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PROLOGUE
 



 
 

Tula, Mexico City, Mexico
 

July 12th 2010
 



 
 


Alberto Di Santo inhaled deeply and sat gingerly upon the cushion lined wooden bench. The night air was warm. Moths fluttered around his head, drawn inexorably towards the luminescence of a nearby lamp. It emanated just enough light to allow him to read the small print on the sodden paper label of his beer bottle; a well earned reward at the end of a long and tiring day in the fields. 

 


Alberto leaned forward and rested his arms upon the smooth wooden beam of his balcony and marvelled at the distant sight of the city. In the stifling humidity of the night atmosphere, the far off lights of the metropolis burned so fiercely, they radiated a vast orange glow defeating the blackness of the night sky. It was an uncomfortable evening; cloud cover ensured an inescapable stuffiness that perpetuated a sweat that had began early that morning and had not yet ceased. 

 


Alberto sat bare-chested upon his veranda, his wife and children were inside the house transfixed to the television set. He did not feel compelled to join them however, a quiet period of reflection after his daily rigour was a habit that he was unwilling to change. There was something compelling about the expanse of darkness
above his head. He was not a keen stargazer, just an ordinary man who occasionally questioned the reason for his existence by contemplating what lay beyond the boundaries of his imagination.
 


Alberto swatted away a mosquito that persisted in antagonising him and in doing so, spilled a frothy mouthful of the precious amber liquid upon his lap and the dusty boards of the patio. Cursing silently to himself, he stood and brushed himself down and inspected the spillage to ascertain how much he had carelessly wasted. He only then noticed that his shaking of the bottle had caused the contents to fizz and rise over the lip and unwilling to waste another drop, Alberto slurped up the froth and licked up the side of the glass vessel to catch the small dribbles that had almost escaped. 

 


It was at that very moment that something caught his full and undivided attention. So much so that his efforts to stem the flow of his beer immediately ceased and he no longer noticed that his revered libation was dripping to the floor, splashing over his worn leather shoes. An unnatural and fleeting light appeared in the periphery of Alberto's vision and unlike a distant star which grows dimmer the more you stare at it, a prolonged gaze only served to make the throbbing light burn more furiously.
 


The Mexican leaned forward over the balcony and craned his head to get a better look at the curious oddity. Its behaviour erratic as it dashed across the sky; stuttering in its movement, it would linger for a number of seconds then shoot off in a seemingly random trajectory only for it to cease sharply again. At first, the bemused farmer pondered if it was a helicopter or light aircraft but there was no discernible noise with which he could associate with it. The low cloud cover seemed to rule out a shooting star or celestial event. At no point was he concerned to the point that his safety might be in question, however, the bizarre sighting did bring him to call out half heartedly for his wife who was oblivious to his request and continued in her worship of the small screen.
 


Alberto traced the movements of the bright object with his eyes for thirty seconds or so before realising that he had the capability to film the unfurling mystery with the mobile phone he had secreted in one of his deep pockets. As he unlocked the phone and fumbled at the buttons to engage the camera mode, it only then occurred to him that he was witness to something with potentially extraordinary public interest. Like countless others who had seen such events and had their claims of validity scoffed at, Alberto suddenly felt a wash of empathy and a buzz of excitement that he too had been witness to the sighting of an 'unidentified flying object'.
 


Still endeavouring to utilise the phones camera, he glanced up to ensure the light had not vanished. It was still there. Alberto was not a technophile, he had used the camera function on his phone only a couple of times since he acquired it and only then to photograph static objects such as his wife in scant dress and an extraordinarily large bug he had unearthed whilst harvesting. Pointing the phone into the abyss, it was clear that it did not hold enough sensitivity to light in order to get a clear shot. Engaging the video mode, he struggled to keep the device steady as a combination of shaking hands and the objects seemingly random patterns made a quality film almost impossible.
 


Alberto had only enough time to capture a few fleeting seconds of film when the object was gone as quickly as it had appeared. It was almost as if it appeared just long enough to capture the attention of curious onlookers and then vanished leaving those that were mesmerised by its extraordinary allure yearning for more. The Mexican fumbled at the phone to replay the images and wondered how many others shared his extraordinary sighting.
 


Within an hour, Alberto's video was uploaded to the public domain and presented for the delectation of the discerning internet surfer. It could be viewed by billions of cynics, enthusiasts and those individuals who had just stumbled across it whilst searching for increasingly visceral entertainment to quench their thirst for a cheap thrill.
 


Alberto would continue to bore his work colleagues for days and weeks to come with his extraordinary vision. At times their vehement scepticism would almost convince him that he must have been either tired, drunk or deluded, yet deep in his consciousness Alberto knew what he had seen. His experiences ensured that each night from that moment forward, he would sit on his balcony and continue to gaze out into the darkness in the hope of a re-occurrence and more importantly, vindication.
 





CHAPTER ONE
 

 



 

London, England
 


February 2nd 2011
 

 



 

 “Alright mate? Where you going to?”
 

 “Whitehall.”
 

 “Right you are.”
 


Jimmy Stock reached forward and engaged the fare counter, checked his rear view mirror and waited impatiently for a gap in the relentless traffic before belligerently pulling out in front of a double-decker bus. A distant parp of a horn indicated that his forceful entry into the flow of vehicles did not find approval but it did not unduly worry him, it was all part and parcel of being a London taxi driver.
 


Glancing in his mirror once again, Stock realised he had picked up a 'suit', one of the thousands of grey haired, pin striped, po-faced business men who frequented wine bars and drove the latest Mercedes. 

 

 “Where abouts' in Whitehall mate?”
 


Stock again glanced to the passenger who stared with vacant eyes out of the window, his gaunt face telling a tale of too many hours in the office and not enough time on the golf course.
 

 “Downing Street.” The man replied not once taking his gaze away from the window.
 

 “Blimey, I guess the Rolls is in for its MOT is it?” Stock laughed at his own comment despite their being no natural wit to it. If anything it only served to provide a more uncomfortable silence which followed the jovial cabby's remark. 

 

 “I guess it's the cuts. You guys having to get taxi's an all'. Well, we're all in this together I suppose eh? I was just saying the other day...who was I talking to again?”
 


Jimmy was interrupted sharply by the suited man, ambivalent to his driver's friendly yet surplus to requirements small talk.
 

 “Look, I don't mean to be rude but if you could concentrate more on driving the vehicle, I would not only reach my destination more quickly but I would also arrive without a head ache. Thank You.” 

 


The suited man had made it clear to Stock that he was in no mood for idle chatter. Jimmy tutted, shook his head and muttered quietly under his breath and the drone of the engine.
 

 “Arse hole.”
 


Jimmy continued in silence, the suited man stabbing at his mobile in the passenger compartment. The traffic was heavy and the clock ticked over nicely as the vehicle rarely exceeded ten miles per hour as it trundled along the Embankment. 

 

 “Bloody traffic today is horrendous innit'? Hope you're not in any hurry!” Jimmy gabbled on. Despite his apparent question, he knew that his passenger was unlikely to answer. Driving a cab was often an intolerably lonely vocation and it was only the interaction between the driver and his customer that made the day seem to go more quickly. Jimmy would admit that he often talked for the sake of talking, it was not a pre-requisite in his job description but it added to the charm and the tradition of the London black cab driver. Unfortunately his passengers were not always so captivated by the incessant waffle.
 


The suited man turned the corners of his mouth down and it was clear that he was weary of his driver's interactions.
 

 “Probably faster and cheaper to get out and walk I reckon.” Jimmy said.
 

 “Oh, what am I saying! Talking myself out of a fare I am!”
 


The suited man leaned forward and poked his faced through the gap in the Perspex which divided the taxi cab.
 

 “What is your name?” 

 


The suited man's request was an odd one. Jimmy immediately tensed up, there was only one reason for this sinister question and that was some kind of subsequent complaint. A black cab licence was not easy to come by, the knowledge required to effectively drive the streets of London was a skill acquired over many years. Dutifully, the reticent driver answered.
 

 “James Stock. What's yours?” Jimmy answered with caution and a hint of sarcasm.
 

 “Why do you need to know?” He continued, curious as to why he was being interrogated.
 

 “No reason. Pull over here. I will walk the rest of the way.” 

 


It was an unexpected reply but Jimmy had tired of this well-to-do character anyway. Good riddance he thought as he dived over to the kerb. 

 

 “Eight pound.” Jimmy called out in a classic cockney twang and turned back to see the suited man filing through his wallet which was bulging with large brown notes.
 

 “I don't have the change, keep the rest.” 

 


The suited man whipped out a large brown fifty pound note and stuffed it into his drivers grateful palm. Jimmy did not even have chance to say thank you for the generous donation as the suited man had already slammed the door and had shuffled off down the Embankment. Staring in amazement at his good fortune, he ran his fingers over the large fragrant note which wreaked of expensive cologne.
 

 “Oh yes! Take-away tonight!” He muttered to himself in glee. In the excitement, he had almost forgotten his apprehension of the previous moments. It did not linger in the drivers mind why his passenger had asked for his name, surely he must have been satisfied to have left such an extraordinary tip?
 


As he pulled out into the traffic once more, a few spots of rain fell upon his windscreen followed by a more formidable deluge which caused Jimmy to engage his wipers on full speed. 

 

 “Ha! Bet you wish you hadn’t of gotten out and walked now eh? You stuck up twat? Jimmy bellowed with a broad smile as he passed his passenger who was pacing along using a sodden broad sheeted newspaper as an umbrella.
 


Jimmy Stock's day was generally a long one. Stretching regulations to the limit, he worked all the hours he could. James Stock was a solitary man. He was not married although he had been a number of years ago. It was an unsuccessful relationship; his wife's personality had changed greatly in the seven years that they were together. A formerly devoted and loving partner ended their marriage with an affair with a close friend. It was a bitter episode that disenchanted Jimmy to the point that he never pursued another relationship. 

 


Jimmy Stock was forty two, he was a popular face amongst his fellow cabby's who knew him as a talkative and kind hearted individual but not the brightest spark. Jimmy's colleagues knew that they could share a joke with him and sometimes about him without fear of reprisal. If asked about 'Stocky', they would no doubt mention his deep passion for West Ham United football club, classic racing cars and his penchant for a cooked full English breakfast. They would also describe him as a short man with a paunch, a mouthful of yellowed teeth with some missing and a mop of grey brown hair which often looked unruly, particularly early in the morning as if it had not been tended to since he had arose from his bed. 

 


There was nothing extraordinary about Jimmy Stock. Try to find him in a Google search or on a social networking site and you would be hard pressed to find a trace of him. He had no desire to be anything greater than he was, he was not a failed novelist, a wannabe pop star or a rejected soccer youth, he was one of the few who were satisfied with who they had become and did not pander for anything more. The only thing that concerned Jimmy at the end of the day would be what time the betting shop closed, and what was on the television that evening.
 


At the end of the day, Jimmy had stopped by the 'Tasty House' Chinese fast food shop on the way home. His usual order of Sweet and Sour Hong Kong style was inevitable. The proprietors knew him by name and always gave him a free bag of prawn crackers. Jimmy lived on fast food, his kitchen at home was almost surplus to requirements. Mugs of tea and coffee were usually the only products of the dilapidated kitchen in the Victorian style terraced house, deep in the suburbs of Ealing.
 


The house was large and mostly unused, a smaller flat or bedsit would have served Jimmy's requirements but it was a left over from his earlier married years. Many of his wife’s possessions still remained, forgotten in the hurried escape, dusty and undisturbed.
 


Jimmy sat down in front of the television in a large, old brown leather chair. The chair sat directly in front of the screen barely three feet away. It was surrounded with empty drinks cartons, mouldy mugs and sweet papers. Remote control in one hand and a fork in the other, Jimmy surfed the channels offered by the satellite stream in the hope of some light entertainment to accompany his mound of orange, iridescent food.
 


The brown, floral and threadbare carpet bore the brunt of drinks carelessly spilt over the years or food which had slid from the plate as tiredness set in. Jimmy could barely keep his eyes open as the chipped porcelain plate slowly made its way from his tired grasp, down to his knees before finally plummeting to the floor. Jimmy was too tired to notice as the toll of driving in heavy rain drained him of his consciousness. It was rare that Jimmy ever made it up the steep stairs to his cold and stark bedroom. The brown leather chair seemed to offer the same levels of comfort.
 





CHAPTER TWO
 

 



 


A significant amount of time had elapsed before Jimmy realised that he was conscious. An oppressive nausea emanated from his midriff, there was a foul taste of bile in his mouth and an aching from the nape of his neck. It signified that this was more than just a dream. A swirling darkness enveloped him, he was not sure if his eyes were open or if they were tightly shut, so tight in fact that his optic nerves were being stimulated as to create perplexing and kaleidoscopic patterns in his mind. 

 


Jimmy was aware that he was aware, but barely. Like leaving a vivid dream, he could not tell with any certainty that he was fully conscious. He moaned with discomfort, he could feel his body attempt to writhe around but there was something restraining him, something inexorable but physically soft. The darkness ensued as Jimmy became aware of more physical pain, this time from his testes which throbbed furiously causing his lower belly to ache as if someone were trying to blow up a balloon inside it. It was a pain that could not be eased with movement, he struggled to turn upon his side and curl his body into the foetal position but something held him down and prone. Jimmy called out yet he could not hear his own voice. What was this that dulled his senses one minute then fired them off in the most excruciating way the next?
 


There was some light ahead, finally an answer to this riddle. The ambience of his surroundings appeared in a blurred vision. He could see only in shadows in the beginning, he craned his neck to look down the length of his dark silhouetted body and then, as the effort of his actions took their toll and increased his pains, he rested his head back down on the hard surface. There were four distinct lights directly above him. He could clearly see their pattern and their luminescence, yet they seem to shed no light upon his dark form. 

 


The pain from his testes increased, this time to the point of absolute torture. Jimmy wriggled with all his might to be free of his bonds but any struggle was met with yet more agony. The suffering was intolerable. Never before had he been subjected to such pain. He had formerly suffered a compound fracture to his lower leg in a bicycle crash as a child; it did not compare to his current agony. He screamed with all his power for some aid to halt the onslaught but again, his cries were silent.
 


The pain eventually began to subside and he could feel the rivers of tears flow down the side of his face and into his ears. Jimmy suddenly felt a profound tiredness, one only comparable to the effect of intra-venous anaesthesia and seconds later, a blissful numbing sensation coursed through his veins and oblivion was near.
 


Jimmy was awake again. His body trembled uncontrollably. This time, the light was blinding, so much that even with his eyes tightly closed, it pained him. He could see only the rich redness of blood through his translucent eyelids as he felt something creeping up his inner thigh, irritating and fear inducing. Like a giant metallic spider stalking its prey, its needle like legs stabbed and scratched the soft smooth flesh of his leg and Jimmy suddenly felt a terrifying panic as he realised that his groin was the next to be examined by this horrifying device.
 


With blind panic, Jimmy bravely opened his eyes to the searing intensity of the light and stretched his neck to see what was about to attack his most sensitive area. He did not have time to see what it was that took hold of his glands before a needle sharp agony erupted deep into the gristly depth of his manhood. Jimmy once again cried out but with little success. Blood flowed from his mouth, he had bitten his tongue in the savage invasion. It was then and only then that the intensity of the light seemed to fade and for the first time, the prisoner could begin to see his torturers in their corporeal form.
 


Jimmy could make out three dark, human-like figures silhouetted against the bright walls of a small, square room. Like a crude animation, details were scant and although he could see blurred outlines through his watery eyes, he could not identify the individuals in terms of their sex, ethnicity or age. They were just shapes, distorted and warped. 

 


Jimmy's head was spinning and focussing on any one point was frustratingly difficult. During this brief hiatus in the seemingly mysterious and motiveless torture, Jimmy tried hard to collect himself and regain his senses. Calling out once more seemed fruitless, his cries went ignored but at least he could now hear the muffled tonality of his own voice. There was a smell, an overpowering muskiness, fragrant in its design more than pungent. It increased in intensity as the nearest of the figures neared. Jimmy blinked hard and fast in an attempt to wash the salty tears from his eyes, his arms still held in place by some unknown force. His heart racing as the approaching figure signified the onset of more excruciating pain, there was a terrifying and clarifying moment when the true nature of his captors was revealed and when it was, even the most stout hearted of men would have broken down into a desperate confusion.
 


Two large ovular and hollow black eyes scanned Jimmy's naked and feeble form, a large bulbous and pulsating cranium hosted the vacuous orbits in which the shallow and soulless eyes sat. The figures skin was pallid and pitted, grey and hairless and with every passing second, Jimmy realised that he knew what these creatures were and a cold shiver ran through his spine. At first he considered that it was some kind of illusion, a practical joke, but there is no illusion that can replicate pain. Even the most torrid of nightmares could not conjure the intolerable level of agony he had just experienced. Jimmy's mouth fell open and his eyes widened as the silent being hovered over him, looking him up and down. The creature raised its spindly hand to Jimmy's face which was etched with horror, and proceeded to pull it back and forth, side to side as if examining every minute detail. Its fingers were cold and lifeless, yet their touch felt as if they were scorching the skin upon Jimmy's face and he once again let out a prolonged scream. This was no longer a cry for aid nor for the hope of communication, it was a release of sheer terror. As Jimmy made raw his throat with a gargled roar, it served only to entice closer scrutiny from his grey, alien-like captor.
 


Jimmy was aware that this scene had been revealed before. He had heard the fantastic accounts of individuals who had claimed abduction, he had scoffed at the veracity with which they claimed their story true, he had reeled at their testimonies and their accounts of torture and sexual molestation. Now it appeared very real and despite remaining in a semi conscious state and his senses either dulled or stimulated to their fullest extent, Jimmy could only hypothesise that it was all true. There was no other explanation. This kind of experience could only confirm that alien beings were not a fallacy, they were as real as the shocking spikes of pain which coursed through his convulsing form.
 


There was another brief period of respite from the pain. Jimmy watched the 'Greys' as they moved silently about each other, never a word spoken nor any hint of communication offered. Jimmy's visual acuity was still poor but with forethought despite the terror of his experience, he began to mentally note things in order to recount at a later time if ever he were to escape this hellish event. Again he tried to speak. He attempted to communicate with his captors. He could not have remembered what he said, his brain overloaded with stimuli had malfunctioned and any utterances were pure gibberish.
 


As the minutes seemed to pass, Jimmy wondered what was next. His mind raced, he struggled to recall other accounts of abduction and winced as he remembered one such story where the aliens pierced their hostages eyes with long needle like proboscis. No, not the eyes! He thought. Anything seemed possible in this nightmare reality. He longed to plead for some kind of mercy but he did not know how to. He longed to escape the invisible bonds that so capably held his limbs in place but did not know where to begin. As the darkness once again fell and the profound aching of his body faded, Jimmy conjured one last thought of utter relief as it appeared that sleep was on its way. He did not care how long it would consume his mind, at that point, he did not care if it was eternal.
 


A deep gnawing hunger was the first sensation that Jimmy feel as his brain began the transition from the sleep phase to the waking phase. Jimmy's mouth was very dry and there was an aching so debilitating, that even the slightest movement caused him to moan with discomfort. Jimmy's eyes fluttered as he struggle to open them. At first, the events which had brought him so much trauma were forgotten, but as his body protested at the slightest twist or turn, he suddenly remembered the full horror and his eyes flashed open in order to survey his surroundings.
 


Jimmy was sprawled across his soft brown leather chair. Daylight streamed through the window and the beams of sunlight revealed the swirling dusty atmosphere in his unkempt apartment. The television was still on but the volume was muted. Jimmy sat up with great effort, wheezing as he did so. He was clothed and his trousers were stained with something dark and sticky. It was then he realised that it was from his plate of food which he had dropped upon the carpet. Curiously, the orange saucy 'Chinese' remains had congealed and had begun to grow significant levels of mould. Jimmy looked at his watch, it was ten past two in the afternoon on the 5th. The 5th! Jimmy had finished work on Tuesday the 1st November. Where had the time gone? It was little wonder he was so malnourished and in desperate need of rehydration. Jimmy pulled himself to a more upright position and pulled his mobile phone from his pocket. The battery was drained and it was dead.
 


Jimmy cupped his face in his hands and emanated a pathetic squeal, an emotional outpouring of the culmination of his terrifying experiences. He did not yet worry about such things as his prolonged and unexplained absence from work, nor appointments he had made which he had long since missed, Jimmy could only relive the visions of his hellish ordeal. These images would remain with him for as long as he lived and breathed. He had become yet another individual with a fanciful story which could not be verified, another 'crazy' who would inevitably be ridiculed for their vehement belief in what could only seem impossible to the sceptics and their cynical requirement for hard evidence. Jimmy had no scars, no pictorial or video evidence. He had only the memories that would haunt him every time he closed his eyes.
 





CHAPTER THREE
 

 



 

The Daily Messenger, Fleet Street, London
 


November 10th 2020
 



 
 

 “Take a seat, Mr Fernandes will be with you in just a moment.” 

 


The slender, leggy personal assistant cooed as she clutched her tablet to her chest and pressed her glasses closer to her face. Joshua Regan accepted her gracious offer and gently lowered himself to the angular blue chair being careful not to ruffle the jacket of his suit. The attractive, mature woman walked around her large, brown wooden desk and elegantly took her seat in front of a monitor screen. Joshua was intrigued. The monitor did not suffer with the usual spaghetti of electrical wires and cables protruding from it, it was one of the new models which ran wirelessly. Impressive.
 


Joshua sat back a little. His heart pumped at a steady one hundred beats per minute, despite his sitting posture, his body and mind raced. He hated interviews. It was ironic considering that he had made a career out of performing the very same duty but from the other side of the desk. A silver pen protruded from his jacket pocket and he fiddled with it nervously as the minutes ticked by. He was early. He could not afford to be late but the added minutes of tension did little to aid his cause. 

 


Joshua stood and began to pace around the office. The PA lifted her head from her work as she noticed his fidgeting and she smiled but he could only grimace back, his hands in his pockets, his tie straight, his collar starched. The office was bright and airy. Mirrors and glass-work dominated the small room. Joshua moved closer to a large reflective surface and studied himself in the mirror. His dark black hair was well coiffed, his face clean shaven, his blue eyes startling and Nordic in appearance.
 


There was a distant thump of a door closing and then the office door swung slowly open. A suited man emerged, red faced, perspiring. He offered a silent smile and then thanked the slim woman as he sloped off back to the elevator. Joshua exhaled sharply, it was his turn next.
 

 “So, Mr Regan. Tell me about yourself.”
 


The large, round faced man spoke in increments, each word appeared to be prepared to perfection. He sat behind an intimidating large rectangular desk between two other peripheral figures. They did not speak, they barely moved. They were grey and statuesque. Joshua felt very small indeed in his solitary chair, marooned in the centre of the office, no desk to hide behind.
 

 “Thank you. Well, I am currently 37 years old. I have worked as a journalist since I was 22. I began as a freelance writer for a popular e-zine, 'Science Friction', combining my passion for writing short story fiction and the media. I won several awards and was fortunate to be invited to work for 'The Flag' in June 2009. I became the Chief Science Correspondent in 2012 and won the 'Mischka' Prize the next year for my investigative work which led to the 'Hannzoil' scandal and subsequent inquiry...you may have read about that one.”
 


Joshua grinned proudly, he knew that there was no way on Earth the panel would have been unaware of his input in that global affair. The rotund Mr Fernandes appeared to be ambivalent to Joshua's greatest achievement and instead chose to focus on the interviewee's personality and work ethic. 

 

 “I have here your reference from your previous employer. To say that it is 'gushing' might be an understatement. Your previous employer obviously thought very highly of you, however, they do mention a worrying propensity to be 'obsessive, pedantic and occasionally confrontational'. What do you have to say to that?”
 


Joshua was stunned into silence, his knees were jumping up and down of their own accord.
 

 “To that I would say that these are all the properties of a great investigative journalist. I have, on occasions, stepped over the line of professionalism when the situation presented was of a highly emotive nature. I am not one for suffering fools gladly or standing by whilst injustice is apparent but remains unchallenged. I am an 'old school' reporter, my role is the search for truth. If the truth can only be revealed by pushing the envelope and taking a risk or two, for me, that is a small price to pay.”
 


Joshua completed his answer and swallowed hard. He knew he had just exposed himself completely to cross examination, he had revealed the nature of his ambition but also the frailties of his nature. There was a prolonged silence as Fernandes chewed over the response, his lips puckered as he ordered his thoughts.
 

 “You interest me Regan. I can see a place for you here at The Messenger. What areas hold particular interest?”
 


Joshua perked up, Fernandes had just hired him, now it was his opportunity to haggle for his position and no doubt his salary.
 

 “I am particularly interested in the new emissions act and the influence of the power companies on its conception, the impact of Chinese influence in the manufacture of nuclear weapons in the Middle East, the role of the American government and implications of complicity in the 9/11 terrorist attacks...”
 


Fernandes coughed loudly and brought Joshua's wish list to a halt.
 

 “Aliens.” He said, as if it were a dirty word.
 

 “Aliens?” Replied Joshua, unsure of where the conversation was heading.
 

 “That is your first story. Alien sightings and reported abductions are on the increase. The public is fascinated by them. Have your initial ideas on an E46 and in the Deputy Editor's in-box by next Monday. Come back tomorrow at 10 sharp for a brief induction and a tour. I'm not going to discuss salary yet, I don't know what your worth. I'll put you on a basic 40k package for the first three months then we can talk.”
 


Fernandes stood up, quickly followed by his minions and Joshua clambered to his feet, taken by surprise by the speed of the events. Barely having time to take it all in, he was ushered out of the door and back into the secretary's office.
 

 “If you give your details to Miss Penny, she will answer any further questions.” Fernandes said as he strutted off without so much of a hand shake of congratulations. Joshua stood shell-shocked but with a wry smile etched upon his face. At no point did Fernandes give him the option of rejecting his hastily conceived job offer.
 

 “Can I assume it went well?” Miss Penny inquired, her bright glossy red lips parted revealing unnervingly bright teeth.
 

 “Aliens.” Joshua replied.
 

 “Aliens?” She said as she cocked her head to one side like a spaniel. Her long tightly curled hair could have covered up a set of mighty ears, Joshua's imagination ran rampant.
 

 “Are you interested in aliens?” Joshua asked sustaining the surreal conversation.
 

 “Actually, I find the subject fascinating. My sister swears blind that she saw a UFO last year.”
 


Joshua was quite taken back by her admission. Perhaps Fernandes was right, the public did hold a persistent interest in little green men. It was certainly not a story he would have chosen to cover. There was no end goal, no admission of guilt, no truth to unearth, it was a dead end project which would no doubt cover the same tired ground as many before had. It was not the best story with which to impress his new employer however, he had to wind his neck in and make the most of the opportunity.
 

 “I have a series of forms here. I'll need your personal details, finance and medical etcetera.” Miss Penny said as she handed Joshua the tablet and a stylus.
 

 “Thank you. Perhaps whilst I’m doing this you could give me your sister's details. I'd like to talk to her, I'm doing an article on the subject.”
 

 “Oh no. I don't think she would like that. You know, it's a personal thing. People don't like to talk about these things.” The secretary flapped her hand at Joshua, swiping away his hopes of a head start on his project.
 

 “Why not? Why don't people want to talk?” He asked as he jotted his details down on the tablet.
 

 “Well, people would think you're mad.” She said succinctly.
 

 “Hmm. I would.” He muttered as he struggled to recall his PIN. The long numerical identification code was something he could never grasp. It was a new scheme recently introduced. Joshua hated it, being identified by a long and impersonal number. He was not in favour of the government's Orwellian desires to impress their control on the population; birth rates and immigration had long since spiralled out of control but being reduced to a 16 digit tag was not the answer. A new microchip scheme was only months away too, it was the beginning of the end for some libertarians but the public yearned for some order and this was to be the easiest solution. 

 

 “There, I think that's it.” Joshua handed the tablet back to Miss Penny who scanned it top to bottom nodding slowly as she went.
 

 “Yes, that's lovely. Well, enjoy the rest of your day! Are you going somewhere to celebrate?” She inquired assuming that Joshua would be elated at his new position.
 

 “No, I don't think so. I have a lot of work to do.” Joshua smiled and offered a fleeting wave as he left the plush office and headed back to the elevators. His mind raced as he conceptualised his action plan. Hours of internet research would be required, a good grasp of existing work and a lot of questions asked. Joshua allowed himself a cheeky grin as the elevator door trundled shut and he was alone. He punched the air in delight and pulled at his tie to relieve his airway from its restrictive presence. Aliens! After all, he was not being asked to uncover some clandestine plot or global scandal, this was going to be a breeze.
 





CHAPTER FOUR
 

 



 


Joshua spent that evening and the best part of the early morning on his laptop. The hotel in Islington was comfortable and he got a good Wi-Fi signal from the local net-point. His job at The Messenger would eventually require him to move from his home in Oxford into the city of London. Oxford was a great place from which to commute into the capital but if he was to ingratiate himself into the culture of the city, he would need to live in and breathe the smoggy air of the most populated English conurbation. 

 


Joshua began his project at the earliest possible moment in order to give him the best chance of collating enough information to at least appear interested in his designated task. One of Joshua's finest qualities was the ability to research and retain relevant facts and figures and before long he was delving deeply into both official archives and various forums and message-boards.
 


It was clear that there were a number of trends that were in place, a collective picture of what an 'alien' was. The origins of the belief that extra terrestrial life existed began centuries ago. Proliferating in the early part of the twentieth century and brought to the minds of the public by such events as H.G. Wells controversial radio broadcast, stories of UFOs dramatically increased during the 'space age'. The comic books and films of the 1950's onwards ignited the public’s imagination and although aliens came in many shapes and forms, ideas converged into a stereotypical image of what a typical extra terrestrial would look like. By the 1960's and 70's, a theme of alien abductions began to come to the fore, and later the speculations regarding the infamous Roswell incident in the U.S. cemented the image in many people's minds.
 


The typical alien example was a smooth skinned, grey, sexless humanoid figure with a vast, telepathic intellect. They were technologically advanced, their motives were seemingly unknown although many argued that it was global domination or resource gathering. The argument that this collective image of what we determined an alien to be was due to persistent media exposure was a strong one, however numerous sightings across the globe appeared to suggest that a common theme existed and transcended cultural and geographical borders.
 


Reading the varied and lively forums produced more than a few belly laughs from the eager journalist. Despite some high profile, credible individuals coming forward to state their case for an alien presence, the majority of individuals that were most vehement in their beliefs were the more intellectually challenged, marginalised section of society; the ones who perhaps took too much stock of what the tabloids printed; the ones whose imagination was limited to what they had witnessed on TV. This article was going to be an immense challenge; to filter out the tripe and leave the best cuts remaining would take many hours of patience and a dedication unseen in the average man on the street.
 


Joshua was keen to be on time for his ten o’clock appointment, an induction and tour of the 'Messengers' offices. Retaining a smart yet slightly more casual approach to his personal presentation, he skipped breakfast and sauntered outside to the busy street. The ubiquitous fine drizzle of London rain greeted him as he thanked the porter who graciously held the heavy glass door for him as he passed.
 


Hailing a cab, at first unsuccessfully, he suddenly realised that the hotel would have rang a local company for him, sometimes he had to do things the hard way. He persisted however, he was not one to admit defeat. Catching the eye of an alert cabby, the black vehicle pulled alongside and the window scrolled down.
 

 “Fleet Street.” Joshua called out, bringing a thumbs up from the driver. Climbing into the heavy carriage, Joshua noted how much better London taxi's had gotten since a previous visit. 

 

 “Plush. This is a nice one.” He said to the driver as he fumbled with his seat belt.
 

 “Oh yes, just got this one in last month. She's a beauty.” The grey haired driver proudly responded as he stabbed the buttons of his console.
 

 “Are you one of those tabloid hacks then? Hold the front page an' all that?” The driver was keen to start a conversation. Joshua obliged. It was rude not to engage in a little banter, anyway, he was in a buoyant mood.
 

 “The Messenger. I'd like to think it's a class above the average tabloid.” Joshua replied, proud to be associated with his new employer.
 

 “Just starting my first day today, hence the ironed shirt. Give it a couple of weeks and I’ll turn up in jeans!”
 


The cabby laughed and looked around to see his passenger as the cab ground to a halt in the traffic.
 

 “Yup, you look smart, I’ll give you that. Not something I have to worry about though!”
 


Joshua noted that he was not wrong, is driver was indeed a scruffy article and his greying stubble accentuated his dishevelled appearance. The cab once again pulled off and a motorcycle courier shot up the inside suddenly causing the driver to brake suddenly.
 

 “Hells teeth, fuckin' bikes!” The driver yelled out of his window as the oblivious courier shot by.
 

 “So sorry squire, must wash my mouth out.” The driver shook his head as he berated himself. Joshua released his stiff grasp on the door handle and chuckled.
 

 “No worries, I thought you were quite restrained.”
 

 “You would think I would be used to it now, I’ve been doing this for nearly twenty years.”
 


Joshua raised his eyebrows. He could not imaging toiling over the same roads doing the same thing for such an expanse of time.
 

 “That's dedication. At least that's one good thing about my job, when I finish a story, I move on to the next thing.”
 


The driver peered into his rear view mirror and studied his passenger.
 

 “So what are you working on at the moment then? My mate got caught up in that armed robbery last week down Earls court, you probably heard about it, surprised no one's been on his case yet for an interview.”
 


Joshua nodded acknowledging the drivers story, it was a particularly savage crime.
 

 “No, I don't do crime very often. I'm more of an investigative journalist. I worked on the Hannzoil affair, you probably read about it.”
 


Joshua made sure to get out his party piece.
 

 “Nah, never heard of it. What was that about then?” The cabby quite clearly was not a broadsheet reader. Joshua did not feel a bloated explanation was pertinent.
 

 “Well to tell you the truth, the story I'm about to write is about aliens believe it or not.” Joshua gurgled an embarrassed laugh as he felt his driver may share in his ambivalence. The driver fell silent and did not reply. Joshua watched his eyes in the mirror, he could tell that he had hit a raw nerve. The journalist did not feel the need to press the cabby further, it was clear that the conversation had come to a natural close.
 

 “I suppose you think it's all crap then.” The driver suddenly piped up as Joshua checked his emails on his phone.
 

 “Well, I guess until I see some unequivocal proof I’ll be a sceptic. I can see how some might get sucked into the notion that they might exist however.” Joshua was not really taking notice of his drivers expressions as he bantered on. The cabby’s face was pale and drawn and intently attentive to his passenger's opinion.
 

 “So you're writing an article on aliens then? That will be interesting. What angle are you coming from?”
 


Joshua humoured the driver with a quick summary of his research so far, both significant dates and places and famous accounts.
 

 “As for what to do next I’ve no idea. Get some firsthand opinion I guess.” Said the journalist stuffing his phone deep into his pocket.
 

 “How will you do that? You know people who have been abducted by aliens don't like to talk about it in case everyone thinks they're nuts.” The driver seemed certain of this position although Joshua disagreed.
 

 “I don't know. I reckon if I had an experience like that, I’d want to tell everybody.”
 

 “Yeah, you're right I did, but then when everybody started to disown me and treat me like a mental case I shut up. Now I don't talk about it.” 

 


Joshua leaned forward and poked his head through the Perspex opening into the drivers compartment.
 

 “Really? You've had...an experience?”
 


The cabby fell silent again and was suddenly agitated. Joshua felt he was a good judge of character and knew when someone was telling lies. He had a strong feeling that his driver was genuinely distressed at the conversation. A good starting point in his line of work.
 

 “What's your name my friend?” Joshua inquired as the can neared its destination.
 

 “Jimmy. Jimmy Stock. You know I really shouldn’t have said anything. I feel like a right plum.”
 

 “No, no. It is best to talk about these things. You know, if you did want to talk, I'm willing to listen. Totally impartial. It's my job not to offer opinion but to report the facts. I'd be very interested in hearing your story.”
 


Jimmy bit his lip and rocked his head from side to side in contemplation. In many ways, Jimmy felt it might be cathartic to reveal his innermost and pent up secrets to a stranger. His closest friends did not give him the time of day. This young suited man in the back of his cab had an air of neutrality about him, he engendered an element of trust, not common in a Fleet Street hack.
 

 “It was a long time ago, nearly ten years. I might not be the best person to ask, it's something I find difficult to talk about. It's affected my whole life.”
 


Joshua was rubbing his metaphorical hands. Jimmy's words sealed his interest. A real life emotional roller-coaster of a story, a firsthand account of a supposed alien abduction; Joshua could not believe his good fortune.
 

 “Look, can I buy you dinner somewhere or maybe we can talk over a drink at my hotel?” Joshua knew he had to convince his driver to agree before the journey's end.
 

 “I don't know. I work all sorts of hours, I’m hard to catch up with.”
 

 “You choose the time and place, I’m totally flexible.”
 


Jimmy's head cried out no but his heart was pulling him inexorably towards an interview. He did not want to be ridiculed anymore and he could see where this was leading
 

 “Total anonymity, I can guarantee it. I look after my sources.”
 


Joshua's pre-emptive words sealed the deal, after all what harm could it do. Jimmy nodded as Joshua handed him a business card with his contact details upon it.
 

 “Look, you know where my hotel is. I'll buy you a steak and we'll have a pint, how about that?”
 


Jimmy laughed, that was music to his ears.
 

 “I finish at six.”
 

 “Seven thirty then. Don't dress up will you.”
 


Jimmy laughed and swallowed hard.
 

 “OK.”
 





CHAPTER FIVE
 

 



 

United States Space Shuttle 'Destiny', Earth Orbit
 


November 11th 2020
 



 
 


Roger Coffey peered out of the diminutive window, pressing his nose to the cold glass and straining his eyes to glimpse a view of Australia as it passed. He brought the shiny metallic pouch to his lips and sucked hard on the nozzle. The orange gel shot out and coated the roof of his mouth.
 

 “Hey John, have you noticed this before?” Calling his pilot, John Corrigan, he made room for his colleague to gaze into the vacuous abyss, the greasy stain of the navigators face still remaining on the smooth glassy oval.
 

 “What am I meant to be looking at?” Corrigan asked with a hint of grumpiness. 

 

 “The array just about half an inch at ten o'clock above Tasmania.”
 

 “Nope. Can't see anything there.”
 


Coffey did well to hide his annoyance and incredulity. Firstly, Corrigan's ambivalence towards his sighting but also his apparent myopia too.
 

 “Now does that look like a satellite to you?” He continued, pressing his case for something out of the ordinary.
 

 “Looks like it to me, if that's what you're looking at.”
 

 “Oh come on, it looks more like a station, it's too weird.” 

 


Corrigan looked at Coffey and chewed hard on a piece of gum. It was a look of disdain that antagonised Coffey.
 

 “What do you want me to do, call it in. Houston, we have a problem, Coffey is hallucinating, send up emergency measures.”
 


Corrigan pushed himself away and back down the shuttle into the cockpit. 

 

 “Asshole.” Coffey muttered whilst pressing his nose once again at the window.
 


Roger Coffey was not usually part of the current seven man team. He was drafted in at short notice, it was a rare case. Astronauts were kept in quarantine before a flight to prevent sudden illness but Coffey was not a replacement for a sick navigator, he was the replacement for a dead navigator.
 


Paul Niemechek was found in his quarters with a makeshift noose around his neck. It was a shock to all. Astronauts were not only physical supreme specimens but also psychologically fit. It appeared inconceivable that the teams of top clinicians could have missed a deep depression that could have culminated in suicide. Coffey knew Niemechek, he did not seem the sort to take his own life. He had a good life, a wife and two children who were doing well in school. He was the archetypal American family man, a solid dependable figure. It was a conundrum that no one could seem to figure out.
 


Coffey did not seem to be accepted as readily by his new crew. He guessed that Niemechek's absence was still lingering in their thoughts as every action Coffey took was analysed and compared their lost mate. There was a peculiar atmosphere among his colleagues that did not sit right. Coffey only hoped that as the excitement of the mission unfolded, then the tension would dissipate.
 


The Destiny was the first of a new line of shuttles conceived as part of the 'Rebuild' project. After the disastrous economic downturn of the last decade when all appeared to be lost in terms of the space program, there was a newly rekindled enthusiasm for NASA and its projects. The recent election brought about a wave of euphoria across the nation, a new president signalled a new hope, and a new budget for the space program which was bolstered considerably.
 


