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CHAPTER 1

Siberian Tundra
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Trekking across the freezing Siberian wasteland, Richard stared up at the abundant stars filling the night sky and briefly wondered if his eyes swept over the planet or galaxy from where the Antarctic aliens had heralded.

Pointing ahead and slightly east of their position, Sullivan broke the silence that had descended over the fatigued group. “Is that a light?”

Mason scrutinized the distant glow. “Looks like flames. A campfire, perhaps?”

“Strange place to set up camp in this inhospitable hellscape,” muttered Richard.

After traipsing closer, they halted and peered at the distant campfire. Highlighted in its glow was a large truck that Richard looked at longingly. After two days trudging through the harsh Siberian tundra with no food, he was exhausted and starving, and Boris, even despite his smell, was looking tastier by the minute.

“Maybe they’ll give us a lift to the crater,” offered Richard hopefully.

“Tempting thought,” agreed Colbert. “At the very least, they’ll have food.”

“What if it’s Russian soldiers?” queried Kelly.

Colbert peered at the distant glow for signs of people but saw none. “Unlikely way out here. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s probably hunters.”

“With a hundred or more kilometers still to go until we reach the crater, it might be worth the risk asking for a lift,” said Mason.

Sullivan looked back the way they had come. “Even way out here, they must have noticed the explosion. If we explain that the blast downed our helicopter, maybe they’ll take pity and help us.”

“Even if you lot aren’t going to ask them, I am,” stated Richard adamantly and headed off with Boris beside him. “Imprisoned in a Russian gulag is preferable to walking another day without food.”

“We should get our stories straight first?” suggested Mason. “Why are we here in Siberia, for example?”

“Just follow my lead,” called back Richard.

Mason and Sullivan turned to their commander.

Colbert shrugged. “I suppose we had better go with him to keep him out of trouble.”

They followed Richard to the campsite.

Arriving first, Richard glanced around the deserted campsite lit by the welcoming, warm glow of the fire. He pondered the two empty canvas folding chairs, one with a half-empty bottle of vodka stuck in the drink holder set in the armrest, before resting his coveting gaze on the roasting haunch of venison; the carcass of the musk deer the meat had been cut from hung on a skinning frame nearby. 

Richard glanced at the others when they arrived. “It seems deserted.”

“Not as deserted as you think, Richard,” informed Colbert. “Two men are standing in the dark on the opposite side of the fire with rifles aimed at us.”

Richard peered into the darkness as the two Russians stepped into the ring of firelight.

“What are five Americans doing way out in Siberian tundra?” asked the taller Russian.

“I’m British,” corrected Richard.

Boris chattered.

“And Boris is Russian,” added Richard.

The tall Russian laughed and stepped forward. “British I like. Americans, not so much.”

“Understandable,” agreed Richard. “I’m not that keen on them myself.”

“Then why you with them?” asked the tubbier Russian sporting a bushy black beard, his rifle trained on the SEALs.

“We were heading for Batagaika crater when our helicopter was caught in the blast of a huge explosion and crashed,” Richard explained.

“Da, we see this two days ago,” said the tall Russian.

Richard continued. “Luckily, we all survived, but our supplies were destroyed when the crashed helicopter caught fire. Left with no choice other than to walk to Batagaika, we saw your campfire and came to see if you could help us. We haven’t eaten for two days.” Richard glanced longingly at the roasting meat.

“Why you go to Batagaika crater?” asked the bearded Russian.

“I’m a scientist,” explained Richard. “Some of my colleagues have been there for a few weeks digging for preserved fossils when they came across a rock they thought might be a meteorite, which is my area of expertise, so they contacted me to come and examine it.”

The bearded Russian nodded at the SEALs. “They not look like scientists.”

Richard shook his head. “They’re not. They are idiots—grunts to do the hard work. If it is a meteorite, it will need digging out. They believed it would be easy pay for an easy job, but I forgot to inform them the meteorite was in the Siberian wasteland.” Richard smiled along with the two Russian men.

The tall man laughed. “Just like Americans to let greed get them in trouble.” He lowered his weapon. “Come eat. Hunting has been good. We have plenty.”

Richard and the SEALs eagerly accepted the Russians' hospitality and passed around the two bottles of water they gave them.

“I am Nicolai,” he nodded at his friend, “And my fat comrade is Alyosha, revealed the tall Russian as he sliced off chunks of meat and handed them out.

Richard introduced himself and the others.

Nicolai stabbed a lump of meat at Boris. “And where chimp come from? You said he Russian.” He laughed when Boris snatched the food from his hand and started eating. “He also has hunger.”

Chewing and swallowing the tasty, meaty mouthful, Richard replied, “I was working as an exchange scientist in a low-grade Russian laboratory that was shortly closing down. When I heard that the test animals were going to be destroyed, I rescued Boris. He now goes everywhere with me.”

Alyosha said something in Russian that caused his comrade to laugh.

Nicolai translated, “He said you like married couple.”

Boris chattered.

The two Russians looked at Richard expectantly.

Richard rolled his eyes. “He said, I should be so lucky.”

The two Russians laughed.

