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February 3, 1959

The Ural Mountains, U.S.S.R

 


Death stalked the cold mountain passes.

Sergeant Peytor Mashkov dropped to one knee
and undid his parka. A mist of pent-up body heat escaped into the
night. It was better to cool down than to sweat and risk catching
hypothermia. He rested his rifle against his leg while he brought
up his binoculars to scan the snow-covered countryside. The silvery
light from a half-moon shining down through a gap in the clouds
helped Mashkov see down the side of the mountain.

In the distance, something fluttered back and
forth in the wind.

Mashkov focused his glasses and cursed under
his breath when he realized he was looking at a slashed open tent.
He slid his binoculars back under his parka and took a moment to
adjust the straps on his snowshoes before stepping off. An
accomplished hunter and tracker, Mashkov had proudly served his
country during the Great Patriotic War. Tall for his age, Mashkov
enlisted at sixteen years of age and soon became a ruthlessly
efficient sniper, who by the end of the war had a confirmed kill
total of 134 enemy soldiers.

Three days ago, a call in the middle of the
night woke the sleeping police sergeant and sent him on a mission
unlike any he had ever experienced. All he knew was that a deranged
murderer was on the loose, and it was Mashkov’s job to hunt him
down and eliminate him before he could kill again. However, after
several days of tracking his target, Mashkov’s body and mind were
beginning to feel the strain. It seemed like his opponent never
stopped to rest or eat, forcing Mashkov to keep up his relentless
pursuit. Equally surprising was how well the killer hid his tracks.
For all his skill and training, Mashkov was having a hard time
following his opponent’s trail. It wasn’t just the falling snow
making his life difficult; it was as if the person he was tracking
didn’t want to leave any footprints behind.

As Mashkov approached the damaged tent, the
hair on the back of his neck stood on end. His instincts, honed in
war, warned him to be wary.

“Hello, is anyone in there?” called out
Mashkov.

Silence answered him.

Mashkov stopped next to the tent. The shelter
looked like it had been cut wide open by a sharp blade. Mashkov dug
out his flashlight, turned it on, and peered inside. He counted
nine empty sleeping bags. The occupants’ cameras, books, food, and
their boots were strewn about, indicating to Mashkov that the
people had been in such a hurry to flee that they hadn’t taken the
time to get properly dressed. Mashkov shone his light on the
entrance to the tent and saw that it was still buttoned up. He
stepped back and shone his light on the snow behind him. Mashkov
spotted footprints leading away from the shelter down a gentle
slope toward a forest some fifteen hundred meters away. Puzzled,
Mashkov could see that some of the people had been wearing socks,
while others had run from the tent in bare feet.

“What the hell happened here?” said Mashkov
to himself. He walked around the tent, trying to see if his prey’s
tracks were also present. When he found an abnormally large heel
imprint, Mashkov gritted his teeth. The killer had been here.

With his rifle cradled in his arms, Mashkov
followed the footprints down the slope to the forest. It didn’t
take him long to find two frozen bodies, dressed only in their
underwear, sitting next to a dead fire under a tall cedar tree.
Mashkov removed a glove and placed his hand on the cold ashes of
the fire. By the amount of snow accumulated on the dead bodies and
the coldness of the bonfire, Mashkov judged he was twenty-four
hours too late to stop whatever had happened to the campers. He
moved his light over the bodies and shook his head. The deceased
were two men in their early twenties. Their skin was icy white, and
their frozen eyes gleamed in the light.

Mashkov let out a frustrated sigh. None of
what he had seen so far made any sense. What could have scared them
so badly that they had fled into the night in only their
underclothes?

He turned his head. Just off to his right,
more tracks led deeper into the woods. Mashkov counted four
different sets of footprints. He moved his light around, trying to
see if he could spot the missing people. His flashlight lit up the
snowy branches, creating long shadows resembling gnarled fingers
reaching out behind the trees.

Mashkov pushed on. A few minutes later, the
prints stopped abruptly at the edge of a slight ravine. Mashkov lit
up the bottom of the gorge with his flashlight. Sprawled in the
snow were the bodies of four missing campers. Mashkov slung his
rifle, unbuckled his snowshoes, and removed a rope he had in his
pack. He tied the rope off to a thick tree and took his time
climbing down the ice-covered rocks to the bottom of the ravine.
The last thing he wanted to do was slip and fall. A broken leg
would be a death sentence out here in the middle of nowhere. At the
bottom, Mashkov switched his light back on and began a cursory
examination of the remains. There were three men and one woman. It
looked to Mashkov as if one of their party had fallen into the
ravine, breaking several bones in his legs, and the others had
climbed down to help him, only to be killed one by one by the
bitter cold. Unlike the first two victims, some of these people had
their jackets with them, but all of them were missing their
footwear.