The 'Prometheus' mission was in the main, a scientific research project centring around the release into orbit of a new data gathering satellite bearing the same name. Due to the short nature of Coffey’s preparations for the mission, he was undeniably ignorant of the crews tasks in carrying it out. He knew nothing of the technical capabilities of the Prometheus satellite; in a sense, apart from getting the shuttle up into orbit and back again, his role was hugely diminished by his 'stand in' stature. As the hours rolled by, his self worth appeared to be devalued by the minute as he stood by and watched with only a curious interest. The crew were in no mood for conversation or sharing their workload. Coffey felt on occasions that NASA should have canned the mission due to recent tragic events, but perhaps out of character, they charged on without delay. Following the demise of previous missions, NASA had become super sensitive where safety was concerned. It seemed almost bizarre that they should put a crew in mourning into space. Prometheus must surely have been of some importance and its dispatch into orbit greatly time sensitive for such a procedure to go ahead.
 


The hours passed until the shuttle was in the prescribed position to offload its cargo. A carefully orchestrated space walk was required in order to properly release the payload. Coffey sat in the cockpit as he watched the others in the cargo bay perform their choreographed routine.
 


It was the first time he had really seen the Prometheus satellite, and as it was unloaded and positioned, its appendages extended and placed into position, it struck him what an odd looking bit of kit it was. Something else was apparent but seemingly not discussed prior to the event, the orbital position of the satellite seemed in-congruent to common sense. The team of highly skilled and trained astronauts appeared to be setting the device to inevitably fail. Their orbit was shallow, they were not in the proper satellite band, it seemed a foregone conclusion that this machine, forged by the greatest minds in science at the greatest cost, would very likely and sooner rather than later, enter the Earth's atmosphere and burn up, possibly within a matter of days. As navigator, it stood to reason that any irregularities would have been shared with him, indeed it seemed odd from the very start when the schedule of events was first presented to him. So fine were the margins that in a matter of hours, the shuttle itself would begin to surf the searing heat of the re-entry. NASA did not train astronauts to be sheep, there was something extraordinary going on here and roger Coffey intended to find out.
 


Coffey waited until the team had returned safely to the shuttle and gotten out of their suits. Corrigan led them into the cockpit and they began to ready themselves for re-entry.
 

 “What the fuck is going on here? Why don't you people talk to me?” 

 


There was a cool silence as none of the crew felt the need to answer him with any haste. Finally Mahindra answered, she was the dark skinned Science Officer who had been short with him from the start.
 

 “What do you want us to say?” She asked obtusely.
 

 “Well, I'm pretty sure that something is seriously amiss here and I am obviously the only one who is out of the loop. Is anyone going to give me an explanation why we just dumped a billion dollars worth of hardware on a crash course for the Pacific?”
 


There was another silence as the team did not care to look at the enraged navigator and began their re-entry check-lists.
 

 “Is this some kind of 'need to know' bullshit mission, if so, just say and I’ll shut my mouth.”
 


Mahindra looked up and spoke sharply.
 

 “You said it, now get your shit together Commander.”
 


Coffey slumped down on his seat. He might expect something like this in the military but he had never been wilfully kept in the dark on a space flight before. It was hard to believe that NASA would send up a crew that were all working from a different page. Coffey signalled to Kallowitz to strap him in and he obliged in rough style. Being left out in the cold was one thing but the open hostility was something else. For the first time in his career as an astronaut, Coffey wanted with all of his heart to be back home. Back on Earth, back to Florida.
 





CHAPTER SIX
 

 



 

The Royal Standard Hotel, Islington
 


19:39 November 11th 2020
 



 
 


Joshua sat on a plush brown leather sofa in the quiet lounge bar of his hotel. Supping a Gin and Tonic, he clutched a small digital Dictaphone which he had set to record at the push of a button. He intended to secrete it in a loose pocket somewhere on Jimmy's arrival. He wanted Jimmy to be open with him and feel at ease. Shoving a recording device in his face was not the way to go. Indeed, it was unlikely that they would stay in the public bar. Joshua's room was spacious and contained a nice seating arrangement around a tray of tea and coffee making facilities. 

 


Joshua grew concerned that Jimmy had stood him up. Joshua's punctuality was legendary and thus many had fallen foul of his high standards in the past. The reporter had to give him some leeway though, the London traffic was always bad. If it was not road works then it was an accident.
 


Joshua perked up as he caught a glimpse of a very sheepish looking man peering through the large windowed fascia. A brief wave was enough to confirm he had got to the right location and as he walked in, Joshua realised that Jimmy had gone to some length to ensure that his usually bedraggled appearance was cast off in favour of a leisure suit jacket and some corduroy slacks.
 

 “Looking good Jimmy.” Joshua said as he stood to greet his source. 

 

 “Well, I don’t come to these posh places very often. Thought I’d make an effort.”
 


Joshua shook Jimmy's hand firmly and asked him what he would like to drink. Jimmy hesitated as if embarrassed by his regular brew.
 

 “A pint of bitter please.”
 

 “Any particular?”
 

 “Nah, anything thanks.”
 


Joshua watched Jimmy from the bar. He could not help but feel sorry for the cabby, he was indeed a fish out of water and he fidgeted incessantly on the luxurious chair as if he felt he did not deserve the privilege to sit there.
 


Joshua placed the frothing vessel before Jimmy who swiftly whipped it from his grasp and chugged a third of the glass before Joshua had the chance to sit back down.
 

 “I'm very glad you came. It sounds like you have quite a story to tell. I just want you to know that at this stage I’m just gathering information. I can't guarantee anything you say will be put into print, however, if you are OK with it, I may use your account in detail, is that alright with you?”
 


Jimmy nodded, never looking away from his pint. Joshua could detect his unease and decided to take it easy at first.
 

 “So Jimmy, You've been a taxi driver for a long time then?”
 

 “Yup.” The answer was short and to the point but Joshua would need more than monosyllabic answers to his questions if he were to progress. Joshua tactically altered his tack.
 

 “I bet your taxi cab was a bit different when you started out eh?”
 

 “Hmm, yes, very different. Drove like a tank, cold, uncomfortable ride, although that never bothered me. I'm into classic cars from the 60's and 70's, they didn’t have air conditioning in those days did they?”
 


Joshua smiled and nodded. He knew that at heart, Jimmy was a conversationalist, all he needed to do was dissipate the nervousness. Joshua decided then that he would not even mention the reason why he was there until after dinner and a couple more drinks. Best to fill Jimmy's stomach then tackle the issue at hand.
 


Jimmy certainly took Joshua's hospitality and ran with it. Unable to resist the mixed grill, Jimmy chose the most expensive meal on the menu and then gorged himself on a platter of well cooked meats whilst washing them down with a quantity of ale. Joshua hoped that the end product would be worth the hit to his pocket, he was not on expenses yet. As the beer flowed and the desert menu was offered, Joshua could barely get a word in edgeways as Jimmy bent his ear about the state of the London highways, taxi politics and a dispute with his neighbour concerning a tree that overhang his garden fence. Joshua knew that if he didn't get him upstairs soon that he would talk, eat or drink himself into a stupor and be a lame duck in terms of a productive interview.
 


One chocolate torte later, Joshua invited Jimmy to his room with the enticing lure of a bottle of single malt which the journalist had cleverly bought earlier. Jimmy came across as a good fellow, not the brightest but the 'salt of the earth', a well meaning loner who had seen better days. As the taxi driver swirled the pungent whiskey around in the glass, he looked up to the ceiling, his eyes were glazed. Joshua could tell that this was going to be a big ask on Jimmy, he had obviously been emotionally traumatised by his experience in whatever manner it transpired. Joshua pulled his striped tie away from his collar and took a seat opposite. The room suddenly fell unnervingly quiet as they realised they were at the business end of the evening.
 

 “I know that you're not going to believe a word I tell you.” Jimmy started. Joshua expected this, his subject was not wrong. Joshua was always sceptical to begin with and offered the chance to be proven incorrect rather than the other way round.
 

 “Obviously I have to begin with an open mind. It is up to you to convince me that your telling the truth, I can't help you with that. I would not have invited you over if I did not believe you had something important to share would I?” Joshua tried to remain open to suggestion.
 


Jimmy started slowly at first. His explanation was erratic, he would jump forward and backward in time, his recollection of times and dates was poor yet Joshua could soon tell that this event had been impactive on the cabby to the point that it had altered the way he led his life. Jimmy had become fixated on anything printed or broadcast concerning UFO's, alien sightings or abductions. He had become quite an authority on the matter and Joshua suddenly felt that his knowledge on the subject was rather shallow.
 


Jimmy visibly trembled as he recounted the abduction itself. His memories of the pain appeared to be a lot less vague than if he was recounting an accident or something less sinister. His description of his 'abductors' was a familiar picture, the classic 'Grey', the same image portrayed across the globe in media, video games, literature and comic books. Joshua certainly had the feeling that Jimmy was being truthful, at least as far as he genuinely believed what he was reporting one hundred percent. To fake the emotions which he displayed in recalling the horror would take a piece of acting genius seen only in the best Shakespearean theatres. By the climax of his story, Joshua was transfixed by the compelling account and had many questions. Jimmy was visibly exhausted by the release and wisely, the journalist called a brief halt to the interview and called down to reception for a couple of stiff espresso’s. Joshua was not overly enamoured by the instant coffee sachets provided in his room.
 

 “You never expect it, you never think it could happen to you. I wish for one moment you could have been there and felt what I felt and saw what I saw. You would never be the same person again. Ever.” 

 


Jimmy wheezed as he lay his head back, sniffing hard to relieve his airways. Joshua nodded as if acknowledging Jimmy's statement as a truth but he was still not convinced. A knock on the door briefly broke the tension and Joshua jumped up to accept his room service.
 


The porter entered the room holding a small brown tray and asked where the occupant would like him to deposit the small but pungent vessels of ground beans and water. Joshua pointed to the small table in front of Jimmy who was still slung low in his chair, his eyes reddened and watery. As the porter carefully placed the tray upon the table, Jimmy's eyes opened wide and he leapt bolt upright in his seat. He suddenly looked confused, panicked and alert. The porter noticed Jimmy's odd behaviour and looked over to Joshua for some kind of reassurance. Joshua could not offer any, his interviewee had suddenly taken on the appearance of a cowering, caged animal.
 

 “Are you OK Jimmy?” Joshua inquired with some concern.
 


Jimmy did not answer, he fixed his gaze at the porter and looked him up and down with a terrified expression upon his face. Joshua could see that something was very wrong.
 

 “Jimmy. Jimmy. What's the matter?”
 


Jimmy looked over to Joshua, his face scrunched up into a wrinkled mass and he breathed rapidly, obviously in some kind of shock.
 

 “Oh my God. Oh my God. He's one of them.”
 


Jimmy ranted in between shallow and fast breaths. The porter suddenly felt very uneasy and backed off, Joshua moved in between the two in case anything unexpected were to happen.
 

 “One of what? No he isn’t, he's just the porter bringing you some coffee. Look, it's coffee, he's the porter.”
 

 “No. They've come back for me!” Jimmy whined loudly enough to have caused passing guests to pin their ear to the door to figure out what was happening.
 

 “What makes you think that? Tell me so that I can understand!”
 


At this point, the porter was making his excuses to leave but to Jimmy's horror, Joshua demanded he stayed for a moment. It was this natural curiosity which separated the average man on the street from an award winning investigative journalist.
 

 “The smell. That smell. I know it, I know it.”
 


Joshua was perplexed, there was no particular aroma in the room, the porter had a slight fragrance, a musky aftershave at the most. He was not odorous in the slightest. The porter remained silent but visibly annoyed at the accusation. He was a young man in his twenties, very smartly attired, he obvious took a pride in his appearance.
 

 “I don't smell anything Jimmy.” Joshua reiterated much to the exasperation of the cabby who brought his hands to his head in frustration.
 

 “The smell. He stinks of them, I can smell it!”
 


Turning to the porter, Joshua used his hands to calm the young man who was visibly disturbed by the extraordinary performance of the old man.
 

 “Your aftershave, what is it?” He inquired.
 

 “Err, I don't know mate, something my mum bought me for Christmas.” The porter stuttered.
 

 “What brand is it?” Joshua continued, hoping to bring the whole spectacle to an end.
 

 “It's called err, 'Legion', it's some fancy stuff from Paris, my mum bought it for me from Paris! Dunno who it's made by. I don't even like it but my girlfriend thinks it nice. Can I go now?” The porter looked as if he was about to cry and Joshua put a hand in his pocket and pulled out a tenner then shoved it in the young man's palm. 

 

 “Sorry. Have a good evening.”
 


Joshua ushered the lad out of the door and closed it firmly behind him. Looking back, Jimmy was weeping, his head buried in his hands.
 

 “You have a good sense of smell my friend, but I don't think you can sniff out an alien yet.” Joshua tried to lighten the mood.
 

 “No. NO! That smell is real. It was there, it brought it all back to me, every detail, the fear, it all came back to me in that instant.” Jimmy was insistent and Joshua could not help but be convinced by the unusual outpouring of emotion.
 

 “But Jimmy, can you not see what this might mean? Since when did alien life forms wear tacky Eau de toilette from some French department store. I have no doubts that fragrance could be connected to your experience somehow, but in many ways, it brings about a lot of questions regarding the incident itself.”
 


Jimmy inhaled deeply and snorted up some dripping mucous from his nose.
 

 “So you don't believe me...I can live with that.”
 


Joshua sighed and sat down in a tired slump. 

 

 “I believe you had a traumatising experience. I can see that, the porter could see that. However, I can't rule out that this was some kind of sadistic prank by a group of medical students wearing alien costumes either. It is all very...confusing.”
 

 “It's OK, I understand. Just be thankful that you're not the one who has to live with it for the rest of your life... I think I’ll be going now.”
 


Jimmy rose and then fell back down, both the alcohol and emotional tiredness taking its toll.
 

 “Just sit tight my friend, I will arrange for a taxi.”
 


Joshua sat on the bed and picked up the phone. He looked back at Jimmy, he was a wreck. Despite all his reservations, there was something so disturbingly compelling about Jimmy and his story that he began to question his own scepticism. It was an experience that he would not forget for some time. It was an interview which would leave a thoroughly lasting impression.
 





CHAPTER SEVEN
 

 



 

Kennedy Space Centre, Florida
 


November 13th 2020
 



 
 


Coffey sat in the lounge sipping a strong blend of Colombian beans. Unlike the other crew members, he was not married nor did he have children to greet him on his return. The only one who would yearn his return would be his English Bulldog 'Buzz' who would no doubt be beside himself with joy at his masters presence after a number of days way.
 


The lounge was empty. Forty of fifty chairs filled the large open space arranged in groups of four. A vast window overlooked an expanse of green grass, blue waters and in between, launch platforms 39A and B. The weather was fine but not too hot, it was a good day with which to come back to Earth.
 

 “Good job up there.” A voice came from behind Coffey, a familiar voice. It was the Director of Operations, Bill Janus. A small, grey suited man with a tuft of white hair and round spectacles, he sat as Roger Coffey acknowledged his presence. Bill Janus was not a close friend but a trusted and respected man within the NASA set up. Coffey instantly recognised that this was probably not going to be a chat about the weather.
 

 “Morning Bill.” Coffey said warmly.
 

 “It's the afternoon if you hadn't noticed. Good to see you. Enjoying the tranquillity?” Janus sat and picked up the coaster on the table and ran his fingers around it as if they were orbiting the object like a satellite.
 

 “Sure. You would think that in space you would get some peace and quiet, but it doesn't work that way.”
 

 “I wouldn't know.” Janus smiled. He had never been up and like many others, were envious.
 

 “Let me get to the point Roger.”
 


Coffey raised his eyebrows, he knew this was not a social call.
 

 “We appreciate you stepping in at such notice, that took some guts considering the fact that you knew Paul Niemechek well.”
 

 “That's true. How is Jill holding up?”
 


Coffey was referring to the late astronauts grieving wife with whom he not only knew well from his friendship with Niemechek but had also dated many years before hand.
 

 “Not so well if I’m to be honest. It came as a shock as did it to all of us. There seems no sense in it.”
 


Janus did his best to look concerned but Coffey knew that his boss only had a passing interest in her grief. Janus was a busy man and not one to become embroiled in the human side of things.
 

 “Do we know why yet? Any suicide note?” Coffey inquired.
 

 “No. It's unusual but not rare. One can only imagine what was going through his mind.”
 

 “Are the police involved? Are they treating it as suspicious?
 

 “No. I think that the truth will surface eventually. People have great mechanisms for covering up turmoil in their lives. We may find all manner of things as they surface. Perhaps his personal life was not as steady as they led us to believe.”
 


Coffey scoffed at the remark. He knew Paul's family and his life was as near as damn it a perfect one. It also seemed incredibly irregular that the police were not conducting more of an investigation.
 

 “I'll see Jill tomorrow, see what I can do.”
 

 “That would be good. Oh, there was something else I needed to have a chat to you about.”
 

 “Oh?” Coffey knew that this was going to be about the debacle aboard the Destiny. Coffey wanted answers too, perhaps he could be enlightened now that he was back on 'terra firma'.
 

 “I am aware that you were not fully briefed regarding the Prometheus project. I am sorry to have put you in that position. Paul was fully briefed and trained for this mission, it seemed senseless to complicate things by squeezing in too much information too quickly, we didn’t want to overload you.”
 

 “I appreciate that, although I must admit that I have huge reservations about what I saw up there. There was an atmosphere of secrecy and non -cooperation, not really conducive to smooth running operations. At times I felt that it could impinge on safety. Also, I have many questions regarding the deployment of the Prometheus satellite. I've never seen such irregular deployment, can you enlighten me as to why it was placed into a degrading orbit?”
 


Janus looked down at his feet and calculated a carefully constructed answer.
 

 “To be honest...no.”
 


Coffey laughed nervously.
 

 “Are you serious?” The tired astronaut asked with incredulity.
 

 “Let it go Roger. We have a situation here. I don't want to hear any more of it. Your career here could be placed in jeopardy if this conversation goes any further than these four walls. Do you hear what I’m saying to you?”
 


Coffey sat back and exhaled with disbelief.
 

 “Bill, are you playing hard ball with me? Since when did NASA get involved in secret military agendas?”
 

 “I didn't say anything about the military did I? I'm warning you Roger. This is the end of it. Take your pay cheque, your mission patch and forget you were up there.”
 

 “And what if I don't?” Coffey knew this was pushing his luck but he wanted to see how much it meant to his Director. Janus stared into space and then coolly and calmly replied.
 

 “Then I’ll be sorry your gone.”
 


Janus stood upright and without a glance towards the astounded astronaut, he strode out of the lounge purposefully.
 


For a moment, Coffey reflected on Janus' comment and considered a future where he was not part of the NASA organisation. It did not bear thinking about, NASA was his life. It then struck him that Janus may not have been talking about his career but something far more sinister. Coffey suddenly remembered his cheerful and determined friend Paul Niemechek and a cold shiver ran down his spine. He suddenly had the urge to be far away from Kennedy and with the greatest of haste.
 


Coffey collected his things and made his way into the vast car park where he scanned the horizon for his distinctive Yellow Corvette. He looked back to the complex and with a heavy heart suddenly felt as if this magical place had been tainted. He had fondly gazed upon these buildings since he was a small child, now they had lost their lustre.
 


Coffey sunk into the deep black leather bucket seat and wound the window down. The car was hot and stuffy. He was meant to have picked Buzz up from the kennel but now he had other things on his mind. He had to see Jill Niemechek, he had to know if she knew of a reason why Paul might have chosen to end it all. 

 


Coffey pulled out of the complex, waving briefly to the familiar security staff on the gate. Stopping at the junction, Coffey noticed that his brake pedal was long. He had not long had the car serviced, it was an older ZR1 model and was tough on its brakes. He gave it no further thought as he pulled out swiftly and made for Orlando.
 


Coffey dropped the top and was once again excited and content as the wind blowing in his hair reminded him of his early days as a pilot in his Uncles restored bi-plane. Traffic was light and he pressed on towards the city at speed. A red light up ahead caused him to ease of the gas until he realised he would have to stop. Coffey leaned on the brake pedal with just enough pressure to begin deceleration but with a startling realisation, it was apparent that no amount of pressure was about to engage enough stopping power to avoid a serious impact with the car ahead.
 


Swerving suddenly, Coffey took to the pavement and thoughtfully placed the car in a spin by applying his hand brake. When the vehicle had come to a halt, he was facing the direction he had come from and his car's nose was in the air, its rear end dug into a shallow ditch. Coffey climbed out, his hands shaking as he detached the seat belt.
 


He stood and looked at the stricken vehicle. It had thankfully avoided major damage thanks to its owners quick reactions and clever thinking; traits which had served him well throughout his career.
 


As a passing jogger ran to his aid, he leaned back against the car's nose and looked to the heavens.
 

 “My God, are you alright?” Asked the young female who had ran to his aid.
 

 “Yes. Thank you.” He said breathing slowly and deeply.
 

 “What the hell happened?” She inquired.
 

 “Brakes failed.” He replied succinctly.
 

 “Jeez, what are the chances of that happening?” She asked rhetorically.
 


Coffey thought for a moment and then with an icily sinister tone replied.
 

 “Zero.”
 





CHAPTER EIGHT
 



 
 

The Royal Standard Hotel, Islington, London
 


November 14th 2020
 



 
 


Joshua awoke to the sound of voices outside in the corridor. Raised voices, not aggressive, but panicked. He threw back the heavy white sheets and writhed around stretching his limbs and rubbing his eyes. The room was still very dark, the thick black curtains belied the fact that it was daylight outside. It must have been early though, the alarm had yet to sound.
 


Sensing that something was amiss, Joshua rolled over and swung his legs down so that his bare feet were caressed by the soft pile of the carpet. There were yet more voices. He could hear a young female of Baltic origin above the others. It sounded like the chamber maid. Joshua had become familiar with some of the staff during his extended stay, she was a quiet and very shy specimen hence it seemed odd that this morning she was curiously verbose.
 


Quickly wrapping a dressing gown around his skinny frame, he opened his door into the corridor and peeped out. He saw a cluster of staff at the end of the corridor, one girl was crying, the others were holding her, consoling her. Joshua tutted and ventured back inside his room. Obviously a relationship break up or a death in the family he thought as he wandered over to the kettle and flicked the switch. Stretching over the table, Joshua grabbed the heavy black curtains and yanked them apart, preparing himself for the bright morning light to scorched his tired eyes.
 

 “Fucking hell” He said syllable by syllable in a most profound manner. His heart pounding and his eyes wide and alert, Joshua looked out upon a view so surreal, he could have been in a vivid dream. The overcast skies above London were blood red like a hastily constructed lighting effect on a Star Trek episode. Traffic outside was almost nonexistent, a few brave souls stood outside their buildings and huddled together trying to take in the amazing sight of a new and terrifying world.
 


Joshua rubbed the window pane with the flat of his hand. It was a ridiculous action yet in his mind he needed to know that this was just not some kind of a trick, a dirty window or similar. He opened the window as far as he could push it before it reached its limits and thrust his face into the gap to smell and taste the air. It seemed normal, the red hue of the atmosphere did not seem to affect the air quality. Joshua began to hypothesise in his mind what the meaning of this was. Perhaps a nearby chemical factory had inadvertently released something into the atmosphere, perhaps it was a rare and unexpected weather event that could be explained away by the Met Office. Whatever this was, it was enough to bring the capital to an apparent standstill.
 


Joshua quickly reached for the television remote. BBC News was his first destination. Surely it would be all over the channels unless the event was localised but Joshua did not see how it could be. The sky was not just a shade of pinky red as seen in a sunset, it was darkened, thick and oppressive. Like something from a Science Fiction movie, an alien planet maybe?
 


The journalist struggled with the remote control to get some kind of response from his set. The power appeared to be on but a black screen was all that it could muster. The TV had worked the evening before, he had watched it to wind down after a hectic day sorting out new accommodation.
 


What the hell was going on here? He thought as he tried a new plan and opened his laptop. Joshua's heart rate increased another notch when it soon became apparent that the wireless point was not giving off any signal. His computer searched in vain for a connection but to no avail. There was a radio on the alarm clock by his bed, he wasted no time in switching it on and scrolling through the preset channels. His reward for his efforts was a peculiar kind of static, a droning tone unlike the usual white noise when a signal is not present. Joshua sat on the edge of his bed and collected his thoughts for a moment, then with haste, began to clothe himself at great speed. Without bothering to look in the mirror, tidy his unruly hair or brush his teeth he scampered from his room and headed towards the reception. Perhaps by talking to others he could get some kind of grasp on the situation.
 


Thankfully, unlike the television and radio, the elevators worked as normal and as the doors parted for the ground floor, Joshua was greet by a noisy hubbub, a gathering of hotel guests and staff, some in scant dress all walking around like headless chickens. Children were crying and their parents looked stunned and shocked. Everyone was searching for answers but it was soon very apparent that there were none to receive.
 


Joshua found the nearest figure, a middle aged business man, suited with briefcase, furiously tapping on his mobile.
 

 “Can you tell me what’s going on?” Joshua inquired politely but with a hint of anxiety in his voice.
 

 “No one knows.” Replied the well dressed man as he looked out of the reception windows to the throng of people gathering in the street.
 

 “The television and radio networks are all down, mobile phones are useless, we just don't have a clue.” He continued, reinforcing Joshua's beliefs.
 


Joshua thanked the man who looked as terrified as the others and forced his way out into the street through the people who were milling around as if awaiting some kind of announcement. The journalist looked upwards towards the ruby red clouds and the sun which was still shining brightly but now with a disturbing crimson aura. Apart from the drone of people talking, the city was deathly quiet. Very few vehicles were running, there were no aeroplanes traversing the sky leaving their contrails in their wake, it was if the city had just ground to a complete standstill. 

 


Joshua's first instinct was to make his way to the Messenger's offices in Fleet Street. It was a centre of information gathering and if there was anything significant to be known, it would arrive their first. Joshua jogged briskly to Angel tube station. He was not sure if services would be running. This was not because of some technical issue, but just because any members of staff would no doubt have woken up and been mesmerised by the sky like the others. He was right, the station was desolate considering it was now a quarter to eight in the morning.
 

 “Sorry mate, nothing running at the minute. No staff to drive the bloody trains. Everybody's scared shitless.” Announced the uniformed guard. 

 


At least not everybody was stopped in their tracks by the bizarre events thought Joshua as he realised he would have to walk a couple of miles to his destination. Thankfully, it was only a twenty minute hike and due to the fact that the streets were fairly empty, it was one of the most pleasant walks he had taken in London for some time. Despite the sheer anxiety of not knowing what this all meant, nothing untoward had yet taken place which spelled any kind of danger to life and limb. 

 


Plucking his smart phone from his pocket whilst walking briskly, he tried to ring the office to no avail. The network coverage was indeed nonexistent. Joshua knew that something on a terrifyingly large scale must have transpired to bring the telecommunication networks and media centres to their knees. Several thoughts raced through his mind, a cyber attack of some kind maybe or maybe a new kind of electro-magnetic pulse producing weapon? The red sky could not be explained by anything, the most he could picture was a nuclear strike or meteor which might have thrown dust into the atmosphere to produce the strange colouration. Still, he had felt no tremors and if there was indeed a nuclear event taking place, he would no doubt already be merely a dirty stain somewhere as London would have already been levelled in the attack.
 


Working up quite a sweat, Joshua finally arrived at the Messenger's offices. As suspected, the building, usually buzzing by this time was almost deserted. Making his way into the large opened planned hub, he was greeted by one of his new colleagues, Sarah Palmer as she continued in vain to contact anyone by telephone. The televisions were all on but silent and blank and other staff members sat back on their chairs, their hands locked behind their heads, waiting for something to happen.
 

 “Any news?” Joshua inquired as he took off his jacket in the well air conditioned office.
 

 “Nothing.” Sarah replied slamming down the phone.
 

 “I've sent Rick over to Downing Street but without our phones, we're pretty much in the Dark Ages here. I have Johnny running as courier on his motorbike.”
 


Sarah was a tall slender woman in her late thirties. She was the Fashion Editor but she was also a fantastic journalist and had obviously taken charge.
 

 “I can't believe that the media networks have all failed. Do you think we've lost all our satellites in some weird cosmic storm or something. That may account for this crazy red sky!”
 


Joshua was no astronomer but he felt there must be a rational reason for this and felt that it was most likely a far less sinister explanation than everybody suspected.
 

 “I guess that would explain the mobile phone network crash maybe, but the radio, the land line?”
 


Sarah was already ahead of Joshua, analogue radio signals had nothing to do with satellites, they were generated by transmitters on the ground. Britain had yet to go fully digital in that respect. The telephone land lines were equally numerous, their silence was telling. It was also quickly deduced that the usual foreign radio stations picked up on long-wave were also absent. This was not just an event on a local scale, it was global.
 


There was a sudden flicker of the numerous television screens which were dialled into various channels. The office fell silent and as a banner stating a news announcement was about to be broadcast, the tension level in the office was palpable. There was no familiar news reader to break the story, simply a blue screen with clear white writing which slowly scrolled up the screen and looped at the end of its cycle.
 

Public Announcement: There has been an incident. The public are in no immediate danger. You are requested to remain in your homes and await further instructions. Information will be broadcast when it is available. It is recommended that you do not travel at this time. Remain in your homes until you are instructed otherwise. More to follow.
 


There was a stunned silence in the office. Joshua looked over to his right where several people were weeping. 

 

 “This is crazy. What the hell is this? What a ridiculous announcement. It doesn't say anything. The only thing that is going to do is incite panic!” Sarah said waving her arms around.
 

 “Give it five minutes and there will be people tearing through the streets looting. There's going to be anarchy.” She continued. She was probably right thought Joshua as he slumped down upon an office chair which bounced under his weight.
 

 “Here comes the cavalry.” Someone called out from the window. Joshua walked over to the vast glass panel and looked out over the street where a number of army vehicles powered through beeping their horns loudly as they went.
 

 “Are we talking martial law here?” He said, thinking out loud. 

 

 “At least they're here to protect us from the masses.” Another reporter said cynically. Past experience had taught them that the public did not need much of an excuse to initiate a riot.
 

 “Are we under attack?” A tall young man asked as he stood with his palms against the window.
 

 “I can't see it myself. Who would have the capability of killing off our networks like this and how do you explain that?” Joshua said as he pointed to the fierce red sky.
 

 “I don't think anyone knows what the hell is going on, even the government.” He continued expressing himself bravely. 

 

 “Perhaps Deacon's pissed off too many people.” Sarah said, cynically directing her anger towards the Prime Minister who had not had an easy run of it of late.
 

 “It's the damn Chinese. The whole red sky thing is a calling card.” Joshua remarked in jest although others may have read more than a little in to it.
 

 “We need to get to a damn TV station or even a local radio, find out what the fuck is going on.” Sarah said forcefully. She was right in a sense, it would at least answer the question of why they could not broadcast.
 

 “I'll go.” Joshua said putting himself forward. 

 

 “You'll need a car.” Sarah wisely noted Joshua's lack of transport. Throwing him a bunch of keys, it was quickly agreed that Joshua would tackle the local commercial radio station, 'Thames Talk' which had their offices in Camden.
 

 “It may be that they are broadcasting but the signal is being lost, I expect they are also in the dark the same as us!” Joshua said as he made his way to the car park.
 

 “Josh?” Sarah called out halting him in his tracks.
 

 “Be careful.”
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Roger Coffey sat nervously upon the long upholstered sofa clutching a large glass of red wine. Jill sat at the other end of the sofa, her glass long since emptied. It was late. They had talked long into the small hours of the morning, remembering Paul, discussing their collective experiences with him throughout the past ten years. Roger looked at Jill and remembered the way she looked when he had first met her when they were both still in the Air Force. They were sweethearts then but people change. Roger never begrudged Paul, they were a perfect couple and Paul was always contented to have Roger around despite their well known history.
 


Jill's living room was large and plush. The sofa's matched the wallpaper, the wooden furniture was all the same shade of deep red brown mahogany and several up-lighters gave the room a comfortable feel that was homely and warm. Jill was in her early forties and had given up work when Paul went to NASA. She did not want for much, her children got the best of her attention and she was an active and proud parent to two girls, nine and eleven.
 


Roger had not planned on staying so late. It was only meant to be a fleeting visit. He wanted to know that Jill was coping with the horrendous events of the past week. He did not even mentioned his accident at first. He was too concerned for Jill, plus in his mind he needed to know what might have driven Paul to take his own life.
 


Feeling a little vindicated to know that Paul had no hidden depression or worries, Jill revealed that Paul had in fact just bought the family tickets to Disneyland the previous day and had been discussing taking leave in the summer. Roger had been suspicious from the start when he was delivered the Director's verdict on Paul's state of mind. Roger did not even want to consider an alternative to his boss' verdict, to do so would open a whole can of worms.
 

 “Did I mention that I crashed the car on the way over?” Roger asked, despite knowing that he had not talked about it previously.
 

 “Oh my God, you're OK though? What happened?” Jill's eyes were glazed and her speech slightly slurred. Her accent was unusual, her English heritage was tinged with the American twang, a product of emigration earlier in her life. Roger did not know if this was the most appropriate time to be raising his suspicions.
 

 “Brakes failed.” He replied succinctly.
 

 “God, that must have been terrifying. Were you going fast at the time?”
 

 “Yeah, well enough to give me a scare.” Coffey was modest sort.
 

 “But your car, it's beautiful, how did that happen?” Jill was putting a brave face on her recent grief by taking great interest in others.
 

 “Well, to be honest I don't know. It looks like the brake line had a major leak and I lost a lot of fluid whilst parked up at Kennedy.”
 

 “Jesus, you were lucky then? Sounds a bit suspicious, you haven’t been annoying anyone have you?” Jill laughed but Rogers face brought her to a curious silence.
 

 “What? You don't think...”
 

 “I don't know. I have a suspicion, no, a feeling that something isn't right at work. The mission was hell. Nothing I want to talk about but...” Roger tailed off, he was thinking that he had better quit whilst he was ahead.
 

 “Oh no, Roger. I know that face, I know you too well. You're not the one for exaggeration. Are you in trouble?” Jill was clearly concerned and she placed her hand upon his. He took her cold, bony fingers and warmed them in his hot palm.
 

 “You know, I just can't believe Paul would have gone without some kind of message, some kind of firm reason for giving up. You know him, it's totally out of character.”
 


Jill nodded and pursed her lips. She swept back the long straight, mousey coloured hair from her face and stared into the distance.
 

 “You know I never considered that it could have been anything else. Why would anyone want to hurt Pauly?”
 


Roger was still remembering Janus' words in the lounge, the sinister warning and the consequences of disobeying the directive of silence.
 

 “Jill. I believe there may be some kind of conspiracy. I think Paul may have been involved somehow.”
 


Jill's face dropped and her mouth gaped open.
 

 “You know Paul has never broke the law in his entire life, there's no reason why anyone would want to hurt him.” Jill said defensively.
 

 “No, I know that. That's exactly the reason why I think that someone wanted to keep him quiet. Paul was the most straight up guy I ever met.”
 


There was a quiet moment of reflection as they both thought hard about the theory.
 

 “And you think that your car was tampered with?” She asked playing devil's advocate.
 

 “I think it's a major possibility.”
 


Jill reeled at the thought of losing Roger as well.
 

 “Oh my God.” She uttered slowly, whispering.
 

 “So what's the connection?” Jill asked wisely, if there was a conspiracy then there would be a common theme. Roger must know something that could be dangerous to someone in a position of power.
 

 “I have a vague idea. Nothing I want to talk about though. I don't want to put you in any danger.”
 

 “What Roger, tell me. Something to do with work?” Jill was insistent.
 

 “Let's just say it maybe something to do with the recent mission. I don't know what Paul signed up for but it was obviously something he didn’t agree with. Look...we should not talk about this anymore, at least until I figure out something more tangible. Just to be safe, give me a call every day, check no one is following you, keep an eye out for anything suspicious.”
 

 “My God, do you realise what you're saying? If they have tried to kill you then they may try again!”
 

 “Maybe, but at least I’ll know that it's coming this time. I'll be careful.”
 


Jill squeezed Roger's hand tightly. She could not bear losing him as well.
 

 “I should go. Christ it's almost time to get up! It's like, nearly 5AM. I'd better go before your neighbours get up or there will be rumours.”
 

 “Yeah, you're telling me. Next door would have a heart attack seeing you leave this late only a few days after...”
 

 “I know.”
 


Roger collected his soft leather jacket and went to leave. Jill stopped him and clung to him tightly.
 

 “Please be careful. Let me know if you find out anything.” Roger nodded and walked slowly to the front door.
 

 “Call me.” He reiterated as he opened the white panelled portal. As he did so, he looked back at Jill only to see her face, pale and in shock. Realising something was very wrong, Roger poked his head outside and realised the magnitude of the cause behind Jill's disbelief.
 

 “My God.” Roger muttered as he looked upon the dark, red dawn that greeted the American population.
 

 “What the hell is wrong with the sky?” Jill whined as the surreal image brought about a highly emotional response.
 


Roger could not speak. His astonishment lasted only a few seconds and then his scientific mind began to go to work. He walked out on to the lawn which had become overgrown in Paul's absence and looked up to the heavens. It was only then he realised how very quiet the world had become.
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Joshua revelled in the desolation of the streets as he drove with some haste to the radio station. Annoyingly, he was still stopped periodically by red lights despite there being few other vehicles on the road and even fewer pedestrians. He was tempted to jump them but despite the lack of normality, he was not about to flagrantly transgress the laws of the land just because something out of the ordinary had transpired. 

 


Unsurprisingly, his sat-nav system had also suffered in the red dawn, it complained incessantly as it searched for its GPS location but with no success. Where had the satellites gone? Finding the small commercial station in the heart of Camden was not easy. Eventually he stopped a passing pedestrian who wandered shell shocked along the street with seemingly no awareness of the bulletins message. The young man pointed vaguely in the direction that Joshua had just arrived from and the reporter tutted and swung the car round with a little excessive throttle causing the tyres to squeal.
 


A small sign designated the location Joshua desired and he quickly got out of the car, not even bothering to lock it up or check the door was firmly shut. Peering inside the reception, he could see movement from within and he clattered the door and pressed the intercom impatiently. A moment passed where Joshua stood restlessly on the spot moving his weight from one foot to the other, flicking his tongue around his teeth as he realised that he had not brushed that morning.
 

 “Can I help?” The door was opened ajar but no further and a small feminine voice emanated from within.
 

 “Yes, Hi! I work for The Messenger on Fleet Street, is there someone I can speak to there?”
 


The timid personality behind the door seemed hesitant.
 

 “I'm not writing a story, just trying to work out what's going on. There's going to be anarchy on the streets at this rate. We need to get some collective information flowing, people are scared.”
 


The door opened a little further.
 

 “There's not a lot to tell. We have been broadcasting but our signals not going out. If I was you, I’d go home and wait for the TV to say something.”
 


The diminutive figure could now be seen as an oriental girl in her twenties, smartly dressed and quite clearly distressed.
 

 “But they aren't saying anything are they? What do your technical guys say?”
 


The door was rudely shut as Joshua's question was abruptly cut short. The reporter spun around and exhaled in annoyance. He reached into his pocket for his mobile instinctively only to recall that it was useless at this time. Getting back into the car, a new Ford hatchback, he set off back to Fleet Street with his limited intelligence gathered. At least he had discovered that the radio stations were not dormant and they were at least attempting to broadcast. This seemed to suggest that the airwaves were either being jammed or interfered with somehow. He wondered if any of his colleagues had gotten anywhere near a government spokesman yet. He imagined that Whitehall and surrounding areas would be inundated with nervous and inquisitive media.
 


Joshua drove on a few blocks and began to see sight that he feared the most, he guessed that it was inevitable but it did not make it any more palatable. Groups of hooded youths began to emerge from seemingly every alleyway and crevice in the concrete jungle that was the nation's capital. Joshua laughed to himself, it amused him that normally, most of these feral cretins could barely get out of bed before noon but today they had risen in their droves to make the most of the populations plight. These types of people drove Joshua mad and he had little time for their sorts. As he approached a small posse of young men with intent etched into their faces, he even slowed and wound down his window.
 

 “Where are you going?” He hollered, feeling protected in the hard shell of his vehicle.
 

 “Shopping!” Replied one of the gang followed by laughter from the others.
 

 “Go home. What's makes you special? Haven’t you seen the warning?” Joshua yelled revealing a compassionate exterior despite his inwardly cynical posture.
 

 “Fuck yourself.” Came the somewhat expected reply. It preceded one of the gang moving towards the stationary car and kicking the door panel violently. Joshua reeled at the disgraceful attack but thought better than to challenge them any further. After all, it was a job car which took the sting out of it somewhat.
 