After they had eaten, the vodka was passed around. The mood was pleasant and jovial. Noticing the blood seeping through Colbert’s trousers, which he assumed was caused by the crash, Nicolai furnished him with a first aid kit so he could clean and redress the wound.

“We are thankful for your hospitality, but I would like to ask another favor of you,” said Richard, directing his inquiry at the friendlier taller Russian.

“You want lift to crater,” preempted Nicolai.

Richard nodded.

Nicolai contemplated the request for a few moments. “Is long way from direction we travel. Much diesel used to take you there. What pay you for our trouble?”

After thinking for a few moments, Richard answered, “Something none of your comrades will have or could ever hope to attain.”

He had caught the attention of both Russians.

“Tell us more,” said Alyosha, intrigued.

“You are hunters, yes?” The men nodded. “Do you have a camera or a smartphone?” Again, the men nodded. “Then how about you take us to the crater, and in return for your trouble and expense, I’ll arrange for you both to have a photograph posing with an extinct woolly mammoth and a cave lion?”

Nicolai snorted. “You must receive bang on head when helicopter crash. What you say is impossible.”

“Not necessarily,” contended Richard. “My colleagues at Batagaika have found perfectly preserved specimens of both species entombed in the ice, which they should have dug out by now. The man in charge of the excavation is my brother. If I ask, he will let you pose with them for photographs. It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity, and as I said, nothing your comrades will have.”

Alyosha said something which Nicolai translated. “Is cave lion a saber-tooth?”

Richard looked at Alyosha and shook his head. “These prehistoric lions would have eaten saber-toothed tigers, and even cave bears, for breakfast. They were the apex predator where and when they lived and were much bigger and stronger than the saber-tooth, not to mention smarter.”

Nicolai was impressed. “How big?”

Richard pictured the preserved lions and sensing in the Russians' eyes, bigger was better, exaggerated slightly. “About twelve feet in length and they must have weighed almost 900 pounds, that’s about 400 kilograms. In its time, the cave lion was king. It was cleverer than its prey and extremely powerful. Add to that its powerful jaws, and what you have was a super-predator. No other predatory animals it mixed with, such as wolves, bears, or other felines, were able to intimidate it.” Feeling he had built up the image implanted in the Russians' minds sufficiently, Richard fell to silence.

The two Russians looked at each other and then back at Richard.

“Perfectly preserved, yes?” confirmed Nicolai.

“As good as. Fur, claws, teeth, eyes, everything. It will be hard to tell from a photograph that you hadn’t just hunted and shot them,” assured Richard, playing to the men’s egos.

Nicolai held out his hand. “Then deal we have.” Richard shook it to seal the bargain. “But we leave now. Soon come heavy snows, and we have bear still to hunt.”

Richard readily agreed. The sooner he reached Batagaika, the sooner he would be on his way home.

After the Russians had extinguished the fire but left their camp intact ready for their return, Richard and the SEALs climbed into the back of the large Kamaz-4310 truck and were soon on their way to Batagaika crater.

“Was that true about the mammoth and cave lions,” asked Sullivan.

Richard grinned. “Of course. When have you ever known me to lie?”

Still pondering if Richard was telling the truth, the men focused on gripping on tightly as the truck bounced over a bump giving them all a jolt. It was going to be an uncomfortable journey.
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CHAPTER 2

Gone Fishing
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Sat at his desk in the sheriff’s office, Deputy Jim Rickmeyer glanced up from the paperwork he was filling in and observed the 1997 Chevy pickup truck that had pulled into the parking bay beside the town’s only official patrol vehicle, a three-year-old Ford Explorer.

Sheriff Cory Lansdale climbed out of his Chevy, shut the door, and glanced along what passed for Devil Falls main street. It was quiet as usual. He glanced at the few townsfolk, all of whom he knew by name, and raised a hand in greeting to Josh Kirby when he stepped out from his shop to place a selection of wares he rarely sold onto the sidewalk. Lansdale could remember when the town was bustling with activity, and all businesses turned a profit, but that had ended years ago. First, with the closing of the copper mine, and then the final nail in the coffin came when the nearby air force base had been decommissioned. Foreclosures soon followed, and with the loss of the badly needed jobs they had given the townsfolk, people and families had soon deserted Devil Falls for more favorable opportunities. With sixty-three, at last count, people remaining in town, the residual businesses barely turned a profit.

Certain that Devil Falls was destined to become another American ghost town abandoned to nature and eventually forgotten, Lansdale entered his office and greeted his deputy.

“Morning, Jim. What’s on the schedule for today?” Lansdale crossed to his desk and sat in the large leather swivel chair worn from years of his backside sliding into it.

Going through the daily motions, Rickmeyer picked up his telephone message pad. “A fox has been at Elroy’s chickens again, and again I informed him that his chickens didn’t come under the protective arm of the sheriff’s department and that he should dip into his pocket and construct a secure fox-proof run for his chickens if he wanted to prevent it from happening again.”

Lansdale smiled. “And what did Elroy say to that?”

“He ranted on about animals having as many rights as humans, and that because the fox had stolen one of his chickens and killed two others, that it was theft and murder and thus we should offer protection and track down the thieving, murderous culprit and serve it due justice with a bullet or two.”

