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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    London 2021 
 
      
 
    Keri Rains sat in the back seat of the black, Audi, as it cruised down the Mall towards Buckingham Palace. The crowds lining the route next to St. James Park on her left-hand side were stepping off the pavement onto the road, attempting to catch a glimpse of the Prime Minister sitting to her right. They were out of luck; the blacked-out windows offered no visibility to the interior, as the burning sun reflected starkly, back into their prying eyes. Keri watched a man whip off his white t-shirt and wave it around his head. She couldn’t decide if was his intention to demonstrate support for the woman sitting at Keri’s side, or if it was illustrating a white flag, admitting defeat. Yeah, it was surrender, Keri decided.  
 
    She licked the inside of her mouth. She was hot, despite the air-con, and she was thirsty. She tugged her pale blue linen skirt over her knees. Her tanned bare legs were well maintained, hairless and glossy with navy blue sling-back heels on her elegant feet. She caught her reflection in the car window. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a tight knot on the back of her head, making her face appear harsh. When she wasn’t working, she wore it loose about her shoulders, making her features look softer; not beautiful, but not unattractive either. She had the sort of face that made people feel comfortable. It had helped her gain many jobs in the past. People trusted her.  
 
    The car slowed, almost stopping, as some of the revellers pushed in front and banged on the hood. They were being ushered away by the PM’s escorts, made up of police, army and MI5. They had expected riots, but surprisingly, and despite the people’s aggression towards the emerging dystopian culture in the UK, the Prime Minister’s traditional audience with the queen had remained relatively peaceful.  
 
    To Keri’s right, the PM was silent as she too gazed out of the window to the buildings lining the route of the Mall on the other side of the road. In the past, the once white historic structures, had been properly maintained as part of London’s heritage, but there was no pride in that sort of thing any more. Ever since the water shortage of 2019, over time, the buildings had turned black with dirt and dust and pigeon droppings. The glass in the elegant Georgian windows were weathered, but no one noticed them. It was hard to see past the iron grills, which had been placed over them years ago to protect the people inside the building; the government officials who still claimed they wanted to put the country back where it was before Brexit. 
 
     “Thanks for coming with me today, Keri,” Alice Burton said. She had a deep voice with no accent to speak of until she forgot herself and her natural Welsh tongue crept in. Keri saw her finger twitch. Upon it, a thick gold band served as a reminder of her widowed status and that she was very much alone. “I really need your support at the moment.”  
 
    “It’s fine, Prime Minister. You know I’ll do everything I can to help.”  
 
    Alice placed her small hand over Keri’s.  “You don’t have to call me that. It’s not like I insist on being addressed by my title. I’ve told you a thousand times to relax. Besides, we’ve been friends for a long time.”  
 
    Keri slipped her hand out, feigning the need to scratch her head. She gave Alice a reassuring smile. That was feigned too. “It’s protocol.”  
 
    “Ah, yes. Always the professional.” Alice brushed a minute fleck of lint off her black British made skirt. She was known to be as a lover of Chanel, but no one could get French made designs anymore. “I shouldn’t have expected anything less from you.”  
 
    “It’s my job, Prime Minster.”  
 
    “Oh, for goodness sake,” she snapped.  
 
    Keri didn’t want to displease her. Not today. “Very well…Alice.”  
 
    Alice Burton looked happy that she had once again talked Keri into doing something she was uncomfortable with. That had always been a habit of hers. Alice had referred to them as friends, but it hadn’t always been a mutually trusting relationship. Alice treated Keri as if she worked directly for her, even though Keri’s job was to represent everyone in the house, not just the leader of the country. Alice had been in office for the past four-years and frankly, no one could believe how she’d been re-elected to the highest ranking position in the British government. Her past reign had her dubbed ‘the people’s prime minister’ for her efforts in humanities. She had called out the previous leaders, cursing Brexit. The people had loved her for it, especially when that one move had divided nations across Europe. Now, she wasn’t so popular. She still hadn’t manged to get the country out of the mess it was in.  
 
    The Prime Minister had appointed Keri as her chief protocol officer two years ago. It was after some unfortunate business to do with an underground scheme, when Alice failed to deliver her promise of increased housing for the poor in London. The project, which to this day still remained top secret, was the least popular event of Alice Burton’s four-year reign and no one was more surprised than her own party when she was re-elected for a second term.  Some said the polls had been fixed. But that couldn’t happen…surely. 
 
    Two years ago, Alice Burton had cunningly convinced her cabinet that Keri’s role needed to be a full time job. When they opposed the appointment, she’d argued that the post was essential in increasing the likeability factor with the British people. Soon after, Keri’s protocol title had faded into obscurity, since Alice became more and more dependent on Keri as a personal spin doctor, companion and general dogsbody.    
 
    “Did you see the headlines this morning?” Alice murmured. “That poor girl, Sarah, getting abducted from her parent’s home in Taunton.”   
 
    Oh, God. Keri thought, rubbing her arm as goose bumps appeared over her skin.   
 
    “I can’t imagine how her mother must be feeling right now.” Alice patted Keri’s leg. “Only you can know what that’s like, to live every day knowing your child is somewhere; not knowing if she’s dead or alive or who she’s with. It must have brought it all back for you.”  
 
    Keri turned her face away. Stop talking. Stop talking before I scream… “Hmm.” What else could she say?  
 
    “How long has it been now?”   
 
    “Three years.” She was going to be sick.  
 
    “Don’t lose hope. There is always hope.” Alice turned back to the window as the car approached the gates of the palace. “I was hoping the election was going to be the news of the hour in the tabloids. Looks like the girl Sarah has taken pride of place on that one.” The PM sighed and reached up a hand to stroke the back of her neck. She placed the tip of her finger inside a curl of her short blonde hair and then released it again.  
 
    Keri grimaced in silence. Don’t lose hope!! Alice Burton’s last condescending statement before her audience with the Queen.   
 
    Keri had never given up hope. Yes, she’d had her moments when the pressure and the depression had driven her to a place of darkness and despair, but ninety-nine-percent of the time, she had always felt that Elizabeth was still alive, somewhere. She liked to think of her girl as being in a place where she was safe and cared for, until the day when Keri would find her and bring her home. That thought was the one thing that had kept her going since she was taken three years before. To the day! The significance of that was something Alice had overlooked, but Keri wasn’t surprised, not when all Alice Burton worried about was Alice Burton.   
 
    There had been a ransom. It was five-hundred-thousand-pounds, but it may as well have been five-million. She and Harry could never have raised that amount of money. They’d overstretched themselves when they moved to London three-years before, and after she’d secured her governmental job as Chief Protocol Officer, they’d assumed they could afford to gamble on a decent town house. When the ransom was demanded and with the housing market being what it was, they didn’t have enough equity to raise the cash.   
 
    The abductors took her daughter from the resident’s private garden at the front of their house in Holland Park. Elizabeth had assured Keri she was meeting her friends and that they were with their mothers. Keri blamed herself afterwards. She should never have allowed her to go, or at least she should have checked. After she was taken, the police told them they had been easy targets, ‘What with an expensive property in London and a top job in the government and all.’ Yes, Keri blamed herself.  It was what made her tick.   
 
    The gates to the palace were already open, protected by the queen’s armed guards, their weapons loaded, aimed and ready to kill anyone who made a false move. The car glided into the grounds as the Prime Minister brushed an imaginary speck off her lapel. She needn’t have worried. She looked immaculate as always. Alice pulled an antique gold bejewelled compact from her bag and flipped it open. She used the powder pad to dab her nose.   
 
     The car neared the covered entrance where liveried staff stood to attention. “Here we go, Keri.”  
 
    “Good luck, Prime Minister. I’m sure Her Majesty will be happy to welcome you to office for another term.”  
 
    The car stopped, and an aide opened the door. Alice closed the powder compact with a loud click and dropped it back into her bag. “I hope so, dear,” she answered before she stepped out. “I do hope so.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    New York 
 
      
 
    Private investigator Jay Pullman crouched in the shadows of a group of ancient trees. Central park wasn’t a great place to be that time of night, but there had been talk of a sighting and he had a client who wanted a report. The guy was rich, so he could afford to pay someone else to have a spiritually enlightening encounter on his behalf. Yeah, he was rich enough not to suffer too much inconvenience, not for anything. 
 
    Leaning on the toes of his faithful black sneakers, Jay had been sitting in the same position for over two hours and now his ankles were seizing up. He’d made himself sit that way since the discomfort served to keep him awake and alert for as long as necessary. Now he needed to move or remain rooted to the spot forever. He shifted his body as a three-foot diameter tree supported his back. 
 
    When a scream like a wailing banshee echoed around the park, he gasped and leaned into the shadows to hide his face from the moonlight. A full moon shone in the clear sky that night, but it wasn’t just full, it was blue and it would have been enchanting if he’d been sitting there with Fran on a romantic night out. He wondered where she was right then. With some other guy? Maybe dinner, a movie then bed?  
 
    He curled his lip into a snarl to remind himself where he was. Now wasn’t the time to think about her. Besides, there won’t be any movie. All the New York theatres were closed down now. Nobody did entertainment anymore. The disused buildings, like many others along Broadway and the New York City streets, were now closed, taken over by the homeless and needy and the true victims of Trump’s welfare reform. Instead of putting money in their pockets, they were provided with free shelter with electricity and running water, albeit rationed. The scheme had been approved by the previous administration; post Trump. The initiative was to provide shelter in disused buildings to get people off the streets. The scheme had included tip-top security, when the police and the army could no longer enforce laws inside the buildings.  
 
    The scheme had holes, discovered years ago when the legal squatters began discussing revolution, banding together like an un-virtual internet using real people. As for the Internet; most of the servers had been shut down. The only one left was run by the government, and people avoided it at all cost. No Facebook, no Twitter, no Ebay. Only Amazon had survived after they had eventually monopolised the retail industry. The US government owned that too; the biggest department store on the planet, sold to them in 1919 for one point five billion dollars.   
 
    Jay saw a man step into the clearing beyond the trees. He used a cheap disposable lighter to ignite a cigarette hanging from his mouth. His tired face glowed when he pulled a long hard drag before he dug his hands into his pockets and sauntered off along a path with apparently no purpose in his stride.  
 
    Jay relaxed. There was nothing else to see.  
 
    He took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. Even in the shade, the city was unbearably hot, as it was every year now from February until November. For the past four years, they’d had the shortest winters on record. Many were pleased with the warmer weather until they counted the cost. The ice caps were melting fast now, portending a new water world by twenty-forty. Maybe even before that, Jay reckoned. 
 
    He rubbed his hands over his eyes. He was tired of his shitty job. Why couldn’t he have been a pilot or something? At least then he could get a free ride out of that crummy place. 
 
    Jay had set himself up as a private investigator years ago, long before Trump’s presidency. It had started with a favour for a friend, Brad Parante. Brad had asked him to shadow his wife, whom he suspected was cheating on him. It turned out she was, but not in the way Brad thought. Gambling was her love. She did it daily, whenever and wherever she could; casinos, slot machines, bingo, card drives, you name it, she did it, but she did it alone, with no other man, unless he counted the Jack! Jay had reported back to Brad that his wife was not cheating in the normal sense of the word, but he may want to take a long hard look at his checking account.  
 
    Brad divorced his gambling obsessed wife after a long and lengthy court battle. It was complicated because she hit it big on the lottery just before the papers were signed and Brad demanded eighty-five percent. Jay never made a penny from the job and later vowed that in the future he’d never again be suckered in to do any more favours. Not for free! The lottery! Everyone thought they could strike it rich to get away from the failing economy. Maybe build a floating island somewhere, ready for the future. Well, they could all wish, he guessed, because not many people prayed any more, that was for sure. 
 
    A voice out of the blue caught him unawares. “Hey, what’re you doin’?” Jay toppled sideways, reaching out his hand to save himself from falling. When he maintained his balance, he looked up to see a teenager standing next to the tree. “Whoa!” He grabbed the edge of the kid’s polo shirt and pulled him down to the floor. Jay kept hold of him while he took a quick glance at the clearing. Nothing there. Everything good. He turned back to see the kid’s face almost right next to his. He pushed him away. “What’re you doin’? Wanna scare me to death?”  
 
    Jay guessed he was about fifteen, sixteen, but those days he could hardly tell. He was tall, although right then he was scrambling around on the floor trying to get comfortable. He settled on his haunches next to Jay. “Why are we whispering?” he asked, peering out between the trees towards the clearing.  
 
    Jay shook his head. The situation was almost laughable if it hadn’t been for the fact he was seriously pissed. “We’re not doing anything. You’re gonna scat. Do it now before I call a cop!”  
 
    The kid remained firm. “Not until you tell me what you’re doing.”  
 
    It didn’t take a lot of insight to see the kid wasn’t someone you told what to do and he’d do it. “You’re kidding, right?” Jay spat. “Listen, any minute now you’re going to blow my cover.” He glanced once more at the clearing. All quiet.  
 
    The kid offered an irritating chuckle. “Blow your cover! Who do you think you are, Eliot Ness?” He began humming the tune to an old movie, The Untouchables, while he strained his neck to see around the trees. He had a mop of black hair and green eyes. Jay would swear he was a girl, if it hadn’t been for his deep voice. Clearly his balls had dropped. “Clear off, son.”   
 
    He didn’t budge. He only grinned with perfect white teeth, challenging Jay to tell all.  
 
    Jay had already established the kid was an idiot, but he knew he needed to calm down and put the whole matter to bed. He would explain the seriousness of his position and the kid would surely realize he needed to give up and go home. “Okay, okay. I'm on a stake out, all right? Can you leave now?”  
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “Get lost, will ya?” Jay was at the end of this tether. Maybe he should call a cop. Have the kid thrown into jail until he was thirty-five!  
 
    “What’s the stake out?” Nothing affected his blatant attitude. He was a spoilt jerk! “Come on, you can trust me,” he said with a smirk on his face.  
 
    Jay inwardly sighed. “I'm a private investigator. I'm on a case.”  
 
    “Cool.”   
 
    “Shush. Keep your voice down. Some big-shot wants to know if the stories are true.” 
 
    The kid frowned. “You mean the Perfects? Of course, they’re true,” he guffawed. 
 
    “Whatever!” Jay spat. “It’s all garbage anyhow. No such thing as celestial beings. Not in New York City.” 
 
    “You’re wrong there, man,” the kid said. 
 
    Jay wanted to laugh at the seriousness of his expression. “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? My girlfriend and me…we chase sightings.” 
 
    “With nothing else to do right?” Jay smiled at the kid’s optimism. Something Jay had lost a long time ago. “So, you’ve seen them have you, the Perfects?” 
 
    “Not yet, but my time is coming.” 
 
    “God protect me,” Jay muttered. He turned back to the kid. “Okay, you’ve had my story. Can you leave now?”   
 
    “Are you crazy? This is a great location. Besides, you might need my help.”  
 
    Jay’s voice fell to a loud whisper again. “Help! You’re the crazy one, kid. These alleged monsters are supposed to be killers.” 
 
    “They’re not killers and they’re not monsters,” he said with absolute certainly. “They’re not a threat to us. Just to the people who do them harm.”  
 
    Despite himself Jay scoffed with a grin on his face. “You don’t say.” 
 
    “All that stuff on the news is all propaganda. The government doesn’t want us to believe in them because they don’t want any unrest.” 
 
    “Typical teenager, who thinks he knows it all.” Jay turned away to hide a smile forming on his lips. The boy’s a baby. “How old are you anyway?” 
 
     “I’m twenty-one.”  
 
    “Yeah, right.”  
 
    “I’ve got credentials.” He dug into the pocket of his Levi’s. “I’m press.” He held up a laminated card displaying his name, Tom Stone, NYC News Reporter and Independent Photographer. The face in the image was wearing glasses, to make him look older. The I.D was clearly fake.   
 
    “You’re a young pap!” Jay whispered.  
 
    Then they stopped as they heard voices from a group of people walking into the clearing.    
 
    The two ducked and peered around the tree as twelve men and women gathered in a group. Two of them were dragging a dark skinned youth along the ground, his hands tethered with wire.  
 
    Jay had heard all the stories of the rising Ku Klux Klan, except they didn’t use the disguises anymore. Instead, all supporters of the new KKK, (a legacy of the Trump administration) displayed a tattoo on their left shoulder; an image of their forefathers dressed in pointed white hoods. It was now a distinguishable brand logo.  
 
    Jay glanced at Tom Stone crouching in the shadows next to him. He was quiet, not moving an inch. As they heard the youth screaming for his life in the clearing beyond the trees Tom whispered incredulously “Is this a hanging?” 
 
    “Not what you were expecting, huh?” 
 
    Jay thought about his client. He’d been very specific about the location inside Central Park West. The appointment had been to witness any strange activity to do with the Perfects. He’d said nothing about a potential hanging. Then Jay audibly gasped as he suddenly realised what was happening; yes, he’s been sent there to wait for a sighting, but to ensure that happened, the client had sent bait. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Tom Stone couldn’t believe his luck, bumping into a real Private Investigator on a stake-out. He swung his backpack from his shoulders and settled it onto the floor. The guy hiding behind the trees was on a case and Tom intended to be in on the action.  
 
    Tom was seventeen and lived with his mom in a downtown tenement they shared with one other family, like most homes now, since the American people couldn’t afford the rising costs of their own places. These days the downtown city apartments resembled slums, despite them being private homes. The exteriors were the worst. Broken satellite dishes, graffiti, and broken windows, and laundry hung on ledges and railings drying in the midday heat. It was the relentless heat that made the whole image less appealing, since no one could afford air-con. Now balconies housed mattresses and baby’s cribs, chairs and homemade rotary fans. Sometimes in high summer, it seemed everyone slept outdoors.  
 
    His mother’s seriously over-crowded apartment made Tom hungry to make his own way in the world as an independent news reporter and photographer, or Pap, as they were more commonly known. His ultimate goal, since there wasn’t much chance of graduating, was to make enough money to move out of his mom’s place and find something better. He’d even had a notion of moving to England to be with Mia, but he didn’t know how Mia felt about that yet.   
 
    Earlier, just before midnight, he was in his room with his leg propped up on the cold radiator beneath the window, waiting for his computer to fire up, closing his eyes, concentrating on the familiar sounds wafting in from the street outside, mainly the sound of Taxi’s making a killing on their fees since gas had become in such short supply. Trump had seen to that. The late president’s policies had divided America from the Arab States, so now the only gas available was their home-grown oil supply, mostly produced by fracking. What a frackin’ mess, Tom often said without humour. 
 
    Tom swung around in his chair as Windows 12 flashed up on the screen. The Firefox logo was still on it, but the Internet was practically gone now. The government had seen to that. The conspiracy theorists claimed they did it to stop the domestic world communicating so easily. Fear! They put the phone lines charges right up, so now all they had were texts and SMS. They were free, but most of the population worried their messages were being intercepted by the enemy…the IRS.   
 
    His I-phone sat on the side of his desk, picking up its charge from the minute solar panel on his I-watch. The device had been Apple’s innovation before they went under in the recession of 2019.  He still used the phone for playing games already downloaded and texting and maybe an emergency camera when he was caught without his digital pro. Not that he went anywhere without that.   
 
    He banged the top of the PC stack. “Come on, come on!” He turned his watch so that it sat flat on his wrist. It was getting late, midnight, but he needed to check in with Mia before he went out.  The curfew was set at two until six in the morning. The police authorities wanted it to be set at midnight, but the city residents had revolted on that one. As far as Tom knew, that was the only uprising they’d ever won. An extra two hours on curfew time. Yay! 
 
    He heard a thud coming from the room next to his. It was his mother’s, the one she shared with her boring new boyfriend. Tom looked at the wall dividing his room from theirs, where their headboard constantly thumped on the opposite side. His side was covered in posters and maps, charting places of historical interest in the South of England, maps of Stonehenge, Glastonbury, Avebury…  
 
    A door banged. A sound of muffled voices. He looked at the virtual timer on the screen. He needed to get out of there before they started doing it. The IMS box popped up on the left hand side of the screen where he’d been shooting zombies earlier. ‘I’m so goddamn fed-up,’ Mia Lake wrote.  
 
    He smiled as he pictured her frowning. He typed his reply. ‘Goddamn now is it? That’s not very English!’   
 
    ‘Who cares? I wish I could live in NY and see you each day.’  
 
    He was shaking his head as the words came up on the screen. ‘Instead you have the English countryside…poor old you.’   
 
    ‘Stoney, have you any idea how boring it is living here, surrounded by bloody trees and goddamn cows? At least you have some excitement.’  
 
    ‘Whoa, there’s that word again,’ he typed. ‘Honey, you do not want to live here. This city is crazy now. He shook his head as he tapped the keyboard. ‘Everyone else is trying to get out. Including me.’ He stared at the familiar avatar in the corner of the message. It was a photo she’d taken in a passport booth with one of her friends from school. They had their heads together, both popping bubble gum. Mia was the one with the long dark hair, dark brown eyes and pale complexion. Beautiful and so goddamn sexy! He stabbed the keys. ‘Soo…Anything happening over there?  
 
    You mean the Perfects? 
 
    What else!? 
 
    When news of the Perfects had begun eighteen months ago, everyone had been scared out of their wits, fearing the end of days. Even now, people don’t know much about them, but the speculation in the media was rife. Some said they were alien’s trying to take control of the planet for their own gain. Some said they wanted to destroy all that was good on earth, and some said they were figments of our imagination, since growing technology had made society lose all sense of reality.   
 
    Tom and Mia had their own theory: that the Perfects had been on the planet for a long time and that they were now emerging to save humanity from itself.  
 
    Mia’s message came through. ‘I didn’t see them, but I think I may be onto something.’   
 
    ‘No way. What?’  
 
    ‘Fracking!’  
 
    “Cursing, little English girl?” Tom checked his watch. Five after midnight. 
 
    ‘Fracking!’  
 
    He smiled at the emoticon of a 3D yellow laughing head rolling around his screen. 
 
     I saw something about it on the BBC news tonight. The power companies want to drill underground and flush gallons of water into veins of natural gas and oil. It’s criminal.  
 
    ‘I know.’  
 
    ‘When I think of them robbing the earth of its natural recourses, it makes my blood boil. It leaves empty gaps under the land’s surface, causing all sorts of environmental issues.’ Sinkholes, for one.”  
 
    ‘We get hundreds of Sinkholes in the States.’   
 
    “I know. Pigs, right?’  
 
    ‘So what’s your theory?’  
 
    ‘There’s a company working on some land near here, fracking for natural gas. They began two days ago and someone’s reported one of the Henge’s stones has leaned thirty degrees. They’re accusing the fracking company.’  
 
    ‘So…you think the Perfects will turn up to stop the fracking?’  
 
    ‘That’s the theory!’  
 
    Tom puckered his lips and nodded as he typed his response. ‘Go for it, Lakey.’   
 
    She came back immediately. ‘I’ll let you know if anything happens over here, but if not, I’ll IMS you at our usual time tomorrow.’  
 
    “Got it. Stay safe.’  
 
    ‘Gotcha. You be careful too, Stoney,’ she answered.  
 
    ‘Hey, you know me…I’m goddamn fracking cool!’  
 
    Tom went into Firefox to check the news. It was the only news channel left now, but the government owned it, so it wasn’t always reliable. ‘The Perfects? Impossible! No such thing, says leading professor…’  
 
    “Whatever!”  Tom barked as he pressed esc.  
 
    He grabbed his backpack from the floor, checked to see his camera was still inside, and then flung it over his shoulder. Pushing the flaking-paint sash window further up the worn ropes, he put his leg through the opening. Tom grinned as he raced down the fire-escape to the stench and the sirens and the sin of his favourite city and wondered if that would be the night his dream would come true: To meet the Perfects face-to-face, and to capture them on film for posterity…and prosperity. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, in central park in the dead of night, the private eye looked like he was going to turn blue, either from a lack of oxygen, or more poignantly, from the reflection of the moon. The event unfolding before their very eyes was incomprehensible. Tom knew it and so did Jay Pullman, sat right next to him.  
 
    It was rumoured that the Perfects kept to places that offered the least exposure. Tom had heard stories about them appearing in the cities around the world. Hong Kong, Berlin, Paris, London and his very own hometown of New York City, but there was nothing about the sighting in mainstream media, probably because it was all controlled by the government, but the word on the street, the next best thing to the non-existent internet, was that the Perfects had arrived and that they were beginning their mission by whittling out a few bad guys. A photograph had been attained, but those who had seen it, said it looked as if it had been photo-shopped.   
 
    No, the pictures couldn’t be anything like the real thing, Tom decided, because the real thing was in front of him right now, and no one could have been prepared for a vision like that.  
 
    The first Perfect had simply stepped into the open as if it had walked out of a tree…or something. The illusion was incredible. One moment they weren’t there and the next moment they were. There was no other way to explain it. Tom was reminded of those crazy coloured pictures, which revealed a three-dimensional image after staring at it for a moment. Yeah, it was like that! 
 
    The next entity arrived in the same way, and then another. Tom had to wonder if they’d been there all along while he’d been introducing himself to the PI.  That notion alone was startling. 
 
    Within seconds, there were seven Perfects standing in a circle formation within the clearing.    
 
    About seven-foot-tall, their limbs were long and powerful; their hands and feet like blunt weapons, while their broad shoulders were rounded like great mounds of muscled flesh. They looked like men with no skin, not visible skin. Instead, they were covered in an impenetrable translucent film covering muscles, fibres, sinew, arteries, and cartilage. Their veins were molded within a landscape of raw flesh, pumping blood and making it look as if the blackness of it was racing around their forms like charges firing through live wires. The sinews in their necks were taut, synchronizing with the strains of their movements, liaising with their brains and the workings of their bodies, pulling it all together; collaborating with it.  Above it all, their heads were their guides. A visage of grey, white-coloured bone covered their delicate brains and the flesh of their faces, like a gladiator’s helmet. From the skull, branched protrusions, protecting the cartilage of the nose, covering the brow and the cheeks and the chin that pointed outwards, as if to go up against its authority would be to face certain death. Like a skull, two round holes perforated the moulded bone, enabling them to see with their penetrating blackened gaze.    
 
    The Perfects stepped into the clearing, where the people inside were screaming and cursing, looking as if they were unable to move out of the circle, as if an invisible, impenetrable force field was preventing them from leaving. The men and women were scuttling about like lambs in a fenced enclosure, attempting to find an avenue of escape, but there wasn’t one. The dark-skinned boy, still with his hands tethered with wire and a rope dangling around his neck was scrambling around the dirt floor, his eyes wide with fear, more than the fear he’d felt when he was about to be strung up and killed.  
 
    The magnificent beings went further inward, closing the circle, their expressions becoming dark and foreboding and their eyes revealing the intensity of their emotions. As their concentration mounted, the circle became tighter and the people in the centre kept on screaming as they foretold their own deaths. The Perfects stepped nearer, until suddenly they looked as if they were seven brothers in a rugby scrum. The screaming inside the circle strong arms became piercing and terrifying and just as the intensity of their anguish increased, it stopped, just like that, as if the people inside no longer existed at all. 
 
    They stepped backwards.  
 
    And revealed the void.  
 
    Upon the floor lay twelve cones of dust.   
 
    The Perfects moved outward like Greek dancers, their movements connected and fluid. In unison they kneeled down, pulled in their tight stomachs so that their chests protruded, and blew air from their lungs like the force of a small hurricane, scattering the ashes of the twelve cones over the floor of the clearing and into the air, like whirling dervishes.   
 
    The people who were once inside the void were gone, sent back to the earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    South-west England 
 
      
 
    Balancing on the tips of her toes, straining her neck to see over the top. Mia Lake stood on the bottom railing of the six-foot metal fence. It wasn’t easy. She was only five-feet-six and she was wearing crocks. Beyond the fence, around the perimeter of the site, a stretch of wild grass and newly established trees almost blocked her view from the road outside, but there was no mistaking what was going on; the oil company Chelron was about to start up their rig.  
 
    It had taken them three-years to get the necessary planning but last week, to the detriment of the local people, permission was granted for them to start drilling. The ruling was unprecedented for the energy sector in the Southwest and the petitioners had gone crazy with fury, saying, the government’s bold move was yet another slap in the face for the British people. A demonstration the day before had caused riots in the town of Devizes, Wiltshire. Several arrests had been made with eleven casualties, one a pregnant woman, so said the local newspapers. For the people of Great Britain, the general election and Alice Burton’s appointment had taken second place to the many disturbing events resulting from fracking.  
 
    Still peering over the fence, Mia heard a car pull up along the side of the road. She stepped down and kicked off her shoes, abandoning them on the grass verge. She wore a dark grey tunic adorned with a blue sequined logo; ‘I’m Watching.’  
 
    “Hey, Mia,” her friend called. 
 
    She waved back as Suzi alighted from the car.  “About time,” she shouted as she walked towards them. But then she saw the boys. “What are they doing here?”  
 
    Suzi laughed. “I asked them to drop me off, but they thought they’d stay to see a bit of the action.”  
 
    Mia grabbed her friend’s arm and pulled her towards the fence. The boys were whistling and whooping at a passing car filled with girls. “I told you this was a secret! Have you managed to tell everyone from school?”  
 
    Suzi chuckled once more. “What’s going on here is no secret, love.”  
 
    Mia wanted to slap her face. She may still do that. “No, but my theory of the Perfects turning up is.”  
 
    “Oh, chill, babe. You’ve gotta lighten up.”  
 
    “Lighten up? You know what it means to me to see the Perfects. Tom and I have made it our life’s work.”  
 
    “Life’s work!” Suzi guffawed. “Now you’ve seriously lost it.”   
 
    Mia felt her face redden. Okay, the statement about it being her life’s work was a bit over the top, but honestly, Suzi knew how important it was to her. Only the other night she’d confided in her friend about her constant inexplicable yearning to see the Perfects. She couldn’t explain it, but the feeling of wanting to know everything about them was so overwhelming it was like living with a drug addiction. She told Suzi she’d never been so serious about anything before in her life.  
 
    That was when she formulated her plan; to stay at the drilling site all night until the Perfects showed up. Once again man was stripping the planet of its resources. The Perfects would take that very seriously. Only a few years ago, Blackpool, in the north of England, suffered an earth tremor as a result of fracking. The week previous, drilling had begun, starting the process of fracturing the rock thousands of feet below ground to release gas trapped in a seam of shale running from Clitheroe to the coast. A week later, when the tremor came, the company denied accountability, claiming fracking was a safe process.  The word on the street claimed the Perfects had turned up, but that was denied too. 
 
    Mia turned her back on Suzi and went once more to the fence. She cast a quick glance at her friend who was now chatting to the boys as they lit a cigarette and passed it around.   
 
    Mia peered through the gap in the railings so that she could get another glimpse of the site. 
 
    Over the far side, near the entrance, crowds of demonstrators chanted and shouted their objections to the drilling. In the centre of the site, a huge rig, like a giant mast, took prime position, surrounded by containers, porta cabins and vehicles parked randomly within the grounds. Men were wandering around doing their jobs, and behind a partition, hidden from the frantic crowds at the gate, two men with rifles paraded back and forth.  
 
     The sound of the drill starting up made Mia stop breathing. It sounded like a high pitched scream. “Why don’t you come?” she said softly, praying for the Perfects to prevent yet another assault on the earth. Her voice faded to a whisper. “Why don’t you come?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    New York  
 
      
 
    Tom kept his finger pressed hard on the intercom to Jay Pullman’s apartment. His loft wasn’t far from Tom’s place where he lived with his mom, four blocks away on the Lower East Side.   
 
    He heard a voice come through the intercom. “Get your finger off that bell before I come down there and break every friggin’ bone in your body.”  
 
    “It’s only me!” Tom responded as his fringe fell across his face. Long hair for men was the fashion, which made Tom, just by accident, very fashionable indeed.    
 
    “Who’s me?”  
 
    “Tom. Tom Stone. We met last night.”  
 
    “Oh god!”   
 
    A buzzer sounded and the front door clicked open. Tom pushed his way in. He checked the mail boxes in the public area and saw J. Pullman. Apt. 5, fifth box from the left. When he alighted from the elevator on the fifth floor, the door to Jay’s loft was already ajar. It was the only apartment on that floor, so Tom had no reservations about walking straight in. He closed it behind him and wondered whether to fix all the locks into place. There were at least six. He made the decision to leave the door unguarded. Jay could put them back on if he felt the need, although no one kept their apartments unlocked anymore. Most of the places, from the tenements downtown, to the elite residences of Manhattan were as impenetrable as Fort Knox.  
 
    Unlike Tom’s mother’s apartment, Jay’s was interesting.  It was an open space bare brick loft, once desirable on the property market, but not anymore. Now, it just looked like the owner of the building couldn’t afford to put plaster on the walls. Still…Tom liked it. The spaces were divided by book cases and screens; some Japanese, some French, and some just curious, like the one filled with old photographs of female nudes, a collage of exquisite nudity in art form; not porn.  Tom scrutinized them with a self-proclaimed expert eye. The photographs were good, but they weren’t the work of Jay Pullman’s. 
 
    Tom could hear water running behind a wall fashioned from several old glass doors with peeling paint. Since Jay was in the shower, Tom decided to make himself comfortable. In the far corner was Jay’s bed; the base a foot off the floor, held up by stacks of old coffee table books. A black sheet was twisted into a knot in the middle of the mattress next to a single black pillow while the other three lay on the floor along with discarded jeans, a crumpled T-shirt and some black sneakers. In the far corner, a seating area displaying an old leather couch and two unmatched easy chairs. A brand new 60” wide flat screen TV dominated the centre (rightly so) and a scratched nineties coffee table held a game’s console, two empty Budweiser bottles, a wallet, a cell phone and a set of keys. Tom threw himself onto the couch and picked up the remote to turn on the TV. He placed his feet on the coffee table and surfed the channels while he recalled the night before when they had seen the Perfects in action. Today, it all seemed so surreal, as if it had never happened.  
 
    The Perfects were stunning specimens. They were immeasurably strong but Tom thought they also had an unthreatening and serene quality about them too, which wouldn’t have been the opinion of the people inside the void. Even though they had destroyed human life they seemed to know who was dangerous and who was not. The dark-skinned youth, saved from certain death, had shuffled along the dirt floor when the one of the Perfects turned to him, crouched down on his haunches and released the wires from around his wrists as if they were threads of cotton. The rope around his neck took one touch for it to melt away, allowing the boy to rise to his feet and flee. 
 
    Tom and Jay had watched it all. The whole thing had been mesmerizing and while he had remained transfixed on the events going on in the clearing, he’d abandoned his natural instincts to aim his camera and click. Instead, he had not one photograph -nada- not one shot to mark an event that could have potentially changed his life. Not one shot! A paparazzi nightmare!   
 
    When it was all over, the one who seemed in charge had looked across the clearing to where Tom and Jay were hiding behind a tree, as if he knew they were there. Then the seven Perfects disappeared into the night. The scene had been spectacular on every level. Tom considered it to be a monumental life experience, and Tom was all about life experiences.  
 
    “Hey, kid.” Jay was walking out of the bathroom through one of the doors. He was freshly showered, wearing a towel around his waist and rubbing his short hair dry so that it stuck up in points over his scalp. He was clean shaven now, unlike his appearance the night before when his five o’clock shadow threatened to grow wild at midnight.  
 
    Tom figured he was about thirty-five, but he could have been older considering the worry lines on his forehead. Judging by his apartment, he was single, with no wife, no kids, and no dog. He was medium height with a bit of a pot-belly, no doubt the result of many a midnight take-out and he had a tattoo on his upper arm with Carpe Diem etched onto a scroll. Seize the day. He also wore a gold wedding band on his pinky. Divorced, Tom deduced. “Your apartment is too cool, man,” Tom said. 
 
    “Thanks.” Jay went to the small makeshift kitchen next to the bathroom and its door walls. He was filling an oversized cup from the coffee pot when a buzzing noise reverberated around the loft. Tom watched him pad along the floor in his black leather mules and a black towel wrapped around his hips. He pressed a button next to the door and spoke into the intercom. “Yeah?”  
 
    “Honey, it’s me. Hurry up.”  
 
    He frowned as he pressed the button to release the door on the ground floor. He left the door ajar and Tom could hear the elevator ascending outside the apartment.  
 
    He went back to the kitchen. “What some coffee, kid? Soda?”  
 
    “Sure, thanks.”  
 
    Jay went to the refrigerator and pulled out a diet coke and tossed it to Tom before he joined him on the couch and picked up the remote.  
 
    When the woman entered Tom became mesmerised. She was beautiful with long blonde hair wild about her shoulders as if she’d just got out of bed and hadn’t brushed it. The strands fell across her breasts bulging beneath a white T-shirt and her ripped blue jeans were secured on her hips with a wide black leather belt. Tom thought she was the sexiest woman he had ever seen. Bar Mia!   
 
    He stood up as she closed the door and walked towards the kitchen. She was definitely familiar with the place. “It’s so hot out there.” She walked around the breakfast counter made from an upturned church pew and opened the refrigerator door. She spotted Tom just as she flicked the pull-ring on a can of sugar free soda. “Who are you?”  
 
    He went towards her and held out his hand. “Um, Tom…Tom Stone.”  
 
    She laughed as she looked at his hand protruding. She didn’t reciprocate. “Yes, but who are you?”  
 
    “He’s a friend of mine,” Jay interrupted from the direction of the couch.  
 
    Her eyes didn’t flinch. She was still staring at Tom with a grin on her pretty face. “You haven’t got any friends.”  
 
    “We met last night,” Tom said. He couldn’t control his eyes moving to her breasts bulging beneath her white shirt.  He took another swig of his soda. He suddenly felt very thirsty.  
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “Fran!” Jay interrupted without taking his eyes from the TV screen. “Is there something you want?”  
 
    Her musky smelling perfume still lingered in the kitchen when she nonchalantly moved into the area where the bed was. She sat down on the mattress and leaned back on her arm, crossing her legs while she drank her soda. “I’ve come to tell you I’m leaving.”   
 
    Tom’s gaze darted towards his new-found friend whose expression remained cool and uninterested.  
 
    “England?” Jay asked.  
 
    She ran her fingers through her hair. “That’s right.”   
 
    “When?”  
 
    “Tomorrow.”  
 
    “How can you even afford that?” It was true. No one flew out anywhere anymore. For one thing it was way too expensive, considering the cost of fuel, and for another, it was way too dangerous, considering the number of terrorist threats the airlines had each day.   
 
    “The agency is paying. Some people still have money you know.”   
 
    “How long?”  
 
    “Couple of months. Get away from this heat. With any luck England will be cooler than this godforsaken climate. I’ll be on location for a few weeks.”  
 
    “Good for you.”  
 
    The beautiful woman looked momentarily hurt, but then she recovered and laughed. Tom recognized the bravado, even if Jay didn’t.   
 
    “Yes, it is. And guess who I’m not going to miss when I’m gone?” 
 
    Jay offered her a wry grin as he leaned his head on the back of the couch. “Well, say howdy to the queen for me.”  
 
    Fran guffawed. “Idiot. She lives in London. I’m not going there.”  
 
    “What? She doesn’t move around, then? She stays in London and never sets her little royal foot outta it. Ever?”   
 
    Tom watched her drain the drink and toss the can into an already full basket at the side of the bed. She took her sunglasses from where they were hooked onto her belt and used them to pull back her hair from her face, before resting them on her head.   
 
    Walking across the wooden floor towards the door, she said, “For your information, I’m going to a little place called Glastonbury. Not that you care.” She turned and gave Tom a charming smile. “Tom, it’s been a pleasure.” She took one more glance at Jay draining his coffee cup. “Ta, ta!” she sang, and then she left, slamming the door behind her.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    South-West England 
 
      
 
    Mia looked to the sky. It was ink black, dotted with a zillion stars. She was alone now, apart from Charlie, sitting at her feet with his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. He was panting He but he couldn’t be thirsty since he had a bowl of water in front of him. 
 
    Suzi had abandoned her hours ago, jumping into that old double towed car with the boys. Two other cars had been hitched behind the first, legally permitted now, since the price of fuel had rocketed. The kids around the country had made the concept cool (what choice did they have?) It was ‘tow another car behind you or stay off the road’, so the kids met up at parking lots and joined up, adapting their pre 2019 vehicles into car trains to cruise the circuit.    
 
     Mia had been glad to see them go, but now, as the hours had passed and night had fallen, she couldn’t help wondering what fun they could all be having, whilst she and Charlie sat alone in the dark at the side of a deserted main road.  
 
    The petitioners at the front gate had long gone. They had abandoned their position on the front line, throwing their placards into the trunks of their vehicles and driving away; leaving only a few stragglers to keep the fire alight. On the site, a single porta cabin was illuminated by the solar power panels dotted around the area. A truck started up and drove out through the manned gates, heading to wherever it was destined to go. 
 
    In the centre of the complex at the top of the rig, a spotlight rotated like a lighthouse beacon. She could easily hear the drill screeching its way through the layers of earth and when Mia pictured its progress, she felt a chill in her bones, as she contemplated the earth being torn apart.   
 
    There was no sign of the Perfects. She’d been wrong about that. Honestly, how could someone like her predict the actions of those strange beings. It had felt good to get Tom’s approval, but come on, who the hell was she in the scheme of things? If it was that easy, everyone would be doing it, wouldn’t they? No, there was nothing to see there. It was time to go home. 
 
    Before she had chance to put the crocks back on her feet, out of nowhere, an unfamiliar feeling made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle her skin. She rubbed her hand beneath her dark hair as Charlie growled. “Something’s happening, Charl’,” she whispered. Yes, she could feel something... like a storm was about to be unleashed; an unnatural stillness and the lack of a breeze, like the earth was about to receive a deluge of something… She waited a little longer, listening for a noise. Then, as her dog continued growling with his face between his paws, not even thinking about it and charged by the desire to investigate, she stepped back three paces and took a run at the fence. She hit it only half-way up, but her hands grasped it in the right place, giving her enough leverage to lift herself higher. She flung one leg over the horizontal bar at the top and for a split second she seemed to totter there, like a knife balancing on the side of a table. Straining her chest against the hardness of the metal and holding on until she could manoeuvre properly, she pulled her leg over and let her body fall to the other side.  
 
    “Charlie,” she whispered, “Stay there and keep watch. Good boy. Back in a minute. Stay. Good boy.” Mia ran swiftly across the untended prickly grass, past trees reaching to the stars. She hid behind a sturdy elm, fearing being caught and thrown out for trespassing. Holding her breath, she waited for that feeling to return, a feeling that the Perfects were about to arrive. “It must be time,” she whispered. 
 
     It was.   
 
    She looked up and saw a Perfect on the grass in front of her. She saw another step out from behind a tree, another followed, then another... Within seconds, as Mia became rooted to the spot, seven Perfects were now pacing towards the centre of the works unit, towards the rig where the screeching earth, sounding like an injured animal, broke into the night.  
 
    Mia couldn’t take her eyes off them. The rumours were true. They were glorious. She had heard the stories, but the words used to describe their greatness and beauty, was nothing compared to seeing them in person.  
 
    One of the Perfects suddenly turned and looked straight into her eyes. She gasped. The light from somewhere in the distance mingled with shadows and the movement of the leaves on the trees, revealed an expression on his face. It was a look of kindness, not aggression and even though she took a step back, she knew somehow she needn’t be afraid.  
 
    They moved forward like beasts parading their turf. Mia was suddenly overwhelmed as if the breath had been punched out of her. She leaned down and rubbed her knees, feeling them ache from the brutality of her leap of faith over the fence, but then she straightened up and exhaled. She needed courage, she needed strength, and she needed more air in her lungs so that she could face what was about to surely happen.  She wished Tom was there, not just to see the spectacle, but to be at her side as a human buffer. 
 
    She kept her distance as she went after them, as they entered the centre of the complex. Suddenly all the lights around the place went out. In darkness, illuminated by the light of the moon, the Perfects stopped and looked up at the rig. Mia stopped a few metres behind them, going down on her haunches, stretching her hands over the grass to steady herself. Two men came out of the porta cabin holding torches. They shone them on the skull like faces of the Perfects.  
 
    Then all sanity was lost.  
 
    The men working the drilling complex began screaming, shouting obscenities at the strange beings. A security guard came from behind a partition that protected the view of the site from the entrance. He pulled up his rifle, aimed it at one of the Perfects and then he fired. The shot pierced the night as the bullet ricocheted from the body of the figure as if it was made of stone.   
 
    The guard threw down his weapon as if it had burnt him and along with the two other men, they all stepped into a straight line. They were moving as if they had no choice. Surrender was the only way open to them now. They looked dazed, with their eyes staring straight ahead before they halted and stood in front of the Perfects.   
 
    Suddenly there was quiet. The drilling had stopped. No more grinding, no more violation of the earth.  
 
    As she trembled, Mia saw the tower tremble. The two Perfects remained unmoving. The structure toppled and as if in slow motion, the rig crashed to the ground, stirring the dust into a frenzy. As calm ensued, Mia saw vehicles enter the compound, their lights flashing as their frantic engines broke the silence of the night, their screeching tyres whipping up the dirt around the fallen rig. 
 
    When she turned around, the Perfects had gone.   
 
      
 
    At nine am, Mia awoke to the sound of birds singing and the sun streaming through the gap in her pink floral curtains.  It was early, her parents were still asleep, but she needed to speak to Tom in New York. Like now! She put her feet over the side of the bed and brushed away a lock of hair. Charlie rose from his slumber and jumped onto her bed as he always did, rolling onto his back for her to stroke his stomach. She shook her head. What a night.  
 
    It was late afternoon In New York right now. She crossed the carpeted floor in bare feet and sat upon her revolving baby-blue computer chair. She stabbed at the switch on her Dell stack and waited a couple of seconds for the PC to fire up. Windows 12 was running updates. Goddamn it! Not now! She decided to let it run. Give her time to think about what Tom was going to say when she told him that not only had she seen the Perfects last night, but that she’d also witnessed first-hand an event that would surely change the concept of fracking. The Perfects didn’t want it, so now it was all the people needed to use as an objection to future drilling. How was Tom going to react when he found out she had seen them before him? Would he totally freak when she told him the rest?    
 
    She smiled as she swung around in her chair and went into the bathroom to splash cold water on her face. Her reflection in the mirror above the sink made her blink. She looked terrible, with dark patches under her eyes. She grabbed a neatly folded pink towel with Princess Mia embroidered on the front, a relic from her early childhood. She patted her cheeks and then threw the towel back over the rail where it fell to the floor. She left it there and tugged the cord to shut off the light as she went back to her desk in the corner.  
 
    The screen on the PC was still on timer. She did a quick calculation. “Come on, come on.” Her eyes became fixed on the blue rotating circle as she pondered the events of the night before.   
 