“You poor buggers,” said Mashkov, digging
through one of the dead men’s jackets, trying to find a piece of
identification. When he didn’t find any, he rolled over the dead
woman’s frigid body. Right away, his heart skipped a beat. The
woman’s face was contorted in fear. Her mouth was wide open, as if
she had died screaming. Mashkov moved his flashlight along her
pale, white skin. A chill ran down his back when he saw that her
tongue was partially missing. He leaned forward to closer examine
the body. Her tongue wasn’t just missing—it looked like it had been
bitten off. He brushed the snow away from the rest of her face. His
guts churned at the sight of her empty eye sockets. Mashkov studied
the face but couldn’t find any trauma around the eyes. He quickly
came to the horrible conclusion that her attacker must have sucked
them from her skull before leaving her to die.

Crack.

Mashkov instinctively spun around and pulled
his rifle from his back. His heart jackhammered in his chest as he
brought up his weapon to fire. A second later, a small deer walked
between a row of fir trees, saw him aiming his rifle in its
direction, and dashed off into the woods.

“Jesus,” muttered Mashkov, lowering his
rifle.

Mashkov shone his flashlight over the snow
until he found a slight indentation from a boot leading away from
the remains. It had to be from the woman’s assailant. Just as he
was about to take a step, a loud grumble from his stomach reminded
him that he hadn’t eaten in over twelve hours. Mashkov opened a
pocket on his jacket, grabbed a piece of smoked venison, bit off a
piece of meat to chew on, and returned what was left to his pocket.
He slipped his feet back into the harnesses on his snowshoes and
continued to track his foe deeper into the forest.

In the gray light of dawn, the faint trail
Mashkov was following led out of the woods and into a clearing. In
the middle stood an old log cabin.

Mashkov cursed his luck when an easterly wind
raced down the valley and whipped up the snow. He dropped to his
knees and brought up a hand to block the flakes blowing in his
face. Mashkov studied the footprints to see where they were heading
before they were totally covered by the drifts. He raised his head
and saw the tracks led straight toward the cabin. With the
disturbing image of the dead woman’s empty eye sockets still fresh
in his mind, Mashkov advanced cautiously toward the building. As he
got closer, Mashkov could see the front door was wide open. When he
was less than ten meters from the cabin, Mashkov hurriedly slid out
of his snowshoes, slung his rifle over his back, and drew his 9mm
Makarov pistol.

“If you’re in there, come out with your hands
on top of your head,” ordered Mashkov.

There was no response.

Mashkov took cover next to the open door.
“You inside the cabin. This is the police. Surrender now, or be
prepared to suffer the consequences.”

Silence.

Mashkov brought up his pistol in his right
hand and his flashlight in the left before stepping inside the
darkened cabin. The dead body of an old man lay on the floor. His
bearded face was covered in blood. Mashkov checked the rest of the
tiny cabin, making sure there wasn’t anyone hiding in there with
them. When he was positive he was alone, Mashkov turned his
attention back to the old man. He placed a hand on the man’s chest
and felt warmth.

The man hadn’t been dead long.

Mashkov moved his light over the dead man’s
face and grimaced. The man’s throat had been torn from his body,
and, like the woman, his eyes were missing.

“What kind of monster are you?” pondered
Mashkov.

He stood, grabbed a blanket from the old
man’s bed, and covered his remains. Mashkov walked to the door and
peered outside. The snowfall was coming down faster and thicker
than before. He could barely see more than ten meters in the
swirling snowstorm. If this had been a routine case, Mashkov might
have weathered out the storm in the cabin, but this wasn’t any
normal assignment. His foe was out there somewhere, hidden in the
woods, waiting to strike again. Mashkov had no choice; he had to
push on. He went to put his snowshoes back on but stopped. For a
brief moment, Mashkov thought he saw something move. He stared out
into the blowing snow. Mashkov’s gut told him he was being watched.
He holstered his pistol and unslung his rifle. Mashkov made sure
the safety was off with his thumb.

“I can see you,” said a deep, gravelly voice
from somewhere in the blinding storm.

Mashkov brought his rifle to his shoulder and
looked through the weapon’s sight, trying to identify his target. A
tall, dark shape emerged just off to Mashkov’s right. He swung his
rifle over and fired. As quick as the apparition appeared, it
vanished. Mashkov ejected his spent casing and fed a fresh one into
the chamber.

“One,” taunted the voice. “Four more.”

Mashkov looked over his sights, desperate to
acquire his foe. He edged forward slightly, hoping to expand his
field of vision. Without warning, the darkened shape popped up next
to the cabin like a Jack-in-the-Box. Mashkov brought his rifle
over, pulled back on the trigger, and felt the hard recoil in his
shoulder. He quickly ejected the empty casing and reloaded his
rifle. Mashkov was positive he had hit the target and ran to where
he had seen the madman. Instead of finding a body, there was
nothing but large boot tracks leading away from the cabin. It was
the first time Mashkov had seen a complete print. Whoever the man
was, he must be heavy and tall. The prints were enormous compared
to Mashkov’s feet.

“Drop your rifle, and fight like a man,”
challenged the voice.

Mashkov pivoted on his heel and fired off two
shots in quick succession into the falling snow. Fatigue combined
with fear clouded Mashkov’s mind. During the war, he’d faced some
of the best snipers in the German Army, but he had always come out
on top. Today, he knew he was up against something completely
different.

