asked
Grant.

“I don’t know,” lied Grant.

“Sir, I’m going to need statements from all
three of you,” said Norton.

“No, you don’t,” replied Grant. “Contact your
shift supervisor, and see what he has to say.”

Norton nodded and radioed his
headquarters.

Grant, Hayes, and Maclean stepped off to one
side. “So, what do you think?” asked Grant.

“It has to be the Founders,” said Maclean.
“Someone must have gotten their hands on one of their people, and
they came looking for him.”

“It’s the only thing that makes sense to me,”
said Hayes. “I just hope there are some decent pictures of the
entity on my camera.”

“Major, I’ve been ordered not to delay you,
and to escort you directly to the front gate, where some of your
people are waiting for you,” said Norton.

“Thanks,” replied Grant.

“Sir, what am I supposed to put in my
report?”

“You can write that there was a fire in a sea
container, which you came to investigate. In the course of your
investigation, you came across two demolished vans and five men who
were, by all indications, killed by a rabid bear.”

“I can’t write that. Someone’s going to have
to prove that it was a bear.”

Maclean smiled. “Okay then, write whatever
you want, but at the end of the day your superiors will be
receiving a report stating precisely what Major Grant just told
you.”

Norton placed his hands on his hips. “Who are
you guys?”

“We’re no one special, and more importantly,
we were never here,” replied Grant.
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Earth’s atmosphere

 


Another warning light switched on. Smoke began to
fill the cramped cockpit.

The visitor looked up at the display on her
screen and saw she’d come out her jump far too late to correct her
initial navigational error. Earth’s gravity already had hold of her
ship and was pulling it down at too steep of an angle to allow her
a smooth flight through Earth’s atmosphere. She cursed her
eagerness to get on with the mission. Instead of reviewing her jump
calculations, the pilot had forsaken the extra time allotted to her
and rushed her deployment.

The craft bucked wildly in the thin air as it
sped through the sky at over twenty-eight thousand kilometers an
hour, leaving a red-hot tail of debris behind it.

The visitor brought up a picture of the world
below her craft. She desperately tried to find a place where she
could land safely and hide until a rescue ship arrived. As her ship
sped over a vast blue ocean toward land, she picked her spot. With
a trembling hand, she reached for the eject button. The pilot said
a silent prayer for her salvation, and then pressed the button.

In the blink of an eye, her survival pod shot
out of the flaming craft and dropped toward the green jungle, one
hundred kilometers beneath her. In a blinding flash of light, the
pilot’s crippled ship exploded into millions of tiny fragments.
Fighting the forces of gravity on her body, the alien pressed a
large red button and activated her pod’s engines. The slender craft
fired the braking rockets, slowing its wild descent. When it was
less than a kilometer from the surface, the ship’s small landing
rockets kicked in, allowing the visitor to pilot the pod to a safe
landing. The craft cut through the thick jungle canopy as it came
down to land in a patch of soft mud.

The visitor’s heart pounded wildly in her
ears. She lifted the visor on her helmet and studied the computer
readout on the planet’s atmosphere. Although she knew from her
mission brief back home that it was habitable, the visitor wanted
to double-check before crawling out of her ship.

A green light flashed on. The air was
breathable.

The visitor unbuckled herself from her seat
and opened the outer door. A familiar smell of wet earth and trees
filled her nostrils. She climbed out of her pod, drew her weapon,
and warily took a look around. In the distance, the sun was dipping
below the tree line. It would be dark soon. She grabbed hold of her
survival pack and tossed her bulky helmet back inside her ship. The
visitor patted her craft and thanked it for saving her life before
tossing a tiny thermal grenade inside to melt the ship so it
couldn’t be found by anyone on the planet.

She moved back a few paces and waited until
her pod was nothing more than a pool of liquid metal before
throwing her pack on her back. The visitor knew it would be several
days before she was reported missing back home, and then a few more
days before a ship would be dispatched to find her. Until then, she
had to keep hidden and stay alive on the alien world she had
crashed on. She spotted a narrow trail through the vegetation and
began to walk. In seconds, she was gone, swallowed up inside the
lush jungle.
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Gauntlet Headquarters

 


Grant stared down at his cup of coffee as Erica
Jones gave her morning brief to the usual duty staff. It had been
months since they’d split up, but the emotions were still raw in
Grant’s heart. He’d stopped himself a couple of times from telling
Erica that he still had strong feelings for her. It would do no
good, and he knew it. She’d already moved on, and he had to find a
way to, as well.

