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    This book is dedicated to my second cousin, Leon Hyman and his wife, Theresa.


Leon is a Metallurgical Scientist by profession, but is highly qualified in many other diverse fields as well – he was not only one of the prime motivators of my SF ideas, but a great source of reference to assorted facts and cross references. I am forever indebted to him!


Theresa is a housewife, but has been Leon’s partner in every sense, participating in hundreds of field trips into peculiar places, as well as being a sounding board for his many unusual theories on a whole range of subjects. She too, was one the greatest influences in my own theories, particularly ones surrounding reality and reason for existence. My everlasting thanks for her insights!


To give you an idea of how very different these people were from your average person, I will never forget the first time I visited their double story home. It was filled from floor to ceiling with unusual, rare and interesting artefacts of every sort. One of these was Orpheus – a human skeleton (Strandloper) who resided in their coffee table… which was of course, a coffin! Leon was licensed to keep human remains (of which he had many), due to his archaeological digs – an activity he partook in apart from his job as a metallurgist, and other unusual interests.


They now live in isolation, somewhere in the Karoo – a poorly populated semi-desert region in South Africa.
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Foreword

Here is Mindgate 2, the sequel to Mindgate 1, as promised. 

These two collections of my SF short stories hardly makes a dent in the reams of work I've done - some of it dating back more than thirty years. The poor things have been patiently waiting for me to get my ass into gear. I have an excuse - I was far too busy making a living to do much more than write these stories. When I finally decided it was time to get them out there, I was surprised to see that there were more than eight hundred of them crouching in their boxes! So for those that are hoping for sequels to this collection - chances are you'll get them in abundance... that is if I live long enough! Ha, ha!

I do hope you will enjoy the variety I have included in this sequel, and I hope you will forgive me for the few bits of technology in the stories that are old news now, but hadn't even been thought of then.

Dedication

This book is dedicated to my second cousin, Leon Hyman and his wife, Theresa.

Leon is a Metallurgical Scientist by profession, but is highly qualified in many other diverse fields as well – he was not only one of the prime motivators of my SF ideas, but a great source of reference to assorted facts and cross references. I am forever indebted to him!

Theresa is a housewife, but has been Leon’s partner in every sense, participating in hundreds of field trips into peculiar places, as well as being a sounding board for his many unusual theories on a whole range of subjects. She too, was one the greatest influences in my own theories, particularly ones surrounding reality and reason for existence. My everlasting thanks for her insights!
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Boober Manoeuvre
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Astronaut Percy Gulliver glanced up at the spectacle of diaphanous white clouds swirling against the sapphire-blue backdrop of the Earth, without really seeing it.

The two of them had done this trip a hundred times before, and the novelty of orbital insertion had long since worn off. Besides, he still felt a bit nauseous from the incredible 'G' forces that the Pacific Orbital Rail-Hoist capsule induced.

The Rail-Hoist had long ago replaced the earlier expensive bulky shuttle launch practice -nowadays, orbital capsules were catapulted into orbit by means of kilometre-high elevated magneto rails, aptly nicknamed 'Slingshots'.

Ten of these imposing 'Slingshot' launchers dotted the Hawaiian islands of Palima and Kahilipale. There'd been a strong public outcry against these scenic intrusions, but because the atmosphere there was thinner than anywhere else on Earth, and therefore closer to the equatorial orbit needed for the satellites, these structures had been railroaded through. Another reason for the choice of location of these launchers was that there, the Earth's rotation of over a thousand miles per hour, took over where momentum wore off, boosting the slinging of the capsules into orbital position and thus reducing the period of atmospheric friction the capsules were subjected to. As a result, greater payloads could be shot into orbit, allowing for cheap commercially viable orbital spaceports, and servicing them.

Suddenly destinations like the Moon and Mars became commercially realistic propositions. Before long too, the orbital spaceports sported their own launching platforms for atomic powered inter-planetary rockets - the rockets themselves assembled in situ from pre-manufactured modules carried up by the Slingshot capsules.

Although still in its infancy, planetary travel had become a reality, and a commercially viable; for a mere half-million dollars, one could have a month-long holiday at a prime resort on the rim of Vallis Marineris on Mars, or, for a paltry two hundred thousand, secure a two-week stay at the plush Lunar Port, where one could enjoy spectacular views of Earth.

Unfortunately, as with all success stories, inevitable hidden problems emerged after the fact. As with the skyways of Earth, the orbital plane soon became cluttered. A myriad scraps of human-discarded technology; defunct, outdated as well as operating strategic satellites, obsolete capsules, the last abandoned shuttle, and a trail of debris that encircled the earth like one of the rings of Saturn. Added to this, were the orbiting spaceports, the service pods, as well as the arriving and departing capsules, pods and rockets.

'Pod jockeys', as the Service Astronauts were called, cursed as they dodged these flying offcasts to get to their destinations.

[image: image]

"BOGEY AT TEN O'CLOCK!" Toady Privett, Percy's co-pilot warned.

Engaging the starboard control rockets, he accelerated fractionally, jinking out the way of an old rocket stage.

"Bloody hell!" he complained, watching the offending object recede as it slowly turned end-over- end. "I wish someone would clear up this crap!"

"Hmmm," was Toady's only comment. He'd heard the same complaint so many times it didn't register anymore. "Drop-off point coming up," he informed Percy, "incoming locator signal... engage Auto Response."

"Auto Response engaged," announced Percy, "payload transfer activated. Ready when you are."

Toady sighted along the locating instrument - it looked similar to a WW2 bomb aimer's apparatus.