    When she thought they had gone, she’d turned about and ran back from where she’d entered the compound and where she could hear Charlie whining and barking. Before she’d reached the fence she’d been forced to stop abruptly as the Perfects stood in front of her blocking her way. For a moment she thought her heart was going to explode through her chest until the one that seemed to be leading them, spoke to her in a soothing gentle voice. 
 
    ‘Do you want to know more…to see more?’ he asked. 
 
    Mia pondered his exact meaning. To see more of him…? “Yes…Yes I would like to.”  
 
    He nodded. “Go to the place you call Stonehenge. Tomorrow at midnight. We will be waiting.” 
 
    Then they left as quickly as they came. 
 
    The computer jolted Mia back to the place she was now, in her bedroom, at home. She looked at the screen. An IMS came straight through. ‘Mia,’ Tom had typed. 
 
    She pulled herself up to the screen with a grunt of satisfaction. She began to type. ‘About time. Where’ve you been?’  
 
    ‘You’ll never believe it,’ Stoney wrote. ‘I saw them…I saw the Perfects.’  
 
    She paused. That was supposed to be her line. Was it true? Had they both seen the Perfects on different sides of the planet, eight hours apart? It was surely a crazy coincidence, unless the Perfects knew exactly what they were doing? She typed her response. ‘Me too.’ She left it at that and tried to imagine the look on his face.  
 
    ‘No way!?’  
 
    Mia was nodding. ‘Seriously.’  
 
    ‘Tell me everything.’  
 
    ‘No, can’t now. It’ll take too long. Text me off line and I’ll text you back. If we swap stories, we can save it for posterity, like a diary of sightings’. She liked the idea.  
 
    His words formed in the IMS box. ‘Cool’. 
 
    She puckered her lips. Now she was going to blow him away. ‘Not just that…I’ve got another rendezvous lined-up…’  
 
    ‘?’  
 
    ‘You heard me, Yankee boy. I got me a date with my very own Perfect and it’s gonna happen tonight. Beat that!’  
 
    ‘Respect! Xoxo’  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    New York 
 
      
 
    Jay switched channels. He was perched on the edge of the couch, flicking the remote, until he picked up the only news channel that existed. Tom Stone was slouching on the cushion at the other end of the couch texting his girlfriend on his I-phone. Jay sat down and leaned back against a threadbare blue velvet cushion, one he’d picked up from a flea market a few years back. He placed his feet onto the nineties-style coffee table as he gave the kid one more disapproving glance before he set his mind to Fran. So she’s gone. It was just a matter of time before she left him. She’d been talking about it for long enough.   
 
    He’d met Fran Shriver at a bowling alley four years ago, before the place got closed down. He’d been there with a client to discuss business while they played a few lanes. Jay recalled holding the ball below his chin, aiming at the pins, just as he caught sight of Fran out of the corner of his eye. To say his heart missed a beat was an understatement. The ball catapulted from his feather weight grip and trickled down the gutter until it dropped off the end, out of sight.  
 
    Fran had been doing a photo shoot for a magazine, modelling fashion on the lanes, draping her body over the skittle bars, dressed in a short skirt with a bowling ball between her long, smooth legs.   
 
    “Hey, Jay, buddy. Are we bowling today?” the client had shouted.  
 
    “Uh, sure.” Jay picked up his ball. With his eyes on the girl posing on the next lane, he inserted his fingers into the holes. He stepped forward to roll, just as she bent away from him and straddled the gulley in five inch heels. Jay pulled back his arm and fixed his aim on the pins in front of him. Then he drove that ball home to a strike.  
 
    When he straightened his back and watched her turn, their eyes had met. He fell for her there and then. Just like that! She said yes, when he asked her out and they’d dated for a week before they slept together. When another week had passed, she moved in. They were so into each other he had stopped working for a while, since all he was interested in was seeing Fran.   
 
    Then one day she picked up an assignment in California and everything fell apart. He had been jealous as hell. He knew her job meant social events and rendezvous with all types of people, but for Jay, the thought of her seeing someone else just made him crazy. To counter his Neanderthal attitude, he hid his feelings and pretended he didn’t care. It didn’t work out so good. She moved out just after she put her latch key into the garbage disposal and turned it on. It had never worked since…the garbage disposal.  
 
    Jay looked at Tom, at ease on the other side of the couch. He was still stabbing the touch screen. His phone was one of those old models from 2019. No one could afford the new ones any more, only the wealthy and privileged got access to those.  “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Huh?”  He didn’t even look up.  
 
    Jay poked his arm. “You. What are you doing here?”  
 
    Tom slipped his cell into his pocket. “Where better to formulate our plan?”  
 
    Jay tried to recall a conversation he must surely have forgotten. “What plan?”   
 
    “The plan for our next sighting. How we’re going to find them again.”  
 
    “Find whom?”  
 
    Tom had an incredulous expression on his face. “The Perfects. Who do you think I’m talking about?”  
 
    Jay pointed the remote at the TV and turned the volume down. “Listen, kid…”  
 
    “Wait…Shush.” Tom leaned towards the TV trying to listen to the news flash on the screen. “Turn the sound back up.”   
 
     “…so far the hostages have not been named and the Iranian terrorists have not yet confirmed their demands…This is Sue Menzie, Sky news at Pennsylvania Station, New York. Back to the studio for the latest breaking news…”  
 
    “That’s it. That’s where we’ll find them.” Tom stood up and slammed his soda can down on the table. “Well. What are you waiting for? Come on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom Stone and Jay Pullman walked into Penn Station through the 8th Avenue front entrance. They arrived at the bottom of the escalator on the main concourse without being stopped, despite several notices of restricted access. The cops were everywhere, along with security people, paramedics, news crews and a smattering of military. On the far side, areas were cordoned off with yellow tape and emergency crash barriers. People were being held in groups, giving statements, pointing, asking questions, speculating. The overhead intercom was functioning as if there was nothing untoward happening. ‘Trains leaving from platform 13, 14 and 15…normal service will be resuming shortly.’ 
 
    It was a rare day for Jay to be caught anywhere near a train station, the New York lines were renown for terrorist attacks and the crime was heavy stuff; the drugs dealing, knife attacks, shootings…they were everywhere, which is why most sensible people avoided them; like the damn plague. Penn Station in itself was a sad sight. It was dilapidated and dirty and while the electronic advertising boards still ran, it was like being in an oppressive cave with coloured lights.  
 
    Jay looked at the kid at his side. He was handling a press I.D card, checking out the areas he could gain access to, the ones off-limit to the general public. “Tell me two things,” Jay said, “What are we doing here and why have you got a stupid smug expression on your baby-smooth face?”  
 
    “Smug! Moi? I’ve got a plan, my friend.”   
 
    “We’re not friends. I keep trying to tell you that.”  
 
    A voice behind them made them stop. A cop. “ID, sir!”  
 
    Sir! The respectful term was part of the new clean-up-the-streets culture; to make sure the cops are polite before they shoot your brains out.  
 
    With a ridiculously confident demeanour, Tom handed over his press card. The cop scrutinized it and gave it back. “And you, sir?” Jay pulled out his driving license from the inner pocket of his jacket. It showed a mug-shot of him from two years back. Jay Pullman, Private Investigator.   
 
    The cop compared the likeness in the photo to the man standing in front of him. “Why would they send a PI down here?”  
 
    “City Hall requested me. I…I’m a hostage expert. They want me as a consultant during the crisis.” Any minute now he was going to get arrested for conspiring to defraud.    
 
    The officer nodded his approval. “Okay, go through.”   
 
    Jay couldn’t believe it. As he walked past the barriers with the kid at his side, he looked back with his mouth agape. “That cop should lose his badge. This is why we feel vulnerable!” They ducked under crime scene tape and entered the terminal, going virtually unnoticed by the people swarming around the place. “Why are we even here? I must be crazy listening to you.”  
 
    “Don’t you want to see them again?”   
 
    Jay grabbed Tom’s arm and pulled him to a stop. Now he could look at him face on. “Look, kid…Tom. I admit last night was kinda special. You don’t see things like that every day… but, kid, you’ve got to get over it. Do you hear me?” Jay wondered if he was even listening. “The Perfects can’t be found just like that. You think no one’s ever tried? If they don’t wanna be found, they aint gonna get found. End of!”  
 
    Tom wasn’t listening. He was looking around the terminal. “We’ll see! I have to try, man. I’ve been waiting a long time to catch the Perfects on film. We saw what happened last night and I didn’t get one shot. Not one goddamn shot!”  
 
    The passion in the kid’s voice made Jay soften for a moment. “‘Goddamn’ is it now?” Tom’s eyes were glassing over and he was smiling a secret smile. “What’s so amusing?”  
 
    The kid shook his head. “Just thinking about a friend of mine.”   
 
    “Well, if we’re going to get out of this alive, you gonna have to man up, kid.”   
 
    Tom was checking-out the waiting area on the concourse, staring at a newspaper stand, closed and covered with shutters. He grabbed the fabric of Jay’s thin cotton jacket and pulled him along towards the side of the booth. “Come on.”  
 
    Jay shrugged him off. “Don’t touch.”  
 
    “In a minute, when I say, head for that escalator.” He indicated a stationary staircase leading to platform 13 on the lower level. The mechanism had been turned off, allowing no one to travel up or down. Tom dug his hand into his pocket and pulled something out. He kept it in his closed hand while he scanned the station from left to right. “Go down as fast as you can. I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    “Are you crazy? Have you seen the security around here? They’ll stop us before we get past the second step.”  
 
    “Not if they’re distracted they won’t.”  
 
    “And what’s going to make that happen?”  
 
    The kid opened his fingers to reveal a single micro-dynamite firecracker and a small box of matches cradled in the palm of his hand. The action reminded Jay of his early college days when one of his buddies smuggled a reefer into the dorm. As Jay watched, unable to stop whatever it was he was going to do, the kid crouched at the side of the booth and struck a match. He held it to the firecracker until it began to burn. As they both backed off, and just before they turned to run, they heard it go off with a bang, like a single gunshot.  
 
    As mayhem erupted in Pennsylvania Station below Madison Square Garden’s, Tom and Jay ran for the escalator as if their lives depended on it. Down to platform 13 they went, where armed Middle Eastern terrorists were holding American hostages. It doesn’t get any crazier than this, Jay Pullman thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom’s firecracker/fake gunshot distraction had worked perfectly despite Jay’s doubts. The crowds, already sensitive to the slightest noise, scattered like ants racing from the heel of a shoe. The cops rallied around and pulled out their guns. Some kneeled on the floor and aimed while they scoured the concourse. Some of the people from the press kept their cameras rolling and their mics in place, their eyes darting everywhere, looking for a scoop. 
 
    And then there were those who didn’t go for it, the ones who’d heard a gunshot before and hadn’t equated the two. They remained standing, watching the crowds disperse from the area around the booth where a burnt out fire-cracker lay discarded on the floor.  
 
    In the meantime, in those split seconds, Tom and Jay had made their escape and as they reached the bottom of the escalator, they heard a yell from someone at the top. “Hey…hey you two…” Despite their obvious contempt of the law, Tom and Jay kept on running and they didn’t look back.   
 
    They went quickly to platform 13 where the hostages were being held. They dodged pillars, and benches as they moved nearer to the people sitting huddled together on the deck with the Iranians standing over them watching and waiting for trouble. When they were close enough, Tom pushed Jay into the recess of a doorway where they crouched down and remained hidden. “I must be crazy listening to you,” Jay spat with his voice levelled to a whisper. “Why did I let you drag me into this? You’re a mental case.”  
 
    Tom grinned “Neat huh?!”  
 
    Jay shook his head. What was the point in trying to reason with the guy? It was Tom Stone’s planet and everyone else just lived on it. “So what’s the plan now? Got your little water pistol ready?”  
 
    “Nope, we’re not going to need any weapons.” His arrogance left Jay reeling. “The Perfects will come and they’ll take them out.” He tapped his camera in the bag hanging across his back. “And that’s when this little baby will get the shot of a lifetime. And when I sell it to the highest bidder, it’s goodbye lower-east-side and hello Manhattan and an apartment overlooking the park.”  
 
    Jay rolled his eyes. “Got it all worked out, huh!”  Tom didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. There was no doubt in his mind that he knew what he was doing, and even if he didn’t, nothing was going to stop him from getting that picture.  If the situation wasn’t so crazy, Jay may have admired him for his positive outlook on life, but that notion only lasted a micro second, since Jay had seen it all and then some. What Jay knew, that the kid didn’t, was that life didn’t give you what you expected. It just didn’t work that way. And he should know. “So what now, oh crazy one?”  
 
    Tom shrugged. “We just wait, that’s all. We just wait.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    Stonehenge, Wiltshire, England 
 
      
 
    Being alone in the dark at an ancient megalith such as Stonehenge was something Mia had never experienced before. It was a daunting experience, leaving her wondering if she should turn back.  She’d considered it more than once, but each time she’d opted to head back home to the warmth and safety of her own bed, she knew she would not.    
 
    What was she thinking? If her parents had an inkling she was there at that time of night, they’d have a blue hissy fit. She’d made no sound when she sneaked out fifty-minutes earlier. She’d kept her headlights off at the front of the house and along the drive and let the car crawl along, until she was far enough away to put her foot down. Her little blue Fiesta didn’t get much of a run out those days, but her dad worked for Shell, so he put in a gallon in it every month ‘for emergencies’.  
 
    Tonight was an emergency indeed. 
 
    At ten minutes to midnight when she arrived at the rear of Stonehenge, her hesitation to leave the car and step out into the night did nothing to calm her fear of what may be out there in the dark. She was off the beaten track and away from any form of assistance should she need it. Nevertheless, with a whole lot of true grit, she alighted from her vehicle and stepped onto the grass verge next to the high fence.   
 
     Ahead of her, Stonehenge protruded from a moulded circle of grass, like a crown on a monarch’s head, silhouetted against the dark blue sky and lit by the half moon, like a smoking halo.  She had only ever seen the monument by day, but now, shrouded by the night and despite the chills running up her spine, she thought it looked pretty spectacular.   
 
    The site was closed to the public now, with just a few ‘Friends of the Henge’ keeping watch on the occasions they did open it, like the summer solstice. That was when the people arrived in their droves to worship the stones and pray for a miracle.   
 
    Mia glanced at her watch, aglow in the dark. It was her grandfather’s, an old Smart Watch which still kept time, despite nothing much else functioning on it. Apple was gone now. They went awry just before the stock market crash of 2019. Their losses had made a big dent in the computer industry and now they were just a by-product of Samsung. Mia didn’t know much about Apple, but she’d heard it was pretty big in its day.  
 
    The hour was approaching. It was time to get over the fence…Just before she found a foot hold and pulled herself up, she briefly wondered if it could be one of those solar powered electrical fences. It wasn’t. 
 
    Dropping down the other side, she crouched on the grass and rubbed her ankle. She’d been stung by something and now it was itching like hell. From that moment on she decided to stay away from any more fences. Two fences in two nights was enough for any girl. As she trotted along the grass towards the stones, her heart began to race in anticipation of why she was going there. Not only that; she was alone…in the dark. She suddenly wished she’d brought a friend, or Charlie.  
 
    Inside the stone structure, she pulled her fleece sweater down over her hips as she briefly wondered from which direction they would come. Feeling a chill in the air, as she pulled up the zipper, to her chin, the noise of it ripped through the silence. Her eyes darted around the perimeter, worried she’d woken the dead. 
 
    When she looked back, a Perfect was standing right in front of her.  
 
    She screamed and fell backwards onto the grass. Her heart thumped in her chest so hard, the whole of Wiltshire must have heard. The Perfects looked down at her from his towering height and for a moment she pondered why she wasn’t entirely petrified of him. Yes, she was a little fearful, that was true, but in the scheme of things, there in the middle of nowhere, standing inside an ancient monument, alone with a man with a skull face, shouldn’t she be passing out…or at the very least, running for her life?  
 
    A movement to Mia’s left made her remove her gaze from the Perfect and face the stones. Another Perfect stepped forward from one of the vertical columns and on his right, came another. As Mia’s head spun about, two more appeared until there were seven, all of them once hidden within the stones, like chameleons. Mia pondered the notion of them being there the whole time she’d been waiting. That freaked her out. Or maybe…it didn’t. Maybe she felt strangely comforted by it. That was what it was like with them, she could never explain her feelings.   
 
    The leader faced her while the other six stood beneath the lintels of the ancient stones, like royal guards inside the recesses of a fortress. “My name is Urigon,” he said. 
 
    “Hi,” she responded with a quivering voice. She put the flat of her hand against her chest. “My name is Mia.”   
 
    “We know who you are, Lakey.”  
 
    “Lakey? No… Hey, wait. How…?” Then she realised it didn’t matter. They’d picked up her on-line name. So what? It didn’t matter. Nothing really mattered while she was with them. “Where are you from?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and opened them again, looking at his fellow Perfects. “We were born of the earth.”  
 
    Mia shook her head as if she was trying to organise his words in her muddled brain. “What? How is that possible? You can’t be.” 
 
    He didn’t respond…He simply smiled before he sat down on the grass in front of her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkness beyond the stones made her feel like she was looking out of a window where blackness engulfed her safe haven. The moon filled the area inside the stone circle with a comforting warmth, leaving the night out there, dark and vast. Hardly a sound could be heard except for crickets and whispers and the odd break in the silence of something in the distance that was simply there. A truck went by on the A303 running alongside the site. Its headlights were on full-beam, lighting the route ahead. When it passed, silence and darkness reigned once more.  
 
    The Perfect called Urigon spoke. “You are permitted to ask me questions, Lakey. What would you like to know about us?” His voice was low toned and smooth, with a slightly foreign, continental slant to it. 
 
    Mia considered the prospect of having exclusive access to the Perfects. If Tom had been there, he’d be snapping away with his camera right now, but without him, or anyone else to back her up, it was her responsibility to ask specific questions, where the answers that could be reported back to the world. At least, that was her take on it. 
 
    “Who are you and why have you chosen me to meet you here? Why do you trust me? What is it you want…?”   
 
    There was silence before Urigon responded. “We have come to help man get back on the right track. Human life in this modern world is lost, is it not?” 
 
    “I guess.” She thought about that for a moment. Man, lost? Maybe. Their moral ethics we’re certainly out of hand, she’d always said that. Racial issues, politics…? Lost indeed, and religion, human rights, technology…the ice caps melting…Maybe Urigon was right. They really were lost. 
 
    “You must understand, it is the planet that is predominant in our thoughts and our actions. Not man!”   
 
    Mia got that. It was that man had done everything in its power to destroy the planet, why would the Perfects want to protect them? She wouldn’t! “You said you were from Earth.” She looked to the others standing inside the ancient stones. 
 
    “Earth is our home. It is where we were born, where we have evolved, where we die.”   
 
    It was hard for her to believe they could be of their planet? They weren’t human! “How can that be? And if it is true, why have you only just revealed yourself to us?”   
 
    “We have always been here, but before now, the concept of us would not be accepted by modern man, not in the real sense. Even now, they consider us a threat to their planet, when it is plain that the contrary is true. We have made our existence known in the past, but your people still have not connected it to us”. He smiled a beguiling smile.  
 
    Mia’s head was aching; about to become a constant throb. She placed the palm of both her hands on her brow to cool her skin. “Why have you chosen me to speak to? I’m no one. Why me?”   
 
    Urigon closed his eyes and suddenly Mia’s headache was gone. She felt well, actually, really well. “There is a reason we chose you, Lakey, which you will find out soon, but for now I can tell you we only communicate with the chosen ones. We call you Kudos.”  
 
    “Kudos?”  
 
    He tilted his head in one simple nod. “Only Kudos may connect with us. We allow no others. We must have boundaries if our whole existence is to continue on earth.”  
 
    “But why now? Why, if you have been here all along…wherever that is…why are you coming among us now?” 
 
    “We are coming among you now to protect you. It has not been easy for us to show ourselves, to go amongst you, but evolution is important to our father, and man’s greed has left us with no choice.”  
 
    “You mean because we’re destroying the planet?”     
 
    He had a look of sadness on his face as his wings slowly dropped to the ground behind his back. “No. The earth is all powerful. She will fight back. Man could never take something from her without suffering the consequences himself.”   
 
    “Why do you refer to the Earth as Her?” 
 
    “She is the mother? She will destroy you before you destroy her. Men are arrogant if they think they are capable of destroying the earth. They can destroy themselves but never her.”   
 
    “Then why are you here? If... the mother can fight against us, why are you here now?”  
 
    “That discussion shall be had later. At that time, we will meet with your leaders to offer them one last chance. That time will come soon.”  
 
    “Time?”  
 
    “Your people are about to commit the ultimate sin against mankind and the planet earth. We shall work to prevent that most destructive action.”   
 
    His comment shook Mia to her core. “And if you can’t stop them? What then?”  
 
    “Then a new cycle in earth’s evolution will begin.”  
 
    She could feel tears well up in her eyes. “Are you saying that soon it will be the end of the world?” Mia held her breath while she waited for his answer.  
 
     “No, Lakey, the beginning.” 
 
    Mia could feel the dampness of the grass seeping through her jeans. She pulled the collar of her sweater over her neck. She was cold now, but surely her rising panic should be heating her up?  
 
    “Again, why are you telling me all of this? I’m not sure I can deal with the responsibility. I’m no one. I’m just an average teenager! A nobody. What do you expect me to do with this information?” Since her headache had vanished, her thoughts had become very clear. 
 
    “You are to have a connection to the leaders of the world.”  
 
    “What?” She laughed at the irony of his statement. He’d mixed her up with someone else. He must have. “No, I’m sorry, but you’ve got the wrong person. I have no connection to anyone important. I’m just a kid!”  
 
    “The connection has not yet been made. You will know when it happens. We will help you.”  
 
    “Connection…how?”  
 
    “Soon you will know.”  
 
    Was this some crazy dream? “Look, why don’t you just do this without me? You don’t need me.” It was a good question.  
 
    “We need you to make the connection with someone who is unavailable to us within such close quarters.” 
 
    The statement was far beyond the realms of Mia’s reasoning. She didn’t know what to make of it.  
 
    “Can’t you just save everyone. Save them and let them learn by their mistakes.” 
 
    “We can only save the chosen. Most of the humans who are threatened by the leaders are not Kudos. If we are to save our planet, we can’t save them.” 
 
    “But how can you choose…” 
 
    “We choose the true of heart. Those who are good and worthy. Unfortunately, the good of mankind do not outnumber the bad.”   
 
    She contemplated his words for a moment. “What about children? They are true of heart aren’t they, and priests…people in the church…what about them?” 
 
    “We will save the true of heart. The priests…they are not all true and many of the children…we have seen their futures. They will grow to adulthood. They don’t know our mother. She doesn’t know them.” 
 
    A notion crossed her mind. “A little girl was taken this week from her parent’s home in Taunton. You can save her. You could kill the person who took her and return her to her family.”  
 
    “We know about Sarah.”  
 
    Her eyes were like orbs “You do? You can rescue her then?” 
 
    He sighed as if his heart was breaking. “She is within a structure. We cannot infiltrate structures. We can only destroy evil in the open so that we may send them back to the earth. That is our way. Their remains are used to nourish the planet, to feed plants, soil and trees, minerals, and natural products in the ground, used by your people for fuel. It is redemption for your people, allowing them to give their bodies back to the earth.” He lowered his head. “Sarah, and other innocents around the planet are compromised within structures, so we cannot reach them. It is our single regret. It hurts our spirit to allow it to happen…”  
 
    Mia remained silent. She thought about the little girl, Sarah. The whole country was looking for her.   
 
    “Today, in America, there are innocent hostages, held by men who would hurt them. They too are confined.”  
 
    “So the people in America; the hostages, you can’t help them?”  
 
    “No.” Urigon said with a look of regret in his eyes. “No, we cannot.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Sarah  
 
      
 
    Ted downed his glass of stout and placed the glass on the bar. The landlady called after him as he walked towards the exit. ‘You going already, Ted?’ He grunted and kept on walking. Three minutes later he pulled out of the car park in his blue truck, turning left on the main road towards home.  
 
    The police were everywhere.  
 
    It was just a matter of time now.  
 
    They were going to come and take his little Sarah away from him. He’d only had her for two days. It wasn’t fair. She was just starting to get used to him and now she would have to be taken care of.  
 
    He felt tears welling up in his eyes as he drove, thinking about his little angel. She looked just like the other little girl he brought home in ’69.  She had to die too, but he was younger then, fitter and more able of getting rid of a body so that it wouldn’t be found. She was still there; buried under the rough ground inside the aviary. It comforted him to know she would always be protected by his beloved birds.  
 
    Ted turned into the rough track leading up to the farm, wondering how much time he had before the police came.  
 
   


 
  



Chapter 9 
 
    New York 
 
      
 
    Tom and Jay remained silent as they peered out of the nook to see the hostages still sitting on the platform floor in a tight group. From the recess of a doorway, they heard the terrorists issuing orders, telling the people to stay quiet or be killed. A woman was sobbing. A man requested toilet breaks. A child screamed for its mother. The Iranians were yelling, sounding like they were losing control.  
 
    “So where are they…the Perfects?” Jay whispered vehemently. Suffice to say the kid’s theory had holes. 
 
    “I don’t know. They’ll come. I just know they will.”   
 
    Jay could tell that Tom Stone’s confidence was waning. “Kid! The siege has been going on for four hours. We’ve already been here sixty minutes, and still…nothing!” He looked for a glimmer of optimism in Tom’s eyes, something he could hold on to. But there was none.  
 
    “There are no trains coming through,” Tom said. 
 
    “Sure, that makes sense. The feds won’t meet these people’s demands easily. If at all! From what we’ve heard, they’ve requested their own train to take them out of the city. Our guys won’t do that.”  
 
    “But the hostages! They’ve threatened to kill them. There are children...”  
 
    Jay saw fear in the boy’s eyes. “Well, welcome to the real world, kid. What? You thought you could just get us down here and watch some sort of shoot-out where nobody gets hurt? You thought the Perfects would come and kill the terrorists and then you’d get your little pictures and everyone would go home? You have no idea how these things work, kid. Not a damn clue.”  
 
    “All right. All right. I get it, okay?!”   
 
    A sound from along the track made them stop talking. One of the terrorists was talking on a cell phone demanding a train to take them out. He threatened to shoot the hostages one-by-one if the authorities didn’t meet their demands. Jay could feel a bead of sweat trickling past his eye. He swiped it away with his handkerchief.   
 
    Tom spoke under his breath. “What are we going to do?”  
 
    Jay couldn’t answer. As far as he was concerned they were sitting ducks. The Perfects weren’t coming. Ever! 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later a train screeched to a stop alongside the platform. “They’re giving them a train,” Tom whispered excitedly. “They’re going to let them out. It’s over.” He rested the back of his head against the wall. The relief! Yes, he had been reckless, crazy even, thinking he could get away with a plan like that. Jay’s right to be pissed with him. But now it’s over. Thank God! A few more minutes and the terrorists would be gone and then they can get out of there. Okay, he didn’t have any shots of the Perfects, but at least they were alive, right!  
 
    The train grinded to a halt as the terrorists shouted instructions to the hostages. Sounds of voices filled the station as everyone’s temper and fear increased. Tom peered out of the recess. The hostages were standing, and he could see one of the terrorists with a rifle in his hand, forcing the prisoners onto the train.   
 
    “Damn.”  
 
    Jay pulled Tom back into the cover of the recess. “What?”   
 
    “They’re making the hostages get onto the train.”  
 
    Jay bit his bottom lip. “It makes sense. They won’t trust the feds,” he whispered. “The hostages are their insurance policy. Maybe they’ve promised to release them when they are far enough away from the city.”   
 
    Tom was about to dart out of the alcove. “Come on.”   
 
    Jay pulled him back. “What are you doing, you crazy…?”  
 
    “We have to do something. They don’t know about us. They’ve taken everyone’s belongings from them. We’re the only ones with a cell. We can help the feds catch these bastards.  
 
    “Really! You’re on a suicide mission, kid and I’m not getting involved. Not this time. No way. Besides, how can you afford phone time on a cell phone?”   
 
    Tom took hold of Jay’s lapel. “Don’t you get it? The Perfects have let us down.” He looked once more around the corner of the alcove. “These guys need a hero and Stoney here is gonna save the day.”  
 
    Jay shook his head and got up on his haunches, ready to make a dash for it. “I’m going to regret this aren’t I?”  
 
    Tom grinned. “Nah. Not one bit.”   
 
    Running with their bodies arched towards the ground, Tom Stone and Jay Pullman raced towards the end carriage of the train and placed themselves amongst the hostages, hidden from sight, as they boarded in an orderly fashion.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Stonehenge, Wiltshire, England 
 
      
 
    They had been talking for an hour amid the ruins of the Henge. The life the Perfects led was way beyond Mia’s comprehension; their culture, their survival, their history, aspirations…everything! None of it seemed real, and yet, without reservation, she believed every word Urigon had told her and she trusted him as she would trust the word of a lifelong friend.    
 
    “We live a simple life in a place no human has seen and returned from,” Urigon said. “We worship and live to sustain the mother earth, offering her our spirit and our strength of mind and body.”  
 
    “Mother Earth!”  
 
    He nodded. She sustains us too. We are all one spirit. She is everything we see and touch; every tree, every mountain and every cloud in the sky. She never leaves us. She feeds us and gives us her protection.”  
 
    Mia nodded her understanding. It was a respectful and solemn response. She guessed their beliefs were the same as her parents when they worshipped God.  
 
    “Why do you move in numbers? Is it to protect yourselves?”   
 
    “We are bound by the blood in our veins. We cannot survive without each other. If one of us should die, the other six die.” Solemnly, he turned his head to look at the Perfects standing beneath the stones. “We are brothers. We were born at the same time, on the morning of Earth’s winter solstice. We cannot function without each other.”   
 
     “How do you know about the siege in the States? Is it through our technology?”  
 
    “We learn a lot through your technology, but for the incident in America, we have communicated with our brothers. They have spoken to us as they often speak to us when they are troubled.”  
 
    Mia imagined the great distance. “How do you communicate?”   
 
    “Through the ley lines!”  
 
    “Lay what?”  
 
    “Currents of energy. Geographical alignments covering our planet. Our ancestors built monuments connecting them. This megalith…” Urigon raised his head, and swept his eyes over the stones, “was built on ley lines connecting sites of great importance to our culture and our existence; places like Avebury and Old Sarum.”  
 
    “You…I mean the Perfects made these monuments?”  
 
    “Of course…among many others around the planet. In a small window of time, our ancestors worked alongside your people. You call them the Druids, but to us they were Kudos. They were at one with us until your people worked to destroy them, sometimes by burning them alive or forcing them underground.”   
 
    “The Druids?” Mia gasped. Pagans, worshippers of false gods…They were Kudos.   
 
    “The ley lines are natural life-lines created as a guide for our people and for yours. They form links like veins, pumping life through the planet, circulating a spiritual supply. Your people dismiss them as myth.”  
 
     “You said your brothers in America were troubled.” Mia’s questions had no order. She simply took whatever was in her head and ran with it. Urigon was unfazed by her erratic interrogation technique. 
 
    He bowed his head. “They cannot reach the innocents who have been apprehended today. The structure has prevented them from connecting with the humans.”  
 
    “But surely there are many things happening every day across our planet that you can’t help with. Why are you so distressed about this one incident? Aren’t you used to it by now?”  
 
    She could see him smile. “We will never be used to it. It hurts us. It is an atrocity against our being. We cannot absorb or tolerate the hatred that breathes like waves through your culture. This is our weakness.”  
 
    “And is this our strength?”  
 
    He stared into her eyes as if he was never going to look away. “No! No, it is not.”   
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
     New York 
 
      
 
    The three-carriage train moved slowly through the tunnel of Penn station, out into the open.  The stowaways were at the end of the last carriage where some of the hostages were on seats and some on the floor of the aisle. Tom and Jay were crouched on the floor at the rear of the carriage, behind a row of seats. No one had noticed them. Their presence had been lost among the crowd.  
 
    An Iranian terrorist stood guard at the front with his rifle pointing at the people, ready to shoot anyone who gave them trouble. Permanent beads of sweat glistened on his forehead and ran down the side of his face. Someone said they could be ISIS, which meant big trouble for all of them. 
 
    “So, what’s next, kid?” Jay whispered as he kept one eye on the guard at the other end of the carriage.  
 
    Tom pulled his cell from his back pocket and pressed the on button. He’d turned it off just before he let off the firecracker in the station. He was pleased that he’d thought of everything. Not that anyone rang him anymore, but if they had, he wouldn’t have wanted it to ring and give them away. “I’m going to phone the feds.”    
 
    Jay reached out and grabbed his hand, covering it with his own. “If you’ve got messages waiting, it’ll ring you. Then we’ve had it.”  
 
    He quickly turned it off again. Jay had a point. “Okay. I’ve got a couple of seconds before it rings. I’ll go straight into set-up and turn the sound off…put it onto vibrate.”  
 
    “Well, you’d better make it quick, kid. I don’t fancy getting fried by these bastards.”  
 
    Tom nodded and once more turned on the phone. As the display came up, he moved his fingers expertly, going to the correct call mode to change the ring to vibrate only.  
 
     As an afterthought Jay spoke. “Hey, why didn’t you just turn the volume down at the side?”  
 
    Tom stared at him with wide eyes. “I didn’t think of it.”   
 
    “Man! Here I am…a sittin’ duck with a friggin’ technology expert.” 
 
    Tom glowered. “This is new for me too, you know. I can’t think of everything.”   
 
    Jay cast a glance at the guard with the gun. “Just get on with it.” He looked back and saw Tom pausing. “What’s wrong now?”  
 
    “What’s the number for the Feds?”  
 
    “For god’s sake. Just dial 911.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
    Downing Street, London 
 
      
 
    When Alice Burton made a private call to The President of the United States, it had been simply to offer encouragement. As it turned out, the call took nearly an hour, the longest she’d ever spoken to him since she’d taken office. 
 
    Alice,” he said when the call was put through. She imagined him sitting in the oval office behind his desk, rocking in his chair as she too rocked in her chair. Alice had never been to the White House and so far, she hadn’t been asked. Maybe now, with her second term in office, he’d see fit to extend an invitation. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. President,” Alice said. “I wanted to ring and offer my support during this awful time.” 
 
    “That’s very good of you, Alice. We’re working through it.” 
 
    “I’m told you have six different sieges across America.” 
 
    “That’s right, ma’am. Five of them in main train stations; New York, Los Angeles Union, Union Station Chicago, Cincinnati Union Terminal and right here in Washington DC.” 
 
    “Terrible.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The latest has come from our airport in Jacksonville, Florida. We have a lot of cleaning up to do.” 
 
    “Of course. If there is anything I can do.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    “ISIS is spinning out of control.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. But my people aren’t sure they’re ISIS.” 
 
    “Oh!?” 
 
    “Iranian extremists we fear, but we’ll have more news on that later. In the meantime, we’re trying to contain each location. The hostages…” 
 
    “Anyone important?” 
 
    “No, thank God,” he guffawed.  She knew what he meant. If they were average citizens they were expendable, but someone with a high profile…now that was a different matter altogether. 
 
    “While I have you, Mr. President, our other matter…” Alice looked towards the closed door of her office. The ‘other matter’ was as classified as any matter could get.  
 
    “I’m not sure if I have the time…perhaps we cold reschedule another call.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Perhaps tomorrow. 
 
    “Yes, tomorrow.” Then he hung up. 
 
    Alice empathized with the Americans. They were going through an even rougher time than Britain and the rest of Europe. She was confident the UK could never get as bad as the States, but frankly it may not even matter anymore. She recalled a story she heard once about the Great Fire of London. The city had become so rat and plague infested, so disgustingly inhabitable, the royal society conspired to have it burned to the ground. It had been the only way to wipe out the stench and the disease. By destroying it, they had something to build on, but first sacrifices had to be made.  
 
    A bit like the sacrifices the people would be making in 2028, if everything went according to plan.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
    Wiltshire 
 
      
 
    One hour after her meeting with the Perfects, Mia was soaking in a hot bath thinking about the most spiritually defining moment of her entire life. 
 
    After sitting on the damp grass for a whole hour, she’d requested they stand. She watched Urigon lift himself off the ground, using just the muscles in his legs as if he was weightless, or an athlete, fit and strong and healthy. He offered her his hand. She paused only briefly before she reached out, and then she gasped as their fingers connected. His skin was smooth and warm, his touch gentle and loving as if his fingers were caressing hers like a lover’s touch.  He pulled her to her feet as if she was weightless.  
 
    She stretched her legs and then bent down to brush the grass off the back of her jeans. “Earlier, you said your mother had left messages for us. What did you mean? What sort of messages?”  
 
     Urigon moved away from her and walked to one of the great stones supporting the giant lintel above it. He lifted his hand and touched it, as if it was a living breathing thing. “There are messages all over the planet, etched by her. Have you heard of the drawings on the Nazca Plains?” He turned to face her. 
 
    “Yes…I mean…kind of.” She recalled a coffee-table book she’d seen at her aunt’s. It showed giant drawings etched upon the rocky plains in Peru, in an area of about 37 miles long. An assortment of perfectly-straight lines, many running parallel, as others intersected, formed a grand geometric form. In and around the lines were strange symbols and pictures of birds and beasts all etched on a giant scale, which could only be appreciated from the sky. They weren’t widely known until the 1930's when an aircraft spotted them and claimed a striking resemblance to a modern airport. They had been constructed around 200 BC. “What is the message?” 
 
    “Simply that we are there to protect the earth, man and every living creature upon it.  The central image depicts a primitive drawing of a condor.” 
 
    “Incredible.” 
 
     “The most modern messages are the crop circles your people call fake. They are created by the mother. Her message there is clear, yet your people do not see. They complicate the simplicity that is before their eyes. Man is blind.”  
 
    “What are the messages?”  
 
    He turned back towards her. “You can see for yourself. That is why we chose you.”  
 
    “You chose me? Why?”  
 
    “You have great psychic energy. You are one with the Earth. You can prosper and flourish when you walk the lines…the ley lines. You are one of many, but tonight this meeting is for you. There will be no other until we send for you.” 
 
    She was about to speak. She couldn’t bear not to see them again.  
 
    He stopped her. “You won’t know when or where, but when we send for you, you must come. The moment is imminent.”  
 
    “I want more than anything to know more and to be with you again, even though I can’t imagine why you chose…”  
 
    “Not you. One other. A woman. She can help us.”  
 
    “Who is she?”  
 
    “You will know soon.”  
 
    “Can I contact you?”   
 
    “It is possible, but it would be rare for us to respond. Many have tried and failed. We are not to be used for your purpose. What we do, we do of our own accord. We answer to no man.”  
 
    “But how could I contact you…if I wanted to? Just as a matter of interest.”   
 
    “Use the ley lines as others have. Find a dousing rod, a stick that has fallen to the ground. You may not tear it from the tree. Concentrate your mind on your message and we may connect with it. Or we may not.”  
 
    Urigon pulled back from her as the Perfects under the lintels stepped further away into the blackness. The meeting was over.  
 
    “Wait.”  
 
    “You have one more question.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “You want to know the message of the stones. This place you call Stonehenge.”  
 
    She nodded. “Yes.”  
 
    “It was built to collect the Kudos?”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “It is one thing to look farther than you see, but it is another to look too far.” He regarded the stones at the side of his magnificent form. “Your people are either too blind, or you read more into things than is required. This is a symbol of that. The Henge marks the place between life and death, what is real and what is not. It is the middle ground, infinity; it is nothing. It is everything.”  
 
    “Please…” she stepped forward two paces. “Tell me what is going to happen? What were the messages for? Is it the end for us…?”  
 
    “Farewell, Lakey.” 
 
    “Wait, my name’s not Lake…” 
 
    But they were gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, at two AM, despite the soothing hot bath she’d had only moments before, Mia was on edge. She tightened her robe and gazed with longing at her soft bed. She wanted more than anything to slide beneath the sheets and sleep forever.    
 
    Instead, she went to her desk in the corner of the room.  She turned on her PC and waited for it to fire up. “Come on, come on…” She strummed her fingernails on the side of the keyboard. There. She typed in her password, Perfect 1. A picture of Tom larking about in Times Square flashed onto the screen. She was in.  
 
    She checked her IMS for message from him. Nothing!  
 
    She did the calculation. She hadn’t had any contact with Tom since yesterday morning.  
 
    “Where are you, Stoney?” Mia muttered to herself. “Where are you?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    New York 
 
      
 
    Tom could feel his cell phone vibrating. Text message from Mia it said on the display. The guard was only a short distance away. He should ignore it. He had more important things on his mind that didn’t involve chatting with Mia for hours about the Perfects. He could tell her about the siege, and where he was right at that moment, but she’d only freak out. He didn’t want to put her though that. 
 
    Only moments before, he’d sent a text to his contact at The Star. Tom had told him to get in touch with the feds, or whoever was dealing with the siege, and tell them that he was on the train, awaiting instruction. They still hadn’t called back and that was five minutes ago. Earlier, when he’d called 911, he couldn’t hear or be heard over the noise of the train, so he’d had no choice but to hang up. So far, the benefit of having the only cell phone on the train was no benefit whatsoever.  
 
    He saw Jay peer around the seat. Everyone in the carriage was silent. The only noise was coming from the motion of the train as it made its way through the city. They had already figured they were heading West, Pennsylvania way.  
 
    Tom touched the cell cradled in the palm of his hand, willing it to come to life. His thumb moved across the screen. View message from Mia. ‘Where the hell are you?’ It read as if the words were screaming.  
 
    His thumb worked efficiently across the screen on his cell. Reply Mia. He tapped in a quick message. ‘Can’t talk now…L8er’ Then he pressed send. He quickly checked his battery and the signal. Both were looking good.  
 
    A reply came almost immediately ‘Where r u?’  
 
    He touched reply. She wouldn’t let up. ‘On a train…NY siege…Hiding… Perfects no show!’ He pressed send.  
 
    Her reply came back almost instantly. ‘OMG’ it read.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
    Wiltshire, England 
 
      
 
    Mia wasted no time when she received Tom’s message. She knew exactly what she needed to do. The realization that Stoney was caught up with the siege in the States had blown her mind.  Only a few hours before, Urigon had told her they could do nothing to save the hostages being held by the Iranians in America. Nothing!   
 
    Earlier, after she’d left the Perfects, and travelled home from Stonehenge in the dead of night, Mia had turned on the car radio. The soothing night-time music was supposed to calm her; take her mind everything, but instead, she listened to the news channel, to hear an update of the drama unfolding in the States.   
 
    ‘…negotiations. The hostages are now boarding the train…’      
 
    Mia listened as they spoke of the terrorists who had requested a train to take them out of New York city and other cities around the states but there was something else…they were demanding US troops leave Afghanistan. It was an impossible condition, yet they had threatened to kill one hostage every fifteen minutes if their demands were not met. Within two minutes, she’d switched the channel back to Radio One.   
 
    Now, while her parents slept in the room down the hall, unaware of their only daughter’s plight, Mia ran from the house and across the large garden towards the wall that separated their land from open fields. She jumped, as she had jumped many times before, and sat above it before she pulled her legs over and landed on the other side. She ran across the open field, over rough soil with wheat stalks lashing her bare legs and keeping her eyes focused on the glade beyond. The moon was full and its light guided her, but as she got closer to the trees and it covered the natural light, she switched on her torch and shone it to the ground.  
 
    She slowed to almost a crawling pace just inside the woods, searching the ground for the one thing that would connect her to the Perfects. She shone her torch, and the beam pinpointed a branch that had fallen from a tree. There! She picked it up and tested its strength.  
 
    “Perfect,” she whispered.   
 
    The branch was large, but it wasn’t heavy. She held it out in front of her with each hand clutching the Y-shaped prongs as the single protrusion pointed out in front of her. She decided it was the best she could find, so she began to run once more, towards the nearby village of Avebury, where the circle of stones would act as her very own spiritual telephone exchange.  
 
    Taking the shortcut across the fields, with the branch cradled in her arms, she recalled Tom’s text when he told her he was on the train. Then she remembered Urigon telling her the innocents of the siege in America could not be saved. At that point, the Perfects had assumed the hostages and the terrorists were still inside the station. But, now they were out in the open, so as far as Mia was concerned, the rules had changed.   
 
    Earlier, when she was waited for Tom to respond to her text, she had searched the internet, Google, the only server open to them now. Many people avoided it, since it was claimed that when they were staring at the screen reading Google, someone was watching them. Two years ago a writer had been arrested by MI5 after he’d searched for some data for his new book. He’d Googled ‘terrorist’, ‘Iran’, ‘nuclear bombs’, ‘revolution’ and suddenly they were breaking down his door. He’d finished his book in prison after they’d banged him up for nine months for resisting arrest and perverting the course of Justice when he went on line and complained. That was the world they lived in now. Nobody trusted anyone. Mia took a chance on Google and typed in Ley Lines.  Only two posts appeared, a paper from a geology student somewhere in Coventry and another, a fact sheet in National Geographic. She picked that one.  She read up about the alleged ley lines, and learned they were magnetic currents of energy. Real in every sense of the word, scientifically. A graph appeared showing geological locations of the lines interlocking and spreading in their abundance across English soil and beyond, across the channel to France and further. In Cornwall, from St. Michael’s mount, two ley lines called Michael and Mary threaded their way across the South of England, crossing at a point near where she lived, the ancient village of Avebury, where a site of stones stood in two circles within a circle of green mounds.  
 
    That why she was heading there now. It was her only chance. She slowed down to a fast walk, as a pain in her side threatened to knock the wind out of her. When she saw the sign up ahead, ‘Avebury’, she picked up her pace, and like a trooper, ignoring the pain she carried on. She hurried along the main route lined with ancient stones, to the inner circle she had visited many times before. There, with little breath left in her lungs to sustain her, she came to a standstill and almost collapsed in a heap of exhaustion.   
 
    Mia allowed herself a moment to catch her breath before she once more got to her feet. The dousing rod, otherwise known as a branch from a tree, lay abandoned on the grass, between her parted legs. The moon was bright overhead, its luminous glow spreading itself across the green, making the shadow on the stones stretch across the lawn like giant tables. She had seen the Avebury stone formations many times before, but never in the middle of the night and certainly never when she was alone.   
 
    As her breath began to function in a slower rhythm and despite the adrenalin still coursing through her veins, her thoughts went to Tom when he told her he was in trouble. It was enough to ignite her energy once more. She leaned down and picked up the stick and holding the two protrusions in her hand while the third pointed directly out in front of her, she took a deep breath and then she closed her eyes and began to concentrate.   
 
    After a minute she still felt nothing. It wasn’t working. There was no spiritual or physical connection. She wasn’t going to connect with the Perfects and save Tom. It had all been a waste of time.  
 