Lansdale laughed. “Tell him to ring the FBI next time it happens.” He shuffled some papers on his desk and looked at them with unconvincing feigned interest. “Anything else?”

“Emerald Larson lodged another complaint, which makes it the fourth this month, about Lenny’s dog, Dingo, barking in the middle of the night again and keeping her awake. I’ve already warned him about it, but I’ll go and see him again and tell him to put it in the house at night where it can’t detect cats passing by the property on their evening prowls. But that’s it.”

Lansdale dropped the papers he had no interest in back onto his desk and stood. “As it’s another quiet day, I might as well head to the river for a spot of fishing. Radio me if anything important crops up.”

As Lansdale headed for the door, Rickmeyer glanced at the sheriff’s radio collecting dust on his desk; it had run out of charge weeks ago. “I’ll be sure to.”

Rickmeyer watched Lansdale reverse and turn. The side of the vehicle furnished him with a view of the sheriff’s fishing rods strapped to the purpose-built rack in the truck bed. Although it was at times annoying when he needed the sheriff’s signature or say so on a particular matter requiring his authority, he couldn’t blame the man who, more and more as his retirement day approached, was to be found gone fishing.

Rickmeyer was looking forward to the old man retiring and contemplated his advancement to sheriff. Devil Falls might be small, free of any serious crime, and its population decreasing year by year, but it was his town, and it suited his needs. Born and bred here, he rarely traveled. During his training at the Montana Law Enforcement Academy, he had visited the state capital Helena but had found it too busy and noisy for his liking.

Returning to his paperwork, deputy Rickmeyer was unaware that events unfolding thousands of miles away would soon put Devil Falls and its entire population in deadly peril. His law enforcement training had done nothing to prepare him for what was about to happen.
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CHAPTER 3

Batagaika Crater – Siberia
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It was midmorning of the following day when the scientist working near the lip of Batagaika Crater, paused his weekly measuring of the crater’s growth rate and turned to stare at the approaching vehicle whose engine had disturbed the peaceful tundra and his task. He coughed and waved a hand at the cloud of black exhaust fumes that belched from the truck when it pulled to halt a short distance away.

Silence returned to the tundra when the engine died.

Groaning from the bumpy ride, the battered passengers climbed to their feet and rubbed at various body parts that had suffered from the journey over the unforgiving terrain devoid of roads or tracks.

Sullivan jumped out, nodded at the surprised scientist, and folded down the tailgate to make it easier for the others to dismount.

Richard climbed out of the truck and approached the man he recognized from his previous visit. “Hi Boyd, is my brother below?”

Boyd nodded. “What’s going on?” He glanced at the two Russians walking over. “And who are they?”

“Our helicopter crashed, and they gave us a lift.” Richard leaned into the man and whispered as the others emerged into the chill wind blowing across the flat terrain. “Don’t mention they are SEALs. They are my hired workforce to help with the removal of the meteorite.”

Confused, Boyd looked at Richard strangely, who continued his conversation normally.

“Are the cave lions and mammoth out of the permafrost yet?”

“Yes, they are being prepared for transport. We have a ship with cold storage facilities to prevent them from thawing standing by to receive them. A cargo helicopter is coming in the morning to collect them.”

Richard’s attention flicked to his meteorite. If they could dig it out in time, he could get the helicopter to take it as well. Deep in logistical thought, he joined the two Russians at the edge of the crater peering into the massive hole that was considered to be the world’s biggest mega slump.

“Is impressive,” stated Nicolai, waving an arm across the huge crater. “Is bigger than I thought.”

“And it’s continually growing,” informed Richard. “The experts believe it might even reach Moscow and swallow the Kremlin whole.”

Stunned by the revelation, Nicolai gawped at Richard and noticed the smile on his lips. “Ah, English humor. Is funny as thirsty Russian trapped in a blizzard with empty bottle of vodka.”

Colbert crossed to the bewildered scientist. “How do we get down?”

Boyd pointed along the crater edge. “There’s a metal rope ladder, safety line, and harness.”

Colbert glanced at the spikes the safety line and ladder were anchored to a short distance away that Mason went to check were secure before focusing back on Boyd. “Do you have a radio to contact Richard’s brother?”

Boyd nodded and fished the radio from his pocket.

Colbert took it and walked over to Richard. “Contact your brother to let him know what’s happening.”

Taking the radio, Richard walked away until he was out of earshot of the Russians before contacting his brother.

Colbert joined the Russians. “The only way down and up is by the ladder. Is that okay with you?”

“Da. Is not problem,” confirmed Nicolai. “We climb now?”

“Richard is just letting his brother know we are here, and then we can go down.”

As Nicolai updated his comrade, Colbert went to join Mason at the wire rope ladder. “Is it secure?”

“Yeah, it’s fine,” replied Mason. “The ladders aren’t the easiest things to climb, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Okay, we’re all set. David knows what’s what,” announced Richard joining them. “Who’s going first?”

“That’ll be me,” said Mason.

“I’ll go next.” Richard waved the Russians over. “You two climb down after me, and we’ll get your photos done so you can get back to hunting bear.”

Nicolai nodded. “Is good.”

Richard looked around. “Where’s Boris?”

“Sheltering in the truck. I don’t think he likes the cold wind,” said Sullivan.

