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Chapter 1




Eastern Europe

February 17, 1945




Time was running out. In the night sky, a refurbished German Junkers Ju 52 transport plane flew over the darkened Silesian countryside.

Major Gerhard Beck glanced down at his watch and swore under his breath when he saw they had less than fifteen minutes to go. Beck folded the map he had been studying and slid it into a canvas case at his side.

“So, what do you think?” asked Captain Dietrich Holtz, Beck’s youthful second-in-command.

“Forty-eight hours’ notice to move is not a lot of time,” replied Beck. “We spent more than six months preparing and training to drop behind enemy lines prior to the invasion of Normandy. This has to be a record for short-notice deployments.”

“I prefer it this way. A lot less time to worry about it.”

“Yes, but the last time we jumped our mission was very straightforward. Our superiors are asking us to perform a miracle this time around.”

Holtz grinned. “D-Day was a good mission. We sure gave those SS bastards around Caen a bloody nose. As for this assignment, the less we know, the less we can divulge if the Nazis get their hands on us.”

“Let’s hope they don’t.”

“I’d rather die than end up a guest of the SS. I’ve seen what they do to traitors. It isn’t pretty.”

“Dietrich, does it ever bother you that our job involves the killing of our fellow countrymen?”

“I’ve never considered anyone who joined the SS to be a true German. They’re animals. Sir, our job is not an easy one, but if it brings about the fall of the Nazis, I’m more than willing to do whatever it takes to free Germany from the nightmare it has been living under for far too long.”

Beck stood. “I think there’s just enough time for one last chat with the pilot before we arrive over our objective.”

“Major, make sure they drop us in the right spot this time. I don’t want to have to walk ten kilometers, or more, in the dark.”

Beck made his way to the front of the aircraft to speak with the pilot. As he moved forward, he looked into the faces of the young men he was about to lead into combat. Some stared ahead, lost in thought, while others gave their leader a thumbs-up that they were ready for whatever lay ahead.

At the cockpit, Beck tapped the co-pilot on the shoulder. “How are things going?”

“Good,” replied the co-pilot. “After we checked in with the Luftwaffe radar station in Furstenstein, the radio has been quiet.”

“Aren’t you worried they might identify us as an enemy vice friendly aircraft?”

The co-pilot shook his head. “The codes we obtained before flying are the most up-to-date ones used by the Luftwaffe. As far as the radar station is concerned, we’re one of them.”

Beck looked out the cockpit windows. Clouds filled the night sky. “How the hell can you guys navigate in the dark without any stars to guide you?”

“It comes down to trusting your navigator.”

Beck glanced over at the teenager studying his map and hoped the kid was as good as the co-pilot said he was.

“Major, you had better head back,” said the pilot. “We’re coming up on your landing zone.” 

The co-pilot offered his hand. “Good luck, Major, and give those bastards hell.”

Beck shook the man’s hand. “We’ll give it our best.” Beck turned and made his way to the port-side door.

A red warning light switched on. 

Twelve men dressed as German paratroopers stood and faced the back of the plane. 




A barrel-chested air force sergeant reached over and opened the door. Bitterly cold air rushed inside the crew compartment. The insignia on the sergeant’s camouflage smock indicated he was a parachute jumpmaster. The senior NCO stuck his head out the door to take a look at the ground, and then stepped back. “Stand by!” yelled the jumpmaster.

Beck checked that everything from his submachine gun to his spare parachute was snug and secure to his body.

“Hook up!”

Beck hooked his static line onto a metal anchor line running down the length of the fuselage, as did all the men behind him.

“Check static lines!”

The man behind Beck ensured that the major’s static line was secure and not twisted.

“Equipment check!”

Once more, Beck ensured his equipment was tight. The last thing he needed was for something to come off and get entangled with his parachute. The man behind him, a sergeant, tapped him on the shoulder, letting him know his parachute was good to go.

The jumpmaster looked down the line of paratroopers. “One minute!”

Beck’s heart raced in his chest. It was only his fifth parachute jump and his second combat mission. He took a deep breath and said a prayer for his father and sister, both of whom had died at the hands of the Gestapo.

“Thirty seconds!”

There was no turning back now. Beck and all his men were Germans who had volunteered to fight for the allies against the Nazi regime. If they were caught, they would be lucky to be shot out of hand as traitors to the Reich. Several men, including Beck, had escaped from Nazi concentration camps, and knew what unspeakable horrors lay there.

“Stand by!”

Beck handed the jumpmaster his static line and stepped to the open door. The gusting wind stung the skin on his face. He looked down but couldn’t see a thing. It was going to be like jumping blindfolded. 

The jumpmaster tapped Beck on the shoulder and yelled, “Go!”