    She stepped forward. Maybe she should try and pick up a signal first, like she had to with her mobile phone. Yes, that made sense. She took two more steps. She closed her mind to everything other than her urgent wish to connect with Urigon, to tell him about the hostages, who were now out in the open, waiting to be saved.   
 
    Suddenly she felt a strange pressure on her hands coming from the stick. It began vibrating. It was working! The force of the rod made her feel a tickling sensation in the pit of her belly. It was picking up some sort of energy force. She considered the notion that the rod was perhaps simply detecting traces of water from an underground stream. She had read that the lines travelled that way around the earth, like blood through veins. She closed her eyes and concentrated as hard as she could. Help them. She repeated. You can help them now.  
 
    Then, as if the Perfects themselves had shouted in her ear, a message entered her thoughts. Stop the train, it said. Stop the train.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Pennsylvania, USA 
 
      
 
    They’d been on the move for over an hour. From where Jay was sitting on the carriage floor, he watched the lush dark green scenery of Pennsylvania’s rugged countryside pass them by, as if he was watching a film from the front row of a movie theatre. Trees flashed past, rows upon rows of them, protruding to the sky like spears, to frosted peaked mountains in the foreground.  
 
    It was getting dark quickly now. The light was fading on the outside making the train darker inside since the lights had not been turned on. The passengers were tired. Their faces looked haggard and drawn as if this had been the worst night of their life. It probably was!   
 
    Two guards were now at the entrance to the carriage, perched on the arms of some seats near the front, holding their guns vertically at their side with the butts resting on the floor.  
 
    They were conversing in their own language, so Jay couldn’t understand what they were saying and he guessed neither did anyone else. Nevertheless, they looked scared, their eyes revealing their fear like a dog searching for food on another mutt’s turf.   
 
    Suddenly the lights went on in the carriage. Now all he could see through the windows was the reflection of the hostages inside the train. It was like the movie had stopped playing and now the lights in the theatre had gone up. Across from him, Tom was still playing with his cell, waiting for a call to come through. “Where are they?” he muttered.   
 
    Jay was also wondering why the feds hadn’t made contact. It was possible they were biding their time. Maybe they thought it would endanger the hostages, or maybe they didn’t believe it was Tom who’d made the call. There could be a number of reasons.   
 
    Jay had sent a text to a few people he knew. Fran for one. She hadn’t answered, which didn’t surprise him in the least. One of his buddies from the local bar had text back, ‘Yeah right, J. And I’m in the next carriage. Drop by for a beer, bro.’ He’d pondered for a moment if that was true, but then decided he was fooling around. Idiot! The only other contacts he had left were his shrink and his client from Wall Street, who’d sent him out on the stake-out the night before. He figured his shrink would simply demand extra sessions, which left the client. Jay still hadn’t got around to submitting a detailed report on the arrival of the Perfects and the potential hanging of the dark-skinned youth, so it was a tough call to make.  
 
    Just as Jay contemplated calling his mother, who probably wouldn’t believe him either, Tom’s cell started vibrating. Jay watched his eyes as the kid read the message. They were wide with horror, and his jaw had slackened. Jay grabbed the phone from his hand and turned it to face him. ‘Stop the train’, it read. ‘Stop the goddamn train.’                 


 
   
 
  

 Sarah 
 
      
 
    North of England  
 
      
 
    Ted Barrow checked his watch. It was three am. They would be here soon. He didn’t have much time. He opened the door to the barn and went inside, keeping his torch pointed to the floor. He made his way through the disused stalls, empty now since he’d lost all his cattle to the mad cow disease outbreak of ‘93. That’s when the farm went downhill. It had never recovered. He had never recovered. He’d had no insurance and the compensation from the government didn’t amount to much. Damn cheating dirty politicians!  
 
    He arrived at the interior door and unlocked the padlock, flicking the make-shift light switch dangling loosely from the wall inside. Sarah was lying on a mattress wrapped in an old grey army blanket. She was whimpering as she heard him enter. He couldn’t understand why, seeing as he had looked after her like a little princess.   
 
    As he approached her she sat up against the wall, hiding her face in the blanket, she was crying. He had to admit he felt a small amount of satisfaction watching her fear. It kind of made him feel good about himself. In charge!  
 
    Still, there was no reason to be afraid. He hadn’t touched her. He just wanted the company that was all. “I want you to come with me, Sarah.” He held out his hand and touched her shoulder.  
 
    She flinched and pulled back. “No, go away. I want my mummy and daddy.”   
 
    He sighed as he pulled the roll of duct tape from his pocket and scraped the end and he sighed again when he pulled a length from the roll. The tearing noise of it seemed to terrify her even more. She was going to scream, silly girl! He pulled her towards him and wrapped the tape around her head and across her mouth. Her eyes were wide with fear and that pleased him.  
 
    “Give me your hand.”  
 
    She shook her head so he pulled her to her feet with as much strength as he could muster. He was beginning to think her presence in his life had been a waste of time. The whole country was looking for her and that didn’t seem fair somehow. He only wanted some company. “Come on. Don’t be a naughty girl.”  
 
    Grabbing her arm, he guided her out of the room, before he turned and locked the door behind him. Then he stopped. A car was coming up the track towards the house.   
 
    Sarah’s eyes lifted from the gloom of the darkness in the barn. She watched his expression as the moonlight filtered through the gaps in the wood and illuminated his face. He had a look of disappointment in his eyes, mixed with anxiety that made him seem like a cornered beast.   
 
    “They’re here,” he said.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Pennsylvania, USA 
 
      
 
    Jay read the text on the phone with his mouth agape. And as he tried to digest the weight of the message, Tom was speaking with that sincerely annoying loud whisper of his.   
 
    “How can we do that?”   
 
    Jay dragged his eyes from the display and scrutinized the kid’s face as if he’d never seen him before. “What? Are you crazy?” Jay had to stop himself from laughing. It was probably acute hysteria. “You get ‘Stop the train’ from your little English girlfriend and now you’re seriously asking me how we’re going to ‘stop the damn train’?” What more could he say to someone who had a pea for a brain? “Why did I listen to you? How did you talk me into doing this? I must be crazy. My shrink will want to see me every day for ten years after this.”  
 
    A noise from the front made them stop.   
 
    Both of them moved so that they could look around the seat to where the guards were watching the hostages with their gun at their sides. One with a back beard had joined them from the next carriage, and now they were all talking franticly as he delivered a message. Now they were all shouting. They were upset. Very upset.  
 
    Jay and Tom watched the bearded one reach out to one of the male hostages sat on the floor near his feet. He viciously grabbed the man by the collar of his shirt and pulled him upright. The guy held up his hands and shouted with sheer terror in his voice. “Take it easy. Take it easy.”  
 
    The other hostages were starting to panic. Some started screaming and shouting. Suddenly mayhem erupted. A woman stood up and lunged forward to take hold of the man within the grasp of the bearded terrorist. A guard pushed her away and she fell into the crowd. More people stood, until the guns were raised and pointed towards the crowd. “Sit, sit,” they screamed.  
 
    It was then, at that very moment, as if in slow motion, Jay watched Tom rise to his feet, stagger to the side of the carriage, open the emergency valve plastic cover and press the red button.   
 
    The impact was like a truck crashing into a brick wall.   
 
    The train screeched to a standstill from top speed, deafening them as iron against iron clashed like crashing symbols in a hollow tube. All the hostages who were once standing were thrown onto the people sitting or crouching on the floor. The guards were knocked off their feet from the force of the jolt and the screaming and the crying assaulted Jay’s nerves like a piece of chalk being dragged across a blackboard.  
 
    Tom had managed to get back into position. “You crazy son of a…”   
 
    The train came to a halt.  
 
    For one unearthly moment, silence ensued, until suddenly the whole train erupted to a level of panic greater than before. The hostages were screaming and crying and the guards fired orders into the huddled crowd. “Silence…silence.” A bullet was fired into the roof of the carriage so that silence ruled once more. One of the guards yelled frantic and indistinguishable rants, while the other two went through the partition doors into the next carriage, holding their rifles aloft.  “What do we do now?” Tom whispered.   
 
    Jay shook his head. “Beats me, kid. I thought you had all the answers.”  
 
    One of the guards returned and took hold of the hostage he had grabbed once before. He was forcing him off the train, half dragging him, pushing him, screaming for him to move faster.  
 
    With the lights still on inside the carriage, no one could see what was happening in the darkness outside. Some were cupping their eyes to the windows trying to make out the movements of the Iranians and their single hostage. Everyone inside was quiet, except for the woman who had been pushed into the crowd. She was wailing. “What’s happening? Where are they taking him?”  
 
    Bang! A single gunshot broke into the night.  
 
    The women screamed, and the men groaned with disbelief while Jay watched Tom push his head back against the carriage wall. He was biting his bottom lip, looking as if he was praying.   
 
    The woman at the front was screaming. “Larry, Larry…”  
 
    Then Tom began muttering to himself. “It’s all my fault. It’s all my fault. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A half-hour passed. The guard, who had left the train, had come back on board, but the hostage was no longer with him. Jay suspected his body had been dragged somewhere and perhaps a call made to the feds. ‘This is what we do to those who don’t comply with our demands’…or something to that effect. He looked at Tom. The kid was sitting with his head in his hands, running his fingers through his mop of black unruly hair. Jay kicked his foot. “You okay?” He kicked his foot again. “Hey, Tom…buddy!”  
 
    He looked up at Jay like a little kid lost. His eyes were glazed, and his nose was red and moist. “It’s my fault. I’m responsible for that man’s death. If I hadn’t stopped the train…I’m never going to be able to forgive myself.”  
 
    Jay felt a surge of compassion. Yes, the idiot had got them into that mess, but…well, he was just a kid. Jay started to blame himself. He shouldn’t have let Tom get so carried away. He should have seen it coming. Now the kid needed a little encouragement. “Nah, it probably would have happened anyway. You saw how they were behaving before the train stopped. They had already picked the guy out. The only difference is they shot him outside, instead of inside the train. At least his wife and the rest of us never got to see that.”   
 
    A yell from one of the hostages.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Tom whispered.  
 
    They looked around the back of the seat to the far end of the carriage.  
 
    The guards were gone!   
 
    Jay leaned across the aisle to an elderly guy sitting nearby. “Where are they?”   
 
    “They left the train.” He looked as baffled as everyone else. “And they left their weapons.”  
 
    Jay raised himself from the floor and peered through the crowd to the three rifles, now discarded on the floor at the end of the carriage. They had simply been abandoned. He crawled over to the window, cupped his hands over his eyes and looked through the glass, where he could just make out the silhouettes of the five terrorists walking towards the trees in the forest next to the track.  
 
    Tom tugged on his jacket. He had that familiar look of excitement in his eyes. “Come on.”  
 
    Just like a kid, Jay thought. He was over it already. “What? Come on where?”   
 
    “It’s the Perfects. They’re here.”  
 
    With fortitude in his step, Tom barged his way through the mass of people crammed into the carriage, some of them now straining to see out of the windows to the darkness of the night. He reached the end as Jay followed, both of them heading for the open door. Tom put his foot on the step outside and jumped off, landing with a thud on the rough terrain at the side of the track. He looked back to see the faces of the hostages peering out from the brightly lit carriage, until he turned and ran towards the trees, into the forest and onto the trail of the terrorists.    
 
    Jay was just behind him when Tom came to a stop next to a tree. They were both out of breath and panting for air. It was the altitude, he guessed. That or they were both nervous as hell. “I can hardly see anything,” Tom whispered.   
 
    “Me neither.”  
 
    “It’s strange though,” Tom said as if a revelation had just hit him. “I don’t know how, but I think I know where I’m going. It’s weird.”  
 
    “Well. I’m right behind you, kid. And if you’re correct, which I hope you are -otherwise we’re toast- you’re going to see your Perfects one more time.”  
 
    “Yeah, cool.”  
 
    “Got your camera ready?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah!” He was grinning like it was his wedding day.  
 
    “Right, let’s go.”  
 
    They both ran ahead, keeping out of sight by ducking behind trees en-route, and darting among bushes. A clearing twenty meters in the distance stopped them in their tracks as Tom pulled Jay behind a tree out of sight. He signalled for him to move forward towards the edge of the area. There, they halted and fell to the ground on their shaking knees.  
 
    A feeling of deja-vu hit him. Only last night, they had hidden near a similar clearing in central park. Ahead was a wooden picnic table and a large hollow log, lying at an angle on the hard earth. The moon was up on that side of the forest, lighting the clearing as if a single spotlight had lit up an arena where a battle was about to begin.  
 
    There they were; the five terrorists, inside the void of a circle of seven Perfects. Two of the Iranians were crouched on the ground praying to Allah, and the others were standing, shouting undetectable words of abuse at the Perfects who were silent as they formed a circle about them.   
 
    The beings were magnificent. The power behind the strains of their muscles was boundless. Their legs were slightly parted like great towers of vacuum-packed meat, and their rippling stomachs were unyielding beneath chests protruding forth. The moon lit their features and as shadows became sucked into the hollow of their eyes, their expressions became even more haunting and terrifying.  
 
    As two Perfects stood to one side, the others each took a frightened man by his shoulder as if they were glued together. Five Perfects pinned five terrorists against five separate trees. The Iranians were hostages now and as each stood up against the trunk of an elm only meters apart, their faces leaned against the bark where the Perfects stood behind them. 
 
    The five Iranian hostages began screaming for their lives.   
 
    The Perfects stepped forward close to the bodies of the men at the trees. The screaming peaked as the muscles in the Perfects’ backs and calves intensified. They were crushing the life out of the terrorists until they existed no more.  
 
    An owl hooted from somewhere in the distance as a cloud of bats ascended into the moonlit sky.  
 
    Tom and Jay both gasped as they saw the Perfects step backwards, leaving nothing against the tree other than a mound of grey coloured dust worked into the grooves of the bark.  
 
    Then like icing crumbling from a cake, the dust fell to the ground.   
 
    Each Perfect used the heels to grind the ashes into the dirt below the tree. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, the men who had terrorized the people of America had been sent back to the earth from whence they came.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Sarah 
 
      
 
    North of England  
 
      
 
    Ted Barrow was afraid. Adrenalin was coursing through his body at the same time as the sound of his heart beating inside his eardrums.   
 
    Sarah’s frantic moans were muffled by the tape around her mouth, allowing only her eyes to demonstrate her fear. Ted had told her to be still, like a good girl, but again she had disobeyed him.  
 
    His plan had been to take her in his truck to a place where he could hide her for a little while longer, in a small part of the woods adjacent to his property. It was a small shed, which he had once owned before he started selling off his land piece by piece. But now, with the police about to descend on him, he knew he had no choice but to make a dash for it, taking little Sarah with him.   
 
    It was lucky he had been in the barn when the police had crept up the lane in their squad car towards the farmhouse. They had even dimmed their lights. He had to chuckle. They’d have to get up earlier than that if they wanted to catch out ol’ Ted Barrow.   
 
    Before they got closer, he had taken Sarah’s hand and pulled her through the back entrance of the barn and into the field beyond. Despite his age, he found strength in his limbs to pull her along, trundling over rough dark meadows. He had to stop when they were confronted by a hedge of knotted brambles, but Ted knew there was a wooden stile within the thicket somewhere.  
 
    He found it.   
 
    He moved some of the foliage and uncovered a wooden step, telling Sarah to climb over.  And as he followed, stepping through the hedge to the other side, there was another open field with a small babbling brook at its side.   
 
    Sarah was whimpering as he pulled her down the embankment, and as his feet splashed into the cold water, he pulled her along, until the water covered her soiled white socks up to her scratched and bruised knees.   
 
    Ted was panting as he splashed his way along the tiny stream and even though he knew there wasn’t much further to go, he suddenly gave up as his energy became so cruelly spent.   
 
    It saddened him, the revelation of being unable to take her to the place where she would be safe. He had only wanted a few more days with her. Just a few more days!   
 
    He stopped and stepped out of the cold water, falling against the rough grass verge, realizing he couldn’t go on.  He dragged Sarah down next to him and as she struggled, he pushed her face away, so he didn’t have to look into her eyes.  He pulled a plastic bag from his coat pocket. With a pain in his heart, he swiftly covered her head and secured the opening around her neck so that no air could enter to give her life. She was kicking and squirming, until her small limbs gradually flailed. Within seconds, her arms went limp as she finally gave up the fight.    
 
    Ted saw their reflection in the babbling brook. It was no surprise. He had already sensed they were there long before then.  They were giving him instructions. He had no choice but to lay Sarah’s head gently against the soil on the grassy bank.   
 
    Then he stood up to face them.   
 
    The Perfects were waiting on both sides of the stream as the water ran through the centre of their circle like a silver arrow. Ted walked into the middle, listening to their words, unable to disobey and as he waded he watched the water cover his legs to his knees.   
 
    The Perfects closed in. They were formidable, yet they were fluid and graceful, and as they neared him, cutting through the water with purposeful strides, they pulled together until Ted Barrow knew no more.   
 
      
 
      
 
    They crushed him until the remnants of his old, tired body dropped away in a cloud of dust to the water beneath their feet. His ashes floated along the stream in a darkened frenzy, where the water caressed the earth and swallowed him under its gushing tide.  
 
    Urigon moved to the side of the bank as his brothers waited. He stooped down and picked up the child, Sarah, into his strong, gentle arms. He took the bag from her head and rolled it into a tiny ball within his clenched fist until there was nothing left of it to soil the land. He locked his powerful lips to hers, so soft and yielding, and then he breathed gently into her mouth, slackened in near death.   
 
    She did not stir, but he could feel her tiny heart beating under her sodden clothes. Urigon lifted her up and carried her back to the place they called home; to Caer Sidi.   
 
    And as the earth around them settled back to its natural calm, one more sound in the distance broke the silence of the night. It was the sound of Ted Barrow’s one hundred pigeons, taking flight as they were released from their rotting confines.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 End of Part 1 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Part 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Perfect is my seat in Caer Sidi 
 
    Neither plague nor age harms him who 
 
    dwells within. 
 
    Manawydan and Pryderi know it. 
 
    Three organs play before it about a fire. 
 
    And around its corners are ocean's currents. 
 
    Above it the fertile fountain, 
 
    And sweeter than white wine is the drink therein 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 18 
 
    London 
 
      
 
    Keri Rains closed her office door and went back to her desk. She needed some privacy. The Prime Minister’s ‘open-door’ policy was becoming awkward for her and many other members of the house. In Keri’s opinion, the PM was trying too hard. Alice Burton wasn’t the first lady Prime Minister. She didn’t have to prove her worth by promoting herself as the people’s choice, not when she had already taken the majority in the election.  
 
    Alice Burton was already a week into her second term in office and again the walls were rattling under the weight of her reign.  A people person she called herself, but everyone who knew her, knew she was not. Just as she had in her first term, she was keen to try new policies, new housekeeping regimes and new staff incentives. She wanted to prove to the country she was all about people, ready to stand by the population of Great Britain and to turn the country around, to make it great again.   
 
    Keri sat down in her revolving leather chair as she picked up the phone. She dialled Harry’s number at work. “Harry Rains, please.” They put her through almost immediately.  
 
    “Hiya, kiddo.”  
 
    “How are you?”  
 
    “I’m okay. You?”   
 
    “You know.” They both knew exactly what each other meant. It was going to be Elizabeth’s birthday next week. And as they had both suffered the loss of their daughter, the upcoming event was on both their minds, as it was every year. “Yeah, I know.” There was a long uncomfortable pause before Harry spoke. “Look, Keri. This probably isn’t the right time...”   
 
    Somehow she knew what he was going to say. She and Harry had separated over a year ago. Their marriage hadn’t survived the loss of their girl. They’d tried at the beginning, but eventually they knew it was never going to be the same again. “What is it?”  
 
    “I’ve met someone.” He was cautious with his words, knowing what her reaction was going to be.  
 
    She wasn’t completely surprised. “Don’t, Harry…You need to think about Elizabeth here. What is she going to say when she comes home and sees you with someone else? She won’t understand.” Keri attempted to catch her breath, but her non-filtered emotions were spilling out of her mouth now. “We’ve got to try and keep things as they are, Harry. We talked about it, remember? We agreed.”  
 
    “I know. I’m sorry. I can’t help it.”  
 
    “You can. You can help it, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Keri, it’s all right for you. You have enough faith in her coming home for the two of us. I can’t be as optimistic as you.”  
 
    “Bull.”  
 
    “Keri…”  
 
    “Are you coming next week or not?”  
 
    “I’m sorry…I’m not.”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll go alone.”   
 
    “Keri!”   
 
    She could hear in his voice the discomfort he felt. Good! “Don’t worry about it, Harry. It’s only her twelfth birthday. Nothing special!”  
 
    “Look, stay in town. We can have dinner, celebr...I mean, just be together in a restaurant, like normal bloody people.”  
 
    “Normal?” She wanted to slam the phone down so hard he’d go deaf. “What’s so normal about celebrating our child’s birthday, when we don’t know if she’s dead or alive?”  
 
    Keri could feel her voice breaking. She wiped a tear from the side of her eye. She wasn’t going to cry. She was too angry. “Look, Harry, don’t decide now. We’ve got a few more days. But, if you don’t come, I am going alone. Elizabeth was born on the solstice and so that’s where I’m going to be, just like we’ve always gone for her past two birthdays.” She took a breath. “And when that sun comes up over Stonehenge, I’m going to be praying for the both of us, because you won’t be there with me.”  
 
    Son-of-a… she thought as she slammed down the phone.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 19 
 
    Wiltshire, England 
 
      
 
    On the 1st June, Mia was once more at Stonehenge. It wasn’t so much a duty, but more like she knew she just had to be there. It had been a week since she last saw the Perfects; a week since Tom had emerged safely from the siege in New York City; and it had been a week since she’d begun her quest to seek out the Perfects so that she could see their world, maybe even stay there with them. If they’d let her. The only person she’d told about her decision was Tom. As far as her parents knew, she was off glamping with her friends from school. She’d asked Tom to go with her, but he wouldn’t entertain it. ‘But I’ve told you all I know,’ Mia wrote when she’d messaged him. ‘How can you not want to come with me? How could you not want to get away from this crazy existence in this crazy world? How could you not want to be with them? How can you not want that?’ She didn’t get it.   
 
    His response was flippant, but that was just Tom. ‘I don’t think so. I’d miss my X-box.” She’d imagined him grinning at his own senseless wit.  
 
    He irritated her beyond belief. He wouldn’t take her seriously. Yes, not many people would just up and leave their family and their normal existence to go live with the Perfects. It was weird, but that was what she was prepared to do. She couldn’t fight it. She didn’t want to fight it. She just wanted to be with them. When she’d sat with Urigon and he’d told her about the Perfects and where they lived, she was breathless with excitement. Their world sounded pure and beautiful, not of this place, a dimension that no one could access unless the Perfects wanted them to.  
 
     ‘Well, I don’t care what you say. I’m going…if they’ll let me.’  
 
    ‘How are you going to get them to do that? You know what they said. They will contact you when the time is right. You’ve been at Stonehenge every night for a week and they still haven’t responded to your vibes.’  
 
    He’d highlighted ‘vibes’ with inverted commas. Sarcastic idiot! ‘They’re not vibes. I use a dousing rod to communicate through the ley-lines. It’s how I told you, Tom.’  
 
    ‘Look, hun, I’ve gotta go. Speak tomorrow, okay?’ 
 
    ‘What…? Oh, whatever, Stoney!’ she’d snarled as she pressed send.  
 
    After she’d stabbed her phone to turn it off, she hadn’t talked to him since. Who needed it?   
 
    Now with Charlie at her side, Mia was camped in an open field with a bunch of avid pagan worshippers and Glastonbury travellers, all waiting for the day of the summer solstice when the sun would rise and shine through the stones. It was the best place she could locate herself. The Perfects had told her the Henge meant something, that it was the place between life and death, perhaps a gateway to another dimension.  That was her take on it. The summer solstice was pending. Where better to be if she wanted to reconnect with the Perfects. Surely this was the place to be. There was no question in her mind.  
 
    It was a barmy Tuesday evening when she began rummaging through her supplies in her rucksack. She put her hands on a large bottle of mineral water.  ‘Yes,” she sang. She thought she’d run out. The final bottle was a life saver since she was dying for a cup of tea. When she looked up a strange figure was standing right next to her.  She sat with her hand on her chest. “You frightened the hell out of me.”  
 
    “Sorry,” he said.   
 
    He was a traveller by the looks of his clothes. He was old, maybe seventy, she guessed, although if it hadn’t been for the startling lines on his face from too much sun, he could have been younger. He was tall and thin and he had a straggled, knotted grey beard falling in two pieces from his chin to the length of his scrawny neck. There, entwined in his hair, and around his neck, strings of coloured beads dangled next to lengths of frayed leather twine holding various emblems and stones. On his head he wore a striped woolly beanie, pulled down over his ears where wisps of grey hair hung from the side and down his back, tied like the knots of his beard. Mia was struck by his vivid blue eyes, even though the whites around them had turned yellow with age. She imagined he would have been okay looking in his day. Now, however, he smelled, like he hadn’t washed for a decade. Or four!  
 
    “Do you want something?” Mia asked. She was cautious as she always was when someone got too close to her on the overcrowded camp site. Those days nowhere was safe when you were a girl alone. So said her father when he presented her with a rape alarm. “Some tea,” he said. His accent was West Country mixed with a hint of Welsh.  
 
    “Oh, sure. I have tea bags. Is that ok?” She took a handful of tea bags from her small supply box. 
 
    He held out some coins in the flat of his hand. “I can pay.” 
 
    “Oh! No that’s okay. Take them.”  
 
    “I was just going to brew up.” Damn that sounded like an invitation for him to join her.  
 
    “And I have water.” His eyes went to a van, parked six random pitches towards the centre of the field. It was a relic of a bygone age, with hand-painted patterns, now rusted over, with some parts sanded and not yet sprayed. It reminded Mia of the Scooby-Doo van, from an old TV show they ran on Channel 4. It was definitely a relic of the flower power age. “I can bring you some,” he said.  
 
    “Oh, you mustn’t worry, I’m…” she watched him strut towards his van, “...fine!”  
 
    His back was slightly hunched at the shoulders, as if he’d spent his whole life stooping at the waist, and his trousers hung off him, held up by a tightly buckled frayed leather belt around his hips. He had no arse to speak of.  
 
    She tidied away some cups inside her camp. Camp! It was a small inflatable tent with every possible modern-day home comfort. Hers, amongst the others in the field, felt like an advert for Camping World. Where others in the field burned real fires, Mia had a camping stove. Where others lit candles, she had a blue gas lantern. Where they boiled water from rusted cauldrons, she had a brand new shiny kettle, and where the other campers walked around in bare feet or old worn sandals, she kept her slippers on. Now that she was there, she just wished she hadn’t gone out and bought everything from new. Thanks, daddy. 
 
    The strange hippie man returned with a white plastic drum half-filled with water. “Hand me your kettle,” he said.  
 
    She obliged and watched him top it up before he screwed the plastic cap back on the canister and tightened it as tight as could be. His water was so precious he wouldn’t spill a drop.   
 
    “Thank you.” He stood watching her with his hands tucked into the front pockets of his jeans, as she turned on the gas under the kettle and perched on her little camping stool.  “Okay if I join you?” he asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes…of course.” She proffered a hand to a patch of grass the other side of the stove.  
 
    “Are you sure?” he waited for her to assure him. She appreciated his manners a lot.  
 
    “Please…Take a pew.”  
 
    He lowered himself down and sat cross-legged on the grass. She noticed his brown weathers fingers, adorned with silver rings and embellishments. He had six beaded thongs around his wrist but no watch. “My name is Jesus,” he said.  
 
    “Huh? Excuse me?”  
 
    He nodded and smiled. “I’m used to that reaction. I had it changed by deed poll in ‘89.  
 
    Mia laughed. “My parents were around in the eighties.” She thought of her mother and father, and how they were always so busy with their careers. It suddenly occurred to her to question why they hadn’t talked more about the past. The last century was a vague memory to most people those days. Life had moved on, and not in a good way, some would say. In the nineteen eighties the people were more liberated. Apparently computers hadn’t even begun to roll out in domestic homes, I-pads and I-phones a futuristic device that would have been considered impossible. A mindset like that was hard to imagine. Her parents still had their old collection of CD’s stored in the attic; round plastic discs that played ‘albums’. No one made albums anymore. Most of the music since 2016 were downloads from the internet and while their quality of life had taken a downturn, after the world recession of 1919, everyone now just listened to old music and watched old TV shows. They had nothing new since the entertainment industry had collapsed. Although there was some talk of garage music making a comeback.    
 
    The kettle boiled. She switched off the gas and poured the steaming water into the two cups where inside tea bags dangled from a tagged piece of string. “So...um…Jesus,” she struggled with the name. It didn’t sound right. Kind of blasphemous! “Have you always been on the road?”  
 
    He nodded as he wrapped his stained nicotine fingers around the steaming cup. “All my life.”  
 
    “What about your family? Are you married?”   
 
    He bowed his head. “I had a wife, but she died.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Mia watched him look away, to the people gathering around their own camp fires. Some were chanting, and some were strumming guitars. Most of them were eating and all of them had a drink in their hands. The atmosphere in the field on the opposite side of the road to where Stonehenge stood was earthly and wholesome and pleasantly atmospheric. Ove the past week Mia had begun to feel like she belonged there, despite her brand new camping equipment standing out like a shiny new pin in a field full of aged artefact. 
 
    “Ever heard of the Battle of the Beanfield?” Jesus asked.  
 
    ‘No.”  
 
     He plucked at a tuft of grass. “1985 it was. Forty years ago. There were about six-hundred of us. We came every year for the solstice, but that year we were prevented from reaching the Henge. We still don’t know why. There was speculation...We know it was by order of the government. That was the Thatcher years. You weren’t born then. Some said Maggie endorsed the attack.”  
 
    “Attack? What happened?”   
 
    “The police were waiting for us. Thirteen-hundred of ‘em with riot shields and truncheons. They smashed our vehicles, hit our women while they carried children in their arms, and pinned the men to the ground like they were dogs...” He shrugged. “We were peaceful. The attack was unprovoked and unnecessary.” He looked as if he was staring into the past, as if he could see what happened in his mind’s eye like it had happened yesterday. “I was twenty-two at the time and my wife was just nineteen.”  
 
    He sipped his coffee and offered a nod of approval at the taste. He continued with his story. “It was a travesty. No one has ever got over it. It was one of those ‘public outcry’ things, where the press got involved and the public offered an opinion of outrage, until the next event and they forgot about it and moved on. Everyone they arrested were eventually let go without charge.” He shook his head and laughed with irony. “They filled up all the cells in the whole of the South-West, just to accommodate all those they’d arrested.” He looked around him as he spoke. He did that a lot, as if he was checking no one was going to rob him or his van. “There wasn’t even an inquiry.”  
 
    “And what about you…?” That name of his! She couldn’t say it. “What happened to you?”  
 
    “They took my wife away from me. Shanna, her name was. She was five-months pregnant and I watched them drag her across the field. I was pinned down on the grass with one of the copper’s boots on my head.” He pointed to a small indent on the side of his skull. “See that. That’s what those bast’...Excuse me. That’s what they did.”  
 
    “What happened to your wife?”  
 
    “We found each other two days later. Our van had been wrecked so we had nowhere to go. Then she miscarried.”   
 
    “Oh my goodness! That’s terrible.”  
 
    He pulled his hat off and offered a solemn nod of the head. Underneath, his greasy hair was thin on top and dark grey. “She died two years after that. Cancer it was. She wouldn’t have any treatment, so I brought her here to die. She went on the solstice of ‘88.”  
 
    Mia was staring into her coffee. She could see the sun going down in its reflection like a tiny orange ball of light rippling in her cup. She thought about Jesus and the hard life he’d had.  
 
    “You got any more of that tea?” Jesus asked.  
 
    “Yes! I most certainly have,” she said, resolute. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 20 
 
    New York 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Pi,” Tom said enthusiastically when Jay answered the phone.   
 
    His new friend’s voice came back sounding pretty cheerful. “Can you stop calling me that? I’m not an pumpkin.”  
 
    “Hey, you’re quick this morning, considering the state you were in last night.”  
 
    “Don’t know what you’re talking about, kid. Moi?”  
 
    Tom chuckled. “So…are you going?” Tom had already guessed the answer to that.  
 
    “Going where?”  
 
    Yeah, he knew it. “England.”   
 
    “Why would I want to go to that foreign country?”  
 
    “Ha, after all you said last night. You’re not going to go are you?” He knew it!  
 
    “Kid, I had a gut-full last night. I could have said anything.”  
 
    “You said you were going to get her back…Fran, I mean. You said you couldn’t live without her anymore and that you were going to England to find her and ask her to marry you.”  
 
    “I’m not the marrying kind, kid, believe me.”  
 
    “So you’re not going?”  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    Tom knew it! “Tosser!” he spat, before he ended the call.  
 
    Despite the abrupt end to their conversation, the two of them had become good buddies over the past week. They’d hung out together practically every day, usually in Jays loft. Jay still treated Tom like a kid, but Tom was used to that now and he couldn’t visualize it changing anytime soon.   
 
    The night of the siege had sealed the deal on their allegiance when they saw the Perfects take out the terrorists.  After they’d finished blowing away the ashes of the five men and disappeared into the forest, Tom and Jay had made their way back to the train.   
 
    Most of the hostages were still on-board wondering what to do. Some had run away and hidden in the trees, while the rest stood outside the carriages, huddled together in groups. When Tom and Jay walked out of the woods, they fired questions at them, asking where the terrorists were and what was going to happen next?  
 
    “Where’s the driver?” Jay shouted into the jostling crowd, as more of the hostages emerged from the train.  
 
    “Here.” A guy dressed in an Amtrak uniform stepped forward.   
 
    “Man,” Jay shook his head. “I’m kinda glad you didn’t, but why the hell didn’t you just get the train outta here when we were gone?”  
 
    The driver looked from left to right as his bushy eyebrows moved up and down on his forehead like black crawling caterpillars. “I didn’t know if I should. I didn’t know...”  
 
    When the train pulled in at that next station, no one had been more surprised than the cops and the press, as the head count included two additional civilians after counting the one dead.  
 
    That was over a week ago and since then Jay and Tom had talked to the feds, the police and the press, and spent many hours doing interviews and features. It had been one crazy week.  
 
    Last night, they had gone to a bar down a backstreet near Jay’s apartment. He called it his local. By midnight, Jay had drunk himself into oblivion, until he passed out in the comfort of his own home, where Tom had dragged him. 
 
    That morning, as if Jay backing out of the England trip wasn’t enough to ruin his day, along with regretting every minute that he hadn’t taken a single picture of the Perfects when he had a chance, Mia had gone off on some crusade to Stonehenge where Tom couldn’t reach her unless she wanted to be reached.   
 
    Life was a bomb, Tom Stone thought, as he slammed the door to his room and once more left his mom’s apartment through his window, to go onto the streets of New York City. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jay Pullman began to wish he’d never woken up that morning. What with a mighty hang-over and a call from the kid, shouting the odds down the phone at him. It was too much, especially when he’d only managed to drink two cups of black coffee so far. He pushed himself to walk into the kitchen area. His feet dragged along the floor, scraping the bottom of his black leather mules, a Christmas gift from his mother.  He pulled the coffee pot from the hotplate and poured himself another cup and when he sat down on the couch and put his feet up on the table, his memory of the night before started to unfold. He’d felt like drowning his sorrows, since he’d realized he was missing Fran more than he cared to admit. The beers and the chasers, and the girl who’d poured herself all over him, the one who looked like Fran with something missing.  
 
    Fran! He had tried to reach her but she wouldn’t take his calls. He’d lost count of the number of texts he’d sent her, the number of messages he’d left. But she still hadn’t responded. It was like she’d disappeared off the face of the earth.  
 
    The phone rang again. It was the kid, calling from his cell. “So, are we going to England or not?” he said.  
 
    Jay grinned. He was impressed with the kid’s resilience to his bad humour. “Yeah. I must be crazy, but yes, we’re going to England.”  
 
    “Great.”  
 
    “Hey, hold on there. Who said you were coming?”  
 
    “You did, last night. You said you couldn’t live without me.”  
 
    “You’ve gotta be kidding.”  
 
    “Nope. And by the way, I can’t afford it, so you’re picking up the tab.”  
 
    The phone went dead.   
 
    Okay, so this is it, Jay thought. I’m gonna come and get you, Fran Shriver. At great expense I’m bringing you back to New York where you belong and I’m not taking no for an answer. He picked up his cup, closed his eyes, shook his head, and took a long gulp of his hot black coffee. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 21 
 
    Wiltshire, England 
 
      
 
    Mia took her nine o’clock walk up to the stones, as she had every morning since she’d arrived ten days before. It was a pleasant ritual. She felt such peace and calm within the circle that she often thought, when it was all over, how much she was going to miss being there. Each time she went to the Henge and closed her eyes, she played back in her mind the meeting she’d had with Urigon and the amazing things he’d revealed; like the bond they had with one another. How seven Watchers were brothers, inseparable and indestructible, never apart.    
 
    The morning mist covered the top of the slope and the circle of stones, still not burnt away by the sun. It was always a breath-taking sight when she walked up in the morning. Somehow it looked different every time she saw it.  
 
    There weren’t many people milling about at that hour, but generally, at other times of the day most of them were eager to be among the stones before the dawn of the summer solstice in a week’s time. Some of them chanted and danced, in tune to homemade wooden instruments. They made such strange movements, that Mia couldn’t help chuckling to herself at their devotion to the pagan rituals. The truth was, to Mia it just all seemed a little over-the-top. It was just a little too extreme!   
 
    Up ahead Mia spotted Jesus. He had his head down with his hands in his pockets, strolling along the path to the stones looking like he hadn’t a care in the world.  
 
    “Hello, Jesus,” she said when she caught up with him.  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    He was sitting on the grass within the stone circle with his legs crossed, meditating. He’d discarded his woolly beanie hat in favour of a well-worn brown leather Stetson. His head was bowed beneath it, with only his bony shoulders and his knees protruding, as he crouched over his bare feet tucked inside the folds of his legs.   
 
    Mia didn’t want to disturb him. She had her own meditating to do, so she left him and found the spot where she’d sat that night with Urigon.   
 
    “Hello, Mia.” She looked up. It was Jesus.    
 
    “I didn’t want to disturb you over there.” 
 
    He tossed his head towards the area he’d been sitting in. “Hmm, yeah, praying!”  
 
    She laughed. “Is that right?” He had a dry humour, which kind of suited him.    
 
    “What do you do when you come here?” he asked.  
 
    She shrugged. “I just think about things.”  
 
    “What sort of things?” He sat down on the grass opposite her, almost exactly the same place Urigon had sat, but closer.   
 
    “Oh, you know, stuff!” She didn’t want to appear vague, but she could hardly divulge her rendezvous with the Perfects. Or maybe she could. They hadn’t told her to keep quiet.  
 
    “Kudos,” Jesus said. 
 
    What? “What?”   
 
    “It means praise or glory for an achievement.”  
 
    “Yes, I know what it means, but why did you just say it to me?”  
 
    “No reason.”  
 
    No way! Jesus couldn’t be Kudos. Could he? It would be too much of a coincidence, but then again, they were sitting in an ancient megalith. Where better to meet other Kudos?  
 
    She took a stab at it. “Kudos to you too, Jesus.”  
 
    He held up his head and stared into her eyes, and then he smiled. “I knew it,” he said. “I couldn’t understand why a girl like you…no offence, would be here with folk like us. I knew you had to have a special reason for being here.”  
 
    Mia could feel tears stinging her eyes. Jesus…Kudos! A kindred spirit. It was a wonderful moment. “When...when did you meet them?”  
 
    He offered a graceful nod, as their camaraderie was confirmed. “Many years ago. It was near here. A place they call Woodhenge.” 
 
    “Many years ago? But how is that possible, they’ve only just arrived?” 
 
    “No, they’ve been here a long, long time. Only now they are showing themselves openly…well as open as they deem appropriate.” 
 
    Mia shook her head, there was so much to learn about the Perfects. So much she wanted to know. 
 
     “Anyway, I was camping near Woodhenge and like tonight, I went into the circle to meditate, to seek solitude and contentment.” He pulled off his hat, struck it on the grass and then put it back on his head. “I was attacked by two youths whilst I prayed. They robbed me and they beat me and when I ran away they came after me. That’s when the Perfects came. They destroyed the two men as if they were made of paper, returning their ashes to the earth.”  
 
    “Wow!” Mia whispered.   
 
    “The Perfects spoke to me.” He tapped his forehead with one long, bony, nicotine stained finger. “They said if I wanted to know more, I could meet them at Stonehenge the following night.” He shrugged and smiled. “How could I not go?” His face looked as if he was remembering something eternally unique and wonderful. It was.  
 
    Mia couldn’t keep silent any longer. “I met them here too. It was only a couple of weeks ago.”  
 
    “I knew you were special.”   
 
    “Thank you. Can you tell me everything you know?”   
 
    He rose to his feet. “I’ll show you if you like. Come on.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late evening and Mia was sitting outside her tent looking at the now very over-crowded field. The surrounding area looked like a gypsy camp, littered with smoking fires, cooking pots, tents and make-shift washing lines. She briefly wondered what it would like after the solstice when everyone had packed up and gone home. She picked up some matches from a pouch inside her tent and struck it over the burner. It wouldn’t light. She was out of gas.   
 
    She looked over to where Jesus’ van was parked. It was quiet over there. He must be asleep inside, protected by his emblems and crystals and stones. She smiled as she thought about him. They had become trusted friends since their discovery of each other’s connection to the Watchers. They were an odd couple, everyone must have thought so, but he was like a protective older (much older) brother to her now and when she left, any day, she knew she was going to miss him.   
 
    When they’d met up at the stones and they’d both divulged their Kudos status, Jesus had taken her back to his van. It was mid-morning, and the solstice worshippers were huddled in groups smoking weed and drinking white liquid from old brown bottles.  
 
    Mia followed Jesus through the masses of bodies, debris and mayhem to his van, when he stopped and looked about, ensuring no one was observing. “I trust you, as the Perfects have trusted you,” he said. “Everything you see here, I share with you only. You must not discuss it with a soul.” 
 
    She gave a sombre nod of the head. “Understood.”   
 
    He unlocked the back door. All of the windows had been painted inside and out, and as well as the normal key lock on the rusted handle, he also had two levers with an impenetrable padlock soldered on. He unlocked it and put the keys back into his pocket before he turned the handle. Then, after another quick glance around the area, he swung open the doors and pushed Mia inside.  
 
     Before she could get her bearings, he climbed in behind her and pulled the doors shut. Mia wondered if she hadn’t been a tad hasty in her decision to go alone to his van. The same feeling of foreboding only increased when he turned on a make-shift overhead light and locked three separate bolts on the inside of the doors.  
 
    He turned on another switch and then another. One was for a light over his bed and the other for operating a small whirring fan. It was meant to cool the interior, but instead it circulated the rancid odour of urine, well-worn socks and air-freshener, making Mia gag at the nauseating smell.  
 
    Jesus watched her from one side of the van, where he was sitting cross-legged on his mattress. The rickety bunk had a sleeping bag on top of it and a dirty striped pillow at one end. Behind that with the extra light above it, was a low table with jars of economy coffee and dried milk, a box of cocoa pops and a half empty packet of digestive biscuits. Behind the passenger seat in the front, an array of crates and boxes were piled up, presumably containing everything he owned.   
 
    Mia sat on her knees on the floor, covered in dirty brown, mismatched remnants of carpet. To her right was an old wooden bottle crate covered in a yellowed white lace handkerchief. She moved her face closer to a photograph of a woman dressed in a floppy hat. She was wearing purple flowered flares over platform shoes and a mismatched blouse underneath a red tank-top. Her long blond hair flowed wild over her shoulders and her face was young and very pretty.   
 
    Next to the photograph was a half burned-out candle. Jesus leaned over and struck a match over the black wick and the light shimmered gently, casting a haze of life over the shrine of his beloved wife, Shanna.  
 
    Mia couldn’t take it all in. Within his living quarters, the only home he had, an enormous collection of pictures and maps and charts adorned the walls until not even a space the size of a stamp could be seen. From the ceiling and from shelves he had fabricated out of bits of wood, an assortment of stones, crystals and emblems dangled like a fairy’s hanging garden, with twinkling ornaments, reflecting the light as they moved. There were pictures of places she recognized, like Stonehenge and Avebury and the Glastonbury Tor and there were pictures of symbols and maps, some printed from the internet and some featured on tourist leaflets. As she turned to look at the van doors closed behind her, there at the centre was a mask of green, made of dried leaves and twigs forming a face staring out of the foliage like a bearded man.   
 
    “Jesus, what is all this stuff?”   
 
    He spoke with a truly loving tone. “I’ve been trying to find the meaning of it all ever since I met with them that night. I just needed to know more.” He ran his hands over a photograph of an emblem with two circles intertwined. “That’s the green man. In myth he is the father figure. He is the resurgent life force of the forest and the field.” He touched the leaves on the mask, now dried and withered.   
 
    He turned his shoulders to look at a picture above his bed. “You see this symbol...It is my treasured symbol.  It is the labyrinth, also called the Cretan maze. It is illustrated on the Nazca plains and it is everywhere...on old Greek coins, Italian vases and tiles, on ancient-constructed pillars, but mostly it is etched into the ground everywhere on our planet, sometimes made of turf or stone.”  He paused for breath.  
 
    “And here...” He pointed to a colour image next to the picture of the Cretan maze. The picture was old, once printed from Google Earth, looking like a circle formation filled with white dots. “This is Woodhenge. The dots you see are wooden posts protruding from the ground. It was discovered in 1925, estimated as being constructed in the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age. That would make it about 4,500 years old.”  
 
    “It has been described as a replica of Stonehenge. They say the posts once supported a structure of some kind, but I believe it is a message in picture form. It could even have been constructed by the Perfects themselves.”   
 
    He pointed to a duplicate image next to it, where he had joined the posts and formed a pattern with a black marker pen. “I joined them all up and created a perfect Cretan maze. See?” He smiled. 
 
    “So…?” Mia was more than a little dubious to her new friend’s findings.  
 
    “It’s a sign. There’s something important to our future that involves a spiral maze. Did you know there was a crop circle in 2012, which was made like a Cretan Maze?”   
 
    Mia frowned. She felt like he was all over the place with this stuff. “Okay, so what do you think a Cretan maze symbolises? What does it all mean?”  
 
    As far as Woodhenge is concerned…and remember it has been likened to Stonehenge itself…I believe the wooden posts were once joined with something so that it created a spiral path.” He smiled.   
 
    “For what purpose?”  
 
    “Maybe as a portal into another world.”  
 