Dressed in his warm clothes, Richard hadn’t noticed the drop in temperature. He turned to Nicolai. “Do you have a spare jacket or something I can borrow for Boris until I can find him something below?”

“Da.” He glanced at his comrade to check his attention was still focused on Mason climbing down. “Come. Alyosha has a...err what you English say?” he mimicked pulling something over his head. “A pull over, yes?”

“Yes, a pullover or jumper.” Richard followed Nicolai to the back of the van and climbed in.

They emerged a few moments later with Boris wearing a green thermal jumper that hung to his knees. It was another astonishment Boyd had to endure. Who had ever heard of a chimpanzee in Siberia?

Boris chattered at Richard.

Richard grinned at him. “No, you don’t look silly. It suits you.”

Colbert waited until the others had descended before climbing down.
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Peering at the image on the smartphone’s camera app, Richard motioned with a hand. “Nicolai, move to the right slightly.”

Doing as instructed, Nicolai adjusted position and holding his hunting rifle across his chest, placed a foot on the shoulder of the large cave lion where Alyosha knelt beside its head with his weapon aimed at its skull.

David groaned at the abuse of his prized specimen. Ever since the SEALs had kidnapped his brother, he had been worried about Richard’s fate. So thankful had he been when his brother had safely returned, he had rashly agreed to the reward Richard had offered to the Russians in return for their help. Though also grateful Richard had survived his encounter with the alien creature he had briefly told him about, he was on the verge of calling a halt to the impromptu photo opportunity.

After one more posed photograph with the cave lion and two with the woolly mammoth, Richard handed Nicolai his phone, so he could check that he had kept his end of the deal. The Russians’ excited exclamations and laughter as they flicked through the images, revealed they were pleased with the results.

After taking them to look at his meteorite which the SEALs were currently digging out of the permafrost—Richard had taken full advantage of their cover story and had set them to work as soon as they were in the crater—Richard led them to the ladder, shook hands and watched them climb out. Their fume-belching truck roared to life a few moments later, fading when they drove away.

Richard placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder as they headed away from the towering side of the crater. “Thanks for doing that, David.”

“I’m glad to have you back safely.”

“There’s another favor I need to ask of you.”

David sighed. “And that is?”

“Will there be room on the helicopter coming to collect your frozen mammals for my meteorite?”

“And us,” added Colbert joining them, he had worked up a sweat digging. “This ground is like concrete.”

“Is it out?” asked Richard.

“No thanks to you, it is.” Colbert looked at David. “Is there room for all of us?”

David shrugged. “I’ll have to check with the helicopter pilot, but the worst-case scenario, it will have to make two trips.”

“Where is the ship anchored?”

“East Siberian Sea.”

Colbert worked out the logistics of getting them back home to America in his head. The helicopter would probably be a CH-47 Chinook fitted with extra fuel tanks. Depending on the weight of the frozen mammoth, the cave lions, and the meteorite, it’s possible they would be pushing the Chinook’s safe lift weight and with it, its fuel-to-flight time limit. If they could get from Batagaika crater to the cargo ship on the East Siberian Sea, and have the Chinook take them to the nearest friendliest airbase, hitch a flight to Nome, Alaska, and from there, arrange for a C-130 airplane home, with a refueling stop in Montana, or Canada if necessary. Arrangements could then be made to get Richard and his space rock to England.

Having made his decision, Colbert informed David. “The helicopter’s going to have to make two trips. As I believe it’s important we are gone from here before some Russian official turns up to check on your activities, as they are prone to do even way out here, and discover we are SEALs, which might result in you being thrown off your dig site, we, Richard, Boris, and the meteorite will go first, it will then return for your specimens.”

David scratched at the back of his neck his fur collar tickled. “It’s not ideal as we have the lions and mammoth out of the ground. I suppose though that we could cover them to prevent them from thawing further. Also, the sooner you lot are gone, the sooner I can concentrate on the reason for my team and me being here.”

“Might be worth contacting the ship to see if the helicopter can come earlier,” suggested Richard. “The meteorite’s out of the ground. We just need to winch it onto a pallet, which we can soon knock together, and it’s ready to go.”

“Okay,” David conceded. “I’ll do that now while you construct a pallet.” David pointed at a nearby tent. “There are some short planks over there you can use, and some tools and nails in the tent. There’s also a hand-operated come-along that should be strong enough to drag your rock.”

“Thanks again for your help, brother.”

David nodded. “If it helps you get your life and career sorted out, it will have been worth the bother.” He headed off to contact the cargo ship.

Colbert watched him go. “I’m not sure you deserve such an understanding brother.”

“I’m certain I don’t,” agreed Richard. “Now, let’s go grab the stuff we need. If the helicopter can fly out today, it doesn’t leave us much time to prepare.”

“We could always leave the meteorite.”

Richard scowled at Colbert. “That is not an option.” He walked off.

Grinning, Colbert followed.

The cargo helicopter arrived later that day. Its internal winch hauled the meteorite up the aft cargo ramp and onboard.

As the SEALs and Boris, still wearing Alyosha’s jumper they had forgotten to return, entered the helicopter, Richard said goodbye to his brother. Promising to stay in touch, Richard boarded and waved goodbye when it took off and flew out of the crater.