"Right, two degrees... left, one... no, no, too much. Come back point zero five... a touch to the right... yes, fire pack!"

The craft jolted slightly as the ten-ton supply pack hurtled off to rendezvous with the grapplers at the cargo hatch, which grinned at them like the maw of a shark.

"Is she on?" asked Percy over his shoulder, jinking past another piece of space junk.

"Dead on!" declared Toady, reaching forward to tap in his log.

"Phew! Thank God that went without a hitch," said Percy with relief. "Old Gabriel hates it when we miss... loves to remind us it costs an arm and a leg to retrieve bounced packs."

"Speaking of which," reminded Toady, "you'd better make your report."

"Right," said Percy sourly, keying the mike, "S.X.600 PST to Omega Base... S.X. 600 PST to Omega Base... do you receive?"

"Omega Base, affirmative," came the response, the radio-wave twisting strangely.

Percy glanced at Toady with a frown. "What the hell was that? I haven't heard distortion like that in over ten years."

Toady shrugged. "Probably solar flare," he mumbled, preoccupied with his data entry.

"Shouldn't happen," Percy shook his head in puzzlement. "All the radios have compensators."

When Toady didn't answer, he turned back to the console, "Omega Base, S.X. 600 PST logging skypack A.Z. 0076 at 03h00."

"Roger that, "came the reply, the distortion worse this time. Then, "S.X. 600 PST, what the heck's going on up there... we can hardly hear you - getting strange radio warp."

"Just what we need," growled Percy, keying the mike, "Omega Base - you're distorting too... possible radio fault. Not sure if it's on your side or ours."

"Roger S.X. 600...suuuueeeee... look into it."

"Watch it, Perce, bogeys at six o'clock!" Toady indicated with a cant of his head.

Percy's forehead crumpled into a frown. "Since when do bogeys run in formation?"

"Formation?" Toady looked at him as if he'd gone nuts "What the hell you talking about?"

"That," Percy pointed.

Toady followed the line of Percy's finger and stiffened, "Shit, what is that?"

"I don't know," said Percy, trying to recall having seen space junk in patterns before. Failing, he said, "Never seen anything like it... could it be the military?"

"Good grief, look at them go!" Toady exclaimed, tilting his head back as a flight-formation of over a hundred craft flashed across their viewer.

"Holy..." began Percy, as they watched them curve around for a re-run, "... Omega Base! Omega Base!” he yelped into the mike. "Unidentified craft in sector six... about a hundred of them... can you identify... I repeat, can you identify?"

"Omega Base to S.X. 600 - no craft logged for that sector. Have you suuuuueeeey space sickness?"

"Negative Omega Base - unidentified craft buzzing us. We've never seen anything like it before!"

"Suuuuuueeeey... speak to your partner," the return signal squealed.

Toady snatched the mike from Percy "Base, this is Astronaut Privitt - confirm no space sickness... sighting is real!"

"S.X. 600 - what do the craft look like?" their question distorting horribly as the craft made another pass.

"Wedge-shaped, Base," yelled Toady as the craft split ranks across their orbit. "Tail piece lifts up into what looks like a spoiler... no visible portholes or markings. They're surrounded by a tight corona of bluish light."

"Too much distortion S. suuuuuuueeeeey... repeat please."

Toady repeated his description with the radio singing a weird song as the swarm made yet another pass.

Percy gripped Toady's shoulder. "Hey, Toady... the radio reacts every time they come past - maybe we can contact them!"

Toady looked at him uncertainly, then musingly. "If it distorts our radio, maybe when we key the mike it causes some sort interference to them too - let's keep on keying it for a while and see what happens."

Toady clicked the mike’s key for thirty seconds and waited to see if there was any effect. There was - one of the craft took up position right next to them, causing their radio to protest shrilly.

Toady and Percy pressed their heads together at the viewer as they gawked at it.

Their radio squawked again, then a garbled voice came through.

They looked at each other, then Toady grabbed the mike. "Unidentified craft, unidentified craft," he yelled, his voice tremulous. "Please identify yourselves!"

The scrunch in the radio signal came again, then a voice came through quite distinctly. "Piss off primitives - we're on manoeuvre and you're in the way"
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PERCY AND TOADY’S FACES bore disbelief.  "Of all the bloody nerve!" Toady ground.

He keyed the mike viciously. "Omega Base, Omega Base, you won't believe what these bastards have just said to us!" He proceeded to repeat the message they'd received.

"Er, what was that S.X.600...?"

Back to Top 
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Is it a Bird? Is it a Plane? No, it's...
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While it's great fun to speculate on the possibility (or should I say probability?) of extra-terrestrial alien intelligence, what they look like and so forth, it is also expedient I think, to consider the possibility of there being animals or creatures right here on Earth, whose  existence we have no knowledge of.

This is not just pie in the sky - I have personally followed an elusive trail of information that led me to discover an animal that no-one, except myself, knows about. After National Geographic rejected my request for a grant to study this creature in its habitat, and in the light of mankind’s tendency to exploit everything he comes across I concluded that perhaps it was just as well that this animal remained unrevealed.

There is also the likelihood of there being creatures of the night that have not been discovered yet, simply due to their unseen nocturnal habits. The sea too, in its vastness, I am sure, will still yield many creatures heretofore unknown. In addition, having been brought up in the wilds of Southern Africa, I have seen many strange things, of which some I have turned into stories.

The following story is based on an idea of mine about one of these undiscovered creatures. This theory was not just sucked from my thumb, but occurred to me after reading some extraordinary accounts of several travellers in history who experienced and discovered things that somehow never made it to the point where they were properly investigated.