Footsteps crunched through the snow.

Mashkov’s blood turned cold. He turned around
just as his opponent ran at him. Mashkov tried to get a shot off
but was a fraction of a second too late. His attacker smashed the
barrel of his rifle with its right arm, knocking it out of
Mashkov’s hands. In the blink of an eye, the assailant grabbed
Mashkov by the throat and lifted him off the ground with its broad,
hairy hands. Mashkov gasped for air as he struggled in vain to
break his opponent’s grip on his neck. Mashkov’s eyes widened at
the sight of his attacker’s face. It was unlike any he had ever
seen in his life. It had a mix of human and ape-like features. The
creature had a jutting brow ridge, thick jaw, and long, coarse
black hair on its head.

With a loud grunt, the beast threw Mashkov to
the ground, winding him.

Pain wracked Mashkov’s body. He rolled over
and fought to fill his burning lungs with oxygen. Mashkov reached
for his holster, only to have his assailant lash out with a foot
and break Mashkov’s right wrist as easily as a dry twig. He let out
a pained cry and pulled his hand back.

“Thanks,” said the beast, helping himself to
Mashkov’s pistol.

“Am I going mad?” said Mashkov, bewildered.
His assailant stood a good head taller than him, with a broad chest
and long arms that hung almost to its knees. He was surprised to
see that it wore an ill-fitting wartime uniform of a Red Army
soldier.

“No, you’re not mad. Police?”

Mashkov nodded. “How can you speak? You’re an
abomination.”

“No!” snapped the beast. “I am what Father
made me to be.”

Mashkov’s mind spun. “What are you?” he
asked, cradling his shattered wrist with his left hand.

“I told you. I am what Father wanted me to
be.” The animal pointed Mashkov’s pistol at the tracker’s head.
“Are you alone, policeman?”

Mashkov shrugged. “I have no idea. I was
called in the middle of the night and sent after you. If the
authorities sent more men, I would be the last to know.”

“I think you speak the truth.” The beast
stood and canted its head.

Mashkov squirmed under the monster’s
unnatural gaze.

“I’m hungry; I think I’ll eat your liver,”
said the beast, licking its thick lips.

Mashkov scurried backward in the snow, only
to have a foot smash down on his chest, pinning him to the
ground.

The creature stopped, lifted its head, and
sniffed the air. “I smell more men coming this way. Dogs, too.
There’s no time to cut you open. Maybe your sweet, juicy eyes will
have to do.”

“No!” screamed Mashkov, struggling to escape.
The monster’s large hand reached out and grabbed his leg, pulling
him back. In desperation, he let go of his injured wrist and
fumbled for the hunting knife on his belt.

The monster hauled Mashkov to his feet and
bared its mouthful of crooked, yellow teeth. The stench of rotting
flesh stuck between the animal’s teeth turned Mashkov’s
stomach.

It was now or never. With all the strength he
could muster, Mashkov thrust the blade of his knife deep into his
attacker’s neck.

The beast cried out in agony and let go of
Mashkov. With blood spurting from the wound, the creature staggered
off into the swirling snow.

Mashkov lay in the drift in pain, trying to
comprehend what had just happened, when several dogs barked loudly.
A pistol shot tore through the air, followed by a long burst of
automatic gunfire.

A snow-covered man walked out of the storm
with a smoking pistol in his hand. “Are you all right?” asked the
man.

“Yeah,” replied Mashkov. “It broke my wrist,
and maybe cracked a couple ribs, but aside from that, I think I’m
going to live.”

The man helped Mashkov to his feet. “I’m
sorry we couldn’t have arrived a few minutes earlier,” said the
man.

“It’s okay. Did you get the thing that
attacked me?”

“What thing?” said the man, flashing his KGB
credentials in front of Mashkov’s face.

Mashkov shook his head. “I take it none of
this ever happened?”

“Correct,” replied the agent. “As far as
you’re concerned, you lost the escaped criminal’s trail somewhere
around here and had to give up your search to seek medical
attention after falling and hurting your wrist.”

“What of the campers?”

“It will be days before they are reported
missing. I suspect they’ll be found in two to three weeks’ time,
clearly having suffered some kind of mass delusion, which caused
them to run off in the middle of the night to their doom.”

“What of me?”

“Sergeant Mashkov, it was me who recommended
to your superiors that you undertake this assignment. Your
reputation as a skilled tracker is well known in these parts. I
knew that if you pushed hard enough, you’d drive the creature
toward my men and me, who were waiting for it in this valley.
Sergeant, you are once again a hero of the Soviet Union. Only this
time, no one will know of your accomplishments. I no longer have
need of your services. Go home to your wife and young children, and
forget this incident ever happened.”

Mashkov heard what the agent was saying. His
family’s lives were on the line. As long as he kept quiet, they
would all live out the rest of their lives in peace. “Very good,
Comrade. I’ll be on my way.”

“According to my map, there’s a road about
three kilometers to the south of here. You should be able to find
someone before noon who will be able to help you get back
home.”