After watching the helicopter grow distant, David turned away and went to check on his team.
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CHAPTER 4

Homeward Bound
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A few aircraft changes, hundreds of miles traveled, and a few hours into their final flight aboard the huge C-130, Richard gazed around at his fellow passengers. He wondered how they could sleep on the uncomfortable seats set either side of the sparse interior. Even Boris was snoring away beside him. Unlike a commercial airline, this plane had none of their comforts and, by the constant backdrop of the roar of its powerful engines, inadequate soundproofing. Things rattled, banged, and pinged as if it was coming apart at the seams. He licked his dry lips. He could do with a real drink about now, but booze and cabin service were other luxuries this flight lacked, and he had to make do with bottled water.

Richard’s thoughts flicked back to what had happened in his life recently. His encounter with the alien creatures in Antarctica aboard the huge spaceship, twice, and then another alien monstrosity in Siberia. He was fortunate to be alive. Pleased that he had destroyed every last remnant of the black alien in the nuclear explosion, and his dealings with alien lifeforms were behind him, he sighed. It was time to start rebuilding his career.

Focusing on more pleasurable things, he turned his head to the meteorite. He hoped it would scrub away some of the ridicule he had received after the various governments and military institutions involved had reported his story about the spaceship and the alien menagerie inside as a load of cock and bull. If the meteorite turned out to be as unique as he suspected, he would write scientific papers about it. He might even be able to get someone interested enough to make a documentary about it. Nat Geo would be his first port of call. If he pitched it right, and they agreed, their involvement would add credence to the find and go some way to re-boosting his seriousness as a scientist.

“Can’t sleep, Richard?”

Richard focused on Kelly, the SEAL pilot, sitting opposite. “In this rattling junk heap, not likely.” He nodded at the rack of parachutes. “The next lot of turbulence, and I’m putting one of those on.”

Kelly grinned. “Admittedly, it’s not the first-class travel you are no doubt used to, and she may rattle and shake a bit, but that’s part of her charm. She’s sturdy enough and will get us there safely.”

Wishing he shared the man’s optimism, Richard turned his gaze to the pilot’s cat that sauntered out of the cockpit like it owned the place. By all accounts, it was the airbase’s mascot. It padded over to the litter tray, squatted, and did its business. Balking at the evil stench wafting through the plane, he watched it ineffectively kick cat litter in the rough direction of its smelly spoils. Its disinterested glance at its barely litter-splatted feces seemed to satisfy the feline that it was adequately covered.

With its bowels emptied, the cat turned to play, attacking a swinging tassel dangling from one of the SEAL’s bags. When its playful gaze around the plane picked out the meteorite, it sensed the strangeness of the object. Curiosity led it over to investigate.

It halted and scratched claws at the rough wooden frame encasing the meteorite to the pallet. It then stretched out, and after walking around sniffing the strange rock, it jumped on top and set about its cleaning routine, licking parts of itself most humans had no hope of mimicking.

When turbulence shook the plane, Richard again gazed around what he was beginning to think of as a flying coffin. Wondering how many more hours he had of enduring this hellish flight, he closed his eyes in another attempt to drift off to sleep. If he could manage it, hopefully, he wouldn’t wake until they had reached their destination.
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The cat’s scent and heat radiating from its body seeped into the rock and aroused the long-dormant organism within. It didn’t ponder how long it had been hibernating, where it was, or what lifeform emitted the heat. Only three things mattered to it: energy, reproducing, and survival. It tunneled from its cocoon of dead brethren that had shielded it from harm during its long voyage and slithered toward the warmth. Halting at the protective blockage its kind had placed in the crack when they had sought refuge inside the rock, it extended a tendril, stiffened the tip, and cut away a section. 

*
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Standing beside the podium where he had just orated his lecture on the meteorite that had astounded the scientific community, Richard turned to the three men that walked onto the stage and graciously accepted the three highest accolades someone in his field could hope to receive: the Nobel prize, the Copley Medal from the London Royal Society, and lastly, the Albert Einstein World Award of Science. Clutching two in one hand, he moved to his meteorite on the stage, held the Nobel Prize aloft, and proudly gazed around the room packed with his peers who had risen from their seats to give him a standing ovation. Bathed in flashes of light from the reporters’ cameras who worked for the newspapers that had previously ridiculed him, his smugness morphed into a worried frown when the room began to shake. A piercing screech that brought back many bad memories ended his pleasurable dream.
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Richard’s eyes shot open. The plane’s vibrations faded. Noticing Kelly staring at the back of the aircraft, Richard worriedly followed his gaze. “What screeched?”

“The cat,” answered Kelly. “I think it fell off your rock.” He unbuckled his seat restraint and approached the meteorite.

Sensing something was wrong, Richard held his concerns in check as he watched Kelly.

When Kelly drew level with the meteorite, he focused on the twitching tip of the cat’s tail protruding from the far side until it disappeared from his sight. He moved one step closer and emitted a startled gasp when it leaped out and screeched at him. It ran the length of the plane and entered the cockpit.

Spooked, Richard also jumped when the cat had made its appearance. Anxiousness clouded his thoughts when it dashed past him.