    Mia shook her head. Jesus was going way beyond any thoughts she may have had of the Perfects returning to earth. What she believed was real, but the stuff that Jesus was describing was myth with no substance at all as far as Mia was concerned.  She had seen the Perfects with her own eyes. She needed no pictures or symbols to make it any more real than it already was.  
 
    But that night, after she had left Jesus in his van, everything changed for Mia. Afterwards she felt like she’d never be the same again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 22 
 
    London 
 
      
 
    Jay and Tom’s flight set down on English soil three days before the summer solstice. Jay wanted to head towards Glastonbury, but Tom was opting for Stonehenge. “The idea was for you to come and support me while I found Fran,” Jay complained as they walked through Heathrow’s airport terminal. Tom wanted to see Mia. It was all he wanted. “I’ve got my own stuff to do.”   
 
    “So, you get me to pay for your flight and now you’re ‘doing your own thing’.” Jay would have raised his fingers to imitate air quotation marks, but his hands were full.  
 
    Tom glowered. He was jet lagged and grumpy. “Why are you so pissed? I kept you company on the flight didn’t I? Not many would have done that, believe me, bro.”  
 
    Jay was incredulous. The nerve of the guy! And they weren’t really friends anyway. “How are you getting there, to Stonehenge?”  
 
    “You can drop me off.”  
 
    Jay grunted his response. Frankly he was having serious second thoughts. It was one thing, dreaming about being with Fran 24/7, but it was quite another to jump on a plane and fly half way across the world, at great expense, when he didn’t even know where she was. He needed his head examined. Apart from the obvious reasons why he shouldn’t be there, Fran may have found some other guy by now. She was a beautiful woman. It wouldn’t take a lot for some rich Englishmen to lay down his life for her. And after the way Jay had treated her, he wouldn’t blame her if she hated him now. Yes, he was thinking of taking the return ticket out of his pocket and going back. 
 
    “How am I expected to find my way around this goddamn country all on my own?”  
 
    “More to the point...how are you going to find Fran?” Tom spat back.  
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll have a GPS in my car? I mean they have that here, right?”  
 
    “You know New York isn’t the only place on the planet. You need to get out more, dude.” 
 
    When they arrived at Hertz and Jay processed the paperwork, neither of them could believe how small the car was. A Sierra!  The guy in the suit said, “You can upgrade, sir, but it will be extra on your bill.”  
 
    “That’s just great.” He said raising his voice while some passers-by stared. “I never drive in New York and the first chance I get to feel the power of an engine beneath me, I’m driving around in a white bubble.” He threw his luggage into the trunk and slammed it shut. “Hello, England.”   
 
    They drove West on the M4. Jay was concentrating so hard on the motorway that his knuckles went white from clutching the steering wheel. “Why do they have to drive on the wrong side of the road?” He was keeping track of it through the GPS. At least he had that. And why are the cars on this little side road here, the same as this white bubble…small?” 
 
    “There’s a recession over her too, Pi. Or don’t you watch the news? The cars are electric; it’s all the commuters can afford. Their mustangs are locked up in a garage somewhere with no gas.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it feels good to be out of the city. The English have had it good compared to us, right?” 
 
    “They’ve suffered in their own way, but a lot of the old folks don’t mind. They say it’s like wartime all over again. They’re growing vegetables in their back yards,” Tom added with a chuckle.  
 
    Jay shook his head. “Weird, huh!” Jay smiled as he kept on driving. He was keeping to the slow lane until he got used to the road. “What do you know about all this English stuff, anyhow?” 
 
    “Mia tells me about it.” Tom sat with his feet up on over the glove box. There wasn’t much room for his legs in that small car.  
 
    Jay looked at the clouds hanging like blankets in the sky in front of him. “What’s with this crazy weather? I thought it was bad in NY but there’s no friggin; air here.” He searched for the air-con. There wasn’t any. He wound down the windows on the doors at the back. 
 
    “So, have you got hold of her yet?” Tom asked. 
 
    Jay took a sideways glance at the kid. “Who?”  
 
    “Fran.”  
 
    “Nope. I tried her again from the airport, but nothing. I’m telling you, kid, she’s ignoring me. I have good instincts for these things.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Tom offered encouragingly.  “It’ll be okay. Women like to get chased.”  
 
    “Is that right? And you’d know all about it would you? You’re a man of the world now, huh?”  
 
    Tom ignored him. He took a final swig of his soda, burped, and then crushed the tin with one hand.  
 
    Jay sniggered. Truthfully, he liked the kid. He was good company and he didn’t take any of Jay’s bullshit. He liked having him around. “Come with me to Glastonbury,” he pleaded one last time. 
 
    “Nope. I’m going to see Mia.” 
 
    “But, you’ve never even met.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? She knows me better than anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, but do you know her, kid. Do you know her?”  
 
    “Course I do. She’s my girl. We’ve always said so.”  
 
    “Young love, eh!” Jay had a real dirty laugh.  Love! Maybe if he was younger, he could deal with all of that stuff, but he was going to be thirty-five next month. He should be beyond that now. It was no age to go running around after women.   
 
    “So you’ve told her you’re coming, right?” Jay asked. When the kid didn’t answer, Jay took his eyes off the road to glance at Tom. “Oops, you haven’t told her.” He laughed, but then he almost hit a truck on the inside lane. “Shit.”  
 
    “You just watch your driving, Buddy, and I’ll worry about Mia. I told you, everything’s going to be all right. She’s going to be ecstatic to see me. No worries.”  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 23 
 
    Stonehenge, Wiltshire 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Mia shouted as she searched through her gear, looking for a baseball cap. “I don’t know what to say. I mean we’ve never even met. You turn up, you don’t tell me you’re coming...” She found her cap and fixed it onto her head then she stood up and saw him standing there like a little lost puppy. What was she supposed to do with him? Jesus wouldn’t like him…that was for sure.   
 
    “Mia...” Tom said. 
 
    “And another thing…where do you think you’re going to sleep? There’s no room for you in my little tent.” She could feel herself redden. “You didn’t expect...? Oh, this is too much.”  
 
    “So, you’re pleased to see me, right?”  
 
    Despite her horror, Mia stopped talking and chuckled. She’d always thought when she eventually met Tom Stone she would feel a little uncomfortable at first. After all, it happens. Two people meet on-line and then when they eventually go face-to-face...well, it just doesn’t always work out.  
 
    “I can bunk next to your camp fire. It’ll be neat,” he said with his American accent that seemed out of place among the travellers.  
 
    She looked at his rucksack resting on the grass. It had a rolled-up green sleeping bag attached to it with frayed string. He was wearing blue jeans with trainers...or sneakers as he called them, and a T. Shirt with ‘I’m sooo Watching you’ emblazoned on the front over an etching of an angel.   
 
    Mia was surprised at how much shorter he was than she’d imagined. Somehow she expected him to tower over her, but he was just a couple of inches taller. Five-ten she guessed. He was athletic, but she had expected that, seeing as he played a lot of basketball. He had dark, messy black hair and a cheeky smile, which was one of the things she was attracted to when they first exchanged photographs. But technology had done nothing for his blue eyes and the way the colour contrasted strikingly with his dark, unkempt hair.  
 
    She stood in front of him with her arms akimbo. “How did you even get here? You’re broke, remember?”   
 
    “I hitched.”  
 
    She laughed. “You did not ‘hitch’.”  
 
    “Sure did.”   
 
    Mia saw Jesus coming towards them. He had a quizzical look on his face and he closed the gap with purposeful strides. “Trouble?” he was looking at Tom.  
 
    “No...er, he’s a friend of mine.” She could not introduce them. “This is Tom Stone.” Maybe she could leave it at that.  
 
     “How ya doin’?” Tom said. He was looking at Mia, waiting for a name.  
 
    “Tom. This is, uhm...Jesus.”  
 
    Tom spluttered and guffawed. She knew he’d do that. “Excuse me?”   
 
    “Something funny?” Jesus asked.  
 
    “Jesus! Like...Jesus?”  
 
    “That’s right.”  
 
    Tom looked at Mia’s face and backed down. It was a good move. “Hey how ya doin’?”   
 
    “Jesus is a friend of mine, Tom. We’ve had a lot to talk about.”  
 
    “Right! Like what exactly?”   
 
    She couldn’t believe it. Tom was jealous. She was so cross with him. He was ruining everything. “I’m sorry, Jesus...” She saw Tom stifle a laugh. “My American friend here seems to have lost his manners. I apologize.”  
 
    “Yeah well, that’s the Americans for you, Mia,” Jesus said, as he turned away and went back to his van.  
 
    “Great guy.” Tom quipped.  
 
    “He is actually and I don’t appreciate you being rude to him.” Mia leaned closer to him and whispered. “He’s Kudos.”  
 
    He nodded as he looked towards Jesus who was unlocking his van. “You don’t say,” Tom muttered. “You don’t say.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 24 
 
    Stonehenge 
 
      
 
    The day before the eve of the solstice, a taxi pulled in at the side of the A303 running past the ancient structure, called Stonehenge. Keri Rains was alone when she stepped out, and before she paid the driver she had a long hard look at the area around the stones and the fields opposite, packed with cars and camper vans, tents, and hundreds of people. It was nearly seven and as the sun gradually sunk behind the trees, the evening was turning chilly. She pulled her beige cable knit cardigan around her body and handed a twenty to the driver.  “Can you come back in two hours?”    
 
    “Sorry, love. I’m booked. You might catch a ride back with a drop off. Just keep your eyes peeled.” Keri stepped away from the car as it pulled away, setting off to Salisbury from whence it came.   
 
    Harry had let her down and as far as she was concerned, he’d let Elizabeth down too. He had telephoned before she left London, but she was too angry with him to talk. Instead, she ignored his messages and resigned herself to going to Stonehenge on her own, where she could pray for her daughter’s safe return.   
 
    A familiar ice-cream van was closing its windows and packing up. She remembered it being there last year and the year before that. When Harry had bought two cones, with his arm around Keri’s shoulders, he’d put his together with hers, as if they were making a toast with two glasses of champagne.  That was the first time they’d gone to the stones after Elizabeth’s abduction, and last year, she and Harry were barely talking. It was just after they’d split and emotions were raw, full of bitterness and recriminations. It was as if each of them needed to have someone to blame, someone to be accountable for letting her go to the park that day.   
 
    Keri strolled along the recently worn man-made track running towards the ancient monument. The control procedures were relaxed for the solstice, demanded six years ago by the people who believed the stones belonged to them, English Heritage. Initially, the travellers and locals demanded access all year round, without charge, but English Heritage revoked their demands, claiming they would hope that one day, when the recession was over, the historic site could be opened again to the paying public. Now, freedom of access was only allowed on the two most important dates of the year for pagan worshippers; the summer and winter solstices.  
 
    Keri felt tired as she walked slowly up to the stones from the main road. Last night, as she slept in her hotel bed, she’d had the most disturbing dream. At first it had felt sensuous, as her body reacted to the caresses of a figure lying atop her. Gentle hands had stroked her body like a lovers embrace and when she lifted her hips to connect to his, she’d opened her eyes. She remained unalarmed when she saw a man, his body opaque and moving, looking like a black mist was hovering over her body. As she gradually awoke, his face had changed to the face of a demon, with a snarl of pointed teeth as if he was going to devour her with his deadly bite. She’d screamed and woke up by falling off the side of the bed, in a daze she got up from the floor and sat on the edge of the mattress with its crumpled white sheets. The dream had felt real and it had unnerved her so much, she’d spent the rest of the night reading her book. 
 
    Now, she was walking with slow steps towards the stones, where she will wait for the dawn of the summer solstice, where she will pray for the safe return of her beloved daughter, Elizabeth. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    There was no hand holding when Mia and Tom walked along the track towards Stonehenge. They didn’t do that. So said Mia!  
 
    Since Tom had planted himself firmly in front of her campfire, and after her initial reaction of annoyance had worn off, he’d turned out to be quite pleasant company. At night they’d talked through the canvas with him on the outside and her within, both of them wrapped in sleeping bags with the tops of their heads touching through the canvas.  
 
    Mia hadn’t relived her dream since that night. It had terrified her so much, she preferred to pout it out of her mind and move on.  She’d put it down to the heat of the night and that maybe she’d run a high temperature. When she’d sneezed a couple of times the next morning, that pretty much confirmed it. 
 
    Mia and Tom had spent hours talking about the Perfects. They’d exchanged stories of their experiences so many times that Mia knew every part of what had happened during the siege in New York, and Tom knew every last syllable Urigon had spoken to her that night at the Henge.  
 
    The aftermath of the incident at the fracking site in Devizes was the most surprising. Its forced closure had reached the news desks of America and now environmentalists were jumping all over the fracking companies, worldwide, claiming that if the Watchers knew the process was destroying the earth, then the government should stop fracking everywhere, and stop now.  
 
    The day before the eve of the solstice, on their stroll up to the stones, a dark-haired woman wearing a beige cable-knit sweater walked ahead of them, blocking their way. Without discussing it, Mia and Tom both stepped onto the grass at the side of the path and rushed past her until they were in front. There, they continued their walk without further obstacle or delay.  
 
    Mia wondered if she should have asked Jesus to accompany them on their visit to the stones that night, but with the tension between him and Tom as it was, she could do without any more pressure.   
 
    Jesus had kept his distance the whole time Tom had been there, only coming to talk to her when Tom was off the scene. He was respectful and protective of Mia but with Tom, his distaste for him was more than clear and the feeling was mutual, so claimed Tom.  
 
    Arriving at the end of the path they ambled amongst the stones, where by habit, Mia turned her thoughts to the reason she was there.   
 
    It had been a fortnight since she’d arrived with her camping gear in hand and a whole heap of determination, but still nothing had happened to bring her closer to the Perfects. She’d spent every waking moment meditating, worshipping the stones, trying to get in-tune with the earth and her surroundings, she’d even used her faithful dousing rod, attempting to pick up a connection to the Ley lines, but still…nothing. Now she’d resigned herself to the notion that tomorrow, after the eve of the solstice, she’d be going home.   
 
    She spotted Jesus. He was sitting on the grass a short distance away from the crowds with his back facing the stones. His legs were crossed beneath him and he wore a leather Stetson on his head as if it was a shelter. There was something glowing in front of him. A camping light, she guessed. “There’s Jesus,” Mia shouted, as she turned away.   
 
    Tom spluttered as he looked about to see if anyone had heard. “Shush…don’t speak so loud?”   
 
    He followed her with his camera in hand, clicking every movement she made. His compulsion to photograph everything he laid his eyes on was starting to annoy her. He had taken at least a hundred snaps of the stones, and the tourists, and the travellers camping in the field. He was obsessed, and it was grating on her nerves.  
 
    When they reached Jesus, Tom said, “Howdy, JC.”  
 
    Jesus moved slowly as he looked up to acknowledge him. He placed two fingers on the brim of his hat as if in salute. Then he spoke only to her. “Hello, Mia.”  
 
    She sat on the grass next to the gas lamp burning in front of him and put her hands over it. The evening was wonderfully chilly as the clouds above them had turned grey and ominous. “I think it’s going to rain.” She’d said that so many times over the past two weeks she’d forgotten what it meant.   
 
    Jesus shook his head as he took a long drag on his rollup. “It won’t rain.”  
 
    “What are you doing over here?” Mia pulled an apple from her coat pocket and offered it to him. He declined so she took a single bite and kept it in her hand as she chewed.  
 
    His eyes looked weary as if he hadn’t slept in a week. “It’s too crowded now, amid the stones.” He looked back towards the monument and the people surrounding it. “It will be worse tomorrow.”  
 
    She watched Tom linger with his hand on the camera hanging from a strap over his shoulder He looked like a gunslinger. “Why don’t you sit down?”   
 
    “Excuse me.” The voice came out of nowhere. It was the lady in the beige cable-knit sweater who they had passed on the path up to the stones.   
 
    “Can we help you ma’am?” Tom offered.  
 
    Mia rolled her eyes. Stoney was so...American!  
 
    The woman was about thirty-five or thereabouts. She was well turned out, wearing dark navy blue trousers over closed toe comfort sandals. She was about five-eight, very slim and her dark hair on her shoulders hung with abandoned curls. “You’ll think I’m rude, but I saw you over here and I felt compelled to come and join you,” she said. “It’s such a strange sensation, I can’t even describe it. I’m sure you’ll think I’m being very presumptuous. So please, do tell me if I am disturbing you.”   
 
    Jesus spoke. “You’re not disturbing us. We’ve been expecting you.”  
 
    All heads turned towards Jesus. “What?” The woman moved around the group to stand in front of him. She bent at the waist to see his face under his hat. “I’m sorry. Did you say you were expecting me?”  
 
    “I did.” He glanced up and looked at her face. “Yes, it is you.”  
 
    Mia wrinkled her nose. “Jesus, I don’t...”  
 
    Tom chuckled as the woman’s eyes darted towards Mia when she said the J word. “I beg your pardon? Is this some sort of joke?”  
 
    “Oh, no! That’s his name...Jesus. He had it changed by deed-poll in the eighties.”  
 
    Mia turned back to Jesus. “You said we’ve been expecting her. What did you mean by that?”   
 
    With a swipe of the hand, he motioned for the lady to join them on the grass. Even Tom looked intrigued. He sat alongside her until the four of them were grouped in a circle around the lamp.  
 
    “I’ve seen you here for the past two years and I was expecting you again this year, that’s all.”  
 
    Mia was disappointed. Was that it? Why then did she get the feeling that Jesus was lying? Did it have something to do with the Perfects? She addressed the woman sitting next to Tom. “I’m Mia Lake and this is Tom Stone. You can call him Stoney if you like.” Mia tugged at some blades of grass so that she could play with them in her idle hands. “And of course, this is Jesus.”   
 
    The woman gave a respectful nod. “I’m Keri. Keri Rains. It’s, uhm, nice to meet you all.”  
 
    “So what are you doin’ here, Keri?” Tom asked. “You don’t look like the type, if you don’t mind me saying so.”  
 
    “Oh, no, of course not. I realise I’m not suitably dressed, but I promise you I am here to worship the stones and the summer solstice, just like the rest of you. However…I must admit to having an agenda.” She leaned forward and plucked at the grass. “It’s silly really...”  
 
    “It’s not,” Jesus said, without looking up at her face. “You’re looking for something...or someone. You were with a man the other times you were here.”  
 
    She bowed her head. “Yes, he’s my husband. But he couldn’t make it this year.”  
 
    “You came alone?” Mia asked.  
 
    She nodded. “It’s my little girl’s birthday on the day of the solstice. She’ll be twelve...”  
 
    Everyone remained silent. Mia could tell there was something ominous about Keri’s story about her little girl. She could see it in her eyes.  
 
    “She was taken from us three-years ago...Kidnapped! She never came home.” Keri’s voice cracked as if her throat was sore from too much talking.  She coughed as her hand covered her mouth. “We... I come here to pray. Since my daughter was born on the solstice, this is a good a place as any.” She looked at the crowds surrounding the stones. “I feel close to her here. I can’t explain it.”  
 
    Then something happened that none of them could explain.  
 
    Mia placed her hand on the back of her neck as she felt a shiver run up her spine, like the feeling of someone walking over her grave. Her eyes were transfixed on the lamp in the centre of the group, blinding her with a white glow. She felt as if she’d been turned into a statue and that she was locked in a room that belonged to just the four of them. They all seemed like they were in a trance, yet they were still awake and aware of everything that was going on. Mia could see rings of energy circling the group, only just visible, turning like a force of their own and fighting the darkness outside. The hoops whipped and spun about their four bodies making them feel nothing in the world existed apart from them, as if they were the circle of stones, powerful and strong, connected to one another, charged with light and force, transcending time and space.   
 
    Mia watched the others stand as she too stood by no accord of her own. Her limbs began to move as if they were being manipulated by something other than her own will. Her head felt light, as if she was a little drunk. Her whole body felt warm, as the heat of the circles embraced and soothed her making her feel as if she never wanted to break free. And all the while an odour alerted her senses. It was the smell of freshly mowed grass mixed with new soil and lavender.  
 
    The four of them walked together with Charlie in the centre as if he too was mesmerised.  She could still feel the grass beneath her feet, but she felt like she was gliding over it, as if she was balanced on a surf board on a green ocean. Together they went over the brow of a hill towards the woods and it was right at that moment Mia knew without any doubt that the Perfects were finally there. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    When The four were released from the confines of the rings they found themselves standing within a glade surrounded by long established trees, looking as aged as the stones in the Henge.  
 
    They were all momentarily stunned, looking around the area as Charlie barked at nothing, turning and turning as if he was chasing his tail. Tom too spun in a circle with his head going from side to side, as Keri hugged her sweater tightly about her, protecting her body from any further violation. Jesus had fallen to his knees clutching his hat to his breast like a shield. In the moonlight the strands of his greying hair looked as if they had been spun with silver thread.   
 
    Keri spoke first. “Where are we? What just happened? What was that?”  
 
    Mia wanted to know the same thing, but even normal questions were hard to answer when none of them could fathom what had just taken place. There just was no explanation for it.  
 
    “It’s the Perfects,” Jesus said ominously. “They have brought us here.”   
 
    Mia whispered “Where are they?” She couldn’t decide if she was pleased they had been summoned, or afraid for their lives, yet she knew she shouldn’t be frightened, not when it was exactly what she had been hoping for all that time.  
 
    It was getting dark as Mia strained to see beyond the small clearing. Above them, between tall trees in the distance, she could see the sky fading grey. The clouds had vanished., and no rain was had. The sky held a tint of fading blue turning dark so quickly it seemed as if someone had switched off a light. There was no moon to light the way, nothing to guide them. She wondered how they would ever find their way back, if that was what they should do. She turned about and looked towards the ground when the sound of metal against metal struck the silence. Jesus still had his gas lamp and now it was alight. “You brought the lamp?”  
 
    He glanced up at her and shrugged. “I suppose I did. I don’t remember exactly.”  
 
    As they all huddled together, down on the ground and on their haunches, Charlie remained at Mia’s side, looking as bemused as the human travellers. The white glow of the lamp made the outside of their circle seem darker and colder, whereas inside offered them warmth and comfort as they crouched in a circle on the trampled foliage.  
 
    They waited in silence, with only the sound of nature singing her song. A bird swooped down above their heads and all of them, except Jesus, yelled with fright. It was a white owl, graceful in its quest for voles.  Mia offered a nervous giggle. “Perhaps we’re over-dramatizing this,” she said.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Tom whispered with a knife edged tone. “How can you over-dramatize something like this?”  
 
    She saw his point. “I just think maybe we should be doing something. After all, they’re not here, are they? And how long should we wait? For one thing we’ll run out of gas soon.”   
 
    Jesus nodded. “I think she’s right. Perhaps they want us to do something.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Keri cried as she visibly trembled.  
 
    “Who are you referring to? What do you mean ‘they’?”    
 
    “Listen, Keri. Have you ever come into contact with the Perfects before?”   
 
    She scowled and shook her head. “No, never. I don’t even believe in them….is it them, the so called Perfects! Oh, God help us. They’re killers”   
 
    “No, that’s not true,” Mia said. “I’ve met them, They’re…beautiful. As Keri looked at her as if she’d lost her mind, she went over an idea in her mind. “Okay, so, guys, if the Perfects brought us here, why did they bring Keri? We’re all Kudos, but she clearly isn’t,” she offered Keri a pat on her arm. “No offence.”  
 
    Keri pulled the collar of her sweater around her neck, even though the night was warm. Mia supposed she needed to feel wrapped up and safe. “Kudos?” 
 
    “True of heart,” Tom said to clarify.  
 
    Jesus looked directly at him, which was odd because more often than not he ignored Tom completely. “You’re not Kudos. Only Mia and myself have met them and pronounced Kudos.”  
 
    “I’ve had two encounters,” Tom spat.  
 
    Mia interrupted. “Well, there’s a reason why we are all here and I for one think we should do more to find out why.” She noticed a ring on Keri’s finger and for some reason she thought it meant something.  “Wait! Keri, where do you work?” 
 
    “I don’t see…” 
 
    “Just tell us, please.” 
 
    She hesitated as she looked at her strange new allies. “Actually, I work for the government.” 
 
    Mia gasped. “You’re the one.” She recalled the conversation she’d had with Urigon that night at the Henge. He’d told her she would connect with someone… “You’re going to help the Perfects save the planet.” 
 
    Keri gasped at her outrageous claims. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Jesus interrupted. He knew the story Urigon had told Mia, but he didn’t think that was the time to discuss it. “Look let’s just drop it for the moment. “He looked to the trees circling the glade. “There is folk-lore...”  
 
    All eyes turned to him, even Charlie looked up as if he was waiting for an explanation. Tom wasn’t as patient as the others. “Well?” he said sharply. “Come on, JC. Spit it out.”   
 
    Jesus ignored him, preferring to stare into Mia’s eyes. His own eyes were dark and full of suspicion beneath the brim of his hat. He looked as if he was just about to tell a ghost story to three terrified kids on Halloween. “There are stories about sacred springs and Holy wells.” He stroked the grass in the centre.  “It’s a fact that underground streams run below the Ley lines and it is said the wells are doors to the otherworld.” He coughed. “It is written that the Celtic goddesses of Holy wells, Covetina and Sulis are honoured by people casting silver coins into their waters; silver representing the moon their mistress, who reigns over all beings of water and waves.”  
 
    A hush ensued.  
 
    Jesus was trying to recall the passages in the books he had read about folklore and legends. “Visiting sacred waters at the full of the moon is a powerful ancient practice. The vision of moonlight on the water was used by seers for access into the otherworld.”  
 
    “Go on,” Mia said. Thank God for him, she thought.  
 
    He scoured the perimeter with glazed eyes. “Perhaps the Perfects want us to find them! A task bestowed upon on us as a test of our courage and worthiness. Maybe, if we found a well here...somewhere, we could wait for the moon to cast its glow over the water.”  
 
    “Is there going to be a full moon tonight?” Mia asked as a hush amplified the tension.  
 
    “No...”  
 
    Tom guffawed “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”  
 
    Jesus ignored him again and carried on. “But there should be a bright moon and a clear sky. And I reckon if the Watchers are guiding us to seek them out, they’d already know that. Look, why don’t we try it? If it doesn’t appear and if we don’t find the well, perhaps we can come up with something else.”  
 
    “What do we do when the moon shines on the water?” Mia was mystified by the whole thing, but frankly, after meeting the Perfects and taking that trip from the stones to the trees nothing surprised her any more.  
 
    Ominously, Jesus said, “Legend says we befriend the nymph.”  
 
    “The nymph!” Mia whispered “How do we do that?”   
 
    Jesus shrugged. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Great!” piped up Tom. 
 
    As they all started scouring the area for a well, Tom collared Mia as she grappled on the ground tearing at clumps of grass. He pressed her for a reason why she was listening to pagan theories dished out by some crazy person who called himself Jesus? “The old guy is clearly nuts, but you seem to trust everything he says and does.”   
 
     Mia pushed him away and he caught his foot on a stone and tripped. It was the funniest thing she’d seen all day. It served him right.  
 
    They all worked together as they searched for the well, even Keri who must surely be wondering what the hell was going on. Everyone scoured he ground on their hands and knees, scraping the grass and the soil with their bare hands, uncovering foliage and branches; anything that may conceal an opening.   
 
    After a few minutes Mia yelled, “I’ve got an idea. We should find a dousing rod. One that has fallen from the tree. We can use that to find the well.”    
 
    “I’ve seen one.” Tom hurried back over some ground he had already covered and picked up a two-pronged stick. “Got it.”  
 
    Mia reached over and took it from him. “That’ll do.” She knew she should have been more appreciative, but he’d just have to get over it. She stood up as Jesus hung the light high above their heads. Tom looked at his watch. It was nearly 9 o’clock.  
 
    In the same way she’d used the rod to communicate to the Perfects during the New York siege, Mia closed her eyes and began muttering words of prayer as she held the rod with both hands allowing the stick to protrude in front of her like a witch’s fingers covered in warts.   
 
    It began to tremble almost immediately.   
 
    Keri gasped as Mia moved and stumbled over natural debris littering the clearing within the woods, as if a force was tugging at her belly. Then, when the sparse clouds were blown away by a God-given gust of wind, the moon came over the clearing and glowed upon them as if a light had been turned on.   
 
    The rod vibrated in Mia’s hands, leading the way as everyone followed her to a tree at the side of the clearing. It was a great oak that must have been four meters in circumference.  The rod quivered wildly below the trunk, prompting Mia to discard the branch and fall to her knees. She tore at the grass, pulling tufts away in great lumps, moving twigs and stones and wild flowers growing around it. She leaned on one hand and suddenly her arm disappeared into the earth. “Agh!” She lost her balance and fell on her side until she pulled her arm from the hole to show the others that her sleeve was completely soaked. “This is it,” she shouted. “This is bloody it.”  
 
    They all used their hands to grapple at the grass to clear the ground, and as everything was taken from the hole, a small well was revealed just six-inches in diameter and filled with water to ground level.  
 
    Tom leaned against the tree with the back of his head on the trunk. “That’s that then. What a waste of time. Why don’t we just get out of here?”  
 
    As if the moon heard his words and now challenged his doubts, it cast a glow onto the water in the hole.   
 
    Jesus gasped. They could all see the reflection of the moon floating on the surface of the water like a perfect round silver coin, even though the moon wasn’t full.   
 
    “Well you were right about that bit,” Tom snarled, “but I don’t think any of us are going to fit into that hole any time soon.”    
 
    As they all stared into the pool of light, Tom pulled up his hand to smooth the back of his hair and as he turned his head to the side, he saw something on the tree that made him jump. “Whoa!”   
 
    “What is it?” Mia said impatiently.  
 
    “I...I don’t know. There’s something on that tree.”  
 
    She turned to look at the oak. “There’s nothing on that tree.”  
 
    “Stand where I was and turn your head side-ways.”   
 
    Mia tutted as she moved into the same place Tom had stood. She was in the process of rolling up her wet sleeve. She put her head back and turned it to one side. At first she didn’t see it, but as she moved her head to a slightly different angle, she caught sight of something.  
 
     She jumped and moved away. Just as Tom had. “Oh, my goodness!”  
 
    “Told ya.” Tom moved back into position aside the tree so that he could get another look. The illusion was incredible. As he turned his head side-on, the tree looked like it had several layers, bark over bark, like pages of a well-read book with its leaves loosely bound. Without taking his eyes from the trunk and using the muscles in his back to push himself, with his balance in check, he sidled one step into the space between the first and second layer of bark.  
 
    Tom heard Keri scream when he stepped back into the clearing. It must have looked like he’d disappeared, as the Perfects had when they blended with the tress in Central Park.   
 
    Mia was in awe of the illusion. They all were. Layers upon layers of bark, only revealed at side glance when the moon was shining upon it. It was simple and yet incredible clever. Jesus ran his hands across the bark. “It’s a spirit door. The druids regarded the oak as the most powerful and significant of trees...its name, dara, or duir in Gaelic, means door.” He looked at Mia as he said. “This could be a way to the otherworld, to where the Watchers dwell.”  
 
    And all the while Mia felt something or someone watching them.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Tom went first. It was his discovery, so it was he who should lead the way. Everyone agreed that was fair. Besides, no one else wanted to go first through what they were now calling ‘the tree door’.  Tom took up his position against the giant oak and with a cocky wink to Mia before he left, he sidled one step, and then another, until his whole body disappeared from view. Tom had vanished. Just like that!    
 
    Mia’s head was spinning. The whole event of arriving at the clearing, finding the well and then travelling through a tree was suddenly too much to deal with. None of them knew what to expect on the other side. For all they knew they were going to walk to their deaths.   
 
    After Keri went next into the tree, Mia carried Charlie in her arms as Jesus went last. There was no reluctance on her part, not after she’d resigned herself to the notion that if they were walking to their deaths, better that than dying in some boring hospital bed. She lined herself up against the trunk and stepped sideways, all the time praying she’d enter the world of the Perfects and see Urigon again. This was what she’d been waiting for…hadn’t she?   
 
    The tree door was even more curious than their invisible, spiritual transportation from the Henge. When she’d taken her first glance, it had appeared as if only her hand would slot between the layers, but now, as she sidled in, even with Charlie in her arms, there was plenty of room for her body side-on. It was an incredible optical illusion, made more wondrous when she found herself fully inside its wooden walls, where she placed her free hand on the bark. It was just like the outer layer, rough and brittle, as if the tree had turned in on itself. Perhaps this was the spiral, Jesus had mentioned. She reminded herself to ask him later. 
 
    Moving further in, Charlie scrambled up to her shoulder and perched there like a baby hanging onto his mother. The walls became more of a blur of brown and black, roughly textured and smelling of damp soil and oaky mushrooms. She kept going, like a knife cutting through the skin of an apple. She was becoming disorientated, as if she was walking through a maze, unable to find the next avenue. She saw a beige colour amongst the darkness of the bark. It was Keri’s sweater. Mia reached out her hand and touched the wool and suddenly she was on solid ground again, in a place that was literally out of this world.  
 
    Behind her, Jesus stepped out of the spiral layers, and like Mia, he too had lost his bearings and was now focusing on the place they all found themselves in. There was a hush as all four stood in what could only be described as a chamber, like an anti-space. It gave Mia the impression of standing inside a human heart with the openings of rounded valves leading from it. She could feel air coming through the tunnels as if the heart was pumping oxygen for them to breathe, and there was light, somehow…somewhere. It wasn’t a light any of them could distinguish. It was just there, like a light of life inside the tree.  
 
    Mia watched Keri hesitate. She was looking behind her at the layers of bark they had just walked through. “I think I’ll go back. I really don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t understand any of this.”  
 
    Tom swung about and faced her. “No, don’t go back. Please. None of us understand any of this either, but as long as we all stick together.” He gave her an encouraging smile which served to validate his constant support whilst she was in his company. She nodded her agreement of his unspoken terms. “Right! I suppose we take one of the tunnels,” Tom announced. They all put their trust in Tom’s instincts, as he opted for the largest valve out of the chamber. No one disputed his choice. As far as they were all concerned, it was a good a tunnel as any. They had to stoop to go through, even Mia, who was the shortest. One after the other they proceeded, in the same sequence they’d formed when they had come through the tree door; Tom first, then Keri, Mia holding Charlie and Jesus at the flank.   
 
    A few meters along the tunnel, they were able to stand upright, even Jesus, the tallest of the group. The tunnel had offshoots, smaller than the main one. Mia recalled the story of Alice chasing the rabbit, as she was shrunk to a minute size in order to fit through the door. Mia was Alice now, chasing the white rabbit through a tree to a place she could never have imagine.  
 
    After a few minutes, they came upon a chamber like the first, but instead of being lined with bark and roots, the walls were formed of grey stone, like a cave. The ground was scattered with sprigs of purple heather and over the walls, vivid green ivy climbed in neat spirals, as if it had been tamed and used to decorate the blandness of the rock. It was beautiful and strange and as they touched the swirls they all smiled at the uniqueness of it.  
 
    From there, two more tunnels branched off. As one went into darkness to their left, there was another, on the right, which seemed to connect to a chamber that glowed pink. That was the tunnel they took. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Keri Rains had resisted the urge to turn around and go back. Despite her better judgment, which she normally based on sound logic, she was now putting all her trust into the boy walking ahead of her, a young girl with a dog in her arms who was coming up her flank. Behind her, an aging hippie who called himself Jesus. She wondered how she would explain it to Harry, if in fact she had to explain it all, and the way she was feeling at that moment, she couldn’t care less what he thought.  
 
    When she walked through the tree door, it felt as if it was the most natural thing to do, but all the while, as she made her way along the layers, she couldn’t help wondering if she was dreaming and that in fact, it was probably the nervous breakdown she’d been waiting for? For all she knew, she could be lying in a hospital bed, in a coma, brought on by severe depression. God knew how many times she’d felt like retreating to that place of lifelessness after her sweet girl had been taken from her.  
 
    But now, despite a lack of intellectual reasoning, Keri couldn’t help feeling that somehow her future lay there in that magical tree, in the Perfects world. 
 
    No, she thought, there was no turning back now. She was going to see it through to the end. What else did she have any more?  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesus kept looking straight ahead. The whole experience was what he’d been striving towards, ever since he’d lost his beloved Shanna. He knew that place was where he would find the answers to the eternal questions, which had kept him wondering for years and years; what life was all for without his wife and their unborn baby?  
 
    He’d begun his life in Bristol, in poverty, living among souls who would kill for the want of a bite of an apple. He always remembered his mother as one who spent every waking hour cleaning the red slate step outside their front door, despite the inside of the small terrace house falling apart around their heads. His father was an alcoholic. He worked down the boat yard every day, but by night, after he’d bathed in the tin bath next to the fire and donned his tie, he’d go off down the pub where he would spend his hard earned cash on beer and whisky.  
 
    Once known as Charles Basset, when he was fourteen he ran away to the navy, but after he got a taste of being at sea, he soon realized it wasn’t the life for him. He decided he was more of an earth man, not water. He spent the next five years trying to get out and eventually, when the ship he was sailing on docked in Bristol harbour, he made a run for it and got out of the navy for good. He never went back to see his parents, instead taking to the road after buying a nice little second hand Morris Minor, using it as a house and home for the next ten years.    
 
    As far back as he could remember, from the day he’d learned of the Perfects existence, he’d wanted more than anything to be with them. He felt compelled to adopt their beliefs and their ethos, even though he could never live with them.   
 
    Yes, Jesus pondered, this was it. Below, the tree in the Perfects world was where he would find his answers. That would be his life. What else did he have any more? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom entered the next chamber before the others. It was he who saw the wondrous vision first. He, who had gasped in awe of its loveliness, and it was he who’d fallen to his knees and thanked God for giving him the gift of sight. And Tom never prayed!  
 
    Unlike the previous two chambers, the third was a cave of quartz. The walls were lined with the semi-precious stone, more pure and precious than any cut diamond set in a band of gold. Rough textures blended with smooth, some parts clear and some opaque with luminous hues, mingled with veins of red, like bloodlines running through marble. The cavern was aglow with back-lighting, not from a sun or from a flame or from a common bulb. The light was natural; simply there, as shimmering golden pinks of the quartz dazzled the beholder.   
 
    Tom was still alone as he breathed in the wonder of the quartz. The light made a kaleidoscope of patterns in his eyes and the glow of the stone made his skin seem unblemished, as the pinks covered his skin like a dappling of powder from a woman’s bejewelled compact.   
 
    With one knee on the stone floor, Tom pulled out his camera from the faded green bag once slung across his back and now sitting in front of him on the ground. He had taken some shots in the other chambers, but his flash hadn’t worked for some reason. He didn’t know why, but in that luminous space, he didn’t need any artificial lighting to bring his images to life. It was already there; as natural as day.  
 
    Tom leaned forward as he adjusted the lens and focused on some quartz protruding from the floor, like a cluster of randomly shaped prisms of different sizes and depths. He did a test shot. It was perfect. The pictures would fetch a king’s ransom. After all, what else did he have any more?  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Glastonbury, Somerset 
 
      
 
    Jay Pullman had just spent the past thirty-six-hours trying to track down Fran and he was getting nowhere, fast. After he’d dropped Tom at Stonehenge, he’d continued his drive to Glastonbury via the country roads and frankly, despite his mood, he’d enjoyed the silence. He would have preferred the kid to have stayed with him, but after ten minutes of no talking, cruising along the English country roads with Aaron Neville playing on the radio, he thought, good riddance!   
 
    When he arrived at the strange looking town of Glastonbury, lined with odd curiosity shops and row upon row of old terrace houses, he checked into a hotel already reserved by the holiday company. It was an old inn, as opposed to the modern travel lodges on the outskirts of town. They were once for the tourists, although now they housed the homeless by order of the English government. It was a nice gesture, but the weathered motels were places to avoid at all cost now.    
 
    After recovering from his jetlag, he wondered around the town checking most of the hotels for any news of Fran. His only tip-off came from a waiter in one of the restaurants he’d dined at one evening.  As he’d served dessert, Jay had shown him a magazine layout of Fran posing in black lace lingerie. After he’d taken some time gazing at her features, he said he may have seen someone who looked like her. Jay snatched back the magazine as the guy poured cream over homemade apple pie, which was nothing like the pie he could get in New York. “Yeah, I think I remember her.” The waiter had said. “She was with a group from some fashion thing.”  
 
    “That’s great.” Jay said pushing away his plate. “So, if you can give me any clues...you know, where I might find her?”  
 
    “Nah, sorry. I don’t know nothing else.” And that was the end of that!  
 
    Jay had attempted to call Tom for the fiftieth time, but as usual it went to message, just like the others. “Hey, kid. Why can’t I reach you? Message me back.”   
 
    Now Jay was beginning to wonder if he should just give up and go home. He couldn’t even get a decent signal on his cell. “The United Kingdom!? Yeah right,” he muttered, before he shoved his phone back into his pocket. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Days later and for the third time since he’d arrived, Jay Pullman sat on the grass at the top of the Glastonbury Tor looking out over panoramic views of Somerset, Wiltshire and parts of Wales. According to the brochure, the Tor was supposed to be a remarkable mystical place with close association to Arthurian legend. Jay had learned that the hill dated back to Neolithic times, around the same time as Stonehenge was constructed. The conical shaped Tor was formed naturally on the Somerset levels, but the spiral terraces that led to the top, were formed by man. At its peak were the ruins of a church, a Grade I listed monument called St Michael’s tower.   
 
    Jay still hadn’t found Fran but after following a few leads, he’d traced her back to a small hotel near the outskirts of town. It was a quaint English hostelry with rooms boasting four-poster beds, a restaurant with white linen covered tables and a bar with a moose head above a fireplace one could sit in and drink warm beer from glass jugs. Jay was staring to appreciate the English ways. New York was in such a state, as were the other cities around America, he could get used to living this.  
 
    But it was expensive. The cost of living in the UK was so high, he wasn’t surprised that not many tourists were checking out the alleged tourist town of Glastonbury. Most of the bespoke shops closed at midday, every day, the owners, no doubt reeling at their lack of sales. 
 
    Two days ago Jay had discovered that Fran’s party had left Glastonbury, but that she had remained. She’d met someone - he guessed- and one day after leaving all her clothes and her belongings in the room she’d occupied, she’d left, disappearing suddenly without a trace.   
 
    Amongst her things, which Jay had claimed, he found postcards and souvenirs of the Glastonbury Tor. Handfuls of pictures and leaflets, over and above what any normal tourist would collect. It was a cache of such abundance that Jay had to store them in a suitcase of their own.  He’d scrutinised every piece, turning every crystal and every stone, reading every booklet, and scanning all receipts for pagan amulets, jewellery made with local semi-precious stones, pendants and charms, dream catchers, wind chimes, and a crystal ball set on its own carved wooden stand. It was a veritable feast of pagan paraphernalia and he had no idea what to do with it all.  
 
    Now at the top of the Tor, alone, looking out across the fields and valleys below, he felt the sun beating down on him as he said what he always said when he went up there. “Where are you, Fran? Where the hell are you?”   
 
      
 
    End of Part two 
 
   
 
  

 Part 3 
 
      
 
    “We have needed a Father Nature for a 
 
    long time, 
 
    And never more urgently than now, 
 
    When all over the planet, 
 
    Armoured men, in or out of uniform, 
 
    Terrorize each other, women and 
 
    children, 
 
    And what remains of the wildwood.” 
 
      
 
                                Dr. Dan Wood. 
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Mia stumbled into the quartz chamber behind Keri. “Wow!” she gasped, as her eyes adjusted to its alluring light.  Behind her, Jesus came in, dancing and laughing and smoothing his hands over the golden quartz as if it was life itself. “Beautiful! It’s beautiful.”  
 
    Uninterested, Keri paced across the floor and went straight to the other side, while Tom clicked his camera and Jesus broke off a piece of quartz and held it in the palm of his hand. The chamber was a similar shape and size to the last, about twelve foot in diameter. Like the others, it bore larger tunnels branching off in different directions, some big enough to walk through and some not. “Where do we go from here?” Keri called to the others. Mia noticed how keen she was to get through the tunnels to the end. She wondered if it her eagerness was borne out of fear.  
 
    The largest shaft going from the quartz chamber was lined with the same precious pinks as the quartz inside, except it was a tone darker, running into common rock a few meters along before the tunnel went to blackness in the distance.   
 
    Inside the cavern, and above their heads, smaller random holes were dotted about where chutes the size of water pipes were only wide enough to place a hand into. Keri looked up at them, and as the eyes of her companions followed hers, she asked, “I wonder what those holes are for?”  
 
    Tom went closer and tried to reach them by standing on his toes. He fell short of about five-inches, so he stepped back just as a violent gust of wind blew out of each, making his hair whip about his face.  “Look,” Mia yelled.   
 
    The currents of air formed shapes that looked like maidens with long flowing hair streaming behind them. As the group in the chamber looked on in awe, the airborne nymphs smiled and circled above their heads, their transparent robes becoming wrapped around their perfect bodies like shrouds of white silk. Their shoeless feet and their delicate hands were tiny and their limbs looked as if they had been sculptured out of ivory. “Oh, my goodness,” Keri muttered. “What are they?”  
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Jesus shouted with excitement. The sound of them swooshing over their heads made him raise his voice. “They must be the fabled air spirits. I saw an illustration of them in a book of folklore and fairy magic. They are known to bring either blessing or disaster.”  
 
    “Befriend the nymph. Remember?”  
 
    One of the maidens swooped to the centre of the room and crooked her finger. She was asking them to follow her.  Then all seven flew like streams of wind through a single channel going from the chamber.   
 
    “I guess that’s the way,” Tom shouted as he ran after them. The group of four trotted along the tunnel, as if they sensed the momentum was building. They were coming close to the end. Mia didn’t know how she knew that. She was losing all sense of time and distance. She couldn’t estimate how far they had come, nor to what depths they had travelled, but she could feel her ears pop as if they were descending to deep levels at vast speeds. She was still running when she looked behind her, and in the darkness she saw a dot of pink, the quartz chamber behind them looking as if it were miles away.   
 
    Then she heard a scream.    
 
    Mia turned her face forward and stopped dead in her tracks as she almost collided with Keri who had collapsed to the floor. Mia fell down next to her as Tom and Jesus both stood as if they were admiring a priceless picture in an art gallery.    
 
    Mia felt a sob charge from her mouth as she experienced a feeling of pure pleasure for the very first time. Then, as a solitary tear ran down her cheek, she shook her head from side to side. “No,” she whispered. “No, this cannot be.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood on a stone terrace which protruded from an enormous vertical cliff face. Far below, a great ocean ran into the distance, green, the colour of angelica threaded with blue and silver. A mile across the sea was the horizon, where mountains darted into the sky under a vast landscape of rock, as they realised the ocean and the world they’d found themselves in was cocooned within a colossal cavern. Set into the rock-walls far away, a red sun blazed above the rugged peaks; a globe of fire, burning and rotating, and raging as it spun, as if the earth’s core itself was visible behind a layer of hardened glass.   
 