Joshua moved on realising that the number of people on the streets seemed to have grown in the time he had been protesting. As he neared the office which he was glad was in a particularly lightly populated area of London, the pedestrians thinned out a little but it was clear that there was going to be imminent trouble as another army vehicle passed him at speed.
 


Suddenly, from in his rear view mirror, a flash of movement gave the journalist only the briefest of warnings that an impact was imminent. A jarring thud hurled Joshua's car across the pavement and into the fascia of a grey, 1960's style office block. The shock of this surprise assault was great and the reporter arched his spine in pain as he gained his bearings. The steering wheel had buckled under the weight of his torso and it was clear that he was lucky to still be aware enough to extricate him from the crumpled car and crawl out to the pavement where the remains of his headlights greeted his hands with their sharp and spiteful form.
 


It was clear as he rose to his feet, that another car had smashed forcefully into his right rear and spun him round off the road. This other vehicle now lay in the centre of the road. Its occupant had left the car...through the windscreen. A dark and crumpled body adorned the roadside a number of metres from the vehicle, it was clear that the driver was either unconscious or dead.
 


Joshua limped over to the forlorn figure. A young dark skinned male stared vacantly into the sky, the top of his head in tatters. There was a darkened trail of macabre bone fragments and other soft tissues that led from beneath his body off in the direction of the steaming Nissan saloon car which could not have rightly been the property of the deceased. He was simply too young and too inappropriately attired to be the owner.
 


Joshua sighed deeply and shook his head at the sight of another young life wasted in ignorance. It was not the first time the journalist had seen a dead body, but it was the first time he had had a hand in someone’s death. It felt awful despite the clear fact that he could not have done anything to prevent it.
 


Joshua looked around for some kind of aid. He could not ring the police to assess the situation nor did he feel right just leaving the scene. This was somebody's son. It did not matter that he might be a hoodlum or petty thief, he deserved some kind of ordered memorial. Something however, told Joshua that it was senseless to sit and wait for some kind of assistance. He could hear wailing sirens in the distance and a wisp of black smoke on the horizon unnerved him. He did not want to be on the street alone and unprotected. He was a intelligent man, he knew that things would only get worse from here on in.
 





CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

 



 


Joshua hobbled with best haste the rest of the way back to Fleet Street. Clutching his ribs, he snorted a small run of blood which dribbled down to his top lip. Several police cars tore past him on the way but all were moving with too much speed in order to flag down. He felt terribly guilty about leaving the crash scene and the youth on the roadside. He had written a short note and attached it to the windscreen of his car with his contact details. He did not expect to get a call any time soon. It was becoming clear that the authorities had far more pressing matters to attend to.
 


The only people who now walked the streets were those seemingly with the intent to line their pockets or profit from the lawless nature of the day. Joshua saw gangs of both men and women armed with primitive weapons pushing shopping trolleys loaded with looted goods. At times, the pained reporter slipped down an alleyway with the intention of staying out of view. He was suited, injured and an easy target for those who wanted the contents of his wallet or his mobile phone.
 


It seemed that these anarchists did not only want to fight the authorities but also themselves. Turning a corner, Joshua stood and stared in disbelief as he witnessed a pitch battle between at least twenty or so people who were hurling objects at each other or beating each other with their precious clubbing weapons. The melee was only stopped when a crackle of a gunshot tore through the air and a limp body fell to the asphalt. The crowd suddenly dispersed in all directions and Joshua ducked back around the corner as a young teenage girl ran right past him. Her face was pale and shocked although a bizarre excitement was etched upon her features, almost a smile even.
 


Joshua wondered if he was ever going to make it back to the office at this rate. He had never seen anything like it. It was almost as if these people had suddenly been given licence to act out their most base desires and the prospect of the consequences of their actions was utterly ignored. The one thing that was clear was that the police force were in no way prepared for such a large scale event. Their resources spread so thinly across the capital that the looters did not fear arrest. It was only when Joshua encountered another melee further up the road that he realised that the control of the population had now been handed over to the military.
 


An armoured car was parked in the centre of the street, surrounded by a throng of excitable anarchists who cajoled and harried the soldiers. It was a tense standoff, even from a distance, Joshua could see that the crowd were pushing the soldiers, testing them. One of the vehicles began to rock back and forth as the crowd pushed and pulled the heavy car, a single soldier visible from a turret waving his arms furiously.
 


Joshua crept further along the road, he was conscious that there were more and more people around him but he was not overly familiar with the London thoroughfares. He knew that both his hotel and his office were in the direction past the belligerent mob. A crackle of gunfire stopped Joshua in his tracks. The soldier had hoisted his assault rifle into the air and let off a volley of shots. The crowd all ducked down low as one giant quaking mass but then rose defiantly bringing the soldier to aim his weapon lower. The show of force had not had the desired effect of dispersal, instead it appeared to enrage the crowd who flailed their limbs around in protest. Joshua wondered how many of the people were just members of the public who were scared and needed some kind of reassurance, their number seemed to be growing by the second.
 


Bravely, Joshua moved closer, attracted by the prospect of information, he joined the periphery of the crowd. He could see that despite a contingent of low life scum, there were women and children in the throng, people who were well dressed, uniformed, suited. He could hear a number of voices louder than the others, the vociferous ones who would not be denied the knowledge they sought. Joshua could not get a grasp of what the lone soldier was yelling, he looked just as petrified as the rest of them.
 


The more aggressive contingent once again began to rock the armoured car. Joshua could see the soldier press the headset to his ear as if he was begging for aid from his peers. The driver in the cab was forced to press his hot hand against the glass of the side window in order to steady himself. He too looked young, terrified and out of his depth. The turret soldier once again brandished his weapon with intent but the threat had long since diminished. The mob knew that if he was going to shoot he would have already done it long ago.
 


Joshua gasped as he suddenly noticed bodies climbing up onto the car behind the soldier. The crowd bellowed as a hooded man grasped the young warrior from behind and another stripped him of his weapon. A rain of punches and kicks fell upon the youthful soldier until he fell helplessly from the vehicle and into the hands of the baying mob. The ingrate now clutching the high powered assault rifle proceeded to spend the magazine into the air with glee and Joshua clambered to move back and out of the crowd. Another series of shots rang out, and looking back, Joshua saw the hoodlum with the gun fall from the roof of the car. The driver emerged from the turret, his face white as a sheet, his fresh faced features gaunt. The crowd fell over themselves to scurry away as the vengeful soldier aimed his smoking weapon at the crowd and opened fire indiscriminately. Joshua heard the snap of bullets fly closely past his head and he was soon sprawled upon the ground being crushed by the fleeing people. The firing stopped and then a second later there was another burst as one of the mob had retrieved the other soldiers gun and began to return fire.
 


Screams of desperation and pain were heard as the swathe of panic proliferated amongst the gatherers. Joshua could barely inhale a breath as he crawled over others who had fallen to escape the horrific scene. He finally managed to get to his feet using other helpless bodies as a crutch and sprinted despite his ills, away and around the corner where he fell to the floor in a ragged heap gasping for oxygen.
 


Joshua did not linger long, a few deep inhalations were enough to give him the power to once again move and flee. Barely stopping to look back, he ensured there was a good hundred metres between him and the scene before he allowed himself the comfort of a brief respite. Hands on knees, his throat was raw as he spat out blood upon the ground and looked upon the other survivors as they jogged past him. It reminded him of the infamous scene from the Vietnam war which had been so courageously reported by his predecessors. The fleeing people then had survived a savage napalm attack. The look of shock and disbelief on these people's faces was much the same now as they stumbled down the road having just witnessed the closest thing to hell on Earth.
 


Joshua continued to move. He had no wish to get caught up in any more incidents like this one. Lost and pained, the adrenaline kept him mobile. Despite passing numerous bystanders who appeared to have benign intentions, no one spoke. It was almost as if everyone had lost their tongues and had become as hopelessly lost as Joshua. Maybe it was the sheer shock of the events of the day, maybe it was just caution. No one dared to invite trouble.
 


Eventually, Joshua reached a road junction that seemed familiar and he realised that he was on the right track back to Fleet Street. Finally reaching the offices, he had to hammer on the reception door in order to gain entry. Some thoughtful workers had begun to lock and border up the entrances, perhaps having witnessed events or maybe just showing foresight. Flashing his pass furiously as the occupants dilly dallied regarding his entry, finally he was admitted. At last he felt safe.
 

 “Jesus!”
 


Sarah Palmer exclaimed as Joshua hobbled into the main office. He was suddenly overwhelmed with well meaning but medically inept people who were offering their wisdom.
 

 “I'm OK. Maybe a bust rib, a few cuts and bruises.” Joshua said modestly.
 

 “What happened?”
 


Sarah was business like as always. 

 

 “The radio station's output is being jammed or the signal is being lost somehow. All appears normal at the station, if you can call any of this normal?”
 

 “No, that's not what I meant. What happened to you?”
 


Joshua was surprised at his colleagues unusual warmth. In the short space of time he had come to know her, she always came across very focused and a little cold.
 

 “I've written off the car. Someone hit me, someone's been killed.”
 


The office fell into a hush as workers who had previously been chatting strained their ears to listen.
 

 “Look, it's a nightmare out there. There's live ammunition being fired, the authorities seemed to have lost control already. Don't go out. Get our guys back in.”
 


Joshua sat shaking, his hands clammy and cold.
 

 “Well that's impossible, we can't contact them obviously. We won't send anyone else out though.”
 

 “Where's Bill?” Joshua asked, inquiring the whereabouts of the Duty Editor, Bill McManus.
 

 “Don't know. I'm guessing those that live further away couldn’t make the commute or didn't want to. After all who would want to leave their house after that message?”
 


Joshua nodded, he understood too well why it was important to stay indoors. For the time being and until further notice, the office was Joshua's home. He did not know for how long their lives would be suspended at a tense standstill, if he had, he would surely have made provision for the coming days, for this was just the beginning.
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Tempers frayed and frustration often grew into intolerance as the world as Joshua knew it was put on indefinite hold. Hours of waiting soon grew into days and outside the offices, Joshua and his team witnessed the true extent of unrest under the darkened ruby skies. Many of the Messenger staff made the brave effort to go home to their families. Thick swathes of smoke appeared above the high buildings of the capital and periodically, gun shots could be heard from the near distance. The ground trembled with small explosions and the windows rattled to reinforce the notion that London was witnessing a new, distressing and unprecedented period of widespread civil unrest.
 


The broadcast of the warning never changed, it looped inexorably, not deviating from its original statement and with every passing hour, speculation regarding what the 'incident' was grew more fanciful and terrifying by the minute. The feeling that even the authorities were completely in the dark was not intangible, several reporters had braved the streets to make their way to Parliament Square. Their mission was to obtain some vestige of comfort from somebody in the know but the intrepid journalists were never allowed to make it that far. There were blockades and the armed forces were present in great force using lethal force to protect whatever secrets lie beyond the barrier. Those that even entertained the thought of breaching the hastily constructed barbed wire fences were apparently cut down by machine gun fire without so much of a warning. The returning reporters white, pallid complexions appeared to reinforce their horrific accounts and the tension within the offices grew as each word passed their lips.
 


On the second day of the red sky, those that had not left the building began to put into place contingencies for the immediate future, namely stocktaking the food that was present in the canteen and the vending machines and securing the building. Fleet Street was mercifully quiet during non business hours anyway, it was not near a residential area and thus their surrounding area was fortunately spared the worst of the looting and rioting which ensued. Some of the more courageous of the twenty or thirty that remained took turns to scout the area and gather information. Makeshift beds were put together and the solidarity between the remaining staff kept spirits up despite the frustration of being completely in the dark as to their prospects.
 


Joshua wondered as did others if the unrest witnessed was similarly going on in other cities across the world. Joshua longed to return to his Oxford home but like others, did not feel that it was worth the risk to attempt to travel in the circumstances. For now, the warning message was the one thing that they could all grasp on to and share. The events of the past couple of days had suddenly brought out a feeling of isolation amongst them all and the fact that they could share their fears was the only small comfort they had.
 


In the afternoon of the second day, the maddening lack of information provided by the television drew raised voices.
 

 “This is ridiculous, why are we all sitting here on our hands waiting?” A young reporter raged. Joshua did not know him but he empathised with his statement. However, he had already tasted the atmosphere on the streets and was not inclined to opt for immediate action. The office had been swiftly rearranged into a living environment. Some more comfortable sofa like chairs were hauled in and the staff sat around in a large circle.
 

 “The army must know something. We need to find someone whose willing to let us know what's going on!” 

 


Another young reporter continued the argument until Joshua interjected.
 

 “The army aren't talking, they're shooting, we've seen that.” Joshua exclaimed forcefully. Sarah sat beside him biting her beautifully manicured nails.
 

 “I think the most worrying fact is that the authorities seem to be wilfully keeping us in the dark. They must know that this lack of information is causing widespread unrest. Whatever has happened, they seem unwilling to share.” Sarah said running her fingers through her long straight brown hair.
 

 “Or incapable of sharing.” Joshua added. That was the most terrifying hypothesis of all. If there was literally no one at the helm of the country, then without the communication networks that the population had come to rely on so heavily, England would turn into a tribal free-for-all culture until power would be attained by the ones with the means to do so.
 

 “Are we talking about a total meltdown here, this is crazy, like some post apocalyptic video game!” The young angry reporter continued. The silence that followed neither indicated agreement or rejection of the young man’s statement however, it was not inconceivable that at the current rate, the capital would soon begin to look rather like the images conjured in someone’s dark imagination.
 


The silence was suddenly shattered by a noise from outside, a noise that perked everyone’s ear's up and brought people to their feet. A Tannoy system, it's message indecipherable, it was distant and feint. Joshua moved to the window and opened it as wide as it would go as his colleagues crowded around him to thrust their heads as close to the sounds as possible. The sound was getting closer and the tension became more unbearable as they all waited patiently for the message to come closer. The tinny voice reverberated off the high walled buildings and the ensuing echoes did little to aid clarity. Finally, a small convoy of army vehicles rounded the corner and came into view. Joshua was being pinned against the sharp window frame such was the intensity of his colleagues interest. It did little to aid his bruised ribs from the brutal car crash the day before. The public address was suddenly loud and clear, there was no difficulty in hearing every word spoken by a mature male with a slight Black Country accent.
 

Attention – you must remain inside until instructed to do so. Failure to do so will result in the use of lethal force. Further information will be broadcast imminently. Do not panic, stay in your homes or workplaces. This is for your own safety, be patient and wait for further instruction.
 


Joshua looked down at the heavily armed troops which lined the vehicles as they returned the desperate glances of the many people who clambered to hang out of windows all the way along the street.
 

 “What's going on?” He heard one man bellow from across the street in an adjacent block. He yelled loudly enough to be clearly heard by the troops who looked over to him. Joshua noted their body language, a tell-tale shrug of shoulders from one of them gave him more of an insight than he had managed to gather from the previous twenty four hours. The troops were clearly as much in the dark as everyone else.
 


The convoy passed and the same message rang out eventually fading into unintelligible noise once again as it turned off the street. The office's occupants moved away from the window back to their easy chairs in contemplative silence. 

 

 “Well, at least we know one thing. No one's leaving this building now, they're not fucking around anymore.” Said Mohammed Bashir, an I.T. Support guy from one of the dingy back offices.
 

 “Whatever is going on, whoever is in charge has the whole population shitting themselves, I mean, is this some kind of coup?” Asked Harry Lepond, a bearded cleaner whose wisdom defied his lowly position.
 

 “I don't think so. Anyway, look at the damn sky. Whatever this is, this isn’t some petty revolution. This is global.” Sarah Palmer added as she slumped down forlornly. Bashir was excitable, it was not often he got to rub shoulders with the rest of the staff.
 

 “The message seemed to imply that the army's guns weren’t the only thing that could be a threat to us if we went outside. For the army to be instructed to use lethal force, there must be some serious shit going on. Maybe we are all gonna die and the government just don’t have the heart to tell us? Maybe there’s some big-ass asteroid on its way down?” Bashir did nothing to aid morale.
 

 “If that were the case then why tell us anything?” Sarah replied wisely.
 

 “Aliens.” A voice came from across the room.
 

 “Aliens, it's got to be.” Michael Sprake was a young intern, to this point he had hardly made a squeak. Joshua chuckled to himself suddenly reminiscing about his unusual recent research.
 

 “Well I think we should defer to the wisdom of the powers that be for the time being. They are making sense, the streets are dangerous for anyone right now. Let's sit tight and wait for this next broadcast. Right now I'm more worried about more immediate problems like when we are going to run out of food. I guess at least we have power and water still.” Sarah reminded them all that it could be far worse.
 


Joshua nodded in agreement, their situation was not uncomfortable and in some ways, the no nonsense approach of the army comforted him. Their message could not be misconstrued, you would have to be insane to challenge them by walking the streets. At least that might bring an end to the looting and general lawlessness and allow the staff of The Messenger to sleep more soundly in their makeshift beds. Until then, all eyes were glued to the screens awaiting the next message. The last time this many people gathered around their television sets with baited breath was 1968 and Man was perilously close to settling down on the moon for the first time. Now that perceived danger was a collective one, Mankind was perched on a precipice staring down into an abyss. What was waiting for them in the darkness was anyone’s guess.
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The television screens which had not been switched off for three days suddenly went blank at 14:05 GMT on November 16th. The blue and white banner which had adorned the screens for the preceding three days had burned its image into ageing plasma screens and left an eerie, ghostly after effect. The end of the first message drew gasps of intrigue and trepidation, its words had been studied and memorised by all those who saw it, it had become a focal point of a population so drained by the experience of the previous days that any news would be gratefully received no matter how disturbing or profound it was to be.
 


The message had not only adorned the television sets of the people of Britain. In Florida, Roger Coffey sat poised in his armchair experiencing the same discomfort and fear as those across the channel. Unlike Joshua Regan, he had been alone; isolated from his friends in his home he had eagerly awaited an update as he watched troops mobilising from the bottom of his garden. His distinguished house was situated in solitude atop a lofty orchard covered peak, a high price worth paying for such a privilege on any normal day but now, he would have settled for a semi in some friendly suburban community. He did not even have his faithful bulldog companion to distract him from the disturbing sight of the blood red skies and the distant sounds of gun shots. It seemed that nowhere escape the chaos as normality gave way to anarchy.
 


Despite his desire to do otherwise, Coffey had obeyed the solemn message when it arrived upon his 64 inch home cinema system. At first, he had braved a careful stroll down the hill towards the city. He was inquisitive and not one for conforming to suggestion but as the tell tale signs of increasing unrest appeared across the skyline of Orlando, he knew that it was safer to retreat to the isolation of his home and await further information. He feared for Jill whom he had left that morning under the ruby hue of the morning sky. He had tried to reassure her but knew that he was unconvincing. He could not explain the anomaly despite his scientific savvy but he had promised that he would return later that day. That promise was broken after the display of the initial message which so succinctly put the fear of God into any mortal man. Roger quickly grew bored without the aid of the things which he had so come to rely on for his entertainment and enrichment. The loss of the Internet drew the biggest despair, it was not only his lifeline to his social network but also to the greater world. Without it, he felt cut off from civilisation especially in the uncertainty of the recent developments.
 


Roger attempted to hypothesise what had happened to cause such widespread disruption. He was open minded but not fanciful, he knew that the red skies could and would be explained in due course, but he was also acutely aware that for something to have occurred which would so dramatically reduced the government to cryptic warnings and martial law, it must be significant on a global scale.
 


He knew that he was in danger, even in the sanctity of his own home, no one was safe. Roger had seen and heard the scream of military jets tear over his house on a regular basis, he had seen the massing of military convoys in the distance. If this was some kind of war, he thought, it was very different to anything he could have imagined.
 


At last, after agonising minutes of tension, the black vacant screen flickered into life and the 'civilised' world drew its breath. Another plainly detailed banner appeared briefly, merely stating that a 'Public Safety Announcement' was imminent. Roger Coffey yelled out in frustration.
 

 “Oh come on!” He groaned as he threw the empty beer can he held in his grasp across his plush living room. There was a sudden loss of picture then finally, after all this time, a face, a human face appeared much to the relief of the watching public. The face was a Caucasian male, suited and not familiar. He was not a regular recognised television presenter although he sat in a basic studio with a dark backdrop. His hair was black but receding, his face clean shaven. He had the air of a politician about him, not a military man as one might have expected at this time. His accent was American, his English was immaculate. As he spoke, subtitles were flashed across the bottom of the screen, firstly in English then subsequently in various other languages as the bulletin looped over and over indefinitely. The man visibly shook as he read the Autocue.
 

 “To the united people of the world, we offer gratitude for those that have patiently awaited information with dignity and courage in these difficult times.”
 


The announcer paused and swallowed hard, uncertain of how to present the next sentence.
 

 “Five days ago, government scientists detected communications from an unknown source originating from beyond our planetary boundaries. These communications initially appeared benign in their design and attempts were made to understand and respond to these signals. A number of hours later, contact was lost with the Yeung Chow and European space stations and a number of observatories across the globe began to report a series of anomalies entering Earth’s orbit. In the subsequent hours, unusual communication and interruption was detected across the global satellite networks and a series of cyber attacks were carried out rendering both military and civilian computer networks redundant. These actions were construed as attacks on the global communication infrastructure and it is vital to stress that these apparently hostile actions are not believed to be originating from Earth. It was quickly understood that these attacks are widespread and have affected all nations in equal measure. I repeat, these hostile actions are believed to be of an 'extra-terrestrial' origin and have affected all nations in equal measure. Attempts to communicate with these aggressors are ongoing and it is not known at this time what their intentions are. For your continued safety, you must remain in your homes until further notice. If your homes or families are threatened, defend yourselves without fear of reprisal. Further bulletins covering your local area will be forthcoming and instructions to follow for your continuing safety announced. Do not take to the streets, violating this directive may result in lethal force being issued. Lawlessness of any form will result in the most severe consequences. Conserve your supplies, we are addressing utilities issues and you may experience power or water outages in the coming days. These issues will be addressed with all immediacy. We are working tirelessly to restore communication networks, until then do not attempt to use them as there may be ongoing security concerns. More information will follow as it becomes available. Protect yourselves and be safe by remaining vigilant.” 

 


Coffey slumped back in his chair, incredulous at the statement which paused for a moment then started again. He listened again as the announcer repeated the words which would no doubt rock the foundations of the human population, cause them to reconsider their outlook on life, the universe and their most cherished beliefs. 

 


Despite the cataclysmic nature of the broadcast, Coffey was immediately sceptical. If all of the telecommunication satellites were down or destroyed, how had this message been beamed across the world? How had the 'aggressors' as the announcer put it, managed to derail the Internet, a vast network of independent machines with no central core to corrupt or control? How had the observatories only discovered these 'anomalies' as they entered Earth’s orbit when their vision stretched far beyond our solar system and into the depths of the galaxy? How had the government managed to mobilise their forces with such speed under such circumstances? 

 


Coffey paced around the room, his mind racing. He had seen something unusual whilst on the mission, an irregular looking object in orbit around the Earth. Was this connected in any way to the apparent 'extra-terrestrial' attack? He could not say, although his cynical mind was at play and this all seemed too irregular. Even the unfamiliar announcer offered too much scope in the way of promoting scepticism. Who was he and who did he represent? The presenter had made claims that 'they' were doing all they could to ensure the safety of the worlds citizens, but who were 'they'? Why was the President not the voice of the nation? Where was she? Had these otherworldly visitors shown their faces and exhibited violence, or was this just a misunderstanding, an overreaction, lost in translation scuppering a new age of universal kinship?
 


Coffey wandered outside into his garden and across the lawn. He paused and looked up to the skies, his hand resting on the bulge of the Glock pistol nestling in his belt. He was not one to be easily swayed, he was a free thinker. Even the most patriotic American at some point must have had concerns over the transparency of their government's actions; the Kennedy assassination, 9/11, the Iran War, however this was seemingly not a national issue, it was a global event. Coffey may not have truly been convinced by the telecast but he would be ready for whatever the next step in the crisis would be, with an open mind and steady hand he would do whatever was required to protect himself, his neighbours and his country.
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Joshua had been roughly awoken when the television crackled into life, his nervous colleagues shaking him to his senses as the broadcast was played out. A tired and hungry group of young men and women stood around the screen, some of them embraced each other as the facts were delivered by the solemn dark haired, olive skinned presenter.
 

 “Bloody hell, I knew it!” Cried out Sprake as it became clear that the crisis was one engineered by alien minds. Joshua laughed incredulously and it took a couple of replays of the message before it all sank in. Joshua recalled Jimmy's horror and was ashamed at his own apparent lack of empathy at the time. The young reporter moved towards the large curtain-less window and looked out to the curious darkness and the bright full moon which was a glorious pink colour. The human race had for so long laughed at the seemingly unhinged band of individuals who had reported sightings or abductions; now their stories became far more significant and impactive. Joshua wondered where Jimmy was right now and how he was coping with the dire news.
 

 “There's going to be a lot of very unhappy religious sorts right now.” Bashir said, perhaps understating the profound nature of his comment.
 

 “Mass suicide, civil unrest, alien wars...holy shit, this all sounds like a bad sci-fi novel!” One of the staff mumbled as he scrunched a drained coffee cup. Joshua raised his eyebrows and shook his head, his young colleague was right in some respects, these events would change the world forever.
 


Suddenly there was a new feeling of peril which was felt throughout the office. The fear of the unknown was now palpable and Joshua watched as it took hold of his colleagues and manifested itself in different ways. Some broke down in tears, some stood fast and defiant. A few talked of arming themselves ready for a fight, some talked of running and hiding. Joshua sat on the sofa and contemplated his actions. He felt compelled to share with his colleagues Jimmy's story which now seemed so real. If anything, at least he had some kind of vision in his mind what these alien creatures were according to how Jimmy had perceived them.
 


Joshua thought about how the classic 'alien' features had become iconic in the modern pop culture, the bulbous head and large oval eyes had become ubiquitous on everything from t-shirts to company logos, skateboards and computer games. To accept that these entities were now very real defied every logical fibre in Joshua's being. Like all the others in the office, the main concern that ran through his mind was their motive. Were they really on a mission to disrupt, destabilise and then dominate the human race or was this some kind of interplanetary misunderstanding, something which could be rectified in time with diplomacy? It was always discussed in the forums of the scientists and 'space' enthusiasts, what the motives of a potential galactic neighbour would be. It was the scientists view that if an alien culture had the means to travel from one planet to another and in essence, cross the light speed threshold (if that were at all possible), it seemed logical that they would also be advanced and civilised enough to have transcended violence and selfish motives.
 


Joshua was a cynical sort and he wrangled with the prospect that his short sighted government had a dubious role in all of this. It would not surprise him one bit if there was more to this than a surprise attack, an invasion without apparent cause. In his mind, there were very few citizens in the U.K. who would have trusted their politicians to boil an egg, let alone negotiate the fate of the world with an alien race. 

 


If there was one positive to come out of all of this, Joshua believed that at least the human race might pull together and set aside their petty squabbles for a moment and stand together in unity for the first time in history. However, like the looters, there were always those who sought to make the most of a delicate situation and he guessed it was only a matter of time before those with a position of power would start to cut deals with the alien invaders and bargain for their slice of the pie after the initial struggle was over. Time would tell how this would pan out, but one thing was for sure, Joshua was just another tiny voice in a race crying out for some kind of mercy, whether the aliens would deliver that noble human trait remained to be seen.
 


Hours passed like days as the office staff peered out of the large windows as if waiting for a flying saucer to whizz by and confirm the television broadcasts message. The proliferation of 'alien' films since the 1950's had inspired wild imaginations to sculpt a varying image of the typical alien monstrosity. It was these images that played on everybody’s minds. Joshua sought to convince them that if indeed these were the same characters that played out in Jimmy Stock's story, at least they were not metal teethed, acid spewing horrors that spawned from the air conditioning system with deadly effect.
 


Joshua felt compelled to recount Jimmy's tale even though he toned down the agonising torture aspect, at least it gave the comfort that these were intelligent humanoid creatures and not hunters or killing machines set on genocide. Jimmy had lived to tell the tale, he had awoken with his body and mind intact although the anxiety remained. He had clearly been abducted, studied, tested and then put back into the water like some under-sized fish. If these were scientific minds then there was maybe a chance to settle any differences peacefully, a fact that Joshua reiterated to those in the office who had taken the news particularly badly.
 


Joshua eventually returned to a fitful slumber. There was no point in holding a vigil, there seemed little any one could do except wait for the next announcement. When the dishevelled reporter awoke as the bright light of the day streamed through the office windows, nothing had changed. The city was so quiet. Sarah Palmer sat at the window which she had opened as far as it would go and gazed through the narrow opening out into the street.
 

 “You OK?” Joshua asked as he pulled himself upright from the sofa. His suit now crumpled and his immaculate white shirt decidedly dirty.
 

 “Yep. Fine.” She replied not for a moment averting her gaze.
 

 “Do you wonder what the significance of the red sky is?” She asked quizzically.
 


Joshua stood and walked over to her. The cool November breeze blew in through the gap and helped widen his tired eyes.
 

 “Perhaps it's some by product of a kind of gas that's meant to make us all subject to their bidding.” He replied with a smile.
 

 “Well I’m not feeling that at the moment. If one of those bubble head fuckers walked in here I’d chin the bastard.” She laughed allowing her sense of humour to escape through her usually tightly woven veil of feminist candour.
 

 “Yeah, I believe you would.” Joshua chuckled and pulled up a chair beside her.
 

 “I want to see them. I'm tired of waiting. I want some kind of proof that it's real and that we're not just sitting here as part of some rich oligarch's last wet dream before he pops his clogs. You know what I mean?” Sarah was even more cynical than Joshua.
 

 “I know what you mean. It all seems to incredible, but I don't think its within any individuals power to put on a show like this no matter how rich they are. I guess it's like the giant meteorite thing, we know at some point in the next zillion years it's going to land and wipe us all out, it's a matter of time. It's also logical to expect there to be alien life on other planets, maybe we have been given clues that they were coming from years back but we just haven’t listen hard enough to the people that knew. We've laughed at those poor bastards and now we understand exactly what they've been trying to tell us.”
 


Sarah turned and looked at Joshua, her immaculately presented face was now a little reddened, bags had appeared under her eyes and her makeup had been smeared by tears.
 

 “I don't believe it. Not any of it.” She said with a steadfast assuredness. Joshua raised his eyebrows.
 

 “Is there not enough proof already to suggest that this world has changed forever?” He asked, looking up at the red sky.
 

 “I guess it all depends on how willing you are to accept the 'facts'.” She said turning back to the window, the red glow of the morning sun tuning her features pink.
 

 “Maybe if I hadn’t heard Jimmy's account, I’d be more like you, more sceptical. I saw the look on his face, I felt the pain he had experienced. Do you know, what I find amazing is that until now I think I have genuinely accepted everything that has happened as the truth. You've made me think a bit, I guess that's a good thing.”
 


Sarah once again turned to Joshua.
 

 “You know, if you went to the Brazilian rainforest wearing a wetsuit and an oxygen tank, there would be people there who would believe you to be some kind of demon, or 'Star Man'. They'd either bow down to you in fear for their lives or kill you with their poison darts. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 


Joshua fell silent as he tried to comprehend Sarah's clumsy analogy. He got it though, and in many ways she was right. Ignorance breeds fear and sometimes fear breeds ignorance. There was no doubt that of the seven and a half billion souls on Earth that had woken up that morning and looked upon the darkened burgundy atmosphere, the vast majority would have fell to their knees in terror and disbelief. How they wished to interpret the knowledge that had been slowly drip fed to them was another matter. Joshua had himself been swept along in the waves of fear but maybe Sarah Palmer had just done enough to throw him a float. Her refusal to give in to the accepted facts had empowered him to think a little more carefully about how he perceived the information he had been given. It inspired his natural curiosity and caution, some of the traits which had made him such a formidable journalist. Maybe what Joshua needed now was exactly the very thing Sarah had joked about, he needed to see with his own eyes the dreaded threat that they had been told was a very clear and present danger.
 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

 



 


November 18th 2020
 



 
 


Great sighs of relief greeted the next broadcast after almost two full days of silence. The city had remained chillingly quiet and the streets had remained empty as the people sat at home hungry, cold and tired with nervous exhaustion. Even the hunger could not drive the citizens of London to take action and search for food. It was clear that the armed forces were steadfast in their orders and few dared to challenge them. It perhaps came as a surprise just how many people continued to wait, like lambs queuing for slaughter as they yearned the next update. What was going on? Why was there so little information? Was there an unseen war being fought somewhere and if so, how was it progressing? These were the questions that were being posed with little chance of a satisfying answer.
 


Joshua and his colleagues had become very familiar with each other in the week that would never be forgotten. They amused themselves by playing games, constructing home comforts and debating the possibilities of the future world. Certainly Joshua and Sarah had become firm friends, they realised they were remarkably similar in many ways. It was not a romantic relationship thus far, but the isolation of the office seemed to bring people closer together and the extreme situation that they were faced with appeared to highlight human needs for physical comfort.
 


Once again, an agitated huddle surrounded the television. The previous message, looped over and over was eventually muted and ignored. There was only so many times they could stomach the repetitive video. When another blank screen appeared, it seemed that it was likely that it would once again jump into life and deliver the news they had all longed for. Billions of people held their breath awaiting the next revelation.
 


The same dark haired man appeared abruptly without warning or introduction as before. At first, someone groaned as they believed it to be the same message that had played for the last two days but they were quickly shut up by the others who knew that this was different. The announcer once again spoke slowly, leaving significant gaps between sentences.
 

 “This is a news update. We once again thank you for your patience at this very difficult time. We understand that this period of silence has been extremely difficult for all but we must stress, it has been vital in our efforts to protect the people of the world as we enter new and turbulent times.
 

After this brief news update, a limited regional broadcast service will begin. We are endeavouring to maintain communication to keep you informed of the latest information. Please continue to be patient at this time. For the present, uphold all previous requests and do not venture out of your homes.
 

And now a news update. Further to information previously broadcast, we can now confirm that the attack on our planetary communication networks is indeed an act of hostility from an unknown extra terrestrial source. Using extraordinary measures, world leaders today are uniting to hold talks which will decide restorative actions and agree defensive initiatives to prevent further strikes. Emergency communicative networks have been established and are being used to bring together resources and manpower in order to better understand the alien threat. Do not attempt to send or receive communication at this time. Your actions may not only hinder vital progress in our efforts to defend ourselves but may also provide our enemies with information which may prove costly to you and your neighbours.
 

Until such time that we can begin negotiation with our enemy, we are effectively at a state of war. We have not yet identified the origins of our enemies nor received any ultimatum or motive for their attack. Vigilance is key. Further broadcasts will be released imminently regarding methods of communication for those with clear and precise information regarding any possible alien activity. It is important that these lines of communication are used only in the most relevant circumstances.
 

We have already seen that our enemies are not only intelligent and sophisticated technologically, but also have reasons to believe that they may have been existing amongst the population of the Earth for some time and may appear in an unexpected and familiar human-like form. Protect your families and neighbours but use extreme caution if approaching or divulging information to persons not well known to you. It is thought that their familiarity with our infrastructure has arisen from a number of covert operatives posing as humans and integrating themselves into our society. At this time, government agencies from across the globe are identifying and apprehending these imposters. It has already been seen that a number of significant and influential individuals are believed to be affiliated with the enemy forces. At this time, these individuals cannot be named but investigations are ongoing.
 

This bulletin will be broadcast every ten minutes and another more regular update is hoped to be brought to you on the hour. Once again, we thank you for your cooperation. Together we can prevail, remain vigilant.”
 


Joshua looked over to Sarah who was as open mouthed and aghast as the rest of them.
 

 “So now they're saying that there are aliens amongst us? I guess we should have expected that one.” Sarah remarked pessimistically.
 

 “Well I’d have you first on my list of possibles.” Joshua replied with a dry wit.
 

 “I suppose so. Anyone who remotely has any misgivings about the whole affair is always going to be the first one dragged into the street and taken to the gas chambers. This stinks of something decidedly fascist and clandestine to me.” 

 


Sarah was not one to hold back her concerns, whilst the other staff returned to their seats in terrified contemplative thought, she was busy blowing the whole thing wide open with her brazen lack of faith in the broadcast. Joshua could see her point and wished that he could be so dismissive of the horrific news. Just then, the eerie quiet of the gloomy office was broken by the unexpected and bizarre sounds of classical music emanating from the television. Joshua could not recognise the composer but it was a fairly brassy, noble piece. If it was meant to be inspiring or uplifting, its effect may have been misjudged.
 

 “Yay, we've got some banging' tunes!” Someone yelled out inappropriately.
 

 “Better than silence I guess. It's all very Imperial, I wonder how it's going down in the Middle East?” Sarah japed.
 

 “Let's hope this is a regional broadcast like they said.” Josh replied. The hope of more regular news was uplifting in itself but what was really needed right now was the resumption of everyday services such as the shops and travel. How long would they be forced to starve before the public showed their desperation and said enough was enough?
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Roger Coffey peered out of his window, carefully pulling the curtain to one side as an army Jeep made its way steadily up the steep road to his house and pulled up outside. Coffey's hand dropped to his waistband and he slowly lifted the hem of his shirt and felt the reassurance of the Glock pistol concealed beneath. The second message had made it clear that the 'alien threat' was not wholly from the direction of the stars and deep down, Coffey had almost expected this. Two uniform clad soldiers climbed out of the vehicle. They both clutched weapons, the first a hand gun of some variety, the other an assault rifle. They joined up and walked steadily to the front door in quiet conversation. 

 


Coffey's heart pounded, he had no reason to fear the military but he was cautious having had the experience of the previous weeks mission and the subsequent accident. Coffey pulled out his gun and flicked the safety off. He was not a fan of weapons but he knew how to use one. He was a fighter pilot and flew F-18's over Iran in the heat of the conflict. His side arm was his only defence in the event of ejection over enemy lines.
 


As the loud knock on his door came, his heart skipped a beat and he crept into the hallway and waited by the door, hesitant and undecided whether or not to answer.
 

 “Hello? Anyone home?” Came a holler from one of the soldiers. Coffey remained silent and aloof, he was still unsure whether or not to play it cool and greet the officers.
 

 “Roger Coffey? Are you there? National Guard. Do you have a minute?” 

 


The voice appeared friendly enough but appearances can be deceptive. Coffey made sure he stood to one side of the front door, his gun raised. 

 

 “Yeah, what do you want?” He called out.
 

 “Oh, Hi. Can you open the door a minute?” Came the response.
 

 “No, I'm not opening the door to anyone without good reason. What do you want?” Coffey reiterated his position.
 

 “It's OK, there's no reason to be afraid. We're doing the rounds. We're trying to get a picture of where everybody is right now. There's been a lot of disorder, a lot of burglary and violence. We're doing all we can to check up on the neighbourhood.”
 


Coffey breathed deeply, he was unsure.
 

 “I'm fine, no problems here.” He called out.
 

 “Well won't you open the door so we can see you're OK?” The soldier asked persuasively.
 

 “Look, I'm OK. No problems. I'm keeping my nose out of trouble, staying in waiting for news like everybody else. If you really want to help, then pick me up some groceries and then I’ll open up”
 


There was a long pause, Coffey thought they had gone when another voice appeared.
 

 “Mr Coffey, we have orders to visibly check everybody out. You may have heard the broadcast, there's a lot of uncertainty about who's who and what's what at the moment. Now if you’re not going to open the door, then that'll look pretty bad on my report. You don't want us to have to come back up here now do you? Cause I’ll tell you something, there are a lot of pretty itchy trigger fingers back there wanting to kick some alien ass if you know what I’m saying. They'll gut you like a fish given half a chance if they think your an alien spy, do you hear what I’m saying?”
 


Coffey heard what he was saying and understood the sentiment. Nevertheless, if he was already persona-non-grata before this whole affair, it would not take much effort to silence him in the middle of all this lawlessness.
 

 “I hear you. I tell you what, if you leave your weapons outside and strip down to your underpants, you're welcome to come on inside. If not, then you'll just have to excuse me and go about your business.”
 


Coffey was steadfast although he knew that this was inciting trouble. The one thing he was convinced of however, was that if they were truly National Guard, then they would turn about face and take their report back to their command for the serious ass kicking to be done by someone above their pay grade. 

 

 “Nah, I'm sorry Mr Coffey, you see we can't do that, so you either open the door or we'll have to break the fucking thing down and make you pretty sorry.”
 


Coffey did not need any encouragement to take a deep breath and move back into a position which offered some cover. The crash of his wooden door splintering was expected as Coffey dived behind a grand wooden furniture piece which adorned his hallway. 

