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 Middle East - April
9th, 1944

 


In the dead of night, the crew of a U.S. Army Air
Force B-24 Liberator Bomber anxiously stared out into the dark sky,
trying to find the mysterious, glowing object that had just flown
right over the top of their plane.

“Does anyone still have eyes on the light?”
asked Captain Darcy Wright, the bomber’s pilot.

“There’s nothing below us, skipper,” reported
Private William Smith, the ball-gunner.

“Nor behind,” added Corporal Mike Jones, the
bomber’s rear tail-gunner.

“Sergeant McMillan, please tell me you have
some good news to pass on?” asked Wright over the plane’s intercom
to Sergeant James McMillan, the Liberator’s navigator.

“I wish I could, boss,” responded McMillan.
“The compass is still acting like it’s possessed. Sometimes it
points north and then spins in a circle until it points south. To
add to my troubles, I can’t see a single star to help me navigate
by,” said McMillan, looking through a glass window right above his
station. “I don’t understand what’s going on. There aren’t any
clouds above us to block the stars. It’s as if they’ve all
vanished.”

“That’s impossible,” said Wright. His voice
barely masked the fear growing inside his chest. “Stars don’t just
vanish.”

“Sir, I know it sounds incredible, but the
sky above us is pitch-black. The moon wasn’t supposed to set until
0345 hours, and it’s only ten after midnight. Less than five
minutes ago, it was just off our port side, and now it’s gone, as
well.”

“Sir, I think I see something,” said Jones,
from the back of the bomber.

“Is it another plane?” asked the pilot.

“No, sir,” responded Jones. “It looks like
our glowing, orange ball of light is back.”

“What’s it doing?”

“It flew straight up from below us, and is
now about three hundred yards directly behind us. Sir, if I didn’t
know better, I’d say it’s following us.”

“Maybe it’s one of those foo fighters our
people have reported seeing over Europe?” suggested the
co-pilot.

“Goddamn it, there’s no such thing as a
bloody foo fighter!” snapped Wright. “A handful of stressed-out
pilots think they have seen things that aren’t there. If anything,
all they’ve witnessed was ball lightning, and nothing more.”

“Sir, I hate to add to the bad news, but my
radio just stopped working,” said Staff-Sergeant Kevin Anderson,
the plane’s radio operator.

“What do you mean it’s not working?” asked
Wright tersely.

“Sir, I was listening to the chatter between
a crippled plane and his wingman, and then there was nothing,” said
Anderson.

“Try another frequency,” urged the pilot.

“I did, sir. The second after Jonesy reported
the foo fighter’s return, the radio went dead.”

“Damn it all to hell,” groused Wright.
“Listen up, everyone; there’s no such thing as a foo fighter. The
ball lightning trailing behind our plane must have overloaded a few
of our circuits. Once it leaves, we’ll be fine.”

“Sir, the ball…it’s—” said Jones, fear
gripping his voice.

“It’s what?” demanded Wright.

“It’s moving closer.”

In a flash, the orange sphere sped over the
top of the bomber, bathing it an orange light before shooting
straight up into the night.

“Did anyone see where it went?” asked the
pilot, looking through his windshield for the mysterious craft.

“No, sir,” said the two machine gunners,
situated midway down the fuselage.

“What about you back there, Jonsey, can you
still see the ball?”

Silence.

“Corporal Jones, report,” said Wright
anxiously.

Nothing.

“Maybe his mic is broken?” suggested the
co-pilot.

“Phillips, can you check on Jones for me?”
The pilot asked one of the bomber’s two gunners. “His comms may be
broken.”

“Right, sir,” replied Phillips, cheerfully.
“Give me a minute, skipper.”

“Sergeant McMillan, can you please provide us
with a new location fix?” asked the pilot.

“I’m still working on it, sir,” he replied.
“Without the stars and a working compass, I’m not sure I can give
you an accurate location.”

“I understand. Just let me know when you can;
I’d rather not be flying out here until our fuel runs dry.”

“Sir, sir!” said a panicked Phillips.

“What’s wrong?” asked Wright.

“Sir, it’s Jones. He’s not at his
station.”

“What do you mean, he’s not here?”

“Sir, he’s gone. His parachute is still
there, but he’s nowhere in sight.”

“Brian, see what the hell’s going on back
there for me,” said Wright to his co-pilot.

“Will do, Darcy,” replied Brian Donaldson,
unbuckling himself from his seat.

“Staff-Sergeant Anderson, have you received
anything yet on the radio?”

“No, sir. There’s nothing out there to
hear.”

“Darcy, this is Brian,” said the co-pilot
uneasily. “Phillips is right. Jones is gone.”

“This is utter madness,” said the pilot,
gripping his flight-control yoke tight in his gloved hands. “Men
don’t just vanish into thin air.”

“Sir, I think our friend is back,” reported
Smith, from the bottom of the plane. “It’s moving from side to side
faster than I’ve seen a plane fly ever before.”

Darcy Wright shook his head from side to
side. “Dear God, this can’t be happening.”

“Sir, it’s coming straight up.”