Without hesitating, Beck stepped out the door and plummeted toward the earth. He remembered his training and kept his elbows tight to his sides, his chin tucked to his chest, with his feet and knees close together as he fell. He counted down in his head. When he hit four seconds, his parachute rushed from its pack and deployed. With a loud whump, his chute filled with air, instantly slowing his descent. Beck looked up and checked that his parachute had opened properly. He took hold of his chute’s risers and turned his attention down toward the ground. He cursed the clouds. It was hard to see where they were about to land.

At the last second, he saw snow on the ground and braced himself for a hard landing. Before he could take another breath, his feet touched the snow-covered ground. He rolled with the fall, allowing the impact to dissipate throughout his body.

The sounds of grunts and groans all around him heralded the arrival of the rest of his team in the icy clearing. Beck hurriedly unhooked his harness and pulled his parachute toward him until he had it balled under his left arm.

“Sergeant Lang, on me,” said Beck, stuffing his chute back into its pack.

A man limped out of the dark. “Here, sir.”

“Are you all right, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir. I think I may have twisted my right ankle on landing. I’ll just tie my boot laces up good and tight, and I’ll be okay.”

Beck knew Lang was lying, but he needed every man on the team, healthy or not. “Once they’ve packed their parachutes away, round up the men and get them ready to move.”

Beck dug out his compass and took a bearing. The person they were supposed to be linking up with should only be a kilometer down the road. That’s if the pilot had dropped them at the right LZ. For all Beck knew, they could be kilometers off and hopelessly lost in the wooded mountains of Lower Silesia.

“Sir, the men are ready to go, but I’m sorry to report that Captain Holtz’s chute never opened,” reported Sergeant Lang. “I found his body in the woods to our right.”

Beck clenched his jaw. He and Holtz had been friends ever since fleeing Germany to fight for the allies.

“What do you want me to do with his body?”

“Nothing. Leave it where it is. We don’t have time to bury his remains.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Lang.

Beck faced his team. “Men, I’m sorry that I didn’t have the opportunity to properly brief you before we left England. As you are aware, our mission is to extract Professor Gustav Nowak from a nearby Nazi slave labor camp and escort him to a waiting plane, where he will be flown to an allied base for debriefing. We don’t have a lot of time, as Nowak must be on that plane when it leaves at precisely 0300 hours. What you don’t know is that Nowak is a key scientist in Hitler’s wonder weapons program. His insights into what is going on inside these mountain bases could help the allies shorten the war by months and save hundreds of thousands of lives. Once we have him on that plane, our part in this mission will be over. After that, we’ll split up into teams of two and try to make it to the west before the Russians overrun this region.”

“Sir, should you be killed, where is the plane going to meet us?” asked a young soldier.

“Two kilometers due west of this LZ, in a farmer’s field,” replied Beck. “Are there any other questions?”

The soldiers shook their heads.

Beck looked down the dark and deserted road. A shiver ran down his back. He slung his SMG over his right shoulder and started to walk. If they bumped into any patrols, Beck wanted it to appear as though they belonged there. The dirt road led them out of the hills toward a small, blacked-out village. A hundred meters shy of the first house, Beck waved his men off the road while he carried on alone. As he got closer to the dwellings, the muscles in the back of his neck grew tense. 

Up ahead, someone lit a cigarette and stepped back out of sight.

It was the first part of the pre-arranged greeting signal.

Beck slowed down and slid his submachine gun from his shoulder. Better safe than sorry, he thought. He stopped by a narrow alleyway and pretended to look through his pockets for a cigarette. “I’m sorry, I appear to be out. Do you have an extra cigarette for me?”

“Not tonight,” replied a young woman with a Polish accent.

The codewords matched. 

Beck turned and looked down the alley. A petite girl walked out of the shadows. Beck guessed she couldn’t be more than sixteen years old. “Good morning, Fraulein. I’m sorry, but we’re pressed for time. Can you point out the home Professor Nowak lives in?”

“You’re too late,” she replied. “The professor never came home last night.”

Beck cursed. “Do you know where he is?”

“Yes, but you don’t want to go there.”

“Fraulein, I have no choice. Please tell me where he is.”

The girl hesitated for a moment. “He’s at the Henge. If you want, I can take you there.”

“Is it far from here?”

“About three kilometers.”

Beck shook his head. “We’ll never make the extraction rendezvous’ timing if we have to add six kilometers on foot to our roundtrip.”

“Stay here,” said the girl, fading back into the dark.

The sound of a truck engine spluttering to life startled Beck. He walked out onto the road and saw the young woman driving an old farm truck toward him. Beck waved for her to stop while his men rushed to climb into the back of the vehicle. He opened the passenger-side door and jumped in. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look a bit too young to be driving.”

“I’ve been driving my father’s truck since I was fourteen,” replied the girl. “Major, I have to warn you that the Henge will be crawling with SS troopers. I know I can get you within a kilometer without being spotted, but after that, you’re on foot.”