    To the right, the globe shone down over a sandy shore blending into a checked array of fields of yellow corn squared with purple lands of lavender. And through them, pure white horses ran and played, prancing and jumping as if their happiness was the only thing that mattered.   
 
    In the distance, beyond the fields, was a city made of rocks and caves. Tiny dwellings, like catacombs, plain and featureless, stacked upon each other like random building blocks. And between them, paths spiralled their way through, weaving like a labyrinth up to a palatial structure with twisted pointed turrets.  
 
    It was the fabled city of Caer Sidi. And there, amongst it all, the Perfects roamed.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Alice Burton closed her office door. Even though she’d always favoured the open-door policy at the House, at Number 10, it was an impossible rule to administer. For one thing, most of the work she dealt with was top-secret and there were matters she certainly didn’t want any of her domestic staff to learn about. Most of the dealings she’d had lately were highly sensitive, so frankly, if she could remove the silly open-door policy she’d introduced at the beginning without losing her people person reputation, then she would. 
 
    And that wasn’t the only change she’d regretted. There were some members of the cabinet who were starting to appear all wrong for the role she’d bestowed them. The Chancellor, for one. She’d promoted Peter Shepherd out of loyalty since he had helped the Tories win the election the first time, and he was there right beside her when she gained the majority on her re-election. It was a victorious time for them all, and Alice believed in rewarding loyalty.  
 
    At the same time, she’d also brought in his brother, Martin, and now they, the Shepherds, had surrounded themselves with men from the old school; men who knew their way around British politics better than anyone; men who had been in government forever. The Shepherd brothers had been with her behind the scenes with the Sous Llyndum project. They’d taken a silent approach, with the view to watching her back, picking up the pieces if anything went wrong.   
 
    Well, it did go wrong.   
 
    The Shepherds had come to see her the day after Geoffrey Barnes funeral. They proposed Alice should keep her head down until everything blew over, but they were there if she needed them, if by any chance anything ever came to light about her involvement. She knew it was an underlying threat, that if she ever stepped out of line, they’d leak the lot to the British press. Yes, if she had her time again, she’d never have allowed the brothers so much autonomy. They were so bent, the only reason she got re-elected was because they wanted her right at the front where they could control her.  
 
    Alice pressed the buzzer on her intercom. “Get me Keri Rains.”   
 
    There was a pause as she waited for the call to come through. She needed Keri to help her with some diplomatic issues. There were things happening, which she needed to deal with, and Keri was someone who she could trust.   
 
    She and Keri went way back. Alice had been a high-flying, ambitious backbencher with a very persuasive demeanour, and Keri had been trying to get her foot in the door in acquisitions. They’d helped each other out, and Keri owed Alice more than a few favours.   
 
    Her secretary’s voice came through the speaker. “Mrs. Rains is unavailable, Prime Minister. She’s on a short break.” 
 
    “Find her,” Alice said. “I want her back. Today!” Where the hell was she? She needed to talk to someone about the Burlington issue and she needed to talk about it now. She pressed the intercom once more. “Get me her husband, please.”  
 
    It had only taken a minute to get Harry Rains on the phone. “Madam Prime Minister.”   
 
    “Where is she, Harry?”  
 
    “You mean Keri?”  
 
    “Who do you think I mean? Come on, Harry. We’ve known each other too long for games. Where is your wife?”  
 
    “Keri and I are separated now, Alice. You know that.”  
 
    “So what? You still keep in touch, don’t you? Where has she gone? I need to reach her.”  
 
    “It’s personal.”  
 
    Personal! Since when did any of them get to have a personal life? She didn’t have one. What makes Keri Rains so damn special? “May I remind you who you are talking to here, Harry?”  
 
    “But you’ve always said…”  
 
    What? Hasn’t she always said there are lines people should never cross? God knows they’ve known her long enough to know that at least. “Harry!”  
 
    There was a pause the other end of the phone. He was thinking about it. Well, she’d give him ten seconds and then maybe she should mention the special bonus she’d given him last year.   
 
    When the whole Sous Llyndum incident had gone wrong and Colonel Geoffrey Barnes was regrettably killed, Harry Rains had cleared up the mess. It was Harry who’d arranged the seizure of Barnes’ papers and it was Harry who had sifted through the lot, and destroyed every piece of paper, which could have acted as incriminating evidence if it had got into the wrong hands. Once everything had been taken care of, Colonel Geoffrey Barnes was given a military funeral befitting his rank and his devoted service to his country. The clear up had been Harry Rains best work.      
 
    “She’s in Wiltshire…Stonehenge,” Harry said.  
 
    “Stone..? What’s she doing there, for god’s sake?”  
 
    “It’s the solstice…our daughter’s birthday.” His voice drifted off.  
 
    “So?”  
 
    There was another pause. “Many go there on the solstice. It’s the new dawn….”  
 
    “I know what the solstice is Harry. What I don’t know is why on earth Keri has gone there. What? She’s some sort of new-age traveller now, is she?” Alice would laugh if she didn’t feel so stressed out.  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll hear from her soon. She’ll probably pick up her messages soon.”  
 
    “Well I hope so, Harry. There’s some stuff going on here and I need my people around me. Get hold of her as soon as you can. As soon as you can, Harry. Do you hear me?”  
 
    Alice heard the line go dead. They must have been cut off. Damn ancient phone system, she grumbled.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Jay Pullman sat in a pavement café on a hill in Glastonbury town centre. The Tor was in the distance, with the tower at the top looking as if it was mocking him, like a single finger, erect!  He turned his attention to the daily newspaper resting on the table next to his empty coffee cup. The English tabloid featured a picture of a bare-breasted girl on the inside page. Jay was contemplating the feasibility of her boobs being real, or not, when his interest went to a headline on page four.   
 
      
 
    Afghanistan's resources could make it the richest mining region on Earth.  
 
    Afghanistan, often dismissed in the West as an impoverished and failed state, is sitting on $1.5 trillion of untapped minerals, according to new calculations from surveys conducted jointly by the Pentagon and the US Geological Survey.  
 
    The sheer size of the deposits – including copper, gold, iron and cobalt as well as vast amounts of lithium, a key component in batteries of Western lifestyle staples, such as laptops and cell phones – holds out the possibility that Afghanistan, ravaged by decades of conflict, might become one of the most important and lucrative centres of mining in the world.   
 
    In Washington, a Pentagon spokesman told reporters that the economic value of the deposits may be even higher. ’There's an indication that even the $1.5 trillion figure underestimates what the true potential might be,’ he said.  
 
    The people in Iraq are maintaining that the US and British-led invasion of their country was in order to control the oil wealth, Afghans can often be heard griping that the West is after its "hidden" natural treasures.   
 
    Last night the Prime Minster, Alice Burton, commented "The natural resources of Afghanistan will play a magnificent role in Afghanistan's economic growth. This is a cause for rejoicing. There is nothing to worry about."   
 
      
 
    Jay whistled. “One and a half trillion dollars plus! Nothing to worry about. Yeah, right.”  
 
    He closed the newspaper and turned it to the crossword on the back page as he pulled out his pen.   
 
    Last night in the bar, he’d decided over a glass of beer or two, that if he didn’t locate Fran within the next twenty-four hours, he was going to go to Stonehenge, find the kid, and get the hell out of that cold bitch-of-a-country and back to New York where he belonged. It sounded like a great plan, he thought, as he stabbed the crossword with his pen. One across, four letters: Missing. He didn’t hesitate when he wrote the answer into the grid: Lost. “Yeah, aren’t I, though?” he muttered to himself as he searched for one down.   
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    “This is impossible,” Keri said. “I’m dreaming.” No one responded, least of all Tom. They all remained in stunned silence, gaping at the landscape, trying to digest the scene and the details within the scene. It was more than any of them were prepared for, more wondrous and exotic than any of them could have imagined. As far as Tom was concerned, the fabric of the world that lay out before them was simply inexplicable.    
 
    A white cloud was coming towards them in the distance. The air-spirits were back. Their weightless forms mingled with the air above the quiet sea, as dark blue as a fresh water lagoon.   
 
    Tom and the others watched as two of the maidens separated and flew down towards the terrace they were standing on. They were heading straight for him. His hair and his clothes blew about when they got closer, as if he was caught-up in a wind-tunnel. The two maidens reached out their gentle arms and wrapped their whole spirited bodies around his. Then, as he screamed, they lifted him from the ground as if he was a feather floating on a gentle breeze.   
 
    The scream escaped his lips like a high-pitched squeal. The height of his carriage over the sea was vast and terrifying and he felt that any minute now they would realise he was too heavy and they would release him into the depths of the ocean where he would surely break his neck. But, as he orientated himself, he saw their faces smiling their reassurances, allowing him to put his trust in them as they glided with unfaltering grace across the water towards land.   
 
    They played with him for a while. They swooped like gulls and rose again as they laughed at the noises involuntarily escaping his lips. They were teasing him until he had no choice but to pray they would soon realize it wasn’t the time for kidding around. He took a peek over his shoulder and saw Keri being carried away in the same fashion by another two nymphs. She looked stricken with terror and as her hair lashed her eyes, she closed them tightly, comforted by her temporary blindness.   
 
    Behind her another two spirits gathered up Mia and swept her up into the sky.   
 
    Jesus was the only one left on the ledge with a lone maiden hovering over his head like a ghostly halo. He appeared abandoned as he watched the spectacle of his human companions flying over the underworld’s landscape, wrapped in, what looked like from a distance, a gust of air blown in by Neptune himself.  
 
    Tom was finally released onto the shoreline, where the two spirits left him to go back for Jesus. His land-legs gave out, and he fell to his knees while his body trembled as if it would never stop.  He was on a beach made of the finest sand he had ever seen and as he raked his fingers over it, it cascaded through them like the delicate sands of time. He did it again, enjoying the texture of it caressing his skin. Then, as it sieved back onto the beach, a single white stone was left in the palm of his hand.  He knew what it was. It was a diamond; lustreless and priceless. He dragged his fingers through the sand once more and found another. They were everywhere; raw, uncut diamonds, scattered like common pebbles on a beach.   
 
    In the arms of the air spirits, Mia felt herself gliding to the shore where Tom and Keri were now standing.  She landed on the white sand as Tom took hold of her to anchor her to the ground. They all stayed to watch Jesus make his descent. He was laughing, looking as if he was remembering a time when he was a boy and what it was like to ride on a wave.  
 
    When he was released upon the shore, a voice addressed them all. “They like to give you fun on your first flight.”  
 
    Mia spun around and saw Urigon standing on the shore behind them, alongside six Perfects. She took a tentative step forward. “Is it you?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course,” he answered without moving his lips.  
 
     “It was you who brought us here?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Is it because you were answering my prayers?” She suddenly felt childlike, as if she was like a little girl unsure of what to say to strangers. Not because of her small size against his formidable stature, but because she felt blessed to be on their territory, as if she was a newcomer to heaven itself.  
 
    “We have matters to discuss, but we don’t have much time.” He waved his hand for them to follow. “Come,” he said.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Keri Rains was thinking about Harry, wishing he was there. She was out of her depth, weak and vulnerable, and pretty much useless down there in that strange world. The others seemed to understand what was going on, but she didn’t. She didn’t understand it at all. 
 
    They were the Perfects, she could see that. She had seen some illustrations in the newspaper even though they really did no justice to the real thing. The illustrations did nothing for the strength of their bodies nor their great beauty…and their magnificent skulls. 
 
    And the underworld place! She had no idea how they would ever find their way back to civilization. If what they were saying about the Kudos was true, that they were the chosen ones, then why was she there? She’d never seen a Perfect, nor spoken to one and if their criteria was for people who were true of heart, she most of all, could never satisfy that requirement, not after the evil thoughts she’d pondered over time and time again, condemning the men who took her child.  
 
    Now, as she followed the group across the beach, she looked back one last time to the terrace protruding from the sheer cliff of the mountain, and she wondered that if she wanted to, could she go back?  
 
      
 
    Tom stared at the wonders of that place underground, wonders he was finding difficult to comprehend. He had his hand on his camera case. It was strapped across his back and it dangled behind his arm as a constant reminder that it was there. And like an addict yearning for a fix, he wished he could take a few shots to mark their arrival in that blessed place. He put his hand on the button to release the cover on his pack.  
 
    Just a couple of shots….  
 
    He could see Mia walking in front of him, at the side of the Angel called Urigon. Tom remembered how cross she had been in the past few days when he’d tried shooting everything in sight.  Now, he took his hand away from his bag and hitched it onto his shoulder. Maybe later, he thought. Maybe later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jesus had removed his shoes and walked across the sand with his bare feet. He could see the tattoos on his toes, which he had etched himself in the seventies with blue ink and blood. LOVE was scribed on the right, and HATE on the left, with the H on his big toe under a sprig of wild grey hair.    
 
    His toes gripped the sand as he paced behind Mia, feeling like he was walking on sifted flour. The sensation made him feel euphoric, as if every step he took, his old tired feet were being caressed by the healing power of the sand.  
 
    Jesus was in Heaven there in that strange land. Somehow he had always known that was where his destiny lay. His future was there in that place underground, with those perfect beings and the scenery of indescribable beauty. As far as he was concerned, he never wanted to leave that place now, and if they’d have him, he meant to stay, forever! 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    The Perfects led them down paths of random sized stones patterned with sea shells. It was the only unnatural feature Mia had seen so far. The rest of the world seemed as if it had always existed, even before time began. Clearly, the Perfects had created the winding paths, just as a human would plant a garden and adorn it with decorative slabs.   
 
    Mia stopped walking and crouched down so that she could see the detail. Embedded in the stones and bordering the shells, were shimmering pearls, looking like an eternal precious necklace. The questions that Mia had running through her head were making her lose concentration. She was tired, exhausted even, as if she had been drained of all energy.  She stood up and looked at Urigon as he walked on ahead. “How long have you lived in this place?” she called. The group stopped and waited for his reply and Mia could see Tom up ahead using the toe of his shoe to inspect the pearls along the path.   
 
    “We have always inhabited Caer Sidi. Mother Earth created it for us, a long time ago. We needed somewhere to place ourselves while here on earth. Many underground worlds have been created for us across the planet. Some have even been discovered by man, but they don’t know what they were before they intruded. They call them lost cities.”  
 
    Mia went closer, so that she could see his expression. “I’m surprised it’s so bright here, so light and…airy.”    
 
    “It is our life-source. We could never survive in darkness. We are creatures of light. 
 
    “Then why do you only appear at night up there?” Her eyes went up towards the vast cavernous ceiling. 
 
    “We have to be protected by darkness, but we can’t tolerate for very long. We are reinvigorated in our own habitat.” 
 
    They continued moving along the path until they came upon some cave-dwellings, each one molded into the next and stacked one above the other and side-by-side, unsystematic and varied in shape and size. The entrances, void of doors, were startlingly random. They looked as if they had been made with a sledgehammer, forcefully smashed like broken egg shells. The primitive apartments stretched over hills at the edge of the chequered fields towards the back rock wall of that incredibly mammoth cavern. There were no lights inside, only blackness. Everything she saw seemed to contradict all that was said and all she believed about the place the Perfects resided.  
 
    In the distance not far from the dwellings, Mia could see a waterfall cascading into a lagoon. The white frothing water charged over a giant face looking as it had been carved into the rock, but when she looked again, she saw it was a natural feature, resembling a human face. She recalled the mask on the door of Jesus’ van and equated the two. She called out to him as he trailed behind. “Jesus, look.” She pointed to the rock and Jesus stopped dead in his tracks. His expression turned into a grimace as he fell to the ground on his knees. She ran back and knelt beside him. “What is it? Are you ill, Jesus? What’s wrong?” She knew then what he meant to her, that without him there at her side, she would be utterly lost.  
 
    She could see his hands shaking as he ran them over his wrinkled eyelids. “No, I’m alright. I’m sorry…It’s all too much.” He looked again towards the rock and the waterfall rushing over the face. Around it, green tufts of grass and other foliage decorated the features like hair. “I thought the green man, was a fable. I didn’t expect to see anything like that here. It’s too much at once!”   
 
    She kneeled beside him. “But this is what you’ve been working towards. You’ve been praying you’d visit the Perfects’ world and you said yourself it was inevitable we would find the answers to myths and legends here. You said, that was how folklore started; from something real.”  
 
    He nodded as he averted his eyes to the backs of his hands. His fingernails were yellow and black, from years of smoking and his skin was covered in permanent lines. “Yes, and now I am simply overwhelmed. This is like heaven to me.”   
 
    Tom returned from his place in the lead. He was now standing next to Jesus as he crouched on the floor with Mia. He leaned down and placed his hand under Jesus’ arm and pulled him to his feet. “Come on,” he said with a tenderness Mia didn’t recognize from him.  
 
    Jesus took a greying handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face. Then he inhaled deeply and said. “Thank you, Tom. I am all right now.”  
 
    Up ahead, Urigon spoke as they continued walking along the path. “Prepare yourselves,” he said. “There is more, and you must be ready.”  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Glastonbury 
 
      
 
    Jay discarded the newspaper on the table and paid the bill in cash. Ten pounds for a cup of weak coffee and a rubber sandwich. That was…what, fifteen bucks? Extortionate! He was beginning to wonder what on earth he’d been thinking, going off to England like that, trying to find a woman who clearly didn’t want to be found.   
 
    He tugged his jacket from the back of the chair, thinking all the while that maybe he should just forget about Fran Shriver…find a different girl, settle down, have kids…when, just behind him, to his left he heard a voice.   
 
    “Are you the American looking for a girl called Fran?”  
 
    The woman was dressed in dark robes, like some sort of Celtic witch. She looked about fifty or more, shorter than he, maybe 5’6”. She was putting all her weight onto one side, leaning on a cane covered in metal badges, emblems and symbols. At the top, she clutched the horns of a gazelle between her fingers of her right hand. Her dark blue embroidered dress draped from a square neckline down to her feet, where one set of toes seemed to be adorned with silver rings. The other foot was bare under her brown sandal but it didn’t look like the other, nor moved like the other. Then it occurred to him it was artificial. Jay couldn’t help staring. A flesh coloured plastic foot with barely defined toes.  
 
    He looked up at her face and was momentarily embarrassed for staring at her feet. Coloured beads hung from her neck; her arms were covered in bangles; her hands were encrusted with bejeweled rings, and her ears held hoops of silver and studs of yellow and pink stones. Her long untamed black hair mixed with strands of grey, was tied back with a purple fringed scarf, allowing the curls to cascade down the back of her neck. Her face was tanned and wrinkled from too much sun, and her teeth, all her own, were straight, but they were shaded yellow.   
 
    Jay thought she may have been quite a looker when she was younger. She still had attractive features under the aged skin of her face and her eyes were still a piercing green, made more striking against the darkness of her attire. “Excuse me,” he said. “You are?”  
 
    “Name’s Maggie.”  
 
    Jay slipped his hands into the pockets of his jeans.  He didn’t know what else to do with them. He still hadn’t got used to the strange people who roamed Glastonbury. It was like a Mecca for weirdoes. “You have some information about Fran?” He felt a tinge of optimism.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    He feigned a cough. “Well, okay then. Nice to meet you, I guess.”   
 
    “I am a seer,” she said.  
 
    “What’s that you said?”  
 
    “I’m a seer. I can help you find her.”  
 
    “Ah, I see…excuse the pun! You’re like a fortune teller, right? And how much would this cost an average American traveller like me?” He must have ‘sucker’ written across his forehead.  
 
    She pouted her painted red lips. “You can pay me what you want.”  
 
    “Thanks all the same.” He tried moving past her, but she wouldn’t get out of his way.  
 
    “Don’t you want to find this woman?” Her voice was a croak.  
 
    She had a point. What did he have to go on? Nothing! No leads, no way of finding her, nada. So if he paid the crazy lady twenty bucks? So what!   
 
    He wondered if his expression told her he was prepared to accept her terms; because right then she stepped forward whilst leaning on her stick and linked her free arm through his. He couldn’t shake her off, as his hand got caught in his pocket.   
 
    “Silly boy,” Maggie chuckled. “Come on. I only live around the corner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maggie’s home was a narrow two-story terrace house set on a hilly road within Glastonbury town centre. The building was 1900’s, with a dirty red brick front façade holding old wooden window frames covered in peeling blue paint.   
 
    Jay followed the crazy witch lady -as he’d now dubbed her- to the end of the building and to an old rusted iron gate. It squeaked on its hinges as she pushed her body through, making him wonder what on earth he’d let himself in for.  For all he knew she could be an axe murderer, but he still followed her inside. The darkened alleyway at the other side of the gate held crumbling concrete steps leading up to a higher level. With a nod of her head, instructing him to tag along, Maggie began to climb, holding a broken and rusted handrail on one side and her walking stick on the other.  
 
    Slowly they rose towards the light at the top and Jay had to admit to a certain amount of impatience.  It wasn’t like him. Ordinarily, he was nice to people who were physically challenged.   
 
    On the last two steps, pots of red geraniums sat like a welcome mat, saying, ‘Come out of the darkness and into the light’. And true enough, at the top he was momentarily blinded by a pool of sunlight shining down upon a shrub-crowded terrace amassed with pots, plants, trees and herbs, and ornamental statues of angels of all sizes dotted everywhere. Trellis structures segregated areas, and on the far side, a brick wall had been whitewashed and painted with a strange drawing.  On the back wall, a stone ornament of the fabled green man rested above a dried-up font. Jay recognized it from among Fran’s collectables, although he had no idea what it meant.    
 
    Shaded from the glaring sun, under a rickety trellis covered in grape vine, sat a small wrought-iron table with two wooden kitchen chairs painted dark green and covered in faded floral print cushions. In the centre of the table, alongside a pot of nearly dead white daisies was an ashtray overloaded with roll-your-own butt-ends.  
 
    He watched Maggie take a bunch of keys from a frayed crochet bag. She inserted one into the lock and pulled open the double glass doors, securing them on the walls so that her living space inside became part of the garden.  
 
    “This is my flat,” she said.  
 
    It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the light. The apartment was charming and surprisingly cool. The main room stretched from the back to the front of the building and the interior was crammed with so many things, Jay didn’t know where to look first. He spotted a screen in one corner. He liked it himself. He had a thing for screens and this one was very special. It was hand painted with various scenes; the Glastonbury tor, Stonehenge, mystic symbols, and a mountain with a white horse etched upon it. He recognized that from one of Fran’s brochures too. It was the white horse of Salisbury Plain.    
 
    Next to the screen, under the window, was a grand overstuffed, dark red velvet sofa, with cushions of varying designs scattered over it and a fringed Chinese shawl draped over the back. A standard lamp stood on the floor, and around the walls, bookcases were crammed with so many books and ornaments and curiosities, it would take months to inspect them all; if one had the inkling.   
 
    The centre of the room was dominated by a round table draped in a white lace cloth. In the centre was a crystal ball on an onyx stand and suspended above was a light with a Tiffany shade. Rugs were strewn across the floor and stacks of books covered every available surface, apart from the table in the centre.   
 
    Maggie came out of the kitchen at the side of the room. She carried a tray with a teapot and china cups atop it. Jay rushed to her aid and took it from her as she motioned for him to place it on the table in the centre of the room. The bangles on her wrist rattled as she proffered her hand, instructing Jay to sit on the chair opposite hers. In turn she lowered herself into the other seat with a grimace on her face and a soothing sigh. “Ah, that’s better.”  
 
    “How long have you been wearing an artificial leg, Maggie?”  
 
    “Hmm…this thing? Uh, let me see now…it was forty years ago. I was a missionary in Africa. I fell down a pit meant for game, crushing practically every bone in my poor old leg. I nearly bled to death one day after contracting gangrene in the hospital, so they had to cut it off to save my life.   
 
    “Hell, no!”  
 
    She nodded. “Ah, yes.” she chuckled. “But it was a long time ago and I have the satisfaction of knowing that I wrecked a trap and saved one poor animal’s skin.” She poured the tea into china cups. Jay watched the leaves fall through the spout inside the golden liquid. “Milk or lemon?”  
 
    “Lemon.”   
 
    “Sugar?” He shook his head. She nodded. “Very wise.”  
 
    She handed it to him on a matching saucer. “Go on, drink up and we’ll get down to it.”  
 
    He sipped the drink and was immediately taken with the taste of it. He didn’t normally drink tea, but this was refreshing and calming. Then it occurred to him she could have drugged him. Date rape! She was obviously a crazy old bird.   
 
    “Tell me about Fran,” she said as she held the cup to her lips and sipped.  
 
    “She’s…a friend. I came to England to find her, but she’s disappeared off the face of the earth.”  
 
    Maggie nodded. “Yes, that happens.”  
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Literally, ‘disappearing off the face of the earth’…it’s very common.”  
 
    “Is that right?”  
 
    “I was just being…never mind. So, this ‘friend’ Fran. Do you love her?”  
 
    “No, of course not. I’m just concerned about her, that’s all.”  
 
    Maggie smiled as she placed her spectacles over her nose. “I see. Okay then, give me your cup.”  
 
    He passed it across the table, but she rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Drink it all.” She strummed her fingers on the table whilst she waited.  
 
    He drank some more and left half-an-inch of liquid and tea-leaves at the bottom. She took the cup from him, tipped the excess into a bowl and then turned it upside down onto the saucer. She rotated it a few times and then peered inside, turning the cup all-ways as she tried to read the tea-leaves clinging to its side.   
 
    “She is near, yet she is far...” Maggie coughed. “She is happy, yet she is not…” she coughed again. She took another sip of her tea and carried on. “She is with another…” Maggie looked up at Jay watching her from across the table. “But he is not you.”  
 
    “What does that…?”  
 
    She raised her hand to prevent him from talking. “She is calling you. She wants you to find her.”  
 
    “How? Where can I find her?”  
 
    “Not here. Not on this plane.”  
 
    “Not on this…?”  
 
    “Listen to me, son,” Maggie said in earnest. “She is not of this plane.”  
 
    “You mean she’s dead?” Suddenly he felt the back of his throat seize up and his stomach spasm. He was going to throw up.  
 
    “No,” Maggie answered. “No she is not dead. You must seek her at Caer Sidi.”  
 
    “Where’s that?” Did he even believe all the shit she was telling him?  
 
    “It is the otherworld. It is the fabled land of the faeries.” 
 
    “The fabled land of…?” He wanted to laugh but he stopped himself.  
 
    Maggie looked offended. She knew what he was thinking. “You mustn’t doubt it. It exists, but only for the pure of heart and only for those who see.”  
 
    Jay nodded. Yeah right! He thought as he offered her a patronising smile. Crazy old bird!   
 
      
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Caer Sidi 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Tom shouted. “It’s not possible. How…?”  The others followed the direction of his finger to the horizon on the other side of the vast underworld. On tilting rolling hillsides, row-upon-row of fruit trees lay in stripes upon the land. The orchards, perfectly lined and evenly spaced, resembled an army of soldiers on parade. Apple and plum trees, with tall slim trunks and bushy foliage, stood in rows, where in-between, grape vines with twisting roots, pushed the greenery to the same height as the fruit trees so that the leaves of each mingled with the next. The group watched with awe at the multitude feast of lush black grapes, red and green apples and purple plums running in candy stripes into the distance.   
 
    As the seven Perfects grouped around Tom, Mia, Keri and Jesus, together they all stood at the bottom of the stone palace towering above the cave dwellings like a great monument, high into the eaves of the underground cavern. As they all lingered on the gentle slope in the path, Tom swung his bag from his shoulder and placed it on the ground. He bent down, unfastened it and pulled out his camera to take some pictures of a view never before seen by man. All the while, in his mind he saw the photograph feature in National Geographic. 
 
    But then he felt a hand cover his. Jesus stood over him, shaking his head. Not here, not now. “Kudos, remember?” he whispered.  
 
    Tom felt guilt spread down his neck from his cheeks. He nodded with a solemn expression and put away his camera. The old man was right. That wasn’t the time. That place, the Perfects there was something about them that made him feel humble and protective.   
 
    Mia disturbed the moment and Tom was grateful for that. “You eat fruit!?” she asked Urigon.  
 
    “Yes, among other things,” he answered. “Come, we have refreshment prepared for you.”   
 
    They followed him and another Perfect along the upward winding path. Five other Perfects trailed behind, alert and focused, like loitering body guards.   
 
    The string of pearls continued to run along the edge of the path, bordering dwellings on the way up like tiny floor lights. Tom peered into one of the caves, but there was only blackness inside. To him they looked empty, completely devoid of all light and life.  
 
    Up they went, moving past cave after cave, while the path wound in one direction, and then twisted back again in a distinct U-bend, going back on itself and then turning again. Above them turrets projected from the palatial structure, protruding to great heights in the centre of the catacomb homes.  
 
    Behind him, Tom could hear Jesus speak to Mia. “There are many tales attached to the fabled city of Caer Sidi. Caer means fort, fortress, or stronghold and the legend speaks of a spiral construction like the spiral terraces on the Glastonbury Tor.”  
 
    Mia responded like an excited child. “So the labyrinth, which forms the shape of the Tor is the same as the path leading up to the palace here.”  
 
    “There does seem to be a similarity. It’s connected, somehow.”   
 
    Halfway up, dominating one level, a large entrance had been perfectly squared off within the stone structure, unlike the other entrances with roughly formed edges. The group came to a stop on a landing outside, bordered by a carved balustrade to protect viewers of the city below from falling to their deaths 
 
    The view was vast. As they all looked across the land to the sea and the mountains beyond, there were no words. No words could have described such magnificent and wondrous beauty. In human terms, the sight they saw before them was literally indescribable   
 
    In unison, the group turned towards the entrance to the room at the rear of the terrace. It occurred to Tom that they were all doing the same thing at the same time, as if they were being operated by an invisible puppeteer. Perhaps it was the Perfects’ minds directing them; making them do what they wanted them to do.    
 
    The entrance appeared black and void inside, just like the other cave dwellings, but it was Tom who stepped forward first. He was either being inordinately decisive, or all their movements were being orchestrated by the Perfects. When his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he was able to make out a wall inside the recess made of cobalt blue granite with faint feathered veins running through it.   
 
    One of the Perfects went past him and disappeared through the wall. Whoa! It was another illusion.  
 
    Despite his fatigue Tom’s excitement returned. The wall was the same principle as the bark on the spirit tree; layers upon layers, only visible from the side, undetected if one stared at it face-on.   
 
    Tom stepped further inside and grinned as he sidled in-between the layers. It appeared as if the world had gone dark blue, as if he was enclosed in a seashell. He heard the others follow him when he came out the other side and as he listened to their intrusive footsteps, he blinked as he gazed at the remarkable room on the other side of the wall. Mia came up behind him and touched his shoulder as she too stared in awe at that most wondrous of spaces.  
 
    It was enormous, so much so it defied logic. Tom thought if he had gazed upon it from the outer aspect, a room so large could never have been possible. It was like everything in that underworld. It broke all the rules and nothing could be measured or justified. Time, distance, cubic mass…here in the Perfects’ habitat, science simply didn’t exist.  
 
    The space was round and the floor was of the same cobalt blue as the wall in the entrance, with dappling of sparkling specks on it, like a starry night sky. Threaded through were rings of silvery white, looking as if they were painted on, but they were clearly not. They were set within the floor, as if the whole thing was one natural piece. The rings made a labyrinth, the same as the Cretan maze that had featured on the wall of Jesus’ van.   
 
    Above the windowless room a mural on the ceiling depicted man in the field, working and toiling the land. Women in long robes carried baskets laden with oats, and children laughed as they ran through the long grass. Trees lined the outer circling parameter, blowing inwards like a wild breeze was forcing them to lean in. The mural reminded Tom of the work of Constable, painted onto the ceiling, just as Michelangelo had created his art on the Sistine chapel.  
 
    Dominating the room was an enormous round table made of onyx with colours splattered over it, looking as if a paint brush had been flicked above it many times with colours of orange, yellow and green. Twelve chairs sat around the table made of twisted bark, fashioned from the stems of the vines from the Perfects’ orchards. Around the walls were symbols and signs, which Tom couldn’t recognize, but the most startling of features was an altar at the back of the room made of ordinary rock with flattened tops and stacked in tiers. Its roughness looked out-of-place in a room so rich and fine, but upon it, making the perspective of it seem well aligned, were seven crystal skulls.  Their hollowed eyes stared at the group staring back at them, as they watched the light making them sparkle like polished glass in the sun.   
 
    A Perfect appeared out of nowhere. It seemed as if he had been inside all along. “Here is my father,” Urigon announced. “He is Varquis. A trusted elder in the colony”  
 
    Urigon’s father looked upon the crystal skulls displayed above the altar. “They are our ancestors,” he said. “Your people have thirteen like these, found mainly in South America, but they do not know what they are. The sceptics think they were fashioned from pieces of crystal, but others say if man had chiselled them they would have been impossible to create artificially. Most of your people do not see what’s in front of their faces.”  
 
    “Remarkable,” Mia said. “But how…?”  
 
    “We lived many millennia before, but we were destroyed. All life was wiped out by fire and storm. Our ancestors and all the creatures roaming the earth perished. The skulls recovered by your people, and these here,” he proffered his hand, “are the remnants of that time when our people were sent back to the earth from whence they came. Mother earth turned them into crystal so that we may be reminded of our purity.” Varquis indicated the seats around the round table. “Please, sit.”  
 
    They each took a chair of vines and sat down, keeping their hands folded in their laps. Tom watched Mia run her palm over the table. He did the same. It was smooth like glass, with the lines running through it like veins. “What is this?”  
 
    Varquis mimicked the stroke of her hand. “This is life,” he said affectingly. “These lines and explosions of colour are illustrations of the workings of our brain. They are our intelligence. You would see the same if you looked through a microscope. They are what your scientists call neurons, except ours are slightly different to yours.”  
 
    “How different?” Jesus asked.  
 
    “Well, we use ours to full capacity. Man does not. The mother has been giving you many clues to help you develop your intelligence. She has written across the surface of the Earth in her own hand, but you do not see.”  
 
    “We have had clues?”  
 
    “Yes. There is a place not far from here. It is a place you call Avebury.”  
 
    Mia was suddenly excited. “I know Avebury. I live near there.”   
 
    “Yes, Lakey.”  
 
    “My name’s not…”  
 
    Varquis continued. “Avebury is a very special place and soon you will see why it is there. The two circles, which were once defined by sacred stones, have now been destroyed by man’s own hand. It is an entrance to our world and even though it has been there since time began, you still have not deciphered the code.”   
 
    “Code?” Tom was absorbing all the information as if his own brain had expanded. He just couldn’t get enough of the Perfects’ revelations.   
 
    Varquis spoke. “The myths and legends your people nurtured have all been based on something. It is how you say, ‘no smoke without fire.’” 
 
    “I knew it,” Jesus announced, as he turned to Mia for affirmation. She smiled back with her eyes glazed with unshed tears.  
 
    Varquis continued as he leaned his shoulders against the twisted vines of the back of the chair. “Beyond the Nazca plains, in Peru is a place where more of us dwell. It is another world beneath the earth’s crust, where the Perfects, as you have named us, live alongside Kudos. It is the Kudos there who have campaigned to protect our earth from man and it is they who have instigated our rebellion.”    
 
     Mia was becoming excited again. “So, we can tell them about you. We can save them with the truth.”   
 
    “Perhaps. If it’s not too late.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three Perfects entered the room through the entrance. One approached the table and set down a bowl of fruit with an array of grapes and apples and plums. Another placed flat rounds of bread on the table and a large platter of oysters piled high on a stone coloured plate. One placed four clay cups on the table and filled them with red wine from a pitcher.  It was a veritable feast, one which none of them had the stomach for.  
 
    “You must eat. It will give you strength,” Urigon said.  
 
    Mia was the first to taste the food. She tore away a piece of bread and put it in her mouth. It tasted salty and it was still warm from the oven. Just with one taste, she was suddenly ravenous. She sipped the wine. She didn’t care for it when she’d tried it before, but this tasted different. It had a calming effect on her, not overbearing.   
 
    Varquis voice was deep and distinct. It was a voice no one would disagree with because whatever he said, it was the absolute truth from a wise and intelligent elder. “  
 
    Keri spoke as she rubbed her hands across her face. “Why have you brought us here?” she asked. 
 
    Varquis stared right at her. “We need you.” He wasn’t just talking about them as a group.   
 
    “What?” Keri asked. 
 
    “You, Keri Rains. We need you.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Maggie rose from the table with a grimace on her face, as if she was in pain. She leaned on her walking stick and hobbled over to the dresser on the far wall. There, Jay watched as she opened a small cupboard door and took out a bottle of malt whiskey and two small glasses. She carried them all in one hand, clutching them between her fingers as she hobbled back to the table. “I’m going to have to take it off,” she said.  
 
    Jay lined up the two glasses in front of him. “Take what off?”  
 
    “My leg.” She went to the bathroom and closed the door.  
 
    Jay checked his watch. Six o’clock! He’d been there several hours now. Maggie was getting more and more intense and since he was starving, he decided he should make his excuses and leave. “I think I’ll get going now, sweetheart,” he called, hoping she’d hear him.   
 
    “Stay where you are,” she hollered back. “I haven’t finished yet.” Jay shrugged and unscrewed the top on the whiskey bottle. He recognized the brand. A Scottish malt. He poured a small measure into each glass. “Pour yourself a drink,” she shouted.  
 
    He grinned. Maggie really was a funny old broad. She had told him things that made her sound like her brain was addled, but despite her intensity, she was pretty entertaining, if you liked that sort of thing.   
 
    Maggie had maintained that the Glastonbury Tor was the entrance to Caer Sidi, otherwise named Unnwn, a Celtic otherworld, where she’d claimed Fran had been taken by the faeries, no less! She’d got all defensive when he’d had a chuckle about that. She’d pushed an accusing finger into his arm and said he was insulting her by his lack of ability to be open-minded. “But, Maggie, come on, honey. Do you really expect me to believe all this garbage?”  
 
    With the intent of embarrassing him, -or so he’d claimed- Maggie told him about the Tor resembling the female genitalia.  A stylized vulva, she called it. “It is the entrance to the womb of earth’s mother and that’s nothing to laugh at. And it’s not garbage either. In my mind anyone who thinks its garbage is a garbage person with no soul or intellect.”   
 
    She said the molded shapes around the Tor followed the Cretan symbol, a labyrinth, or maze, where the curve runs back on itself like a U-bend. She said it was a popular ancient symbol, and that she was surprised he had never heard of it. “It is even found amongst the Hopi of Arizona as the Mother Earth symbol,” she added.  
 
    She told Jay how the lines around the Tor were believed to be paths or terraces for cattle but she had a different theory. “They are terraces, but I believe that they were used for people, not for cattle.”   
 
    She embellished. “Have you ever heard of Ley lines?” She didn’t wait for an answer, but frankly, Jay had never heard of them anyway. “They are electromagnetic lines of energy connecting places of spiritual or historical importance. They are everywhere, all over the world in fact…even in your country.” Her quip was a deliberate challenge to his patriotism. “At a point in time, I believe the people of Glastonbury and neighbouring villages climbed the Tor, perhaps on the summer or winter solstice, to watch something marvellous occur. An event so spectacular that people all over Somerset had to rise to greater heights to witness it, to revere and worship it. There, in specific places, like the Tor, Cleyhill and Brent Knoll, people would create a beacon of light in the towers at the top.”   
 
    “Welsh legend tells us that Caer Sidi means a spiral castle in the otherworld. They say one of the entrances to Caer Sidi is around Glastonbury and that a magic cauldron exists there. The cauldron, which belonged to the goddess Ceridwen is a factor in the making of the Grail story, did you know that? An early Welsh poem tells how King Arthur and his men went in quest of it. The quest involved threading the Tor maze to the summit.”  
 
    “So, have you ever tried it?” Jay asked.   
 
    She’d tapped her false foot with her stick. “Not with this thing.”  
 
    As the whiskey began to filter through his veins and soothe him, he heard Maggie come out of the bathroom. She was wearing a long pink Egyptian Kaftan, covering the place where once long ago she had a leg, long and shapely. Under her arms, she balanced her body on old wooden crutches with home-taped padding on the part beneath her arms and the cross bar, where her hands operated the sticks back to the table. She sat down and placed the crutches on the floor next to her.  
 
    “That’s better.” She picked up her glass and drained the whiskey in one gulp. “I thought you Americans knew how to pour a shot. Get that bottle open and give me a decent measure.” She banged the glass on the table.  
 
    Jay laughed. “Listen, Maggie. I’ll have to go soon. I must have overstayed my welcome here.”  
 
    “Nonsense. I’ll tell you when you’ve outstayed your welcome. It’s not up to you to decide that.  Besides, we’ve got more to talk about. If you’re worried about your stomach, I’ll make us something in a minute.”  
 
    He chuckled. Crazy old bird, Jay thought. Crazy old bird. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Mia awoke not knowing where she was, until seconds passed and she remembered she was lying on a bed of pink and white coral. That was a first! She recalled the moment when she arrived in the chamber only a few hours before, when she had placed her body upon a slab laden with fine coral protruding like a bed of nails. When she’d lain down it had softened beneath her and adapted to her shape like a memory foam mattress. The principle was the same as an executive toy when a hand or a face could be imprinted in the pins. Unlike nails, the coral was soft and warm, heating her body like an electric blanket.   
 
    She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed and as she pulled on her jeans, she looked across the room at Keri, still asleep in the cot opposite hers. She looked peaceful and happy, a far cry from how she’d looked last night.  
 
    Varquis had told Keri they needed her help. She was as surprised as anyone could be, having no inkling that she was there for any specific purpose. She’d always assumed she’d simply been caught up in the events that had led them to Caer Sidi, as an innocent bystander. When Varquis told her he needed her help, her eyes had widened in panic and fear. “But, why me?” she cried. “I am nobody. How can I be any use to you? I have no power.”  
 
    As Mia comforted her, she asked Varquis why they were there. She was referring to herself, Tom and Jesus.  
 
    “You were instrumental in guiding her here. She would not have come alone. And you are all Kudos. You are special to us.”   
 
    Tom interjected. “Me too?”   
 
    Mia scowled at him as she held Keri’s hand beneath the table. She knew Tom was seeking Varquis’ reassurance after Jesus had challenged his Kudos status. Idiot!  
 
    “Of course, Stoney,” Varquis said. “Without you, they would not have found the entrance. You have great vision and insight.”   
 
    Mia and Jesus looked at Tom as if they were seeing him for the first time. Mia also wondered, momentarily, if the Perfects had gotten Tom mixed up with someone else.   
 
    “And me?” Jesus’ voice was like a whisper, afraid of what their answer would be.   
 
    “You will know soon why we have brought you here.” Varquis then turned to Mia. “Without you, Lakey, none of you would be here. You have relentlessly sought us. You have connected with us through your will and your mind and your purity.”  
 
    Mia felt her throat constrict. All the waiting. All that time at Stonehenge when she thought they weren’t listening…  
 
    Varquis and Urigon stood up. “We will explain everything after you have rested. You must go now.”  
 
    The Perfects led them from the room, back through the main entrance and down the winding pathways once more. When they’d stopped outside two dwellings, set side-by-side, a Perfect ushered Tom and Jesus into the first chamber, and then Mia and Keri into the second.  Inside, it appeared as if they were standing inside a lobby made of rock with nothing there, no lights, no beds…nothing.  
 
    “You must rest now,” the Perfect had said, and then he retired.  
 
    “There must be something beyond the wall.” It occurred to Mia that it must have been the same principle as the other entrances, so she walked towards the rear wall with her hands outstretched. She stood with her back against the rock and turned her head sideways to find layers, like the other entrances. But there was nothing. Then she turned her head the other way and saw a stairway leading downwards at the side of the cave. “Come on, Keri,” she whispered as they walked hand in hand down the stairs.  
 
    They entered a windowless room with subdued atmospheric lighting, as if it was lit by an array of burning candles. Two coral beds were built into the sides of the room, where the walls above were decorated with patterned clay tiles; each wall displaying its own mural. The tiles were of random shapes and sizes, pieced together in symmetrical form and in mounting layers. Each hand-painted tile was painted with part of a picture, so that when they were joined together, they formed a dazzling three-dimensional image of life on earth.   
 
    The one above Mia’s cot was a picture of a forest and above Keri’s, a mountain landscape. Both pictures complimented each other by the use of the same colours and strokes of the brush, so that when she stood in the middle of them, the two images embraced her, making her feel as if she was in the forest, bordered by the mountains.  
 
    The far wall beyond the two beds was a wall of amber under a canopy of stone. It looked as if it was backlit, but of course it couldn’t have been, not there in that world. The soft yellow amber simply glowed, making the cave soft and serene. It was a room meant for sleep, Mia decided. Nothing more was required of it.  
 
    Now, just a few hours later, Mia had arisen from the coral feeling refreshed and ready to explore more of the Perfects’ world. “Good morning, Keri.”  
 
    Keri was pulling on her shoes. “What do you suppose we do now?”   
 
    “Go find the others, I suppose.” Mia took one last look around the amber cave and then she went for the stairwell at the side of the room. “Come on.”  
 
    “Wait!” Keri was still sitting at the side of the coral cot.  “What?”  
 
    “What do you suppose they want me for, Mia? You know them better than I. What would they want with someone like me?”  
 
    Mia shrugged. “Who knows, Keri, but I guess we’re just about to find out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom and Jesus sat on a row of boulders on the beach, watching a turtle stroll out of the ocean. It was the most pleasant of images, not one they were in a habit of seeing every day. It was slowly making its way along the sand with its strong shoulders pushing its legs beneath the home it carried on its back. It was enormous, and it surely weighed a ton.  
 
    “There is no night here,” Jesus murmured as he stared transfixed at the revolving ball of fire that was the Perfects’ life force. “Which is strange, seeing as the Perfects only go up…” he raised his eyes upwards, to indicate their world above them, “…at night.”  
 
    “They can’t tolerate our sun, that’s all. Maybe if there was no sun, like on a winter’s day, they could go up.”  
 
    “Maybe.”  
 
    “What would happen to them, do you think? If they went up, in the sun, I mean.”  
 
    “Beats me, dude.” Tom was still watching the turtle. “I don’t know where to begin with the questions I want to ask. I mean, what’s it all about, you know what I’m saying? What the hell is it all about?” Tom reiterated. “Oh, excuse me!”   
 
    “Excuse you for what?”  
 
    “For saying the ‘h’ word.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Uh, you know, with your name an’ all.”  
 
    Jesus chuckled. “What? You think I’m the son of God?”  
 
    “Uhm, well…stranger things have happened.”  
 
    “You’re crazy, you know that?  If you saw what I used to get up to in my youth...It would make your hair curl!”  
 