 

 “I'm armed, don't force me to shoot!” Coffey screamed as the soldiers shuffled through the battered doorway, their guns readied. Their march forward did not relent, Coffey was in no position to accept his demise in such a submissive fashion and he pointed the Glock square at the lead soldiers chest who had yet to spot the concealed pilot. The Glock spat out its lethal load which buried itself deep into the chest of the lead soldier who carried the assault rifle and he fell straight down as if his brain had suddenly switched off. Seeing the instant fate of his companion, the other soldier gasped a desperate breath as he realised that Coffey’s aim was true and his intentions lethal.
 

 “Don't make me do it!” Coffey yelled as the second soldier froze in his tracks momentarily but then foolishly forced Coffey’s hand by swinging his pistol over to point in the astronauts direction. Coffey did not hesitate and he let go another vicious round of hot lead which penetrated the soldiers shoulder, forcing his body back and to the left, spinning him around and slumping him to the ground. Coffey raced out from his cover and kicked the pistol away from the soldier who squealed as he writhed around on the floor. Coffey engaged the safety on his weapon and stuffed it into his jeans waistband and swiftly picked up the first soldiers assault rifle. 

 

 “Jesus.” He muttered as he saw what he had done, knowing the implications of his actions. He kicked over the second soldier who gasped like a fish out of water as blood filled his lungs, his intention to find out why they had been sent to his home.
 

 “If you tell me why you're here, I’ll let you live.” Coffey said calmly as his pulse could almost be heard in his voice. The soldiers face contorted and his body convulsed. Even if he was willing to speak, it was apparent that he could not. Coffey grimaced as he realised that he was witnessing this man's imminent death. There was nothing he could do to comfort the soldier except put another bullet in him but that was not who Coffey was, he could only watch with regret as the soldier wheezed his last breaths looking into the eyes of the man who had killed him.
 


Coffey wasted no time in acting, he had no time for delay, he did not know how long it would be before the soldiers were noted missing nor whether their superiors knew their mission or their destination. Searching their pockets, he found their ID amongst other things including their wallets. The soldiers were not National Guard as Coffey expected, but Marines. Their entry was sloppy, perhaps they had not expected Coffey to be so brutally adept with his weapon. Both soldiers carried personal radios and with further inspection, all channels appeared to be characteristically noisy with static much like the domestic radio station frequencies. 

 


Driving the Jeep into his drive and parking it in his garage for the moment seemed a good idea. Hauling the soldiers bodies through the house and into the large spacious garage was psychologically difficult. Coffey felt like a murderer intending to hide his victims, later to bury in some shallow grave. He had no plan, no grand idea in order to get him out of this horrendous mess. What he did have now however was a means of transport and a disguise which might get him out of the city as long as he could avoid close contact with other units. He wanted his dog, he wanted to know that Jill was alright, he feared for his brother who lived in Los Angeles but most of all, he wanted to know why he was a target and how it all related to the crazy events of the past week.
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It had been four or five days since Roger Coffey has sat up late with Jill Niemechek in her home, reminiscing. Four or five days since the sky was still a comforting blue colour, four or five days since life was in any way normal. Roger drove nervously, his slender frame snugly fitting his new uniform, his right arm instinctively covering the large, crisp blood stain when not changing gear. The open topped Jeep was noisy, the air was cool and despite the darkened skies, Coffey wore a set of aviators sunglasses to keep the dust out of his eyes. The roads were desolate as expected. Every once in a while, he would see an army vehicle or the odd unmarked sedan which he assumed to be a government or police vehicle of some kind. His driving was tentative, he lost count how many times he had pulled over to avoid close contact with any of the sightings. 

 


Roger knew that he was taking a big risk in driving into Orlando to see Jill. If he had any sense, he would have headed out of the city and into a solitary sanctuary to take stock of the situation, into the Everglades, somewhere where no one could possibly find him. Roger knew however, that if he was indeed a marked target, then it stood to reason that anyone close to him might also be in danger. For all he knew, he might have been under surveillance since the day he returned to Earth and in that case, Jill could be in real peril.
 


Now, despite the raised status of his threat to the establishment, if anything Coffey felt more at ease driving across the city. Unless he was being tracked electronically or by satellite, it would be easy to spot anyone who felt the desire to trace his movements. As he passed by the eerily quiet suburbs, he could see drapes being pulled back and hungry eyes peering out of windows from every house. He suddenly felt in a very privileged position. He had the freedom of movement. If he desired, he could go and find food and the comfort of a cold beer.
 


The Jeep cautiously pulled up to Jill's house. The large and splendid home was one of a number of well appointed dwellings on the street. Again, it was quiet. No vehicles, no kids playing on the front lawns of their houses, not even a bark of some agitated mutt. Coffey did not want to hang around. He rolled the Jeep to a standstill, and hopped out. Walking up to the splendid white fascia, he could feel the neighbours eyes on his back as he rapped on the tall wooden door in the anticipation of hearing movement from within. A short time passed and Roger stood impatiently tapping his heel. He did not like the fact that there was no sign of life from within. A second, louder knock also went unanswered. Walking around the side of the house, Roger peered in through one of the windows, the drapes had been left open and he could see the kitchen and dining area. There was something odd about the scene. There were a number of dinner plates upon the table, neither full or empty. Knives and forks were splayed apart, resting on the side of the plates. The scene filled Roger with trepidation as it would appear that the occupants last meal time was seemingly interrupted and never completed. This was evidence enough; Coffey knew he had to get inside to discover what had become of his friend and her children.
 


At first, Roger scouted the rear of the property for an open window. The expensive double glazed windows were of the particularly secure variety and he quickly gave up on the notion of crawling through one of them. He eventually cursed his own sense of adventure when on trying the rear door handle, it moved freely and he realised that the entrance was unlocked all along. Roger crept inside with his gun in hand. Although it appeared that no one was inside, he did not take the chance that his first instincts were correct. If they knew he had escaped the planned capture, it was common sense to determine that this building would be a possible destination. If they did know he had slain the soldiers, they would not be so careless next time an opportunity came along.
 


Coffey hurriedly roamed the halls of the expansive property. It was if the occupants had just upped and left. Coats were left hanging in the hallway despite the chilly breeze and Roger began to get an overwhelming sense of foreboding. He had hoped that Jill had left hurriedly to go to somewhere safe but it all seemed to far-fetched. Wherever his friend and ex-lover had gone, he could only hope that she was being treated with respect and not with the same ruthlessness that they had shown her late husband.
 


Roger stood in the living room and looked at the large family portrait which proudly adorned the mantelpiece. It was a photograph of the perfect family. Rich, beautiful and intelligent. The quivering astronaut shook with anger as it seemed more and more likely that they had met a foul end. The children’s bright white toothed smiles were difficult to look at under the circumstances. They looked so innocent and oblivious to their fate. Coffey there and then swore he would find out who was behind all of this. If that were to ever happen, no justice system in place would be sufficient to apply the appropriate retribution. He vowed to not give the perpetrators a chance of testing its mettle. He alone would ensure that that ultimate justice would be served.
 


Without wasting time, Roger raced around the house gathering clothes, food and other useful materials and shoved them in a number of holdalls he found in the wardrobe of the master bedroom. He could not escape the lure of looking upon the marital bed and imagining his great friend and confidant and his wife, his very own teenage sweetheart making love upon its maroon, satin sheets. The emotions ran high in his mind, there was anger, confusion and regret. Most of all there was a desire for a resolution. Coffey was not a passenger, he was a man of action. Without any particular plan in mind, he made sure that he took anything that might become valuable to him in the future. A sleek Apple laptop was one of the many items thrust into the depths of a large bag with some urgency. A handful of his old friends clothes were next, including a dark suit and some highly polished shoes. With zipper's at bursting point, he hauled the giant bags outside and threw them into the back of the Jeep. Taking one last glance back to the house, he knew that this was probably the last time he would ever return here. Roger climbed into the vehicle and turned the engine over whilst scanning the neighbourhood for signs of movement. A prying neighbour traced his actions through the most conspicuous of binoculars whose lenses reflected the light into Coffey’s eyes. It was too late for him to avoid detection, yanking the gear stick, he screeched the Jeeps tyres as he pulled off sharply and rounded the long curve of the cul de sac.
 


Back out on to the highway, Roger mused over his next destination. He dearly wanted to collect his Bulldog Buzz, but in his own mind he knew that his faithful pet was in much safer hands in the kennel's at the present. Being a solitary individual, Roger did not have close friends or family who lived nearby, however in the current situation, this was possibly a blessing. What Roger needed more than anything now was somewhere safe to stay, somewhere where he could use as a base to freely gather information and plot his vindication. Thankfully, he had just the place in mind.
 


On the shores of Lake Kissimmee, south of Orlando, an old acquaintance from his time in the Air Force took residence in a small dwelling of his own design. Vincent McGarrity was an ex intelligence officer and a technically gifted analyst. He worked alongside Roger for a couple of years more than a decade ago, but they had kept in touch loosely over the years over a social networking site. Roger could not even be sure that Vincent still lived in the bespoke smallholding but even if he did not, it was still a remote place well off the beaten track where he could hold out for a while. Despite being a wild and wet place with dense forest areas, Vincent was loathe to leave behind his technology fuelled lifestyle even if he did yearn the cool nip of nature. He ensured that his small cabin had plenty of mod-cons and a satellite internet system. If ever the telecommunication networks came back on line, an experienced engineer like Vincent could be an exceptional ally in the circumstances. Roger knew that if he could just get out of the Orlando city limits without hindrance, he would be harder to find than a needle in a proverbial haystack. If they did somehow manage to find him, he would ensure that this particular needle would leave more than just a nasty prick.
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When the regional television broadcasts finally came to Britain on the morning of November the 19th, it was a relief to all. Gone was the dark haired olive skinned American gentleman who has so carefully picked his way through his paragraphs with a nervous but unwavering demonstration of presentation skill. His replacement however was equally as neutral in all respects, a thin, older nameless man with gaunt face and greying hair, his accent was pure Eton or Harrow quality and in many ways he would have prospered at the BBC in the nineteen sixties. It was a surprise and an annoyance that 'regional' broadcasting not only meant 'national' broadcasting, but the expected resumption of the regular channels with their usual programs never transpired. It seemed that the way forward was still with a single, state run news station which did nothing except offer status updates and public safety announcements.
 


Despite the desperation of many trapped in their homes, public order was apparently, as reported by the television, in fairly good order. This was tempered by the promise of a relaxing of the strict instructions previously given. It was explained that at first, a number of safe zones would be designated that were strictly regulated. Furthermore, strict curfews would be put into place which only the most foolhardy dared to break. The former conditions however would only be brought into place after a period of 'census'. This curious notion baffled many, the concept was poorly explained and left people wondering what it all meant. In the meantime, citizens were told to expect emergency aid stations to be set up and rations and medical aid to be dispersed by army units. The promise of food deliveries kept the lid on the frustration but for some it was too little, too late and they risked all to venture into the darkness of the streets at night and raid shops and businesses for their much needed supplies. Shots were heard reverberating through the high rise tower blocks of the major cities as a stark warning to those whose bellies rumbled with malnourishment.
 


The news bulletins were consistently vague. Details regarding the ongoing alien threat and possible negotiations were kept at the bare minimum. The number of casualties was also not relayed. The frustration created by the broadcasts ambiguous tones was immense but after many days of silence, even the smallest of details were analysed and debated.
 


Despite patriotic tones parped out in periods of black screened hiatus, morale in the Messenger's office was at an all time low. Talk was of taking the risk of leaving the building to forage for food. It had been noted that the regular army presence, a fleeting drive by once every hour or so could be easily circumvented. The debate raged as several volunteered to go, including Joshua who had tired of waiting for aid as he saw the effect of starvation on his colleagues. Some thought the whole idea suicidal, despite their emptiness. Realistically, they knew that if required, they could wait just a few more days. The water supply had remained intact and the building powered although there were periodic outages. To take the gamble of foraging was perhaps a little premature at this point in time. Furthermore, Sarah Palmer pointed out that in order to find supplies of food, a confrontation might be expected. No one was about to relinquish their food no matter how generously stocked they were. Contrary to the desperation felt amongst the office workers, they were all still fairly moral human beings, not thieves. Few were willing to lower themselves to that level just yet. The hope that these promise aid parcels were forthcoming was a powerful incentive to wait further and suffer the listlessness and depression of malnutrition.
 


Mercifully, the following morning, workers trapped in their Fleet Street offices were kept waiting no more as an army truck drove steadily up the street. Joshua looked out of the window with hope and expectation. The truck was slowing unlike the usual scream of a Jeep as it did its rounds. 

 

 “They're here!” Joshua called out to his friends who lay about the office like beached whales, unable to bring themselves to move. Before the office staff could get up, Joshua raced out of the room and barrelled down the staircase. He knew competition for aid would be fierce, he had been in Somalia as truckloads of grain were handed out to starving people and had seen the indignity of their urgency. Joshua fumbled at the door which had been secured from inside with all manner of office furniture. He scrambled to clear the blockade, his muscles complaining after the most meagre of efforts. Finally, swinging open the door he was stopped in his tracks by the aggressive stance of a soldier who aimed down the sights of his rifle, directly at Joshua's face.
 

 “Easy boy.” The soldier said as Joshua swallowed hard and raised his hands. Looking around, he saw at least another dozen soldiers mobilising and slowing the onslaught of hungry people as they realised that salvation had arrived. Another two soldiers were unloading small packages from the truck and another distributing the much sought after supplies. A meagre package was thrust in the direction of Joshua who sought permission to pick up the parcel by the ever watchful soldier who nodded, not one blinking or taking his sights off the dishevelled young man.
 

 “Thank you, we really do appreciate your effort.” Joshua said as he inched away back to the building entrance.
 

 “Have you seen them?” Joshua dared to inquire as he backed away. The soldier stood expressionless as his question remained unanswered. Joshua accepted the fact that he was obviously under orders not to enter into discussion and quickly moved back inside where he was greeted by his colleagues who urgently resealed the doorway.
 


Sixteen eager people sat huddled in a small circle as the contents of the pack was examined carefully. Military rations were the mainstay of the contents, tinned beans, powdered soups and egg, semolina. No one complained, there were no moans of 'don't like that'. It did not matter what the contents were, there came a point where nullifying the ache of starvation surpassed the need for palatability.
 


At six o'clock that evening, the news broadcast was watched with renewed interest as they promised to talk about the new measures required for bringing back some kind of normality to the country. The white haired, thin faced man once again began in his inimitable style, his voice now becoming a ubiquitous part of daily life.
 

 “ And now a news broadcast. A grand day for the united people of the world as an alien threat was repelled... for the moment at least. A joint operation today by U.S. and N.A.T.O air forces brought about the destruction of a suspected alien vessel over the Atlantic ocean. The process of recovering the alien craft has begun and aerospace scientists are examining the wreckage. President Kirk of the United States and the Prime Minister hailed the mission as 'a profound victory in the ongoing battle for the freedom of Mankind'. More information regarding this story later.
 

To other international news now; the restoration of global communications are proceeding well despite more apparent cyber attacks by the alien forces. Vital telecommunication satellites have been restored in part and orbital defences which have previously not been disclosed to the public are now also becoming operational. Chinese Première Lee today announced to the newly formed International Global Defence Council or IGDC, that 'a new era in cooperation between nations' had arrived as he revealed that the Chinese military have numerous previously secret weapons platforms orbiting the Earth at this time. He said 'Now is the time when we turn the direction of our missiles from our fellow Man and into the dark, fearful vacuum of space. Only together can we repel these most cruel and merciless of enemies, only together can we save humanity.'
 

To domestic news now, the roll-out of emergency aid is under way and initial reports suggest that the operation is going to plan. The Prime Minister thanked the people of the Britain for their 'patience, fortitude and bravery' at this difficult time. He said that all possible efforts were being made to restore rail, road and air networks for distribution of food and medical supplies. The Prime Minister stressed that despite best efforts made to bring a sense of normality back to the country, it was 'vital to firstly restore the integrity of the communication network that we so heavily rely upon and deal with security issues which could lead to further disruption if not addressed'. The Prime Minister could not elaborate further concerning the ongoing threat following more high profile public figures being detained for suspected collusion with the enemy. A full list of alien infiltrators is expected to be released in the next few days after the impact of their actions has been fully assessed. The public are once again advised to remain extremely cautious in divulging information which may benefit the enemy cause. Emergency measures laid out today at the IGDC summit have been passed and their effects will be felt over the coming months. These measures will be put into practice during the proposed 'census' period due to begin before the end of next week. The Prime Minister has asked for 'a calm and orderly response' to these extraordinary measures which will have a 'great positive impact in the fight against the alien threat.' Details to follow.
 

And finally, tomorrow sees the restoration of radio broadcasts across most parts of Britain. Due to security concerns, the service will be limited at first but listeners can expect regular news bulletins and musical entertainment from eight o'clock tomorrow morning.
 

That is all for now, more news at eight. Remember, be vigilant and stay safe.”
 

 “What about the phones, for fuck sake?” Richard Pinder growled, a young sports correspondent who like others yearned to contact his family and be reassured of their safety. Joshua agreed, the news was full of revelations but still their situation remained very much the same, cut off and confused.
 


The debate was rife after the news that things were on their way back to normality. More acclaimed was the news that the human race had obviously, finally pulled itself together and started to put aside their collective differences in order to fight the 'enemy threat' as it had become known. None were surprised that the Americans and Chinese had missile platforms in space, the only question was why had they not acted sooner before the whole crisis had escalated?
 


Edward Elgar's musical prowess piped out of the television set much to the disdain of several office workers as the boredom of the next few hours set in until the next bulletin. Joshua was one of the few that enjoyed the music and thought it a pleasant change from the usual MTV style drivel. In his opinion, the country had become too caught up in the lives of talentless and banal celebrities and had been on a slippery slope for some time. If the crisis had had any impact on the way people had behaved, maybe it had restored a little of the community spirit that had long since dissipated as people had become more insular and engaged in a love affair with the 'computer age'.
 


A topic of heated discussion in the office was often regarding the presentation of the news and it's irregularities. Not since the beginning of the crisis had the population been gifted one glimpse of their leader let alone a member of the Government. They had been subjected to the usual quotes but no video or pictorial evidence to reinforce the presenters claims. To the journalistic savvy of the Messenger's employees, it was a feature of the whole affair, yet the populace hung on every word spoken by the consistently bland announcer. The whole presentation reminded Joshua of Second World War newsreels. It seemed that the reports were perhaps too vague and generalised; never were specific geographical locations discussed. It was a melting pot of secrecy and propaganda. The whole style of the reports were so out of kilter with modern day news television that it almost discredited them but it was amazing how soon the viewers adapted to the distinctly old fashioned broadcasts and they in themselves seemed to nurture a 'war-time' spirit not seen since the 'Blitz'.
 

 “Do you think that they are ever going to show us some footage of these things?” Sarah asked Joshua as he made a cup of tea, counting the remaining bags as they ran a little thin.
 

 “I think that they're not helping themselves. I guess there must be mitigating circumstances, something we don't know about.”
 

 “Either that or it's all bullshit,” Sarah said as she smiled enigmatically. Joshua laughed and pushed a steaming mug towards her. He was liking her more and more every day.
 





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

 



 

The Messenger, Fleet Street
 


November 23th 2020
 

 



 

 “What day is it today?” Someone asked as if it had some kind of relevance.
 

 “Don't know. Is it Thursday or Friday?” Another replied, assuming the role of enthusiastic conversationalist when really they would rather be doing anything else.
 


The days had rather lost their importance of late as one period of red daylight seemed to blend into another without much of a difference in events. The main thing that had changed in the previous few days was that finally, a digital radio signal was available. Much like the periodic television broadcasts, it was a single, state run station which offered little entertainment, comment or anything factual in terms of the latest news except terrifying updates on new encounters and more warnings regarding 'infiltrators'. The excitement level had been building however as it was announced that the period of 'census' was about to begin. There had been a great deal of anxiety over what this all meant and how it would if in any way affect the status quo i.e. the maintained 'house arrest' and subsequent sporadic handing out of food parcels. As a pre advertised broadcast explaining the procedure was about to begin, the emaciated members of the office gathered around in anticipation. Joshua and Sarah had continued to enjoy their enforced company and they sat together once more as their relationship had become increasingly talked about amongst the others who had nothing better to do than gossip.
 

 “Good evening, this is the eight o'clock news summary.”
 


The tinny voice announced the next instalment of confusion and a hush was quickly established in the office.
 

 “The Government today prepare to announce the next steps on the path to re-establishing social order and a return to a more normalised standard of living for Britain’s population. The Census is due to be rolled out tomorrow across areas of the country. Details will follow shortly. First, a statement from the Prime Minister.”
 


This was news in itself, the Prime Minister had yet to be heard since the very beginning and in many ways it was a comfort to hear the voice of the beleaguered 'Michael Deacon' who had been conspicuous in his absence.
 

 “A good evening to the brave people of Great Britain and I must firstly say how proud I am of the way our nation has rallied in the face of huge suffering over the past couple of weeks. We realise of course that the lack of communication and the debilitating curfews have had a profound impact on all and I wish to address that very subject right now before we announce new measures to restore liberty and civil rights to our nations people.
 

It is with great sorrow and regret that I must inform you of the shocking news that many of the figureheads of our society, characters of great renown and respect, have been systematically discovered to be traitors to our kind and in league with the alien threat. The magnitude of these discoveries was unprecedented and thus immediate measures were taken to strip these individuals of the ability to work together, and in doing so, propagate a full scale invasion of our planet by their alien masters. In order to reduce their capacity to cause harm until such time as they could be identified and arrested, and in conjunction with other world leaders I gave the unpleasant orders to temporarily terminate satellite communication and other methods by which our enemies could collude. These steps were necessary and vital as we entered a new age of conflict with beings from another world whom appear to have no motive except our wilful destruction.
 

Now, I know most of you are desperate to know more about our new enemies and many of you will be asking why? I promise you, this is something we are working very hard to establish. All I can do is offer my heartfelt condolences for any of you who have lost loved ones in the terrible weeks which have recently passed. We are determined as a government and as a nation to repel these spiteful and evil intruders to our planet and to do this we must all work together and face even more hardship if we are to find the fortitude to prevail.
 

To fight the enemy, we must firstly determine who our enemies are. We have already seen that these beings can fashion themselves into familiar forms, infiltrate our governments, our media, even our sporting and popular music cultures. Currently, we have no way of knowing without scientific tests, who is human and who is not. The Census program offers the only way to determine true 'citizenship' and allow our society to return to some kind of normality. We must root out the evil that festers within our population if we are to live freely as we once did. For your part as individuals, your full co-operation in this matter is not only asked but demanded. It is for the good of all 'citizen's' to comply with the Census. This is the only way that we can once again work together which is what we must do if we are to defy the alien threat.”
 


The office remained silent as each individual looked around them. Joshua could see what everyone was thinking, it was the same as him.
 

 “That was the Prime Minister today speaking from an undisclosed location. The government this morning released a preliminary list of individuals who have been detained on the suspicions of collusion with the enemy. The list contains several high profile politicians, the most prominent being the leader of the opposition, Sandy Baxter. In addition, another twelve MP's have been detained hailing from all the three major parties. From the world of popular music, global icon's Jezzabelle and Jack Stark have also been arrested for treason. It is understood that using their influence over the young people of Britain and America, they planned to indoctrinate and implant rebellious anti-government sentiments. Notorious film maker Jordan Hublot was also detained today. The controversial documentary maker was critically injured as he attempted to escape capture climbing from the window of his home and is not expected to survive. From the world of sport, England striker Jordan Pike is one of more than a dozen suspected of treason and is now facing questioning by the authorities. In science, leading astrophysicist Pierre Duquois, historian George McPhee and Nobel prize winning chemist Franz Haus are also known to have been captured and exposed.
 

Citizens are reminded that these infiltrators have penetrated all facets of society and are to be vigilant for any suspect activity. Information regarding possible traitors can be passed on at your local Census point. Reward incentives are currently in place for information offered which results in a verified alien arrest.
 

And now, detailed information regarding your local Census point. This information will be repeated throughout the night. Good evening and remember, remain vigilant.”
 

 “Bloody hell, never saw that coming. Well I mean maybe I saw that ingrate Baxter, he always looked curiously inhuman, but what about Jezabelle then?” Sarah exclaimed, her eyebrows raised.
 

 “I know, who knew? It all seems too incredible that the aliens would go to such lengths. I mean half the fucking England football team are aliens! You wonder they are so shit!” Joshua replied seeing the extraordinary scope of the radio statement.
 

 “I wonder who else will turn up on this list? Probably anyone who ever had the balls to speak out against the government or had the foresight to question the way of things.” Sarah continued, her cynicism was clear to see.
 

 “I think, referring to my recent articles, that if what you're saying is correct, then I’ll be on that list somewhere. Me and governments don't always see eye to eye.” Joshua replied. If there was a conspiracy to be found then he would pursue it with relish.
 


The radio message began to convey the exact locations of Census stations all around the country, starting with the capital. It was made clear that the Census protocol must be adhered to strictly and there was no room for misinterpretation. Street by street, individuals would attend under escort, 'Census points'. It was not explained in any depth what the process of 'censuring' was but if it meant that from that moment they were free to roam and go about their business, then they would accept at any cost. Joshua imagined how frustrating it must have been to sit listening to the broadcast waiting for news if you lived in the country. The curious reporter wondered how things had been in the dales of Yorkshire or the moors of Devon. Surely in more remote locations, policing of the streets was far less strict than in London. The countries military resources could not have stretched as far as these places, surely? Perhaps in the heart of the city was the best place to be, or maybe the worst. Only time would tell as shared experiences of the 'crisis' would eventually be put in the public domain, possibly by talented writers such as Joshua?
 


Many people slept easier that night, at least with the comfort that an end to the 'imprisonment' was almost over. Few bothered to concern themselves about the Census procedure or what it entailed. For some it would be a pathway to freedom, to others it would be a road to a much more sinister place.
 





CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

 



 

Victoria Embankment, London
 


November 20th 2020
 

 



 


Joshua stood in the biting cold wind and light drizzle, his wet hand clutched Sarah's as they stood patiently in a queue of people as far as the eye could see along the usually busy road beside the Thames. That morning at just after ten o'clock, armed soldiers had beckoned them forward from their office blocks and arranged them in sustained silence into long human trains. The atmosphere was unrelenting, Joshua could now imagine what it must have felt like for the German Jew's as they were rounded up at gunpoint in 39'. There was a hushed, sombre mood despite the taste of fresh air which felt good in their lungs. Joshua looked around and saw the bedraggled nature of his fellow workers from other papers. Some had not fared so well as the Messenger staff, they were pallid and frail and they did not speak as the butt of a rifle nudged them along in good order.
 


Joshua strained his neck to see what was going on ahead as the queue moved forward at a snail's pace.
 

 “We are going to be standing here all day, you know that?” Sarah said as she began to feel the strain of the weight on her heels.
 

 “Yes, it looks like it. I think we'll be better off than others though.” Joshua replied looking over at a particularly sorry old woman who could barely support her own body weight.
 


Repeated efforts to talk to the guarding soldiers were useless it seemed. Despite many people's jovial efforts to inspire a little camaraderie amongst humans, the soldiers themselves looked just as weary. It was clear that there were strict orders to avoid fraternisation and it all felt very harsh and uninviting to be waiting for this damned examination, if that is what it was meant to be.
 


Hours passed and the moaning of discomfort grew from many in the queue. Some collapsed drawing sorrowful gasps from the other civilians and little empathy from the young soldiers who suffered also from the experience but in quiet solitude. As Joshua and Sarah, who had promised to remain together as long as possible neared the front of the long snake of humanity, they began to see what lie ahead and what had been causing the process to be so painfully extended.
 


Several temporary buildings had been erected, much like toilets at camp sites. Individuals were being herded of into small cubicles where they appeared to be handed some kind of document. Individuals were gone about ten minutes and then on leaving they were escorted behind the structure and out of view. Joshua amused himself pondering what possible questions faced him on this unusual questionnaire. Was this some kind of psychological study? Were there questions designed in some way to befuddle and outwit the alien imposters? If so, how was this going to be achieved when the facts had clearly shown that several had been living in the heart of government for goodness knows how long. Joshua guessed there would be scientific tests too, blood or urine samples? He hoped that none of these procedures would be too invasive, he was not sure he could stand the prodding and poking in his fragile state.
 


As Joshua's turn eventually came at a quarter past three in the afternoon, Sarah squeezed his hand tightly and offered a 'good luck'. He did not feel like it was required, after all, he was pretty sure in himself that he was all human and defying any possible mistake or clerical error, he would be on his way home by nightfall.
 

 “Remember, if they ask you whether you believe in aliens, for God sake say yes!” Sarah japed as she was thrust in the opposite direction clutching her piece of paper. Joshua laughed at her consistency, what would it take for her to come round to the idea that this was all very real.
 

 “Fill out every section. Don't dawdle. When you're done, hand your form to the Census officer and follow your escort to the holding area.” The beefy uniformed soldier barked his orders dispassionately. Joshua believed that he was probably very bored of saying the same thing over and over again.
 


Joshua climbed the steps to the cabin and entered. There were a dozen cubicles, much like in a polling office, there was a pen attached by a chain in each one and a narrow shelf on which to lean on. The other people in the booths were very quiet, apart from the odd cough, no one spoke, this was one examination they dare not take lightly. Joshua scanned the document. It began by asking the usual details, his name, date of birth and his 16 digit PIN which in the trauma of the last few days he had not used and thus struggled to recall. There were a series of medical questions, gender and ethnicity, the usual stuff. It was then Joshua saw the next dozen pages filled with multiple choice questions and he realised that this was no brief survey but a complex form intended to weed out character flaws, personality types and undesirable traits. Some of the questions seemed to have little relevance to anything. Some were 'moral dilemmas' designed in such a way that there did not seem to be a correct answer and the subject was forced to mark down something that did not sit right through pure lack of choice. The one question which immediately drew Joshua's attention was regarding the 'previous experience of any encounter either directly or indirectly that could be attributable to an alien presence'. Joshua’s pen hovered over the tick box. For some reason, Sarah's words stuck in his head. He supposed that by meeting with Jimmy Stock, he had possibly had some connection with a potential alien incident. If the purpose of the survey was to identify alien infiltrators, did he want to be telling the authorities that he had any, even if it was the most intangible, 'alien connection'? Joshua brought the nib of the pen down and made his mark. The truth. That is what Joshua stood for. If lying was the only way to beat the test then the test was flawed. Given the situation, Joshua felt it only right to be as unambiguous as possible and confess to his dealings with Jimmy. In a short summary on a dotted line, he intimated that he had met an 'abductee' whilst researching the subject. It could not be more clear that he was being transparent. Anyway, what had he to fear, he was not alien, he was born in Banbury Hospital, there were photo's to prove it!
 


Joshua completed the test and he nervously handed it to the soldier who immediately handed it to another who grunted an acknowledgement and then escorted Joshua out and around the rear of the building. Entering a large 'pen', a roped area where several hundred others stood awaiting the next phase of the censure, Joshua looked out for Sarah who in turn had kept an eye out for him. They smiled at each other in relief.
 

 “Wasn't as bad as I expected.” She said calmly.
 

 “No, I guess not. What was the point?” He replied sharing the same ambivalence for the examination.
 


There was a commotion as a small party of soldiers made their way through the crowd. There was immediately something ominous about the way they marched forth with purpose. 

 

 “Oh God, don't tell me someone's failed it.” Sarah said, her voice still jovial but tinged with a sense of incredulous apprehension. Joshua did not reply but watched as a number of individuals were plucked from the throng and marched away forcefully, their vehement protests ignored. The soldiers fanned out amongst the people and a couple walked in the journalists direction. Joshua's heart skipped a beat as for a fleeting moment he thought he saw one of the armed men look at him but his relief was short lived. It was with equal horror that he then realised that he was not their target, but Sarah.
 


Joshua grasped her hand as he realised that his friend was to be taken from him. 

 

 “Jesus! No, don't be stupid, this is wrong!” He called out as the soldiers tore her grasp away from his. She looked back in terror and confusion as she was pulled away cruelly and with little respect. Her face was one of pure quizzical amazement and Joshua chased her as she was frogmarched to the pens limits.
 

 “This is a mistake, I know her, I can vouch for her!” Joshua continued as the soldiers fended him off with their outstretched hands.
 

 “If you vouch for her then you're obviously one of them too. Either shut up or you'll be fucking next.” One of the soldiers said with more than a hint of spite. Joshua halted in his tracks, an action that he would come to mull over and regret. The sight of Sarah being led away and pushed into the rear of an army truck was one he found difficult to forget. He should have fought harder to stop it from happening, he thought.
 


Another hour of misery ensued as Joshua sat on the asphalt road waiting for something to happen. Other people around him offered their comfort. Members of the office staff joined him and too were amazed and distressed at losing their friend in this way. It was clear that they had somehow passed the examination, but for some reason Sarah had not. As the darkness fell, more soldiers once again lined the people up and another queue commenced, this time in order to receive their 'Citizen chip' as it became known. One by one, their limbs were held tightly and a small device punctured their skin, implanting a tiny device deep into the dermis of the upper arm. With this chip, not only did Joshua gain his freedom but in another sense it was also taken away with the same momentary sharp, stabbing pain.
 


Wandering solemnly back to the office to find a car, he could only think of what horrors Sarah was being subjected to and for what benefit? It was always clear from the start that Sarah Palmer was a sceptic, she refused to accept the fact that the alien invasion was a reality. Joshua cringed as he allowed himself to analyse every word that had passed her lips in the previous weeks and attempted to see it from both angles. Could Sarah have really been one of these alien stooges, after all, she never accepted that the whole affair was in any way real? Had Joshua been duped by her persuasive attitude? He had to admit that her argument had influenced him in the difficult days and allowed him to become more critical of the facts as they were presented. As Joshua looked up to the dark, maroon overcast night sky, he swore that he would get to the bottom of this and if he was indeed right and a tragic mistake had been made, then he would do all in his power to rectify it and prove Sarah's innocence.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY
 



 
 


All in all, it took nearly two full weeks for the 'Census' period to come to its natural end. In that time, it could not be calculated how many men, women and children had succumbed to starvation, poor medical care or the cold as winter drew closer. Hospitals soon ran out of medication and staff shortages meant that the seriously ill patients never stood a chance. The elderly suffered the most, retirement homes could not function with so few staff and so little food. Questioning the wisdom of the government became the main topic of serious comment countrywide as the weak paid the ultimate price for the policy of containment.
 


Great Britain was on its knees, its infrastructure completely derailed. Desperately trying to regain some kind of normality, businesses struggled to resume their daily function without sufficient fuel, stock and labour. Resentment naturally grew and hearts were hardened at what appeared to be the governments unerring will to control every aspect of telecommunications and the media. Over the course of the fortnight, the state run television channel and radio began to air light entertainment shows which were more often than not, repeats although in the face of such hardship, it seemed a token gesture to appease the enraged population. Its banality was yet another reason for contempt at the efforts by the country's leaders.
 


News regarding the alien attack was still poorly presented and vague. It was reiterated that it was in the public’s interest that containment of the threat could only be sustained through strict monitoring and censoring of communications. Without the internet and telephone networks, it seemed impossible to address the situation of food shortages as haulage vehicles stood still and silent. In the small towns and villages, the people fared better. Farmers could sell their wares locally and small markets were established. In many ways in those cases, it was a return to the 'olden' days and a stab in the heart for the supermarkets and shopping malls which sat idle and empty.
 


Freedom of movement was poor as military checkpoints sprouted on major highways. A proliferation of vehicles on the roads lasted only a few days before the fuel supplies dried up. Newly 'chipped' and free to travel, families reunited or began the search for lost loved ones. Those with any sense or forethought sought food and supplies as it was clear that the coming months would bring only more toil and hunger. Warehouses were easy targets for scavengers, violence was rife as the stretched police and military support found it impossible to contain the spread of 'food theft'. It was clear that life, for the time being, would not return to the normality that the government suggested. Without sufficient news information, international affairs were simply a mystery, imports and exports were nonexistent and companies battled to trade without banking services or employees who were wary of working on the promise of payment which was unlikely to materialise.
 


Sensing the need to appease the populace and quell the disorder, the powers that be took the unprecedented step of announcing a forthcoming television documentary that would hopefully go some way to clarifying the country's opinions concerning their belligerent but seemingly aloof alien enemies. The anticipation of the event was enough to feed the need for informative fulfilment for a number of days as the program became the hot topic amongst communities in turmoil.
 


After the period of Census had officially ended, it was promised that communication networks would once again come back online beginning with the telephone land lines, followed by the mobile phones in the coming days. On the 5th December 2020, British Telecom were finally given the go ahead to restart their service. Not only did this serve to kick start the country in terms of business but the system was soon overloaded with desperate relatives calling their loved ones.
 


Joshua had returned home in Oxford to be greeted by the smell of rotten food waste emanating from the kitchen bin. His home, filled with cardboard boxes pre-empting his move to London was strangely cold and uninviting. The office had become his new home and at least there he had the company of likeminded people. Now he was very much alone in his thoughts and more than ever lived his life, like many others through the ubiquitous state broadcasts. When the telephone network resumed its functionality Joshua could contact his employers to find out what the situation was with resuming work; he busied himself preparing to move as planned. He had not yet found a property in London but was planning to rent until something suitable turned up. He had hoped that by then he would have showed his worth and doubled his salary anyway.
 


Finally achieving some meaningful contact with his line manager on the morning of the 6th of December, Joshua spoke hurriedly to inform his boss of some of the previous week's events. At any time, the line could be lost and he gabbled somewhat as he nervously trembled whilst explaining Sarah's arrest. Joshua agreed to return to London the next day, he had just enough fuel in the company car and he decided to take the risk of not being able to return the following night if he could not fill up. The empty house was draining his spirit and he knew it. Better to be in the heart of things in the capital, he thought.
 


That evening, the long awaited television event, the most profound screening in small screen history was played out to a captivated audience of over sixty million people. Joshua sat in his chilly living room to watch. Fuel and energy saving was a big initiative from the government at the present time and Joshua did his part by wearing three pullovers and multiple pieces of underwear in order to combat the cold. The documentary was well advertised, and from the moment it began, Joshua could tell that it was not some hurriedly put together journalistic effort but a precisely pieced together film that had been sweated over for some time. The first prominent point that caught Joshua's eye was that finally, after weeks of anonymity, a familiar voice was used to present the programme. Richard Kettley, the eminent television journalist and political analyst was used for a carefully worded and highly stylised narrative. Viewing like a classic episode of Panorama from the nineties, it began with historical shots of 'alien' sightings and 'UFO's' from the past fifty years. The film makers revelled in begging the question, were these real all along? All very captivating but nothing new here, thought Joshua as it seemed to mirror his own previous research in a number of ways. What the public really wanted to see was something current and in due course, the film makers gave them exactly what they wanted.
 


Using well designed graphics and a calm, soothing voice-over, the programme began to unravel the events of the very beginning of the 'invasion' as it was touted. World maps criss-crossed with shooting red lines depicted the times of the events which led to the collapse of society as it was known. The loss of satellite feeds, cyber hacks, unusual sightings, radar detections of 'anomalies', political events and irregular movement of monies around the globe all seemed to indicate some kind of attempt to reorganise, disrupt and breakdown global processes. The programme followed that information with the news that was not unexpected, that governments around the world had been investigating and tracking possible alien threats for some time. It was revealed that a secretive Whitehall based office had been compiling data which had at least in some part prepared them for the attack when it came, hence the emergency measures that were put into place were somewhat planned in advance. Joshua had wondered for sometime how the communication networks were dismantled with such apparent ease.
 


The crucial part of the broadcast was yet to come however, and as the sensationalism reach a fever pitch, Kettley struggled to remain dulcet as he coolly commented over footage obtained after the downing of some wandering alien craft who had been shot out of the skies by a military jet of unknown origin. Proudly warning viewers that graphic scenes were imminent, millions of viewers inched closer to the edge of their seats as they longed to see the torn and mutilated remains of the alien protagonists. Indeed, the nation was not to be disappointed as a number of stills and limited moving imagery of the internals of the alien craft were broadcast. Joshua stared at the screen, his jaw resting on his chin, his mouth agape. The craft was small, tight and claustrophobic. The lighting was poor and the camera's lights scanned the damaged instrumentation panels as the camera operator panned nervously around the vessel. Considering the craft had been captured, the footage was hurried and brief but undeniably fascinating and compelling. The familiar grey and functional interior reminded Joshua of a submarine or underwater vessel, thick bulkheads, cramped confines and functional panels. The absence of seats and other 'human' comforts was also noted.
 