“Thanks for the briefing,” said Colonel
Andrews. “Does anybody have any questions for Captain Jones?”

As usual, there were none. Jones picked up
her notes and walked out of the room.

As soon as the door closed, Andrews leaned
forward in his chair. “Major Grant, I’ve read your preliminary
report regarding the incident in California and will brief the
secretary of defense later today. I just want to say that you all
did excellent work out there.”

“Sir, it was Elena’s hot tip that led us to
the covert medical unit, which in turn, almost led to our demise,”
said Grant. “I hate to say it, but it looks like we were set up.
There’s no way those people could have reacted so quickly and
brought forces to bear against us. It was an ambush, plain and
simple.”

“If the Founders hadn’t shown up when they
did to retrieve their missing comrade, we’d all be dead,” added
Maclean.

“I have to agree,” said Andrews.

“Elena, where did you get this tip from?”
asked Hayes.

“From one of my paranormal contacts on the
west coast,” she replied. “Up until last night, she’d always been
one-hundred-percent reliable. I can’t believe she would have sold
us out.”

“She may not have,” suggested Grant. “I think
it would be wise to alert the local sheriff’s department to go and
check on Elena’s contact. She may already be dead.”

“I’ll do that right after the meeting,” said
Andrews.

“If not her, then who set us up?” asked
Hayes.

“Who has the money and a strong motive to see
us shut down?” asked Grant.

“The bloody Aurora Group,” said Maclean.
“Those buggers are really starting to get under my skin.”

“Did the photos you took of the alien in the
medical tube reveal anything of value?” Lieutenant Colonel Mason
asked Hayes.

“I haven’t finished analyzing them,” said
Hayes. “What I can tell you is, the pictures clearly show the body
in the tube had a mix of both human and alien features.”

“A hybrid?” asked Elena.

“It would appear so,” replied Hayes.

“I wonder where they found the body,” mused
Grant.

“I couldn’t even begin to hazard a guess,”
said Hayes. “We’ve had no reports of a UFO crashing on the west
coast for decades.”

“It could have come down anywhere on the
globe, and then been brought to California for examination,” said
Andrews. “Not that it matters anymore, as the Founders have their
hybrid back, and the people who attacked you are all dead or
missing. The only lesson I can draw from this whole incident is to
trust but verify your contact’s information in the future.”

“I’m sorry,” said Elena. “This is all my
mess.”

“It’s not your fault,” said Grant. “I hate to
say it, but your friend was probably coerced into calling you, and
then dispatched. It could have happened to any one of us.”

“I’ve asked a lot from all of you over these
past few months,” said Andrews. “Take a week off and relax. Go find
a quiet spot on a warm beach in Mexico and read a good book.”

“Or drink a few too many pints,” said
Maclean.

“Or that. Just clear your minds and heal your
bodies.”

“I don’t need to be told twice,” said Hayes.
“I’ve always wanted to dig around the archives at the
Smithsonian.”

Maclean patted Hayes on the shoulder. “Come
on, Professor, what’s better for what ails you…ice-cold beer, or
books?”

Hayes shook his head. “I think you already
know the answer to that, Sergeant.”

Andrews stood, as did the rest of the people
in the room. “I’ll see you all in a week’s time.”

“So, what are you going to do?” Maclean asked
his friend.

“I’m not sure,” replied Grant. “I may go home
and visit my parents. You should come with me. There are some real
nice farm girls near my parents’ place, looking to marry a
strapping young lad like yourself.”

“Not on your life. I’m going to take the
boss’s advice and soak in the sun on a beach as far away from here
as I can get.”

Grant chuckled. “Don’t do anything stupid
like get married while you’re away.”

“Bite your tongue. Marriage is a four-letter
word as far as I’m concerned.”

“Sometimes I wonder if the pair of soldiers I
work with are nothing more than university students who live for
the weekends,” said Elena.

“You might as well live life to the fullest,”
said Maclean. “In our line of business, we risk our lives each time
we go on a mission. So, enjoy yourself. Say, why don’t you come
with me?”