At the very least, I hope the following story gets you thinking along those lines, and as time goes on, I am sure that some of what I have said will prove to be prophetic.

The cloud was violently torn apart by the wings of the Piper Seneca, flinging spiralling vortexes behind it.

The pleasant drone of the twin engines was like music to Mike Weaver's ears. He scanned the blanket of cloud cover below as he left the mountainous cumulus that he'd just emerged from, behind him.

Mike had been flying for over ten years, and the spectacle of sun-kissed cloud top with its magical, ever-changing formations, never ceased to fascinate him and fill him with wonder. Alone, high above the earth, he was in his element. He loved being alone up here and, filled with contentment, he whistled a few bars of Creedence's 'Bad Moon Rising'. It wasn't that he was antisocial, far from it, but his alone-time was precious to him and solitude the basis for choosing this profession.

As the Piper was on auto, he was able to tap an accompaniment to his whistling on the console in front of him.

Just ahead he could see the up-thrust of the Mankelekele mountain range where it broke through the cloud cover. This signalled that he'd soon need to be descending to the little airstrip near Nelspruit.

[image: image]

The Mankelekele Mountains, of which this picture is part of, is riddled with caves. The Author has climbed every part of this range, as well as explored many of its grottos.

THE TOWN OF NELSPRUIT was near the border between Mozambique and Southern Africa. Although it was ranked as the largest town in the Lowveld area, even so, it was small by any standards. On board Mike had a cargo of medical supplies bound for the town's sole hospital. This was a trip that he made quite frequently as this hospital, which served a vast populous region, required constant replenishment of supplies.

Mike liked to do this trip as it meant that he'd be able to visit his dad, who worked as a farm estate manager a few kilometres outside the town.

Suddenly he noticed something odd just a few kilometres ahead of the plane. A cluster of dark cloudlets were rushing swiftly, moving diagonally to the prevailing wind.

"What the hell..?." he muttered, leaning forward as if it would improve his view. "Damned peculiar - never seen anything like that before. Must be some sort of cross-wind."
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KICKING THE PLANE FROM auto to manual, he took the Piper down to have a closer look. As he did so, a stray cumulus-mass temporarily obstructed his view, but he just flew through it. As he burst out the other side, the dark cloudlets were a few hundred meters away, and rapidly approaching. To his astonishment, six of the seven cloudlets seemed to dart off in different directions, all in fact, except the one dead-ahead. The distance between them closed in a second and when the encounter came Mike expected to fly straight through it. There was a sudden bang, and the Piper lurched sickeningly.

"Ouff!" he cried out, as he was viciously thrust against the seat belt with his face ending up close to the console. With the jolt he’d almost smacked into the instrument panel and with a sense of dread, he saw that the instruments for the port wing motor were static. "Oh, shit!" he exclaimed, immediately looking out to the port wing. It was gone - engine and all!

"Jesus wept!" he yelled as the plane began to spiral downward. He automatically pulled back on the stick, but the counter-rotation of the remaining engine tightened the plane's spiral even further.

"Shit, shit, shit!" he groaned. "I don't believe this... I don't fucking believe this!"

At once, all his piloting skills kicked in, and he frantically manipulated the controls, managing to right the plane for a moment, but then having to do it all again as the spin changed direction.

"Fuuuck!" he yelled, battling for control - the thought that he was going to die soared in the back of his mind, but he had no time to entertain it.

The Mankelekele Mountain's massive ridge loomed directly in front of him, and it seemed certain that he was only seconds away from slamming into the harsh cliffs ahead.
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The Mankelekele is crowned with massive cliffs. While picturesque and a fascinating place to explore, it poses a very real hazard for aircraft.

TO HIS ASTONISHMENT, a strong up-draught unexpectedly lifted the surviving starboard wing of the Piper, and Mike immediately thrust the remaining engine's throttle fully forward - it was enough to clear him from a head-on with the cliffs by a mere six meters. Although grateful for that, he knew his ordeal was far from over. 

As he cleared the cliffs, the up-draught abruptly cut off, and the wing immediately dropped, its tip slamming into a flat rock causing a long shower of sparks. This impact however, was sufficient to jolt the plane just enough to clear the rise immediately ahead, but as it plunged again, the wing struck the trees on the opposite sloping-side. Fortunately they were Kiepersols, not hardwoods, and the wing chopped them down like a scythe as it tore through them. Nevertheless, this collision slowed the plane significantly. Fortune smiled on Mike that day, as the incline of the bush-covered slope he was plunging down was sloping at roughly the same angle his aircraft was pancaking.
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Mike’s approach was from the left of this part of the Range, and the slope to the right is what helped him survive the crash.

THE PLANE BELLIED-DOWN the sandy slope, shredding shrubs as it tore through them. Fortune smiled on Mike once again, because the vegetation and bushes grew denser and more robust on the lower slopes and as the plane continued its rough descent, the assault into this barrier effectively braked the plane. Just when Mike thought it was nearly over, the stub of the wing snagged an exposed boulder, and the battered fuselage flipped onto its back, coming to a halt in a whirling blast of dust, twigs and leaves. Something struck Mikes head, and his world went dark.

A while later he felt that he was flying. Curiously, he was flying without a plane, soaring through the sky like a bird. Then he moved towards a cloud, intending to fly through it. The cloud suddenly developed a face, then a snarling maw filled with shark-like teeth, and it screeched an unearthly sound.