“Hang on everyone. I’m going to try and lose
the object,” said Wright, turning the yoke over to the left.

The plane had barely begun to turn when the
ball passed straight through the bomber, enveloping it in a
brilliant, orange light.

 


Darcy Wright had never felt so warm and relaxed. He
slowly opened his eyes and looked around. Everywhere Wright looked,
there was a glowing, orange light. Confused, Wright glanced down
and saw he was still wearing his uniform.

“Hello? Is anyone out there?” he called out
nervously.

“I’m here, skipper,” said McMillan, stepping
into view.

“As am I,” said Jones.

One by one, Wright’s crew emerged out of the
light and stood around him.

“What’s happened to us?” asked Brian.

“Please remain calm, gentlemen, and all of
your questions will be answered,” said a soothing female voice that
seemed to be coming from all around the crew.

“Are we in heaven?” asked Jones, reaching for
the silver cross hanging from his neck.

“No. You’re all very much alive, Michael
Jones.”

“If we’re not dead, then where are we?” asked
Wright.

“Paradise,” said the voice. “Welcome to
paradise.”
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 Palo Duro Canyon –
Texas

Present day






A bitterly cold rain fell from the sky, stinging
David Grant’s face. He yanked up his scarf and held on tight as his
friend, James Maclean, turned the wheel on their high-speed Desert
Patrol Vehicle to avoid hitting a car-sized boulder in their path.
Jagged silver streaks of lightning tore across the night sky,
temporarily lighting up the ground. Less than a second later, a
mighty boom rocked the heavens. The world was a mix of green hues
through Grant’s fourth-generation NVGs.

“Golf-Three, this is Golf-Six, send
sitrep, over,” said Colonel Oliver Andrews in Grant’s
headset.

“Golf-Three, roger, we’re still in hot
pursuit of the creature,” replied Grant. “Golf-Three-Alpha took
another path two kilometers to the north of us to try and cut off
its escape route, over,” he said, mentioning the detachment of
Rangers that were supporting the mission.

“Golf-Six, roger. Due to the weather
conditions, we were unable to launch a drone. We’re blind back here
at the TOC, over.” Thirty kilometers to the north, Colonel
Andrews’ tactical operations center could do little but listen and
wait.

“Golf-Three, understood. I’ll get back to you
as soon as we make contact.”

“Golf-Six, Roger, out.”

Through his goggles, Grant caught a fleeting
glimpse of something the size of an eight-year-old child covered in
scales jump down into a gully and vanish from sight.

“Jim, can you speed up?” asked Grant. “It’s
maybe sixty meters in front of us.”

“My foot’s all the way down on the
accelerator,” replied Maclean. “I’m going as fast as I can.”

“Got it. I just don’t want the little bugger
to escape again.”

“We’ll catch him. He’s got to be tiring by
now.”

A flash of sheet lighting blinded both men
for a second. Maclean never saw the huge pothole covered by brush
right in front of their vehicle. The DPV flew across the hole but
smashed into a rock on the far side, ripping off the passenger’s
side front wheel and sending the buggy spinning around on the muddy
ground. The vehicle came to a jarring halt against a rocky
hill.

Grant let go of the roll bar above his head
and looked over at his friend. “Are you okay, Jim?”

“Sorry, I didn’t see that hole until we were
flying over it,” replied Maclean, rubbing his sore neck.

Grant hurriedly unbuckled himself and grabbed
his M4 and his pack from the back of the DPV. “Come on; we’ll have
to carry on after it on foot.”

Maclean shook his head to work out the
stiffness in his neck and jumped out of his seat. He picked up his
carbine. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

Grant took off running as fast as he could,
following the gully the creature had taken. Although in hot
pursuit, he had to be careful on the slippery, rock-strewn ground.
One wrong step and Grant knew he could end up lying on his back
with a broken ankle, or worse. Grant held his M4 carbine tight in
his hands as he leaped over a tall boulder in his path. He could
hear Maclean a couple of paces behind him.

“Damn,” muttered Grant, when he spotted the
beast running straight for an opening in the hillside. He dug in
his heels, trying to close the gap between himself and the creature
before it reached the cave. He took a sharp bend at full tilt,
almost tripping over his feet.

“Easy does, it, mate,” said Maclean, reaching
out to stop Grant from falling. They sprinted toward the opening
only to watch the speedy creature disappear into the hill. They
came to a sliding halt at the cave entrance and peered inside. As
expected, the target was nowhere to be seen.

Grant took a moment to catch his breath and
keyed his radio. “Golf-Six, this is Golf-Three. We had a bit of an
accident, but we’re okay. Our DPV is beyond repair, so we’re
proceeding on foot. Unfortunately, we lost sight of the target when
it ran into a cave. I’m requesting permission to continue the
pursuit.”

“Roger, Golf-Six. You are clear to proceed
inside, but only if you think it is safe to do so, over.”

Grant looked over at Maclean, who
unhesitatingly nodded his head. “Golf-Three, see you in a few
minutes, over.”

“Golf-Six, good hunting, out.”