Despite Joshua's intellect and moral standing, he could not help but feel a deep desire to now see the crushed and battered bodies of the vessels crew, the recent events had undeniably hardened him in that respect. A modicum of vengeance would not go amiss at a time like this. He wanted to see the face of his enemy, he wanted to know what drove them to bring this hardship upon his kind and he was not to be denied this macabre lusting.
 


The film began by announcing that the alien crew had been killed outright in the crash which had apparently happened over the Atlantic ocean, hence the intact nature of the vessel. Perhaps it was for the best as Joshua pondered over the fate of these creatures if they had not perished in the fall. Their bodies had been deeply scrutinised and images began to be screened of the cadavers laying upon a stark white and sterile looking autopsy table. Abstractly at first, a limb here and there, lacerated and torn, the film makers were slowly introducing the horror to the viewers. It came as a surprise then when finally the facial features were shown that no warning was forthcoming and the whole screen was suddenly filled by vacuous black eyes in a screen-shot that would no doubt go down in history as the most profound and horrific moment in the country's collective consciousness. It was almost as if the director wanted to shock the audience, to suddenly jar something loose in their psyche. The haunting dark orbits dominated the large, bulbous cranium and instantly, this image was recognisable and familiar to everyone who dared to watch. It was the same 'grey' alien form that Jimmy had described, the same that countless others had recalled the world over to the scepticism and ambivalence of others, the same iconic shape that had dominated comic book, small and large screen and video game market for the last fifty years. The image was familiar but in many ways far more disturbing than anyone could have expected. Joshua instantly recalled Jimmy's tale and felt a need to call him and see how he faired. Unfortunately, Jimmy had Joshua's mobile number only and the network was still down. Joshua could only imagine what torture Jimmy was now going through as his experiences were once again made fresh by this news.
 


The documentary continued at a pace, introducing more questions than answers it pondered the aliens origins, their motives and their abilities to further inflict damage upon society. What did seem clear to Joshua was when all considered, the aliens had probably not made as big an impact to the detriment of society as the government had done in trying to contain their threat. What was the potential of the alien actions going forward? That is what the documentary appeared to revel in, the conjecture, the pessimism. Joshua felt that after the two weeks the British public had experienced, perhaps some optimism was required, it seemed strangely unfamiliar for a government statement to be so dour. Perhaps for once the voters opinion polls and the forthcoming planned elections were in the back of the ministers minds, a worryingly rare thing in itself. The film once again reiterated the aliens abilities to covertly infiltrate the human population, it did delight however in lauding the virtues of the Census and confirm that it had been 'extremely useful in revealing dangerously concealed alien operatives' in considerable numbers. The film did not discuss the fate of those detained in the course of the process, it seemed inconceivable to Joshua that any harm would come to Sarah, surely the interrogative process would be lengthy and detailed enough for them to finally determine her innocence?
 


If the documentary's purpose was to enlighten and inform the nation, then its mission was successfully achieved. If the films purpose was to rally the people of Britain and strengthen their resolve, it too succeeded. It did not however, answer some of the burning questions that needed to be asked, it did not mention the darkened blood red skies, the number of casualties as a result of direct alien action or indeed the predicted number who had perished as a result of starvation in the previous torrid weeks. Those of a more cynical disposition might argue that the governments of the world had somewhat overreacted to the crisis and perhaps a more measured approach could have been taken. Joshua had the feeling that there was far more to this than was forthcoming. He could not wait to get back to the office, back to his research which now seemed more pertinent than ever. He yearned the resumption of the free press, he wanted to know the opinions of others, share their stories, their knowledge. He wondered how long the Internet would remain down for and on its return, would it ever be the same again? The people of the world had changed, their beliefs and values had been brought into question and their resolve tested. It remained to be seen however if the worst of it was over or if this was just a taste of what was to come.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 

 



 

The Messenger, Fleet Street
 


December 6th 2020
 

 



 


Joshua sat at his desk, the office quiet and feeling rather empty. Of the staff who had remained at the office, only he had returned so soon. The remains of the home comforts he and the others had arranged still adorned the large open planned room and Sarah's coffee still sat proud upon her desk, a mouldy growth beginning to form on the half finished contents. The management team had mustered finally and they sporadically and individually wandered through the office looking flustered as they struggled to come to terms with the mighty task of resuming normal business.
 


The paper's production was reliant upon communications, the printed section reliant upon a tried and tested distribution network. Neither was in place, not now nor in the foreseeable short term. It was clear that it would be some time before a single copy could be produced. This did not deter Mr Fernandes from his aim of being the first national newspaper to resume its daily output. Joshua could detect his presence long before he came into view. The larger than life character could be heard from the next room, bellowing orders to the beleaguered section heads. Fernandes ambled into the office and made a beeline for Joshua who suddenly looked busy tidying his desk.
 

 “Regan. I hear you were one of the few. Commendable effort in every respect. Back on the job so soon, excellent. I told you the public were interested in aliens did I not?” The giant round faced man was suited in grey, a narrow tin of Café Crème cigars jutted out of his white shirt pocket. His magnanimous nature and pompous arrogance suited his position. Joshua was yet to experience any meaningful contact with him on a professional level and was clearly nervous.
 

 “Glad to see you in good health Mr Fernandes.” He replied respectfully. Fernandes grunted and raised his eyebrows.
 

 “We've all been through some terrible times... my mother passed away last week I am informed.”
 


Joshua reeled in the sudden candidness of his employer who stood steely chinned and emotionless at the announcement of his personal loss.
 

 “My God, I'm so very sorry.” Joshua stuttered, not knowing how to interpret the news or what condolences to offer.
 

 “So am I. These things bring things into perspective. Makes you appreciate what you have and what you have lost. That is why I am giving you a new role.” Fernandes seemed to succumb a little to the wobbly voice of someone struggling to come to terms with their loss.
 

 “A new role?” Joshua inquired.
 

 “We've lost one of our own, we want her back.” Fernandes said, avoiding using Sarah's name in case of any further emotional twinges.
 

 “Yes, Sir. I haven’t quite come to terms with it yet. I'm convinced that it's a mistake.” Joshua proclaimed with conviction.
 

 “Absolutely, just like this whole damned episode.” Joshua mused over Fernandes' statement. Perhaps his recent loss had tested his belief in the government's part in the crisis?
 

 “You believe there is more to this than we are being told?” Joshua asked cutely.
 

 “By God, we didn't employee you for nothing did we?” Fernandes boomed with more than a touch of sarcasm.
 

 “As we no longer have our company mail system running and it appears that you lot used up most of the paper supplies for your toileting needs, company memo's for the time being delivered in person. Latest news, government looking into resumption of media services, looks like there will be restrictions in the short term, local distribution at first, logistics an issue naturally. All copy to be reviewed by new government office before going to print; was expected, nothing surprising there.” Fernandes blurted his statement out as if summarising the blurb on the back of a shampoo bottle. Joshua tried to interpret the garbled announcement.
 

 “So we are being censored?” He asked candidly, rudely interrupting Fernandes' spiel.
 

 “You didn’t see it coming? Over estimated you, I did. End of the free press this is, everything changes now. Get your thumb out of your ass, take of the blinkers and put your cynical head on man! Get out there and find some truth... just do it quietly, we've already lost one of our best.”
 


Joshua nodded as Fernandes turned and strode away clicking his fingers to gain the attention of another one of his sub-ordinates. Joshua slumped back on his chair and allowed the news to seep in slowly. He had allowed himself to consider the future of independent media but maybe had not envisaged full blown censorship. It was obvious now that the government had required full control all along, repressing the television and radio stations, denying the population access to the Internet, the most useful tool ever devised for the sharing of knowledge and opinion. The excuse for this desecration of civil liberties being the threat of impending doom by a third party. The addition of the citizen chips and the suppression of mobile phone communication's did little to convince the libertarians that the governments intentions were purely for the good of the people. Were the powers that be justified in taking such drastic actions and at such costs and if so, how long did they intend to remain with such omnipotence over the lives of the people of the nation? Joshua allowed himself to snort in ironic mirth. The people of the country had gleefully accepted their loss of freedoms for the hope of victory in the coming war, he wondered how long it would be before they realised that they were repelling one set of would be masters for another?
 


Without the aid of the Internet and with little ability to communicate over great distance, Joshua wondered how he was going to go about finding the facts at hand. He smirked as he realised that like much of the country and possibly the world, a new age had begun which more than shadowed the past; a time where the only way of communicating was travel and face to face contact. He would have to take to the streets and engage the people like journalists of old. It was a challenge that he relished and of course the end goal had more than a personal flavour to it. A simmering romance in Sarah had vanished before it had begun, he missed her sharp tongue and her well concealed fragility. To ask too many questions in the wrong circumstances could prove dangerous, this would have to be an investigation carried out with a great deal of tact and caution.
 


Joshua looked up to the television screen which had not been turned off for the last fortnight, its programmes still dominated by the crisis and endless repeats of the documentary viewed the night before. Something caught Joshua's attention as he strained his back tidying the dishevelled office which now saw furniture displaced and used as beds and the careless disposal of food containers. The image caused Joshua to race to the television and turn up the sound, it was a familiar face, a face that he had thought long and hard about over recent times.
 

 “...a life changing event and a cry for help that went ignored...until now, Jimmy Stock is one of the many individuals that suffered a horrific experience at the hands of alien scientists who used 'terrible cruelty' probing his body and mind before launching their vicious attack on Mankind. In this programme we will meet James Stock and others who through our own ignorance and shame, we have marginalised and mocked into regression but now return to once again share their stories. This time however, we daren't not listen!”
 


Jimmy sat in a dark leather chair, his now gaunt features stared out, his eyes hollow and blackened. He had the look of a man who lived a recurring nightmare; to Joshua it was clear that he had taken the recent news badly. He shook his head as it was clear that his acquaintance was in no fit state to be thrust into the national spotlight. The producers had obviously done their homework on Jimmy. It was immediately clear that the nervous, uncomfortable fidgeting was a sign of his deep apprehension. Joshua remembered how troubled he was by his experiences but also how reluctant he was to share them. What possible incentives had the executives offered in order for him to bear his soul in such a public way? Joshua pondered as he stood transfixed.
 


True to his story, Jimmy did not deviate from the tale he told Joshua which was generally a sign of truth, or at least Jimmy's truth. It was just as shocking, perhaps more so now especially given the recent events. Joshua could not help but feel the interviewer, never seen on camera was steering Jimmy in a particular direction and that the majority of the discussion was focussing on the more horrific aspects such as the pain rather than what Jimmy had seen or made of his alien abductors. If the public were not terrified already, this was sure to send the pulses racing. The pre-watershed slot for the programme was distasteful considering that most schools had not yet resumed their normal service. Joshua could only imagine the impact that this frail, almost frightful man could have on young minds who tuned in to alleviate their boredom.
 


Given the situation, Joshua considered the government's role in dealing with the crisis. The promotion of fear has complex reprisals, it clouds judgement, blinds even the most cynical of people. Fear had led even the most well meaning of nations into unjust battles in the recent past and the ever more open-minded journalist had begun to hope that this whole affair was not to follow the same shameful route. Joshua wanted to understand better the alien threat, he wanted to know their motives. It had long been agreed that it was unlikely that an alien civilisation advanced enough to travel the vast distances of space would be aggressive. They would be highly intellectual, mentally superior. Perhaps Earth had misconstrued their actions as harmful, perhaps the aliens were acting in self preservation? Joshua was never more motivated to crack the mystery that unravelled before him. He collected his digital Dictaphone and a handful of batteries before setting of for the streets, there was so much to do.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 

 



 

Lake Kissimmee, Florida
 


December 7th 2020
 



 
 


Roger Coffey lay back on the soft if not threadbare sofa squeezing a tennis ball. The large television was on but the sound was down, he had long tired of the same old 'propaganda' as he referred to it. The cabin was tight, unkempt and slightly malodorous but it had served Roger well in his desperation for sanctuary. Vincent McGarrity sat on his throne, a magnificent chair which never strayed too far from his bank of computers. Vincent was a short, balding man in his early forties. His dark hair that remained drooped down over his ears and his spectacled face was round, rosy and dotted with small moles. He had a chunky midriff but skinny legs, he had the body profile of a typical office bound professional who failed to do any extracurricular activity.
 

 “So technically you can't shut down the Internet?” Coffey asked, his question delighting Vincent who revelled in anything technical or indeed the reciting of Wikipedia entries which he had an uncanny knack of remembering word for word.
 

 “Technically, no. It's pretty much impossible. It's like a worm, you chop it in half and what you have is two worms. Shut down no, break maybe.”
 


Vincent spoke quickly, he was self assured when it came to his interests. Ask him what colour socks he preferred and a much longer, stuttering answer would be evident.
 

 “Remember Egypt, the Arab Spring? Remember Iran? They took down the Internet by ordering the ISP's to alter their Border Gateway Protocols. Guess the same kind of thing happened here.”
 


Vincent spoke as if he were conversing to himself. Despite Coffey's technical strength, Vincent sometimes forgot that not everybody was as well endowed in the jargon glossary department.
 

 “And all over the world.” Coffey added, noting that this was not apparently a localised event.
 

 “That's the problem. If I could find an active service provider in another country I might be able to hook up with them.” Vincent tapped away on the keyboard. The loss of the Internet was as much of an issue to him due to his loss of social interaction as it was to Coffey who wanted to do some research.
 

 “But if they are all down?” Coffey asked as he threw the ball into the air as close as he could get to the ceiling and then reliably caught it with a safe pair of hands.
 

 “That's our problem. I have to work out who's active.”
 

 “At least the satellite is up I guess?” Coffey sighed as the long wait for some kind of opportunity to move forward seemed miserably indefinite.
 

 “If you get me a connection then I’ll buy you another computer to add to your collection.” Coffey quipped knowing full well that the last thing Vincent needed was another computer.
 

 “Hey, if I get the Internet connection, you'll have to fight me for it. I've got two weeks of porn subscriptions to catch up on.” Vincent spun his giant chair around and grinned revealing his uncannily yellow teeth.
 

 “I know you'll do it, you're the best of the best.” Coffey knew how to motivate Vincent by swelling his already larger than life head.
 


Coffey had taken shelter with Vincent and Vincent had obliged without hesitation. It was never going to be a partnership made in heaven but in the short term, Coffey enjoyed the remote location, the view of the lake which was now a brown red colour reflecting the sky and the wildlife which never ceased to occupy his curiosity.
 


Coffey had taken in the endless news bulletins and public safety announcements but had grown weary of their static nature. Like Britain, the US had followed a similar path. The media had been curtailed and a singular television channel had remained serving up helpings of doom and gloom at regular thirty minute intervals. Coffey had watched and shared in the footage of the downed alien craft as had most of the civilised world. He had openly mocked the presentation which he believed to be an utter fallacy, it had enraged him to the point of annoyance sending Vincent sprawling for cover as objects were hurled in frustration. Coffey's main point of dissatisfaction was lack of detail. Detail in the news reports, detail in the footage. For him, it was clear that the public were not to be allowed to analyse what they were being served up. He offered an analogy of a newspaper with a fantastic headline on the front cover only for the inside pages to be blank. Coffey was a man of precision, in his profession it did not pay to gloss over minor details. Until his government could offer something more substantial in the way of evidence, he was to remain firmly in the sceptical mindset. Of course Coffey was not just a member of public, confused and hungry for an end to the conflict. He was in a privileged position as one of only a handful of individuals who have witnessed the dark vacuum of space first hand. He was not only in such a place the day before the reported alien attack but also privy to the chaotic and secretive mission on which he had probably served as a swan song on his NASA career. He had speculated a thousand times what the purpose of the Prometheus mission was and if it in any way could have influenced the events of the past few weeks. He could not be sure that Niemechek's passing and his own attempted downfall was anything to do with the bigger picture but it was certainly a possibility. If his role in that mission had in anyway impacted on the crisis which had developed sending the world into chaos, then it was his duty to discover at any cost what it was NASA were doing up there in those last few moments of normality before the Earth was plunged into a blood red veil of terror.
 

 “PKS. Jakarta, Indonesia. Beautiful.” Vincent whispered as his face lit up, illuminated by the screen in front of his nose.
 

 “What have you got?” Coffey inquired impatiently.
 

 “Nothing yet, Jesus. It's taken me a week just to get this far.” Vincent slapped Coffey back down for his optimism. Vincent knew more than most that hours or days of toil could sometimes fail to deliver at the last possible moment.
 

 “You know that even if I can get a connection, the chances of being traced are pretty high if anyone is looking out for nerds like us.” Coffey discounted himself as a nerd but understood Vincent's caution. Until now, the cabin had been a safe haven. As soon as prying eyes began to wander, he would put Vincent in as much jeopardy as he was in himself as a fugitive and murderer.
 

 “I know that. As long as you know that, if you know what I’m saying?”
 


Vincent looked pensive for a moment then carried on as before aware of the perils of his actions.
 

 “I'll just tell them you told me to do it.” He said calmly as he continued to type.
 

 “At gunpoint, naturally.” Coffey replied with a smile. Secretly however, he knew that if those that wanted him dead found them, Vincent would be killed anyway. Coffey knew this and had to live with the fact. For the eventual outcome to be a break in the conspiracy, lives might have to be lost for the sake of truth.
 

 “You know that new computer?” Vincent said as he slowly swivelled his chair revealing a large satisfying grin. Coffey raised his eyebrows and allowed himself an excited smirk. He was back in the game. He might be the underdog but even the smallest of animals can have the most severe bites.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 

 



 


December 10th 2020
 



 
 


Coffey drove at night, reducing any risk of being recognised despite his newly acquired vehicle belonging to Vincent and a two week growth of dark stubble which although not quite a beard, changed his appearance significantly. His car was now a metallic green Japanese made contraption which was only a few months shy of a trip to the scrap yard. Uncannily smelling of wet dog considering Vincent's lack of a pet, Coffey ensured a window was left open despite the cold in-flux of air causing him to shiver. The heating system struggled valiantly to make any impact on the inner atmosphere.
 


Vincent had not failed him on any account; the astronaut could only hope that he could repay him for his loyalty in the future if things could ever turn out to be 'normal' again. His genial accomplice had ensured that Coffey had been granted an upper hand in the fight against his invisible foes. By hacking into NASA's personnel and records department, he had pulled the names and addresses of the senior management team. Coffey felt it time to pay his boss, Bill Janus a visit. The last time he had seen The Director of Operations it was in the lounge at Kennedy and had ended in what at the time seemed an shallow threat. Since that time, Coffey had realised that Janus had offered him at least a fleeting clue that he was in danger before discovering the tampering with his car which may have cost him dearly. If anyone had answers to the Prometheus mystery and sinister events surrounding it, then he was the man.
 


Coffey drove cautiously, the roads were all but clear of other traffic. Fuel shortages had cripple the U.S. almost as much as Britain, although they did not rely so heavily on imports and thus had at least the raw materials to sustain a meagre supply to the general public. Coffey's slow progress aided fuel economy. He had a jerry can of gas in the trunk and then he was dead in the water. Even if he could find an open service station, he had less than ten bucks in cash on him which was not going to stretch far. Even if the ATM could supply him with more money, he knew that it would be easily traced as would any card transaction. Caution was the watch word if he wanted to continue his sustained exile. Thankfully, Janus lived like many other people involved in the space programme, in close proximity to the Kennedy Space Centre. Coffey was not very sure what he hoped to achieve in tackling his issues head on or how he would prise the information from his powerful colleague. He had a feeling that the loaded Glock pistol in his glove box would have a say in the matter.
 


Janus lived on Merritt Island about 60 miles from Kissimmee. Merritt Island was a long strip of land dotted with luxury homes south of Kennedy and Vincent had gladly pulled up Google imagery to give Coffey a better idea of the layout of the area. He had even found a directory listing for the property on a real estate web page which mapped out the house in great detail. Room by room, Coffey envisaged walking through the large palatial property. He knew that if he was to break the conspiracy he feared, then extreme measures might have to be taken. Coffey had already taken others lives in an effort to protect his own, he was not sure he could do it again especially with someone with whom he had more than a passing relationship.
 


The long straight road which headed eastward across the Floridian landscape seemed to go on forever. Coffey was apprehensive. He knew that to get to Merritt Island, he would normally have to pay a toll. The last thing he needed now was to be stopped and engaged in any conversation. It was hugely unlikely that a toll was in place at the current point in the crisis but it would make a prudent geographical point to set up a military check point. This was to be avoided at all costs. Coffey had obviously avoided the Censure which was still ongoing. He was not the only one to avoid the microchip; the country was vast and individuals in the more remote areas would no doubt have been slow to be examined or even missed entirely. This did not ease Coffey's mind however, he could not bluff his way out of receiving the chip if he was found to be one of the remaining few. If he were placed in the examination process he would be recognised and arrested for sure.
 


Approaching the toll, he strained his eyes, slowing the car so that in the event of a check point he could still turn without being seen. Fortune was smiling on Coffey as it appeared his worst fears had not played out. The booth was dark and unoccupied, the flimsy black and yellow gate raised and static. Coffey powered through and breathed more easily as he traversed the Merritt Island Causeway.
 


Coffey took a long deep breath as he rolled quietly to a standstill on Harbor Pines. He had ensured that he parked a hundred metres or so past the opulent property with its stucco exterior. Janus had certainly done well for himself, he had spent his salary wisely. The home was lavish indeed although seemingly darkened and possibly unoccupied. It was nearly 3am, Coffey did not presume anything including the presence of his target as he carefully climbed out of the vehicle remembering to pull the piece and a torch from the glove box. Scanning the surrounding properties, he could not help but look shifty as the darkly clothed man skipped down the road hugging a nearby privet hedge to blend in to the dark foliage. Creeping to the rear of the large building, he realised quickly that this was not going to be an easy building to gain entry to. Coffey understood that buildings of this magnitude and value were often alarmed. At this point he hoped that Janus was at home and in bed and not on some poorly timed vacation. After several minutes of cautiously attempting to turn exterior door and window handles, he realised that a more blunt approach was in order. Risks had to be taken in order for him to restore his 'normal' life again and with the butt of his side-arm and a gloved hand, he carefully thumped a small window in a patio door whilst shielding his face from any flying shards. In the silence of the night in a sleepy suburb, the glass breaking sounded like a 50 kiloton explosion and a dog barking in the distance alerted him to the fact that it was clear that his intrusion could not possibly have gone unnoticed.
 


Knowing that haste was required now to gain the tactical advantage, Coffey thrust his hand through the window and found the inner lock. His fumbling caused more glass to break and fall to the floor. He had come this far, it was a move of desperation that could not now be undone. Briskly moving through the ground floor of the house and past the indoor pool, he engaged his torch to aid his vision. Almost at a canter, Coffey headed towards the master bedroom. Finding the base of the staircase in the magnificent hallway his torch light flashing from side to side nervously, he jogged his ascent until two steps from the top he halted in his tracks. A shadowy figure stood before him as still as the intruder himself who was momentarily petrified in motion.
 

 “Who's that?” The figure choked, the stress evident in his voice.
 


Coffey immediately aimed both the weapon and the torch at the figures face, causing the dark figure to flinch. The astronauts finger hovered over the cocked trigger eagerly as it was clear that Janus was indeed at home, disturbed from his sleep by his employee's clumsy entry.
 

 “Put your hands on your head.” Coffey demanded with a cool quiet voice. His identity not immediately evident to Janus who quickly complied.
 

 “Who else is in the house?” He continued. Janus was nothing but complicit in his actions, the sight of a gun aimed at his chest enough to bring a speedy response.
 

 “Just my wife.”
 


Coffey nodded.
 

 “Take me to her.”
 

 “What do you want?” Janus muttered as he turned and walked slowly towards the bedroom, the house still darkened. 

 

 “Move.” Coffey was succinct in his suggestions. Janus entered his large bedroom which was dimly lit by a bedside lamp. Janus' grey haired and svelte wife sat in bed, alert and distinctly anxious. As Janus and Coffey entered, she held her palm up to her mouth and whinnied a small vocal sound of distress.
 

 “Sit down.” Coffey demanded to Janus who looked distinctly less impressive in his boxers and a bare flabby torso. As he did so he turned to see his captor and a look of realisation and horror took hold of his pale features.
 

 “Roger!” He exclaimed, not quite knowing how to address his colleague who looked quite dishevelled now.
 

 “Both of you, don't move and I won't feel the need to do anything stupid.”
 


Janus' wife shook her head vigorously, obviously terrified where as Janus looked more thoughtful, perhaps already planning his next move.
 

 “Pleased to meet you Mrs Janus. As your husband might be able to testify to, I am not a man who holds a gun with little intent to use so sit tight and keep your hands where I can see them.” Coffey ensured that his voice remained calm but authoritative.
 

 “What the hell is this all about Roger? You better have a damn good reason for being here and breaking in to my house like this.” Janus attempted to assert his seniority with a gruff statement, Coffey was unlikely to be overawed.
 

 “Oh I have Bill and you know God-damn well why. I have a few questions that I think you could answer and I’d appreciate it if you took the time to help me out with those.”
 

 “You'll get nothing from me you traitorous bastard.” Janus turned to his wife.
 

 “I'll not be forced to bow down to alien scum.”
 


Coffey almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of his claim. Janus' wife looked even more horrified at her husband's claims.
 

 “My God. That's a new one on me. Well Bill, I hate to disappoint but I have a feeling that it's far simpler than that and I'm afraid that you're in no position to dictate terms. I have no qualms about blowing you're fucking head off if I have to. I want answers and you'd better start talking.” Coffey was ruthless in his approach, he did not have time to be arguing. For all he knew, the authorities may have already been alerted and on their way.
 

 “I'm telling you boy, you're not going to get anything from me, I’d rather die than betray my race to murdering butchers like you.”
 


Janus was persistent in his assessment of Coffey although maybe his stance was more for his wife's benefit or so Coffey thought through his cynical eyes.
 

 “Let's get this straight, this isn’t about some intergalactic war, this is about Niemechek and his wife and kids, this is about murder, abduction and conspiracy. You had Niemechek killed for a reason, he knew too much about the Prometheus mission. You pushed for the mission to go ahead despite losing a crew member and drafted me in short notice. You figured I'd make up the numbers and then you'd off me when I got back to keep everything neat. It must have been your influence that set this up, there's no way that mission would have taken place with a makeshift navigator under normal circumstances. You've got some dirty laundry and now it's time it got aired.”
 


Janus sat on the bed in silence and in pensive thought as his wife breathed hard and fast as the stress looked to be taking its toll.
 

 “OK, so you're playing the silent game. That's alright, I can play games too. I've kind of worked out already that you're a murderous son of a bitch with an agenda, I accept that you wanted to kill me, I can live with that, but what I want to know is why? What was so special about the Prometheus mission? You know I’ve kind of figured out that it ties in with this whole alien invasion story, so why don't you enlighten me?”
 


Janus knew that he could not speak, to do so would serve to give too much away and Coffey knew far too much already. Either way, Janus was a dead man. It only remained to be seen whether his killer would be the desperate fugitive who longed to clear his good name, or the all powerful masters with whom he served. Coffey could see beads of sweat proliferating on Janus' brow, his boss appeared to be distant and increasingly disinterested in Coffey's aggressive stance. Janus reached over to his bedside table draw.
 

 “Just what do you think you're doing?” Coffey asked but Janus was undeterred by his captors increasingly agitated state. He simply ignored his subordinate and began to open the draw.
 

 “I'm telling you man, if you don't get your hands away from there I’m going to have to...” Coffey never finished his sentence as the realisation set in that Janus was beyond his control. Bill Janus reached into the small draw and pulled out a small revolver. Despite the sight of the deadly weapon, it occurred to Coffey that he was not the intended target of its fiery wrath. In a fleeting moment as Coffey stood helplessly watching, Janus turned to his wife who offered only a quizzical expression, pressed the gun to her forehead and pulled the trigger. In amazement and shock at the brutal and callous action, Coffey hesitated allowing enough time for Janus to join his wife in an eternal oblivion. Bill Janus' limp and lifeless body fell backwards and lay across his wife’s chest, her wide open eyes still retaining a look of utter astonishment.
 

 “Jesus!” Coffey uttered at the profound statement Janus had made and the carnage he had left behind. Knowing full well that the gunshots would have been heard by neighbouring inhabitants, Coffey felt the surge of panic and bolted down the stairs leaving by the same way he had entered. Running to the car, he fired up the motor and pulled away quickly trying not to spin the wheels up and cause even more attention to be brought his way.
 


Coffey shook his head as he took to the Causeway; how the hell had he let that happen? Did Janus' wife deserve to die in that manner and what would motivate a faithful husband to act in that despicable way? Coffey's quest for clarity had not progressed and he realised that Janus' knowledge had now passed with him. Coffey cursed at his cowardice as he realised he had lost an opportunity to search Janus' study and maybe gain important information. The adrenaline kick of the fatal gunshots was enough to drive any man to flee but Coffey did not have the opportunities to spurn. The drive back to Kissimmee was a long, cold one with the visions of what he had just witnessed vivid and enduring. More than ever, Coffey was convinced that Prometheus was significant not only to NASA and the United States but to the whole world and its fight against the alien invaders; perhaps he might just hold the key to the whole torrid affair.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 

 



 


Coffey peered through the frantic wind-shield wipers as they tried in vain to clear the rain which lashed down upon his vehicle. In an effort to disperse the feeling of great emptiness he had which had gradually worsened of late, Coffey punched the radio into life and was rewarded with a classic country song from the late seventies. He was at a loss, his brightest hope of reaching a state of awareness had been sharply snuffed out. The enormity of his task appeared ever greater by the minute and not even Vincent’s plucky optimism could rescue him from this funk.
 


The roads on the way back to Kissimmee were all but deserted, the driving rain only increased the sense of hopelessness. Maybe Vincent could pluck another nugget of information from the ether, a gem which could decipher the puzzle. Even so, Coffey felt more than ever that the light at the end of the tunnel was dimming by the minute, all the avenues were being closed off, everyone with the knowledge that might ignite the flames of truth were being snuffed out. He was determined not to be the next but in all honesty, he was now almost resigned to his fate and understood that it may only be a matter of time before they got to him.
 


Coffey left the asphalt road and carefully navigated the now muddy, sodden track which wound through the trees for a mile or so before ending at Vincent's clearing. Driving with the utmost caution, he could not afford to damage his new vehicle at this point, Coffey continued until about 400 metres along the track he brought the car to a sudden halt. Even with the car static, the wipers worked tirelessly to clear the screen, such was the ferocity of the rain fall. The tired and disappointed astronaut however was still alert enough to notice something up front, something on the path ahead. A dark, shadowy bulk lay across part of the track. Peering through the steamy glass of the wind-shield, Coffey could not identify the mass but it set his nerves on edge enough for him to brave the deluge to investigate.
 


Without a formidable coat to fend off the rain, Coffey was instantly wet through as he skipped over large pot holes which had filled with murky water. It became more clear the nearer he got that the darkened bulk was that of a decent sized deer which had appeared to be struck by a vehicle. It was surely dead, a dark rich liquor had run from its head, a sign that it may not have died instantly but may have had time to bleed significantly before finally succumbing to its injuries. The deer did not block Coffey’s path but it begged the question, what had struck this animal? It was not there two hours earlier when Coffey had taken the same path out of Kissimmee.
 


Taking the bold stance of leaving his vehicle he decided to continue his journey to Vincent's house by foot. Rolling the car off the track and down a short incline so that it was difficult to see from the track, he ensured he was equipped with both torch and gun which was still fully loaded and not yet to be discharged that evening. Coffey made haste down the perilously dark path, the overcast skies concealed the pink moon and although he carried a torch, he resisted the will to use it. Coffey feared for Vincent. He had feared this, he guessed it was only a matter of time before Vincent's activity was detected and traced despite the best efforts of his genial friend to cover his tracks.
 


An approaching haze of light and a low frequency hum caused Coffey to duck behind a clump of trees. A vehicle was coming down the track from the direction of the cabin. This could not be Vincent, his vehicle was in use and as far as Coffey was aware, Vincent only owned the one. With indecision plaguing his thoughts, the car came into view. Should Coffey let the car pass by or should he tackle this issue head on? If this vehicle had found the cabin, perhaps Vincent was in the car as a captive and unloading his weapon in a poorly conceived but frantic shoot-out could serve only to make this far worse. Coffey bit his lip hard as the car passed serenely by, it was too dark to ascertain who the occupants were or indeed even the make and model of the vehicle and as it turned the corner out of sight, he engaged the torchlight and sprinted onward fearing only the worst.
 


Ahead, the lights of the cabin shone and it aided Coffey’s navigation to the point where a torch was no longer required. There were no vehicles there now but that did not mean there were no protagonists present. Perhaps they had left him a nasty surprise? Coffey proceeded with great caution but his heart sank a little as he realised the front door was wide open, the light from inside beaming out across the clearing. With gun cocked and ready for action, he peered around the corner of the building and inched his way closer to the door. There was a feint noise from within that sounded like voices. Coffey immediately felt that there was someone present inside but when music could be heard, it became clear that the radio or television had been left on. Carefully cocking his head through the door, it was quickly apparent that the cabin was empty however, Coffey remained vigilant as he entered thrusting his gun outwards, scanning the scene down the length of its muzzle.
 


Coffey's worst fears had played out. It was clear that his enemies had been here. The computer equipment so beloved by his quirky companion had been torn apart. Internal hard drives had been removed and the rest of the components strewn about the place. Vincent was nowhere to be seen. Coffey had hoped that he had ran into the reserve and taken refuge in the thick foliage only to return at a later time but that was purely wishful thinking. A small pool of blood soaked into the rug upon the floor was a tell tale sign that someone had been gravely injured here. Coffey pummelled a computer tower in rage with the butt of his gun as he realised that Vincent was almost certainly lost. If he was fortunate, perhaps he had already died. Coffey however was not so optimistic and envisaged interrogation and torture. Despite Vincent's best intentions, he could not resist the agonies inflicted by these ruthless individuals and it was only a matter of time before Coffey was traced through Vincent's reluctant confessions.
 


Coffey wandered around the cabin, silent and forlorn. Vincent was the last vestige of hope, the last bastion of promise. Without his shelter, wisdom and intrigue, where could he go now? Who could he turn to? One thing was for certain, it was not safe to be here now. It could only be a matter of time before Vincent told them of his presence or surveillance would do the same job. It was not even safe to take Vincent's car as it would easily be traced by ANPR camera's set up along every major highway. Coffey needed to disappear into the night, he needed to be a shadow, a fleeting spectre if he were to remain intact.
 


Packing a holdall hurriedly, Coffey left the cabin. He did not even shut the door on leaving; he disappeared into the darkness leaving only a trail of footprints behind which quickly filled up with muddy water. His only hope now was to vanish into the wilderness for some time, to leave the trail cold and leave little hope for his detection. Maybe then, when the time was right he could once again take a brave and decisive step towards clarity. There were very few avenues left open to him and it might take a giant leap of faith to move forward at this point. In the days spent dining at the table of Mother Nature, perhaps the solitude and peace would help him think and compose his thoughts a little.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 

 



 


December 17th 2020
 

Headington, Oxford
 



 
 


Joshua stood in his empty lounge and surveyed the desolate room picking up a small piece of dark fluff from the beige carpet. A stack of packing boxes were piled high in the corner and the room reverberated as Joshua pulled a ream of parcel tape from its spindle. He had finally found a suitable place to live in the heart of London, a small flat not so far from work and for the first time in a number of long weeks, some kind of normality was returning to his everyday life. The country had recovered well from the chaos, perhaps even better than expected. The mobile phone networks were once again back on line although the internet had not returned as promised. There was much debate about the risk to public safety on its restoration, the government continued to demonstrate its rigid stance concerning ongoing security and limiting every possible avenue of alien plotting. Even the mobile networks seemed unresponsive and patchy. Word on the street seemed to suggest that calls were being filtered, monitored. There often appeared to be long satellite delays which sometimes ran to seconds making conversations stunted at best. Television updates seemed to suggest that new chip technologies were being looked at to allow valid chip holders access to network services, meaning only those who had passed the Censure could gain access to the Internet and other important tools such as banking and the like.
 


Normality was returning but with subtle differences; many welcomed the advent of the chip technology feeling safe in the knowledge that they were genuine specimens of humanity, others felt that it was a step too far. It mattered not; it was inevitable due to the newly increased level of alien activity which had now spread from cyber attacks and sabotage to out and out terrorism.
 


The first bomb to be detonated in the UK was in Cheshire. The Hill Vale power station complex was targeted. Television reports that 16 people lost their lives and two million homes were without power for a couple of days. The next, a research laboratory in Cambridge. A further 3 dead including a leading chemist in his field. Needless to say, the public's perception of the clear and present alien threat changed radically and suddenly the feeling of general safety they had taken for granted was all but snuffed out. Many wondered why such an imposing and powerful threat would stoop to such small scale tactical warfare. Why did the aliens not eradicate the human infestation with nuclear weapons or photon laser beams? The tension on the streets was now palpable and the distrust in their fellow man was evident also.
 


Joshua had worked hard collating the views of the community and had compiled several A4 folders of statements which offered an insight to the feelings of the man or woman on the street. They did not really uncover any clear evidence to either support or devalue the government's actions; it seemed the lack of networking had limited the public's knowledge to only what they had been told on the television although some were very forthright in their opinions. It never ceased to amaze Joshua how much the average Joe would conform to the accepted truth. If he had gained one useful piece of knowledge in his studies it was that in general, the public had faith in their government and supported their actions.
 


Joshua had not come any closer to discovering the whereabouts of Sarah or the others who did not make the Censure. The government sector of the City of London was out of bounds and highly protected. Long gone were the days when you could walk down Whitehall or stand at the gates of the Houses of Parliament. Trafalgar Square had become a military base of sorts and was as far as you were ever going to get to the people in the know. Joshua had tried to talk to some of the soldiers who rigidly guarded the area but those who took the time and maybe the risk of talking were very much in the dark too. If anything, they appeared even more scared than the general population. Not knowing who their enemy was or how to recognise them even if they were standing in front of their face made them incredibly edgy and Joshua could feel their apprehension every time someone approached.
 


Joshua peered out of his window waiting for the removal van. He was fortunate to have found a company who had resumed a normal service although he was paying way over the odds for the pleasure. Prices of any service had risen steeply, fuel costs alone were enough to make travel prohibitive for many but for Joshua, the only place where he could be at that moment was in London and he had pretty much emptied his account in order to move so soon after the crisis had begun.
 


There was a sudden and startling noise and Joshua's quiet contemplation was rudely interrupted by none other than his telephone. It was a noise he had not heard for many a day and the emptiness of the room served only to make its beckoning chime more impactive. Joshua picked up the handset, more than intrigued who would be calling him on the number which was very soon to be discontinued.
 

 “Hello?” The reported said with more than a hint of intrigue in his voice. There was a pause, a barely perceptible hiss and some crackles, it was a terrible line.
 

 “Hello?” Joshua once again said this time louder.
 

 “Hello, can you tell me who this is?” The reply was unorthodox to be sure, generally people have some idea who they wish to speak to. Joshua played it cagily, anything out of the ordinary was to be distrusted at this point in time.
 

 “Well, if you tell me who you are then I’ll tell you who I am.” Joshua replied with a hint of playful belligerence. There was a protracted silence.
 

 “Look, I don't have time for games, can you please tell me who this number belongs to?”
 


Joshua was rather taken aback with the tone of the callers voice. It was an American accent, or perhaps Canadian.
 

 “You look, I'm not about to reveal who I am until you reveal who you are. After all, you called me remember?” Joshua stuck to his guns.
 

 “I know that, but I...I can't tell you who I am until you tell me who you are?”
 


The conversation was getting farcical and Joshua shook his head with mild frustration.
 

 “I can tell you're British, this is a British dialling code.”
 

 “Yes, you worked that one out.” Joshua was obviously receiving an overseas call which explained the very poor line. The silence resumed, the caller refusing to budge.
 

 “OK, mystery man, my name is Joshua.” Joshua gave little away.
 

 “Thank you Joshua, now tell me your surname.”
 

 “This really is getting ridiculous. There's enough going on in this world at the moment that would make me want to hang up right now so you have very little time to make me want to reconsider hanging up on you.”
 


Another silence ensued.
 

 “Joshua, I'm calling you because your line was on a list of recently dialled numbers...it's very important that you tell me your full name and what you do before I can carry on with this conversation.”
 


Joshua was more than intrigued and despite his best intentions to remain steadfast, he did not see why it would hurt to play the game.
 

 “OK...this all seems highly irregular and normally I wouldn’t reveal personal details over the phone to a complete stranger who sounds like someone from a Hitchcock movie but...my names Joshua Regan and I’m a journalist.”
 