"Huuugh! Huuugh!" Mike tried to scream himself, but couldn't get his voice going. He felt a massive pressure in his head, and it throbbed mercilessly. His vision faded, then returned, faded, and returned. Hazily he become aware of a tangle of objects in front of him, at first not being able to identify what they were. Full consciousness gradually returned and he realized that he was suspended upside down, restrained only by his seatbelt. Blood had pooled in his head, producing the sensation of pressure. The objects strewn around were fragments of the plane’s wrecked innards and chunks of fuselage, jumbled up with the smashed packages of medical supplies he was meant to have delivered to the Nelspruit hospital.

He mustered his strength and groaned as he clawed the catch on his seatbelt. After a while he a managed to release it and fell headlong into the clutter below.

"Fuuuck me..." he mumbled, glumly tongue-exploring a pulpy gash in the fleshy tissue of his inner cheek, as his mouth filled with blood. Trying not to swallow, he spat it out. As he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand his mind revved - stunned at the miracle of his survival.

He surveyed his surroundings. "Aah, jeeze! What a mess," he thought sadly, realizing he was not going to make this delivery.

Then he smelt leaking fuel. That galvanized him to action, sharpish. He crabbed awkwardly over the piles of twisted metal and tumbled, broken packages, slamming his funny bone against a metal strut protruding from the wreckage. “Ouch!" he yelped from the shockwave of pain, although still pressing forward to the door. Fortunately it still worked, albeit upside down. He swung it open and tumbled out onto the mangled grass below. As quickly as he could, he stumbled away from the remains of the plane, fearful of fire. It was only after he felt he was out of harm's way that he stood up and first saw the blood blooming on his shirt and pants.
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SITTING ON A ROCK AT a safe distance from the plane, he unbuttoned his bloody shirt. Looking down, he saw a deep abrasion across his chest where the seatbelt had cut into him. Although it was painful, it wasn’t serious. His leg was another matter. His jeans were torn just above the right knee, and there was a gash three inches long and a half inch deep in his thigh. It was still bleeding, but fortunately not overly much. All the same, he knew that if he didn't bind it up, a dozen steps would have it bleeding profusely. He knew the plane contained any number of bandages, but he wasn't going to risk going back in there with fuel in the vicinity. Instead, with some effort he managed to rip his jeans along the seams, folding back the two lower halves to roughly bind the wound, gritting his teeth as he did so.

"Holy Moses!" he ground out, surveying the plane's crumpled fuselage. Then his eyes retraced the violent passage it had made through the undergrowth, and he spotted the wing and starboard engine lying mangled on the ridge. "There is a God after all!" he grinned warily.

Back to Top 

Gingerly, he probed his body, searching for any other wounds of concern. Besides a number of bruises, there were no other injuries and best of all, no broken bones. He presumed he looked a mess though, knowing that his hair was matted with blood, which had flowed there while he’d hung upside-down. 

Standing up unsteadily, he gazed about, trying to get his bearings. Fortunately, he'd grown up in this vicinity and had spent every school holiday exploring the bush around these mountains, so he was pretty sure that he'd soon find his way to a road.

To get to higher ground and to find his bearings, he staggered up the corridor that the fuselage had ripped through the undergrowth to the ridge and the site of the initial impact. From this viewpoint he looked back and realized that it was not very likely a search party would spot the fuselage and besides, he wasn't going to stick around and wait for that to happen.

Mike sized up the area, immediately establishing where he was. The ridge he was on sloped down quite steeply to a valley where some sort of vegetable crops were being grown in a field, and bordering this field he could see the vegetable dehydration factory that, many years back, his dad had helped to set up. He knew that the highway ran past the field of crops, near the Sudwala caves turnoff, so he set off down the ridge.

As he limped along, his mind returned to the moment of impact in the sky, wondering what on earth it was that he'd hit.

'Was it a bird?' he deliberated. 'Unlikely. Perhaps another plane? Also unlikely – if it had been it would have had to be an unscheduled flight, and anyway, I would have picked it up on my radar. So what then- a weather balloon? No, too flimsy to rip off a wing. Perhaps a missile of some sort?' His country was being targeted by terrorists, he knew, 'But here, in this out of the way place? Mmm. Again, unlikely.'

He cast his mind back to the strange clouds and their even stranger behaviour. He paused for a moment to scan the sky, half expecting to see them again, but all he saw was a clear sky with a just a few cumulus scattered about. Quite mystified, he shook his head and limped on.

'Saw nothing other than that damned dusky cloudlet,' he reflected. 'Water vapour. But it was as if the bloody thing was solid. But that's crazy... isn't it?' 

Reaching the verge of the vegetable fields, he stopped briefly to rest his leg and saw that the crop was of sweet potato. Skirting the edge of the field, he came to an embankment just above the main road. His leg was throbbing now, and he scowled at the blood seepage through his makeshift bandage. Damned thing was bleeding again.

'Oh well,’ he thought with resignation, 'can't be helped. I'll get it sorted soon enough.'

Finding a natural cutting in the embankment, he stumbled down it. The loose gravel rolled and slipped under him, and he fell on his ass, sliding all the way down. His momentum was such that he was forced to run into the road to slow himself.

As he did this, a silver Mercedes almost ran him down. The driver responding just in time to swerve around him, hit his brakes and bring the vehicle to a slithering, swerving stop on the gravel apron. A window slid down and the irate driver stuck his head out. "Hey man, are you crazy? I could have killed you!" he yelled through the cloud of dust.

"Sorry sir," Mike apologized as he limped towards him. "I've just crashed my plane, and the couple of kays I’ve walked have disorientated me a bit. Could I cadge a lift to town with you? I know I look a mess, but..."

The driver suddenly noticed the state he was in and the blood-soaked clothes. "Jesus!" he yelped. "You do look a sight!" he climbed out of the car and opened the rear door. "Here, jump in - you need to get to a hospital sharpish, man!"