Elena blushed. “James Maclean, you know you
don’t really mean it. Besides, I don’t think Oliver would approve
of me seeing another man behind his back. We may not be ready to
get married, but I like things just the way they are.”

“Well, whatever you decide to do, stay safe,”
said Grant.

“Amen, brother,” added Maclean.

 



 


5

The Congo

 


With his rusty AK-47 resting on a log beside him,
Arthur Kasongo stared at the jungle surrounding his meager farm.
The full moon hanging in the night sky bathed the forest in a
silvery light. Kasongo leaned over and warmed his gnarled hands
over a fire. He had deep age lines on his slender face. Like many
men of his generation, Kasongo had seen far too much bloodshed for
ideals, which came and went with the seasons. A widower for the
past fifteen years, his life was his farm, and Kasongo wasn’t about
to let another one of his precious few goats be taken in the middle
of the night. For the past two weeks, something in the dark had
stalked the forest around his tiny hilltop farm. At first, he
thought a leopard was to blame, but Kasongo had yet to find the
beast’s tracks. Not an overly superstitious man, Kasongo was
beginning to wonder if an evil spirit was behind the unexplained
disappearances.

“Come on, show yourself,” said Kasongo to the
jungle, challenging the unseen predator.

A faint buzzing noise caught the old farmer’s
ear. Kasongo picked up his AK, stood, and looked skyward at the
star-filled sky. The odd sound seemed to grow louder by the second.
Kasongo flipped off his weapon’s safety and brought it to his
shoulder.

The noise grew close

A darkened shape blocked out the moon for a
moment. Kasongo looked through his rifle’s sights at what looked
like a prehistoric animal flying straight toward him. He suddenly
remembered the legends told to him as a child of the
Kongamato, a flying monster that would kill livestock and
fly off with children in the middle of the night. Kasongo’s heart
raced. He took aim and pulled back on his AK’s trigger. Bullets
flew up into the sky.
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Chyrsus Industries

Houston, Texas

 


Dan Hogan sat at his desk watching the readouts
coming back from an airborne UAV on three screens affixed to the
wall in front of him. One screen showed him a map of the eastern
Congo and the drone’s location. Another was live feed coming from
the thermal camera located in the nose of the craft. The third
screen displayed an image of the ground hidden under the jungle
canopy. A former U.S. Air Force drone operator, Hogan now worked
for Chyrsus Industries for three times his old salary. He glanced
down at his watch and yawned. With three hours to go before the UAV
landed at a remote airfield in Uganda, Hogan rubbed his tired eyes
and reached for his cup of coffee.

“Damn,” muttered Hogan after taking a sip. “I
hate cold coffee.”

“Dan, I gave you that four hours ago,” said
Rachel Williams, Hogan’s backup drone operator. “I take it you’d
like a fresh cup?”

“Yes, please,” said Hogan, handing her his
cup.

“Next time, you get the coffees,” replied
Williams.

Hogan nodded. He saw a large hill approaching
on his screen, reached over to the joystick sitting on the table
next to his laptop, and pulled back slightly. Eleven thousand
kilometers away, the drone responded, and flew right over the top
of the hill.

All of a sudden, there was a small flash of
light from below, just before the drone’s thermal camera went
dark.

“What the hell,” mumbled Hogan as he typed a
series of commands into his laptop, trying to bring the camera back
online.

Williams forgot about the coffee and slid
back into her chair next to Hogan. With identical controls to her
partner’s, Williams attempted to see if she could also get the
camera operational.

“Rachel, what does your altimeter read?”
Hogan asked.

“I’m at eighteen-hundred meters,” replied
Williams. “No, wait, I’m at seventeen-nine and falling fast.”

Hogan swore. They were losing the drone. He
turned in his seat and looked back at an older man wearing a shirt
and tie, sitting at a nearby desk, reading something on his
computer. “Mister Thomas, I think we’ve got an emergency on our
hands.”

 


The doors at the back of the operations room slid
open. With everyone’s attention focused on the feed coming back
from Africa, no one noticed David Fairfax enter the room.

“What’s the word?” asked Fairfax, the
middle-aged owner of Chyrsus Industries who had thick, blond hair
and a handsome, tanned face. For years, Fairfax had desperately
wanted to carve himself a niche in the highly profitable world of
using airborne lasers to look for precious minerals.