Grant and Maclean activated the laser sights
on their M4s and moved to the cavern’s opening. Both men moved
their red laser dots around inside the cave. Satisfied there wasn’t
a creature waiting in ambush, the two Special Forces operators
warily stepped inside. Happy at least to be out of the storm, they
crept around several tall stalagmites and entered a vast, rocky
cavern that reached deep into the hill. The stench of rotting flesh
hung heavy in the air, making Grant gag.

Maclean tapped his friend on the arm. “Jim,
look down.”

Grant glanced at his feet. Piles of broken
bones covered the floor. “Good God, it must have killed hundreds,
if not thousands, of animals and brought them back here to eat.”
Grant knelt to examine the gnawed shoulder blade of a large
animal.

“Hungry little bugger,” said Maclean, nudging
some of the bones aside with the toe of his combat boot.

From somewhere in the dark, an unearthly,
deep growl followed by a hiss made both men freeze in place. Clawed
feet scampered over the rocks.

Grant flipped the safety off on his M4 with
his thumb and stood back to back with Maclean. The two men moved
their heads, scanning the cave for the elusive predator. Every
second, the scampering sound seemed to grow closer. No matter where
he looked, Grant couldn’t spot their target. A sinking feeling in
his gut told him he was looking in the wrong place. Slowly, Grant
brought his head up and searched among the stalagmites hanging from
the cavern roof. A cold sweat broke out along his spine the instant
he spotted a set of shiny eyes looking down on him. Without
hesitating, he placed his carbine’s laser indicator between the
creature’s eyes and fired a short burst.

With a loud crunch, the beast dropped to the
floor, landing on a pile of bones.

“Jesus, Dave, you could have warned me you
were about to fire,” said an agitated Maclean. “You scared me half
to death.”

“Sorry, there was no time. It was right above
us,” replied Grant.

Maclean looked up. “Oh, that’s okay,
then.”

The two men walked over to check out the
body. The creature lay on its back, its jaw hanging open. Small
scales covered its entire body. The dead beast’s head resembled a
reptile, with a long snout and a mouth full of sharp teeth.

Maclean nudged the creature with the muzzle
of his weapon to make sure it was dead. “So, that’s a Chupacabra,”
he said, taking several pictures of the remains. “I always thought
it would look more dog-like than this.”

“I don’t care what it looks like, I’m just
glad it’s dead,” said Grant. “Come on, let’s check out the rest of
the cave before declaring the area safe.”

“Roger, that.”

With their weapons tight in their shoulders,
the men proceeded further into the cavern. There was no way to
avoid crushing bones underfoot as they advanced.

“Dave, I don’t want to sound like an
alarmist, but I think there are way too many bones in here for just
one creature,” whispered Maclean.

“You may be right,” said Grant, moving his
red aiming dot over a cracked-open human skull. Lying next to the
bones was a torn Texas Ranger’s hat. “It looks like we’ve found
Deputy Stone and his partner’s remains.”

Maclean edged forward and shook his head.
“Dave, check this out.”

Grant moved over. His stomach knotted at the
sight of the skeletal remains of dozens of human beings. “I’ll
wager every missing person in a twenty-mile radius is lying down
there.”

The faint sound of claws scurrying over rock
off to their left made Grant and Maclean instantly pivot on their
heels. They held their breath and listened.

More movement, but this time it came from
their right.

“I think it’s time for us to leave,” said
Grant, barely above a whisper.

“I’m with you,” replied Maclean, reaching for
a hand grenade.

“Let’s back up, and if anything moves, blast
it.”

Grant and Maclean had barely gone a few
steps, when a pair of Chupacabra charged on all fours, hissing and
growling loudly. Both men fired a burst into the attackers,
knocking them off their feet. Maclean fired two more shots into
their heads, finishing off the creatures.

“Keep moving,” urged Grant.

Maclean nodded, pulled the safety pin from
his grenade, and tossed it into the darkness. “Run!”

With seconds until the hand grenade exploded,
Grant and Maclean sprinted for the cave opening. Three more
Chupacabra tried to stop the soldiers, but died in a hail of
bullets. The second they dashed out into the open, Grant and
Maclean dove for the ground.

Kaboom.

The grenade exploded, sending rocks and a
thick dust cloud racing out of the cavern.

Maclean got up one knee, ready to defend
himself in case any more creatures tried to attack them.

Andrews’ voice came in loud and clear in
Grant’s headset. “Golf-Three, this is Golf-Six, report,
over.”

Grant keyed his mic, “Golf-Three, roger. Six
hostiles are down. However, an indeterminate number may still be
alive inside. I’m going to seal the cave entrance, over.”

“Golf-Six, understood, over.”

“Golf-Three, please vector Golf-Three-Alpha
our way, over.”

“Golf-Six, roger, out.”

Grant slid his pack off his back, opened the
top flap, and grabbed hold of a charge made from two blocks of C4
explosives. He yanked hard on the safety fuse, igniting it, and
hurled it back inside the cave. Grant yelled, “Time to go.”