"Thanks," Mike managed, as he sank into the plush rear seat. "I hope I don't get any blood on your upholstery."

The man waved his hand dismissively. "Nothing that can't be cleaned. Main thing is to get you some help!" he closed the door for Mike and jumped back into the driver's seat, promptly manoeuvring the vehicle back onto the tarmac and flooring it.

Mike sank his head against the headrest. "Man, this feels good!" he said. "Names Mike, by the way. Mike Weaver."

"Pleased to meet you Mike," the man said, "mine's Prost... Dennis Prost.” The image in the mirror revealed a clean cut face in its mid-forties.

“So what happened?"

"I run my own commercial outfit," Mike informed him, "mostly delivery of light equipment and such. I had a load of medical supplies for the very hospital you're taking me to. I don't think they're going to be too chuffed when I tell them their consignment is lying shredded on top of the mountain!"

"So what caused you to crash?" Prost persisted. His light brown eyes showing concern. 

"Now that's a damned good question," said Mike. "All I know is that I hit something. It sheared a wing right off the plane. Never saw what it was. Well actually, I thought I saw something strange, but it's impossible. Maybe I was delirious for a bit and I’m mixing up memory with hallucination."

Prost glanced at him in the rear-view mirror. "You're lucky to be alive," he added, stating the obvious, "how on earth did you manage to get down in one piece?"

"By damned good luck, more than anything else," said Mike. "Although I don't know which is worse – crashing my plane or battling to drag payment out from the insurance company. One thing's for sure though, the bastards are going to load my premiums from here on."

"Yeah," Prost growled, "you don’t need to tell me about insurance companies - the buggers are quick to take your bucks, but not so quick to pay out! But at least you were insured - that's something."

"True," Mike conceded. "So, what do you do for a living, Dennis?"

"I'm a scientist of sorts, you could say," said Prost, smiling wryly. "I’ve had the good fortune of inheriting quite a lot of money from my old-man, so I don't have to work for any outfit that dictates what research I should do. I can play about with anything that takes my fancy."

"Scientist, huh?" Mike chuckled, "And one with bucks - some people have all the luck!"

"Wasn't always like that," said Prost. "I worked damned hard for various companies for many years - I only inherited last year, but it’s freed me to pursue my own interests, thank God!"

"Glad for you!" said Mike, grinning. "So what is your interest?"

"Invisible creatures," said Prost slowly, scanning Mikes face in the rear view mirror for his reaction.

"Invisible creatures?" Mike frowned. "I don't understand."

Prost gave an ironic laugh. "Yeah, well, most people don't, and those that do think I'm a little nuts. I have a theory, see..."

"Oookaay," said Mike carefully, "so what's the theory?"

Prost jinked the Mercedes past a slow-moving tractor. "Well, you know that a great many animals, birds and insects have developed camouflage to escape or aid predation, I'm sure?" he glanced at Mike in the rear-view.

"Uh, huh," nodded Mike.

"Well I got to thinking that the ultimate in camouflage is of course, invisibility, and my theory is that some animals may actually have managed to do that successfully. I believe some may have developed a means to either absorb light, deflect it, or even bend it around them."

"Bloody hell," said Mike, astonished, "that is a wild theory!"

"Yes, well, nowadays one doesn't win the Nobel prize unless your subject is extraordinary," said Prost wryly.

Mike’s interest was perked. "So you're after the Nobel prize?"

Prost laughed. "Not particularly, but if it came my way, I wouldn't say no."

"So how are you doing," asked Mike, "have you found any yet?"

"No, it's early days - I came to the Eastern Transvaal recently because I believe conditions are right for something like that here," Prost informed him. "Also because some old clues from the past pointed in this direction. It may come to nothing, but one can never know until one tries."

"Heck," said Mike "it's a really interesting project you've got there! I'd like to keep in contact with you, if I may... I’d love to find out if you find anything!"

Prost looked in the rear-view at him. "Thanks for your encouragement and support. I wish my scientific colleagues had the same view. Unfortunately, most of them refer to my work with veiled ridicule... some are not even that subtle about it!"

Mike tipped his head in sympathy. "Ah, well... that's the way of the world I guess, but here and there you will find people who’d see your worth, I'm sure. Er, the next turnoff to your left takes you to the hospital..."

"Thanks for that," said Prost, hitting the brakes to slow down for the turn, "nearly missed it, chatting so much."

Prost eased the Mercedes into the covered parking at the entrance to the ER. An orderly bustled towards them, indignantly declaring that he couldn't park there. Prost countered his objection by informing him that he had an air-crash victim in need of immediate medical attention. The orderly did an about-turn to fetch a gurney. As they helped Mike out the car and onto it, Prost handed him a slip of paper. “My number," he said, "just in case they keep you here overnight. But, I'll wait a bit for you. Where will you be going after this?"

"Thanks for your help, Dennis," he said, tucking the paper into his shirt pocket, "but you don't have to wait. My dad lives close by, and I'll give him a call when I'm done here."

"You sure?" asked Prost. "I'm in no particular hurry - I don't mind waiting a while."

"No worries, Dennis. You go on with your work. I'll get in touch with you when this is sorted."

"Okay," he said, giving a small wave. "Good luck then." Turning, he walked back to the Merc to get it out of the way of incoming ambulances, before the officious orderly had a hernia. 

While the doctors attended to him, Mike got them to call the hospital's Superintendent to see him. The man was not at all happy that their consignment would not be delivered, but as things stood, he realized there was nothing for it, but to make arrangements for a replacement order. He thanked Mike for letting him know timeously, and stalked off to do the necessary.