Kelly returned to his seat. “What do you think that was all about?”

Richard shrugged and looked at the meteorite.

Kelly did likewise. “That thing is safe, yes?”

Richard nodded. “It’s just a space rock.”

“Maybe it just had a bad dream,” offered Kelly.

Richard could sympathize with the feline there; he’d had his fair share of nightmares over the past few months.

The C-130 pilot, Dave Simmons, turned and smiled at his cat as it climbed into its bed. “Take control, Bob?” he said to his co-pilot.

Bob took charge of the aircraft. “I have control.”

Dave unbuckled his harness and knelt beside the cat bed. After tickling Gizmo under the chin and stroking his head, he stood and pulled some Temptations cat treats from a storage locker. He tipped a few next to Gizmo’s head and placed the packet back in the cupboard. Moving out of the cockpit, he glanced into the hold. Most of the men were asleep. He nodded at Kelly and his civilian passenger, who were both looking at him, before entering the toilet.

When Dave returned to his seat a few moments later, he noticed Gizmo hadn’t eaten the treats, which was unusual; they were his favorite. He knelt and made a fuss of him.

“You feeling okay, buddy?”

The cat looked at his human. His eyes, dark and emotionless.

“We’ll soon be back on terra firma.” He bent to kiss his pet on the head before returning to his seat.

Gizmo stretched out to nap.

*****
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Richard yawned more from boredom than tiredness. Kelly had fallen asleep about an hour ago. Wondering for the umpteenth time how long it would be before they reached their destination, he decided to stretch his legs and go find out.

Halting inside the cockpit doorway, he was surprised at the number of windows—he counted twenty-three separate panes—it had the effect of walking into a greenhouse. Resting a hand on the door frame for support against the vibrations, he gazed out at the cloud filling the screen. He found it unnerving not being unable to see where they were going, something he assumed pilots were used to, relying on the instruments rather than line of sight.

“How much longer before we land?”

Rob checked the gauges and looked at his watch before turning his head to Richard. “Approximately one hour and fifty-five minutes.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you not enjoying the flight?” asked Dave.

“Seats could do with some padding, and the inflight service is atrocious,” replied Richard good-naturedly.

“Sorry to hear that, sir,” apologized Dave, playing along. “We pride ourselves on our customer satisfaction. Please feel free to lodge a complaint at our website wedontgiveacrap.com so we can use the feedback to make improvements to our service.”

Richard smiled and looked at the cat when it stretched out. “I’ll be sure to.” He was about to return to his seat when he noticed something moving under the cat’s skin.

Past fears resurfaced.

He stepped back.

The cat convulsed as creamy tendrils erupted from its body with small bursts of blood. Black tendrils slithered from its mouth and latched onto the cat's cheeks. Its jaws were forced apart when the tendrils dragged out the attached fungus-furry body.

“You have got to be kidding me!”

Richard had seen enough. As he turned to flee, he shouted, “Land this plane, now!”

He entered the hold and glanced around. Trapped thousands of feet in the air, he had nowhere to run. Options flashed through his brain. The only place the thing that had emerged from the cat could have come from was the meteorite. He focused on the sleeping SEALs.

Had one or more of them also been infected by the same alien organism?

Had he?

They had all been near the meteorite, him more than most.

Would he know if he was infected? Would they?

Richard prodded his stomach. It seemed normal, and he felt fine, health-wise.

His self-preservation kicked in.

If that thing is a threat, as he was certain it was, then even if the SEALs failed to kill it, he would rather it went after them than him. As he rushed to wake the men, he focused on the parachutes, his only means of escape.

The co-pilot turned in his seat to join Dave in watching as Richard rushed away. “What on earth is he on about, land the plane?”

In a better position to see from his seat, Dave noticed the tendrils that had emerged from Gizmo’s body. Immediately thinking they were worms, which the cat shouldn’t have because he kept up with his medication to combat such parasites, he unbuckled his seat harness. “You have control; something’s wrong with Gizmo.”

Dave knelt beside his beloved pet but was at a loss at what to do. He couldn’t see his chest breathing, and there was no sign of life in his creepily wide-open eyes. “He’s dead,” he remarked sadly.

“Dead!” exclaimed Bob. “How come? He was fine a while ago.”

Dave stroked Gizmo’s head, the only part of him not adorned with worms. He gasped when one of them whipped at his hand and curled around his little finger. He instinctively jerked it away. The tendril held fast and was ripped free of its unwilling host. Dave stared in horror at the wound and the worms filling his cat’s stomach; they pulsated and seemed to be feeding. He winced when the tendril worm wrapped around his finger tightened. He went to pull it off and noticed what appeared to be a root ball of thin filaments of varying lengths and thicknesses on the dangling end. Horrified, he held it up for a better look and where best to grab it to pull it free.

Sensing a new lifeform to infect, the cat worms turned their tips at Dave.

Creeped out when the tiny tendrils looked at him as if aware of his presence, Dave yelped in surprise when some of them shot from the root ball and landed on his face. Before he could claw them free, they had burrowed into his skin, slithered up his nose, and into his eyes. Panicking, he swung the still attached worm and slammed its bulbous mass into the wall; tendrils shaken loose dropped to the floor and slithered back to the cat. The second strike released it from his finger.