The two men sprinted to a mud-filled
riverbed, and slid down to the bottom for protection. An
ear-splitting boom ripped through the night, as the high-explosive
warhead detonated, sending hundreds of rocks skyward and causing a
large part of the hill to collapse in a dusty heap.

Grant popped his head up and looked around.
It took a minute for the dust to settle. When it did, Grant saw
that tons of rock had fallen, burying the cave entrance. “It
doesn’t look like any of our nasty little friends made it out of
there alive.”

Maclean got to his feet. “Thank God for
that.”

Grant keyed his radio, “Golf-Six, this is
Golf-Three, the blast was a success. There aren’t any signs of
movement, over.”

“Golf-Six, that’s good news,
over.”

“Golf-Three, thanks. Please pass onto higher
command that we believe we found the remains of Deputies Stone and
Hernandez in the cave, but were unable to retrieve them, over.”

“Golf-Six, understood. See you back at the
command post, out.”

Grant removed his NVGs and let his eyes get
used to the dark.

“I bet Elena’s going to be none too happy
with us for destroying that nest of Chupacabra,” said Maclean.

“It couldn’t be helped. They were far too
hostile to try and capture one or two of the little buggers,”
replied Grant. “It’s better this way. At least the number of people
going missing in this region of Texas should drop
dramatically.”

“That’s if we got them all. For all we know,
there could be other nests spread throughout the southern states
and Mexico.”

A pair of DPVs drove up and stopped. “Need a
ride, gentlemen?” asked Staff Sergeant Hernandez, the detachment
leader.

“Sure, why not,” replied Grant.

“Did you get it, sir?”

“We got a whole nest of them.”

“Damn, I wish we could have been there.”

“Another time, maybe.”

Grant and Maclean climbed in the back of the
vehicles and got as comfortable as they could in the rain. Grant
looked out at the rocky countryside and thought about what Maclean
had said about the possibility of additional nests spread across
the desert. A chill ran down his spine. He closed his eyes and let
out a tired sigh. Perhaps on another day in the future, they’d have
to search out and destroy more colonies. But for now, their job was
done, and Grant was pleased with that.
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 Gauntlet Headquarters -
Fort Bragg






Grant stepped out of the elevator and walked briskly
down a long corridor toward a guarded door. The routine never
changed. Grant produced his military ID for a guard sitting behind
a desk, and returned the MP’s crisp salute. The sergeant scanned
the ID. Once a green light appeared, the soldier pressed a button
on the wall, and the sealed door slid open.

“Have a good day, sir,” said the
sergeant.

“You too, Sergeant Tanaka,” said Grant,
entering Gauntlet’s secret headquarters hidden beneath Fort Bragg.
He walked to the Wall of Remembrance and paused for a moment to
reflect on the good times he and Erica Jones had shared before she
was killed in the line of duty. Grant had tried dating other women
since, but his heart still wasn’t ready to let him move on from
Erica.

“Morning, boss,” called out Maclean, waving
for Grant to join him in the operations room.

“What’s up?” asked Grant, entering the
screen-filled room.

“Fifteen minutes ago, the Russians scrambled
a pair of Mig-35s from one of their bases in Siberia. According to
the intercepted chatter, they’re hot on the trail of a UFO that
overflew their airfield.”

Grant looked up at the monitor showing a map
of Russia. On it was a pair of blue dots closing in on a red,
flashing icon.

“This is the fourth overflight of the base in
Kansk this month,” reported one of the duty officers.

“Someone must be getting curious about the
Russians’ capabilities and their response times,” mused
Maclean.

“Carus is dead,” said Grant. “So I suspect
his successor is simply flexing his muscles.”

“Our colleagues at Institute-22 must be
busy.”

“Better them than us.”

“Sir, the UFO has just vanished from the
radar,” said the duty officer.

“And just like that, the Russian pilots are
left to wonder what just happened to them,” said Maclean.

“Dave, Jim, the briefing room is open,” said
Cindy Hamilton, waving at her friends to come and join her.

“Come on, let’s grab some coffee before the
rest of the staff show up,” said Maclean.

“Good idea,” said Grant.

Grant and Maclean joined Cindy in the
spacious briefing room and each helped themselves to a cup of
freshly brewed coffee. Grant couldn’t help but notice his friend
and Cindy exchange a quick smile at one another out the corner of
his eye. He never pried into Maclean’s private life, but could see
a positive change in his friend since coming back from northern
Canada.

“Good morning, everyone,” said Colonel
Andrews, as he strode into the room with Elena Leon.

Grant and Maclean came to attention.
“Morning, sir.”

Andrews went straight for the coffee. “Please
take a seat while we wait for our newest duty officer, Flight
Lieutenant Narayan, to go over the last twenty-four hours’
activities.”

Grant and Maclean took their usual seats.
Cindy sat across from Maclean, and Elena sat on the colonel’s
left.

“Before we begin, in case you’re wondering
where the XO is, Lieutenant Colonel Mason won’t be joining us for a
couple of weeks,” announced Andrews.

“Why’s that, sir, if you don’t mind me
asking?” said Grant.