“That should work.”

The girl pressed down on the gas pedal and turned the creaking steering wheel over in her hands. Soon they were motoring down a narrow dirt path through a heavily wooded area. 

“That’s odd,” muttered Beck as the night sky flashed with jagged, bright blue lighting. He expected to hear the boom of thunder overhead. Instead, Beck heard nothing but the rumble of the truck’s engine.

At a sharp bend in the trail, the girl brought the vehicle to a halt.

“This is as far as I can go,” said the girl fearfully. “If I’m caught, the SS will probably kill me, my family, and the entire village for helping you.”

“I understand,” said Beck. “How long can you wait for us here?”

“Maybe an hour. After that, I’m sorry, but you’re on your own.”

“That’s fair, thanks.” Beck opened his door, jumped out, and waved for his men to get down.

“Sir, did you see that lightning?” asked Sergeant Lang, looking skyward.

“I sure did. It’s the oddest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Do you think Professor Nowak had anything to do with it?”

“We’ll soon find out. Shake the men out and warn them to be prepared for anything.”

The lightning stopped, and an orange light lit up the horizon.

Beck flipped his SMG’s safety off with his thumb as he walked warily down the trail, becoming more uncomfortable by the second. His guts tightened as if they were in a vise. Next, his head began to pound as if he had spent the past week in a pub. Beck clenched his jaw and willed himself to carry on. He had scarcely gone ten paces when a man to his left dropped to his knees and threw up. Two more men fell out of line and emptied their guts.

“Stop it!” admonished Sergeant Lang. “Get a grip on yourselves. Everyone’s scared.” 

“No, I don’t think that’s it,” said Beck. “Whatever is up ahead is causing us all to be sick.”

“On your feet, soldier,” said Lang, helping one of the sick men to his feet.

The light up ahead grew in intensity, making the forest look orange.

“What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?” muttered Beck to himself. He signaled for his men to follow him down the trail. The trees began to open, allowing Beck to get a better look. He took cover, dug out his binos, and focused them on a concrete, rig-shaped structure in a clearing. It was at least ten meters tall and supported by ten columns. His eyes widened at the sight of a bell-shaped object in the middle of the structure, with three massive chains anchoring the bell to some of the concrete columns. The craft appeared to be about five meters high and three in diameter. From where he was, Beck couldn’t make out if the bell was made of metal or some other substance. A large Nazi swastika was displayed prominently on the hull of the craft. Off to the side of the test site, a film crew was recording everything. A handful of generals stood nearby, watching the clearly historic event.

“Sir, what can you see?” asked Lang.

Beck handed his sergeant his binos. “I’m not sure. Perhaps you can tell me what the hell is going on in that clearing.”

“My God,” muttered Lang. “What unholy thing have the SS created?”

“I don’t know, but I want to get a closer look. If Nowak is there, I still want to see if we can rescue him.”

“And if we can’t?”

“Then, as per my orders, I’ll have to kill him.” Beck’s orders troubled him. His briefing had made it clear that Nowak had been forced to aid the Nazis, and in his mind, killing him was akin to murder.

Lang handed back the glasses. “Good luck, sir.”

“See you in a few minutes,” responded Beck, hanging his binoculars from his neck. He chose a covered route through the woods and crept forward. As he got closer, Beck spotted a cordon of SS soldiers standing guard about two hundred meters away from the bell. All the men had their backs turned to the craft. They wore helmets, protective goggles, gloves, and long, black, leather coats that extended from their necks to their boots. Just past the cordon were two trucks with large electrical generators on the back of them. Long, thick power cables led from the generators to the base of the bell. A third vehicle sat ten meters back from the generators. Beck recognized it as a command vehicle. He brought up his binos and spotted four men standing beside the closest truck. One was an SS officer. Two others were dressed in silver flight suits with helmets on their heads. One of the pilots wore a long, white lab coat, just like the fourth man, a civilian, standing next to a control console. 

Beck studied the face of the civilian. “Found you,” he murmured when he recognized Nowak, smoking a pipe. The pilots were both tall and slender. Their silver outfits reflected the strange, orange light coming off the bell. 

Crack!

Beck dropped to one knee and held his breath. A spooked deer charged out of the woods and ran through the circle of SS soldiers. It let out a scared bellow as it got close to the bell. Beck watched in horror as the deer’s hide peeled from its flesh. In seconds, its innards turned to dust, leaving only a heap of bones on the ground.

The men in the silver uniforms strode through the SS cordon and walked straight toward the bell. Beck kept expecting them, like the hapless deer, to die in agony at any second. Yet, somehow the men’s clothing protected them. At the craft, the lead man placed his hand on the side of the bell and opened a slender door. The man climbed inside and waited for his colleague to hand him a case. Together, they closed the door. 