Another silence ensued and Joshua wondered if this was a wind up.
 

 “Thank you for being honest with me Joshua. Please understand that I want to be more honest with you but under the circumstances I cannot. I want to know what circumstances took place in order for a you to receive a phone call from Florida, USA on November second this year?”
 


Joshua furrowed his brow.
 

 “Florida? I have relations there, my half sister and her family.”
 

 “What is her name?”
 


This was all getting rather creepy and Joshua was starting to feel his stomach tighten.
 

 “Listen mate, this isn’t funny, if some things happened to Jill I want to know about it right now!”
 


There was yet another painful silence, longer than the others.
 

 “Can I can confirm that Jill Niemechek is your half sister?”
 

 “Yes. What's happened for God's sake?”
 

 “I cannot tell you...I must be very brief, they are monitoring phone calls and have very little time.”
 


Joshua's heart began to race, there were sinister overtones that he did not like but he had the forethought to start jotting notes down on his pad next to the telephone base.
 

 “OK, go on.”
 

 “You received a phone call on the second, tell me what it was about?”
 

 “Err...it was Paul, Jill's husband which was I guess a little unusual in itself as we don't really talk a lot, maybe the odd internet chat and Christmas card...”
 

 “Go on...”
 

 “Well, I could tell he was a bit stressed, he works for NASA, he's a clever guy. He made some small talk and then made a big thing about sending me a Christmas present this year which like I said is kind of unusual. You see, I don't know Jill very well, she moved to the States when we were barely out of school, I've only ever met Paul once and that was at least ten years ago when I went on a holiday to Florida with my ex...”
 


The caller interrupted Joshua in full flow, his voice agitated.
 

 “OK, thanks Joshua, your being a great help to me but I tell you what I need you to do. I need to know what Paul sent you?”
 

 “Err...nothing. I never got anything.”
 

 “Aww, come on man, this is important!”
 

 “No, really, I haven’t received any international post. I mean I guess it's conceivable that it was in the mail when the shit hit the fan and it's still in some sorting office somewhere?”
 

 “Joshua, are you listening to me because what I’m about to tell you is important. Go to the mail office and find the parcel. Don't go to work, don't take a bath and don't stop to chat to your neighbour, go to the mail office right now and find that parcel. I'll call you at the same time tomorrow on this number. I can't tell you how important it is that you find that fucking parcel. The life of your sister depends on it and my life also. This is not some kind of a joke or prank call, go now and find the parcel.”
 


The line went dead and the familiar beeps that indicated that the call had ended rang out from the phone handset which was shaking in Joshua's hand. At that precise moment, a large shadow was cast over Joshua's living room and the red sun was blotted out by a large square box van pulling up outside. Joshua ran his fingers through his dark hair, his head shook from side to side as he tried to calculate his next actions. Pacing out to the hall way, he had already began to speak as he opened the door to the bulky figure which stood ready to knock on his front door.
 

 “Jesus, I'm so sorry guys, something really important has come up and I'm going to have to...” Joshua stopped in his tracks when he realised the van was not the large green removal truck he had ordered but the bright red hue of Royal Mail vehicle.
 

 “Oh, err...sorry about this but obviously post has been delayed and it's taken us a couple of weeks to sort this lot out.” The postman clutched a handful of parcels and letters bound by thick red elastic bands. Joshua carefully took the load, his hands visibly shaking causing the driver to look at him suspiciously. 

 

 “Thanks.” Joshua said breathing in and out deeply.
 

 “Yeah, no bother.” The postman said as he turned away raising his eyebrows.
 


Joshua slowly walked back into his living room and snapped the feeble elastic band with his impatient fingers. Letters including the usual advertising detritus fell to the carpet revealing one larger parcel of note as the familiar Airmail sticker was seen to be stuck to its face. Joshua sat in the centre of his empty room and studied the exterior of the flat, rectangular package, took a gulp of air then carefully began to tear the brown paper.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 

 



 


Joshua had slept poorly that night. Not only was his bed in pieces waiting for the removal van the day before, but the anxiety of waiting for the phone to once again ring was playing on his mind. After unwrapping the parcel, he had tried to call back the number of the unknown caller but it rang unanswered. More disturbingly, when Joshua consulted his Filofax, he realised that the number was in fact Jill's land-line from her home in Orlando. The ambiguous nature of the package was a mystery in itself and Joshua spent many hours studying it in great detail, wondering what possible meaning it had.
 


Half past ten came and went, the caller was late. Joshua hoped that this was not some crazy wind up but how could it be? The caller was far to sincere and sinister to have been false. Joshua just hoped that nothing untoward had happened to him as it was clear that he was in some peril by the urgency displayed in his voice. When the shattering of the silence came, Joshua picked up the handset before the end of the first ring. He almost dropped the shiny plastic phone as the adrenaline coursed through his veins.
 

 “Hello?”
 


Joshua's voice was wobbly and he cough after his greeting trying to compose himself.
 

 “Hello Joshua, did you retrieve the parcel?”
 


The callers voice was smooth and calm which helped Joshua a little.
 

 “Yes. Yes, I did, I have it here.”
 

 “That's real good Joshua, thank you. Now, tell me what it is.”
 

 “OK. Well, it's a book, some old poetry book by Shelley. It's pretty ancient, the cover is falling to pieces, I think it must have been printed in the fifties looking at the state of it.”
 


Joshua thumbed through the thin volume which he had studied carefully and read cover to cover the night before.
 

 “A book, that's interesting. Anything else?”
 


The American seemed underwhelmed with the discovery. 

 

 “No, nothing else in the package, not even a note to go with it. I've been taking a look at the book and there are some things which are kind of unusual.”
 

 “Go on.”
 

 “Well first of all, I'm not really into poetry. Novels yes, a bit of classic literature but poetry? No. So I guess it's kind of odd that Paul should send me something like this. Secondly, there are paragraphs that have been underlined in pencil.”
 

 “That's more interesting, can you read them out to me?”
 

 “Look, before we do this, can you let me know what's going on yet? I don't know who you are and it's really disturbing that you know Jill and are calling me from her house?”
 

 “Joshua, I'm not calling from her house and no, I cannot tell you what is going on yet. You're a journalist right? What do you do? Sports? Local newspaper?”
 

 “No, I’m an investigative journalist working for one of the top Fleet Street dailies.”
 

 “Really? That's doubly interesting. Seems to me someone in trouble might call on you for help at some point, you're obviously a guy in a position of influence?”
 

 “I guess so, maybe not so much now, the government have complete control over what we publish right now.”
 

 “OK, well I guess that's to be expected. Now, Joshua, if you don't mind, let's get back to the quotations highlighted in the text.”
 

 “OK. I don't see the relevance, if they are some kind of a message then it's pretty cryptic.”
 

 “Thank you, now if you don't mind read the first passage.”
 


Joshua could tell the caller was getting a little cranky and so he opened the page which had its corner turned over to mark the place and began to read in his best Queen's English.
 

 “By such dread words from Earth to Heaven, my still realm was never riven, when its wound was closed, there stood darkness o'er the day like blood.”
 


Joshua felt pretty daft reading the lines, it was as if he were back at school once again reading in front of the class. A silence greeted the prose and the caller could almost be heard to be scribbling down the lines as he recalled them.
 

 “OK Joshua, well read. Now, is there another one?”
 


Joshua chuckled at the callers dry sense of humour as he flicked to the next section.
 

 “Suddenly fierce confusion fell from heaven among them. There was strife, deceit, and fear. Tyrants rushed in, and did divide the spoils.
This was the shadow of the truth I saw.”
 


Again there was a period of quiet and Joshua could hear the caller cough hoarsely, he did not sound in the best of health.
 

 “Do you have any idea what it means?” Joshua asked with optimism.
 

 “I mean I’ve been going over and over the words in my head all night. 'Darkness over the day, like blood'. That's pretty current wouldn’t you say? The second paragraph talks about 'fear and confusion from the heavens, deceit and fear. Tyrants rushing in to divide the spoils' etcetera, all very profound stuff!”
 


The phone line was quiet, it was almost as if Joshua could hear the caller thinking things over in his head. Since Joshua was not in possession of the facts, he could only guess what relevance this had to anything.
 

 “OK Joshua. That's brilliant work. It's starting to make some kind of sense to me but like you said it's kind of cryptic for Paul. It's not his usual style although he was a clever bastard.”
 


Joshua was also clever and quickly picked up on the callers use of the past tense.
 

 “What do you mean, 'was'? Is Paul alright?”
 

 “Joshua, as I said to you yesterday, I don't have a lot of time, I know it's harsh on you to leave you so cold and I promise I will contact you again and explain everything, but firstly I have to find a secure method of communication and that's gonna be hard. Just one more thing. What's the name of the poetry book?”
 


Joshua was intensely frustrated with the callers game. He could sense something was terribly wrong but he did believe the American when he said he would put him straight. Trust was something in short supply in the current climate.
 

 “OK. I accept that things are difficult for you. Let me help though, maybe there is something I can do from here, I have contacts.”
 

 “That's a kind offer and I'm going to take you up on that.”
 

 “Oh, by the way, this number is about to expire, you'll need to call me on a new one, my office number is best. 02083 569003.”
 

 “Thanks, I got that...zero, zero three. Joshua...”
 

 “Yeah?”
 

 “The name of the book?”
 

 “Oh yes, sorry. It's by Percy Shelley and it's called... Prometheus Unbound. Is that of any relevance?”
 


The line went quiet for a few seconds before an erring caller mumbled a reply.
 

 “Yeah, err...it's relevant. I'll be in touch.”
 


The American hung up and Joshua was probably none the wiser for his conversation. He laid back, his arms and legs sprawling over the barren tan carpet and looked up to the ceiling and the single bulb that swung without lampshade from the centre. If Paul Niemechek was trying to tell Joshua something, he had gone down a pretty convoluted road to do it. Choosing a text written in 1818 was a bizarre move. Joshua wondered why Paul had chosen that particular book. Perhaps there was something in the title itself which told a greater story? The more Joshua recapped the conversation, the more fearful he got for Paul and his sister Jill. If this was some kind of warning or cryptic 'last words', then why send it to such a loose relative, one that he barely knew? He could only conclude that it was his role in the media that warranted such an action. Paul was asking Joshua for something, something profound. If indeed he had planned on sending the book on or before the second of November, days before the 'red dawn' and the ensuing crisis, then it stood to reason that he had prior knowledge of the event (if that is what the book pertained to).
 


Joshua stood up and brushed himself down. He had just been given a marvellous mystery to solve, one which tied in beautifully with his current objectives. By the time his mysterious American colleague contacted him next, he hoped to be much more clued up. Perhaps he could even find out who this caller was that was so evidently in mortal danger. Clutching the book tightly he went to the window and looked up to the skies. It was a bright day. Was it just Joshua or was the red hue fading?
 





CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 

 



 


December 21th 2020
 

Fozzies Sandwich Stall, The Strand, London
 

 



 

 “Can I have a Tuna Sandwich on white and a latte please mate?”
 


Joshua sat at the bar on a cold hard stool. The December winds lashed at his red raw ear lobes. His attaché case tucked underneath his arm, he looked every bit the part in his role, his long dark overcoat seemed to suit the journalist perfectly.
 

 “You lot back up and running soon or what?” The server asked as he pulled a tub of pre prepared tuna mayonnaise from the fridge.
 

 “After Christmas we think.” Joshua replied knowing full well the sandwich guy had probably asked the same question to every other hack in the street.
 

 “Bloody hell, we wanna know what’s goin' on!” The big fellow exclaimed in an East London twang.
 

 “I know, it's really very frustrating. There is good news though, we think the Internet will be back tomorrow and then we'll start to publish our online edition.
 

 “That's no fackin' good to me mate. I aven't got a computer. A paper in me 'and that’s what I want!”
 

 “Can't please them all.” Joshua muttered knowing his host well enough to have a little banter.
 

 “Anyway, what I eard' is the Internet's gonna be totally censored anyway. It was only ever good for a bit o' porn and I don't suppose we'll be even given that privilege. What are they afraid of, alien tits n' fanny?”
 


Joshua laughed at the sandwich maker as he slopped a knife full of spread upon his bread.
 

 “Well, I don't know about how much it's going to be censored but I know that users will only be able to access it will some kind of device that integrates with your citizen-chip. I guess that way, they'll be able to keep tabs on us. Bang goes our right to privacy, it's a joke if you ask me. It's all wrong.”
 

 “Well like I said guv, I’ll just have to get me fanny elsewhere, and before you say it, I haven’t seen my wife’s in years so don’t go there. Full of fackin' cobwebs that is.”
 


Joshua laughed as he was handed his lunch and then gulped as he realised that a simple sandwich cost nearly ten pounds. 

 

 “I got no choice but to put up me prices, I can't even make that sandwich for less than six or seven pound.” The big balding cockney was apologetic and Joshua understood. Times were changing.
 


Joshua took a seat at one of the round tables arrange closely around the wagon. Despite the chilly weather, it was good to escape the air conditioning for an hour and get some fresh London smog filled air instead. It was not long after he sat down when an interesting event took place. Something that had not happened in some time. A woman pulled up a nearby chair at his table and bid him a good afternoon.
 


The woman was in her later thirties, mousey blonde hair, fairly attractive by any standard. She was immaculately dressed and carried an umbrella despite the lack of rain.
 

 “Hello. Do you mind if I join you?”
 


Joshua had a large mouthful of sandwich and brushing his notes back into his case he cleared some space at his table.
 

 “No. No not at all.” He replied with some surprise.
 

 “So do you work around here?” She said starting the conversation with a question that seemed quite easy to answer.
 

 “Yup. Work on Fleet Street.”
 

 “I guess your all busy kicking your heels at the moment aren’t you?” Her tone was warm but curiously inquisitive.
 

 “Well, not really. It's difficult as you can imagine. You can't start poking around the best stories through fear of getting arrested. How about you? Are you press?” Joshua looked the woman up and down, she was slim and quite tall. Most certainly a catch in anyone's book.
 

 “No. I'm a civil servant.”
 


Joshua nodded and then realised that the woman did not have any items from the stall. What did she want?
 

 “Can I buy you a coffee?” He asked politely although in hindsight it did sound a little forward.
 

 “No it's alright thank you. I'm giving it up. To be honest, and I’m a little embarrassed to say this, I was just passing by and I just...took a fancy to you.”
 


Joshua was stunned into silence, a large bolus of sandwich lodged briefly in his gullet and an exaggerate swallow demonstrated his astonishment at the woman’s brazen approach.
 

 “Blimey...well that doesn’t happen every day. What's your name?”
 


The woman laughed.
 

 “Rachel. What's yours?”
 

 “Joshua.”
 


Rachel pulled her chair a little closer to Joshua's so close in fact that he could feel the heat of her body emanate across the ever decreasing gap.
 

 “I'd hate for you to think I was forward in any way. I don't usually proposition guys in the street. Maybe it's the whole red sky thing, sending me crazy.” Rachel laughed again as she flicked her hair. It was clear to Joshua that this lady meant business. Joshua was no stranger to women but it had been a while, he had been so busy with his work, he had little time for anything else.
 

 “Can I tell you something?” Rachel inquired tantalising Joshua's imagination.
 

 “I'd love you to take me somewhere right now, somewhere quiet. I don't care where.” Rachel looked straight into Joshua's eyes, his mouth was agape and his blood pressure increasing.
 

 “Bloody hell, you don't mess around do you?” He said nervously chuckling.
 

 “Life's way too short for hesitation.” Rachel turned towards Joshua, her short skirt riding up her thighs as she shuffled even closer.
 

 “There's got to be a catch here. Has someone put you up to this?” Joshua refused to believe that his powers of attraction were sufficient to invite this kind of response.
 

 “Do you know, you're very inquisitive. Do you always ask so many questions?” Rachel clutched Joshua's inside thigh and slowly pushed her hand closer to his crotch.
 

 “Well, that's my job, I'm a journalist, I get paid to get to the bottom of things.” Joshua's voice began to wobble all over the place as it was clear that he was under a significant amount of physical pressure altering his ability to think straight.
 

 “Well that's all I’m asking for you to do. Aren’t you a little bit curious to see what colour panties I have on?” Joshua laughed out loud, almost with a hint of blind panic. He inhaled deeply and tried to compose himself. He looked around the street almost as if to see if anyone were watching.
 

 “Where do you propose we go?” He asked, trying to resume his cool masculinity.
 

 “Follow me.” 

 


Rachel stood up straight and pulled Joshua upright by his tie. It was only then he realised just how tall she was, maybe 6 feet two inches even. He grasped his case and skipped along to keep up with her as she strode off to destination unknown, her high heels clip clopping like a prancing horse upon the pavement. Joshua looked at her again from foot to head and shook his head at his incredible fortune. Where the hell was he going and how would he possibly cope when he got there?
 


The couple walked for several hundred yards, Rachel tugging him along by his hand. She did not seem at all sure where her destination was and as she cocked her head down each alley and junction, it became more clear that there was no particular place in Rachel's mind. This was going to be an experience which involved a sense of helplessness and danger and although the thought titillated Joshua, it was not his style.
 


Spying a possible target, Rachel hurried her pace until the couple were almost jogging. Joshua was reeling when he realised that they were heading for a burger restaurant and on entry, it was apparent that they were going to tie up the facilities for some time. Joshua continued to shake his head in disbelief as she pulled him inside the disabled lavatory and closed the door firmly behind him.
 


Barely having a chance to gulp in a lungful of air, Rachel's mouth was firmly planted over the young journalists lips who grasped her by the waist in an attempt to keep his balance. It was only a matter of seconds before Rachel's wandering hands discovered Joshua's excitement and tugged at him forcefully. It was evident that Rachel was in a hurry for satisfaction and her clothes were quickly removed as Joshua faltered attempting to kick of his shiny black shoes.
 


Feeling that Joshua was ready to pleasure her, Rachel turned away from him, hitched up her skirt and invited him forward. Once again Joshua felt that it was all moving too quickly but the pace of the engagement only served to heighten the expectation and it was with a great relief and an intensely arousing experience when Joshua, for once refusing to think about the possible consequences, took his prize.
 


Rachel's breath could be heard over the din of diners in the adjacent room as Joshua finished. He mentally brutalised himself for such a poor display. The spontaneous nature of the proceedings did little to help him prepare for the carnal gratification that followed. Disappointed that he may have not completed Rachel's quest for satisfaction, he felt compelled to utter an apology. The tall, slender woman turned to face him. She looked at him with a curious glance and began hurriedly to clothe herself once more.
 


Joshua's face was red, his breath rapid. The opium-like stupor sent him to a strange place. Ecstasy met head on with sorrow and shame. Rachel, wearing a white blouse stooped to pick up her suit jacket and umbrella and in a fleeting departure, she gave Joshua a peck on the cheek for his efforts. She said nothing as she unlocked the door and made off into the street. Joshua, still standing against the lavatory wall with his trousers around his ankles looked out to see a couple and a small child in a wheelchair awaiting the facility. The look of utter disdain on their faces was enough to make Joshua frantically pull his trousers up and stumble from the stall. His horror written upon his face, his apologies could not have been more sincere. It was only when he had collected himself in the street that he realised he no longer had his attaché case full of notes. He recalled the past moments with regret as he concluded that Rachel must have taken it when she picked up her jacket. Much to Joshua's shame, he was forced to go back and perform a search of the lavatory but it was to no avail. Rachel had stolen his work of almost two weeks. The nature of his investigation now clear to anyone who read the documents. For the first time, Joshua realised that he was in far deeper than he could ever have possibly imagined.
 





CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
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The Messenger, Fleet Street, London
 



 
 


The office was empty bar Joshua. Despite the Christmas period usually being as busy as any other time, the ailing newspaper which had yet to go to print was in a static state of inaction. Fernandes had let the whole staff take the Christmas holiday in a rare offering of generosity. Perhaps his loss really had changed the way he thought about others. Despite now having moved into a small apartment in Bethnal Green, the move was only a temporary one. Right now, he needed to be close to the office. He was expecting a call of some importance and could not bear to miss it by sitting at home being fed the festive cheer and propaganda that he had come to loathe and disrespect.
 


Joshua had received a very brief call from the American, it was only long enough to give him a time to be by his phone for a longer more vital call. Joshua had realised that the American's intrusion into his life may have been one of the causal factors behind his seduction and subsequent theft of his hard work. Anything seemed possible of late. Since the Rachel incident, Joshua had barely set foot outside the building without looking over his shoulder. Every phone call was carefully considered and he did not talk openly to anyone about his research. It was time that the American came clean with him and let him know precisely what he had got himself embroiled in.
 


It was late, almost 2am but Joshua had promised to be there ready for the call. The American was not always on time but he was reliable none the less. Joshua could not imagine what his situation was but if his imagination shed any possible light on it, then the American was a brave man to be riding the storm and swimming against the tide.
 


At 02:12, the phone rang. Joshua took a few moments to compose himself before answering.
 

 “Hello friend.”
 

 “Good morning Joshua.”
 

 “I think it's time for total truth between us.”
 

 “Absolutely, I agree. Unfortunately until now I have not had the pleasure of a secure line but I have met a few friends which have helped out a little. I must impress on you however, that despite my best efforts, this conversation may be recorded. Before I continue, I need to know that you are willing to take the risk of being traced. I have little doubt that if this call is picked up, the mentioning of keywords will trigger an automated alert and if the guys at the FBI are awake, then we could be at extreme risk. I have of course taken every possible measure to reduce this risk however.”
 

 “Yeah, I thinks it's a bit late for that mate. I'm fairly sure I’m being watched and have been for a while.”
 

 “OK. That's not good but it's workable. You are chipped right?”
 

 “Yes, although the whole process was totally flawed. My colleague was arrested. Alien infiltrator, what a pile of shit.”
 

 “I do love the way you British guys say that. I’m grieved for your loss my friend, I too have lost very good people, innocent people.”
 

 “I'm sorry to hear that. Now I think it's time for you to tell me what's happened to Jill?”
 

 “OK. To be honest, I can't say if Jill is alive or dead. I hope everyday that she is well and just one of many who have been arrested for knowing too much. I am afraid to inform you however that Paul has passed away. Well, I believe he was murdered.”
 

 “Oh my God. Can you tell me why?”
 

 “I will try and explain. My name is Roger Coffey, formerly of the United States Air Force and more recently of NASA. I'm a shuttle navigator, I flew my last mission the day before the 'red dawn'. I was a replacement for my best friend, Paul who had 'committed suicide' earlier in the week. I knew Jill for years, we were formerly partners, both she and her daughters I believe have been abducted or maybe worse.”
 

 “Wow. That's incredible. I mean, I’m stunned.”
 

 “Since my return, I have escaped a potentially nasty accident and a more overt attempt to take my life by US soldiers. I took refuge with an old acquaintance who I now believe to have been murdered also. I'm a fugitive, un-chipped and on the run. Enemy of the state, suspected alien infiltrator and many other things. Go figure.”
 

 “Jesus! Why.”
 

 “That is precisely what I have been trying to find out. Unfortunately my late employer felt the need to blow his head off rather than talk to me about it so I’m guessing that we are dealing in some heavy duty conspiracy crap here.”
 

 “You think this is connected with the alien invasion?”
 

 “Of course man, the whole planet is going through a period of transition, there's a new order being put in place here and the people of the world are literally inviting them to take their seats at the head of the table. What is the one thing that makes people willing to accept change, even to their own detriment if needs be?”
 

 “I don't know, fear I guess?”
 

 “Right. We only have to take a look around us to see the changes our benevolent governments are putting into place. Loss of our privacy, our anonymity, our freedom to travel, our freedom to question, our freedom to share knowledge. It's being stripped away from under our noses.”
 

 “And all the while, the notion that the countries are uniting under one banner for the first time in our history is...”
 

 “A smokescreen. The real enemy is not some bubble headed telepathic extraterrestrial with a chip on its shoulder, it's a complete fallacy, a false flag if you will to coin a military phrase.”
 

 “But how do you know, Roger?
A conspiracy on this level is barely feasible in thought let alone actions. The countries of the world can barely agree on anything let alone a plot to simulate an alien attack. What about video evidence, the ongoing attacks, are you saying that our governments are killing our own people just to perpetuate the lie?”
 

 “Joshua, how long do you think it will be before the public fully accept the changes and forget what they ever had before the conflict started. The people are happy to be united and steadfast against a common opponent. It's all about psychology my friend. Let's face it, it's not as if our governments have not dabbled in these kind of psi-ops before, just on a smaller scale. In the face of a foul and merciless threat, it's not inconceivable that the people will pull together and rally behind a strong and decisive leader. Check your history, it's all there.”
 

 “I accept that Roger but what about the red sky? Are you telling me that's a fake too?”
 

 “You're catching on my friend. Where do you think I come into all of this?”
 

 “Maybe your just one of these people that people love to hate?”
 

 “Now you're really catching on. Paul was originally on the flight team for a mission to install a satellite into orbit which took off mid November. The name of the satellite was 'Prometheus'. It was touted as being a telecommunication satellite, nothing more. I have personally flown three missions deploying similar hardware over the last five years. After Paul had suddenly been found dead, an apparent suicide, I was drafted in as a late replacement which is odd in itself as astronauts undergo weeks of fitness tests and quarantine before a mission. Whatever this deployment was, it was urgent enough to break every god damn protocol in the book. When I got up there, I could tell straight away that the mission was FUBAR, my crew were secretive and aloof, I was like a leper, they didn’t talk to me or go anywhere near me. I was clearly working on a 'no need to know' basis. Prometheus was deployed in a crazily shallow orbit. I had to double and triple check with Houston that they had got their figures right. To say the tension increased every time I opened my mouth is an understatement. It became obvious that the Prometheus satellite was doomed to fail from the off, potentially burning up in the Earth’s atmosphere in a matter of hours. I mean, we only just managed to deploy before we had to start our re-entry procedures. It was all highly irregular. On top of all that, I saw some unfamiliar hardware up there that looked like nothing I'd seen before. By the next day, the skies had turned red and we were apparently at war with some motiveless alien faction and the world had changed forever.”
 

 “So the book that Paul sent me was some kind of warning, or explanation?”
 

 “It's my feeling that Paul knew he was under investigation. Perhaps the faith they showed in his ambition didn’t pay off and they realised he was a threat. I guess he never had the opportunity to tell anyone what he knew without being discovered. I don't think the book was a cry of help, I think it was a posthumous kick in the ass for the people that would go on to silence him. He knew you were influential and curious enough to take a risk on blowing the thing wide open. Maybe if I hadn’t have contacted you the book may have sat on a shelf for a few years but eventually you may have figured it out.”
 

 “The thing I find incredible though is the scale of this plot. I mean, we are talking about President's, Prime Minister's, military chiefs, scientists.”
 

 “And take a look at all those who could oppose them. Where are they? Locked up in some maximum security compound or probably gassed and incinerated by now, exposed as traitors to Mankind. You only need to have a solid, robust leadership and a reliable chain of command. The rest of the minions feed off the lies, they are just as reliant on the facts as the rest of us. People do extreme things when put in extreme positions Joshua, history shows that conformity in humans is significantly increased when under the influence of an individual with a perceived authority. Do you think that all the Nazi soldiers who slaughtered six million Jews were inherently evil? It takes a special kind of resolve to sail against the wind my friend and a belief so steadfast that you are willing to challenge the accepted truth even if it means intense vilification by your peers. I know that you know what I’m talking about. I've done my homework on you.”
 

 “That's comforting. So the red sky thing, you believe Prometheus somehow caused that to happen?”
 

 “Let's say you are a bright, influential university educated student who is technologically savvy. If someone told you that the only proof of an alien invasion was a media shut-out, a series of documentaries with blurry stills of extra terrestrial bodies and space craft, and a few well placed bombs which actually had little effect in reality on the infrastructure of your country; would you believe it? Of course not. You would need something far more profound, something far more mystical, a global phenomena that could not be discredited or allowed to fade in the memory. The red skies are the key to the whole conspiracy. Let us suppose that the Prometheus device could somehow alter the chemical content of the upper atmosphere of the Earth, then maybe, just maybe the sun rays which are refracted through the various gases might be altered. The result, a different coloured hue. Look at your average rainbow. The light is refracted through the droplets of moisture. The visible spectrum of colours are clearly seen. Now I'm not a meteorologist or a physicist, but perhaps it's conceivable at a stretch.”
 

 “Then we need to find someone who is prepared to consider the possibility, someone eminent and influential enough to call the government out and put doubt into people's minds.”
 

 “There lies the main problem. People that call the government out quickly disappear. I believe that the solution can't be found through the will of a single entity. We need to exert pressure in other ways, get the average Joe onside and build a movement more difficult to break down that just a few that would quickly be condemned as conspiracy theorist nut jobs.”
 

 “Damn them for taking away the Internet. It's back apparently only you have to buy an access key that ties in to your citizen-chip. I guess the minute you type into Google, 'Are the aliens real?' you get your account suspended.”
 

 “Or a knock on your door from a government agency.”
 

 “So how have you managed to get a secure line? Who are these friends that you mentioned?”
 

 “Probably best not to go into detail but let's just say that we aren’t the only ones who have been hit hard by this and want the truth.”
 

 “We need to work together on this. Find friends internationally, discover the stress points and exert pressure.”
 

 “Spoken like a true investigative journalist.”
 

 “Personally I hope to find my friend Sarah. It stands to reason that if we can determine what's become of the people that have been arrested, then the trail might lead us to the kind of influential opposition we are looking for?”
 

 “I see your logic, although I believe the closer you get to that truth, the closer you'll get to an early grave. If the powers that be had any sense whatsoever, they would have disposed of those people at the earliest convenience.”
 

 “I can't bring myself to believe that until I’ve seen proof with my own eyes.”
 

 “Trouble is the public may see any extreme measures like mass executions as justified if they continue to buy the alien story. The more the government paint the picture of merciless tyrants from outer space the less pity they will have on them when discovering their demise. If you want to cover that angle that's great but be careful. You're more use to us alive. You're chipped, you'll have certain freedoms that I don't have. I know I don't need to say this but be careful. Don't trust anyone, get a weapon, secure your home and try not to arouse suspicion.”
 

 “I think it's a bit late for that, my research notes were...stolen recently. I was stupid and got caught out.”
 

 “Trouble is your just some hack journalist who no-one would miss if you disappeared. Maybe you can make yourself more difficult to touch, make the enemy nervous about dealing with you.”
 

 “This is some really scary shit, mate.”
 

 “Absolutely.”
 

 “Just one thing. Is it me or are the red skies fading?”
 

 “Could be. You know how the ozone layer fixed itself? I guess it's likely that in time, the gases may return to normality and the blue will be back but to be honest, by the time that happens, the governments of the world will have already put themselves in a position of power so superior, I don't think it would really matter.”
 

 “Do you think that there are other countries that are experiencing the same things, do you think that it could conceivably be so widespread?”
 

 “I think that's possible but you know how it is? There will always be an Achilles heel somewhere. Let's hope that other guys like us are doing their part over there too.”
 

 “How can I get hold of you?”
 

 “You can't and I can't tell when I’ll next be able to call, but I will. Stay safe.”
 

 “You too mate.”
 


Joshua gently placed the handset down and plunged his face into his hands. Never before had he felt so vulnerable and so very small.
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Joshua drove slowly through the deserted streets of the capital. After the horrors of the previous months, Christmas may not have been the consumer-fest that it once was but it did if anything, have more of an impact than ever before in terms of a time for family congregation. Joshua enjoyed the quiet urban landscape, it felt like dawn rather than lunchtime as he neared Ealing. The journalist had someone on his mind, someone who he no doubts would need a modicum of company right now.
 


The best thing about the desolate avenues of London was that at least Joshua knew that he was not being followed, at least by the more conventional methods. Since the phone call to Coffey, the young reporter barely took three steps without looking over his shoulder. He had not even gone home to his new but sparse apartment. He had spent barely a few hours there since taking the keys.
 


Pulling the maroon Citroen up outside a slightly dishevelled looking terraced house he was thankful that a parking space was nearby. Joshua made sure he used a different pool car every time he went out, he had gotten nervous of late regarding possible tracking or even the threat of a car bomb. It made sense to cover all the bases. Clutching a bottle shaped gift, wrapped in Christmas paper, he nervously knocked on the door marked 23. The house was in need of a facelift, it had really begun to look its age. A few moments passed before Joshua could hear motion from inside. The blue door finally squeaked open and a very frail looking Jimmy Stock stood before him dressed only in a pair of brown pyjamas and a comical pair of fluffy slippers.
 

 “Hi Jimmy. Remember me?”
 


Jimmy's face was pale and stubbly. It looked as if he had not been well at all in the previous weeks. He was a mere shadow of the jovial cab driver that Joshua knew.
 

 “Bloody hell.” Jimmy muttered as he tried to comprehend the meaning of Joshua’s visit.
 

 “Here, I've brought you a little something to warm the cockles.”
 


Joshua thrust forward the gift, it was quite obviously a 75cl bottle of spirit judging by the shape and weight. Jimmy took the gift, with curiosity and amazement etched on his face, he tore the paper to reveal its contents, a bottle of scotch whiskey.
 

 “Damn, this must have cost a fortune?” Jimmy murmured as he seemed refused to accept Joshua's presence as an act of kindness.
 

 “Well, prices have gone up but I kind of figured you might fancy a sniff being Christmas an' all.” Joshua smiled, he had a genuine set of features and Jimmy's suspicions were beginning to wear off.
 

 “Better come in then. Excuse the mess.”
 


Jimmy led Joshua in to the hall. Wiping his feet on the mat, Joshua soon realised that the mat's purpose was to wipe the feet on exit so that the pavement outside did not become covered in all manner of rotten food and other household horrors. The house was Victorian, the wallpaper was pure 1950's floral travesty. The home reminded Joshua of his grandmothers, minus the colossal amount of refuse which seemed to be piled up as if being collected for some unknown purpose. On entry to the living room, there was a single comfortable upholstered chair which was obviously Jimmy's, the only other place to sit was on a coffee table which firstly would have to be wiped clean of several weeks worth of food cartons.
 

 “Please, sit down.” Jimmy pointed to the chair and Joshua with some relief sat back in the deep comfort of the well used piece of furniture. Jimmy swatted the cartons from the table and prised two small glass tumblers from the sticky surface. Joshua crinkled his nose at the thought of imbibing any moisture from the foul vessels but when in Rome...
 

 “How's your Christmas going so far?” Joshua asked optimistically.
 

 “Quiet.” Jimmy said quietly. His whole demeanour had changed since that day at the hotel. He looked visibly depressed and run down.
 

 “Yeah, me too. I guess things have been very hard for you over the last few months what with everything that's going on in the world?”
 


Jimmy poured two very large measures of whiskey and handed one to Joshua.
 

 “You know I better not get caught drink driving after this!” Joshua joked seeing the vast quantity of alcohol in his glass.
 

 “To be honest...it's all passed me by.” Jimmy said with a sigh.
 

 “How's work?”
 

 “Not working at the moment. Not really up to it.” Jimmy sat on the table and rubbed his leg vigorously.
 

 “But your here, your still going, that's the main thing.” Joshua did his best to initiate conversation but was failing poorly. The whiskey in Jimmy's glass was diminishing far too quickly for Joshua's liking.
 

 “Come on then.” Jimmy said with a loud puff of air.
 

 “What do you mean?”
 

 “Well you're not here for a social so what have you come for?” Jimmy had definitely become a cynic over the months, his spark had gone, his humour lost. Joshua took a deep inhalation of breath. He was not entirely sure whether or not to put the old man through this.
 

 “To be honest, I’m not sure. I was kind of hoping you could help in some way but I'm not so certain now. A lot has happened that I think you would find very hard to grasp, things that change...everything I guess. The way we perceive the world we live in, normality has...vanished.”
 


Jimmy grunted. 

 

 “And you think things haven’t changed for me? You think my world hasn’t changed at all? Welcome to my fucking world mate, join the fucking club!” Jimmy's tone was angry and contemptuous, Joshua had not done a very good job of explaining himself.
 

 “I know Jimmy, I do know that. What I have come to say is, if there's any way of making you understand is...that it's alright. You don't have to worry anymore.”
 


Joshua was making little sense to either Jimmy or himself.
 

 “It's all going to go away is it?” Jimmy said with sarcasm.
 

 “Well when you put it that way, I guess it never really came.”
 

 “Look, I don’t have time for you to play silly buggers, I'm a busy man!” Jimmy was confused and rightly so, Joshua needed to tackle this head on.
 

 “OK, OK. There's no easy way to tell you this but...I have almost undeniable proof that the alien invasion is in fact a falsehood created by the government in an attempt to bring about a new world order.”
 


A silence ensued. A look of utter disdain followed and Jimmy rose to his feet. For a moment, Joshua thought he was about to be struck by the shaking taxi driver who appeared to be devastated by the notion.
 

 “Get out! How dare you do this to me after you know what I've been through!”
 


Joshua stood and knew he had to talk fast.
 

 “Just listen to me! I'm not saying for one minute that your experience didn’t happen or that it was a figment of your imagination. I'm saying that your experience was a savage act of terror carried out by a government organisation... in order to convince you and in turn others that the alien threat was very real and very present. You were the victim of torture and psychological warfare for God's sake. You are a tool of the governments propaganda machine. If you only give me five minutes, I can tell you thinks that will make your toenails curl, things that will make you think differently about your whole life. There are no aliens, you don't need to fear them anymore!”
 


Jimmy stood open mouthed and for a moment, Joshua feared that he may be about to have a seizure or a cardiac arrest. His hands shook noticeably as he clutched the tumbler and slurped up a large mouthful of scotch.
 

 “Where the proof?” He said sternly.
 

 “I have no material evidence but I have friends who are in highly privileged positions, I can explain if you let me?”
 


Jimmy sank back down to the stained mahogany table and blinked hard. Joshua was grateful for the opportunity to talk more and took his seat once more.
 


Joshua carefully and slowly explained step by step how he had come to his conclusions. He trod carefully not to preach his own beliefs but stick to the facts at hand. The most compelling evidence being Coffey's revelations, he tried to explain the most simplest of terms how this was at all possible. It was only when Joshua began to reveal his 'facts' that he realised what a flight of fancy his whole story was and how easy it would be to swish it away and discredit it.
 

 “Remember back in the hotel, the room service, the young chap who brought us our drinks?”
 


Jimmy nodded whilst still staring into the golden depths in his glass.
 

 “Remember you said that the perfume smelled like the alien who tortured you? Is it possible that maybe the alien you saw was in fact a human in a suit. Under the terrific strain of pain and the effects of drugs, your brain would bombarded with all manner of sensations. Your hearing and vision were impaired, your sense of smell maybe heightened? Under extreme stress, maybe the smell of the perfume was intrinsically linked to the feeling of agony and fear? Your subconscious mind learned to fear the smell which it associated with your horrible ordeal?”
 


Jimmy shook his head, it was so much to take in.
 

 “I know this is difficult but I actually have with me a sample of the perfume. I know this seems totally sadistic and unethical, but I’d like you to take the time to smell the perfume, make the connection and then realise that this is a cheap Eau de toilette that I bought from a department store in Kensington.”
 


Jimmy began to shake his head vigorously.
 

 “This is too much, you're going too far.”
 

 “No Jimmy, I'm trying to break the hold that these people have over you. You've been their puppet. They targeted you from the start, they no doubt chose you because of your highly personable nature, your close contact with a large number of people from all walks of life. Your an honest person, a genuine fellow to the 'nth' degree. You were perfect for their needs. Now, break the emotional bonds and set yourself free from it all.”
 


Joshua handed out the small vial of perfume. Jimmy took it in his grasp and studied it. 

 

 “If what you say is right, then the TV interview... it was all set up. The others that were there, they all had the same experiences.”
 

 “Jimmy, it wouldn’t surprise me if all the UFO sightings and suppose abduction for the last forty years have all led up to this point. This is a grand deception on an unprecedented scale. These people are patient, they are calculating, they have stopped at nothing to get what they want. They've even murdered their own people for the sake of perpetuating the grand illusion. Why would they care about a humble taxi driver from Ealing?”
 


Jimmy looked at Joshua and then slowly prised the cap of the bottle. Taking a gentle sniff at the aromatic contents, his face contorted and a visible shiver ran through his body.
 

 “It's disgusting.” Jimmy said.
 

 “Too right. It's the kind of stuff my aunt buys me. Better of drinking it.”
 


Joshua smiled at Jimmy who took a deep breath and allowed the merest sign of contentment to be exhibited on his features.
 

 “So it's all bollocks then?” Jimmy asked with a sense of illumination.
 