“Not at all. The XO is getting married
tomorrow. Before anyone says a word, she asked me to keep it quiet.
Sandra and her partner are having a small ceremony for close
friends and family in Bermuda. We’ll do something for her and Wendy
when their holiday is over.”

“Boy, she sure kept that quiet,” noted
Cindy.

“Some people like to keep their private lives
all to themselves,” said Andrews. “And that’s something I know we
can all respect.”

Flight Lieutenant Narayan stopped at the open
door, knocked, and saluted the colonel.

“Please come in, Flight Lieutenant,” said
Andrews, returning the compliment.

Grant looked over at the new officer, who
wore a Royal New Zealand Air Force uniform. She had short, black
hair with caramel-colored skin. Her sparkling, dark-brown eyes
instantly caught Grant’s attention.

Narayan picked up a remote and activated the
screen on the wall behind her. A map of Northern Europe appeared.
“Ladies and gentlemen, in the past twenty-four hours, aside from
the successful operation conducted by a Gauntlet field team in
Texas, there were four credible reports of UFO activity over
Russia, Norway, and Finland.”

“Any intercepts?” asked Andrews.

“Sir, the Russians and Norwegians scrambled
fighters to intercept, but the objects they were tracking vanished
long before they came within visual distance.”

“Besides these sightings, were there any
reported close encounters of the second or third kinds anywhere
else in the world?”

“None that we are aware of, sir.”

“Miss Narayan, what is the conclusion of the
ops staff regarding these recently reported UFO sightings?”

“Sir, we believe that Earth’s northern
defenses are being probed,” replied Narayan firmly. “We also
believe we can expect a similar pattern of UFO sorties to occur
over Alaska and northern Canada very soon.”

“A sound assessment. Thanks for your report,
Flight Lieutenant.”

Narayan switched off the screen, saluted
Andrews, and exited the room, closing the door behind her.

Maclean nudged Grant’s arm and quietly said,
“You can quit staring now.”

“What? I wasn’t staring.”

Maclean rolled his eyes. “Yeah, okay,
Major.”

Andrews looked down the table. “Gentlemen, I
want to congratulate you on the speedy resolution of the
missing-person cases in Palo Duro Canyon.”

“I just wish you could have captured one of
the creatures alive,” said Elena.

“I’m sorry, but that wasn’t in the cards,”
said Grant. “As it was, we had to fight our way out of the cave.
The best we could do is take some pictures of one of the
beasts.”

“I know I’m being a bit unrealistic, but just
imagine what we could have learned from a living specimen.”

“You may get your chance in the future,” said
Maclean. “I doubt we’ve seen the last of the Chupacabra. We may
have put an end to one nest, but there have to be others out there.
The growing number of sightings spread over such a large swath of
the U.S. and Mexico leads me to believe that there have to be more
of those creatures out there.”

“Do you agree, Major Grant?’ asked
Andrews.

Grant leaned forward in his chair. “Yes, sir,
I do.”

“We’ll have to be on the lookout for future
encounters,” said Andrews, writing a note to himself.

“Elena, the creatures we killed were clearly
carnivorous animals. Which is far different than the usually
reported sightings, which claim the beasts drink blood for
sustenance,” said Grant.

“A hybrid perhaps?” pondered Elena.

“Whatever they were, they’re dead now.”

“Since their arrival on Earth in the 1990s,
the Chupacabra has become quite aggressive. Many ufologists
strongly believe that these creatures were set free by accident by
a visiting extraterrestrial race. Unfortunately, like an invasive
species being introduced into a new ecosystem, the Chupacabra seem
to like living here, and have thrived.”

“If this is true, this may become a task our
seconded Ranger teams will have to deal with until the infestation
is eliminated,” proposed Grant.

“For now, we’ll put this on the back burner,”
said Andrews. “I’ll have the S-3 and his ops staff draw up
contingency plans to deal with this infestation before it gets out
of hand.”

“I’d like to lend Major Valens a hand with
that if you don’t mind, sir. I haven’t gone through a complete
operational planning cycle in ages, and don’t want to become too
rusty.”

“No, not at all. I’m sure he’d appreciate the
help. Now before we conclude this morning’s brief, I have one
announcement to make. Staff Sergeant James Maclean, please stand
up.”

Maclean stood, with a puzzled look on his
face.

“Staff Sergeant, on behalf of the Australian
Minister of Defense, it is my distinct pleasure to promote you to
the rank of lieutenant,” said Andrews, pronouncing the word as
leftenant, the way the rank was referred to in the British
Commonwealth.

“Pardon?” blurted Maclean.

“For gallantry in the field, you have been
awarded a battlefield commission to the substantive rank of
Lieutenant. Congratulations, Mister Maclean.”

Grant jumped to his feet and shook Maclean’s
hand. “Surprise!”

“You knew about this?” asked Maclean.

“Damn right, I did. I wrote the draft
citation for your commissioning application.”

“When?”

“After our mission in northern Canada. I
thought about recommending you for immediate promotion to Warrant
Officer, but the colonel rightly thought it was high time that you
became an officer.”