At the trucks, Nowak raised a hand in the air, and several technicians rushed to turn the generators to full power. The bell began to rise slowly into the air. Pulsating orange light bursts from underneath the ship as it continued to climb higher. One at a time, the power cables popped off the side of the craft. Held tight by its chains, the bell looked like a wild horse tugging at the reins holding it from escaping. Above the concrete structure, bolts of blue lightning silently tore through the sky. The second pilot ran away from the bell and disappeared into the dark.

The hair on Beck’s hands stood straight up. The crackle of electricity and the smell of ozone hung heavy in the air. Beck had seen enough. He moved from behind his hiding spot, intent on reaching Nowak. He walked as fast he dared to without drawing attention. However, when he was only a few meters from the truck, Nowak did the unimaginable and pulled out a concealed pistol, shooting the SS officer in the temple. Before anyone could stop him, Nowak aimed his weapon at the control panel in front of him and pulled the trigger. Sparks flew as the bullets shattered the electrical instruments.

The blood in Beck’s veins turned to ice as Nowak swiftly swung the pistol over, jammed the barrel of the weapon against his skull, and pulled the trigger, splattering his brains all over a horrified technician.

“Halt!” yelled an SS officer at Beck.

Whatever his plans had been had abruptly changed for the worse. Beck spun on his heel and pulled the trigger. A burst of fire struck the SS captain in the stomach, doubling him over.

The bell bucked up and down, desperate to escape its earthly bonds.

Gunfire broke out all over the complex as SS soldiers rushed to help their dying captain. Beck’s men, hiding in the bushes, shot down their hated foes without any thought of mercy. Beck’s body jerked as two rounds struck him in the back. He turned to run but found his legs couldn’t move. His vision narrowed as he tumbled to the ground. “Long live Germany,” were the last words to leave Beck’s lips as he died on the cold soil of his native homeland.

A loud snap, followed by two more, drowned out the gunfire as the bell, free from its restraints, shot straight up into the night sky. Flying faster than any known craft, the ship rocketed into the clouds and disappeared. A powerful energy wave swept the Henge, flipping over the generator trucks and sending the film crew, along with many of the spectators, flying through the air like rag dolls.




Sergeant Lang tossed a grenade at the closest SS troopers. With a boom, the grenade exploded, hurtling serrated pieces of metal into the nearest victims.

“Withdraw!” hollered Lang, firing his SMG from the hip.

In pairs, the patriot soldiers covered one another with fire and movement. Although they were heavily outnumbered, the men sold their lives dearly. The more numerous SS closed in from all directions. In under a minute, Lang and most of the team were dead or wounded. His last word of command was to run.

In the shadows, a young man heard Lang’s order, dropped his rifle, and yanked his helmet off his head. He spun about and ran as fast as his legs could carry him. In his haste to escape, the soldier pulled off his camouflage smock, revealing a sweater underneath. At the drop-off point, the girl and the truck were gone. He didn’t blame her; he, too, would have fled at the first sound of gunfire. After a while, he came out on a dirt road and struggled to catch his breath while he tried to get his bearings. He dug out a small compass and looked to the west. His only hope was that the extraction plane would still be there at the rendezvous point. If not, it was going to be an awfully long walk back to the allied lines.








Chapter 2




Present day

Northern Maine




Major David Grant drove his SUV over a rickety wooden bridge. He parked next to a Jeep and switched off the engine and the vehicle’s lights, plunging the SUV into darkness. Grant picked up his Motorola and brought it up to his lips. “Jim, do you read me?”

“Got you loud and clear,” replied James Maclean, his strong Australian accent booming through the radio.

“I’ve found Baker and Tong’s Jeep. It doesn’t look like either of them made it back. Doctor Murray and I will proceed from here on foot to see what’s happened to them.”

“Roger that. Our drone has you in its thermal sights. Elena and I should have no trouble tracking you all the way to the anomaly.”

“Sounds good, talk to you soon.” Grant opened the driver’s-side door and stepped out into the crisp, night air. He stretched out his stiff back and then reached inside to pull out a heaving a pack which he threw onto his shoulders. Grant checked that his Motorola was secure on his belt and that his flashlight worked before waving at his passenger to join him.

A chubby, African American man climbed out of the SUV. He zipped up his waterproof jacket and pulled his hat down on his head. “If I had known it would be this cold and damp in Maine, I would have worn a parka,” groused the man.

“Doctor, I told you to dress for the elements,” said Grant. “It’s early October in Maine. I wouldn’t be surprised if it also snows on us tonight.”

“Perish the thought.”

“Before we step off, do you have your Geiger counter, flashlight, thermal camera, and, the most important thing, your thermos of hot coffee with you?”

“Yes,” said an exasperated Murray, holding up a small pack in his hands.

“Just checking, Doc. After all, it’s my job to make sure you get home safely tonight.”