They stitched Mike's leg wound, did a battery of X-rays and tests, and as he had a mild concussion, kept him overnight under observation, 

The next day they released him. He phoned his dad, who was shocked at what had happened, and as mad as a snake that Mike hadn't let him know straight away.

"I wasn't in the position to contact you, Dad," he said to his father who came striding into the hospital using his 'Portuguese walk'. This is what Mike and his siblings had called their dad's forceful manner of walking when he was angry. 

"They were doing all sorts of tests on me, and besides, Dad, I didn't want you fretting in the waiting room when there was nothing you could have done until they’d finished."

"That's typical of you," grumbled Bill Weaver, the veins in his temple bulging. "Never informing me when you should!" He hated not being privy to anything he deemed important. He maintained there was a 'right' way, and a 'wrong way', and Mike and his siblings joshed with one another, calling this credo, 'Life according to Bill Weaver'. Never to his face, of course!

"So what now?" asked the older man as they left the hospital, heading for his pick-up.

"Well, if it's okay with you, I'd like to stay at your place until this wound on my leg has healed," Mike replied as he limped along.

Bill grunted. "I suppose, but you'll have to take care of yourself - as you know, I only get a maid in once a week, and I don't have the time to fuss over you - got work to do. I'm right in the middle of the packing season."

This information was unnecessary, as Mike had grown up on the citrus farm his dad managed, and knew the deal. When their mother had suddenly died, Mike, his brother and sister had largely been forced to take care of themselves.

"Well thanks for your consideration, Dad," Mike said sarcastically, "but you should know by now that I'm quite capable of looking after myself!"

"Just so you know," muttered Bill, slamming the door of his pickup.

Mike gave a wry smile and shook his head as he climbed into the vehicle. His dad was an irascible sort, and you either hated him for it, or you accepted him for what he was. Bill didn't mind either way - he himself had little time for social niceties. Yet, for all of that, Mike and his siblings knew that the old man loved them to pieces - he was just incapable of expressing it. He'd grown up in an orphanage, and as a result he didn't really know how to be a father, or how to express his feelings. 

While Mike recuperated at his dad's cottage on the farm, he sorted out his insurance claim for the plane and its ruined consignment. After that, he spent the next few days sitting in the cottage's garden, admiring the picturesque views across the mountain ranges and valleys- then boredom set in, so he decided to give Dennis Prost a call. He invited him over for lunch, and Prost accepted.

The big Mercedes pulled to a halt in the narrow driveway a little later, and Prost emerged, smiling. "Up and about, I see," he exclaimed, his eyes taking in Mike’s well-proportioned body just touching the six foot mark, as Mike made his way to meet him. 
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With the blood washed out of his hair, he saw that Mike wore his thick dark brown hair in a ponytail which hung to just below his shoulders. His previously bloodied face now cleaned up, was quite handsome in a rugged sort of way, highlighted by piercing blue eyes. 

"Yip, on the mend," said Mike, shaking hands with the slightly shorter man. "Just bored stiff."

"I can imagine!" said Prost with a laugh. "Nice place this," he said, looking around appreciatively.

Mike shrugged. "Yeah, it belongs to the farm, but my brother and sister and I grew up here. Would you like some coffee or tea? Something stronger?"

"Tea would be great," said Prost, following him into the cool thatched abode.

Mike did the necessary and carried the tray through to the lounge.

Seated, Mike gestured at the sugar and milk. Prost shook his head. "Take it black with no sugar, thanks," he said "any other way and it's not tea."

"So how are things going with your project?" Mike asked, genuinely interested.

Prost blew gently on his tea and took a tentative sip. "Not much progress yet," he motioned with his cup, "still working out various methods of proving my theories and getting the right equipment and so on."

"Are you open to suggestions?" Mike queried.

Prost eyed him through the steam rising off his tea. "Always!" he exclaimed "You got any ideas?"

Mike shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Maybe," he canted his head, "but you might think I'm nuts."

"Try me," Prost offered, noting Mike's discomfort.

"Well, it's about what happened to me and the plane," he said uneasily. "I've been thinking about it, and something is screwy."

"Like what?" asked Prost.

Mike talked him through the sequence of events. "The thing is," he said awkwardly, "there are three odd things that keep coming to my mind."

Prost nodded encouragement, amazed that the young man had escaped death and gaining a new respect for him and the skills that had helped him survive.

Mike held up three fingers and ticked one off. "First, was the weird way the cloudlets acted - it was as if they all deliberately scattered as I homed in on them." He ticked of the next finger, "Then there was the impact - I swear it was the cloudlet that caused the wing to shear off when the plane hit it, which means it must have been composed of some substantial substance –most peculiar!" Then Mike ticked of the third finger, "And finally, at first I thought that I dreamt I saw the cloudlet screaming – it had a face and a mouth full of scary-looking teeth, but after thinking about it a lot, I’m wondering whether that isn’t exactly what did happened – and what I actually saw! Perhaps my concussion caused me to doubt reality and made me think I’d had a hallucination."

"So...what you’ve described alludes to a form of living creature that camouflages itself in the form of a cloud," Prost said, with a thoughtful frown.

"I told you it was crazy," said Mike, colouring slightly with discomfort.

Prost's frown deepened. "Damn!" he said, putting down his cup and leaning back into the sofa. He narrowed his eyes and then focussed his gaze on Mike. For a few minutes he just looked at him, saying nothing. Then, to Mike’s surprise, he announced, "Do you know, Mike, you may well be on to something there."