Mashkov nodded. He slid his injured wrist
inside his parka, faced south, and started to walk. Behind him, his
tracks slowly disappeared. By the time he found the road, his
footprints were long gone, buried under the snow.

When the local authorities finally sent a
search party to find the missing campers, Mashkov was back at his
desk, nursing his wrist. His name never came up during the formal
investigation into the deaths of the campers. Mashkov, like the
strange creature he’d encountered in the Dyatlov Pass, was brushed
under the carpet and forgotten.
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Present day

Northern California

 


“Stop!” yelled David Grant.

James Maclean slammed his foot down on the
brake pedal, bringing their rented Jeep Wrangler to a screeching
halt, facing the darkened forest. “Did you see something?”

“I think so,” replied Grant, already halfway
out of his door.

Maclean unbuckled himself and rushed to join
his friend. Behind him, Staff Sergeant Darren Wright and Doctor
Gabrielle Collins got out of the back and jumped into their
recently vacated seats.

Grant brought up his night vision binoculars
and scanned the woods. He was confident he had seen something dash
across the road and into the forest. The world, bathed in hues of
green, revealed nothing.

“Do you see it?” asked Maclean.

Grant shook his head. “There’s nothing out
there. I must have seen a coyote, or something else, run across the
road.”

A series of loud clicks off to their left
made both men turn to look. A second later, more clicks came from
somewhere in front of them.

“There’s got to be two of them out here,”
said Maclean.

Elena’s voice came in clear through the men’s
two-way earpieces. “Gentlemen, Colonel Andrews told me to remind
you that weapons are not allowed under any circumstances. If you
have to, let them get away.”

“All our weapons are safe and secure in the
Jeep with Sergeant Wright,” replied Grant. Back at Gauntlet
Headquarters, Elena and the rest of the nighttime duty staff sat in
the control room watching the live feed coming back from the camera
in his and Maclean’s contact lenses.

“All right, proceed, but be careful,”
cautioned Elena.

“You take the one on the left, and I’ll take
the one in front of us,” said Grant to Maclean.

Maclean gave a mock salute. “Good luck, and
I’ll see you back at the Jeep.”

Grant switched on his flashlight and walked
to where he’d heard the clicking noise. All he found were a set of
small, child-sized, triangular boot imprints in the soft soil. The
trees rustled off to Grant’s right. He brought up his light and
spotted a tree branch swaying. He ran over and found more boot
prints. It was like chasing a ghost.

“Anything, Jim?” Grant asked.

“Just some tracks,” replied Maclean in
Grant’s earpiece. “Whoever they are, they’re slippery little
buggers.”

“Yeah. I’m going to push on a bit further
into the woods. If I don’t find anything in the next five minutes,
I’m heading back to the Jeep.”

“Sir, I’ve got the drone airborne,” reported
Wright. “Where do you want it?”

“Vector it over to my location,” replied
Grant. “Perhaps it can help us find what we’re looking for.”

“Roger; will do.”

More loud clicks came from a tree less than
ten meters away. Grant switched off his flashlight and crept
forward. The clicking sound grew louder as he approached a tall
redwood tree. Grant took a deep breath to calm his beating heart
before leaping around the side of the tree to catch whatever was
hiding there.

“Whoa!” said Grant, looking up at a
nine-foot-tall praying mantis, wearing a white robe from its neck
to its feet. In its clawed hands was something resembling a
tablet.

“Bow your head,” said Elena in Grant’s
ear.

Grant took a step back and lowered his head.
“Now what?” he whispered.

“Wait a second or two to see if it’ll talk to
you.”

The mantis lowered its tablet and said in a
computerized voice, “Yes, can I help you?”

Grant brought up his head, stunned that he
was in the presence of an insect that could talk; he didn’t know
what to say next.

“Am I using the wrong language?” asked the
mantis, reaching up to adjust a slender, golden box hanging around
its neck.

“No, you’re using the right language,” said
Grant.

“Thank goodness for that. You have so many
languages on your planet. It can get confusing at times.” The
mantis leaned forward and peered curiously at Grant with its
massive black eyes. “What’s troubling you?”

“Are you in charge?”

The mantis nodded its triangular-shaped
head.

“Introduce yourself,” suggested Elena.

“Good evening, my name is Captain David
Grant. When you came here, did you tell your people to collect
weapons from us?”

The mantis shook its head. “Most certainly
not! This is purely a scientific survey mission.”

“Well, I hate to break it to you, but I have
a strong suspicion that some of your team members have broken into
a number of cabins over the past couple of nights and taken all of
the weapons stored there.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but you must be
mistaken.”

Maclean let out a startled cry in Grant’s
earpiece.

Grant raised a hand to pause his conversation
with the mantis. “Jim, are you okay?”

“I’ve been jumped by a half-dozen larvae,”
reported Maclean. “The little monsters are taking everything they
can from me.”

“Sir, I have Sergeant Maclean in sight,” said
Wright.

Grant opened a pocket on his jacket and
withdrew a flat, palm-sized device. On it was a thermal image of
Maclean wrestling on the ground with six mantises the size of human
teenagers. He showed the image to the expedition leader.