“I get that, but you need to understand that I’m not some helpless child who needs babysitting.”

Grant stepped close. “I never said you were a child. However, it’s your first time out with me, and I need to know that you’re going to do your job. All of your fancy degrees will mean nothing if you can’t competently operate in the field. We’ve already got two men missing in these woods. I don’t need to add to that total.”

Murray nodded, sobering. “I’ll try to do my best.”

“That’s all I can ask of anyone.” Grant looked down at the GPS on his wrist and pointed to the west. “The anomaly should be no more than five hundred meters down this path.”

“Why do you people call everything an anomaly?”

“I personally like it. It’s a handy word. It covers everything from downed planes, to satellites, to meteors, to potential alien spacecraft. Until we know what we’re dealing with, we call any unidentified object an anomaly.”

Murray looked down the darkened path. “Are you sure we couldn’t have driven a little farther down this logging road?”

Grant shook his head. “We can’t risk it. If, as the thermal scans have shown us, something is sitting in a clearing only a few hundred meters away, we can’t risk driving up there and being detected by its scanning devices.”

“Major, the images we studied before driving out here looked more like a military UAV than some otherworldly ship to me. Besides, I don’t believe in extraterrestrial visitation. It’s all just a case of misidentification of some naturally occurring phenomenon.”

“And that’s why you’re here. Believe it or not, I value your skepticism. Also, I’m positive your years of experience studying foreign and domestic advanced spacecraft designs will prove to be of great value to the team.”

Murray shivered. “I just hope we’re not wasting our time out here.”

Grant chuckled. “Get used to failure, Doctor. Most of what we do in the field ends with us heading home without ever seeing or finding a thing.”

“Gentlemen, the clock’s ticking,” said Maclean in Grant’s earpiece.

Grant looked up and waved at the circling UAV. He patted Murray on the arm, and together they walked down the muddy trail. It didn’t take long before a heavy downpour fell from the clouds, soaking both men to the bone. Grant stepped off the path and waited for Murray to catch up with him.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had to do anything outdoors,” said Murray between labored breaths. “It looks like I’ve got some work to do on my cardio.”

“Move it or lose it is the best way to look at things,” said Grant. “No one expects you to be as fit as a Special Forces operator. However, if you can’t keep up, then you should look at making some changes to what you eat and how often you go to the gym.”

“I’ll get on it first thing tomorrow.”

“Doctor, before we go any farther, why don’t you dig out your Geiger counter and see what it’s reading?”

Murray nodded and retrieved the device from his pack. He turned it on and waited for the needle on the screen to react. “It’s normal,” he reported, showing the screen to Grant. “There’s nothing out there generating any dangerous levels of radiation.”

“That’s always a welcome relief. Come on, Doc, let’s sneak our way through the woods until we reach the anomaly.”

Grant led, careful to avoid any roots or branches on the path that could trip him up. After a few minutes, Grant stopped and hid behind a tall pine tree. Less than one hundred meters away was a craft that looked like a small space shuttle, with a set of bright orange-and-white lights running down its side.

“Here,” said Grant, handing Murray his binoculars. “Can you tell what it is?”

Murray wiped the rain off his face and focused the binos on the clearing. “My God, that’s a U.S. Air Force X-37B! How the hell did it manage to land in the middle of these woods without crashing?”

“What’s an X-37B?”

“It’s an orbital test vehicle. There have been four successful flights to date that I’m aware of. This must be the fifth orbiter that was launched into outer space in 2017. But I still don’t understand what it could be doing here.”

“Come on, let’s get a closer look,” said Grant. Stealthily moving from tree to tree, it didn’t take long until they were mere meters from the craft. The X-37B appeared to be in pristine condition. There wasn’t a mark on the outer hull of the ship. 

Grant switched on his flashlight; his breath hung in the air. He moved the light’s beam along the side of the ship, checking it out. Grant froze when he noticed that one of the spaceship’s experimental bay doors was slightly ajar. A glowing, reddish slime trail led from the opening, down the side of the ship, and onto the ground. The path continued into the pitch-black woods.

“Doctor, don’t move an inch,” warned Grant.

“Why?” whispered Murray.

“I don’t think we’re alone. That’s why.”

“What makes you say that?”

Grant shone his flashlight on the reddish ooze. “Unless the Air Force sent up something covered in red slime, I’d have to say someone or something hitched a ride back here.”

Murray fumbled for his flashlight and flicked it on. He spun around, trying to spot what could have left the trail.

“Jim, we’ve got a possible CE-3 scenario brewing down here,” said Grant into his Motorola. “Do you have visual on any other heat signatures moving around in the woods?”

“Nothing so far,” replied Maclean. “No, wait, I’ve got something on the screen about seventy meters from your location.”

“Roger that. What’s it doing?”