“What in hell’s name are you doing back there?” exclaimed Bob, twisting his head and noticing his friend’s fear-filled expression.

Dave backed away and watched the thing drag itself back to his worm-infested cat. Wondering what they were, where they had come from, and if he would suffer the same horrific fate as his beloved pet, now they were inside him, he arrived at no comforting answers. What he did know was that he needed medical treatment and fast.

Feeling a little nauseous, Dave resumed his seat. “We need to land this plane now!”

Confused and worried, and with no idea what was going on, Bob sought confirmation. “What’s wrong, and why do we need to land?”

“I need to get to a hospital fast. Something has killed Gizmo, some sort of worm parasite, and now it’s inside me.” Forcing himself to remain calm and rational, Dave turned to his co-pilot as he took the controls. “Look, Bob. I have no idea how long I’ve got before I’m unable to fly the plane, so it might be up to you to get us down safely.”

Astonished, Bob stared at his friend and colleague skeptically as he digested the information.

“Take a look a Gizmo if you don’t believe me, but don’t get too close as those things can jump.”

Definitely requiring confirmation, Bob released his harness, stood, and looked at Gizmo’s worm-infested corpse. Ashen-faced, he sat back down and grabbed a navigational chart. “The nearest airport is Edmonton, about twenty minutes away.”

“Then that’s where we’re going. Punch in the coordinates, and I’ll alert them to the situation.” Dave picked up the radio mic and contacted Edmonton airbase to warn them of their arrival.

As Bob fed the new coordinates into the navigation console, he failed to notice the small black creature creeping up the side of his chair.
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Richard shook Colbert’s shoulder. “Wake up! There’s an alien on the plane!”

As the men stirred from the disturbance, Colbert reacted to his abrupt awakening. “What are you talking about, Richard? You had a nightmare or something?”

“Damn right, and I still am, and though I wish it were, it’s not a bad dream.” He pointed at the cockpit. “Some...thing that can only be alien, and in all likelihood came out of the meteorite, infected the cat and just crawled out of its mouth. You and your men need to kill or contain it, now!”

Colbert was about to dismiss Richard’s ranting as nonsense, nothing more than a realistic nightmare when a scream came from the cockpit. Before it had died, the plane started rolling to the side. They all looked at the cockpit entrance. The pilot was out of his seat, a frightened look on his face, batting at something with his hands. He grabbed at his neck and staggered before collapsing. The airplane continued to tip alarmingly.

At the sound of the scream, Richard had headed for the parachute rack. Sensing something was wrong, Boris released his harness and tugged free restricting jumper. Chattering excitedly, he climbed the orange cargo netting lining the fuselage.

“What’s happening” asked Mason wiping the sleep from his eyes.

Colbert snapped out of his indecision. With all he had seen and experienced lately, he couldn’t ignore Richard’s warning. “Richard reckons something crawled out of his rock, infected the cat, and is now in the cockpit.” He called out to Richard. “How big is this thing?”

“Small. Would fit in the palm of your hand.”

“We can swat it then?”

Richard shrugged. “If you want to get that close.”

“We may not have a choice. Even if we could shoot it, I’m not going to risk a bullet damaging the controls or punching a hole through the fuselage at this height.”

The plane, now at a thirty-degree side tilt, began to nosedive. Richard grabbed hold of the side netting to steady himself. “Height, in that respect, soon won’t be a problem, it will be the lack of it. I strongly suggest you hurry up and do something before we crash.”

Colbert turned to his pilot. “Kelly, while we take care of whatever’s in there, you need to seize control of the plane. Whatever this thing is, it looks as if it has taken out both pilots. Mason, find something to kill it with that won’t damage the plane. Sullivan, you come with us.”

As the men headed for the front of the aircraft, Mason shook his head at Richard. “What is it with you and alien monsters? You attract them like shit does flies.”

“Believe me, if I knew, I’d change it.”

Fighting the slope of the floor, Mason moved to his bag and took out his assault rifle to splat the creature with the stock. Aware how dangerous the past aliens had been, as an afterthought, he loaded it.

As Mason made his way to the cockpit, Richard used the side netting as leverage to haul himself up the increasing slope of the aircraft. He had to put on a parachute in case he needed to make a hasty exit to survive. He gazed over at the chattering chimp hanging onto one of the net storage bags attached to the wall. “Yeah, I’m scared too.”

A screeching turned his head to the meteorite straining against its tethers. Wondering if they would hold, and if Kelly would be able to take control before they crashed, Richard continued his struggle to reach the parachutes before that happened.

Hooking an arm around a shelf strut, Richard pulled out a parachute pack, and after a few moments working out how it fitted, he struggled to put it on.

The tethers holding the heavy wooden-caged meteorite to the floor creaked under the strain the tilting plane placed on them. Stretched taut as guitar strings, they twanged when the aircraft started to vibrate.