“Oh my!” said the mantis. It brought up a
communicator to its mouth and spoke a series of loud clicks into
it.

On the screen, the young mantises let go of
Maclean and ran toward a dark shape just inside the woods.

“Follow me,” said the mantis to Grant.

A minute later, they came to a clearing.
Maclean stood there, brushing dirt and leaves from his clothes.

“I take it this one is the Boy Scout leader?”
said Maclean to Grant, eyeing the tall mantis.

“It looks that way,” responded Grant. “What
did they take?”

“A better question would be, what didn’t they
take. The little so-and-sos even took my wallet.”

“Don’t worry. I suspect in a minute or two
that you’re going to get everything back.”

The head mantis stopped at the edge of the
clearing and brought up a rod-like device in its hand. It pressed a
button on the side of the instrument. A second later, a door opened
on a nearly invisible ship. The mantis let loose with a series of
loud clicks, and even Grant could tell the creature was giving the
young ones an earful. One by one, the young mantises exited the
ship with their heads hung low and formed a line in front of their
leader.

“I know a good jacking when I hear one,” said
Maclean as the expedition leader tore a strip off the children. “I
sure as hell wouldn’t want to be them when they get home.”

The youngsters filed back inside the ship,
and, a moment later, returned with everything they had taken,
piling it all at Grant and Maclean’s feet.

“Damn, the little buggers have been busy,”
said Maclean. “I count five shotguns, four handguns, two hunting
rifles, and a hunting bow.”

The last thing they placed on the ground,
before handing back Maclean’s personal items, was a hard-sided
briefcase with a biohazard warning sticker on it.

“Folks, are you seeing this?” said Grant. “I
think we’d best let the police know that one of the homes they
broke into may be harboring a potential terrorist.”

“Leave that to me,” responded Colonel
Andrews.

The head mantis dismissed his pupils and
walked over to the two men. “I’m sorry that my students took things
that did not belong to them. This was supposed to be a survey
mission to teach them about your world, not an excuse to collect
antiquated weapons of war.”

“Please don’t be too hard on them,” said
Grant. “They may have inadvertently helped us more than you can
ever know.”

The mantis bowed slightly. “Goodbye,
Captain.”

Grant and Maclean bowed as well. “Goodbye to
you, too,” said Grant.

Without saying another word, the mantis
boarded its ship. The door closed behind it as the craft silently
lifted off the ground and shot up into the star-filled sky.

“Hey, one of those maladjusted larvae stole
my credit card,” said Maclean, going through his wallet.

“I doubt you’ll be getting too many charges
on your card where they’re going,” quipped Grant.

“I don’t trust those little hooligans. It
could come back and book a trip to Disneyland on my card and stick
me with the bill. As soon as we get home, I’m going to cancel my
card and get a new one.”

“Come on, let’s call it a night and linkup
with Gabrielle and Darren, so we can head home.”

“Sounds like a plan to me. After this
encounter, I could use a beer or two.”

With the stolen equipment in hand, they made
their way back to the road where their colleagues were waiting for
them.

“My God,” said Gabrielle. “If I hadn’t
watched it on my laptop I never would have believed it. A talking
insect is just so mind-boggling.”

“Sir, Colonel Andrews called a minute ago to
let us know that an agent from Homeland Security will meet us at
the airport to take possession of the briefcase,” reported Wright
to Grant.

“The sooner, the better,” said Maclean,
helping stow the gear in the back of the Jeep. “I don’t like the
idea of driving around with that case in the vehicle with us.”

“So, what did you think of your first field
assignment?” Grant asked Gabrielle.

She smiled. “Wow…just wow.”

“It’s not technically my first outing with
you, but I’m glad no one was shooting at us this time,” replied
Wright.

“Yeah, I have to agree; overall, it’s been a
relatively painless assignment,” said Grant.

“I wonder what the boss has in store for us
next?” said Maclean.

“If we’re still in training mode, I’m sure
the next project will be as easy as this one.”
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Saint Petersburg,
Russia

 


“Will this rain ever end?” groused Jeremy Hayes,
looking out of his tent at the downpour.

“It could be worse,” said an older man with a
stocky figure and a thick, salt-and-pepper beard on his round
face.

“How so, Professor Karpov?” said Hayes,
running a hand through his wavy red hair.

“This is Russia; it could be worse. It could
be snowing.”

“Perish the thought.”

“I thought I told you years ago to call me
Gennadi.”

“Sorry, it’s a force of habit. I’ll try to
use your first name when we’re not around your students.”

“Enough talk. Let’s put on our raingear and
see how the dig is going.”

A cold shiver ran down Hayes’ spine. “Only if
you insist.”

Karpov smiled, exposing a mouthful of
tobacco-stained teeth. “My friend, you have gotten soft since the
last time I saw you.”

“That was five years ago at a summertime dig
in the Crimea, looking for artifacts from the Allied siege of
Sevastopol. If I wanted to work in the rain, I’d move back home to
England.”