“Don’t freak out, but I think it’s trying to get behind you two.”

Grant slid his 9mm Beretta from its holster and made sure the safety was off. “Can you tell what it is?”

“Sorry, no. Whatever it is, it’s intelligent. It’s using the trees to help mask its thermal signature.”

“Any chance of help arriving in the next few minutes?”

“I’ve given the go-ahead for the Immediate Reaction Team to deploy, but I don’t think they’re going to arrive in time.”

“Any thoughts, Elena?” Grant asked.

“It doesn’t look like anything we’ve ever encountered before,” replied Elena. “But by the way it’s carefully moving toward you, I’d have to say it’s hostile.”

“Got it.”

“Good luck, Dave.”

“Thanks.” Grant placed his radio on his belt and looked over at Murray. “Did you catch all that?”

Murray, his eyes as wide as saucers, nodded.

Grant yanked his pack off his back, opened it, and handed Murray a set of night vision goggles. “These are just like the ones you wore in training. Put them on and keep a sharp lookout for whatever it is out there that’s hunting us.”

Murray’s hands shook as he took the goggles and placed them on his head.

“That’s better,” said Grant, turning his set on.

“What are we going to do?” asked Murray.

“Stay behind me. Hopefully, our visitor can be reasoned with.”

Murray stepped behind Grant. “What if we can’t communicate with it? Then what do we do?”

“If it truly is hostile, then let’s pray that 9mm bullets are enough to kill it.”

A red, glowing object silently darted between a pair of trees less than thirty meters away.

“Get ready, Doctor,” said Grant, bringing his pistol up.

“Lord, protect us,” muttered Murray under his breath.

All of a sudden, a bright blue light hit Grant in the chest. He moaned in agony and dropped to his knees. Grant violently convulsed, letting go of his pistol, and falling facefirst into the muck.

“No!” screamed Murray, reaching down to help Grant. He turned the major over and saw him struggling to breathe.

“Run,” said Grant hoarsely as his eyes closed, and his body went limp. 

A red, glowing creature emerged from behind a tall fir tree. It stood as tall as a man and was humanoid in appearance, but it didn’t seem to have any eyes or a mouth on its oval face.




Murray saw Grant’s pistol, scooped it up, and aimed it at the alien. His mouth was drier than the hottest desert on Earth. 

The alien took a step closer. In its right hand was something resembling a pistol.

Murray looked over the sights of his weapon but was shaking so badly that he couldn’t aim the pistol accurately. “Leave us alone,” he croaked.

The creature canted its head.

“I said, leave us alone.”

With a flick of its wrist, the alien brought up his weapon to fire.

Murray closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. Driven by the instinct to live, he yelled at the top of his lungs as he emptied the entire magazine into the alien. 

Silence descended on the woods.

Murray opened his eyes, relieved to see that the creature was no longer there.

“Doctor Murray? Can you hear me?” said Maclean through Grant’s Motorola’s speaker.

Murray picked up the radio. “Yes, I can hear you. The alien is gone, but I think Major Grant is badly hurt.”

“I watched the whole thing on my laptop. I think you may have wounded it, but it’s still out there, somewhere. I’m coming to help you, but you’ve got to move Major Grant to safety. Can you do that?”

Murray looked down. Grant was having trouble breathing. He keyed the radio mic. “I’ll do what I can.”

“Roger that. I’ll see you soon.”

Murray looked at the pistol in his hand and remembered Maclean hounding him on the range to do the right thing. He ejected the empty magazine, took a full one from Grant’s belt, and slid it home. With his thumb, Murray released the slide latch, allowing the slide assembly to rush forward, loading a fresh round into the chamber. He opened a pocket on his jacket and put the pistol in there until he needed it. Murray bent at the knees and sat Grant up. He took in a deep breath and hauled the major up onto his right shoulder. With strength he never knew he had in him, Murray stood up and headed for the trail.

An oddly metallic-sounding voice came from the woods. “Stop where you are.”

“Never,” uttered Murray, moving his legs as quick as he could.

“Leave the other man at your feet, and I’ll let you go.”

“This isn’t happening,” said Murray to himself.

A red shape walked out onto the trail just ahead of Murray. “You cannot escape. Leave the other man for us and go in peace.”

Murray turned about and cursed as another alien appeared. He was trapped. Murray shook his head, gently lowered Grant to the ground, and drew his pistol. “If you want him, you’re going to have to take him from me.”

“Then you’ll die.”

Murray’s legs felt like jelly. His pounding heart told him to flee, but his mind wouldn’t let him leave a man to die. “So be it,” Murray said, holding Grant tight to his body.

A bright light from above lit up the woods.

“End-ex. I say again, end-ex,” boomed a voice over a loudspeaker.

Murray watched in disbelief as the aliens yanked off their hoods, revealing them to be the missing men: Baker and Tong.