 “Yup, total bollocks.” Joshua replied laughing.
 

 “So what are we going to do about it?”
 


Jimmy seemed bent on revenge.
 

 “You're going to do absolutely nothing. You're going to get your health back, get back to work and get back to some kind of normal life. You leave the conspiracy cracking to me.”
 


Jimmy grunted and acknowledged the fact that he had let himself slip almost into oblivion.
 

 “How do you convince the world that their governments are lying, murderous scum?”
 


Joshua shook his head.
 

 “I've no idea.”
 





CHAPTER THIRTY
 

 



 

The Messenger, Fleet Street
 


January 2nd 2021
 



 
 


Joshua sat on the edge of his seat in the large conference room which had been rearranged to house as many chairs as could be found in the office complex. The usual lengthy table had been dismantled and now all the chairs faced the direction of the large projector screen, much like a university lecture theatre. The hubbub of journalists muttering to themselves heightened as their impatience grew until a slight, suited man stepped up the podium, his forehead sweaty despite the cool air conditioned atmosphere.
 


This was the government spokesperson, sent with the intention of outlining what was now tolerable and indeed printable in the current climate of secrecy and war. Joshua was of course highly sceptical of the spectacled man and had dismissed his words before they had even been formulated in the tiny man’s head.
 


The Christmas period had been one of consolidation. Joshua had fought his own ambition and remained inactive during the holidays. Knowing full well that he would be under close scrutiny, he ensured that he laid low for a few days, settled in to his new flat and generally took his foot of the accelerator despite his eagerness to move forward. He was even more relieved that his revealing phone call with Coffey had apparently gone without interception, the proof perhaps being his continued existence.
 


Joshua had acquired at some cost an access key which allowed him to log on to the Internet and utilise it's now diminished services. It's usual comfort, the speedy transmission of text mail was present but due to the inaction of the media, many of the sites were months out of date and had not been updated since the red dawn. It was as if time had stood still and nothing had happened in the time that had passed since. The headlines still lamented a close defeat suffered by the England football team in their quest for World Cup qualification and yet another drug fuelled celebrity had died at the age of 27.
 


At the very least the Internet was still a source of some entertainment as he could log on to a video game or watch a movie, however, it was quickly apparent that any social networking sites or shared movie sites were now unavailable. It was clear that the government did not want people to start uploading their own take on the events of the past weeks. Even Wikipedia and other online archive's were down such was the paranoia of the powers that be?
 


A painstaking log in process was enough to remind Joshua that his every move was likely to be traceable, if not monitored. The chip in his arm was linked electronically to every keystroke. With his anonymity lost, after twenty minutes he was at a loss as to what to do next. Without the freedom to research his investigation and unwilling to draw attention to himself by keying risky search phrases, he logged off and cursed the system. It was now almost useless to him as a tool for the acquisition of knowledge.
 


Joshua had given a great deal of thought to how he was to move forward and expose the lies of his country's leaders. Public opinion had not changed noticeably over the festive season. It seemed that the longer the scenario perpetuated, the more people accepted it as the norm. The state run television channel continued as before and Joshua wondered how the thousands of people who made their living from the visual media were coping whilst their roles were becoming increasingly redundant and the likeliness of their return to work growing smaller by the day. Considering Britain was regarded as being a nation of television obsessed couch potatoes, it was interesting to see how the public had become accepting of the loss. Perhaps they had finally realised finally that there was more to life that a daily dose of reality madness or depressing soap operas. If the 'war' had achieved anything beneficial, then perhaps the return to a more 1940's way of community life was one of the more pleasing aspects. People talked to each other on the street. Was it just Joshua or was the average person just more personable and willing to engage in smatterings of small talk?
 


The news had continued it's depressing updates; more cyber attacks, explosions, power outages and oil pipeline breaches. Joshua wondered if most of it was a fallacy or if these things were taking place under the watchful eye of the conspirators. It seemed that these explosive reminders were perfectly timed to jolt the public consciousness and perpetuate the terror. More footage was being drip fed, the occasional victory counterbalanced with a grim defeat. The channel revelled in showing mutilated bodies of human victims of the terror attacks. It seemed that those that ran the channel were pushing the boundaries with every new episode. The watershed was now a thing of the past and daily doses of horrific reality was now beamed into the homes at any time of day, ready to fill the public with shock, horror and vengeance.
 


Joshua's wait for the presentation allowed him the time to daydream a little. He imagined a brighter future, one where the myths had been expelled and the sky was once again blue. Joshua had also become rather more pessimistic of late. Recalling his previous investigations that had not ended with a thrilling breakthrough, he wondered how a conspiracy on this scale could possibly be broken. Even the historic conspiracies with clear smoking guns and inconsistencies a plenty were often impossible to shatter. He realised that even with the Internet in its former uncensored state, some lies can go uncontested with the careful manipulation of the very people that seek to expose them. Discredit those that seek the truth and suddenly even the best prepared, most intellectual and credible of cynics can be swept aside and branded as 'nuts'. Joshua had learned that it took an act of incredible bravery and resilience to remain firm in the face of public disdain. The tipping point of public perception sometimes just cannot be reached despite the presentation of the most compelling evidence. In this case, that tipping point seemed impossible to envision. How could he and likeminded others reach out to enough people to make a difference? Without the ability to communicate freely, the task seemed impossible. His greatest gift, the ability to write and inform through the avenues of the press was about to be snuffed out and it angered him.
 


The small bald suited man read from his notes as he flicked through a number of projected images showing flow diagrams and other charts which seemed to show the new model for information management. The hushed audience of journalists jeered loudly at points increasing the clear levels of stress upon the government spokesman’s face.
 

 “What you people don't seem to understand is that we are at war here!” He called out at one point as the noise levels rose.
 

 “Our enemies are not flying their craft over our cities bombing us into oblivion, they are using calculating, guerrilla tactics. Their purpose is not to obliterate us, their aim to subjugate us, enslave us. A free press would allow them free reign to access the thoughts and opinion of the public and that cannot be allowed to happen!”
 


Joshua listened with huge interest at the profound statements by the government representative. It was perhaps the first time he had heard from the 'horses mouth' what it was that the aliens were apparently trying to achieve. It was also clear that the man was passionate and utterly convinced by his own words. To others he may have been rather affecting but to the more cynical he was just another government stooge. When the noise levels rose to the point where his words began to be lost in the melting pot of hostility, several large, dark suited men appeared at the door. Their menacing size and body shape instantly quelled any further noise and their pistol shaped bulges beneath their jackets ensured that the rowdier fellows bit their lips and stifled their protests.
 


Joshua frowned and sneered at the thought of feeling threatened by these smart looking thugs. The spokesman continued his presentation in silence and the journalists looked around at each other shaking their heads. The proposed guidelines were profound. In essence, the Messenger was to be little more than a government run propaganda machine. The incentives to continue as an independent venture were clearly still monetary, however its funding now being subsidised heavily by the government. Joshua objected naturally as did others. Each and every one of the writers gathered had now lost any incentive to continue in their work. The experiences they had gathered, the creativity they had nurtured, the competition with their counterparts all counted for nothing under the new regime. The spokesman expanded on the theme and throats were very dry as he announced that there would now be a government attachment to the writing team, a team of approved editors who would no doubt have final say of proposed copy. One brave writer Ian Mitchell, a burly outspoken journalist stood and interrupted the well rehearsed speech.
 

 “This is outrageous! Why don't you just write the fucking stories yourself!” He yelled with real and heartfelt disgust.
 

 “This is fascism!” He continued.
 

 “Sir, If you do not sit cease and desist, you will leave the room.” The spokesman sneered glancing over to his henchmen.
 

 “You have no right to tell me what to do, this is a free country and we are a free press. I have the right to voice my opinion and you cannot take that away from me!” The outburst had brought raucous agreement from his peers, and had enraged the small man enough that he sent forward his minions who grasped hold of Mitchell and proceeded to force him aggressively from the room.
 


Joshua looked on with trepidation, he wanted to join in the venting of anger and frustration but he was also cautious. He knew he could not afford to tangle with anyone and arouse further suspicion. In secret silence he begged Mitchell to halt his protest, he envisaged only hardship for the bolshy reporter if he were to continue.
 


Mitchell was dragged from the room to the disgust of many who shared his views. Mr Fernandes who was sat front and centre looked on in quiet contemplation as he saw the beginning of the end of his newspaper and to freedom of speech itself. Much to Joshua's surprise, the big ruddy cheeked man calmly took his seat and continued to listen to the last rights being delivered to his empire. Joshua felt a great sense of sorrow for the usually bold and verbose man who now seemed very small and fragile.
 


Joshua knew that under the new management, his role would soon become redundant. Time was now not on his side. Action was necessary if he was to make use of the tools at his disposal, action that could enlighten the nation and wake them up from their ignorant slumber.
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Joshua sat at his desk, his eyes burning, a cup of cold coffee at his side. The bright monitor lit a darkened room and a driven writer was hard at work. The television was on in the background, the sound down low. The noise of a passing train was regular and the steady flow of traffic outside lit up his room periodically with their headlights.
 


Joshua did not feel that this was a fruitless task despite there being no obvious outlet for his work. He had begun to compile every aspect of his previous research and all he had learned over the past months into some kind of presentable product. He nervously tapped in the information into a desktop publisher, being sure to not only having the Internet modem disabled but also the cable unplugged from his computer. He knew that if this information was discovered or fell into the wrong hands, he would soon disappear without trace.
 


As far as his planned distribution of this epic piece, he had no clear idea as yet. The paper now seemed too difficult but local distribution was limited and a public show of defiance would lead to the inevitable arrest. Knowing that he could not write the piece without implicating Roger Coffey, he continued anyway. Coffey was no doubt in enough trouble as it was in the States and any further evidence to support his rebellion would surely not count for much. Without scientific proof of the Prometheus effect, sceptics might try and discount Coffey’s theory but the point of his writing was not to crack the conspiracy single handed, it was just to apply a little stress in the machine that maybe one day would lead to a build up of fatigue and result in the dismantling of the plot. The fact that Joshua had no kind of evidence to suggest who was ultimately behind the show or what organisation they represented also mattered little. What mattered was to sow the seed of doubt into the public’s minds and invite them to question what they had come to believe as a savage reality.
 


Joshua knew that time was a precious commodity. That morning, the government assigned team of players moved in and set up their stall in the Messenger's offices. Headed up by a tall wiry Gene Hackman look-alike named Jameson, his ominous presence signalled an end to banter in the office and introduced a new era of process and rigidity. Joshua sensed it would only be a matter of days before he was hauled in front of a panel and given his P45. Not only was he the type of journalist they did not want at the paper, he would no doubt also be on a list of potential troublemakers and quickly shown the door. If he could somehow take advantage of the turmoil in the office and discover a loop hole in the process, perhaps there was a small chance that he could take the chance of putting his own two pence in and strike whilst the iron was hot. It would be a very risky undertaking that could have dire consequences but perhaps it was worth the gamble at this point.
 


Joshua leaned back and stretched his taut back muscles. He swung around on his chair and peered out of the window into the dark night sky. The television's light pulsated with the strobing effect of camera flashes and it drew his attention to the screen where it seemed that the usual dirge of nondescript and repetitive news stories had been temporarily set aside for some light relief.
 


The government had seemingly surpassed themselves this time in their self adulation and propaganda. Joshua sniffed with contempt as it appeared that some kind of award ceremony was taking place to honour those who had fallen foul of the vile aliens and for those who had fought valiantly against the foe and lived to tell the tale. Joshua leaned back and grabbed the remote control. Increasing the volume, Joshua's interest was captured by the production which was being beamed live from an undisclosed location in the heart of London. In Joshua's memory, this was possibly the first live television event to be screened since the red dawn itself. Joshua surmised that live television was perhaps too unpredictable and open to error when conducting a mass cover up. The fact that the government had relaxed its own procedure for this glittering event showed its confidence and its desire to rally the public behind their 'heroes'.
 


Joshua watched with interest as it's host, none other than Beck Stein, a television personality who had had a string of successful chat shows presented the occasion. His unflappable style and smarmy charm seemed to suit the cheesy, patriotic fluff that spewed forth. His manner was upbeat when required but suitably sombre when necessary. A theatre appeared well stocked with an obliging audience who clapped merrily on command and pictured for perhaps the first time since the beginning, a calm relaxed Prime Minister who sat quaffing a glass of sparkling wine in a velvet red seat.
 


Joshua pulled his chair closer as the compère announced the arrival on stage of a number of brave military personnel who had been decorated for their services to their country and their planet. One by one they took to the stage to be honoured by a committee of elderly suited men of no particular designation. A warm hand shake and a medal pinned to their chest, they were not given the opportunity to speak but all seemed to accept their prize with a subdued glee. A well spoken narrator offered more details on each of the awards as Stein stepped back to applaud with his veneered teeth glimmering in the spotlights.
 


Joshua was about to lose interest and resume his writing when the host began to talk about the civilians role in the war against 'terror from space' as it was dubbed. Stein began to extol the virtues of all those who had been previously marginalised and denounced as frauds but had now become vindicated in light of the new threat. Jimmy Stock sprang to Joshua's mind and he wondered if he was now watching this with mixed feelings and confusion. Joshua's question was soon answered almost as if the director had read his mind. Panning across the front row of the audience, an array of characters, old and young, wizened and fresh faced all sat nervously shuffling on their seats and blushing. As the camera panned across, Joshua's heart thumped in his chest as a man with an extraordinary likeness to Jimmy sat at the end looking pensive and psyched.
 

 “Oh Christ, Jimmy what are you doing?” Joshua called out to the television set.
 


One by one, the civilians were all called to the stage to receive their award, a medallion on a ribbon presented to them by the Prime Minister Deacon himself. Joshua was suddenly in turmoil. He did not know what to expect next. Had Jimmy accepted the award and disregarded the reporters heartfelt efforts to enlighten him, or, had he accepted the offer of an audience with the country's leader for other less peaceful purposes. As Jimmy stepped up to the stage Joshua placed his hands to his cheeks.
 

 “No, no, no.” Joshua muttered expecting the worst.
 


When Jimmy Stock's name was called there was an unnatural delay which had not been present with the other presentations. The narrator made light of the non appearance only for the edgy looking taxi driver to step into the camera shot and put an end to the awkward moment. Instead of walking past Stein and towards the Prime minister, Jimmy paused and stepped over to whisper something in the comedians ear. Beck Stein looked instantly stressed and glanced over to the Prime Minister who appeared disinterested as he spoke to the young female who stood beside him. Jimmy turned to the audience and the camera which was trained closely on his face and leaned over to the microphone which was fastened to an Autocue system. Holding up a hand to silence the audience, it was clear that he wanted to address the public and immediately there was a sense that something was wrong.
 

 “I want to say something...” He mumbled, clearly not having used a microphone before, he was almost inaudible. As a worried presenter gestured to the stage manager, Jimmy spoke again knowing his impromptu speech would easily be cut off if he were seen to be causing trouble. Looking over to the Prime Minister he held his hand up and waved.
 

 “Don't worry, I'm not a Conservative.” He jested causing the audience to laugh including Deacon who grinned.
 

 “Do you know I've had an incredible experience. An experience that I would not wish on my worst enemy...”
 


Jimmy sounded agitated but the audience and director obviously felt that he was about to deliver a shot in the arm for the flagging hearts and minds of the country.
 

 “My whole life has changed since the day I was abducted from my home. I was tortured, molested and subjected to pain that no human should ever be allowed to...”
 


Jimmy choked up just remembering the horror.
 

 “I sometime wonder why? Why me? Well, I came to the conclusion that it was because maybe I was special, maybe I had a purpose, maybe I had a destiny to fulfil instead of being some worthless taxi driver...”
 


The camera panned to Deacon's face who looked mildly embarrassed by Jimmy's outpouring of emotion.
 

 “...and of course today I realise that I was just one of many who had been used and abused by the most despicable, and terrible of enemies. All of these people were picked because they were like me, just normal people who accepted what came to them and didn't know or care about the whys and the wherefores...”
 


Jimmy covered his mouth, he had the irresistible feeling that Jimmy Stock was dictating his own epitaph.
 

 “...except I’m different.”
 


The audience was clearly confused and some even applauded at Jimmy's passionate rant. There was hurried movement around the stage and Joshua watched Steins eyes which frantically looked across to the stage exit.
 

 “I've got something to tell you all and it's God's own truth...”
 


Jimmy raised his voice and Joshua took a deep sharp inhalation of breath.
 

 “...The alien invasion is a fraud, I was wrong, I was tortured by humans and it's all a fucking lie!”
 


Jimmy screamed out so loud that the microphone distorted and the audience drew breath in horror. Instantly several dark figures seemed to pounce on to the stage with the intention of removing Jimmy before he could utter another word but Jimmy had other ideas and his swansong would not be ended so easily or with such a anti-climatic end. Two loud cracks were suddenly heard as the director in his absolute confusion and haste managed to press any possible button in order to divert the outgoing feed. The camera view flashed around and the screen finally went black as screams and more shots were heard and for a heart stopping few seconds, the millions watching at home would have to make up their own minds how the affair came to a conclusion. The audio cut out and silence ensued for at least twenty seconds before some quick witted broadcast assistant pushed a button to begin one of the tired but regularly shown public safety films.
 


Joshua sat still, numbed by what he had just seen. The safety film played out before him, the irony was great as the presentation seemed poorly timed after what had transpired. Joshua knew Jimmy was dead. There could have been no other conclusion. He kicked himself for allowing Jimmy to take things into his own hands but the more he thought about it, the more he should have maybe seen it coming. Jimmy's life had little meaning, if he had not tried to at least make the best of his situation then it would have been a life wasted. Despite his grief for a good and noble man, Joshua could not help but punch the air in some kind of bizarre delight. It was the first moment of realisation for the people of Britain, a small but significant hint of doubt had been implanted into their brains.
 


Joshua walked over to the sideboard where he had an unopened bottle of cognac which he had been given as a gift several years ago. He had hoped to use it to celebrate a special occasion but now it seemed a fitting time to break the seal and drink to Jimmy's life and hope that in death, he had truly made a difference.
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Joshua awoke the next morning and had already turned on his television before the sleep was rubbed out of his eyes. He was intrigued to see how the state were going to play down the extraordinary events of the previous evening. An innocent but angry man was possibly gunned down on live television, unarmed. Somehow, Joshua knew that the shocking episode would be clouded with more lies.
 

 “Who is James Stock? A solitary man, a social outcast and according to psychological reports filed last year, a 'dangerously deluded individual and a potential danger to the public'. How Stock escaped the net is a matter for discussion but it is not only his mental health issues which have been unearthed in the quest to find out more about this crazed gunman and would be assassin.”
 


Joshua was greeted by the expected attempt to dishonour and discredit Jimmy. What would they unearth that was so abhorrent, so repellent that it would regain the absolute trust that the government seemed to have previously engendered.
 

 “Sources in the Kremlin have revealed that James Stock was in fact born Konstantin Pavlov, a Russian national and former KGB agent. The Prime minister today thanked the Russian President for the 'timely response' to information requests regarding Pavlov and his transparency in the revealing of details regarding former hit-man. Speculation exists over the true meaning of the assassination attempt, but many believe Pavlov was opposed to the Prime Minister's leading role in the repelling of the alien threat and the attempted hit was purely an act of envious patriotism. Further to earlier updates on the Prime Minister's condition, it is believed that a gunshot wound, previously thought to be serious is now known to be superficial and doctors expect a full recovery. The Prime minister was unable to comment at this time and is recovering at home. An MI5 officer who has yet to be formally named was reported to be shot dead by Pavlov who himself died of his injuries later last night. The officer bravely used his body as a human shield in an attempt to save the Prime minister's life. His family have been informed.”
 


Joshua shook his head in dejection as he lay in bed, the sun beginning to rise outside turning his wallpaper pink with its morning rays. He knew that the government would think of something to besmirch Jimmy's good name but to present him as a KGB hit-man was almost laughable. He supposed however, that being such a solitary man, it was not as if many others would come forward and denounce the lies. It also angered Joshua that it was very clear that the first shots were fired not by Jimmy who was at no point even seen with a weapon. He very much hoped that the public would believe what they saw with their own eyes rather than the fairytale that the government had conjured. Somehow, Joshua knew that Jimmy's last stand would live short in the memory and the alternative history of his life would no doubt be backed up by falsified records and testimony.
 


Lifting his collar to put on his tie, Joshua prepared for work as if it were any other day, but somehow with the new editors in place and submissions for the first edition of the year to be put forward for scrutiny, he could feel that this was going to be no ordinary shift.
 


There was an unfamiliar chime, it was Joshua's newly installed land-line telephone. Believing the call to be from the telecoms service as no-one as yet knew his number, he was preparing to give them an earful for calling at such an early hour whether he was out of bed already or not.
 

 “Hello Joshua, you're an easy man to track down.”
 


It was clearly the voice of Coffey and the crackly line reinforced the fact.
 

 “How the bloody hell did you get this number?” Joshua asked, incredulous.
 

 “Oh, you're underestimating the powers of my friends. I knew you were moving so we just looked up the records for new subscriptions in the London area and found your details.”
 

 “You make it sound easy.”
 

 “Well, like I said, I have some competent friends. I also hear that there was some drama on TV last night?”
 

 “You're so clued up I'm surprised you haven’t figured out how to sort this whole mess out yet?”
 

 “Well, it's a digital world these days. We get bored with local television. Exciting though wasn't it?”
 

 “Before you stick your foot in it any more Roger I should tell you that I knew Jimmy Stock well and I'm devastated. It's all bullshit, you know that?”
 

 “Well I knew the bullshit part. Sorry for being so crass, I didn’t know. What's the link?”
 

 “I met him by chance but used him for my research. He was a genuinely down to earth guy who had an awful experience. I saw him at Christmas and convinced him that it was a fraud. I never expected anything like this.”
 

 “Don't be too hard on yourself, I know you think that your somehow to blame but in a way Stock's death has caused a tiny ripple in a large pond. The ripple gets bigger and you don't know yet how far it will go.”
 

 “Assuming this line is secure as it can be, any news?”
 

 “We're working on a number of things. We're building bridges internationally, finding out what's out there to work with. There's a fair amount of hysteria in the less developed countries. It seems the level of control across the globe isn’t that of the U.S. or the U.K. I guess the red sky really put wind up the natives. Unfortunately any country with the power to inflict change and the means to do so are thoroughly embroiled in the whole affair. International flights are still grounded as I’m sure you know so don't pack your bags yet. If things get too hot for you there I'd get hold of a boat and paddle to Spain, we hear the government are ready to collapse there.”
 

 “That's a comfort. I have a few avenues to explore here but they are risky. There might be someone who can help me put something in place but it would a 'Hail Mary' pass as you Yanks would say. Once it's done it's done and I'm as good as done. Anyway, don't get your hopes up, it's still a long shot and not sure if it's feasible.”
 

 “Sounds promising but don't take any unnecessary risks. We don't have to crack this in a day but in the light of recent events maybe a follow up revelation or two could be effective.”
 

 “Well in this case, it could be now or never anyway. I'll let you know the score next time you ring.”
 

 “OK my friend. If there's anything we can do here? I have a few leads that we are acting upon, maybe I can supply you with fresh intel before your last hurrah?”
 

 “Thanks, might be useful. I would say I'd call but...”
 

 “I'll ring you every evening at some point although I can't guarantee when. Sorry if I get you out of bed, you think it's early where you are? Would love you to take my call but if you're busy then don't stress.”
 

 “OK Roger, take care of yourself.”
 

 “You too, and don't take any unnecessary risks. Be patient!”
 


Roger's relaxed style aided Joshua no end and he wished he could take some of that unflappable suave and use it himself. Joshua was fortunate to have such an able accomplice, if anything, the conversations reinforced Joshua's fighting spirit and eased the load from his shoulders. The coming days would be telling, Joshua might not live to see the end of the week and the possibilities were tormenting the young reporter. Joshua remembered Sarah and reminiscing brought back the fire in his belly and the will to carry on. 

 


Joshua pulled his tie on tight and wrapped his jacket around his shoulders. He had an important person to see that may or may not have the will to aid him in his quest. He had to play it right or he could lose his position and end up powerless to make the difference he yearned.
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Roger Coffey paused, waiting for Joshua to hang up.
 

 “OK, Roger?” 

 

 “Thank you Bradley.” Coffey replied.
 

 “Are you OK to meet up at 2? Can we do meeting place number 3 today, I have to get some groceries and the wife will kill me if I forget. I can pick them up on the way back.”
 

 “Sure, 2 o'clock, I can make that. Anything new?” Coffey looked at his watch as he planned how much sleep he could get before the more important matters of the day.
 

 “Yeah, we're pretty excited by this but I won't spoil it for you.”
 

 “Sounds great, see you at 2 then.”
 


Roger hung up and disengaged the bulky mobile phone device before stuffing it in his jacket pocket.
 


Sporting a thick beard, shaggy hair and dark sunglasses, Coffey could easily be mistaken for a vagrant as he sat in his dilapidated vehicle, a wreck of a old Chevy. It was his home for the time being and afforded him the ability to keep on the move and provided the most modest of shelters. Parked on the summit of a hill overlooking the city, it was dark and very cold. Coffey reached back and flattened the seat as far as it would go and placed his loaded Glock pistol on the passenger seat next to him. He closed his eyes and folded his arms across his chest in an effort to retain some body heat. He envisaged himself back in his king-size bed, at home with his Bulldog, Buzz snoring and grunting loudly next to him. He even missed the globular puddle of drool as he rolled over in the morning but certainly did not miss the disturbing flatulence of the barrel shaped companion. The car was silent, almost too silent for his tastes and it was very dark under the overcast skies.
 


Like many others affected by the crisis, he wanted his old life back, and a time when things were still simple. His single ray of hope was the friendship he had built with his loyal comrades. They given him purpose and a reason to continue the fight.
 


Roger Coffey had met Bradley Vandenberg and his associate Chuck Thomas in the most delicate of circumstances. Bradley and Chuck had pursued Coffey for a number of days like many others, however their motives were purely benign. Without Bradley and Chuck, Coffey may still have been living in the Kissimmee National Park, barely surviving in the harshness of the winter period.
 


Bradley and Chuck were intelligence officers working for the CIA. Formerly part of a team of analysts monitoring clandestine organisations and practice amongst the better known societies such as the Masonic orders. They were positioned well to receive information which might be useful in vetting political players and monitoring the jostling for power which happened on a day to day basis both at home and abroad. Many of the orders, both historic such as the more famous Illuminati and Knights Templar and the new were often more about myth than reality. Their semi religious activities were often pompous, tradition based meetings where the ever changing hand shake or sign would gain admittance. They were exclusive hierarchical clubs, often borne out of the University scene and more often than not, although strong in their ideological beliefs, were generally harmless.
 


Bradley Vandenberg and Chuck Thomas were an integral part of the team which began to investigate a new, separate and highly secretive order in the spring of 2019. A distinct group of people from the elite of the world's nations were gradually being tied into an investigation which had began from the seeds sown during a financial report into the affairs of three of the world's largest oil companies. From the ashes of a lengthy investigation from which economic investigators had drawn blanks, suddenly an intriguing series of connections were beginning to flourish between discrete players across the world who had no business being connected with each other. The revelation that a then US presidential candidate was one of these few sparked a series of high level meetings and seemed the perfect spark to ignite a blaze of enlightenment. It was however, to Bradley and Chuck's amazement and outrage that within days, the team was disbanded and they were transferred to another unit tracking religious cults along the eastern seaboard. To the curious agents, this was an unprecedented move which seemed incongruous to previous agenda's. They smelled a rat and unlike others who might voice their disgust, they had agreed to keep the outrage to themselves and use their resources when possible to continue their previous work.
 


Such was the impact of their decision, if they had not, then Coffey would surely not have been alive to feel the chill of the January air as he snored loudly in the seat of his car. Through the covert monitoring of several key players within the organisation including their old boss Kyle Schultz, Bradley and Chuck had ensured that they had acted on intelligence which suggested that the fugitive Coffey had taken refuge and had been spotted on satellite imagery at Kissimmee. Fearing that a valuable resource could be lost, the agents had ensured he was in the wrong place at the right time.
 


Coffey was aware that despite his situation as an outlaw as uncomfortable as it was, it was perfectly tolerable as opposed to his friends ongoing problems. They were on the inside and were taking daily risks to ensure Coffey could act on any information gathered. They even secured telephone communications to England at great personal risk to themselves. They were driven individuals and true patriots.
 


Roger Coffey awoke at first light, the red sunlight tore into the car and ended any chance of an extended slumber. He slept when he could, never knowing when he would have to move on. He had faith in his friends to warn him if there was cause to but he knew very well that they could be discovered at any time, time that was fleeting. Despite his relaxed demeanour with his English acquaintance, there was little time afforded to push on with his quest.
 


Meeting place number 3 was a small lay-by off the beaten track and without the unwanted gaze of nearby CCTV cameras. Coffey found it difficult to fill his day when he knew he had a meet up later that afternoon. He had the radio for company for what it was worth but he grew frustrated with the endless propaganda. It crazed him that the public were buying the lies, it enraged him and encouraged him even more to do his duty to expose the myth.
 


By 2pm, the air was warm and a glorious rosy sun hung low in the sky. Coffey waited patiently in the agreed place for the familiar black GMC pickup that Bradley drove and was heartily relieved when the dust from the horizon proved to be kicked up into the air by the wheels of his friends truck.
 


Bradley was of average height, blonde and balding on top. He spoke well, a Harvard educated man, he was a formidable ally. Chuck was a smaller, squat individual with a nervous laugh. His jet black mop covered a rounded face and bushy eyebrows. They had proved themselves to be technically brilliant and thorough in everything they did. Coffey spent little time in small talk before reminding them both to be careful. He genuinely feared for them knowing the calibre of the opponents they fought to expose.
 

 “Your beard is growing well!” Bradley exclaimed as it seemed to get more pronounced every day.
 

 “Sure is, when I look in the rear view mirror I keep reaching for my gun. Can't recognise my own God damn face any more.”
 

 “We have some pretty exciting news.” Chuck said as he leaned against the pickup truck attempting to look casual.
 

 “OK, let's hear it.”
 

 “Well you know we've been looking in to the top brass at NASA to see if we could dig up some dirt. Turns out that when you look a little further down the chain, and I mean to the hardware and software engineers connected with the project...”
 


Chuck was still trying to play it cool but a small amount of white spittle was collecting at the corner of his mouth as he relished the release of his revelations. Bradley took the opportunity to butt in during a brief hiatus when Chuck took a deep breath.
 

 “Roger, it turns out that you're not the only one who has disappeared since the red dawn. We've already uncovered two engineers who have recently had unfortunate accidents and a software developer who tragically appeared to take his own life last Tuesday. Seems that suicide is a trend that's catching on at Kennedy these days. Four further employee's were also reported as missing persons or failed their Censure, which you and I know means they are six feet under right now.”
 


Coffey nodded thoughtfully.
 

 “Seems like the guys at the top are tying the loose ends whilst the confusion reigns. I wonder if the remaining project workers know that they are on the hit list?”
 

 “Bingo!” Chuck blurted out impatient to reveal more.
 

 “That's the good part. We've been trying to trace the remaining staff who had the Prometheus project on their records. There aren’t a whole bunch of them left. By the way, the Prometheus project isn’t mentioned anywhere by name but we've worked out through a process of elimination who was working on which dates which apply to the project correlating that with the missing or deceased individuals...”
 


Coffey nodded impatiently.
 

 “As it happens, it turns out that one Mister Gino Marchegiani, a forty one year old engineer and resident of Orlando has gone AWOL and has turned up on the FBI's Most Wanted list and his details have been distributed through Interpol. Boy he must have done something real bad to be joining those bad boys!”
 

 “He knows something.” Coffey added summing it all up succinctly.
 

 “All very useful but if the might of the CIA and the FBI can't find this guy, there isn't much hope for us.” Coffey viewed the news with a half empty cup. Bradley smirked at Coffey in a knowing, smug way and Coffey laughed as he realised there was yet more to the tale.
 

 “The reason why they don't have this guy is simple...he's CIA.”
 

 “This is starting to get complicated now.” Coffey sighed. Bradley continued to enlighten the tired astronaut.
 

 “Marchegiani is an undercover agent who was deployed at NASA in a totally unrelated investigation. He was schooled at MIT and majored in Physics before going on to do a PHD in Astrophysics. He never finished his doctorate, the CIA got their claws into him early. I pulled his record, it turns out that he was due to be withdrawn because he excelled so damn well while at Kennedy, he just got drafted on to another more complex project. Looks like whoever employed him didn’t do their homework on him or just got unlucky. Your about to pull the biggest con job in the history of the world and you employ an undercover agent to help build your Doomsday device. Not very smart. I thought all you NASA guys were smart?”
 

 “Nah.” Coffey replied trying to comprehend the news.
 

 “If he got wind of the deal why didn’t he expose the plot before the launch. He had plenty of time?”
 

 “Don't know. Maybe his exposure would have hurt people on the inside, maybe he was just slow on the uptake....who knows. Thing is, he's out there and like you my friend, he's a walking time bomb to the government's ambitions. I guess maybe they don't see you as being so volatile and capable of exposing the truth? After all, you have no categorical proof that the red skies were related to the Prometheus satellite. This guy helped build the fucking thing.” Bradley was passionate and his voice full of emotion. Coffey stared at the dusty ground and kicked a decay clump of leaves.
 

 “Find him. Get him to me. We can piece it together and then find a way of getting it out there credibly.”
 


Coffey was excited but not optimistic in his request. Both Bradley and Chuck stifled a nervous laugh at his request.
 

 “Well, you know the whole world is after this guy. I do have a lead though, one that might be kind of useful.” Bradley had a sly grin and Coffey could tell he had been patiently waiting to deliver the coup de gras.
 

 “Marchegiani's real name is Adam Letterman. Well let's just say that I knew an Adam Letterman a long time ago, I met him on a residential training course. The only reason I remember the guy's name is because on a night out he introduced me to his sister...”
 

 “Who you dated no doubt?” Coffey smiled at his charming colleague.
 

 “Indeed.” Bradley quipped with a broad grin on his face.
 

 “So what happened?” Coffey inquired.
 

 “Oh, the usual. Two months of crazy sex and then the arguments over the toilet seat, the TV remote and the like.”
 

 “So she'll remember you then?” Coffey asked hopefully.
 

 “God I hope not.” Bradley laughed.
 

 “Just so happened though that she lived just outside of Jacksonville. She was a homely girl, not the sort to move around. Probably still there with any luck.”
 

 “And you think she might know where her brother is? That's a long shot.”
 

 “Long yes, but beggars can't be choosers.”
 


Bradley was right, it was a slim lead but a good one. It stood to reason that the government agencies would already have spoken to her or maybe even taken her in but it was worth the risk of exposing himself in order to have a fighting chance of discovering the whereabouts of this man.
 

 “Can you put me in touch with her?” Coffey asked as Chuck pulled out a scrap of paper.
 

 “Cell phone, land line, address, email, bra size...it's all there.”
 


Coffey raised his eyebrows at his friends efficiency.
 

 “Probably better for you to get in touch with her, If she's in contact with her brother she's not going to trust a CIA agent asking questions let alone an ex boyfriend who refused to mow the lawn on demand.”
 


Coffey slapped Bradley across the shoulder.
 

 “Damn, you're a heart breaker.”
 





CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
 



 
 

The Messenger, Fleet Street
 

January 3rd 2021
 



 
 


Joshua was in the office early that morning. He wanted to beat the rush of disheartened employees banging their desks in frustration as they realised their vocation was being radically altered by Jameson and his cronies. Although he did not have an appointment, he wanted to consult with Mr Fernandes on an urgent matter. A meeting with Fernandes was not something which ordinarily one would yearn but this morning, Joshua would be quite insistent to see his employer face to face.
 


Waiting nervously in the reception area to his chamber, he greeted Miss Penny, Fernandes' friendly assistant as she walked in clutching a handbag and a nicely decorated paper bag full of what could only be her boutique sandwiches.
 

 “Oh, hello. What are you up to?” she asked nervously.
 

 “I need to see Mr Fernandes first thing. As soon as he gets in.”
 


Miss Penny's mouth puckered as she realised the intensity of the fidgeting Joshua's request.
 

 “Not something serious I hope?” She asked politely.
 

 “Well, yes it is. I need to see him before Jameson's lot get in.”
 

 “Oh I see. OK, well you can wait there but you know what Mr Fernandes is like.”
 


Indeed he did.
 


The large, opulent gilded clock struck eight thirty and almost to the second, Fernandes shuffled in clutching a grand leather briefcase and a long black coat over his arm. He stopped to look down at Joshua who was obviously anxious about something. He did not speak as expected but merely walked towards his office and waved a beckoning finger.
 


Joshua stood and followed him inside the magnificent office where his boss silently pointed towards a large leather chair.
 

 “Thanks for seeing me Mr Fernandes.” Joshua spluttered as he perched on the edge of the seat. Fernandes flopped down behind his vast dark wood desk and leaned back, his hands flat on the table.
 

 “Spit it out then.” Fernandes bellowed. Joshua took a deep breath, he was not sure how to proceed.
 

 “Sir, as I know you are quite aware, the whole dynamic of the office has changed. If I may be so bold, the new measures will destroy this newspaper and everything it stands for.”
 


Fernandes leaned forward interrupting.
 

 “Going to jump ship are you? You'll not find anything better anywhere else and that's a fact. All the same it is, the whole street are facing the same problem. Get over it, you'll have to or you'll get your marching orders.”
 

 “Well, with all respect Sir, I feel that it's somewhat inevitable anyway. I don't believe there is any room for a journalist like me whilst the paper is governed by Jameson and his cronies.”
 


Fernandes laughed.
 

 “Well, that's something you did work out for yourself. Have to suck it up you will and make yourself useful. Ride the waves until the storm dies out.”
 


Joshua took another deep breath.
 

 “Speaking of the storm, it is my opinion that this is a spell of bad weather that isn't going to go away any time soon. In fact I have rather a unique perspective on the matter and have acquired information that might prove significant on levels that cannot even be imagined.”
 


Fernandes turned the corners of his mouth down.
 

 “Found a scoop have you son? If I were you I’d save it for a rainy day because you're not going to get it into print any time soon.”
 

 “No Mr Fernandes, It's something which won't wait. Something that could have major consequences across the country, something that has to be shared amongst the people.”
 

 “And you think the public have an appetite for such things do you?”
 


Joshua was surprised at Fernandes' lack of interest at his tantalising offering. A paper man through and through, where had Fernandes' hunger gone, where was the spirit of free speech? Perhaps it was not pertinent to share his knowledge with Fernandes? What if his boss was incredibly part of the insidious plot?
 

 “Sir, I'm taking extraordinary risks coming in here today and speaking to you like this, but it is my belief that I have information which if printed and distributed may possibly send a shock wave across the country and maybe the world. What I am trying to ask is...”
 

 “The impossible.” Fernandes cut across the young reporter sharply.
 

 “What you fail to understand Regan, is that I no longer have the final say around here anymore. The final copy is approved by Jameson and then sent to the production floor. It didn't matter if you uncovered the King has a penchant for sadomasochist orgies and had candid shots of him in his rubber suit and gimp mask. The fact is, that the show's over...”
 

 “Bloody hell man, it's not, it's just that you've given up, conceded the match and long before time might I say. To hell with Jameson, Sir! I need your help to make a difference and you're possibly the only one who can...”
 


Joshua raised his voice at Fernandes who rose up like a puffer fish about to claim his superiority through sheer size. Even Miss Penny in the reception took a sharp inhalation of breath as he heard Joshua lose his rag.
 

 “Now you just listen here...” Fernandes was about to deliver a parting shot just before his employee was ordered to clear his desk but Joshua did not even give him the opportunity.
 

 “No, bollocks to you Sir if you won't grow a pair. This isn’t a game and my life is at stake with every minute that passes whilst I have this knowledge. Either you will help me or you won't, either way I have to do this. At the end of the day it comes down to the question whether the Messenger is capable of delivering liberation to the people of our country or not. We are at war, Sir and it is not with little green men.”
 


Joshua stormed out of the office not daring to look back or even turning to see the horrified look on Miss Penny's face on his exit. Slumping down at his own desk, he expected to be pursued at any moment or the phone to ring to receive his marching orders. A minute passed and he waited, breathing hard. A few more reporters ambled in but apart from the usual office banter, it was almost as if his transgression had not come to any event. Perhaps Fernandes had died of a heart attack through the shock of someone standing up to him? Perhaps even he might have been shamed into considering Joshua's plea?
 