Karpov chuckled. “Come, Jeremy, let’s see
what my students have dug up this morning.”

Hayes pulled up the hood on his jacket and
followed his friend out into the pouring rain. They dashed past a
couple of parked earthmovers and a noisy, ten-kilowatt generator
belching out black smoke before coming to a large Russian Army
tent. Both men hurried inside and shook the water from their damp
clothes. Several large lamps lit up the interior of the tent. Aside
from some of the students working in the excavation site, there was
a row of tables covered with artifacts being cleaned by three more
students.

A young, blond-haired woman in a set of dirty
coveralls, with a clipboard in her hand, waved at the men.
“Professor Karpov, I think we’ve found something that will help
identify this airplane.”

“What did you find, Daria?” asked Karpov.

“We’ve located the engine block number.”

“Excellent,” replied Karpov, rubbing his
hands together.

Hayes walked to the edge of the large,
rectangular hole dug into the ground. He took in a deep breath
through his nostrils and smelled the freshly dug earth. Hayes
closed his eyes and recalled a time just before he entered
university, when he wanted to be an archaeologist and travel the
world. Fate, however, intervened when the British Armed Forces took
a keen interest in him and guided him into the study of
advanced-weapons research. Still, every chance he got, Hayes joined
an expedition to dig up the past, as long as he didn’t get dirty,
wet, or cold doing it.

“So, what do you think?” asked Karpov,
patting Hayes on the back.

“Impressive,” replied Hayes, looking down on
the nearly intact body of a Second World War British Royal Air
Force Hawker Hurricane partially buried in the dirt. Remarkably,
the fighter looked in great shape. The large Soviet red stars on
the wings looked as if they had only just been painted on. The
glass cockpit was open, exposing the empty pilot’s hardened metal
seat.

“It’s one of your country’s lend-lease
fighters sent here in 1942 to help defend Leningrad—when it was
still called that.”

“Aside from the couple I’ve seen in museums,
this has to be the best-preserved plane I’ve ever come across.”

“This area used to be a swamp,” explained
Karpov. “The plane must have come down and landed on the marshy
ground before sinking into the mire, which helped to preserve it.
The swamp was drained a few years back to make way for a new
housing development. It was only this year that the construction
began in earnest, and as soon as they found the tail section of the
plane, all work was halted.”

“No offense, Gennadi, but Russia these days
isn’t known for placing its history in front of making money
selling new condos. I’m surprised it wasn’t hauled out of the
ground by a backhoe in the middle of the night so the construction
could continue.”

“No offense taken, my friend. You are
perfectly right to point that out. It does seem like it’s money
before anything else these days. As soon as it was announced on the
local news that a fighter had been found, the entire operation was
bought by Viktor Nazarov, and the construction halted until a
proper archaeological dig could be accomplished.”

Hayes scrunched up his face thoughtfully.
“That’s great, but why have I never heard of this gentleman?”

“Not many people have. He’s an incredibly
reclusive billionaire with a love of history. No one truly knows
where he came from. After the fall of communism, it’s reputed that
he made a fortune in computer, rocketry, and satellite technology.
He has several homes spread throughout the country and is rarely
seen, let alone photographed, in public. His foundation,
Cynosura, is paying for everything you see here.”

“Cynosura,” said Hayes to himself a
couple of times before snapping his fingers in the air. “That’s
ancient Greek for the North Star, isn’t it?”

“Eureka!” replied Karpov. “Let’s see what my
students are working on over at the tables.”

On the folding tables were items taken from
inside the cockpit. Hayes picked up the pilot’s rubber oxygen mask
and examined it for a minute before handing it to Karpov. Next, he
took hold of the pilot’s leather helmet and looked at the earpieces
and tried to imagine how terrifying it would have been for a
teenager to fly a fighter plane in combat during the war.

A student walked over and placed a canvas
parachute harness on a table.

Hayes ran his hands over the canvas straps.
The parachute was still packed in its bag. Poor bugger; the
pilot must have gone down with his plane, thought Hayes. He
looked at Karpov. “I take it you found the pilot’s remains when you
began your excavation?”

“Why would you say that?”

Hayes held up the parachute. “Well, it’s
obvious that he never jumped from his plane.”

Karpov’s eyes twinkled. “I was waiting to see
if you would notice that. If you think that’s odd, so far, we have
been unable to find any puncture marks on the plane. It doesn’t
look like it was shot down. And to add to the mystery, we found
these in the cockpit as well,” said Karpov, reaching under the
table and placing a pair of leather boots on it.

“Curious,” said Hayes.

“There were no remains whatsoever found in
the cockpit. It’s as if the pilot vanished in mid-flight. My
students have started calling it the haunted fighter. I’m hoping
the engine block number will tell us which fighter regiment this
plane belonged to, and what it was doing the day it went down in
the swamp.”

“Let’s cross our fingers that the records
survived the war.”

“We’ll probably know one way or another by
tomorrow morning.”

“So, what do you want to do until the
information comes in?”

Karpov smiled. “For the rest of the day, you
and I can help my people catalog these artifacts, and after supper,
I’ll open a fresh bottle of vodka, and we can talk over old
times.”