“Well done, Doctor,” said Grant, shifting himself off Murray’s shoulder.

“This…this was just a training exercise?” said Murray in disbelief.

“You are correct. A good one, wasn’t it? Jim’s outdone himself this time.”

“But I could have killed someone with this pistol.”

Grant took back his weapon. “That would have been an impossibility. You were firing blanks.”

“Jesus,” mumbled Murray. “I thought we were going to die.”

“You were supposed to. The last three people who took this test all failed. The first two ran off, and the last one offered me up to save his life. Congrats, Doctor Murray, you’re the first person in quite some time to pass the test.”

“I feel like being sick.”

“Don’t, you’re not finished.”

Murray shook his head. “What do you mean, I’m not finished?”

“Jim and Elena are waiting for you back at the command post. Trust me, you’ll want to get your story straight. You’ve just had a close encounter of the third kind, and they’re going to grill you on every detail until the sun comes up.”

“I never thought this job would be so stressful.”

Grant smiled. “Wait until you meet the real thing. Then, you can talk to me about stress.”




Chapter 3


Fort Bragg


With a classic rock tune stuck in his head, Grant bobbed his head from side to side as he took the elevator to the bottom floor and got off. A military policeman greeted him and checked his ID before allowing him to pass. Grant wasn’t in uniform but returned the MP’s crisp salute. He walked down a long corridor until he came to a sealed door with another guard waiting outside. Grant showed the airman his pass, and then entered his personal code into a keypad on the wall to gain access to Gauntlet’s offices. He was surprised to see that every workstation in the command center had a duty NCO or officer at it.

“Anything on the go?” Grant asked the duty officer.

“Two possible sightings over Spain and a weather balloon that was misidentified over southern Chile, sir,” said the officer, a young Air Force lieutenant.

“That’s a tenth of what’s normally sighted on an average Sunday. Why are so many duty personnel at their workstations?”

“I’m not sure, sir. An hour ago, Colonel Andrews ordered me to call in all the off-duty staff.”

The hair on the back of Grant’s neck stood up. The Colonel wasn’t a man to panic at the first sign of trouble. Something important must be up, thought Grant. He kept his thoughts to himself and carried on down the hallway that led to the briefing room. As Grant passed the Wall of Remembrance, he stopped and looked at Erica Jones’ picture. Grant’s heart still ached each time he looked at the image of her face. He wondered if he would ever stop caring for her.

“Hey, mate, hurry along,” called out Maclean from the doorway of the briefing room. “Everyone’s here but you.”

Grant checked his watch. He was still ten minutes early for the debrief of last night’s activities. Had the colonel changed the time and forgotten to tell him? Grant jogged the final few paces and entered the room.

“Funny…real funny,” said Grant, seeing his friend was the only person present.

“I thought so,” replied Maclean, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. “Here,” he said, handing Grant a coffee.

Grant accepted the beverage and slid down into his usual seat. Like Maclean, he was dressed in casual attire.

“Did you see the extra duty staff?” asked Maclean.

“Yeah, it seems odd to have a full staff when today’s activities could have been handled by a single technician.”

“I’m sure the boss has his reasons.”

“That I do, Staff Sergeant,” said Colonel Andrews as he walked into the room. Right behind him was Elena Leon.

Both men respectfully stood.

“Just being curious, Colonel,” said Maclean.

“We’ll get to that,” said Andrews, closing the door behind him. He and Elena took their seats at the table, as did the two soldiers. “Major, I’ve read your preliminary report on Charles Murray and agree with your conclusion that he be given a provisional assignment with Gauntlet. I am, however, not going to assign him to your team, but that of Captain Roberts.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “May I ask why, sir?”

“Two reasons. First, Murray reminds me too much of Jeremy, and we need to evolve as an organization. We can’t do that by simply replacing people we lose from a team with like-minded people. Secondly, Cindy Hamilton has asked for a transfer from Team Two. Her addition to your team would, in my opinion, be for the better.”

“Colonel, why did she ask for a transfer?”

“Regrettably, she and Captain Roberts don’t get along as well as I had hoped. His team is no less efficient than yours in solving cases. It’s just not as flexible.”

“I’m okay with this,” said Maclean. “She’s saved our bacon a couple of times in the past. I’ll be glad to have her on board as part of the team.”

“Does Colonel Mason know about these changes?” asked Grant. 

Andrews nodded. “She’s the one who proposed the switch prior to her departure on two weeks’ leave.”

Grant looked over at Elena. “I take it you’re okay with this?”

“Yes, I am,” she replied. “I’m sure she’ll fit in perfectly.”

“Looks like the team is back to full strength again.”

“I thought you’d feel that way,” said Andrews. “All I ask of you is to give her more time on the range. Miss Hamilton is very uncomfortable around firearms.”