Jameson and his assorted minions appeared at the office entrance from the elevator, their briefcases all matching government issue. The atmosphere was instantly tense as they strode through the room with an air of obnoxious authority. To Joshua's horror, on his way past Jameson stopped and turned to speak to the sweating, nervous reporter.
 

 “Haven't seen you before have I?” He boomed. Joshua shook his head. He had previously had a habit of making himself scarce in his presence.
 

 “What's your role here?” He continued his inquisition. Joshua had dreaded this part. He knew full well that his skill set was the last thing Jameson wanted to see at this institution.
 

 “Showbiz correspondent.” A voice came from the distance much to Joshua's continuing amazement. Fernandes was stood behind Jameson, his face resembled the great bulldog inspired Churchill look. It was one of resilience and bravery.
 

 “I told you Regan if that story isn’t on my desk by Friday then it's not happening, do you understand me? Fucking celebrity crap. Good for sales though, good for the common people of our great country!” Fernandes shook the hall with his resonant reprimand.
 

 “If I were you son I’d get out there and start wearing some leather off those soles. You won't get nothing lazing around here!”
 


Joshua raised his eyebrows and jumped up from his seat. Clutching his case he acknowledged the on looking Jameson and hastily ambled from his desk to the elevator. With his finger shaking as he pressed the call button for the lift, Joshua grinned as he turned back to see Fernandes' eyes burning a hole in his back. Friday...this was one deadline he could not afford to miss at any cost.
 





CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR
 



 
 

Fleming Island, Florida
 

January 4th 2021
 



 
 


Coffey drove down the narrow lane, his lights dipped. Creeping forward, he was thankful for the satellite navigation system which was provided by his CIA colleagues. It was after one in the morning and he had driven it seemed, all day. That afternoon he had made the four hour journey up to Jacksonville from Tampa but had had to deviate from the usual interstate 75 route due to checkpoints. The journey had stretched into more like five and a half hours and for every minute he was out on the roads, he felt insecure and vulnerable to recognition or capture.
 


His target in Jacksonville, Annie Sacker nee Letterman. Annie was the sister of Adam Letterman, the CIA operative who seemed to hold some kind of key to the whole drama but was annoyingly aloof both for the government agencies that sought him out and for Coffey who was after him for a very different reason.
 


Coffey was now headed towards a smallholding somewhere near Fleming Island which was several miles south of Jacksonville. The very fact that he was here could be labelled as a success of sorts. Letterman’s sister had been surprisingly forthcoming with information to the outlawed astronaut although it was not an easy encounter for anyone concerned.
 


Annie Sacker was a woman in her late forties, her husband had perished in a road accident not so many years back and her part in the tragic events was written all over her face and her body. Paralysed and wheelchair bound, Coffey could instantly tell that she had persecuted herself for many years and took the blame over her husband's death. As Chuck and Bradley had intimated, she had already been visited by numerous CIA agents earlier in the week who began on convivial terms then quickly became more aggressive, tearing through her house and property leaving no stone unturned in the search for her younger brother.
 


Coffey's arrival, although unexpected did not seem shocking to Annie. 'There are always two sides to every story' she often said with a charming wisdom. She invited the fugitive into her home despite his uncouth appearance and dubious reason for his presence. Coffey had trodden carefully. He was in no position to be giving away too much too soon. He did not yet know whether Letterman could be trusted or not. The fact that he was wanted even more than Coffey drew certain conclusions about the amount of potentially harmful knowledge accrued, but it was not wise to jump to conclusions.
 


The more Coffey spoke with Annie, the more relaxed he had felt in her presence and her confidence as he shared some of the details of his previous months ordeal. Annie was obviously a woman of some intellect but Coffey also detected a dreamer; at times she spoke and digressed at such a tangent, he had struggled to keep up. The mention that her brother might have discovered some kind of global conspiracy seemed to invigorate her. She obviously idolised her sibling and Coffey could tell that their relationship was not one separated by states but most likely by miles. Coffey quickly felt that she knew at least in part where her brother had taken refuge and had made an effort to convince her that he too was in the same situation and that together, perhaps they could work something out to ensure each other's safety.
 


It did not take more than an hour for Annie to confide in Coffey, what she had not in the bland suited agents as they rapped on her door. Writing an address on a scrap of paper she simply handed the note to Coffey with a timid smile and a assurance that he would do everything in his power to restore her brothers credibility and freedom. On leaving Annie, Coffey pondered on Bradley's description of the woman who stood before him. It was incredible to see how the strength and confidence of an individual could be stripped away so easily by tragedy.
 


On approaching the dark building which stood on its own at the end of the track, Coffey did not quite know how to play this. It was clear that Letterman would be armed and trained in lethal force. Scared, isolated, even the most passive introductions could prove difficult. In who was Letterman’s' allegiance placed? Was he simply a simple soul in the wrong place at the wrong time or was there some deeper to uncover here?
 


In order to provoke as little suspicion or tension as possible, Coffey took the more unusual angle of driving up to the cottage at normal speed with his lights on and beeping his horn loudly as if to announce to the neighbourhood that he had arrived. It seemed a little odd but he figured that creeping up on the house in the dark would have ended with unfortunate circumstances. The house was lit inside but the drapes were drawn tightly shut, only the dim glow of the inner lighting escaped. Coffey stepped out of the car casually and raised his hands above his head briefly to show that he was not holding anything or packing any kind of heat. There was no obvious signs that he was being watched but if Letterman was here, then he was almost certainly hanging on Coffey's every movement.
 


Coffey stepped up the small flight of steps to the porch and rapped on the wooden door three times.
 

 “Hello? Delivery for Letterman.” Coffey boldly voiced. The absurdity of his statement evident. It was nearly two in the morning.
 

 “No one of that name here. Wrong address.” A muffled voice from inside bellowed. Coffey smiled.
 

 “Yeah, it's true, it's a telegram from the Whitehouse.” Coffey almost enjoyed the coy game.
 

 “Oh yeah? What does it say?” Came the reply after a long pause.
 

 “It says to congratulate your hard work, you've won a free shuttle flight to watch the Prometheus effect first hand. Space sickness pills included in flight.”
 


There was a very long pause in which Coffey thought he might have played it a little more tactfully. There was a clunk from the door and it inch ajar allowing a stream of light to escape.
 

 “Don't know what the fuck you're talking about. Who are you?” The voice was now clearer but no more steady or relaxed.
 

 “Look, I'm a friend. If I wasn't you know you'd already be dead. Let's just say that I'm someone with some kind of empathy for your ongoing day to day issues. Someone you need to talk to and vice versa.”
 


The door opened fully. A young lean and tanned looking man stood there in a pair of faded jeans and a silk shirt.
 

 “Jesus, I know you?” Letterman said as he studied Coffey's face closely.
 

 “As many have said before, we're the ones that steal the limelight and get the kudos. I think you'd better invite me in.”
 


Coffey sat at a pine dining table with accompanying chair set. The small cottage was rustic and homely but it was clear that it was not Letterman’s home.
 

 “How did you find me?” The coy young man asked as he paced around the room with a shot glass of Bourbon in hand.
 

 “Your sister told me you were here.” Coffey was leaving his CIA friends out of the loop for the time being.
 

 “Jesus, Annie told you? You'd better not have...”
 

 “Relax. She is perfectly fine. She is in good health, just a little pissed that your boys tore her house apart looking for you.”
 

 “Yeah, that's their style.” Adam said looking deep into the golden liquor.
 

 “So what's your story then?” Letterman asked, intrigued that Coffey was clearly also on the run.
 

 “Oh, I would have thought you would know that, having your fingers in so many pies?” Coffey did not feel the need to volunteer information as yet.
 

 “I guess you were a temporary solution to an ongoing issue huh?” Letterman said knowing full well that Coffey was not part of the Prometheus team.
 

 “Very temporary although I've seemed to have outstayed my welcome.”
 

 “I know the feeling.” Letterman added as he finally took a seat.
 

 “So what do you know?” The agent inquired, wondering how much of his story to tell. Coffey paused and sipped his Bourbon.
 

 “You're a CIA undercover operative. Highly skilled in the astrophysics department. You worked at Kennedy. You were drafted on to the Prometheus project. Now you're one of the top ten most wanted men in the western world. You don't seem such an offensive guy so I’m guessing that you've either fucked the First Lady or you know something that might be detrimental to the US governments... 'war' effort?”
 


Letterman leaned back and sighed, the weight of the world was surely upon his shoulders.
 

 “Oh but I don't thinks it's all as simple as that...” Coffey added as he detected the stress upon the agents face. Letterman grimaced and confirmed Coffey's suspicions.
 

 “There's no fooling you is there?” He said still unwilling to give up his position of secrecy.
 

 “OK, so you were an agent at Kennedy working on an unrelated job and just so happened to impress, climb his way up the ladder to the most secretive project in NASA history, so secret that NASA don't even have records of the project. Funds, personnel, materials, all records diverted, rerouted through the system. It's clear to me that anyone working on that project would never have got there by accident or good fortune. They knew you were CIA that much is clear.”
 


Letterman smiled as Coffey attempted to hypothesise the series of events.
 

 “So you're a whistle blower, an insider that got cold feet except that you haven’t blown the whistle yet, you're just taking a deep breath in readiness? Maybe you're waiting for the right time, maybe you're just scared of getting caught. You were certainly not so precious about the whole global scam to have stopped the project in its tracks before it ever came to fruition. I'm thinking that after the event, something pissed you off so much that you wanted some kind of payback. Maybe you didn’t realise that in order to carry off the illusion right, hundreds, thousands if not millions might die in the process? Maybe it's not about millions of innocent people, maybe it's about one? Someone close to you?”
 


Letterman looked around the room avoiding any kind of eye to eye contact with the rugged, bearded man opposite who had a magnetism about him and a charisma which might lend itself well to a military interrogator.
 

 “You seem to have a lot of facts at your disposal. Surprised myself that you haven’t already exposed the whole plot? Letterman said snidely. He was right to wonder why Coffey was too bottling the facts.
 

 “Oh I have contacts. One in particular that might be capable of breaking a story, but before that I need more tangible evidence and right now, I'm sitting opposite the most tangible evidence I have.”
 

 “You know as well as I do that if we went public with any of this, we'd be hunted down and killed by every government employee and loyalist, we'd be dead before the scoop hit the printing room floor and you know it.” Letterman was obviously a man living in great fear.
 

 “Well from what I can gather, you're pretty much there in terms of 'most wanted' anyhow. I guess maybe it will come down to how you want to play out the remaining hours of your life and just how guilty you feel about being part of the biggest act of terrorism the world has ever witnessed?”
 

 “You're all heart Coffey.” Letterman’s face was already a picture of guilt and emotional torture, Coffey knew that he needed a release.
 

 “OK Adam. I tell you what we're going to do here. Let's start from the beginning and work our way through this. I'm not about to leave you out to dry in order to get the information I need. I just need top names, material evidence, accounts, anything that's going to cause a big hit in the confidence of the general public in relation to this crazy alien fallacy. You've done pretty well avoiding the heavies so far, I'm not going to get in the way of that.”
 


Letterman nodded slowly and swirled his drink around the glass in contemplation.
 





CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE
 



 
 

 “You know there was never going to be an Adam Letterman: Lawyer, Adam Letterman: Postman. From the moment I sucked my first breath on this planet I was earmarked for Prometheus. I know you think that you're somehow in possession of the facts and you're probably real important in the whole scheme of things but baby, I can tell you you're nothing.”
 


Coffey smiled graciously at the agents curious taunts, this was getting interesting.
 

 “The one thing you have to understand from the start is this whole affair has been in the making for fifty years. You think it's clandestine and intriguing, I can tell you that you don't know and could not possibly know even a tenth of it.”
 


Letterman stood up to reach for another slug of whiskey.
 

 “I know you were a military man. I'm sure there are things you know that would blow people's skirts up and you think nothing of it. I have lived my whole life with the burden of secrecy and lies. I'm fed up with it.
 


My father was a military man. A Colonel in the Army until he retired and moved into electronics, specifically for the aeronautics industry. He was essentially a good man but a man with passionate views about the state of the world, I guess he could have been a politician. I remember him shouting at the television during political debates. He was also the kind of guy who knew a million people. The phone would ring all day and sometimes all night. When he was home, he was out. My mom just put up with it, she was loyal and hard working of course.
 


You see, when I was born, my father and his associates had already made plans for me. They had my future mapped out from the start and at every point in my life where I reached a crossroads, my father was there to take the decision for me. From which school I attended to what classes I took, which girlfriends I chose to date and which books or television programmes I watched; I was being moulded into the person I am today. I guess at the time, there were periods where I was glad to have him take the decisions but as I grew older, I realised that I was never going to have a normal life like the other kids. My objects of affection were placed in front of me, I was offered women to pursue, handpicked from all across the country. They were like me, raised for a purpose by a group of ideological men and women who had a clear long term objective that they were willing to devote their whole lives to. Can you imagine what it must be like to be steered into a single direction, with no deviation allowed. It was not freedom as you know it.
 


My father belonged to a group of people with an ideology that grew from some kind of utopian dream. It was conceived by a small society of disaffected people shortly after the second world war. It was a group of people who had a strong idea of what their world should be like; they shared a vision of more cohesive and less divisive society. They understood though that war brought out the best in people, a community spirit, an inner strength. It also set aside petty squabbles and pulled factions together under a single, unified and strong leadership. Look how Nazi Germany, a country ravaged by its losses attributed to the Great War almost conquered the world twenty five years later under a strong and motivated leadership. My father looked on at the world and despaired; he would always extol the virtues of strong leadership and vow to put an end to greed and corruption if he had the power to do so. He of course knew that one man could never change the world for the better, it required a number of highly motivated individuals, so motivated that the good intentions that the acquisition of power corrupts, could not be quashed. It would require a race of specialised and capable intellects who had but one purpose in their lives; to carry out the role that they had been born to fulfil.
 


I know you may think that it is far-fetched but most of the people that now hold power in this country and others around the globe are all exclusively bred members of this nameless organisation that was borne out of nothing and ends in everything. I, as a fully certified member of the club do not even know in certainty who its members are.
I'm not even really sure how far its influence stretches although it is clear that it is a global phenomenon.”
 


Coffey rubbed his chin as he took in the amazing revelation.
 

 “You see Coffey, you may think that this was an intricately produced false flag operation but you don't know the half of it. The whole pretence relies heavily upon the psychology of the average man on the street. Without the overwhelming material evidence to suggest an invasion, our people knew that a deep, almost hereditary awareness of alien culture would be required if they were to carry off such a coup. Of course it is only now that a civilisation is so technically adept that such a grand deception could be carried out anyway, but our guys were patient. They bided their time, knowing that whilst they waited for the capability to carry out the show, they could do all they could to sow the seeds of fear and distrust. Even scepticism was a good thing, it bred debate and brought it further to the forefront of people's minds. The trends caught on, media took hold of the alien imagery and ran with it. The occasional sighting, abduction, it was all feasible and relatively easy to do within time constraints and budgets. The Roswell incident in the fifties was a prime example of a piece of prime propaganda that still lives to this day. The production of hoax video's and photographic evidence became so easy to produce it didn't cost a dime to the organisation but perpetuated the mysticism.
 


By the time I was ten, my father had already pushed me regarding my education. I was being tailored to work on the Prometheus satellite, it's technology an untried but realistic option for adding the final coup de gras to the grand illusion.”
 


Coffey was beginning to understand at least why Letterman was involved at this level but his concern was another who had been involved.
 

 “What about Niemechek? Are you suggesting that he too was part of this secret organisation?”
 

 “Absolutely. I don't know what happened there. Maybe he just realised like I did later that this was all one step too far and could not be justified no matter how well meaning the motivation.”
 

 “Except you did your part then decided that it was wrong after the event?” Coffey was brutal in his condemnation. It had not escaped his consideration that if Paul was involved then most likely Jill was too. The anger was building. Perhaps Jill was holding something back when he had last spoke to her. Perhaps she and her children were still alive somewhere, protected by the organisation? If that was the case, then it was a relief but there was no anger like that of having been played for a fool.
 

 “Look, you fail to understand. I was bred for that moment. The expectations of my late father and mother were pretty fucking heavy on my shoulders. I knew I was an integral key in the whole operation. It was my collective experience and intellect that made the damn thing happen. I was under extraordinary pressure to perform from the bottom up. Did you know the President himself rang me on the morning of the mission to personally thank me for my efforts?”
 


Coffey chuckled and nodded.
 

 “So I guess then being up there delivering your baby to space, I must really have been the fly in the ointment. No wonder I didn’t fit in!”
 

 “Timing was critical. NASA couldn’t afford to put a shuttle up there without a full complement of crew. It would scream out that it was irregular. You filled the gap, you were expendable.”
 

 “Thanks for letting me know before the event.” Coffey huffed at Letterman's callous words.
 

 “So how come you blew your wad then, why are they after you?” Coffey's question was highly valid. Letterman smiled and paused as if having waited for the pertinent moment to deliver his next mine.
 

 “They aren’t after me. It's you they want.”
 


Letterman stared into Coffey's eyes who suddenly felt a chill of extreme peril. Having listened to Letterman's interesting confession, it had lured the astronaut into a sense of security which now seemed to be disappearing at a rate of knots. Coffey's mind raced.
 

 “I guess once you're born into the family that's where you stay huh?” Coffey said knowing that he was in desperate trouble. Letterman continued to stare long and hard into his eyes, the cold piercing blue gaze had Coffey inching for his weapon which he then remembered was left in the car outside.
 

 “Now I see why your sister was so willing to give up your whereabouts.” Coffey surmised as his mind raced for a get out strategy.
 

 “Good old Annie. You see she never was married, she's not even disabled. Her acting talents are however her strong point.”
 


Coffey realised that he was the subject of another grand deception, an intricately worked sting straight from the CIA handbook. Letterman had been a decoy for Coffey's well meaning agency friends to stumble across and pursue. Coffey suddenly realised that both he and his colleagues were now in real danger.
 


Coffey looked around the room for an escape route, a weapon, anything. He guessed that Letterman had killed enough time, his signal having reached his masters, the assassins were on their way. With no time to lose, Coffey utilised the only effective object he had to hand and threw the heavy glass tumbler at Letterman's head as hard as he could. With the skill and perhaps luck of a world class pitcher, the glass struck the agent across the brow, bouncing of his skull and ricocheting across the room smashing across a hard piece of wooden furniture.
 


Coffey leapt to his feet and wasted no time in leaving the property the way he came in, not even looking back to see if the glass strike had slowed or even stopped the agent in his tracks. Sprinting to the car, he stooped to get in and had almost started the car before his trailing leg had entered the vehicle. Slamming the door behind him, he glanced down at his Glock on the passenger seat and picked it up, placing it on his lap. The car revved and spat up a rain of small stones and mud as the wheels span attempting to find a grip.
 


Coffey glanced up and back in his mirror wondering if Letterman had attempted a pursuit. Any short term relief was short lived as Coffey knew that now the organisation knew where he was, there was little chance of escaping their clutches. It was only a matter of time before the helicopter gunships would be hovering overhead unleashing the hellish breath of its mini-gun. Pounding the suspension of the ailing vehicle, the dirty track made heavy going. Coffey needed to find somewhere more populated to make his escape. There was little point abandoning the car and going on foot. The thermal camera's would have him and a snipers bullet would end this in a matter of minutes.
 


Full throttle, back on the highway, Coffey headed towards Jacksonville. The cold heavy pistol on his lap was his only defence. Perhaps at this point, it was time to take an alternative view and think about offence instead.
 





CHAPTER THIRTY SIX
 

 



 


Coffey pulled out the cell phone and punched a series of numbers into it as he struggled to maintain a decent pace in the darkness of the night. He was trying to ring Bradley. He knew without hesitation that if Bradley did not pick up then he was dead already. He cursed himself for his gullibility as the tone continued in its monotonous regularity and with each one passing, indicating that in all likeliness, Coffey's friend had perished. Punching in the next number, the same resulted. Chuck's absence was also sinister and his failure to pick up the phone indicated that again he was on his own and in serious trouble.
 


Coffey scanned the dark skies for signs of activity. He knew that it would not be a police helicopter sent for him, with a distinctive rotor noise and a shining searchlight. Death would be dealt from afar and silently. A heat seeking rocket from a AFAR gunship his most likely demise. It was several miles onto the more suburban areas of Fleming Island and many more on to Jacksonville. If this was to be his last chance to utilise the information he had worked tirelessly to acquire, then maybe this was a pertinent time to offload the prized data to someone with the capability of using it. Coffey knew that time could be very short and decided to make the call.
 


With shaking hands and fully knowledgeable in the fact that his call would not be secure and fully traceable, he took the unenviable gamble not only with his own life but with Joshua's as the dialling tone gave away to the familiar ringing chime.
 

 “Hello, Josh Regan?”
 

 “Joshua, it's Roger Coffey. Listen very carefully, I don't have much time. Where are you?”
 

 “I'm at home, just woke up, are you OK, it's a bad line and you sound stressed.”
 

 “Look my friend, I need you to record this conversation, whether you have a device there or just write it shorthand, get something and get it now.”
 

 “Hang on...I have a digital recorder, what’s wrong?”
 

 “I'm about to play a recording of a conversation I have just had. I don't think I have much time, and you won't either. I'm sorry mate I've really fucked up and pushed you into this. They may even try to end this call before it completes so record now and ask questions later.”
 

 “OK, I'm recording. Is this line secure?”
 

 “No Joshua, it's open, wide open. This is my last throw of the dice. If you can't do anything with this stuff then we will have both died for nothing do you understand me?”
 

 “Jesus! Yes! Play the tape!”
 


Coffey laid the cell phone down on the passenger seat and pulled a concealed recording device from his shirt pocket. He had not gone to Letterman's totally unprepared. The quality was poor but he was fairly sure that it would translate well despite the ailing cell phone signal and the howling revving of the car's engine as Coffey made best his escape.
 


Coffey once again scanned the air and glanced frequently in his mirrors as the bright lights of Jacksonville loomed large in the distance. The recording played out, he only hoped that Joshua was receiving it and planning its use wisely. Suddenly there was an earth shattering blow to the back of Coffey's head and a blackness which sent him reeling into a wild spin. He could feel his arms and legs flailing around being battered against each other and the harsh metal construction of the vehicle.
 


Coffey opened his eyes and felt the immediate heat of fire and the white hot pain of severe lacerations across his body. The car was on its roof, rocking slowly as it found its resting place. Coffey had the wits about him to move quickly and not wait for assistance. A second strike and a confirmed kill was inevitable. Wheezing and whining, he crawled through the shattered glass remains of the wind-shield and on his knees, wriggled free from the wreckage. With no seconds to lose and anticipating another impact, he staggered to his feet and flung himself away from the burning vehicle just as there was another incredible force which this time hurled him several metres away from the explosion and over the retaining wall of the carriageway. Falling down a steep and grassy embankment, his body tumbled end over end and rested in a heap at the base of the incline. His consciousness waning, he still had the awareness to assess his surroundings as a streak of hot blood race down his scalp and into his eye causing him to blink furiously.
 


Limping blindly into the dark near distance, only the will to survive kept him from toppling to the ground in a heap. He could see headlights of cars, people standing, watching. He could not tell if they were the very people he was running from or just bystanders shocked to see a sight more common to a battle field or Hollywood movie. Knowing that either salvation or doom lie ahead, he willed himself to carry on. The people grew nearer and the world grew darker, a numbing sensation coursed through his body, a silence, a calm, like the vacuous abyss of space.
 





CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN
 



 
 

The Messenger, Fleet Street
 

January 4th 2012
 



 
 


Joshua panted heavily as he arrived at the office on his bicycle. Now cursing the machine which he had used as a convenience to negate spiralling fuel costs, he arrived clutching his briefcase as if it carried a ticking time bomb and indeed it did. He sprinted into the lobby and up the stairs, foregoing the elevator in preference of speed. Trying to look casual as he walked in despite looking flustered and bedraggled, he took his seat as other reporters who were on the early shift looked him up and down curiously. Joshua looked a mess, his hair was ruffled and his clothes dishevelled. It was 7:23 and the early print had long gone to the presses and indeed were now arriving at newsagents doors. In that respect he had missed the boat somewhat but in light of the recent events and the various new procedures, a second run was now being printed in smaller quantities with a deadline of eight.
 


At this point in the morning, neither Jameson or Fernandes were around as yet, although one of Jameson's editors was sat at his desk with his head rested on his hand looking intensely at his monitor. Joshua tried in vain not to look overawed with the nature of what he must achieve and stopped himself short from thumping the computer in frustration as it seemed to take an age to power up and offer the log-in screen.
 


Joshua pulled a memory stick from his pocket which was attached to his house keys and plunged it into the machine. He had not previously used the device on a work machine through fear of leaving a trace but it was all or nothing now and time was very short.
 


Joshua had relived the phone call over and over in his head. He had visualized the words spoken from Letterman, he had agonised over the parts which seemed to fade and be obscured by a faltering mobile phone signal. He had pieced together the article in his head and knew exactly how he was going to approach it. Combining it with his carefully worded and meticulously constructed piece which he had already put together, this was the last hurrah and the real key to unlocking the greatest and most audacious conspiracy ever conceived let alone acted upon.
 


Joshua's fingers tapped away with real intent as he dare not break his concentration for one moment. He offered the odd glance towards the door in fear that at any time, a posse of agents would enter and take him away having intercepted Coffey's call. He did not doubt for one second that the transmission was not traced. He had in all seriousness not even planned his escape once his deed was done, it was unimportant at this time. His mission was clear and his unwavering commitment to the cause was commendable.
 


Glancing up at the clock, time was running short. Joshua's exacting perfectionism would have to take the back seat to content in this article. Who cares if there was the odd typo when the story was this good? Saving the finished piece onto the memory stick, he yanked it from the machine and without any delay, skipped through the office making a beeline for Fernandes' domain.
 


Knowing that his manager was as regular as clockwork and was always sat at his desk by 7:50, Joshua sat waiting under the curious gaze of Miss Penny for several minutes, clicking his heels and picking at his nails. The moment Fernandes stepped through the door, Joshua rose to his feet and Fernandes stopped in his tracks. Fernandes only had to take one look at the sweating, shivering specimen before him to realise that his employee was about to hold him to his word. He walked forth and waved Joshua in to his office with the same beckoning finger and a nonchalance of a man at the top of his game.
 


Joshua wasted no time in handing Fernandes the memory stick which he had detached from his bunch of keys. Joshua was stuttering and particularly nervous knowing what he was asking of his boss.
 

 “I'm not sure if you want this, it's a poisoned chalice. There's enough there to cause a sensation but also to get us killed in a blink of an eye. I'd understand completely if you didn’t accept it.”
 


Fernandes looked at the small, seemingly insignificant piece of hardware in his grasp and pondered over the importance of its contents.
 

 “Lit a fire up my arse you did. Woke me up. Remembered a time when the 'truth' meant something, back in the day when I was still young and ambitious like you. Old I am now, old and bloody tired of it all. This damn company is all I have left and I’ll not stand by and let it become the vehicle for corruption.”
 


Joshua nodded and felt a tingle of excitement run through his body. It was thrilling to see his boss regain his purpose and desire to report the news as it once was.
 

 “How do you propose to get it past Jameson and into print?”
 


Fernandes looked at his watch and new that time was of the essence.
 

 “Leave that to me. Once it's down on the floor, then the fun begins. Get it wrapped and on the pallet, that's another thing, get it on the trucks and it's done.”
 


Joshua knew that just sending the file to the factory floor wasn’t going to cut it. Such a high profile and visible story would buy attention and Jameson had his cronies out on every department.
 

 “I'll drop the article in deep, leave the front page as is. Sounds like you're already up to your neck in it. Better get down to the factory floor and silence Jameson's lot. If you want this story out you'll have to get your hands dirty.”
 


Joshua nodded but was terrified at the prospect. Breaking a conspiracy by being clever and eloquent was within his character, violence, no matter on how justly apportioned was not something he had considered.
 


Joshua trotted tentatively down the stairs and made a beeline for his bicycle once more. The printers were situated in Wapping having recently taken over the old and the now defunct News International property. Joshua knew that it was a good two miles and would take ten minutes weaving through dense traffic if he were to put his skates on. He needed to be at the printers before the final proof was mailed through and who knows, deal with any possible issues that may arise from there onwards.
 


Joshua ditched his suit jacket halfway along the journey just outside Billingsgate Market, he was working up quite a sweat as he leapt off curbs and diced with possible death as he defied traffic lights and avoided errant taxi drivers. Fortunately, Joshua was a fit man and twice as determined. He made good time reaching the printers in just under nine minutes. He dismounted and threw his bike down, combing his fingers through his hair, he tried to pacify his pounding heart and regain the look of a man who was casually making a routine visit.
 


Hurriedly signing in at the reception, he knew the receptionist appeared ill at ease as his appearance seemed a little out of the ordinary. Joshua's shaking hands did not go hand in hand with the relaxed smile and fleeting small talk.
 

 “Actually, Mr Fernandes has sent me down here for an impromptu inspection...” He muttered hoping to wipe the look of concern from the receptionists features. Instead the very thought of it seemed to bring only more concern from the nervous temp.
 

 “Oh, well, I'm sure everything will be in order.” She stuttered.
 

 “Oh, I know it will. Don't worry.” He said in response attempting to calm himself down at the same time.
 

 “Hi-viz jackets are just on the left. Keep to the blue walkways.” She said suddenly realising her health and safety obligations as Joshua nodded and headed off on to the production line floor.
 


Looking around the gargantuan warehouse, Joshua did not know where to even begin. His look of utter helplessness was not a good look and attention was soon drawn to him in the shape of a foreman who wore the distinctive white shirt of some responsibility.
 

 “Joshua Regan I presume.” The burly, moustached man inquired as Joshua stood like a rabbit in headlights.
 

 “Possibly?” The reporter stumbled then realised that it was a daft answer.
 

 “Mr Fernandes rang personally to let me know you were on your way and that I should show you around and take you anywhere you want to go.”
 


Joshua whooped up a lungful of musty air with relief.
 

 “Err, I'm here to oversee the production of the late run. It's a special run. I've been told to report any delays and make inquiries as to causes both mechanical and human. I need optimum efficiency today, I need those lorries loaded and gone by nine.”
 


The foreman pursed his lips and raised his eyebrows.
 

 “If Mr Fernandes wants it done then it'll be done you can be assured of that.” The foreman turned and marched away to bark out some instructions to some workers who were obviously dawdling on their way back from a rest period.
 

 “Is there anywhere you'd like to go.” The foreman called out as he walked back towards Joshua under the din of the machinery whirring.
 

 “Yes, I'd like to have a proof copy as soon as it is printed and I’d also like to know where in the factory the government representatives are at this point in time.”
 

 “Oh of course, I'll get a copy to you to approve before we run the lot if you like, we obviously to a short test run first.”
 

 “Thank you, and the government reps?”
 


The foreman raised his lip as if condemning them in his mind then looked up to an office whose glass frontage overlooked the shop floor.
 

 “His name is Walker. Crusty fucker if you pardon my language, Sir? I'll obviously be providing him with a proof as well, we can't print with his say so.”
 

 “Not today.” Joshua said sternly.
 

 “Oh?” The foreman replied, baffled at the change of protocol which was so rigidly enforced prior.
 

 “No, Mr Walker will be having a chat. If you need any confirmation of this, contact Mr Fernandes.”
 

 “Oh, God no, your word is fine for me Mr Regan.”
 


Joshua walked on leaving the foreman behind him to scurry about picking up the usual inspection black marks such as uncut binding loops and discarded paper.
 


Joshua began the climb to Walkers office. His mind was full of confusion, regret, desperation and pent up aggression. Fernandes had fulfilled his end of the deal, now Joshua had to do his part too, no matter how distasteful. Looking for a possible weapon on his approach, he passed a workbench and a box full of assorted tools. Just the kind of thing which would leave a nasty taste in the foreman’s' mouth but perfectly situated for Joshua, who picked up a fairly hefty adjustable wrench. 

 


Flexing the steel tool in his right hand as he peered through the open doorway to see his prey, he saw a frail, elderly gentleman sitting at his desk eating a sandwich and reading a magazine. Walker's appearance was certainly not as he expected and there was something cruel and savage about striking an old man with no warning. However, the closer Joshua got to him, the more he envisaged him to be the face of the conspiracy, one of the elitist organisation that saw fit to imprison his friend, kill his brother in law and cause terror and suffering to millions of innocent people around the globe.
 


Joshua entered the well lit office and Walker turned around, his cheeks hamster-like with a large bolus of sandwich not quite ready to swallow.
 

 “Can I help?”
 


Joshua stood motionless. The question was a good one. Could he? Maybe he was not the callous foe he made him out to be, perhaps he was just a minion, an individual carried along on the wave, just a civil servant doing his job rightly or wrongly?
 

 “Yes. Has the final copy come through yet?”
 


Walker chewed a little more and swallowed. He peered over his shoulder at the monitor.
 

 “Yes, it looks like it.”
 

 “Can I take a look?” Joshua asked knowing the reaction would be in the negative.
 

 “What? Who are you?”
 


Joshua decided it was time to play his hand.
 

 “Now listen to me you fucking old fool, open the proof and let me take a look. Then, when I tell you to, you're going to approve it and send it down to the shop floor.”
 


Joshua's voice was gritty and aggressive clearly taking Walker by surprise.
 

 “No, I can't do that, just who the hell are you. I'm calling Jameson, how dare...”
 


There was an almighty thud and Walker went sprawling to the floor, curling up at the base of his office chair.
 

 “I did ask nicely.” Joshua said as his shaking hand dropped the wrench.
 


Swiftly moving to the computer, the reporter did not even look down to see what damage he had caused to Walker's cranium or if he had indeed killed him outright with the blow. He opened up the mail which had been sent down by Fernandes' personal mail account and briefly checked the contents. Opening the PDF, Joshua could see his article beginning on page five and continuing for the next five pages. He closed the file and then studied the system, struggling to comprehend how he could not enter the copy onto the factory software which seemed completely discrete from the email system. Joshua thumped the desk with both fists as he realised that he had no clue and was thwarted at the final hurdle. It was then that a noise at the door caused him to jump and look around. Standing watching over him and regarding the fallen government officer was the foreman, his moustache twitching.
 

 “My God, man!” He whispered as he surveyed his surroundings.
 

 “Look, I don't have time to explain. I need to send this final proof to print. I need to do it now.”
 


Joshua made no attempt to justify his radical actions or his use of extreme violence but for some unknown reason, the foreman leapt forward and pointed to an icon on the computer desktop. Joshua, surprised at his willingness to conform to his wishes gladly accepted any aid offered. It seemed that under the most severe circumstances, people in authority seem to command respect and determine the actions of even the most confident and independent of people.
 

 “This isn’t going to get me fired is it?” The husky foreman inquired as he made the appropriate keystrokes to send the file downstairs to the machines.
 


Joshua remained silent, he hoped that was the least of the foreman's problems.
 

 “There.” The foreman said standing up straight and looking down at Walker who lie motionless with blood streaming.
 

 “What are you going to do about him?”
 


He asked looking at Joshua who only now looked down upon his victim.
 

 “Nothing...until the papers are on the lorries. I don't know why you've helped me but you've done your country a massive service. This file is about truth, it's time the people were told.”
 


The foreman looked at Joshua quizzically.
 

 “I only helped because I thought it was part of the inspection.”
 


Joshua laughed momentarily and then sat back on his chair, quiet and thoughtful. He may well have succeeded in his quest but what now? Until this moment he had not really ever contemplated how he was ever going to survive this. Once the trucks were on their way, his part was played but vengeance would soon catch up with him as it had on his American friend. Joshua took a moment to ponder what had become of his Floridian accomplice. He hoped that he was alive and well and enjoying freedom or what was left of it.
 





CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT
 

 



 


On the early afternoon of the fourth of January 2021, 163,000 printed copies of The Messenger were distributed to newsagents nationally. Initially circulated around the south east region and Greater London, the distribution had increased by the end of the month to over two million copies spread far and wide across the Isles and haemorrhaging into international regions too. Joshua's first and last print run had not been repeated by the printing presses of Wapping but his paper had been photocopied, faxed and pinned to notice boards countrywide. The recycled yellow paper had been analysed, denounced, berated and hailed at the same time. It had become the most talked about document in the history of the British Isles since perhaps the Magna Carta.
 


Initially sceptical, the more people read and digested the article the more it struck a chord with the cynics and the believers in equal measure. As the toppling effect of a million unanswered and vehement questions were being asked of those that chose to take power in the most deceptive of manners, as much speculation also appeared as to the whereabouts of the brave reporter who had taken measures to reveal all in the most sensational scoop in media history. Joshua Regan's disappearance was as much a mystery to the general public as it was the government agencies that sought to find him and discredit him. Doing nothing but aiding the cause of the new and vociferous opposition, the untimely and suspicious death of newspaper mogul Maxwell Fernandes served only to propagate the desire for full transparency and stoke the burning fires of truth.
 


During the month of February, mass demonstrations, marches and campaigns were established for the acquisition of the truth behind the alien wars. The mantle began to slip, and no matter how many 'independent inquiries' were banded around with the hope of deflecting and misguiding, eventually the use of military force to quell the swelling ranks of angry people was the last card to be played before the carefully conceived construction fell about its foundations, its shock wave felt across the world. Bordering on civil war, the people chose to take back the power of their country and expose those who had sought to falsify and deceive. The military crumbled under the massive pressure of uncertainty, the people joined together as one to unify under the banner of freedom. It was ironic, the peoples power to join together in force with a common goal was not so far from the ideology as envisaged by those who had so carefully designed the whole charade. The community of Britain rallied and sought to expose those who had terrorised them and murdered their loved ones. There were killings and arrests, familiar people with household names were exposed, the surrealism of the situation often seemed more than fantasy.
 


In the early weeks of March, the full extent of the conspiracy began to rear its ugly head when the newly freed press reported the deaths of tens of thousands of 'traitors' who had been captured prior or during the Censure. The names were so numerous, there was not enough paper to print them on. When the full list was finally compiled later in the year, the name of Sarah Palmer was printed in clear type, her age and place of birth accompanying it. There was no memorial to celebrate her life, the names were too numerous, the data sheet just too large.
 


By the time the uprisings had begun to spread to surrounding European countries and across the Atlantic, the British public had already established an interim government and had restored civil liberties such as freedom of travel and a restored Internet. The latter sped up the transfer of good information and research carried out by interested parties began to discover the origins and motivations of this secretive and powerful organisation. The freedom of data quickly exposed members in other countries and the effect of the surge of doubt caused an explosion of awareness almost as profound as the Prometheus effect itself.
 




EPILOGUE
 



 
 

A deserted beach, Florida
 

September 9th 2021
 



 
 


Roger Coffey stood at the shoreline, the waves kissing his brown leather boots. He looked down to his Bulldog and smiled at the persistent look of disgruntlement etched upon its wrinkled features. It would appear that Buzz did not like the cool water lapping at his paws and refused to move another inch closer to the expanse of water, no matter how azure and inviting it was. Roger looked up at the cloudless blue sky and smiled as the hot sun beat down upon his scarred but intact brow.
 


He picked up a smooth flat stone and threw it from his hip, skimming the object a number of times before it fell and was submerged by the water.
 

 “You've made a small ripple there.”
 


A voice said from behind him. Buzz trotted over to the stranger and sniffed his ankles. It was a slim dark hair man, an English man.
 

 “If you make a small ripple then it will get bigger then who knows what may happen?”
 


Coffey paused as if to say something then stopped himself, the voice was familiar but then again he didn’t know many English people. In fact only one stuck in his mind, someone with whom he never formally met, someone who he believed to be dead.
 


Coffey approached the smaller man. His clean shaven, muscular physique bronzed after a hot Floridian summer.
 

 “And when the stone has made it's ripple it falls below the surface of the water, never to be seen again.” The English man was poetic, eloquent and smiling.
 

 “My God!” Coffey said slowly looking the man up and down.
 

 “It's really you, I thought you were...”
 


Coffey recognised his accomplice, the man whose brave and timely action saved both himself and his country from a pitiful end.
 

 “I like your doggy.” Joshua said as he bent down to stroke the wiggling and excitable mutt.
 

 “He likes you...I like you!”
 


Coffey grinned, clearly delighted to see the man who changed the world.
 

 “So this is Florida huh? Never been here before. I heard they do great orange juice here.” Joshua walked up to Coffey who shook his head in disbelief and then grasped his hand firmly. Not only had Joshua survived, but he had also sought him out. He had proved himself to be a formidable ally and now he finally had the long overdue opportunity to form a formidable friendship too.
 




The End
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