Mike sat back with relief. "So do you believe me, then?" he asked.

"Why wouldn't I?" asked Prost. "I don’t have a problem believing you, the problem is how to confirm whether what you suspect is true... and then, at the same time, to prove it."

"Any ideas?" asked Mike.

"Well, if it was a real creature, then the impact may well have killed it," said Prost, gulping the remainder of his tea, "and if that's the case, we should be able to find some trace of the body!"

It was Mikes turn to pucker his brow in puzzlement. "How?" he asked. "If it's dead, it could be anywhere out there, and it's been a week now... the body would surely have decomposed."

Prost tapped a finger against his cup in thought, then put it down on the tray. "Not necessarily... it might be that it decomposes at a different rate to ordinary creatures. Then, as to tacking down its location, all we’d have to do is pinpoint where the accident took place and take air currents into account, which should narrow things down to a reasonably small area. If we can find anything of it on the ground we'll have proof of sorts, and something to work with!"

Mike was sceptical. "That's a long shot," he said. "I can't give you accurate co-ordinates - it all happened so fast..."

Prost nodded. "Of course, I appreciate that. Then again, even an approximate position is better than none – who knows, we may just get lucky."

Mike looked at him blankly. "We?"

"Well yes," said Prost. "This is your idea after all and I'm sure, at the very least, that you'd like to find out whether you were hallucinating or not.” 

Mike shifted in his seat. "Wouldn't that interfere with what you're busy with?" he asked "After all, this isn’t an invisible creature we're talking about."

Prost grinned. "No, but if it is real, it utilizes a pretty extraordinary means of camouflage," he said "and its attributes would be right up there with invisible creatures. Besides, I can change course anytime I want to - it's not like I’m accountable to a boss."

Mike shook his head, guardedly. "I don't know... heck, we have absolutely no proof that what I'm telling you is real!" 

Prost widened his smile. "Well then, let's get some!" he urged. "Unless you've got something better to do at the moment?"

"Hell, no!" said Mike, suddenly charged with enthusiasm. "I would be great to be doing something different while I wait for the insurance to pay out."

"Well then..." said Prost, "let's do some brainstorming!" 

Mike got some paper and pens from his dad's study, and they sat down together at the dining room table keen to work out the approximate impact point but, before they got down to, it they first had a short smorgasbord lunch and tea. Then they went on to discuss the type of cloud-cover and wind speeds at the time of the collision. By two p.m. on an old map Mike had found of the area, they had established a location and Prost circled an area on the map about a kilometre wide, at the base of the eastern side of the Mankelekele Mountain.

Prost tapped the circle with his pen. "With a bit of luck, that's where we'll find it, if it exists. All we need now, is someone who knows the region well, to guide us there."

"You're looking at him!" said Mike with a grin. "I grew up in this area, don't forget, and I know the surrounding fifty kilometre-area of bush and especially the area around that spot, like the back of my hand.” 

Prost slapped him on the back. ”Well there you go!" he exclaimed "Providence at work here, methinks."
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The search area

MIKE AND PROST MADE arrangements to head out early the following day.

That night, Mike asked his dad if he could borrow his old Land rover that was his personal vehicle, and also his pride and joy.

"What the hell for?" asked the old man grumpily. "I thought you were supposed to be convalescing."

"I am, Dad," said Mike, mentally rolling his eyes, "but I'm bored stiff, and anyway, the wound is healing nicely and I need to get a bit of light exercise, otherwise it'll stiffen up."

"So, take a walk down to the dairy and back," said Bill.

"Jesus, dad - do you always have to be so contrary? Can I borrow the damned Landy or not?"

Bill irritably shook out the newspaper he was reading. "Yes, okay... take the bloody thing. But make sure it comes back with a full tank of petrol... and in one piece."

"Thanks," said Mike curtly, "but what on earth makes you think I'd break it?"

Bill eyed him steely over the top of his paper. "Well you don't exactly have a great reputation for taking care of means of transport, do you? Look what you did to a perfectly good aeroplane!"

Mike gaped at him. "For God's sake Dad, that wasn't my doing - it was an accident."

"Hmph! Seems to me there was only one person flying the thing."

Mike shook his head in defeat. "You're incredible, you know that? Where are the Landy's keys?"

"On the hook in the kitchen," ground Bill from behind his paper. "Where it's always been."

"Right, Good night Dad, I'm off to bed then."

There was no answer from his old man.

At 7 a.m. the following morning, Prost pulled into the drive just as Bill was about to leave. He introduced himself and asked whether Mike was up yet.

"Yes, up early for a change - youngsters nowadays have no sense of time. He's inside, buggering around with something or the other. If you'll please move your vehicle, I have to get to work... not like some people around here who seem to be on permanent holiday!"

"Uh, oh, yes sure!" said Prost, caught off-guard by Bill's brusque manner.

As Prost reversed the Merc out the driveway, Bill got into his company van, slamming the door as he always did.

After he'd driven off, Prost re-entered the drive and pulled off it, parking on the grass.

"Oh, hi Dennis," Mike called out as he came out of the house with a hiking bag over his shoulder.

"Morning. Did you manage to get permission to use your dad's Landrover?"

Mike laughed bitterly, "Yes, after he implied that I was a poor driver."

Prost laughed in return. "I noticed he's a bit of a grumpy old chap - ran into him on my way in."

"And you survived? God, you must have the protection of angels!" said Mike, and they both chuckled together.

Prost had brought his own hiking bag, packed with things they might need. Mike took it from him and tossed the two bags into the back of the Landrover.

They left in a cloud of dust, heading for the Sudwala Caves turn-off.