    Tom pushed a lock of curled hair from his brow. “Hey, have you got a cell phone?”  
 
    “No. I’ve had no need of one, nor the desire. Why do you ask? Thinking of making a call?” Jesus laughed.  
 
    Tom patted his jacket pocket. “No, I’ve lost mine, that’s all.”  
 
    “Hey, you two.” It was Mia.   
 
    Tom watched her walk towards them as Keri trailed behind. Mia looked stunning. She was a natural beauty and this morning she had never looked lovelier. She had a glow to her skin that made her look…well, perfect.  
 
    “Hey,” he said.   
 
    “We’ve been looking for you. Did you have breakfast?”  
 
    “Don’t you mean did we have nourishment?” He was feeling a little tetchy. He didn’t know why.  
 
    She frowned back at him. “Okay, then. Did you have nourishment?”   
 
    “We did,” Jesus answered. “Bread and fruit and some sort of fish.”  
 
    “Smoked herring,” she said. “They have them hanging in a cave just behind the palace. And they are smoked naturally from a vent underground.  I’ve seen them,” she said. “They look like bats hanging from the roof of a cave.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Tom snapped.   
 
    Mia kicked some sand towards him. “What’s wrong with you, grumpy?”  
 
    “Nothing, hun’, nothing at all. Hey, have you two girls still got your cell phones?”  
 
    “He means our mobiles,” Mia said to Keri.  
 
    Keri shook her head. “I think I’ve lost mine.” 
 
    “Me too!” Mia patted the pockets of her jeans. “The air-spirits took them.” Jesus said. “When I was left on the ledge and they took you down, I saw objects fall from your pockets. They must have been your phones.” Jesus chuckled. “Still, no need of them here.”  
 
    “Well they haven’t taken my camera,” Tom patted the bag on his back. “Do you think they’d mind…?”  
 
    “Ask them, Stoney, you crazy American boy,” Mia snapped.  
 
    “You may take pictures.” It was Urigon. He was walking towards them followed by six other Perfects.   
 
    “Why do you move in groups of seven?” Jesus asked as they got closer. “Does it have anything to do with the book of revelations?” When the others looked at him for clarity, he said. “In the Bible, in the last book called revelations, the number seven is prominently featured. It is said, seven is the number of completeness, of perfection, and the divine ordering of worldly affairs.”   
 
    Urigon stood on the sand as the other Perfects spaced themselves out so that they were all standing in a circle. “Ah, yes, seven spirits before God’s throne standing for the infinite perfection of the Holy Spirit; seven churches which represent the entirety of the church of all ages; seven seals written on the scroll, the title deed of earth, and seven trumpets contained within the seventh seal, symbolic of the entirety of the judgments of God intended to break the power of evil.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Jesus responded, but he wouldn’t have put it so precisely.  
 
    “Only God can give you the answer to that. Seven is indeed sacred to us. In practical terms, we are strong, but we are stronger in numbers. And we are brothers. Each of us lives for the other. Our bond is indestructible.”   
 
    “What if you die?” Mia looked to the others for approval. Tom scowled at her.  
 
    “Then we all die.”  
 
    “But if you are indestructible, how do you die?” 
 
    “We can perish from a blow to our head.” He raised his hand to the side of his visage and ran a finger above his ear, under his skull. “Here! Our brains are what make us function. This area is soft enough to be vulnerable. We can also die of old age, but we live longer than you.”  
 
    “How old are you?”   
 
    “It is difficult to say. We hold no regard for time. Perhaps in your time-zone we could live for two or three hundred years.”  
 
    “Wow!” Tom sang. “So…about some photographs. You’re going to let me photograph you?”  
 
    “No, not us. But you may take pictures of our land. Not inside the dwellings or on the other side, but…”  
 
    “The other side?” Mia interrupted. The group looked at each other with awe on their faces.  
 
    “Yes. That is where we will take you now. To see the rest of our world.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Jay could smell coffee brewing. He pulled his tired body up against the cushions on the sofa and reached over the back to open the drapes, just a little. The morning sun shot through the gap and blinded him. He let go and rubbed his eyes until normal vision returned to the darkness of Maggie’s apartment.  
 
    The night before, the two of them had drunk a whole bottle of whiskey and at midnight, when Jay finally passed out on the couch, Maggie had thrown a blanket over his prostrate form and left him there. Now, his head was throbbing and aching and he needed a darn good dose of Aspirin.   
 
    He put his feet on the floor and found his shoes, tied the laces, not too tight, and shuffled to the bathroom to swill his face. He remembered using the john last night and seeing Maggie’s artificial limb propped up in the corner. It was a strange looking contraption, covered in a skin-coloured footless stocking with her sandal -still in situ- covering the plastic foot. Now, as he used a towel to dry his hands he noticed Maggie’s leg had gone.  
 
    He found her on the terrace outside. He hadn’t noticed when he’d arrived yesterday, but now he could see she had a marvellous view of the Glastonbury Tor from her apartment. The Tor was eerie looking at that early hour, as the lower half of the hill was shrouded in a morning mist, while the top above the fog looked like the swell of a woman’s breast; the tower a nipple pointing up to the sky. He chuckled to himself as he ran his fingers through his unkempt hair.  “You’re up, are you?” Maggie said.   
 
    “Got anything for a headache?” She tossed him a small white bottle. It rattled when he caught it and he wondered if there would be enough inside to deal with that particular hangover. “Thanks.”  
 
    “How’d you sleep?” She was sipping tea from a china cup and saucer.  
 
    “Like a baby.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, and how about that?” she guffawed, “You were crying like one last night.”  
 
    “What? You’re crazy.” A mug of black coffee was waiting for him in front of the empty seat. He threw two pills into his mouth and chewed them before he swallowed. He washed them down with lukewarm coffee and grimaced as the taste rocked the inside of his mouth.   
 
    “Crying like a baby you were. ‘Oh, Fran’,” she mimicked, “Where are you…I miss you, blah, blah, blah.”  
 
    Jay shook his head in shame. Yes, he did recollect something like that, but as long as he kept denying it, maybe she’d forget the whole thing. “You are crazy,” he repeated. He looked at the strange drawing on the whitewashed wall next to Maggie’s chair. It looked like a child’s drawing of a train with match-stick people standing on it. “What is that?”  
 
    She looked affectionately at the image. “That’s the Hopi prophecy.” She looked in his eyes for a glimmer of recognition. “You have heard of the Hopi of Arizona? It’s your country isn’t it?”  
 
    “Of cour..!”  
 
    She closed her eyes and opened them again. “The Hopi live near Oraibi, Arizona. They are wonderful people. I’ve been there, you know! There is a rock that symbolizes many Hopi prophecies, but this drawing is the most well-known.”  She threw him a patronizing glance as she ran her finger along the line which appeared to be the undercarriage of the train. “That’s the life path.”   
 
    She touched a figure on the left, of a stick man with a skull-shaped head. “He is called the Great Spirit, but my interpretation is that he represents the Perfects.” She smiled as she ran the tip of her finger over its head. “According to the Hopi, the bow in his left hand represents his instructions to lay down weapons.” She nodded and raised her brow in an all-knowing way. “The vertical line to the right of the Great Spirit is a time scale in thousands of years. And the point at which the Great Spirit touches the line is the time of his return.” The figure was touching the line halfway along.   
 
    All of it meant nothing to Jay, but he was interested in her interpretation of the diagram, even though it looked like a baby could have drawn it. “Who are those little guys?” Three were standing above the train.  
 
    “They represent past, present and future,” she said. “And the line they’re standing on is the path of technology.”  
 
    She ran her finger over two circles. “These two circles are the first and second world wars and this…” she indicated the heavy vertical line. “This is decision time. And that’s now, basically!”   
 
    “Here we go!” Jay chuckled.  “You’re going to start laying ‘the-end-is-nigh-crap on me again. Right?”  
 
    She ignored him. “The short line there…is the last chance for people to turn back to nature before the upper road disintegrates and dissipates.” Maggie smiled and winked. Jay wondered if she annoyed everyone she met, or if it was just him. “The small circle above the Path of Life, after the last chance, is the Great Purification, after which corn will grow in abundance again when the Great Spirit returns.” Maggie took a deep breath. “I believe that represents the end of our world as we know it…the Apocalypse.”  
 
    “Maggie, honey. You’re wasting your time on an old dog like me. I don’t believe in all this stuff. How could this ancient civilization know these things? It’s just not plausible, you know? In my world, you’re either alive or dead, with nothing in-between.”  
 
    “Why doesn’t that surprise me coming from you?” Maggie brushed her hands together to remove the dust from the wall. “You’ve got a lot to learn, American boy.” She stood up. “Right! What time do you want to get going?”  
 
    Jay sipped his tepid black coffee from a chipped mug with ‘Greenpeace’ written on the side. “Get going? Where?”  
 
    “Ha, you don’t remember do you?”  
 
    “Indulge me.” Jay pulled his cell from his pocket. He turned it on. There were still no messages from the kid. Where the hell was he?  
 
    “We’re going to search for the entrance to the otherworld.”   
 
    Jay put the phone back into his pocket. “Sure we are.”  
 
    “Now, you listen to me, American boy. I’m in no mood for your negativity this morning. It took me half of last night to convince you to do this. I’m not going to repeat myself all over again.”  
 
    Jay vaguely recalled Maggie talking about the entrance to the otherworld and a place called Caer Sidi. Much to his amusement she had delved into her crystal ball. He remembered laughing so much that she had hit him across the shoulder with her stick.   
 
    He’d sobered up when she told him Fran had encountered something painful when she was there in Glastonbury. “She got attacked by someone she trusted and now she is in another place, licking her wounds.”   
 
    “Maggie, I know you mean well,” Jay said now, as he placed his mug down upon the table, “But as I said before, I don’t believe…”  
 
    “Well you’d better start believing it, Mister American private investigator, because tomorrow morning at 4.45am is the summer solstice and it’s going to be the only opportunity you’ll have to get into the otherworld. If we don’t find a way in, that girl will be lost to you forever, do you hear me? Forever!”  
 
    Jay figured he didn’t have much to lose by going along with Maggie’s crazy delving. If it kept her happy…However, he would continue texting Fran. “Okay, Maggie. Anything to keep the peace! So where do we start?”  
 
    She turned her gaze towards the view of the Tor, and to the tower sitting above it. “You got a laptop?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    “Right. I’ll come back to your hotel with you and I’ll show you where we need to begin.”  
 
    “Sure. I mean, how could we unravel ancient mysteries without a laptop? What’re you gonna do, Skype a Hopi?”  
 
    Maggie rose from her seat and picked up her empty cup. As she walked towards the entrance of her apartment she turned about. “They’re not on-line,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Mia watched him click away on his camera like a rampant turkey. As far as she was concerned he was taking advantage of the Perfects’ hospitality, their trust in him and their sacred right to anonymity. She couldn’t understand Urigon allowing him to photograph their world. It shouldn’t be for the human race to see. She was worried about how the Perfects could be compromised if their way of life was made public.  
 
    From the beach, they were all taken back to the room in the palace where the round table of life welcomed them. The leader, Varquis, was there, taking his place on the chair opposite the altar where the seven crystal skulls were displayed like prizes. “You are rested,” he said. We will begin.”   
 
    Keri was sitting right next to Mia, so she reached out and squeezed her hand. Her skin felt clammy. Jesus was on her other side and then Tom, who had his camera thrown over his shoulder protected by his hand as if it was as precious as the prizes on the altar.   
 
    “Keri Rains, we need your help.”  
 
    Each of them turned to look at Keri. Her expression was blank, as if she had prepared herself for the moment when their plans for her would be revealed.  
 
    Then Mia gasped as she remembered the words of Urigon the night she met the Perfects at Stonehenge. She’d said that she couldn’t imagine why they’d chosen her. ‘Not you’ he’d said, ‘one other…a woman. She can help us.’  
 
    “Early tomorrow morning, on the solstice, a new dawn will begin. In all its glory, the earth’s sun will appear through the structure of Stonehenge, as it has for many suns before. It will shine as a beacon of hope for your people and for us, the children of earth. But unlike the suns before it, it will shine brighter and further than it ever has. It will cast its light upon many places, not just the stones your people worship each year with hope in their hearts. Tomorrow, the earth’s sun will be at one with our mother, as it was one-hundred years ago in 1915.”  
 
    Varquis’ voice charged around the room. His bellow moved the hairs on the back of Mia’s neck with the drone of his words, as surely as it must have affected the others in the same way. “The alignment of the sun with the mother will once again be a time for unity. It is the new dawn of peace and prosperity. It is the calming of the seas and the wind, and our mother will once again breathe new life upon us. The fish in the sea will be plentiful. The harvest in the fields and the fruits on the trees will be abundant, and the cattle, which sustain you, will be free of disease. The icecaps will cease to thaw and the forests will grow. But most importantly, the ground beneath your feet will begin to repair. The waters will flow freely and the soil will prosper…As long as man stops raping the land, allowing it once more to shift and settle so that it may regenerate its strength and power.”  
 
    “You were warned in the year of 1915. You were told by the mother to connect with the dawn, feed from its offer of life, and prosper with sincerity in your hearts and minds. But you did not. Instead, you once again plagued the planet with war and famine. Disease once more cast its fingers over the land and the air. Wealth was your motivation and as you surely fought in two great wars and more battles of destruction, you killed and spread your hatred around the globe so that darkness fell once more.  
 
    This is your last chance, but even now it could be too late. We are giving you this final message as an offering of peace, so that our blessed mother will be saved from total destruction. We are giving unto you and you must listen.”  
 
    “Wait.” Keri rose to her feet. “Why are you telling us this? We can’t do anything. We are ordinary people. We have no power over the decisions of our…” She was speaking for all of them, but mostly, she was referring to herself.  
 
    Varquis silenced her with the strength of his message. “You have the confidence of your Prime Minister, Keri Rains.”   
 
    Keri looked as if her spine had all but given way. She sat down. “But, you can’t honestly expect me to stop what is happening to the planet…”  
 
    “It will take just an ordinary man. Just as ordinary men have gone before you.”  
 
     “Me!” She placed the flat of her palm on her chest. “Me?” She was becoming shrill as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.  
 
    Mia placed her hand on Keri’s shoulder. Her body was trembling. “May I speak on her behalf?” Mia said gently.  
 
    “You may.”  
 
    “Even I am having difficulty believing this woman could save our planet from total destruction…”  
 
    “No offence,” Tom quipped.  
 
    Then Jesus rose to his feet. “No!” All heads turned towards him. “She can do it. Varquis is saying that no one ‘important’ needs to do this. This is not a task that needs title or power, this is not something for our leaders to deal with. They are too corrupt and they have no goodness in their hearts. They aren’t Kudos.”  
 
    “Neither am I,” Keri shouted. It was as if she’d found a life-line, a way out of the challenge they were setting her.   
 
    Varquis’s voice was serene now. “You are Kudos. You connected with us once at the stones. You touched a Perfect. It was I.”  
 
    Mia turned to look at Keri’s face. “What does he mean?”   
 
    Keri was staring at her hand resting on the table. “Last year, when I came to Stonehenge, I thought I saw…it was the stone…for a moment I thought I saw it move.” She looked at Varquis with disbelief in her eyes. “That was you?”  
 
    “Yes. We came for you then, but you were not ready.”  
 
    Jesus spoke. “Don’t you see? He is speaking of ordinary men before us…” His voiced trailed away as he turned his gaze from Keri to the leader, Varquis. “Am I right?” He was urging Varquis to read his mind.  
 
    “You are. Your namesake walked upon this earth to deliver the message, but he was destroyed. He was a man of great wisdom, and he was pure of heart. He was Kudos.”  
 
    Tom was shaking his head. “You mean the man himself…JC?”  
 
    “There were others after him; men of peace. The man Ghandi, Mother Teresa and many others with less celebrity. They have all walked the earth wanting change, wanting food for all men, health and harmony. If they failed, it was because they were prevented by the people whom they tried to help, as Jesus was prevented and destroyed.”   
 
    “Hey, Keri,” Tom said. “You’re in good company.”  
 
    “No, this woman is not like them.” Varquis said. “We would simply ask her to deliver a message to her leader. She has the advantage of her trust. The message is of great importance. It must be delivered before our earth is threatened once more by man and his greed.”  
 
    Keri brushed away her tears. “What sort of message?”   
 
    “We want to meet with them.”  
 
    “Meet?”   
 
    “It is time. We want to meet with Alice Burton on the morning of the solstice and you must make her agree.”  
 
    “But that’s tomorrow. There’s not enough time. Besides, she would never listen to me…not in that respect. She is…she’s not the woman I thought she was.”  
 
    “You will persuade her. We will show you how.”  
 
    “I don’t see…”  
 
    Varquis stood and the others followed without being instructed. “Urigon will show you to the other side now. We will meet again later, before you leave.”  
 
    “But…I have more questions. There is so much more I want to know.” Mia felt panic rise up from her stomach. She couldn’t leave now. Not now!  
 
    “All your questions will be answered, Lakey.”   
 
    “When?”  
 
    “Soon.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Jay stepped out of the shower and wrapped a warm white towel around his hips. He had returned to his hotel room to freshen-up while Maggie delved into his laptop in the lobby downstairs. She said she wanted to be able to print out stuff, so no doubt she was bugging the front desk at that very moment. The whole thing was crazy. Maggie was crazy, and he was crazy for allowing her to talk him into the whole crazy scheme.   
 
    He dressed in jeans and a white cotton shirt, which he left hanging out. He was tempted to tuck it in, but Fran always called him a nerd when he did that. He sat down next to the table where a cup of black coffee was going cold.  He sipped it as he glanced at an article in a magazine, left over from the now discarded Sunday newspapers.   
 
      
 
    Afghanistan and gemstones have been synonymous since the Neolithic Period, 6,500 years ago. Though millennia have come and gone, not much has changed. Afghanistan is still rich in precious and semi-precious gemstones, and mining is still an industry steeped in risks.    
 
    Afghanistan is in desperate need of legitimate, lucrative industries to bolster its dire and turbulent economy.  
 
    What we are finding is that Afghanistan is a country rich in gemstones, but they are at the bottom of the chain.         
 
    They are not capitalising on their valuable natural resources. Increased security, recent changes to the legal framework for mining and the Afghan government’s strategy for legitimising the mining sector will improve the prospects for investment and the consequent increase in yields.  
 
      
 
    Jay threw the magazine on the bed and checked his watch. Time to go, he thought, as he wondered what the hell that crazy broad, Maggie, was going to get him into now.  
 
    He stuffed his wallet into his back pocket and picked up his key card. Then checking his cell one more time for any messages from Fran, or the kid, he kept it in his hand and pulled the door closed behind him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    After walking along the path from the spiral palace, Mia, Tom, Keri and Jesus arrived at the bottom as Urigon led the way with his six brothers.  
 
    When Mia glanced at the other Perfects mulling about, she pondered how serene they looked, how very…together they were. She admired them in so many ways. Some of them were working on crafts on a wall made of blue stones and some were fishing, hovering above the water with their wings extended. She could see them laughing as they caught a fish intent on escape. They were pulling up oyster shells and on the beach some sat and prised them open, taking the pearls from inside and placing them in a basket. Over the water they teased each other with crayfish as the black shelled creatures snapped their pincers at them.  
 
    In the distance she could see some working the land, carrying nets laden with fruit taken from the vines. And far away some stood amid the yellow corn fields picking the golden crops as if they were choosing each one. Mia looked up at the ledge where she and the others had emerged the day before. Seven Perfects were exiting the cave, soaring from its landing with their wings outstretched, gliding through the air until they landed on the beach.  In a group they walked across the sand towards the castle of Caer Sidi, perhaps to report to their leader, news from the human’s world.  
 
    Urigon told her the Perfects each had markings on the palm of their hands, all of them diverse and special. Their legend spoke of each mark being duplicated by mother earth somewhere on the planet; anything from the outline of a mountain peak, to the shape of a pebble on a beach; some had been replicated in crop circles, fashioned on the land for everyone to see. The marking on Varquis’ hand was two circles intertwined. It was the ultimate symbol of life, where they lived, somewhere between the living and the dying. He’d been made leader, since the sacred mark was the highest accolade from his maker.  
 
    As they made their way along paths of shells and pearls, Mia wondered, and not for the first time, about the lack of females in their world. They were all male adults as vibrant and desirable as any real man, more so…What woman wouldn’t want them, and if they were so desirable, how had they escaped the chance for reproduction? They had the ‘equipment’, didn’t they? she pondered privately.  
 
    In front of them, about twenty meters away, they approached the rock face over the waterfall, that Jesus called the green man. Its face became bigger as they got closer, more omnipotent and real, the features distorting close up, becoming simply a cliff side of crevices and gulley’s covered in oak leaves, holly and mistletoe. His beard was trailing ivy, his hair bushes of green, and his eyes were placed naturally within two rounded holes where inside each, a magnificent emerald reflected the light.  To his left, a waterfall crashed to a small pool where fresh-water fishes of gold and rainbow colours swam beneath its surface among reeds and rocks, and coral as fine as porcelain.  
 
    Urigon spoke as they all gathered around the pool watching the life under the water. “Take the entrance at the side of the rock.”  
 
    Jesus turned about and asked, ‘The fabled green man…who is he?” 
 
    “His image represents our father.” 
 
    “Your father?” muttered Jesus. “You mean God?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. It’s no different to man having a cross to use as a symbol of worship. We worship this image because it is formed of the earth, by the mother’s own hands. His face is a good representation of how the father looks.” 
 
    They all regarded the cliff face as if they were looking at it in a new light.  
 
    Urigon spoke, bringing their attention back to the matter in hand. “Go behind the fall of water. It will take you to the other-side, if you are wise.”  
 
    Mia stepped forward. “You’re not coming!?” They couldn’t go alone. Not without the Perfects to guide them.  
 
    “We will wait for you here. You may return by the same route when you are ready. But you must return. You cannot stay.”   
 
    Stay? Why would they stay? And what was on the other side? They were acting as if it was a secret vault containing something too precious to expose. “What is on the other-side?”  
 
    “You will see,” he said. “Go now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guided by Tom, the four stumbled over rocks next to the pool and walked through a darkened crevice at the side of the green man’s face. The path took them to a ledge behind the trailing ivy, hidden like a secret passage behind a hanging tapestry made of living green silk.   
 
    Tom’s stomach churned so bad he blamed it on the lack of meat in his diet. Fruit was okay, but man, it couldn’t beat a prime American steak. They were about to enter a world never before seen by any human. The prospect of exploring new territory in a world that was already a wondrous find was almost too much to for his stomach to bear. He wondered if he should vomit. Spill his guts behind a rock somewhere, but for now, he placed his hand inside the ivy that hung like beaded drapes and pulled it to one side. When he stepped through, Mia and the others followed.   
 
    Behind was a deep crevice in the rock, chiselled out by the fall of water which had eroded it over centuries. The path extended behind the waterfall like a curved walkway and as Tom sidled along with the water crashing down in front of him, the rest followed suit so that all four of them were hidden from view by the veil of water. Half-way along the walkway they took a new direction to a short tunnel, and as they traipsed with anxious footsteps, they came to an enormous low-ceiling cavern.  
 
    The cave was about half the size of a football pitch, but it was raised only a meter above their heads, making Tom hang his neck even though there was enough room to stand upright. The ceiling was covered with thin spiked anthodites, resembling white crystallised flowers, and around the walls, rock formations appeared resembling clusters of pearls, glistening, as if they had been sprinkled with fairy dust. From the ceiling, and spiralling throughout the cave, ancient stalactites fell, joining with stalagmites rising from the rock floor. To Tom and the others grouped together at its entrance, it looked like a princely ballroom filled with marble-like pillars to waltz around.   
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Keri’s voice echoed around the room. It’s beautiful, it’s beauty…  
 
    Tom walked around the edges trying to find an entrance. The low ceiling was making him feel claustrophobic. “There’s no way out.” He stood against the pearl covered rocks and turned his head to detect an illusion, something for them to walk through, but again there was nothing.  
 
    “There must be a way through,” Jesus said as he walked around the pillars. He smoothed his hands over the magnificent structures, so naturally formed and preserved for millennia.  
 
    Mia’s called out. “Urigon said something about finding our way through ‘if we are wise’.” Her voice reverberated against the walls.  
 
    Jesus smiled at the echo of her voice, if we are wise, if we are… “I might have an idea, but I’m not sure…” He wandered about in a circle. “I could be wrong, but it looks like the Cretan maze. It’s hard to distinguish from here, but I’m trying to picture it from above and it does seem to follow the ‘labyrinth’ principle. Like Woodhenge”  
 
    “So?” Tom asked. “We could try and follow the path through the pillars. If their spiral castle is based on the Cretan maze, it would seem reasonable to assume that this is the same sort of principle. Tom rubbed his bare arms. It was cold down there.  
 
    “Except this cave is naturally formed, not manmade.”  
 
    Mia paced forward as if she was going to embrace Tom. But of course she didn’t. “Don’t try and analyse this, Stoney. It is beyond our comprehension just like everything in the Perfects’ world.” 
 
    “Yeah, got that. Okay, let’s try it. It’s cold in here.”   
 
    Jesus began at the point nearest to them and walked to the left, until he reached the far pillar. He knew the way of the labyrinth since he’d drawn the image often enough. There was only one route and that was the way he would go. He encouraged the others to follow him in case a portal -or something- opened suddenly. Then he changed direction and walked right back to the point he started from, except he was on the next pillar along.  He turned back and then moved left again, and then right, until they finally reached the centre.   
 
    The group stood still and silent, waiting for something –anything- to happen.  
 
    “Look.” Keri was glancing back to where they had just walked, and through the pillars, there formed a walkway leading to a gate set into the wall. It was clearly visible from where they were all standing and yet if they hadn’t have followed the maze, they would not have seen it.   
 
    Tom stared at the gate. “Whatever is behind that entrance must be extremely important to the Perfects,” he said.  “To have such a complex route…they must be guarding something very precious to them.”  
 
    “Well,” Mia announced as she went towards the gate, “Now’s the time to find out.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    In the front hall, Maggie leaned over the desk, waiting for the receptionist to give her some print-outs. She turned her head to watch Jay saunter out of the lift. “There you are. About time,” she hollered, as she rested on her walking stick. “You’ll have to pay her. The paper if £5 a page.” 
 
    “Five…” That’s like…fifteen dollars. How many reams had she asked for? Jeese. He placed his key upon the front desk. The receptionist was still gazing at her computer screen. “Room 7. Pullman. Any messages?” She looked up just as the printer at her side began churning out paper. Jay was counting them as they appeared.  
 
    She checked the screen. “No messages, sir.”  
 
    Maggie poked him in the ribs. “Don’t tell me you’re still waiting for a message from Fran? After all I’ve said.”  
 
    “I’d rather stick to the land of the living, if that’s all right with you? It’s a lot more predictable.”   
 
    “You think so, do you? Son, you just keep getting it wrong.”   
 
    He nodded to the stack of papers she held up to her chest and tucked behind her arm. “What have you got there? And how many.”  
 
    Maggie spoke directly to the receptionist. “Put it on his bill.” She linked her arm through Jay’s and pulled him towards the entrance. As they reached the door, Jay glanced back at the receptionist, who quickly averted her eyes and went back to her computer screen. Man, they must look like an odd pair. He attempted to release Maggie from her hold on him, but she pulled him back.  
 
    “We’re going to the Challis Well Gardens,” she said as they stepped outside the hotel. “It’s a tourist attraction at the foot of the Glastonbury Tor.”  
 
    Jay remembered reading about it in one of Fran’s brochures.  
 
    As they walked past houses and shops with strange objects displayed in their windows, crystal balls, figurines of medieval horses and soldiers, fantastical creatures like dragons and unicorns, pendants with emblems and birth stones, new age jewellery, books on mystic legend; King Arthur, the ruins of Glastonbury cathedral…the list went on. Jay had already strolled through them all, asking about Fran and generally browsing through the strange merchandise.   
 
    “What is it about Glastonbury, Maggie? I can’t say I’ve ever seen a place like it.”  
 
    She tightened her grip on his arm. She was slowing her pace, leaning heavily on her stick. “This place…” she paused as she gathered her thoughts on how to summarise Glastonbury. “Why this is Avalon, sweetie. It’s Avalon.”  
 
    “Avalon!? As in King Arthur and Guinevere?” 
 
     “Of course, but it’s so much more than that. Glastonbury Abbey is the oldest Christian church in the world, which according to legend was built at Joseph of Arimathea’s request to house the Holy Grail, 65 years after the death of Jesus. Joseph was Jesus’ great uncle. He brought him here to England on business, during those lost years when Jesus was just a boy.” She squinted as the sun blazed down on them.  
 
    Jay was wearing Raybans. He had read about the ‘Jesus’ connection somewhere. He wasn’t sure about believing that part since it was the first he’d heard and he always preferred a second opinion on anything he chose to believe in. And King Arthur….Avalon, they were mythical stories. No one believed it that stuff.   
 
    Maggie stopped to catch her breath and looked in a window of a shop called Man, Myth and Magic. Displayed inside were so many curiosities, Jay didn’t know where to look first. It was as crowded as Maggie’s apartment. “So you believe all these myths and legends, Maggie?”  
 
    “Of course! All legends start from somewhere, my boy. There isn’t a person in this town who doesn’t believe. It is their life. Where their dreams began.” She watched him grin. He didn’t try to hide it. “The people here may seem strange to you, but at least they believe in something. Whereas, you, American boy…what do you believe in?”     
 
    “I guess I don’t believe in much unless I’ve got proof.”  
 
    “Well, something tells me that even if proof slapped you in the face, you’d still find a reason to doubt. That’s the way you are. A city boy. I feel sorry for you in a way.”  
 
    “Thanks. And for your information, I’ve seen the Perfects with my own eyes.”  
 
    Maggie stopped in her tracks. It was as if she had turned to stone. Without moving a muscle, she said, “Why haven’t you mentioned this to me before, and when did you see them?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I didn’t mention it because I didn’t want your imagination going off into some spiritually driven realm, as it does with everything else.” 
 
    “You idiot.” She said sternly after she slapped him on the arm. She was thinking things through. “Okay, we’ll save the details for later, but do you have any idea what this mean, city boy?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “You’re connected.” 
 
    “To the Perfects?” 
 
    “The Perfects don’t let anyone see them unless they want to be seen. You’ve been chosen.” 
 
    “Chosen?” 
 
    “Kudos. You’re Kudos.” She rubbed his arm where she’d hit him. “I feel quite honoured.” 
 
    “Good for you. Can we concentrate on the present now? We’re looking for Fran remember.” 
 
    “I remember everything, American boy. Everything.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They arrived at the Challis Well gardens where Maggie waited for him to open the gate so she could step inside. “You pay over there,” she said.   
 
    Jay pulled out his wallet and handed over a fifty. He got back some serious change. The place was cheap in comparison to the tourist attractions in New York. Not that anyone did tourist attractions any more. The garden had been boarded up and sealed like Fort Knox, to be opened, they say, when the economy improved. “It looks like a nice place, Maggie. But why are we here?”  
 
    She was sitting on a bench next to a shallow stream. There were no other tourists. No one else there. “‘Nice’!? It’s enchanting, serene, mystical…it’s not nice.” She stood up and they started to walk along a winding path amid shrubs and borders. “I’ll tell you what we’re doing here…I’ve got these theories, see!” Suddenly Maggie seemed unsure of herself, a little coy even, if that was possible. It was as if she had a lot to say but didn’t know how to say it. Jay found it strangely endearing.  
 
    She sat down again and he sat alongside her on the bench. The sun was hidden behind some trees but he could still feel its heat on his face and neck. He closed his eyes, letting the peace of the garden wash over him. It was the strangest sensation, one that he couldn’t remember ever experiencing before. It was a very, very nice place. “So what’s the theory? I’m listening.” He kept his eyes closed and waited for her to begin. He could feel her shifting closer to him and he heard her rustling papers. When she nudged him with her elbow, he opened his eyes.  
 
    “Do you see this?”   
 
    He took the paper from her. It was an aerial map. He turned it around to look at it from all angles to see if there was something he recognized.   
 
    Maggie snatched it back from him. “Have you ever heard of the Pineal Gland, Yankee boy? Some call it the third eye. It’s a tiny muscle in your brain and when it’s activated, you can see things other people can’t see. Your creativity and your intelligence are enhanced or even revealed for the first time if you’re lucky enough to have it…” She whipped him across the arm with the paper. “Well, you ain’t got one. Period!”  
 
    Jay rubbed his arm and grinned. “Do you know how many bruises I have already?”  
 
    “Look, here,” she said, holding the aerial map on his lap. “I pulled this off Google Earth before they shut it down. I don’t know why the hell they did that.” 
 
    “Something to do with North Korea. Remember Pokemon Go in 2016? The whole thing blew up when they discovered the pesky little things in high security locations. They shut down Pokemon and Google Earth at the same time. Too much exposure, the powers that be said. Can’t let the public see too much…there may be an uprising.” Now he was being sarcastic, but nothing riled him more than the world leaders holding back information that was deemed ‘not in the best interest of the public’. It was a minefield out there. Jay knew it and so did everyone else. It was just a matter of time before they blew everyone to bits with their nuclear devices. Despite the cover ups, the word was out, the Russians, American’s and the British have followed Red China’s precedent and developed their own dirty bombs, or enhanced radiation weapon (ERW), better known as neutron bombs, with the potential to kill every living thing in range, with no impact on the environment or structures. Along with Nano tech, those little nani-blighters could be programmed to clean up the mess, leaving everything nice and dead-body-free for the ones left behind. The whole thing was terrifying, but Jay was past caring. When it’s your time to go, you go. And there was nothing anyone can do about it. End of! 
 
     Maggie was looking at her Google earth image. “It’s an aerial view of the Glastonbury Tor. See that…?” She pointed to an almond shaped mound amongst green fields. “That’s the Tor. What does it look like to you?”   
 
    “Without being rude,” he answered, “it looks like a woman’s…” He couldn’t say it.  
 
    “Vulva,” she finished for him. “Well done. So now we’re getting somewhere.” Maggie pointed to a symbol on the gate at the entrance to the gardens. “See that?” she asked. “It’s the Vesica Piscis symbol, made by linking two circles together to create an almond shape in its centre. That shape is called the Mandorla, which is Latin for almond.” Maggie smiled. “See?”  
 
    “Not really.”  
 
    She shook her head and frowned. “During medieval times, the almond was interpreted as a symbol of the embryo enclosed in the uterus.” Maggie said.  
 
    “Okaayyy.”  
 
    “The Mandorla is interpreted as liminal space. Liminal space is the place between where you leave one room and have not yet entered another. Do you understand?”  
 
    Jay nodded.  
 
    “All transformation takes place in liminal space. It’s a very potent symbol, and it’s everywhere. Christians use the symbol as a method to describe the coming together of heaven and earth, between the divine and human. Christ and the Virgin Mary are often portrayed in the framework of the Mandorla.” Maggie had a glint in her eye.   
 
    “Right, so the Vesica Pisceee…”   
 
    Maggie shook her head. “Vesica Pisces. Pronounced Jessica Crisis.”  
 
    “So the…Vesica Pisces creates the Mandorla and the Mandorla is the shape of the Glastonbury Tor?”  
 
    “Correct.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “Get your credit card out.”   
 
    Jay leaned forward and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. Maggie swiped his MasterCard from the sleeve. “What’s that symbol?” She was pointing to the MasterCard logo of two circles intertwined.  
 
    “Ha. It’s the Vesica Piscis.”  
 
    She nodded with a grin on her face. “I told you it’s everywhere. Even Gucci and Chanel used it and did you know the Washington memorial stands in its centre? I mean that’s your country, isn’t it?”  
 
    He shrugged as he looked around him. The symbol was everywhere in the gardens. It formed the cover to the well and on the path inlaid with blue stones. He had to admit to being more than a little intrigued. He heard Maggie cough as she pointed to the pool they were sitting next to. It was formed out of two circles with cascading red water flowing to a little stream. “Hey,” Jay announced. That pool is in the shape of the Vesica Pisces.”  
 
    “You’re very quick!” she quipped.  
 
    Jay narrowed his eyes and glared at her in a playful way. “Okay, so the Tor is a Mandorla shape…What does that mean?” Jay asked.  
 
    Maggie didn’t answer. Instead she took a pen from her bag on the seat next to her. She took the aerial picture of the Tor onto her lap and she drew two large circles around the almond shape mound, creating the Vesica Pisces symbol.   
 
    “Will you look at that?” Jay said. “But what does it mean…in the scheme of things?”  
 
    “The Tor is the liminal space between this world and the other. It is fabled that Joseph of Arimathea emptied Christ’s blood into the well from the cup used at the last supper, which is why they say the water runs red.” She shrugged.  “Really, the water runs red because of the iron minerals contained within the soil beneath the Tor, but you know what they say?”  
 
    Jay shook his head  
 
    “There’s no smoke without fire…or in this case no water without blood.” She laughed at her little pun. “Joseph is said to have buried the Holy Grail just below the Tor at the entrance to the Underworld. Shortly after that, a spring, now known as the Chalice Well, flowed forth with water bringing eternal youth to whomever drank it.”  
 
    “You’re saying the actual Holy Grail is buried in Glastonbury.”  
 
    “It is widely believed that finding The Holy Grail was the purpose behind the quests of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table.”  
 
    “Hold up?” Jay still wasn’t convinced. “The well and the springs here are indeed ancient, but the gardens aren’t.”  
 
    “No, but whoever created all of this…” she swept her hand through the air, as if she was illustrating everything, not just the gardens, “the Celts, the pagans, someone not even from this plane…they knew what they were doing. They knew we would start exploring the mysteries of Avalon and they knew we would try to cash in on it. Whoever created Avalon had an intelligence that stretched way beyond the realms of our sorry pieces of gristle that we call a brain. Maybe it was the Perfects themselves.”   
 
    “The Perfects have only just arrived.” 
 
    “No, they haven’t. They’ve been here for centuries.”  
 
    “How…never mind.  Carry on.”  
 
    Maggie smiled. “The liminal space, which is the Tor, might be the entrance to the otherworld. And that’s where Fran is.” She folded the map showing the Vesica Pisces symbol and placed it back in her bag. “So, if we’re clever enough, you and me, American boy, are going to find it. Today.” 
 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Part4 
 
      
 
    So will it be resurrection of the dead. 
 
    Listen I tell you a mystery: 
 
    We will not all sleep, but we will all be 
 
    changed – in a flash…at the last trumpet. 
 
    For the trumpet will sound, 
 
    the dead will be raised imperishable 
 
    and we will be changed. 
 
    For the perishable must clothe itself 
 
    with the imperishable 
 
    and the mortal with immortality… 
 
    The saying that is written will come true.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The resurrection Body. Corinthians 1.15 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    The gate deserved as much admiration as the low ceiling cavern and its princely stalagmite pillars. It looked as if it was straight out of a fabled ice palace, but on closer inspection, and with a brush of a hand, it became clear to all who touched it, it was covered in encrusted pearls. Mia recognized the design in its centre from the wall in the room where the crystal skulls were displayed; two intertwining circles surrounded by scrolls and twirls.   
 
    As Mia ran her hands across it, feeling the roughness of the crystallized pearls on her fingers, and contemplating its design on a gate leading to who-knew-where, Jesus stepped forward. “It’s a Vesica Pisces,” he said. “The shape is known to symbolize the interactions of opposing worlds and forces.” He ran his hand along the middle where the two circles overlapped. “The middle is named the mandorla, for its shape of an almond.” As an aside he said, “Mandorla is Italian for Almond. I am guessing the Vesica Piscis here is symbolic of what we will find on the other side. And that this…” he turned about and scrutinized the room with the stalagmite pillars, “this is liminal space.”  
 
    Tom stepped in. “Dude, how do you even know this stuff?”  
 
    He merely shrugged. “It’s been my life’s work.”   
 
    “Okay, Stoney?” Mia snapped. Mia watched him put his hands up in mock surrender. He looked hurt, but there was no time to worry about that. Besides, he brings it on himself half the time.  
 
    One of them opened the gate. Mia couldn’t remember who, and if she should ever have occasion one day to look back at that event, she doubted if the person who opened the gate would be the most important point, because what they saw behind the gate, catapulted all logic and reason into orbit, and for that there were no words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Keri gasped when they all entered the vast underworld, equal in size to the one the Perfects inhabited. It held another ocean of the darkest greens and blues, and above, a sun burned, like the last, as if it was shared between the two worlds.  But, unlike the other side, a beach of fine white sand met extraordinary woodland trees, offering colours of orange and greens, yellow and reds. It was as if autumn had touched their leaves and had never left.   
 
    The trees were skyscraper tall. The branches were wide and strong and in them, as if they were part of the tree, nestled small houses. They were dwellings of wood and leaves and branches, with doors and windows and roofs, and walkways between them made of twisted vines.   
 
    And there, among them all, resting in their treetop houses, walking on the beach or fishing in small boats on the sea, were maidens, fair and pure, looking as if they had been created from an image of perfection. Long hair trailed about their shoulders and their gowns were made of shimmering gauze. Flowers were weaved through their hair and silver rings adorned their toes. And among them, children played; girls and boys.  
 
    There was a hush among the group as the four of them contemplated the scene beyond the gate, as if they were viewing paradise, maybe even Eden itself. And just as they all stood and stared, a scream expired from Keri’s lungs and pierced the ears of everyone.  
 
    As the sound echoed around the land, the long haired maidens stopped and gazed upon the motley crew waiting at the gate, at the entrance to their world.   
 
    A child called out. She was about twelve-years old, looking like the rest, but with skin pinker than the others, less pure and unblemished. She was running towards the group, across the sand on the beach and over the grass of the woodland.   
 
    “Mum,” she called. “Mummy!”  
 
    Keri wanted to fall to her knees and praise God. Instead, with sobs escaping her mouth like the fire of an automatic rifle she took off in a frantic sprint, running towards the child.   
 
    When they crashed together, and Keri felt the flesh and the bones of her beloved daughter, she dragged Elizabeth to the ground as her knees no longer held her. Elizabeth was crying, trembling in her mother’s arms. Keri smelled her hair and kissed her face with random pecks. She couldn’t get enough of the feel of her. She wanted to lock her inside her arms and never let her go.  
 
    “Baby,” Keri sobbed, “my baby.”   
 
    Mia fell next to the pair holding onto each other so desperately. “Keri. What’s going on?” she shouted. “What is it, Keri? Who is this child?”  
 
    Keri pulled away, just a little, without taking her eyes off the girl in her arms. “She’s mine,” she shouted as if she wanted the world to know. She pulled Elizabeth back into the folds of her body and rocked her as she once rocked her as a baby, and through her sobs, she continued the story she had begun before they were all carried away by the Perfects from Stonehenge.   
 
    Keri told the group, now standing above her, how she had been taken from her when she was just nine-years-old. How she and Harry couldn’t pay the ransom the kidnappers had demanded and how she, Elizabeth had never been returned.  
 
    Mia reached over and stroked the girl’s sand-coloured hair as Keri kept holding her and rocking her as if she would never stop. Her hair was shoulder length and she wore a homespun tunic over bare legs. “How did you get here, Elizabeth?” Mia asked when she finally opened her eyes.   
 
    “They brought me here…the Perfects.” She looked into Keri’s eyes. “They destroyed the men who took me, Mummy.” She stared at Keri’s grief-stricken face. “They were going to kill me, those men, but the Perfects saved me. They wouldn’t let me see what they did, but I heard the men crying and shouting, begging them to let them go. But they didn’t. The Perfects surrounded them until they stopped crying.” She wiped her hands over her eyes.   
 
    Keri saw her innocent face looking more mature now as she spoke about her abductors, as if she was alone again, without her mother there to protect and comfort her. Now, she was a young woman, relating a tale to strangers. “The Perfects brought me here, so that they could care for me. And when I asked them to let me go, to go back to you and daddy, they said it wasn’t safe. They said that I would be kept out of harm’s way here in their world and that one day they would bring my mother so that we could be together again.”  
 
    “It’s incredible, Keri,” Mia said.   
 
    Keri felt fury build up in the pit of her stomach; fury against the Perfects who had held her daughter there for no obvious reason. The wasted years, the breakup of her marriage, all of it was the Perfects’ fault. “I’m taking you home.” Keri pulled Elizabeth to her feet.   
 
    “No, Mum,” she cried. “You don’t understand. I can’t leave here now.” She was clutching Keri’s hand to her chest. “Mummy…I can never go back.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Before Keri had time to react, a maiden came out of the forest. She was astride a white horse and she was even more beautiful and majestic than the other maidens roaming the beach. She was dressed in a white and silver robe clinging to her perfect form, and in her hair she wore a crown of leaves and crystals. Six pure white horses with garlands of flowers weaved through their manes came out of the trees behind her, and upon them, six long haired beauties rode, as if they were handmaidens to the one in front. They each resembled the leader, but their beauty was not so potent, nor so striking.  
 
    The seven horses and their riders walked slowly across the grass bordering the forest and then they stopped as they reached the group of strangers from the world above. They remained mounted as the one in the front looked down at them and spoke in velvet tones. “My name is Rhiannon.  You will come with us now and we will take you to our home.” She reached out her delicate hand. “Come,” she said, indicating for Keri to mount the steed behind her. But Keri clung to Elizabeth, not wanting to let her go.  
 
    “It’s all right, mum. I will follow,” Elizabeth said with unfamiliar maturity.  
 
    Keri felt different now. She had strength in her soul and body. Her back was straighter, and her head was held higher, and as she pulled her shoulders back, she reached out her hand to the maiden on the horse behind the leader, Rhiannon. She placed her two feet upon a boulder and kicked out her leg, jumping astride the white steed while holding onto the girl whose hair cascaded down her back.   
 
    Elizabeth mounted the next horse and then Mia and Jesus and finally Tom. They all clung to the waists of the maidens steering the horses, and then they cantered slowly into the forest.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going now?” Jay asked Maggie as she guided him away from the Challis Well Gardens. They were walking down a back street, past some strange looking shops selling pagan souvenirs.  
 
    “Now that you’ve got a feel of things, I’m going to take you back to my flat.”  
 
    “Ah, I get it. Your john is the way to Avalon.”   
 
    He chuckled, and Maggie tittered back, nudging him with her elbow. “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”  
 
    “Well, I’ve been known to raise a few laughs in my time.”  
 
    “I bet you have.”  
 
    They arrived at her apartment and she went straight to the kitchen, motioning for him to follow. “Come on.”  
 
    The previous night’s dishes were soaking in a bowl of cold water and the little room reeked of food smells; coffee and garlic, overripe apples, foreign spices and damp. At the end was a door next to a chipped metal container marked bread. Maggie took off the lid and put her hand inside, pulling out a large rusted key, using it to unlock the door. She reached inside and flicked a switch which turned on an exposed light bulb dangling above her head. An old staircase, once painted red and now distressed with black scratches, ran upwards to another storey.  
 