Made difficult by using only one arm; to let go of the storage unit would see him spilled down the slope, Richard slipped his other arm through the strap and jiggled it onto his shoulder. As he swapped hands, he glanced at the meteorite when its tight straps thrummed with the airplane’s protesting vibrations. If the tethers straining to hold back the weight snapped, it would hurtle through the plane and likely destroy the cockpit and kill everyone inside, dooming the plane to crash. He slipped his other arm through the remaining loop and hoisted the skewwhiff pack into position on his back. He fumbled the ends of the harness together and received a satisfying click when they locked. Even though the thought of leaping from the plane terrified him, he felt better now he had an avenue of escape if the shit hit the fan as past experiences decreed it might. He focused on the control panel at the rear of the plane. It looked simple enough; two buttons, red and green. All he had to do to was climb the slope to reach it, open the ramp, and jump. A commotion in the cockpit turned his head to the front of the plane.
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CHAPTER 5

Chicken Coop
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Elroy Turner stepped back from the fence that he had just finished erecting and wiped his sweaty brow with a sleeve as he admired his handiwork. Satisfied the six-foot-high chain-link enclosure topped with barbed wire would keep the foxes from his chickens, he turned his gaze to those he was trying to protect. The chickens had a large secure area to roam now, and there was plenty of room for a few more. Most were productive egg layers, and those who weren’t were destined for the pot.

He dropped the wire cutters into his toolbox, walked over to the coop, and slapped a hand against it. Made from reclaimed timber and corrugated roofing salvaged from the old copper mine buildings, it wouldn’t win any architectural awards, but it was solid as a rock. The fencing and barbed wire had also cost him nothing except a couple of hours labor stripping it from around the abandoned ore processing plant on the outskirts of town.

Pleased with his toil and the lack of expense, he gathered his tools and headed to the house to celebrate with a beer.
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CHAPTER 6

Infected
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Kelly was first to reach the cockpit and the first to realize Richard hadn’t been bullshitting. He stepped past the motionless pilot on the floor, who had no doubt died horrifically—a common trait when Richard was involved—and stared at the pale tentacles sticking out from the dead cat. As if put into motion by a non-existent breeze, they swayed creepily. Turning away, he focused his gaze on the co-pilot. Although his hands were on the controls, he was seemingly oblivious to the danger his aircraft faced. Spying no sign of the small alien creature Richard had described, he fought the slope of the plane and quickly peeled away the co-pilot’s clammy hands from the controls. If the rapidly approaching ground out through the screen wasn’t sufficient evidence, a glance at the spinning altimeter as he slipped into the pilot’s chair indicated they were running out of airspace; twelve-hundred feet and it would all be over.

Colbert glanced worriedly at the tendril-infested cat carcass when he moved to the pilot’s legs. “Give me a hand, Sullivan. We’ll stow him in the toilet.”

As the men removed the pilot, Kelly strapped himself into the dead man’s seat and slowly raised the nose and leveled out the aircraft.

Relieved they now had the plane under control and had averted a disaster, Mason held open the toilet door to allow Sullivan to support the pilot’s shoulders to enter the cramped space.

Colbert nodded at the cockpit behind him. “See if you can find that thing Richard said was in there but keep away from the cat.”

Gripping the rifle butt-first ready to splatter the creature, Mason cautiously entered the cockpit.

Watching the men carry the dead pilot into the toilet, Richard was also thankful when Kelly regained control of the plane; he was keeping the parachute on, though; the alien was still on board, and he wasn’t going to relax until the SEALs had dealt with it. Assuming the co-pilot was also dead, two had already died at its hands, and he would be surprised if the body count didn’t rise before this hellish flight was over.

He turned his gaze to the meteorite; could that thing that infected the cat really have been inside it? Could he genuinely be THAT unlucky? Judging by the strange alien creatures he had encountered in Antarctica and Siberia, he thought it entirely possible. It was he who insisted they bring the meteorite on board, so he could be held accountable for the pilots’ deaths. He sighed. It would be nice if, for once, his attempts to become famous—and hopefully make some money at the same time—weren’t continually thwarted by deadly aliens. He shrugged off his culpability for the deaths. No one could have predicted the meteorite held a live alien organism that would start killing at the first opportunity.

Propping the pilot on the toilet with his head resting against the partition wall, Sullivan and Colbert stared into the man’s vacant, creepy wide-open eyes.

“You reckon he died the same way as the cat and those wormy things are inside him?” asked Sullivan, brushing his hands on his clothes and thinking maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to get so close to the infected corpse.

Wondering what had caused it, Colbert looked at the cut on the side of the man’s neck. “One would assume so. Luckily for us, they haven’t erupted through his skin yet, but I don’t expect it’ll be long before they do.” Colbert closed the door on the problem. “Find something to cover the co-pilot and the cat while I work out our next move because there is no way we can risk taking what’s onboard to a civilized area. We don’t even know what it is or even if all of us are already infected.”

“Great!” uttered Sullivan, glancing back through the hold and scowling at Richard moving toward them. “You know as sure as eggs are eggs, that he’s responsible.”

“That’s it, blame me,” moaned Richard, peering past the men into the cockpit. “Have you killed it yet?”

“Haven’t seen hide nor hair of it except for what’s infecting the cat,” replied Colbert moving aside so Sullivan could search through the cabin lockers. “You really believe it came out of your meteorite?”

Richard shrugged. “What other explanation is there? The cat seemed
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