“Leave that to me,” said Maclean. “I’ll go slow and make sure she understands that it’s for self-defense and nothing more.”

“Please do.”

“I’ll get the duty officer to book Miss Hamilton and me some time on the small-arms ranges beginning tomorrow,” added Maclean.

 “Surely, this isn’t the only reason you called us all in on a Sunday,” said Grant to his boss, sensing something else was up.

Andrews shook his head. “The secretary of defense called me last night and asked me to have some of our people look into something odd that came across his desk a couple days ago.”

Grant leaned forward in his chair. “Is it UFO related?”

“Have either of you gentlemen ever heard of the Montauk Project?”

Both men exchanged a puzzled look before shaking their heads.

Andrews picked up a remote and switched on a screen on the wall. A picture of the eastern tip of Long Island appeared. Andrews zoomed in until a big radar dish perched on top of a concrete tower emerged.

“This, folks, is essentially all that’s left of what once was Montauk Air Force Station,” explained the colonel. “Operational from the Second World War until 1981, the station is now part of Camp Hero State Park. Throughout its forty-year history, the station served primarily as an anti-submarine and radar warning site.”

“I take it that’s not all it did,” said Maclean.

“Far from it. If the stories are to be believed, the station was involved in time travel experiments starting in the late 1960s right up until the base closed.”

Grant smiled at Elena. “Right about now, I’d look over at Jeremy and ask him for his opinion, knowing that it would be long-winded and skeptical, but still quite full of useful and factual information. Since he’s no longer with us and you have a degree in ufology, you’re up.”

Elena cleared her throat. “As Colonel Andrews said, the Montauk Project goes all the way back to the war. It is alleged that the people involved in the project were interested in telepathy, mind control, and time travel. In 1943, according to legend, they attempted to make a destroyer, the USS Eldridge, become invisible to enemy radar. Unfortunately, the experiment was a disaster, several sailors were driven insane, and some were fused into the ship’s hull.”

“I thought that was just a hoax,” said Maclean. “Heck, I even saw a film on TV when I was a kid about this.”

“According to the official U.S. Navy’s records, the Eldridge was in the Bahamas at the time of the incident, and therefore couldn’t have been involved,” explained Elena. “However, several sailors claim the war department lied and falsified the logs to make it appear that it was on a cruise, instead of being tied up in Philadelphia Harbor.”

“What do you believe happened?” asked Grant.

“It’s a fact that during the war our navy, along with the British, experimented with different ways to make their ships invisible to enemy radar. To the best of my knowledge, they never succeeded. Without any corroborating evidence to back up the sailors’ claims, I’m going to have to go with the war department’s story.”

“Fair enough; however, I’d like to know what your thoughts are regarding the other alleged activities that took place at the station?”

“Do you mean the mind control and time travel experiments?”

“Yes.”

“The military has been keenly interested in psychic abilities all the way back to the 1940s, so it’s highly conceivable that mind control research could have been conducted at the air station. As for time travel, it’s theoretically possible to travel into the past, but the power required would be enormous. I doubt the entire state of New York could provide the power necessary to send a person hurtling back in time.” 

“Unless you had in your possession an alternate power source that had been reverse-engineered from a downed UFO,” pointed out Maclean. “Only then could it be in the realm of possibility to attempt time travel.”

“Time out for a second,” said Grant, holding his hands up in the shape of a T. “Are there any credible stories about time travel experiments being conducted at the base?”

Elena smiled. “Credible is a fairly loose term when you’re talking about fringe science.”

“Got it, but are there any?”

“In 1983, after the base was closed, a man came forward and talked about the Montauk Project and how time travel was being conducted from a secret base underneath the air station. Later, another person claimed that through hypnotic regression therapy he had been able to remember being sent back to 1943 to observe the USS Eldridge’s invisibility trial. Neither story got much traction among the UFO and paranormal societies across the States at the time.”

“Without any physical evidence, a person’s time travel story is near impossible to back up,” said Maclean.

“Thank God Jeremy isn’t here to hear this,” said Andrews. “He’d have an aneurysm just listening to this discussion.”

Grant faced his boss. “Sir, this is all fine, but what is the sec. of defense’s interest in an old abandoned base?”

“He called me last night and asked if we could spare some people to take a look around the base,” replied Andrews. “It would appear that for the past few nights, around midnight, people have reported seeing an apparition walking the grounds.”

Grant raised an eyebrow. “You’re talking about a ghost, aren’t you, sir?”

“Yes, but not your run-of-the-mill ghost. This one is dressed as an astronaut.”

“An astronaut?”

Andrews nodded.

“And how exactly does a ghost astronaut fall under Gauntlet’s mandate, sir?”

“Normally, it wouldn’t, but the secretary told me to take a look, and now I’m telling you. Ain’t the military chain of command great?”
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