    Maggie remained silent as she began to climb as her heavy artificial foot banged loudly on the tread. Jay followed, wondering what they would find up there, and despite his better judgement, realised he was enjoying himself.   
 
    It was stuffy and dark at the top, but as Maggie switched on another light, Jay saw everything.    
 
    The room was the attic of the house where Maggie’s apartment dominated the second floor. It was covered with floorboards, creaking as they walked, and a ceiling panelled with plywood into the eaves.  As he turned on the spot at the tallest part of the loft, he saw maps and pictures and photographs, and signs and shapes and symbols everywhere. They were on the walls, on the ceiling and even on the floor. Books were piled high among statues of Buddha’s, all randomly placed around the perimeter.  
 
    “What is all this, girl?” Jay whispered.  
 
    “Just a little hobby of mine. I’ve been researching all this stuff for about thirty years now.”  
 
    Jay’s eyes were attracted to some text where he recognised the childlike drawing, as the one which adorned Maggie’s outside wall.   
 
    Maggie stood next to him. “That’s the Hopi Prophecy, translated by a Hopi elder.”  
 
    ‘Arrival of another race foretold,’ Jay read. ‘The third event will depend upon the Red Symbol, which will take command, setting the four forces of nature in motion for the benefit of the Sun. When the Great Spirit sets these forces in motion, the whole world will shake and turn red and turn against the people who are hindering the Hopi cultural life.’  
 
    Jay read a scribbled remark on the edge of the page, clearly penned by Maggie and written with a black marker.  ‘Apocalypse - End of the world as we know it’ (Great Spirit – Perfects?). 
 
      
 
    ‘To all these people Purification Day will come. Humble people will run to him in search of a new world, and the equality that has been denied them. He will come unmercifully. His people will cover the earth like red ants.’ ‘The Perfects’ – Maggie had penned.  
 
      
 
    ‘We must not go outside to watch. We must stay in our houses. He will come and gather the wicked people who are hindering the red people who were here first. He will be looking for someone whom he will recognize by his way of life, or by his head or by the shape of his village and his dwellings. ‘The Fallout’ she wrote. 
 
      
 
    ‘He is the only one who will purify us. The Purifier, with the help of the Sun and the Moha, will weed out the wicked who have disturbed the way of life of the Hopi, the true way of life on Earth. The wicked will be beheaded and will speak no more. This will be the Purification for all righteous people, the earth, and all living things on Earth. The ills of the earth will be cured. Mother Earth will bloom again and all people will unite into peace and harmony for a long time to come.’ ‘After the apocalypse’, Maggie noted.  
 
      
 
    Jay ran his eyes over some symbols. They consisted of single or double or treble lines with dots above them. Set in boxes, they were numbered zero to twenty-nine. “What are these?”  
 
    “Maya numbers. You know the Mayans who created the Mayan calendar? The ones who predicted the end of the world in 2012?”  
 
    Jay nodded. “Huh huh. Didn’t happen, hun!”   
 
    Nothing dissuaded Maggie. “To be exact; December 2012, at eleven minutes past eleven…on the twenty-first…In other words: 11-11-21-12-12.”  
 
    “Yeah, I remember,” he mocked. “Everyone maxed out their credit cards buying bottles of water and then nothing…nada…diddly squat.”  
 
    Maggie tutted. “Don’t you know nothing?”  
 
    “Enlighten me.”  
 
    “Not only did the Mayans predict the end of time, so did the Bible. You know, ‘End of days’ an’ all that. I’m pretty sure that even though there was no great planetary event on the 21 December, twenty-twelve, something hugely relevant happened that day, which started the beginning of the ‘end of time’.”   
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe an agreement was made by the world leaders that would affect all of us…maybe they made a decision that day to stage a nuclear strike.”  
 
    “They?”  
 
    “The powers that be, son. Look, they keep everything under wraps. The public aren’t going to be made privy to whatever they have planned. We’re chicken shit in the big scheme of things.”  
 
    “Chicken feed.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “Chicken feed, not chicken shit.”  
 
    She scowled. “Are you listening to me, Yankee boy?”  
 
    “Honey…Maggie, these conspiracy theories…you sound…well, you know, unhinged.”  
 
    She slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t get me started.”  
 
    To the side of the numbers, Jay looked at some images of the Vesica Piscis sacred symbol. One was of the pentagon in Washington, where the monument sat prominently within the Mandorla design. He recognized the map of the Challis Well Gardens and a Google earth image of the Glastonbury Tor with two huge circles, drawn by Maggie herself.   
 
    “Maggie, with all this stuff you have here, why did you bother taking me to the Challis Well gardens?” He swept his eyes over the main wall of the attic. “I mean, you could have just shown me all of this.”   
 
    She came up behind him and fingered a crystal dangling from a chain from the middle of the ceiling. “I wanted you to see it with your own eyes…get a feel for it. So that when I showed you my research, you wouldn’t think I was completely mad.”  
 
    He walked across the room to the adjacent wall. It was covered in pictures of crop circles. The detail of them was extraordinary. He had read about the crop circle phenomenon in the news, but he had never seen so many in one place before. No two shapes were the same and most of them were symmetrical in one way or another.   
 
    “Beautiful, aren’t they?” Maggie said, running her hand gently over one shaped like a snake. “See this one here?” She pointed to a shape of a hummingbird. It was perfectly symmetrical and the lines forming the outline were perfectly straight. There was a sketch right next to it. It wasn’t a crop circle and yet it clearly depicted another hummingbird. “That’s an ancient drawing on the Nazca Plains of Peru. The hummingbird crop circle was made in July 2009.”  
 
    “Is it fake?”  
 
    “Certainly not.” Maggie looked offended. “The hoax circles are clearly manmade, but these weren’t created by man, especially not in a single night. I’ve never understood the sceptics with regards to crop circles. Most of them are acres wide and in most cases, if you stand on one end, you cannot see the other side, so how would a single person create them, especially when the corn is six foot high or more?” Maggie gently brushed a close-up image of the corn lying on the ground. “The nodes of the corn are never broken. A mere man could never accomplish that.”  
 
    “What are these?” Jay pointed to some that were fairly simplistic. One was a circle with a single dot inside and another, a circle with a dot and single line.   
 
    Maggie smiled. “That’s the Maya’s number one and that’s the number six. I’ve found many Mayan numbers amongst the circles over the past few years. Here’s one with a twenty-two. It’s very exciting.”  
 
    “So what do you think all this information amounts to?” Jay took his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his brow. It was hot up there in the eaves.   
 
    “I’ll show you.” Maggie said with a grin. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Alice Burton moved the red file closer to her. Highly confidential was stamped on the top and a combination lock, like the dial on a safe, protected the contents from being viewed, should curious eyes happen to glance upon them. The files had been started by the Prime Minister in December 2012 and they contained such explosive and damaging material, that they were placed, along with arms and bonds, in the PM’s private safe, in the office at number ten.   
 
    Alice remembered the first day she had opened them. She was with her trusted assistant Cynthia Rowles. Cynth’ had been with her from the moment she had stepped onto the platform of politics and Alice always said that to run the country without her “would be like running a relay without a second runner.”  
 
    It was Cynthia who had taken the file’s much guarded combination number from the previous PM’s PA. And it was she who had aligned the numbers so that Alice, wearing the same suit she had worn with her audience with the queen, could open it and delve into the papers stored inside. They were current; an ongoing political strategy, shared with other heads of state, namely the American president. The files contained everything their predecessors had discussed and planned over the previous three years. It was their baby. In fact, Alice recalled she had opposed the talks when she sat alongside the Prime Minister in closed, highly classified meetings.  
 
    Now, as the file sat on her desk waiting to be opened, Alice wondered how the whole thing was going to turn out. She was the Prime Minster. She was supposed to take the high-road. She was expected to lead the country, to make it more powerful and wealthy than it has ever been before. It was her chance to make a complete turn-around in the nation’s economy…the world’s economy for that matter. It was an opportunity all the powers have been waiting for. And the decision on behalf of the British people rested with her.   
 
    She pressed the intercom on her phone. “Cynthia?”  
 
    “I’m here.”  
 
    “Make a note. I want Keri Rains on board when the time comes.”  
 
    When she closed the call, Alice Burton ran the tips of her painted finger nails across the red file. Only she, the previous prime minister and Cynthia knew the code. And now, as she turned the dial, the top sprung open after she inputted the numbers; the date at the start of it all; 11-11-21-12-12.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Tom was shaken by the events. Not only was the world they were now in a feast for the eyes, a mother and her daughter had been reunited, and now there they were, all of them, riding white horses and charging through wondrous landscape with the wind lashing their hair.   
 
    When he’d mounted the steed, he’d been unsure about touching the delicate maiden sitting in front of him holding the reins, but with nothing else to secure himself to, he wrapped his arms about her waist as if he would have to be pried off.  Her waist was tiny, as was the rest of her compared to him, but her back was tight and strong. He could see her bare shoulders as her hands clutched the horse’s mane, and as she raced along, he leaned forward onto her back as her hair flew behind on the other side of her, fanning out like a trail of yellow silk.   
 
    They began the journey by riding gently. They went into the forest from where the maidens had emerged and as they cantered through the trees, they looked up and watched children in the tree-tops, dropping leaves and twigs down upon them and hiding again behind bunches of leafy branches. The maidens looked up and laughed and they whistled, as if the sound of their shrill played with the breeze and tickled the ears of the children, making them laugh and play.   
 
    They cut across the corner of the forest out to the other side to fields of yellow corn and lavender of the brightest lilacs and purples. Then, as the maidens dug their heels into the horse’s bellies, they galloped forth into the wind that fired back at them.  
 
    Now, after a mile, they veered back into the forest where more dwellings nestled in the trees. It was quieter there, as if the children had been kept away from a place so sacred. Within a clearing of the forest, another spiralled castle towered above like the one on the other side, except it was made from a formation of several gigantic trees, merging as one.   
 
    The castle was a place of great beauty and wealth. Jewels decorated the walls within the twisting branches; emeralds, turquoise and white crystals, deflecting the carbon blackness so that the beauty of it glittered in the light. Rubies surrounded the doorways, and yellow crystals, like diamonds gave light to the walkways running within the spiral, between the walls and threading upwards to points and turrets at the top.    
 
    The horses came to a stop at the bottom of the tree castle and their riders dismounted. Seven more maidens came out of the forest on the other side and steered the horses away, soothing them with whispers as they walked alongside them. “Come,” Rhiannon said. “Come and see.” They followed the path through the castle, upwards as before, except this was a direct path, not like the labyrinth on the Perfects’ side.   
 
    The group peered into doorways as they ascended, and unlike the first, they could see cosy shelters of cushions scattered on the floors and beds made of wood draped with cloths of many colours, spun with threads of gold. Finally, as they reached a level just below another at the highest peak, they came to a landing with a wooden balustrade protecting them from falling to the ground below. The group gathered there, leaning onto the railing, looking out to a view of unfaltering beauty, like a picture of heaven itself.   
 
    Peering down on the forests of greens and yellows and orange, a sea of the deepest blue drifted off to the horizon where mountains stabbed at the ceiling of the vast underground cavern. They could see maidens playing and swimming in the water and some were fishing in boats that resembled tubs made from barrels, lined with giant papyrus leaves.  
 
    Tom was itching to pull out his camera, but as he moved his hand to stroke the bag that held it, he met another hand; the hand of the old man, Jesus. No words were spoken, but Tom understood his meaning. Not there, not now.   
 
    As the maidens went from the landing into a room inside the castle, the group followed them into a circular chamber, looking like an elaborate wooden bandstand, open to the elements and filled with natural light from the world outside. It was beautifully feminine, a space of calm and gaiety and yet it was solid and powerful as if its inhabitants were a force of their own, not reliant on anything masculine to give them fortitude.   
 
    The floor held a wide white spiral, weaved into brown fibres like an enormous rug that looked as if it had been made from the beards of coconuts. Around the half-walls of smooth polished oak, were pictures made from squares of mother-of-pearl. They were formed to make 3D images; pictures of gardens and flowers and mountain ranges. It was as if their whole world outside was pictured inside, like a collage of family photographs, depicting life itself with fine skill.  
 
    The furniture was plentiful, as if it had been designed to hold discussions, like a meeting room.  Sofas and chairs of exquisite carpentry and inlaid with pearls were placed within the circle of the room. Scattered upon them were cushions of fine silk in natural earth colours of greens and oranges and browns. On the far side, two thrones sat next to each other, carved with the most detailed parquetry interwoven with gold leaf and encrusted with precious stones. The backs of the thrones took the Mandorla shape, like the doorframe of a church. And around it, carved and inlaid with gold, were words unrecognizable to mortal man.  
 
    Tom watched Rhiannon walk to the left throne and sit upon it. The handmaidens followed her and sat at her feet, worshiping her, like the leader…no, the goddess, she clearly was.  
 
    “Sit,” she said. Her voice sounded sultry and sweet, like royal blue velvet rolling off the tongue. She proffered her hand towards the seats in the centre of the room and the group went towards them, slowly, unsure where they should place themselves, as if they were entering a church for the first time and wondering which pew to take. “You have been brought to our world so that we may prepare you for the tasks you are about to face. You will leave here later, except for one who will remain.”  
 
    Tom looked around the group, as they in turn looked at each other “Who?” he asked, hoping it wouldn’t be Mia.  
 
    Rhiannon held out her hand and pointed one elegant, creamy-white finger. “The man Jesus shall stay.”  
 
    Tom saw the old man smile. It was what he had always wanted and now he was content.  
 
    “But what about us?” Mia asked. “I want to stay here with the Perfects. I don’t want to go back to our world.” Everyone turned to look at her, especially Tom who noticed her reddened cheeks. “Well, I don’t,” she added stubbornly.  
 
    “You must leave. We have use for you, Lakey.”  
 
    “My name’s…”  
 
    “Wait,” Keri shouted. She was on her feet, protesting her case to the judge of the court. “What about my daughter? I’m taking her with me when I go.”  
 
    “That is not possible,” Rhiannon said. Her voice was an example of high authority that Tom had never heard before. It was unsettling.  
 
    Keri shouted, “If you think…”  
 
    “Sit down.” Rhiannon spoke quietly but her voice was firm. No one could challenge it, not even a mother frightened for the safety of her daughter.  
 
    “Who are you?” Mia asked. It was the most sensible question Tom had heard all day. Who the hell are they?  
 
    Rhiannon smiled. “We are the maidens of Avalon.”  
 
    The maidens of Avalon? Tom had read about the legend of King Arthur and he had seen the movies. The legend said it was the Maidens of Avalon who took King Arthur’s body away, when he was mortally wounded in his final battle. It was told, he was still alive when he was taken back to Avalon to a place they called the otherworld.  
 
    Rhiannon spoke. “We are all descendants of the Maidens of Avalon. My own bloodline links directly with our most royal maiden, Guinevere. All those who carry their blood reign here. My daughters will carry on the line when I live no more.”  
 
    Mia was shaking her head. “But the Arthurian legend isn’t real. It’s just a story.” Mia turned to gaze at Tom. “Isn’t it?” she said slowly.  
 
    No one answered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rhiannon addressed her audience. “It is difficult for you to understand our life and our habits. You belong to a race, which has lost its own purpose and its reason for living. Prosperity has destroyed you when it should have offered you hope. Your leaders are corrupt and your people abide by their rules. Your spirituality is divided and your tongues are foreign and misunderstood. Your relationships are broken with hatred, and your minds are closed.  You have survivors, but they are not plentiful. Your academics and your scientists have worked towards greater levels of existence, but their findings have been misdirected to satisfy the greed of the ones who seek great wealth.  Your medicine is weak and your lives are short because you have not explored the possibility of prolonging them.” She glanced at the women in front of her. “Immortality is a state of mind. It does not concern the lines on your face or the strength of your skin. But as usual you do not listen. You do not see.”  
 
    “Some of us see,” Jesus said. “Not all of us are blind to faith or life.” He looked for assurance from the group. 
 
    Rhiannon smiled. “Yes, and that is why we named you Kudos. We have great plans for our race. In another two millennia, changes will happen you could never imagine. You are too blind, now.” She moved forward as if to illustrate the weight of her message.  “Understand this,” she said. “You will see in time, but first we must preserve you and our great planet if any of us are to survive.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” said Maggie as Jay sat on the floor with his legs stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. “Here’s what I’m thinking…I’m thinking that the circles are messages…”  
 
    “From the Perfects!”  
 
    Maggie shook her head “I think they are made by the earth itself or even, you know…God. There are many myths and folklore about gods and spirits of nature. The green man is one, otherwise known as the God of the Greenwood.  And then there is Pan or Herne. They are all the male entities of nature…” Maggie combed her fingers through her long shaggy hair, as if she was intent on tidying herself up for the purpose of the story. “They are the resurgent life, the force of the forest or the field, retreating in winter to burst forth again in the spring.”  
 
    She was animated again with a spark of life in her eyes. “I think the time has come when the earth is telling us enough is enough, and that the messages are for the ones who care; the ones who can help make it breathe once more.”  
 
    “So what are the messages?”  
 
    “It’s hard to say. We can only speculate, but I think some people know what the circles are telling us. People in the government!”  
 
    Another conspiracy theory! Jay ran his hands over his eyes, using his forefingers to smooth away the weariness of them.   
 
    Maggie carried on as if he wasn’t in the room. “You can’t tell me that all this activity is being ignored by these people higher up. My bet is they’ve got people working day and night trying to decipher them, if they haven’t already done so.”   
 
    “Yeah, I get that. Your people are as corrupt as ours.”  
 
    “Look at this map.” Maggie pulled an ordinance survey map off the wall and threw it over his lap like it was a blanket. She ran her hand in a wide circle as if she wanted to elaborate how vast the area was. “This is Wiltshire. What do you see?”  
 
    Jay peered at the map, seeing stick-on coloured dots and stars, placed there by Maggie.  
 
    “The red stars depict circles; Stonehenge, Avebury, Old Sarum, and so on, the yellow ones are hills; Silbury, Windmill hill, etcetera, and these…” she pointed to a cluster of green stars. “These are white horses cut into the hills.”  
 
    “I know about the white horse of Salisbury plain, but I didn’t know there were others.”  
 
    “Oh, certainly there are. There are about thirteen white horses over Wiltshire. The oldest one is Uffington…that’s in Oxforshire. It has been dated back some 3,000 years, to the Bronze Age. These ones…” she pointed to the green stars again, “These are more recent, a couple of hundred years or so, but they were created by ordinary men. Look here…”  
 
    Jay looked at a picture of a white horse etched into a hill.   
 
    “The white is the chalk of Salisbury plain. The horses are all different, but no one really knows why they are there…what connection there is in the scheme of things, if you know what I mean. Local groups within the parishes maintain them for the tourists, so they are quite prominent on our landscape.”   
 
    “Okay?”  
 
    Maggie smiled. “So I found a pattern; a pattern within a sacred mathematical shape. I’m very excited about it.”  
 
    Jay ran his hand under his collar. It was hot up there in the eaves.   
 
    “By connecting the horses and using the principle of reflection, assuming everything has an opposite, I can make a Star of David inside two perfect circles. See?”  
 
    Jay looked at the map at the Star of David spanning a whole county. “Uh, huh. What’s that place in the middle?”  
 
    “Pewsey.”  
 
    “What’s in Pewsey?”   
 
    “A collection of ancient randomly placed Sarcen stones,” she said without a pause. “Pewsey Vale is where it is said stones were taken for the construction of Stonehenge itself.” She made that face of hers, the same look of endearment she used whenever she talked about the monoliths around the UK.   
 
    “Uhm, hang on. Why did they make the white horses and why did they place them in those exact locations? I mean they didn’t have Google Earth then, nor the Internet for that matter,” he chuckled.  
 
    “No, but they had the Masonic lodge. The people who built the horses were rich landowners, so it’s likely they were all members of the Masons. What if the Masons knew something ordinary people didn’t know? Look at Washington and the layout of its streets, and how about the Masonic influence on the dollar bill? It all leads to something.”  
 
    “So the white horses were placed in these locations so that hundreds of years later, a little lady called Maggie could come along and find the true meaning.”    
 
    “I’m nothing in the scheme of things.” She shrugged. “I am simply following a route that no else has taken, as far as I know. If it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else.” She pointed to a Google Earth image of a place that resembled a cross section of a brain. “That’s Avebury.”  
 
    Jay recalled some information he’d seen in one of Fran’s touring leaflets. “Where the stone circle is! It’s not far from Stonehenge.”   
 
    “That’s right! Avebury is highly significant in our quest. It is ancient, and it’s shrouded in mystery and legend. I believe it could possibly be an entrance to the otherworld…to Caer Sidi.”   
 
    “Hang on a minute. That’s a bit speculative. I get it up to the bit where the Challis Well is connected to the tor…and I suppose I could excuse you for the white horse’s bit…but I don’t see any connection to Avebury.”  
 
    “So, I’ll tell you,” she gloated.  “Ever heard of Ley lines? They are electromagnetic lines of energy. You even have them in your country. In the South-West region of England, there begins two infamous Ley lines called Micheal and Mary. Michael is the positive energy and Mary is the negative…don’t ask me why.” She raised her eyebrows as she scrutinised Jay’s expression on his forever doubtful face. “They are like Yin and Yang. They run alongside each other from St Michael’s mount in Cornwall to St Michael’s tower on Glastonbury Tor and at Avebury they kiss. It is where they meet before they take off again going north.”  
 
    Jay thought about Maggie loving every minute of the opportunity to explain her research to someone else. “When two lines of energy meet as they do in Avebury, you can bet your bottom dollar it is a place steeped in mystery. I’m telling you, American boy, there is a strong likelihood that Stonehenge and Avebury are also entrances to the otherworld and we’ve got until 4.45 tomorrow morning, on the dawn of the summer solstice, to find one of them.”   
 
    Maggie began to unpin maps and pictures from the walls and as she went she stuffed them into Jay’s hands, creating a pile of unruly papers. When she was satisfied she had everything she needed, she said, “Come on. Pick up your car keys.”   
 
    With the sound of her heavy artificial leg thudding across the floorboards, she moved towards the stairs. “Come on.”  She stopped and looked at him as she put her weight onto her walking stick. He must have looked dazed. “You’ve got SatNav, haven’t you?” she asked.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 49 
 
      
 
    “You must leave here now and go back to your world,” Rhiannon announced.  
 
    She held up her head and stretched her neck as she looked down at Keri sitting on the floor with Elizabeth in her arms.  Keri would never let her go. “I’m not…”  
 
    “You will not dispute this.” She spoke with the authority of a queen. “You must take these instructions as orders of the Perfects. You will perform your task and then, if you succeed, Elizabeth will be returned to you. Until then, she will be safe with us, as are all the children.”  
 
    Mia sat forward on her seat, resting her elbows on her knees. “All the children?”   
 
    “We have many here. Children who have gone missing from your world, who have been given sanctuary because they had nothing better to return to. They all live here and they are content. They know they are safe.”  
 
    Rhiannon raised her eyes to a maiden on her left. She left the room and returned seconds later with a woman and a child.   
 
    Tom jumped out of his seat as if he had been jolted by a bolt of lightning “Fran?”  
 
    The young woman gazed at Tom as if she didn’t recognize him and then, as she recalled their meeting, she said falteringly. “You’re Tom…Tom Stone.” Her accent was smooth American, which seemed strange in that world under English soil.   
 
    “Fran!” He glided across the room to stand in front of her, not trusting what he was seeing. She held a child’s hand and yet she looked like a child herself, vulnerable and frightened. She was no longer the sexy, confident woman who had walked into Jay’s apartment that day a few weeks ago. This woman was a nymph now, dressed in long yellow silk with flowers weaved into her hair. She was exquisitely beautiful, but her face was pink, not like the pale faces of the maidens of Avalon. She had gentle lines around her eyes, moist lips, a pale pink blush on her cheeks and dimples when she smiled. Her hair was loose about her shoulders, falling in waves, like a Van Gogh ocean.   
 
    They spoke at the same time. “What are you doing here?” Then they laughed with their eyes questioning what they each saw.  
 
    Tom answered first. “I came with my friends.” He could think of no other reason to offer. Why was he there? He still didn’t know. “Don’t ask me why,” he said. “What about you, Fran? Why are you here? Why aren’t you with Jay?” 
 
     “Jay?”  
 
    He nodded furiously. “He came here to find you. He is in Glastonbury.”  
 
    She lowered her eyes. “Oh, I see.”  
 
    “You haven’t seen him?” Tom didn’t understand. The last time he saw Jay, he was on his way to Glastonbury to find Fran. Why was she there?  
 
    Fran took hold of his arm and pulled him closer. She whispered in his ear. “I will explain later, when we have more time. I can’t say any more. Not now.”  
 
    “Tell me,” he insisted. He couldn’t not know.   
 
    She lowered her eyes as the others in the room looked away. “One of the models…one of the male models…” She paused to allow him to guess the rest. Her eyes were welling up with fresh tears. “I was attacked. The Perfects found me and brought me here. It all happened so fast…”  
 
    Then he knew. Tom felt like crying himself. To think of her being hurt…he couldn’t bear it.   
 
    The girl holding Fran’s hand broke away and ran across the room to Elizabeth. The two children embraced as Keri stroked the hair away from her face. “Who are you?” Keri asked with the gentle voice of a mother.  
 
    “She doesn’t speak,” Elizabeth answered. “We don’t know who she is.  I look after her, which is why I can’t leave. I could never leave her.”  
 
    “I think I know who she is.” Keri’s face glowed with the revelation they had found the little girl who had been abducted. “Her face was all over the newspapers a few weeks ago. Her name is Sarah. She went missing from her parent’s home in Taunton.”   
 
    Keri placed her hand under the girl’s chin and tilted her face upwards. “Are you Sarah?” The child nodded as Keri cradled her in her arms and kissed the top of her head. Out of all of them there, for Keri it had been the most emotional of events.   
 
    Rhiannon spoke. “You will take the child back with you. She will be your proof to the authorities that we have cared for her in our home. When you have completed your task you may return her to her family.”  
 
    Keri raised herself from the floor and took an indignant stance against Rhiannon. Sarah and Elizabeth remained on the ground hugging each other. “You say you are peaceful.” Keri was fierce. Her lips turned into a snarl as she opposed the woman who called herself a queen. “You preach to us about the way we live and yet you are prepared to use these children as a means to an end. One as a hostage…a bargaining tool.”  
 
    Rhiannon couldn’t deny the accusation. “We have no choice. You do not know what or whom you are dealing with. You are being asked to confront your government, to convince them to meet the Perfects on common ground. You must be motivated.”  
 
    “Motivated,” Keri shouted. “How dare you…”  
 
    “Enough!” Rhiannon stood and addressed the group. “Go now and receive instruction from Varquis. The man Jesus will go with you to the other side.” She offered a final warning. “Open your eyes. The future of our earth rests in your hands. If you do not achieve this challenge, the human race will be no more and earth will sicken for many years.”   
 
    She nodded towards the door. “Go now,” she said. “And do not fail.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    They tore along the motorway in Jay’s leased red Sierra, with the sat-nav guiding them through country lanes to a place Jay had never heard of. As he steered the vehicle around bends bordered by hedges and trees, he looked sideways at Maggie sitting in the passenger seat next to him. Crazy old broad, he thought. Frankly, Jay was tired. It was four o’clock in the afternoon and he had been in Maggie’s company for over twenty-four hours. The whole treasure-trail thing was becoming tiresome and he needed a break. “Look, Maggie, Honey. I think I might head back.”   
 
    “What? Are you crazy? We’re that close.” She illustrated the distance by putting the tips of her two fingers a half-an-inch apart. “Look, I know you don’t believe all this stuff, but I’m doing this for you.”  
 
    Jay saw a lay-by at the side of a road and pulled in. He switched off the engine and sat in silence as he contemplated the words he was about to use on Maggie. “For me?” he spat.   
 
    Maggie was silent, alarmed by his aggressive tone.   
 
    “You’re not doing this for me, sweetheart. You’re doing it for yourself. I’m just some guy you picked up, who you happened to manipulate into running you around this Godforsaken English countryside to pursue your irrational…yes, irrational, crazy ideas.”  
 
    “It’s not God-forsaken.”  
 
    His head spun to his left. “What?”  
 
    “This place. It’s got Him in every tree and every bush and every blade of grass.” Maggie’s eyes looked like they were welling-up.  
 
    “Well…I don’t mean it that way. But frankly, Maggie, you surprise me. I took you for a pagan.”   
 
    “There’s no difference.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “I don’t believe in religion. I believe what I want to believe and I allow others to do the same. I don’t go to church, because my head is my temple and my heart is my altar. My eyes are windows of coloured glass and my hands are my offering. My footsteps are the aisle I walk down, and my knees are what I lean on when I do wrong. I need no church to comfort me and I need no priest to tell me what is expected of my spirit.”  
 
    There was silence as Jay thought about her words. She seemed slight and vulnerable sitting next to him with a hedge of hawthorns outside the car window framing her profile.  “Except you aint got no knees.”  
 
    She offered him a smile. “One is enough.”   
 
    Jay took a deep breath and turned the key in the ignition. “Okay, tell me again why we’re going to where we’re going.” He checked his mirror and pulled away, allowing Maggie to illustrate her theory. Jay guessed he was a sucker for crazy pagan broads.  
 
    “I’ve been studying crop circles for years…well, ever since they started becoming abundant. They were recorded as happening in the sixties, seventies and eighties, but in 1990 there was a dramatic upturn.  In 1999, at least 190 formations were documented, some say perhaps as an omen for the new millennium. It was a very exciting time for people like me and then the skeptics ruined it all by dismissing them as hoaxes. I didn’t listen. Like my religion, I had my own ideas and so I began this mission to try and decipher what they meant.”  
 
    “And did you?” Jay shot her a fleeting smile before he turned his eyes to the road ahead.  
 
    She shrugged. “A big majority of them are spirals, which kind of goes along with my theory of spiral entrances to the underworld. Apart from that, I’m not sure they can be deciphered as an ensemble. I get more of an impression that they are the same messages being repeated over and over again. No two are the same, but if we ignored the first and then the next and the next, whoever is creating those works of art on our land, must surely want to make one we can’t ignore. At least that’s how I see it.”  
 
    Maggie took a tissue from her sleeve and blew her nose. “The trouble with that is most people are so jaded now, they’ve stopped looking. It’s as if no one sees anything anymore, like everyone’s so wrapped up in their own materialistic lives, nothing else matters.”  
 
    “Yeah, and I’m one of ‘em,” he joked.  
 
    “You’re not so bad…For an American.” She pulled out a map and opened it up. Most of it rested on the dashboard as she held it open with both arms outstretched. The crackling of the paper was becoming irritating. Jay wished she would stop moving it about. “See here. Most of the crop circles in this region occur around hills, okay? So, I began charting where the circles appeared in the Wiltshire area. Then I charted the stone circles, and hills and so on, until I found an anomaly.” Jay’s eyes darted to the map opened up in front of her. On it were colored stick-on stars and dots mapping out land features in the Wiltshire County. And around them, drawn with a black marker, Maggie had scrawled the Mandorla symbol.  “The top of the Mandorla peaks at a crop circle, which appeared at Lyddington castle. The bottom is where another appeared near Old Sarum, just here.” She pointed to the lowest point and then she ran her fingers within the void of the almond shape. “There are masses of activity in this area within the Mandorla and of course, among others, we have Stonehenge, Avebury and Woodhenge. Alton Barnes and Alton Priors are smack-bang in the middle, and up here, as if a straight line is joining them all together, is Silbury Hill.”  
 
    “This is where it gets exciting,” Maggie went on. “Just here, right next to the hill, appeared a crop circle in the shape of a Mandorla, with an eye in its centre.” She elaborated with a smile. “I noticed it was strange because it wasn’t symmetrical like most of the others.” She pulled a picture of it from the underside of the map. “See here, there’s a spiral shape at the corner, which looks to me like a staircase…going down. So, I positioned the shape over a Google-earth image of Silbury hill and the staircase of the crop circle landed right here. I figured it was a map of where we would find the entrance to the otherworld. Here…going down these steps.”  
 
    “Where’s that?”  
 
    “Swallowhead Springs. It’s a sacred place. I’ve been there many times on pilgrimages.” She turned her head as if she was waiting for a sarcastic comment from him. “Coach trips…with the other oldies.”   
 
    “Uh huh! Get that.” He grinned as he kept his eyes on the road.  
 
    She pointed to an area on the map. “A crop circle also appeared in the field here, right next to it. It was shaped like a flock of swallows flying north, pointing towards Silbury hill.”  
 
    “Okay. So...?”  
 
    “Well don’t you get it? What if someone was trying to tell us that Swallowhead Springs was the entrance to the otherworld…to the Perfects’ world! What if someone was guiding us there?”  
 
    “Why would they do that? Whoever they are! What would be the point of showing us how to get in?”  
 
    “Because it’s the end of our world as we know it. Or near as damned.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jay helped Maggie cross the rugged terrain leading to Swallowhead Springs. She stumbled once as her artificial foot caught a protruding stone on the narrow path leading to it. He caught her and she thanked him before she leaned harder onto her stick. He knew at that point Maggie was getting tired.  
 
    They arrived at the spring, which looked pretty unspectacular as far as Jay was concerned. He was expecting something like a monument or a fenced-off enclosure with lots of touristy stuff advertising the legend behind the alleged sacred place, but all that was there was a willow tree and a sprinkling of water that trickled away along a shaft of dried mud, twisting its way around stones and tufts of grass.  
 
    Jay walked under a branch draping over the path and as something brushed his forehead, he flicked his hands as if he was shooing away a fly. It was a red ribbon, amongst hundreds of others, all tied to the branches of a willow tree, where the spring sprung from the ground as if a water-pipe had burst somewhere below the surface..   
 
    “Is this it?”   
 
    “What did you expect, Niagara Falls?”  
 
    “No, but something a bit grander.”  
 
    Maggie guffawed. “This is Wiltshire, Yankee boy. We’re much more scaled-down than you lot over there. You Americans are so…‘in your face’.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “No offence.”  
 
    “None taken. Really!”   
 
    He watched Maggie sit upon a boulder. “Looks like someone got here before us,” he said.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “The stone you’re sitting on. It’s wet.” Maggie seemed confused by his deduction.   
 
    “I’m a Private investigator remember. It’s my job to notice these things.”  
 
    “In that case, get your P.I cap on and look for something which could be a portal into the otherworld.” 
 
     “Sure, sounds easy.”  
 
    His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her. Maggie hitched up her skirt to reveal her prosthetic leg. She was manipulating it, twisting it from the top as she dug the heel of the plastic foot into the ground. “Ah, that’s better,” she sighed.  
 
    Jay scanned the area with his hands dug in his pockets. He was kicking some stones around when he noticed some footprints in the soil. They were going towards the boulder where Maggie was sitting. “That’s odd.”   
 
    “What?”  
 
    “These footprints are fresh.” He crouched down and touched the ground. “But they’re only going one way, as if someone came out of the spring but didn’t walk in.”  
 
    “They probably went in from another side.”   
 
    “No, I’ve looked. There are no others as fresh as these. In fact…it’s not one set of prints, it’s three…maybe four.” He looked towards another boulder, which also had some water marks on its side. It seemed odd. You know, Maggie, I don’t think you’re going to find your entrance to the otherworld here, sweetheart. Not unless you put your head down that hole where the water’s coming out.”  
 
    “I was so sure…”  
 
    “How about Silbury Hill itself? You said the crop circles were right next to it.”  
 
    She shook her head. “Too obvious. If that was the entrance, someone would have found it by now. No, I was sure they meant Swallowhead Springs.”  “So, now we can head back, right?”  
 
    Her shoulders slumped as she looked up at him. She nodded. “Yes, I suppose we can go back now. So, I was wrong. You can call me crazy and a fanatic…it’s what you’ve been dying to do.”  
 
    “No, I wouldn’t do that. It’s been…interesting. Really!” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    “So have you got maybe a little belief in what I’ve been saying?”  
 
    “Sure, sure. Come on. Let me help you up…get you back home for a nice rest.”  
 
    She slapped him across the shoulder. “Don’t patronize me, American boy. I could run rings around you. You hear me? Rings!”   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 51 
 
      
 
    It had been no more than an earthly hour ago since they’d left the realm of the Maidens of Avalon and made their way back through the crystal chamber. Keri had been beside herself with grief and after the gate had closed behind them, leaving her daughter, Elizabeth, on the other side, she’d wailed as if she was in physical pain. Mia had calmed her with the reminder of the maiden’s promise, that they would soon be reunited as long as she kept up her side of the bargain. From there on, Keri had clung to the little girl, Sarah, as if she never wanted to let her go, and the child, with no words to offer, had taken Keri’s protective hand as the two of them walked together, one pining for her daughter and the other for her mother.   
 
    They’d moved through the palatial chamber, albeit this time it was a straight walk, with no illusion of a labyrinth to hinder their progress.   
 
    Urigon and the other six Perfects welcomed them on the other side of the waterfall. "Come with us now and we will show you the way home. But first you must receive instruction from Varquis."  
 
    He was standing on the beach, with his back to them, his beautiful wings outstretched as they reacted to the pleasure Varquis felt as he looked at the landscape beyond the sea.  
 
    They all stood aside him, waiting for him to turn but he didn’t face them. Instead he spoke as if he was speaking to the ocean. 
 
    It was Keri he directed his instructions. She would be the one who would contact the Prime Minister of Great Britain, her employer and confidant. Keri would be the one to set up the rendezvous and it was Keri who would be their downfall if it all went wrong.   
 
    The rest had turned to look at her as she stood hand in hand with the child, Sarah. She looked as if the whole world rested on her shoulders. It did.  
 
    But Keri had changed. Despite the burden, living with the loss of her daughter had turned her into a woman of strength and purpose. Now she was a woman of substance who knew that to fold under the pressure now, would not only mean failure on the grandest scale, but that she would never see her little girl again.   
 
    After the details had been agreed upon, Varquis dismissed them, saying his heart was heavy. He told them that to fail would mean destruction and pain, a change to the way of life for the people on earth, which would be so immense and catastrophic that few would survive.  
 
    “Go now,” he said. “There is little time left. You have only until the morning of the solstice. After that we will take a different stance. We are offering leniency now, only as one final plea to save our planet.” Varquis turned as Urigon and his six brothers stepped forward. “It is time,” he said quietly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After they had received their instructions, Mia and Tom bid farewell to Jesus. It was a poignant moment, especially for Mia. None of them knew if they would see each other again. Mia knew her friend was happy to stay in the Perfects’ world, but for a moment, before they left, he looked anxious. He held Mia’s hand as he put his hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Look after her, Tom,” he said with a croak. “She’s a great gal.” Tom nodded as he left them alone to say goodbye.  
 
    “What will I do without you, my friend?” Mia asked. A tear rolled down her cheek before she wiped it away with her fingertips. “Will you be okay?” 
 
    He looked at the landscape about him. “I feel close to my Shanna here, Mia. I don’t know why.” 
 
    “But, Jesus,” she said. “Shanna’s in heaven and you couldn’t get any closer to heaven than this.” 
 
    He nodded and she stepped into his arms. “I’m going to try and come back.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “You can bet on it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were taken from the beach by the air-spirits. They were as beautiful and as wondrous as the first time they had seen them. They smiled and danced and played, sweeping them up into their whispery embrace and flying over the ocean towards a cavern on a mountainside, similar to the one where they had arrived. But before they reached the shelf tucked into the rock, something happened that made Mia fear for her life.   
 
    The spirit carrying her, had swooped her along to where Tom was sailing on a breath of wind. They were side-by-side and they were laughing and enjoying the sense of flying as if they were Peter Pan and Wendy themselves. Then, as if day had changed to night, the air-spirits changed, as their forms went dark like thunderous clouds. Their smiles suddenly dropped away and anger and hatred took their place. The angels had turned to devils with a look in their eyes that was so terrifying, Mia felt as if death was carrying them away to hell itself.   
 
    In her struggle, Mia couldn’t see Keri or Sarah. The stream of air they were caught up in was turbulent and dark, and Mia’s hair lashed her face, restricting her vision. She could see Tom at the side of her with fear in his eyes. Fear like she had never seen before. “Tom,” Mia screamed. “What’s happening?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” he yelled back over the din of the air thrashing about them. “They’re angry. I don’t know, Mia, I don’t know.”  
 
    Then Mia was dropped from the sky. She hurled to the sea below and as her breath had all but stopped, she watched the vast ocean coming towards her like she was about to career into a wall of blue bricks.  “Tommmmm…” she screamed. She thought she was going to die.  
 
    Then it had stopped.  
 
    It was as if she had fallen upon a mattress of goose down as the angry air-spirit wrapped her in its arms once more and carried her upwards. She was taken back to Tom’s side as if the fall had never happened. But they were still raging.  
 
    Then Mia knew. “Tom. Your camera.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    She was sure of it. “It’s that. They were never going to let you to take it back. It’s the camera…”   
 
    In that moment, Mia wondered if she would need to convince him it was for the best. That to let go of his precious camera would certainly save their lives. But, if she had to convince him…that would mean his camera was more important than she. Before her thoughts made her doubt the boy she’d always called her friend, she watched Tom struggle to open the bag strapped to his back. He didn’t hesitate. Not once. She couldn’t detect a single flicker of doubt in his eyes and when he removed his camera from his bag and released it without pause, she realised then, the love she felt for her crazy American boy. Both of them watched as the camera fell down and down, where it was finally swallowed up by the sea with a tiny splash. When they looked back at the spirits carrying them, they were pure again, white and beautiful and smiling.  
 
    Releasing them on the rock shelf, the air-spirits flew away, waving as they parted like dear friends contemplating a time when they would meet again.  
 
    Tom rushed to Mia’s side as her knees gave way and she began to cry. When he put his arm about her shoulders, she was caught off guard. Still reeling from the turbulent flight, she shrugged him off.  Before she could correct herself, he’d turned away, but not before she saw the hurt in his eyes from her accidental rebuttal.   
 
    Now there was no time to explain. They had to make their way through the opening on the shelf where they had been left.     
 
    Mia followed Tom, Keri and Sarah along a tunnel made of plain, ordinary rock, until they spotted an opening at the end where daylight pierced the gloom. They suddenly found themselves on a grassy landscape of great beauty, where rolling hills were spread out in front of them and where below, gentle slopes of lawn met a river, twisting and turning and gushing fresh white water. The atmosphere smelled clean and godly. It truly was heaven, Mia thought with a sigh. 
 
    Ahead, a single stone path took them to a lone tree on a gentle mound of grass. It was a massive yew, about six meters in diameter with heavy branches leaning downwards and leaves dressing it like a cloak of green brocade. As if they were in a dream and knowing somehow that the tree was their way out, Mia saw that the side of the trunk was indeed hollow and wide enough to walk into. They went through one by one, a spiral of rough bark and wet moss, where a light from somewhere illuminated it with hues of browns and greens. 
 
    At the other side it felt as if the journey through the tree had taken only seconds, as if they had stepped in from one side and out from the other in a single breath. The transition was remarkable and strangely daunting, as if time had been forgotten and misplaced.   
 
    Now they were beneath a willow with a small trickling stream running from its base. And from its branches, coloured ribbons hung, ragged and soiled and swaying in the breeze.   
 
    Mia sat down upon a rock. Her shoes were wet from where they had stepped out of the tree into the stream. She noticed a carving on the rock next to her. Swallowhead Springs, it read, sacred waters.   
 
    "I know this place." Keri said as she guided Sarah to a place on the grass. "I remember reading about it in a brochure I picked up in my hotel. If I remember correctly, Silbury Hill is that way and then beyond that is Avebury."  
 
    "That’s right,” Mia gushed, suddenly getting her bearings. “I live near Avebury, but I've never been here. The whole idea of it always seemed to a bit daft to me. This spring runs into the Kennet and Avon."  
 
    "So, maybe we should go back to your place and clean up. We could get the ball rolling from there," Keri suggested.  
 
    "Good idea."   
 
    Mia stood up, but before she followed Keri in the direction of a simple rough path, she turned to see Tom still sitting on the rock next to the willow. "What’s wrong?"   
 
    He was nodding to himself as if he was contemplating something important. “After all this time, I’m actually going to meet your parents."   
 
    Mia grabbed him by the sleeve and pulled him to his feet. "Don’t get too excited, Stoney. They don't even know you exist.”   
 
      
 
    Tom wasn’t surprised by the size of Mia’s house. It was practically a mansion; Georgian by the look of it. He watched her run up the path ahead of them, rummaging for her latch-key in the pocket of her jeans as she went so that her leg kicked out to the side, hopping the last few strides. She opened the door and it slammed against the wall in the big reception hall. “Mum,” she called. “Mum, Dad, where are you?”  
 
    Tom followed her in and stood in the entrance as Keri guided Sarah to an antique looking chair, one of a pair. In the middle was a small table with an old statue of a Roman goddess in its centre. It reminded Tom of the Maidens of Avalon, except the statue was chipped and discoloured, unlike the perfection of the women in the otherworld.  He thought about Fran and how beautiful she looked. She’d cried when he left her there. “Come with us,” he’d said, holding her hands as if he didn’t want to let her go. But she’d refused. She told him, she had a purpose there in Avalon, and that if she left, she’d never know such peace and serenity again. “Imagine going back to New York, after being here,” she’d said.  
 
    “But what about Jay? He loves you. He came to find you.” 
 
    “Jay and I would never work. I love him, but that world…he would never leave it and he wouldn’t be allowed to come here. What choice do I have? I have to let him go and he needs to do the same.” She squeezed Tom’s hand. “You’ll explain it to him, won’t you, Tom? Make him understand. He can be very stubborn.” 
 
    Finally, Tom hugged her and kissed her pretty yellow hair that smelled of Gardenias. She’d waved to him as they’d left, and even though it was assumed they’d never see each other again, somehow, he knew they would. 
 
    He was brought back to the present when Mia came back into the hall. “They’re not here?”  
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “I don’t know. My dad’s probably at work. Mum could be anywhere.”  
 
    “Call them.”  
 
    “No, I don’t think I will.” She stepped forward with her eyes focused on the Persian rug beneath her feet. “I’ve been thinking…how would it all sound? I mean, would they believe us…? How could they? The whole event just seems so surreal now, as if it was just a dream.”  
 
    “It’s real, all right,” Keri snapped. She looked up at Mia’s face and she softened. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to take this out on you. I’m just thinking about the phone call I’m about to make. I just can’t see it working.”  
 
    “You’ll make it work, Keri. You have to.” Mia stepped forward and took her hand. “Come on. I’ll make us all a nice cup of tea.”  
 