"There's a dirt road that runs past the dehydration plant near the turn-off," Mike explained. "That will take us up and through the wattle plantation, and down to the Crocodile River. We'll have to park the Landy there and go on from there by foot. There's a swing bridge over the river, and the spot you marked on the map is only about two klicks from there over the ridge."

"I'm sure I can manage that," said Prost. "Are you going to be alright, with your leg?"

"Should be, it’s pretty much healed, but I do need to exercise it, and anyway, there's no need to hurry, so if it starts to play up, we can rest up along the way.” 

They reached the river within a half-hour, and parked the Landrover under an Albitzia tree so that the cab wouldn't be baking hot when they came back.

Crossing the swing bridge, they entered the bush at the base of a ridge and followed an animal path over it. After topping the rise, Mike stopped and lit a cigarette, offering one to Prost.

"Not for me thanks," said Prost, holding up a hand, "kicked the habit five years ago."

"I’d also given it up," said Mike, blowing out a cloud of smoke, "but the boredom this last week caught up with me... oh, hell... who am I kidding – that’s just an excuse, I suppose."

Prost laughed knowingly. “So, where do we go from here?"

Mike pointed his cigarette at the pristine valley in front of them. “You see where the base of that next ridge meets this one? There's a small stream dividing the two. If we follow that for a few hundred meters, we’ll come to a flat section. That’s the place we're after. I used to hunt green pigeon down there when I was a kid."

Finishing his smoke, they hiked on, and arrived at the flattened area without difficulty.

Mike took his hiking bag off and dropped it onto the ground, unhooked his water bottle and took a hefty swig as he wiped the sweat from his brow.

Prost was puffing a bit. "Damn, but I'm out of shape!" he exclaimed. He'd spent most of his early years in a lab, which had produced a slightly overweight body, not accustomed to outdoor exertion.

"Yeah, well the heat doesn't help," said Mike, offering his water to Prost.

"No, it's okay – I’ve brought my own flask," he said, pulling it from his pack.

"So where do we start?" asked Mike, waving his water bottle vaguely.

Prost looked around. The sandy area contained low scrubby bush interspersed with wide flat-topped Albitzia trees. "Hard to say... perhaps we should split up - you take this side of the stream and I'll take the other. I guess we'll just have to move up and down in a zig-zag fashion and hope we come across something."

"What are we actually looking for, do you think?" asked Mike, screwing the top of his water bottle back on.

"I'm not sure," said Prost. "Anything that looks like it doesn't belong, I guess. Something that looks unusual or out of place."

"Okay, let's get started then. Oh, just one thing," Mike warned "keep a lookout for snakes, especially puffies - they have a tendency to lie on pathways in the sun and people often step on them because they're so well-camouflaged."

"Don't worry - got my old army boots on," said Prost. "A puff-adder can't get its fangs through that."

Mike nodded, "True, but there're also black mambas - they're devils, and this place is rife with them."

"Okay, I'll be careful," Prost assured him as he set off.

Three hours passed fruitlessly, but then Mike pulled up short. He’d seen something unusual.

"Hey Dennis!" he yelled. "May have found something!"

"Coming!" said Prost as he crashed through the undergrowth.

It took him a few minutes to fight his way to where Mike was standing.

"What’ve you got?" he puffed, his face red with exertion.

Mike pointed to a bush. "Look at this muck - it's draped over this bush and a couple of others."

Prost frowned and took a close look at the glistening sludge that Mike had pointed out. Some of it had dripped through the leaves of the bush, splattering the ground and rocks beneath it.
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Remains of decomposed Cloud Critter – similar to that reported by mountaineers who found remains of unknown creatures on Everest.

"STINKS LIKE HELL TOO," said Mike, wrinkling his nose. "What do you think?"

"I don't know about you, but I've never come across anything like this before," Prost said, as he scraped some goo off a twig into a glass vial he'd brought with him. "And it's in the right area too."

Mike agreed. "I know the bush intimately," he said, "and I've never seen anything like it either, so it's possibly the thing. But how will we know for sure?"

"I'll have to do a couple of tests on this stuff," said Prost, screwing the top onto the container and extracting another from his jacket pocket. "If this gunge is from a living creature, we'll know soon enough."
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Prost filled a few more vials of the vile sludge, and they scouted around some more, discovering that it covered an area of around sixty-feet in diameter.

Then they widened their field of search. After searching for another two hours and not finding anything else, they decided to call it a day.

They returned to Bill Weaver's cottage, had a few sandwiches, and discussed their discovery.

An hour later, Prost took his leave, promising to let Mike know when he had conducted his tests.

"Give me a few days," he said. "I've been staying at the Shonalanga hotel, and I’ll need to move my stuff to a cottage I've rented on one of the plots just outside Nelspruit. Once I've settled in there, I’ll be able to do the tests."

Two days later, Prost pulled his Merc into the Weaver's drive just as Mike was wringing out a rag he'd used to wash down his dad's Landrover.

"Hey there!" Prost greeted him as he retrieved his briefcase from the passenger seat.

"Hi!" Mike greeted him. "How're things?"

Prost swung the briefcase to shoulder height. "Got some news - we may be in business!"

"Sounds interesting," said Mike, dropping the rag into a bucket. "Let's go inside and you can show me."

Prost followed Mike into the cottage, where he pointed to the dining room table. "You can put your stuff on there," Mike said. "Would you like a beer? Something stronger?"

Prost placed his briefcase on the table, snapping open the catches. "Sounds good – what’ve you got?"

"I've got some Bells, a little Richelieu, and a bit of gin - don't know what type," he said. "No mixers though."
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