Andrews reached into a pocket and handed
Maclean his new rank insignia. “Put it on, James, you’ve earned
it.”

Grant removed Maclean’s old insignia from his
combat shirt and slipped on his new rank. “How does it feel to be
the oldest lieutenant in the Australian Army?”

“That’s not funny,” protested Maclean. “Say,
does this come with an increase in pay?”

“That it does,” said Andrews. “What it is,
however, I haven’t a clue. You’ll have to address that with your
military attaché in Washington.”

“I know what I’m doing the instant this
meeting is over.”

Andrews shook Maclean’s hand firmly. “Also,
you and Major Grant will be receiving valor decorations at a date
yet to be confirmed. It will be the Silver Star for Major Grant and
the Australian Star of Gallantry for yourself. Well done, men, you
deserve these medals and so much more.”

Thank you, sir,” said Maclean and Grant.

“I’m not done.” Andrews turned and smiled at
Elena and Cindy. “Ladies, it is also a profound honor to announce
that you will both be receiving the Presidential Citizen’s Medal
for exemplary service to the nation. We all too often forget about
the sacrifices our civilian counterparts make in the performance of
their duties. I hope this goes in some small way to rectifying that
error. Congrats, everyone.”

“I’m speechless,” said Cindy, wide-eyed.

“Colonel, you didn’t have to do this,” said
Elena.

“Yes, I did,” replied Andrews. “You’ll
probably be told never to divulge how you earned your medals, but
you’ll know, and that’s all that matters. Now if you’ll excuse me,
I have some phone calls to make.” The colonel picked up his
briefing notes and walked out of the room.

“Wow, congrats, everyone,” said Cindy.

“This is great news,” added Elena, hugging
Maclean.

“Never in my wildest dreams did I ever see
myself as an officer, with a valor decoration to boot,” said
Maclean, checking out his new rank.

“Well, this has been quite the morning,” said
Grant. “I have an idea. Mister Maclean can buy us all a fresh cup
of coffee from the canteen with some of that extra money he’s about
to earn.”

“Sure, why not? And then you can buy us all
lunch with your hefty major’s pay.”
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“No!” yelled Grant, ripping his bedsheets off and
jumping out of bed. He stood in the dark, shaking. His chest heaved
up and down as he struggled to catch his breath, his heart
jackhammering away in his ribcage. He walked to his bathroom and
poured himself a cold glass of water. Grant chugged the water back
and refilled his glass. Still unnerved, Grant left the light on and
sat down on the end of his bed.

Grant wiped the sheen of sweat from his face.
His dreams were getting all too real. If it wasn’t Russia, it was
Antarctica, northern Canada, or elsewhere. Almost every night, he
found himself fighting for his life. Grant had begun to fear he was
slowly losing his mind. He downed his glass and went to refill his
cup. Grant stopped to look at himself in the mirror. His sturdy
physique was still there. His pale-blue eyes, however, were
bloodshot, and his light-brown hair was somewhat longer than it had
been before joining Gauntlet.

The light in the bathroom suddenly went
dark.

The hair on the back of Grant’s neck stood
up. He dropped his glass and spun around just as a bright flash
filled the room. Grant brought up a hand to block the blinding
light.

“It’s all right, David,” said a familiar
voice. “You can lower your hand.”

The bathroom light came back on.

“Jesus,” muttered Grant at the sight of
Doctor Jeremy Hayes standing by the bed, dressed in a form-fitting
set of white coveralls that shimmered in the light. His curly red
hair was cut short, and he looked in great shape.

“Your eyes aren’t deceiving you; it’s really
me, Major Grant,” said Hayes.

Grant reached for a chair and sat down. “How?
Why?”

“Before I answer any of your questions,
David, would you please have the decency to put something on?”

Grant looked down, and remembered he was
naked. “Sorry,” he said, pulling on his boxer shorts.

“That’s better. As for how, that’s kind of
complicated. Centuries ago, Teelah’s people perfected the ability
to create stable wormholes across space. She explained how it works
to me once before, but even I got lost and finally just took her
word for it. As for why I’m here, it all goes back to our mission
in the Congo. Because we saved Teelah’s life, her father has always
felt there’s more to us as a species than meets the eye. Because of
that, he asked me to speak to you about a delicate matter.”

Grant sat back in his chair. “What do you
mean by delicate?”

“I don’t know if you remember, but Teelah’s
father is a general their planet’s defense forces.”

“I think I vaguely recall that she or maybe
you said something about that.”

“Regardless of who said it, you need to
understand that Earth is one of five planets deemed by
Intergalactic Law as a scientific preserve. I’m sure you’re fully
aware by now that the various species in the galaxy interpret this
law to their own advantage. The Grays claim to be conducting
scientific experiments while they harvest human embryos in the
thousands to create hybrids. The shapeshifting Savarans are quite
happy to test whatever their latest bio-weapons are on the planet.
Like the Grays, the Savarans justify their activities as scientific
research. Teelah’s people and the Eotians are vehemently opposed to
such actions and only visit Earth to gather scientific data.”