“Sir, we’re losing Pegasus,” replied Harry
Thomas, the operations room’s director.

Fairfax looked up at the screens. “Are you
sure? Perhaps it’s just a computer glitch?”

“We’re positive, sir. Hogan and Williams are
the best at what they do, and they can’t stop Pegasus’
descent.”

Fairfax ran a hand through his wavy hair.
“How bad is it?”

“It looks like Pegasus was struck by
groundfire,” explained Thomas as he brought up the last image
recorded by the UAV’s cameras. “Sir, you can see for yourself, our
drone was shot at by a farmer with an AK.”

Fairfax shook his head. In a clearing stood a
man aiming up at the sky. “Will somebody please tell me how the
hell someone with a weapon made more than fifty years ago managed
to spot, let alone hit, my drone?”

“Sir, as you’re well aware, the stealth
technology we designed makes Pegasus invisible to radar, not the
naked eye,” said Bill Lloyd, Pegasus’ designer. “Whoever fired on
Pegasus must have gotten off one hell of a lucky shot. By the looks
of things, he took out the nose-mounted cameras and struck the fuel
tank.”

The muscles in the back of Fairfax’s neck
tightened. A debilitating migraine was only minutes away. “What
about our safety protocols? Can we still order Pegasus to
self-destruct?”

“Theoretically, yes, but do you think that’s
a wise decision?”

“Jesus, Bill, think about it. The geological
information stored in Pegasus’ hard drive from the past couple of
days flying loops over the northern provinces of the Congo is
probably worth billions. If just one of our competitors manages to
get their hands on it before we do, we’ll be ruined.”

“Let’s not forget Pegasus’ experimental
design,” said Thomas. “If one of our rivals retrieves Pegasus, it
won’t take them long to reverse engineer the technology. They could
undercut any future defense contracts we’re likely to bid on by
using our work against us.”

“Damn,” muttered Fairfax.

Hogan stood. “Sir, it looks like Pegasus is
not going to make it back to our support base in Uganda. In fact,
according to my calculations, Pegasus is going to fall short of the
border.”

“Order it to self-destruct,” said Fairfax, as
if the words were poison.

Hogan reached over and typed in a command on
his laptop. He waited a few seconds for the order to reach the
drone. Instead of turning dark, the screens continued to send
information on the craft.

“Do it again!” snapped Fairfax.

This time, Williams tried to order Pegasus to
destroy itself. As before, the drone remained aloft.

Lloyd clenched his fists by his side. “This
is fast becoming a nightmare. One of the bullets must have hit the
onboard computer, disabling its ability to self-destruct.”

“Sir, we’re about to lose Pegasus,” said
Hogan.

On the screens, Pegasus flew into a valley
before crashing into the jungle.

“I have her coordinates,” announced Hogan,
bringing up a map of the Congo on one of his screens. “It looks
like Pegasus went down in a valley in the northeastern part of the
country, in what is known as the Orientale Province. According to
the last reading from her GPS, Pegasus landed one hundred and
seventy kilometers shy of the Ugandan border.”

“If we know her whereabouts, you can be
damned sure that the word will get out,” said Fairfax. “No one can
keep a secret anymore. I guess we’re going to have to send someone
in to retrieve the information stored on the hard drive and destroy
the Pegasus before our competitors find her.”

“Sir, that part of the Congo is a real mess,”
said Hogan. “The UN may have peacekeepers on the ground, but
they’ve been spectacularly unsuccessful in stopping the fighting
that is going on there right now.”

“I don’t care,” said Fairfax. “In the world
of industrial espionage, that’s not going to stop my competitors,
and it isn’t going to deter me, either. I’ll just have to hire the
right kind of people who are used to this sort of work.”

“Like whom?” asked Lloyd. “Sir, we took a
calculated gamble to fly over the Congo looking for precious
minerals and rare earth elements without the government’s
permission. However, we’ve never gone so far as to hire private
contractors before.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” said
Fairfax. “Leave this with me.”

“Sure thing, boss. I’ll get everyone here to
gather all the info they can to help with the speedy recovery of
Pegasus.”

Fairfax walked back to his office, made sure
his door was locked, and sat down at his polished mahogany desk. He
pulled open a drawer and picked up
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