Hayes’ stomach churned. It didn’t take many
drinks to make him feel ill. He put a fake smile on his face.
“Sounds good, Gennadi, I can hardly wait.”

“Good. I’ll make a Russian out of you
yet.”

 


The next morning, Hayes rolled out of his bed and
placed his feet on the cold floor of his tent. His head felt as if
it were going to explode. Even his teeth hurt. Hayes hung his head
low and took in a couple of deep breaths to clear away the cobwebs
in his mind. He took his time getting to his feet. Hayes looked
around for his slippers and found them at the foot of his cot. He
slipped them on before getting dressed in his red housecoat. He ran
his tongue around the inside of his mouth, which felt drier than
the Sahara Desert.

“Tea,” Hayes mumbled. “I need a cup of
tea.”

He walked outside into a light fog that clung
to the field and woods surrounding the dig. The rain clouds were no
longer there, having departed sometime during the night. He headed
over to the mess tent and straight for a dual hot beverage maker:
coffee on one side and hot water on the other. He filled a cup with
hot water and grabbed a teabag. Hayes looked around and saw that
aside from himself there was only the cook and a handful of
students in the tent. He took a seat at an empty table and placed
his hands around his cup to warm them.

“Ah, there you are, Jeremy,” said Karpov,
striding into the mess tent. If last night’s drinking bothered him,
he didn’t let it show. In Karpov’s hands were several documents. He
poured himself a coffee and sat down across from Hayes.

“My friend, you look like hell,” said
Karpov.

“I warned you that I’m not much of a
drinker,” replied Hayes.

“Yes, perhaps three bottles were too
much.”

“Three,” croaked Hayes. “No wonder I want to
go back to my tent and die.”

“Here, perhaps these reports can cheer you
up,” said Karpov, handing one of the papers over to Hayes.

Hayes adjusted his glasses and started to
read. His strong grasp of the Russian language came from an
immigrant nanny who had raised him more than his busy parents had.
The first paper was an official report from the Russian Ministry of
Defense. It confirmed the engine block number came from a plane
flown by the 153rd Fighter Regiment. The plane was reported missing
after a sortie against some German bombers over Leningrad on the
ninth of October 1942. There was no mention of the missing
pilot.

“Helpful, but it doesn’t answer what happened
to the pilot,” said Hayes.

Karpov grinned as he slid over another
report. “This is from the regimental adjutant of the 153rd. It
makes for quite an interesting read.”

Hayes sipped his tea as he perused the
report. Halfway down, he stopped and looked over at his friend.
“Are you sure this isn’t fake?”

“Jeremy, trust me, this is a real document,
as no one has had access to these files since the end of the
war.”

Hayes read aloud. “This report is factual and
given without duress by Lieutenant Yuri Burdin. After failing to
locate any fascist bombers over Leningrad, my wingman and I turned
back toward our base to refuel when a light brighter than the sun
suddenly appeared in the night sky just above us. It followed us
for about five minutes before flying at an incredible speed to a
position in front of our planes. I tried to contact Lieutenant
Tababkov but found that my radio was unresponsive. A second later,
the light dimmed, and I could see that it was a glowing, orange
disc. It shot straight at us, coming to a dead stop right above
Tababkov’s plane. A white light shot from the bottom of the disc,
enveloping Tababkov’s cockpit. When the light switched off, to my
dismay, I saw that Tababkov was no longer in his seat. Whatever had
attacked him, had taken Tababkov. I watched impotently as his
plane’s engine switched off. Tababkov’s plane glided down and
vanished into a swamp.”

Hayes read the rest of the report in silence.
When he finished, he handed back the paper. “His superiors must
have thought him mad when he got back to his base.”

“That, they did,” said Karpov. “They accused
Tababkov of desertion and held Burdin responsible. The next day he
was shot for cowardice in the face of the enemy.”

“Hardly fair.”

“Life in wartime Russia under Stalin was
hardly ever fair. But it doesn’t end there.” Karpov presented one
last piece of paper to Hayes. “This comes from the Special
Assignments Bureau of the NKVD.”

“NKVD…wasn’t that the People’s Commissariat
for Internal Affairs?”

“Correct.”

Hayes read over the letter and placed it
down. “So, the Soviets were as interested in UFOs as the allies
during the war.”

“Yes, very much so. Your people called them
foo fighters. In Russia, they were named the Devil’s Fire. The
officer assigned to investigate these strange sightings was Major
Andrei Guskov. He crisscrossed the Soviet Union, trying to gather
as much information as he could on these anomalies. Most of the
time, he arrived too late to interview the pilots, as they were
either dead or shipped off to a gulag in Siberia to keep the word
from spreading that there were advanced fighters in the air above
the Soviet Union.”

“Even Winston Churchill was allegedly briefed
by General Eisenhower about UFO activity over Great Britain during
the war, and both decided it was best to keep it quiet, as to not
alarm an already scared populace,” said Hayes.