Grant raised a hand. “Sorry, Jeremy, you’re
losing me. Who or what are the Eotians?”

“I believe Elena once called them Insectoids
at one of our morning briefings.”

Grant smiled. “Oh, yeah, those guys. I recall
the night we first encountered them. While I was chatting with
their leader, some of the little jerks jumped Jim and stole his
credit cards. To this day, he still goes on about it.”

“David, Teelah’s people once had several
outposts spread all over the planet to observe our growth as a
species. As time went by, these stations were deemed unnecessary
and shut down. All but one, which still remains operational. It’s
not a very big station, and was due to close later this year.
However, General Quartus, Teelah’s father, feels strongly that the
sooner the base is closed, the better for all involved.”

“Okay, so what does that have to do with
me?”

“Due to strained relations between the Grays
and the Savarans, General Quartus feels it is no longer safe for
this peaceful colony to remain on Earth.”

“Jeremy, I fail to see what the problem is.
You just appeared in my bedroom out of thin air and can apparently
navigate successfully through wormholes. So why don’t they just
send a ship or an emissary to this colony and warn them of the
danger they are facing?”

“David, I suggested those courses of action
with the general until my face turned blue. The problem is that
Teelah’s people strongly believe in predeterminism.”

Grant waved his hand over the top of his
head. “Jeremy, you of all people should know that I’m good at being
a soldier, not a Rhodes Scholar. What exactly is
predeterminism?”

“It’s the belief that everything in life is
planned in advance. Think of it as a philosophy in which
history—whether it’s in the past, today, or in the future—has
already been decided by God. Or some other higher power. Not that I
believe in such nonsense.”

“I’m still not following.”

Hayes brought up a hand to his chin and
sighed. “Basically, it means whatever is going to happen will
happen, and there’s nothing you, I, or Teelah’s people can do about
it. If this unarmed scientific colony is in danger, it’s in God’s
or whoever’s hands to sort out.”

Grant shook his head. “So, what you’re
telling me that these defenseless people are on their own.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“Jeremy, please don’t tell me that you
traveled who knows how many light years to tell me that some of
Teelah’s people could die because their government has washed their
hands of them?”

Hayes sat on the bed. “Yes, and no.”

Grant let out an exasperated sigh. “Jeremy,
please stop speaking in riddles. What do you want us to do?”

“General Quartus isn’t as enamored with
predeterminism as his fellow officers on the High Command are and
has asked me to see if you could get a message to the colony and
convince them to return home right away.”

“Thank you. That at least makes sense.”

“Regrettably, the general was only able to
provide to me with is a set of figures, which I translated into
easily understandable map coordinates.”

Grant snatched up his phone. “What are
they?”

“Your journey begins at 30°18’06.29” N and
104°01’09” W. After that, I’m afraid that you’re on your own.”

“Got it. And where might these coordinates
lead me?”

“Marfa, Texas, to be precise.”

“And that’s where we’ll find the colony?”
asked Grant, fishing for information.

“I’m not sure. I honestly wish I could give
you more. But General Quartus was only able to provide me with this
information.”

Grant shook his head. “Jeremy, I’ll give you
this, you never cease to amaze me. From skeptic to a full-blown man
of the stars, the change in you has been dramatic. Hell, I don’t
think I’ve ever seen you looking better.”

“It’s Teelah who has transformed my life.
Just under six months from now, we’re going to have twins.”

Grant smiled. “Congrats to the two of
you.”

“Thank you.”

“Jeremy, I wish there was more than a set of
map coordinates to help guide us to this colony.”

Hayes checked his watch. “I’m sorry, but I’m
running out of time. My wormhole is seconds away from closing.
Major, trust me. Go to Texas, and the rest will fall into
place.”

“What do you mean the rest?”

“Goodbye and good luck, my old friend,” said
Hayes, as a bright-orange light enveloped him, and then went
dark.

“Bloody hell,” remarked Grant, staring at the
spot on the bed where Hayes had been sitting. “I must be losing
it.”

Grant’s cell rang, startling him. He picked
up his phone and answered the call. On the other end of the line
was James Maclean.

“Dave, sorry if I woke you, but you won’t
believe what just happened to me,” said Maclean excitedly.

“Let me guess, Jeremy appeared in your room
and gave you the coordinates to Marfa, Texas.”

“Yeah, how did you know that?”

“Because he was just here as well telling me
the exact same story.”

“Spooky.”

“You can say that again.”

“Dave, if he’s telling us the truth, and
we’re going to help these people, we’ve got to get a move on, and
fast.”

“I agree. I’ll give Colonel Andrews a call as
soon as we’re done and get his go-ahead for a short-notice
deployment to Texas.”

“I’ll call Cindy and Elena and give them a
heads-up to pack some clothes. Damn, my heart’s still pounding away
in my chest. I doubt I’ll be able to get back to sleep.”

“I know how you feel.”

“I’m going to start packing. See you at the
base.”