Karpov continued. “Major Guskov’s conclusions
were kept top secret until the fall of the Soviet Union. As you can
see, he believed that some sightings were of extraterrestrial
origin and posed a direct threat to the safety of the Soviet Union.
He asked for more time to study them during the post-war
period.”

“I take it the Soviets established their own
version of Project Bluebook?”

“They did, but I believe it folded when the
communists were removed from power.”

Hayes took another sip of tea. “This is truly
remarkable. How on earth did you get this information so quickly?
It would take months of digging around the archives back home in
London to find this amount of information.”

“I have been told by a reliable source that
our benefactor, Viktor Nazarov, has a team of experts on standby in
Moscow, should he ever want a question answered. The faster they
answer Nazarov’s queries, the more they get paid.”

“Gennadi, you do realize that there are any
number of answers that could explain what happened the night the
pilot allegedly went missing. For starters, they could have
mistaken Venus for a glowing, bright light in the sky, or it could
just as easily been gas coming up from the swamp.”

“What about the pilot? How do you explain him
away?”

“He may have been suicidal and jumped from
the plane without his parachute.”

“Then why didn’t Lieutenant Burdin report
that?”

“Because he was momentarily blinded by Venus
and failed to see Tababkov leap to his death.”

“What of Major Guskov’s report? Surely not
every UFO was swamp gas or the planet Venus?”

“From what I’ve read, misidentification of
natural phenomenon is usually to blame. Stars, clouds, and birds
flying in formation have all be reported as UFOs. I’m not saying
Guskov wasted his time investigating these alleged sightings; all
I’m trying to say is that there’s usually a simple explanation to
each and every one of the cases he investigated.”

“Until we find evidence to disprove
Lieutenant Tababkov was abducted, that’s the story I’m presenting
to the press tomorrow. Just think of the public curiosity that will
be aroused by this announcement. My students and I will become
instant celebrities. After tomorrow, it won’t be hard to get grants
to continue our work looking for relics from the war.”

Hayes smiled. He hadn’t realized his friend
was such a publicity seeker. “No, I suppose not. For a while, you
and your people will be quite popular with the media.”

“I’ll have to get a new suit,” remarked
Karpov.

“Yes, one with a little more room around the
middle.”

Karpov patted his stomach. “A little,
maybe.”

Hayes shook his head. “I don’t think I’m
going to be sick, so perhaps it’s time to try and eat some
breakfast.”

“Good,” said Karpov, standing up, “as the
cook has whipped up something extra special for us this
morning.”

“Oh? What might that be?”

“Porridge.”

“Great, I’m back in boarding school,” said
Hayes under his breath.

A young student entered the tent carrying a
cell phone. “Professor Karpov, I have a call for you.”

Karpov thanked the man and took the phone.
“Yes?”

Hayes watched his friend’s eyes grow large
and listened to him struggle for words during the conversation.
When the call was over, Karpov stood there mutely, staring at the
far wall of the tent.

“What was all that about?” asked Hayes.

“It was Viktor Nazarov’s executive assistant
on the phone. She said he wants to meet us and is sending a
helicopter to pick us up an hour from now.”

“Did she say why?”

“He wants to offer us another
assignment.”

“I hope you told her that I’m only
visiting?”

“I tried, but she was very insistent that you
come with me.”

Hayes frowned. “I find this highly peculiar.
Don’t you?”

“Sure, but who am I to say no to Viktor
Nazarov? Please say you’ll accompany me. I don’t want to jeopardize
the substantial funding we receive from his foundation.”

Hayes felt as if he were being painted into a
corner. “Okay, I’ll come with you, but this assignment can’t last
any longer than a couple of days, as I have a flight to catch home
on Friday.”

Karpov let out a whoop. “Thank you, Jeremy.
I’m sure you won’t live to regret your decision.”

I think I already do, thought
Hayes.

 



 


4

Gauntlet Headquarters

 


David Grant walked into the operations center and
paused for a moment to see what was happening on the monitors
spread throughout the room. Aside from a UFO report coming in from
a pilot over Dayton, Ohio, the world looked peaceful and calm.
Captain Erica Jones, the duty officer for the early morning shift,
sat at her desk, compiling her presentation for the morning brief.
Grant glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Right away, his
heart ached. After months of dating, they’d agreed that their
relationship was most likely going nowhere and decided to take some
time off from each other. Grant wanted to say something to her but
decided to keep his mouth shut and headed to the briefing room to
join his friends.

“What’s the sour look on your face for?”
asked Maclean as Grant walked into the room.

“I’ll tell you later,” responded Grant,
taking a seat next to his friend. Both men were dressed casually in
slacks and short-sleeved shirts. Maclean’s blond hair had grown out
so much since joining Gauntlet that it almost touched his shirt’s
collar.

“Here, maybe this’ll change your mood,”
Maclean said, handing Grant a cup of coffee.

“Thanks.” Grant took the beverage and looked
over at Hayes’ empty chair. “Any idea when Jeremy gets back from
his holiday in Russia?”

“Yeah, this Saturday morning,” said Maclean.
“I told him I’d pick him up from the airport.”

Erica Jones
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