“Yeah, see you soon.” Grant hung up the
phone, flopped back on his bed, and stared up at the roof. He
closed his eyes. What aren’t you telling us, Jeremy? Whatever
you and your new friends are up to, you had better have thought it
through, or there’ll be hell to pay.
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 Marfa -Texas


“This has got to be the smallest town I have ever
stepped foot in,” said Maclean, looking up the nearly deserted main
street toward the Presidio County Courthouse. “And that’s saying
something, when you consider that I come from Australia, where you
can drive for days without seeing another soul.”

“I don’t think more than 1,500 people still
live here,” said Elena, as she ran a hand through her short black
hair.

“Still, it has its charms,” said Cindy,
replacing her usual, silver-rimmed glasses with some sunglasses.
“Even though it’s tiny, Marfa is well-known for its divergent arts
community.”

Grant closed the driver’s door on their
rented Ford Explorer and joined his friends. “Small or not, this is
the place the Jeremy told us to investigate.”

Maclean nodded politely to a woman who walked
by, pushing a stroller with a pair of young kids sleeping in it. He
turned and looked Grant in the eyes. “There’s something odd about
this place. I can feel it in my bones. Heck, the whole town could
be full of hybrid aliens, for all we know.”

“James, please, you know that’s not true,”
said Cindy, shaking her head. “Jeremy may have led us to this town,
but the object we’re looking for isn’t here.”

“Come again?” said Grant.

“I’m sorry, but it wasn’t clear to me until
we parked the car. What we’re here to find isn’t here, but
nearby.”

“Can you sense where we might find this
object?” asked Elena.

Cindy turned in a small circle, until she
faced the northeast. She raised her hand and pointed. “There.
That’s where we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

“Which is?” asked Maclean.

Cindy shrugged. “I’m not sure. Don’t forget
that sometimes what I see in my mind isn’t always crystal-clear to
me. I don’t sense any hostility, so I’m sure it’s safe for us to go
there.”

“How far away is this object?” asked
Grant.

“Once again, I’m not one-hundred-percent
positive,” she responded. “Let’s get back in the car and see where
the road takes us.”

“All right, you heard the lady,” said Grant.
“Let’s saddle up and see what happens.”

“It might be wise to pick up some water, if
we’re going to be out in this heat for a while,” suggested
Maclean.

“Sure, why not,” said Grant, checking a map
on his phone. “There’s a gas station on the road out of town where
we can stop.”

With everyone back onboard, Grant started
their SUV, placed it in drive, and drove past the courthouse and
onto Highway 17. A couple of minutes later, he pulled off the road
into a rustic gas station. While Grant topped up the vehicle’s gas
tank, Maclean and Cindy headed inside the station to buy some water
and snacks. The shelves inside the store were sparsely filled. The
dust-covered canned goods looked like they should have sold a
decade ago. Luckily, they found some bottled water in the fridge
and grabbed as much as they could carry. Maclean was digging out
his wallet to pay for everything when an old, black and white
photograph pinned to the wall behind the counter caught his
eye.

“Excuse me, sir, but do you have any idea
when that picture was taken?” Maclean asked the white-haired man
who was bagging their goods.

The man adjusted his glasses on his nose and
nodded. “That’s a picture of the old Army Air Station that was a
few miles from here. They used to train pilots here during the
Second World War. I think it was abandoned sometime right after the
war. If you’re thinking about visiting it, though, you’re out of
luck.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it’s not there anymore. It looks
like someone bought the land years ago, and built a golf course or
something over the top of it.”

“May I see the photo?” asked Cindy.

“I don’t see why not,” responded the man,
taking the picture off the wall and handing it to Cindy.

“Thanks,” Cindy replied, reverently holding
the photo in her hands. She closed her eyes and stood there as
still as a statue. A moment later, a smile emerged on her face.
Cindy delicately handed back the picture. “Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure,” said the man, pinning the
picture back onto the wall. “You folks sure as heck don’t look or
sound like you’re from around here. Are you a bunch of travelling
artists?”

“No, we’re just four friends taking a road
trip through Texas,” said Maclean, paying for the water and the
gas.

The gas station owner eyed Maclean. “If you
were twenty and had long hair, I’d believe your story, but you’re
not. It’s none of my business what you’re up to, just whatever you
do, stay safe. The land out there is pretty unforgiving.”

“We will.”

“Drive safe, folks.”

“Thanks,” said Cindy. “Perhaps we’ll see you
later.”

“I close at eight, so be back by then.”

Maclean held the door open for Cindy and
followed her out into the late-afternoon heat. They climbed in the
SUV and handed around the water.

“I know where our object is,” announced
Cindy, smiling.

“Where?” asked Elena.

“It’s about ten miles off the highway, on an
old abandoned army base,” she replied.

“But the old man in the store said the base
had been torn down and converted into a golf course,” said
Maclean.

“Yes, and he’s correct. The majority of the
base is long gone. But as I held that picture, I saw an annex to
the station that’s still standing.”

“Ten miles, you say?” said Grant.

Cindy nodded energetically.

“Time to earn our pay.” With that, he started
their SUV and drove back onto the highway.

 


“David, take that turnoff,” said Cindy, waving
wildly
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