    Tom followed them into the kitchen. It was enormous compared to his mother’s kitchen in their apartment in New York. Mia came from a different world to him. No wonder he irritated her like crazy. What did he have to offer a girl like her?  
 
    He could hear the kettle on the agar. It was beginning to boil and a whistle was building. Keri picked up the telephone as Tom pulled out a stool from beneath the counter and sat down.  
 
    “It’s Keri Rains,” she said with confidence in her voice. “I want to speak to my husband. It’s urgent.” Her knuckles were white as she held the phone against her ear. “Harry? Harry, I’ve found Elizabeth….” When she began to cry, Tom placed a reassuring hand on her back. “I’ve found our girl, Harry. I’ve found our little girl.” She was nodding her head, franticly. “I can’t go into the details now. I just need your help…I know…I know…but you have to help me, or we could lose her again…forever. Please, just listen…and do exactly what I say. Don’t ask questions, just trust me…please, Harry.”   
 
    There was a pause. Keri swiped her tears with the back of her hand.  
 
    “Okay, yes. I’m going to ring the Prime Minister after I hang up. She’s not going to believe what I’m about to say, so I need you to get over there and talk to her. You have to persuade her to come, Harry. Do you understand? She must come no matter what.”  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 End of Part 4 
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Part 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Little Imber on the Downe, 
 
    Seven miles from any Towne, 
 
    Sheep bleats the unly sound, 
 
    Life twer sweet with ne'er a vrown, 
 
    Oh let us bide on Imber Downe” 
 
      
 
    Anon. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Harry Rains was expected. He arrived at Downing Street at exactly 18.00 hours and went straight in. Alice Burton was behind her desk, stacking papers she had just signed. “Harry. I’m glad to see you here. What do you make of all this business with Keri, for heaven’s sake?”  
 
    The door closed softly behind Harry as he stepped further into the room. He sat down on the seat on the other side of Alice Burton’s desk. “I’m here to take you down there as soon as you’re ready.”  
 
    She looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Now hang on a minute, Harry. I’ve got some serious issues going on here and I certainly don’t have time to go off on some wild goose-chase just because your wife gets hysterical on the phone.”  
 
    “Actually, she wasn’t hysterical. She was pretty calm, Prime Minister. And I realize of course, that it all sounds farfetched, but Keri’s not one for fantasy.” Harry coughed, which allowed him a moment to change his tone. It wasn’t easy talking to Alice Burton. She was the P.M but she was also an old friend. “How much did she tell you?”  
 
    “It was all so rushed.” She leaned forward on her desk as her lower arms propped her up. “I wanted to know where she’d been and what the hell she was thinking going off like that when I’ve got a crisis on my hands…” Alice was moving her eyes from one side to the other, recalling Keri’s garbled message. “She said the Perfects wanted to meet me…The Perfects, for god’s sake, Harry. As if I would meet with those murderous thugs. Besides, I’m not sure they even exist...All the stories about them are wildly speculative…all this talk about them coming from some divine place and now they’re trying to save us from ourselves…I mean, come on!”  
 
    “Many believe they do exist.” 
 
    “Conspiracy theorists. Science-fiction fanatics. People who have got nothing better to do than spread silly rumours.”  
 
    “I don’t believe Keri would make all this up, Prime Minister. Especially when she’s also saying she’s found our little girl.” His voice croaked.  
 
    Alice Burton’s eyes softened. “To be honest, Harry, it was that little revelation, which made me think Keri had become unhinged. I mean, Elizabeth…somewhere surreal…being kept hostage by the Perfects.  Now, I can understand what you’re feeling here, Harry. I really can, but it all sounds so ridiculous. You must see it from my point of view.”  
 
    Harry nodded and looked to the floor. “So, what are you going to do? Keri says it’s a matter of life or death. Our daughter’s life is at stake here.”  
 
    He watched Alice Burton nod her head while she moved some papers on her desk. She was thinking and she was playing for time. “All right, Harry. People will call me crazy, but I will go. The thing is, I’ve been meaning to go down to Wiltshire anyway to check out…well, never mind, but it will give me a chance to deal with something else, so I suppose I can go tonight.”  
 
    Harry released an audible sigh. He had started to wonder if she’d ever agree to the meeting. “You have to be there at midnight.”  
 
    “Yes, so I understand. It’s a strange place to meet. I’ll have to take some security.”  
 
    “Keri said to come alone. Just you and me.”  
 
    “Well, despite what your wife says, I am the Prime Minister and my team would never allow that and frankly, neither would I. That place is spooky at the best of times, without going there in the dead of night, alone. No, I will need protection…I won’t do it otherwise.”  
 
    “Okay, but I’ll tell her we’re coming alone. I don’t want her more upset than she already is.”  
 
    “You do that, Harry. You do that.” 
 
    The village of Imber was deserted.  At that time of night Alice Burton would have expected little else, since nothing much changed at that place, not even in the day. 
 
    She had been there once before. It was over four years ago when she’d accompanied the previous Prime Minister on a field trip. They were there to discuss the feasibility of additional space for the enormous quantities of priceless art, artefacts, rare books, and so on, which they would need to store when the time came.  It had been a productive visit. The plans had been agreed and finalized, the funds put in place -under the radar- and the work set in motion for completion by early 2023. Now the steel door impenetrable chambers were completed and already some precious artefacts had been stored.   
 
    Imber was an isolated village on Salisbury plain, which had been requisitioned by the War Office one week before Christmas in 1943. They had moved the villagers out with the assurance they could return after the war. They never kept their promise and the ghostly town had remained void of normal life ever since. The ruins of the once industrious town had remained standing all those years and even though the residents were now all dead, the deeds till held their names. For of the good it did. Any claim on the properties were no good to man or beast. They were worthless now and they always would be. 
 
    “What is this place?” Harry looked out of the car window at the deserted buildings ahead of them. He saw what Alice saw; a ghost town surrounded by unkempt, tangled grass threatening to cover the road like a spreading virus. “I’m half expecting to see tumbleweeds blowing past us. It’s like the wild west out here.”  
 
    Alice remained silent. She could see the first building as the car slowed down. The driver had already turned the lights on full beam since there had been no other light when they’d turned off the main drag. In front of them was the old pub with the sign ‘The Bell Inn’ still hanging and blowing in a non-existent breeze, like ghostly fingers were rocking it back and forth.   
 
    Once filled with forties life, offering a smile to its thirsty inhabitants, The Bell Inn was now a shell with no doors or windows, black inside with an eeriness that cast no welcome for Alice Burton and her entourage.  
 
    “We use the site for arms practice and strategic development. I’m surprised you’ve never heard of it. It’s certainly no secret.” Alice was tired. She’d had little rest since they left London.   
 
    Harry shook his head. “No I’ve never heard of it. Ever!” 
 
    Alice could hear speculation in his voice. It was the usual alarmist reaction she got from civilians. The public were always suspicious of their government, conspiracy theories commonplace. Nothing ever changed.    
 
    “I have heard that Salisbury plain has a network of disused subterranean tunnels, but I never believed it.”  
 
    “Of course they exist. That’s no secret either. They were used for arms storage during the war. Most of the tunnels have been filled in now, and the entrances blocked off…for security reasons.”  
 
    “Security reasons?”  
 
    “The public like to explore. It’s been cordoned off for their own protection.” She turned her head to look at his puzzled expression. “There’s no conspiracy here, Harry.” Alice thought about the cages and armoured walls now lining the tunnels, already filled with art that would make a collector fall to his knees and weep. Some of the reproductions, now hanging on the walls of the National Art Gallery had been displayed long before they’d begun the campaign three years ago. Fortunately, the curators already had copies of their most priceless pieces, so that loans could be made with other galleries around the world. Not that it mattered any more. Not since they closed all the city’s tourist attractions, including the art gallery. The rest of the items now stored below ground had never been on public display anyway. Other locations across London, like Buckingham palace and St James’s were left with bare walls and a sign, ‘removed for restoration’, allowing them to transfer the treasures without too much disruption. Even the royal family didn’t know about it.  
 
    Alice thought about the vault which would eventually house the crown jewels. That vault and many others, now containing rare documents and manuscripts, had been designed like the system at The Vatican archives. It was impenetrable and indestructible, a place that could remain unmanned and where the items would stay intact for many years into the future. It had cost £700 million to install and worth every penny in Alice’s opinion.  
 
    “What time is it, Harry?” She always asked the time, even though she was never without a watch.  
 
    He tugged his cuff and pressed a button on the side of his Rolex. It was a gift from Keri, a year before they lost their little girl. The light from the watch lit the interior of the car. “It’s nearly time.”   
 
    Alice pressed a button on her phone and held it to her ear. “Let’s get everyone into position,” she said. “I want to be ready when those monsters get here and I don’t want any surprises.” She ended the call and kept the phone in her hand. She was trembling a little when she spoke to Harry one last time. “You’d better wait here. The Perfects don’t know you and frankly, you’re a civilian.”  
 
    “Now wait a minute, Alice. My wife will be here too any minute now and I intend to be waiting for her. You’re not going to stop me.”  
 
    The Prime Minister shrugged. “Suit yourself, but stay out of the way.” She turned her body towards him. “When the Perfects come, -if they come- this whole thing is going to kick off and I don’t need you getting in the way.”  
 
     Harry stared out of the window. “I’ve got news for you, Alice,” he said pointing towards the windscreen. “They’re already here!”  
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    Mia turned right and took the road towards Imber. They had almost gotten lost since there weren’t any road signs to guide them. It was as if the village on Salisbury Plain didn’t even exist.  
 
    Earlier, back at the house, while Keri had made more phone calls, she and Tom had taken her father’s car and driven back to the fields opposite Stonehenge. It was a familiar sight as they pulled along the side of the road. It was early morning on the eve of the solstice and the place was packed die-hard pagan worshippers.   
 
    After they’d parked and demobilised the car, they’d walked through the masses of shelters and camps, where they eventually located the spot where Mia had pitched her tent. It was hard to believe that it was only twenty-four-hours before when they had all sat in a circle at the side of the stones and found the entrance to the Perfects’ otherworld. Now it seemed like time had stood still, but judging by the disarray of her camp, it looked as if she’d been away for a whole week. Her equipment had been taken and her tent commandeered by two couples cuddling beneath it with their heads and torsos concealed from the chill of the night, their eight feet poking out, still clad in dirty hiking boots. Mia decided that retrieving her gear was more hassle than it was worth, so without disturbing her squatters, she happily donated her kit to the solstice cause.   
 
    Tom took a set of keys from the pockets of his jeans. Jesus had requested Tom retrieve his van and to keep all his belongings and the research inside for posterity. Tom had laughed at the time and while Jesus looked confused by his amusement, Mia had struck Tom’s shin with her foot. “We’ll get your van, Jesus,” she’d assured him. “Maybe someday you’ll need it.”  
 
    She recalled the look in his eyes when he’d responded. “No. I am completely certain I will never need it again,” he said, before they left him there in the Watcher’s world.  
 
    Tom was looking around at the crowds as they stood next to the van. “How are we going to get it out of here?”   
 
    “Just toot your horn and edge through. Believe me! No one here is going to argue with the Scooby-Doo van.”   
 
    Mia watched him get in and start up the engine. It failed to start so he tried it again. Finally, he had it ticking over. Tom stuck his head out of the window. “There’s not much gas,” he said. “And I hope you know I haven’t got a licence.” 
 
    “Does it really matter, Tom?” 
 
    “I guess not. Not if it’s the end of the world and all.” 
 
    Mia rolled her eyes and headed back through the crowds towards her parked car. 
 
    She waited for Tom to catch up and when he pulled up alongside her, he stretched his hand through the window of the van to give her something.  
 
    Mia saw it was the picture of Shanna, Jesus’ beloved wife. She wished she was able to give it to him.  
 
    On the way back, Tom had a near miss with a red Sierra speeding along at eighty miles per hour. It was the same car Jay had hired at the airport and he could have sworn he saw him in the driving seat. Tom decided to let it go. That couldn’t be him. 
 
    Tom parked the van on the driveway at the front of the house. Mia had left a note for her parents telling them not to worry and that she was looking after the van for a friend. She felt good about preserving Jesus’ home, even though he probably wouldn’t need it any more.    
 
    Tom and Mia, Keri and Sarah left the house at nine o’clock and after sleeping for a couple of hours in a lay-by somewhere, they carried on their journey at midnight, down an unlit road leading towards the ghost town of Imber.   
 
    Mia drove while Tom navigated, with Keri and Sarah huddled together on the back seat. Keri broke the silence as they coasted along, stroking Sarah’s hair away from her face. The little girl still hadn’t spoken. “I have agreed with the Prime Minister that we would hand Sarah over when we meet up. They will inform her parents in the morning and arrange a reunion.”  
 
    Mia strained her neck to look into the rear view mirror to see Sarah in the back looking small and vulnerable wrapped in Keri’s arms. “How about that, Sarah? Soon you’ll be with your mum and dad again.”  
 
    She didn’t respond.  
 
    Imber loomed ahead. Mia scouted the deserted landscape as the car’s headlights shone on their ghostly facades of the ruined buildings.  
 
    “There are some cars in front,” Tom whispered. He was pointing to two black SUV’s parked one in front of the other.  
 
    The vehicle in front had its lights switched on, shining across the deserted road towards the old disused pub. Four burly men dressed in black were getting out of the rear car, walking towards the one in front.  
 
    Mia pulled up behind them and turned off the ignition. “What’s happening?” She strained her neck to see beyond the cars.  
 
    “It looks like we’re the last to arrive.”  
 
    Suddenly, Keri pushed open the back door and ran down the side of the road towards the people alighting from the car in front.  
 
    “Harry,” Keri screamed. “Harry.”   
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    Sometime around eight O’clock that night, Jay Pullman drove out of the village of Avebury in his leased red Sierra. Just as he was silently wishing he had never met Maggie, the car almost collided with a van that looked like it had come straight out of a Scooby-Doo cartoon.  
 
    “Will you watch where you’re going?” Maggie yelled from the passenger seat.  
 
    “Idiot,” Jay yelled at the retreating vehicle. 
 
    “You’re the idiot, American boy. These are English roads remember.”  
 
    “Yeah well, I don’t care which side you guys drive, as long as you stay on that side. You know what I’m saying?”  
 
    “Hmmm. I’ve been meaning to ask you all day, what side of the bed did you get out of?”  
 
    “That’s just it, Maggie sweetheart.” The affectionate term rolled off his tongue like tires burning the sidewalk. “I haven’t been to bed. In fact, I haven’t seen my bed for over two days, ever since I met you. I’m dog tired now, I can tell you. In fact, I’ve had enough and I’m going home...to my bed.”  
 
    “It’s not your bed. It’s the hotels.”  
 
    Jay sucked in his breath. Maggie could rattle him like he’d never been rattled before. Now he needed time-out.  
 
    “Besides,” she carried on. “You can’t go back to Glastonbury. It’s the solstice at 4.48 There’s no point in going back and then coming here again to watch the sunrise.” 
 
    “Who says I’m coming back?” He was snarling now. He couldn’t let go of the curl of his lip. Maggie put it there. 
 
    “You have to. Otherwise all of this would have been a waste of time.”  
 
    “It has been a waste of time. I should have known better. I’m a sucker for getting talked into things by females. I always have been. Why did I even come here?” he spat. 
 
    Maggie had talked him into spending hours at Avebury trying to decipher some of her theories. They had walked up the avenue of sarsen stones to the two incomplete stone circles within the rounded area that was the village. It was surrounded by a deep grassy ditch, no more than twenty feet deep in places, but when it was first built -Maggie told him- it had reached a depth of around thirty-three feet. It was the inner part Maggie was interested in. “Hey, come and look at this,” she’d called when they strolled through the ancient stones. She was pointing to a stone with a piece that looked like a woman’s… “It’s called the vulva stone,” she said.  
 
    Jay reddened. He hated talking about women’s bits.   
 
    “Any recognition here?” Maggie asked like she was some sort of goddamn teacher.  
 
    “Yes, I get it. It’s the Mandorla.”  
 
    “Good boy. Now you’re learning.” She pointed to a modern concrete marker. “There should have been an obelisk there in the centre of the southern stone circle. It was removed but it was recorded by Sir John Lubbock, the first Lord Avebury, as resembling a male’s member. That’s probably why it was taken away.”  
 
    “What happened to it?”  
 
    “Broken up, probably. Some of these stones were used to build the houses you see around here.” Maggie shook her head. “Criminal!”  
 
    “So what’s on your mind?” Jay just wanted to go back to his hotel and get a nice cool shower.”   
 
    “I think there’s something here…No, I know there’s something here. I can feel it. This is the entrance to the otherworld. This is where we can find Fran. I just know it.”  
 
    “You said that about Swallowhead Springs.” He pulled his cell from his pocket to check his messages. Still nothing from Fran or Tom. Where the hell are they? “Come on, Maggie, time to go.”  
 
    Now as they tore down the dual carriageway towards Glastonbury, Maggie was adamant they would return in a few hours to witness the summer solstice and to finally discover the entrance to a world that Jay was sure didn’t exist.   
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    Alice Burton remained transfixed at the seven Perfects in front of her vehicle, staring through the windshield with their giant legs spread apart. The headlights on the car had dimmed inexplicably, but there was enough light to see their shadows projected onto the road, increasing their body’s magnitude to gigantic, ghostly proportions. Her breath had caught in her throat and she was finding it hard to breathe. She wondered for a moment if she was having a heart attack…or maybe even a stroke.  
 
    They were imposing figures, but they were magnificent. Their torsos protruded from them like great solid mounds of muscle. Their arms, at their sides stretched to below their powerful hips with clenched fists on hands that looked like they could crush diamonds. Their eyes were piercing as a blade of light reflected from the car into their enlarged black pupils and she could tell, even from where they stood, a few metres away from the front of the car, that they were staring right at her. Their skull features displayed anger; anger unlike anything she had ever seen before and it sent a chill through her bones like a static electric charge.  
 
    Within seconds, as if they were in a trance, she watched her men alight from the other car and walk slowly past the blacked-out windows of her own. They were joined by her driver, who offered no words as he moved from behind the wheel and closed the door quietly after him. They all walked towards the waiting figures. They seemed willing and yet Alice knew they couldn’t be. They were trained to protect her, to lay down their lives, but now they looked as if their minds were being controlled by the Perfects.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Harrrryyyy!” Keri screamed as she abandoned the car and ran towards her husband getting out of the vehicle in front. She was calling his name as she stumbled towards him and when he turned, she flung herself into his arms.   
 
    He held her tightly. “Keri. Are you all right? Where’s Elizabeth? Where is she?”  
 
    Keri was crying and shaking her head. “She’s safe. It’s okay.”  
 
    Mia got out of the car and walked towards them as Tom come up behind her. The four of them stood in a group at one side of the SUV, watching the Prime Minister, Alice Burton, get out of her vehicle and walk to the front of the car as if she was being pulled along by invisible rope.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Alice Burton had stepped out of the car. She was shaking uncontrollably, but using her strong and unyielding will, she reminded herself of who she was. The monsters were pulling her in by some invisible force, but she resisted like the great leader she was.  
 
    She spoke with indisputable authority. “You have asked for an audience with me, so I am here. What is it you want?” She maintained an impenetrable stance.  
 
     The main one responded. “My name if Urigon and these are my brothers. We represent life on earth and in heaven above. We are the true rulers of man, envoys of the Lord our God and the mother earth. We are here to warn you of the destruction you are about to inflict on the people in the Middle East. We have come to bid you lay down your weapons and move peacefully from the midst of the hatred that brews there. Even now, our people, the ‘Perfects’ as you call us, are going among leaders in other countries to negotiate a treaty of peace. It is not too late for you to withdraw your part. It is not too late for them. And if you do this, the earth can continue for another five decades until the threat is repositioned and we must once more persuade you to turn away.   
 
    Within those years of peace, we, our people, are prepared to work with you to build a new way of existence. It will be nothing like you have experienced before but if you trust us and you listen to our teachings, the world and your people will prosper. Not in a material way, but in a spiritual climate that will allow you to join hands with your neighbours and to connect with other nations as one. With our help, the tower of Babel will tumble at last. No more will your language, your colour, or your religion divide you. You will live alongside your brothers and you will prosper in science. You will conquer the skies and you will exist in the realms of paradise. If you lay down your arms now, you will finally be free and we will all rejoice.”  
 
    There was silence in the night that surrounded them. Urigon had paused his oratory while Alice Burton contemplated his words.   
 
    It was then, at that precise moment, snipers hiding in the grass around the deserted village of Imber opened fire. 
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    Tom Stone fell to the ground. The sound of bullets ricocheting around him was nothing he’d experienced before. Even in the movies, there was nothing that captured that sound. It was deafening as it was terrifying and the only reaction to the onslaught was to press his head to the ground and pray a bullet wouldn’t penetrate his skull and kill him.  
 
    His response lasted only a second, because as soon as his instinct for survival kicked in and his natural desire to witness the unleashing of firearms, he raised his head, focused his eyes and reached out to pull Mia’s prostrate body next to him. His body then shielded her from the attack, as soldiers fired at will.   
 
    The scene was a vision of disbelief and horror. The Perfects had moved their bodies in one straight line, acting as a wall from the onslaught, binding them like the brothers they clearly were. Behind them two men in black suits lay in pools of crimson on the ground, as the bullets, impenetrable to the Perfects’ body, bounced off their skulls and went haphazardly to wound mortal flesh.   
 
    Alice Burton was no longer there. She had been pushed to the rear of the car and shoved inside by Harry Rains, as he, in turn, dragged his estranged wife, Keri, behind him to protect her too from the relentless onslaught.  
 
    Tom could hear Mia screaming as she covered her ears. “Why don’t they stop? Why don’t they stop?”  
 
    Then, as if they had heard her words, the firing ceased except for one single bullet.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 57 
 
      
 
    “Get us out of here, Harry,” Alice Burton commanded. Her voice was deep and controlled, devoid of panic or recrimination. She knew what she had to do. She simply needed to convey the instructions to the people protecting her now.  
 
    “No, wait,” Keri Rains screamed. “My friends, my friends. Stop, Harry. You have to help them.”  
 
    Harry was already behind the wheel. He had fired up the engine and now he was leaning his arm across the back of his seat, hoping to see something in the blackness to guide him out of the range of fire. The reverse lights were shining and then all of the lights brightened as if a stage had been lit and the curtain raised. Behind him was a small car, the one Keri had arrived in. He steered off the road to avoid it, reversing with speed through the long, tangled grass, but just as he sped past, he caught sight of a child, peering from inside the car.   
 
    Her eyes were wide with questions and her mouth was contorted as her lips cried a name. “Mummy…Keri,” she yelled. “Keriiii...”  
 
    Harry slammed his foot on the brakes and stopped the car. In his haste, he fell out of the door, but when he found his feet, he took only two paces to reach the rear of the car where the child was banging on the window. He pulled the door open and dragged her into his arms and even though the situation he found himself in gave him no time for contemplation, the feel of her arms being wrapped around his neck as her small frame clung to him, made him want to cry.  
 
    And Harry never cried.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 58 
 
      
 
    Mia watched the firing cease and a Perfect at the end of the row of seven collapsed to his knees. The stare of his eyes was unfocused and his expression empty and void. Before he fell, his head had taken a bullet behind the ear, under the visage of bone, where the flesh, pink and humanlike, exposed his vulnerability. The blood, red like a humans, spurted from his skull like a spray of life. And then he died.  
 
    Tom pulled Mia to her feet where together in each other’s arms, they stood on trembling legs. Mia saw the Perfects fall to their knees as if in prayer and she saw Urigon lean forward, appearing as if his back had buckled and bent. He rested his brow on the blood-sodden dirt of the road and the others followed suit as Mia rushed to his side.  
 
    “No,” she screamed with desperation. “What’s happening? Urigon!”  
 
    As the men in black charged past them and soldiers in camouflage dispersed from the area surrounding the village, Mia heard Urigon speak. “We will return to our world to die. You can help us,” he said as his voice croaked.  
 
    “Die?” Mia screamed again. “But…”  
 
    Urigon raised his eyes to hers. He looked exhausted; tired of the great pains they had taken to call for peace. “We cannot survive as six. We are brothers in every sense of the word. That cannot change. We live and we die together. This is our weakness.”  
 
    Mia placed her hand over Urigon’s fingers, splayed into the dirt while holding his weight.  
 
    “No, not your weakness,” she said with her lips trembling. “This…this is your strength.”   
 
    Tom was shouting in his panic. “What can we do, tell us what to do…”  
 
    Urigon pushed himself from the ground as the other five followed. They stood erect now, but without their normal towering strength. Somehow, now that they were just six, they seemed vulnerable, without the power they once had in numbers.   
 
    Mia stood next to Urigon and Tom saw her put a solitary hand on the muscles of his back. The feebleness of that single action made no sense, so she removed it and allowed herself to simply watch as they joined ranks. They lifted their brother from the ground and his lifeless body was hitched aloft. Then they moved, slowly, as his skulled head remained erect in line with the streamline shape of his inert body. They took a step forward, together, as they had all walked in life, and then they carried his body like pall bearers, taking their dead home to rest.   
 
    Tom heard a voice in his head. “Come with us. There is nothing here for you now.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 59 
 
      
 
    They were on the A350 heading north to a little place called Corsham, in Wiltshire, only forty-minutes’ drive from the isolated village of Imber. Keri cradled Sarah in her arms, soothing her cries. The girl was shivering, so she wrapped her in the folds of her beige coloured woollen sweater. Harry was in the front, driving over the speed limit. Keri could see his eyes illuminated in the rear view mirror, when in his haste he overtook every vehicle on the road.  
 
    Keri turned her head towards Alice Burton, who was trying to retrieve her mobile phone from the floor of the car. It had slipped under the seat, so she became flustered as her hands grappled for it. She was down on her knees now with her hair out of place from its normally neat coiffeur, which she trained over her cheeks in an attempt to make her face seem softer and more approachable. Keri noticed a snag in her stockings, running the length of her calf from her black patent leather shoes now covered in a layer of dust.   
 
    Alice found the phone and sat once more on the seat next to Keri, then crossing her legs, she ran her hand over the top of her shoe, making a clean shiny stripe that reflected the light from the road outside.  
 
    “What have you done?” Keri spoke in a half-whisper, her voice guarded and controlled as if to speak any other way would allow the emotions she was feeling to tumble out of her mouth in sickening defiance. “They came to you in an act of faith. I told you that. I told you they were peaceful, that they meant you no harm. I told you they just wanted to talk, to warn you of the dangers of the political moves you were about to make. I told you, I told you…”  
 
    “Enough, Keri!” Alice Burton snapped. “Now you listen to me. I have done everything you have asked of me. I came to this hell-hole of a place in good faith too. I trusted your word because we have a history. For goodness sake, Keri, we’re friends. Or have you forgotten that?”  
 
    Keri remained silent as she soothed the girl in her arms.  
 
    “Did you really think I would go there without protection? I’m the Prime Minister, or have you forgotten that too?”  
 
    “But your men were unprovoked. The Perfects were talking to you. They wanted to speak of their desire for peace. To tell you how things could be better, how all our lives could be better…”  
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. She was sitting upright now with her jacket and her skirt smoothed and in place. She was once again crease-free. “My men were instructed to act on anything that was untoward. They had no choice, not with my life exposed in such a way.”  
 
    “Untoward. But I told you everything.”  
 
    “You told me they were holding your daughter to ransom. My men saw the child in the car. That was not part of the protocol. They acted accordingly.”  
 
    Keri was shaking her head, she didn’t understand…She cupped Sarah’s chin in her hand and turned her face towards the Prime Minister. “She isn’t ours. This is Sarah, the child who was taken from her parent’s caravan in Taunton just a few weeks ago. The Perfects have been caring for her.”  
 
    “How could my men have known that, Keri? They saw a child. They naturally assumed she was yours.”  
 
    Keri turned her head towards the profile of her husband driving the car. She saw his mouth slacken and his eyes crease as the lines dropped away to meet the ones that formed the scowl on his lips.   
 
    Then a voice cut into the silence of the car. “I want my mummy,” Sarah whispered as they sped into the night.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 60 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?”  Keri had spent the past thirty minutes staring out of the window of the car. Sarah was asleep, still cradled in her arms and Harry was focused on the road ahead, silent and pensive.  The Prime Minster was talking on her phone, debriefing her team. She passed the phone to Harry. “Here! They’ll guide you in.”  
 
    They passed a road sign. Welcome to Corsham.  
 
    “Corsham? Why are we here?”  
 
    Without her phone, Alice could talk, even though she still kept her eye on the piece held to Harry’s ear, as if she had lost her lifeline. “This is Burlington,” she said.  
 
    “Burlington?”  
 
    Alice fidgeted with her eye still on Harry at the front. Without her phone she was like a fifties housewife without her blender. “It’s a secret underground city, built during the cold war.”  
 
    Keri didn’t believe her. “You’re lying.”  
 
    “Hold your tongue, Keri. You’re my friend, but you are staff, and there are plenty of people who can step into your shoes at a moment’s notice.” She softened then. “Didn’t I tell you we were going to do everything within our power to get Elizabeth back? Honestly, Keri...” Alice smiled and touched Keri’s lower arm, allowing herself a moment of light hearted relief. “One hundred feet beneath Corsham is a subterranean city. It was built in the late fifties to house government personnel in the event of a nuclear strike.”  
 
    Keri shook her head. It seemed implausible to say the least. “I can’t believe it. I’ve heard of fallout shelters but a city…”  
 
    Alice nodded. She looked smug as she explained. She was as surprised as Keri when she found out about the city codenamed Burlington. She’d only been there once before and that was at the same time as the previous PM had shown her the tunnels beneath Imber, three years back. “It was made out of a former Bath-stone quarry, intended to function as the site of the main Emergency Government War Headquarters, the hub of the Country’s alternative seat of power outside London.”   
 
    Harry was making some short turns and then he went along a blackened road going nowhere. It was signposted, works unit.  
 
    “But a city! How big is it?”  
 
    “It used to cover about thirty-five acres but it’s bigger than that now. It was initially designed to house up to four-thousand central Government personnel. That was the Prime Minister at the time, Harold MacMillan, the entire Cabinet  
 
    Office, civil servants and an army of domestic support staff.” Alice smiled. “The site was so top secret that many of the civil servants allocated a desk had no knowledge of it. In some ways that still applies.”  
 
    “Still applies?”   
 
    “Of course. Burlington is highly confidential...or highly classified as the Americans like to call it.”  
 
    “The Americans?” Keri needed to move her position, but she didn’t want to wake up Sarah.  
 
    Alice nodded. “Yes, they have something like this too. Area 51 has nothing on the real thing. I’ve seen it,” she said with a satisfied grin.  
 
    “Do the Americans know about Burlington?”  
 
    “God, no! We’ve kept that to ourselves. They only know we have a place somewhere. They don’t know its location.”  
 
    Keri grimaced and spat her response. “Is there no one you trust?”  
 
    Alice turned to regard her as if she was talking to a stranger. “No one!” she said. 
 
   


 
  



Chapter 61 
 
      
 
    Mia was steered by Tom as they followed the Perfects home. The darkness and the eerie silence of the trek through Imber felt intimidating and she knew Tom felt it too. They both stumbled along in the Perfects wake and if it hadn’t have been for the moon shining down and reflecting on their luminous skin, she and Tom could never have moved a step, not without tripping.  Now they were going downwards.   
 
    They followed the Perfects down concrete steps where a gate at the top had once barricaded the way. Only recently it had been forced open from the inside, looking as if it had been crushed hanging from its hinges. It must have been the Perfects’ way-in to Imber and now it was their way back. The steps led to a tunnel made of simple breeze blocks, and varied pipes ran its length, going somewhere, serving something.   
 
    Mia grasped Tom’s hand and they looked into each other’s eyes, searching for an answer to the questions that fell short of their lips. Where are we? What is this place? No answers came. Instead, they moved forward hand-in-hand, accepting the outcome of whatever lay ahead.   
 
    The Perfects, with the body of one held aloft, turned and turned again as the bare grey tunnels stretched across the subterranean land. Only half a mile along, they passed strange steel doors. There was no mechanism to open them, only pipes moulded into them as if it was all one piece of metal. At the side, banks of sophisticated high-tech terminals held controls to operate the rooms at the other side of the doors. Atmospheric pressure, it said on one. They walked past four more doors labelled IB530 to IB534 until they reached another blank wall where pipes ran downwards like lines of coloured threads on a loom block.   
 
    They turned at that point and kept moving towards another tunnel, blocked off with debris left from builders. Bags of sand and cement, strips of plastic piping, tools and ladders lay abandoned and as the Perfects went past, they kept walking along the tunnel as it got darker the further they went. Two more lanes turned left and right, but before them a sign propped up on disused bricks, read No Entry. No personnel beyond this point.   
 
    The Perfects went that way.  
 
    Another thirty metres along, the roof of the tunnel changed. Below a vaulted ceiling of fine artistry with moulded curves like bishop’s mitres, they dipped and turned as they walked among crumbling pillars where they came to a standstill inside the vault.   
 
    “We must be under Imber’s old church,” Tom said. “I saw the steeple when we drove in.”  
 
    Row-upon-row of crypts covered in dust and dirt and cobwebs didn’t bother Mia one bit. But then the notion of becoming so sceptical about something that normally would have frightened the hell out of her, freaked her out. What was left for her to be scared of?  
 
    She heard a voice in her head as Tom must have also heard.  
 
    It was Urigon. “There is a stone crypt at the far side. Go to the end of it where it meets the wall and look left. Hurry!”   
 
    Tom went first and Mia followed him as they went straight to the spot where the Perfects had instructed them, and as they turned their heads left, they saw sideway steps disappearing into the wall. It was the same illusion as the other entrances in Caer Sidi, except this was made from the bare bricks and plaster of the vault beneath the church and was just as mystical as the first one they’d experienced.   
 
    Mia went through and arrived at the other side. It was as incredible as the others and that was something she would never take for granted.  
 
    The Perfects came through just after them, carrying their dead. Mia and Tom stepped aside as they moved forward into the tunnel leading to the otherworld. They were all walking through passages of solid white chalk now, where the dust from its walls sat in mounds on the ground, dirty and spent.  
 
    Up ahead the Perfects were slowing down, they were tired. Then, as the tunnel led to a chamber that glowed white, looking as bright as the sun scorching sand on a beach, the air spirits came. They formed dark clouds above their heads. They were mourning, gently sobbing, and their robes were grey like the bricks in the tunnel they had just travelled through under Salisbury plain. They lifted the Perfects from the arms of his brothers and as if he was weightless, they carried him away.   
 
    Mia saw Urigon use his arm to support himself on the wall of the cavern. His shoulders were drooped, and his head was hanging until his jaw bone rested on his chest pumping blood slowly through his body from his failing heart. She went to his side as the others waited. “I will fall last. My brother will be next and then we will all expire one after the other.”  
 
    Mia’s tears flowed freely. It was all too much. “No, Urigon,” she whispered “There must be something...”  
 
    “Come,” he said as he began to move. Mia watched as they walked without their brother in a group of six, looking as unnatural as a digit missing from a set of fingers on a maimed hand.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 62 
 
      
 
    A pair of steel doors opened as the Prime Minister’s SUV arrived at Burlington. They had picked up a convoy of escorts from the main road and now Alice Burton’s car was securely placed in the middle of them, flanked on all sides by an entourage of four others.  
 
    The lights within the terminal were blindingly bright and Alice squinted as her eyes adjusted to the suddenness of it. She looked at Keri with the child asleep in her arms. Keri was looking out of the window, searching the perimeter as they all followed the instructions to remain in the car.   
 
    The five cars came to a halt. A sign was displayed in neon at the front of the area where they waited. Do Not Remove Seat Belts. Keep Windows Closed. Remain Stationary Until Green Light Shows. It reminded Alice of being in a car wash, in the days she had actually driven into a car wash. She couldn’t remember when that was. As if they were being hot-waxed, a smoky spray covered the car. It was disinfecting them. The vehicle was shuddering as the draught blew upwards to clean the undercarriages and then from above, blowing ripples of watery liquid down over the windshield. “This won’t take long. We’ll be inside soon,” Alice said to whoever was listening.  
 
    Harry was watching for the green light. It lit up and he started the engine once more. Another two steel doors opened, and they moved inside, into a garage of sorts.  
 
    Car bays lined the sides, some of them already filled with black government vehicles. Each bay was enclosed in its own smoked glass looking like giant corgi cars in their own boxes. Above the vehicles used by the city’s personnel, on two more levels was an incredible collection of vintage and modern sports cars; a silver Rolls Royce, a red Ferrari, an old vintage black Buick. There must have been thirty of them, all different types and colours, gleaming through the glass, like the wheeled, motorised giants they were.  
 
    With the aid of a worker covered from head to toe in pale blue overalls, the Prime Minister’s convoy was guided into empty parking booths on the left. Harry drove in slowly and when he turned off the engine, a screen went down behind the car enclosing them in a glass crypt.  
 
    The computer screen on the far wall, instructed them to step out of the car. Keri had already woken Sarah and now the child was clinging to her hand in a daze from her disturbed sleep. Another screen was raised at the front of the carport and they walked through, finding themselves in yet another glass room. It was their turn to be decontaminated as jets of air blew from the side walls and from above. When the doors opened, they found themselves in a grand reception area of the elaborately modernised underground city beneath Corsham. Welcome to Burlington, a sign said.  
 
    As Keri and Harry feasted their eyes upon what was once a cold-war city, now modernised to twenty-first century standards, Alice Burton spoke with a smile on her lips. “I decided to keep the name, because if you take out ling you have Burton. Neat, huh?”  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 63 
 
      
 
    in Caer Sidi, The Perfects were waiting for them when they arrived, waiting to receive their dead. It was a solemn occasion, unlike before when Tom and Mia saw the otherworld for the first time. Varquis and some of the maidens of Avalon were there, led by Rhiannon in all her greatness. She was different this time. She looked as if the sparkle had left her, as her radiance diminishing by the loss of a Perfect.  
 
    Mia watched Rhiannon bow at the waist as she leaned across the body of the lifeless Perfect on the beach. Two hand maidens stepped forward with cloths soaked in salt water from the sea. They kneeled down and washed the blood from his skulled face, cleaning him as he was prepared for burial.   
 
    When they had finished, and when the other Perfects in the city had acknowledged the one deceased, Urigon and the other five Perfects picked him up again. They lifted him aloft, and like grim pall bearers once more, they walked slowly towards the spiralling castle of Caer Sidi.  
 
    Rhiannon spoke as Urigon walked past. “We have prepared the room for you.” Then the hand maidens followed them in a procession of mourners.  
 
    Mia stepped forward. “Where are they going? What’s going to happen now?”  
 
    Rhiannon placed a hand on her shoulder to prevent her from following the group going towards the castle. “They will rest now, like brothers, side by side and then when the time comes they will expire.”  
 
    “When the time comes? How long? When?” Mia was finding it hard to accept that moment of death. It was something she had never experienced before, not even with a loved one.   
 
    Rhiannon began to move away. “You must accept this. There is nothing you can do.” She took one more glance at Mia and Tom and then she left them on the beach, just as a lone turtle dived into the sea.  
 
    Then they heard a voice behind them. “There is something.” It was Jesus.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 64 
 
      
 
    Jay could hear banging. He was at the top of Glastonbury Tor, trying to find his way into the tower. The windows were blocked off with iron railings, and there were twisting vines covered in red roses and thorns climbing all over it. Jay was clawing at the branches, making his hands bleed, and the thorns were lashing out, tearing his clothes and his face. The knocking was coming from somewhere inside the tower. He couldn’t reach it, he couldn’t...  
 
    “Hey, yankee boy! Are you deaf? Wake up.”   
 
    Jay shot up into a sitting position and without thinking about where he was, in a daze he paced across the floor to the door and flung it open.   
 
    Maggie walked straight into the room, passing him after she switched on the light. “About time.”  
 
    “What’s up? What is it? What’s happening?”  
 
    Everything was a blur.  
 
    “Time to go. It’s three already.”  
 
    He rubbed his face. “You mean three...in the middle of the night?”  
 
    “In the morning, idiot! Three in the morning.” Maggie went to his clothes flung over the back of a chair. She picked his shirt up. “You may want to put something on.”  
 
    He glanced down at his bare chest and boxer shorts. “What the hell are you doing here?”  
 
    “It’s time to leave. Sun rise is at 4.43 precisely. It’ll take us half an hour to get there, so get your skates on.”  
 
    Jay walked to the bed and got back in. “Turn the light off and shut the door on your way out.” He pulled the sheet over his head.   
 
    He could hear a rustling of papers. Maggie was relentless. “I had a feeling I might need a bit more leverage to get you to go back, so I’ve brought this. And if this doesn’t convince you, I don’t know what will.”  
 
    Jay pulled his head out from under the sheet. “What is it?”  
 
    She was holding a map of a large circle with an inner circle and two further circles inside. All the dots forming the circles were numbered with tiny digits.  
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Avebury, of course.” She pulled out another sheet. “Do you remember the Star of David formation over the white horses?”  
 
    “Yep, yep. Sure do.” The clock was ticking.  
 
    “So how about this?”   
 
    Jay took the sheet of paper and turned it, so that North was pointed up. Over the map of Avebury, Maggie had charted the same Star of David over the numbered stones.   
 
     Maggie tapped the picture. “This is the same design as the crop circle made in 2012 at Alton Barnes.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    She did a double-take. “So...it’s significant. It must be.”  
 
    Jay rubbed his eyes with his free hand and glanced one more time at the clock. She had been there seven minutes exactly. “Honey, you’re so desperate to find the entrance to Avalon, you’ll believe anything.” She looked hurt, but he was past caring.   
 
    “Okay, so I know you don’t believe me, but I’m telling you, my friend, this is the portal we’ve been looking for.”  
 
    “Maggie...even if it was, what do you expect to find? You think the Perfects are just going to open up when you come a-knocking?”  
 
    “Of course not. But it’s the summer solstice and at the very centre of that star is stone number 212. If I’m wrong...okay, nothing will happen and you’ll get the great experience of watching the new dawn. Americans like that sort of thing, no?”  
 
    “212 is the area code for Manhattan”   
 
    Maggie gasped. “I didn’t know that...You’re from New York.”  
 
    “Christ, Maggie, you see too much into things.” He would have laughed if he hadn’t been so tired. “One thing I know about the human mind, we all see what we wanna see. The number 212 means diddly squat!”  
 
    “But, if I’m right...stone 212 could be the key to it all.” Sitting at the side of the bed with her bright, hopeful eyes, Maggie looked like a young girl again. “So come on then. Move your lazy butt and get out of that bed.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 65 
 
      
 
    As they went into the inner section of the city of Burlington, they came to a reception area, with hidden reserve lighting, reminding Keri of a hospital ward at night, when only light for the nurses was needed as the patients slept. Small conference rooms lined the way, protected by smoked glass to provide privacy for the participating delegates. The insides were in darkness and the tables and chairs unmanned. In the foyer, above their heads, running horizontally along the ceiling, glass tubes like transparent pipes, pumped water from an underground lake; another, oil from the city’s own refinery; and the other, air, from a natural underground vent. The pipes on display were an innovation of the designer, who wanted to demonstrate that life would go on, like veins flowing into the heart of the building.   
 
    Ahead of them was a square glass elevator, where a staircase wrapped itself around it, like a snake around a naked arm. Beneath that, an open auditorium, held a stage and an elaborate podium, where spectators could look down from the balconies above, rising over three floors on circular landings.  A cube with gigantic screens on all four sides was suspended from the ceiling over the centre. They were blank now, but they would be used to broadcast information to the city’s inhabitants.     
 
    Harry whistled. “Pheeww.”   
 
    “Impressive isn’t it?” Alice Burton said.  
 
    “Why is the lighting so subdued?”  
 
    “We keep a constant illusion of night and day. Our psychologists believe it will help us come to terms with our new way of life. It never deviates. The lighting is lowered automatically, just as daylight dims outside. Normal sunrise and sunset has been programmed in for the next five years. We’ve even regulated thermostats and climate control to give the impression of winter, summer, spring and autumn. It’s to help with the change you see? To help keep everything as normal as possible.”  
 
    “Wait! Five years?” Keri looked like her head was spinning. “Help with what change? Who are you talking about?” Keri could feel dread swirling around her empty stomach.  
 
    “That’s how long we’ll have to stay. We don’t know if...” Well never mind about that now. We all need some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”  
 
    “No, tell us now, otherwise we walk.”  
 
    Alice laughed. “Keri, you’re such a drama queen. This isn’t a prison. You can leave at any time.”  
 
    “What is this place?”  
 
    “I told you...”  
 
    “I mean, what’s it for?”  
 
    “Well, my dear, while you were off gallivanting at Stonehenge with a bunch of criminals, I was in London trying to deal with important affairs of state. Affairs that are so classified, only a very few know about them. Unfortunately, you’re not at clearance level, my friend.”  
 
    Keri’s was exhausted. She just wanted to walk away and fall upon a bed and sleep, but there was something wrong there, something that didn’t make sense. “Well, before I resign, Alice, I should tell you that as soon as I get out of here and deliver Sarah back to her parents, I shall be shouting about this place from the rooftops. How many millions of the tax payer’s money have you spent here? And for what reason? Everyone will be very interested to know, don’t you think?” Keri raised her chin and looked down into Alice Burton’s eyes as if she was reading her mind.   
 
    “Calm down, Keri. I assure you, you won’t be in a very good position if you do resign. You will lose all privileges to access this place and when the time comes, you’re going to be up the creek without a paddle.”  
 
    “You think I care about that? Because of you our daughter is lost to us forever. The Perfects will never let me have her back now.” Keri’s throat felt like it was seizing up. She wanted to cry, but she mustn’t. Not yet!   
 
    Alice turned to Harry waiting in the wings with Sarah asleep in his arms. “Harry, will you speak to her? There are things happening that I have no control over. It’s the Americans you see? They’ve taken the final decision away from our government.”  
 
    “Bull!” Keri snapped. “Whatever is going on, you’re at the frontline Alice, don’t try and tell us otherwise.” Alice Burton looked offended. “You have no idea what this strategy is going to do for our country. Afghanistan has wealth below ground that you could never dream of. When this is over -and believe me this place is just a preventative measure- we will take the UK out of debt and prosper for the next thirty years. The voters are going to love us.”  
 
    “And if it goes wrong?”  
 
    Alice shrugged. “It won’t.”  
 
    Keri looked at Sarah as she shifted in Harry’s arms. She wondered if Elizabeth was asleep right then, but of course she must be, it was the middle of the night. Elizabeth, found and lost to her again. “Yes, a rest would be appropriate. We’ll talk about this tomorrow, Alice.”  
 
    “Of course. I’ve arranged a suite for you. They’ll take you up and I’ll see you at breakfast.”   
 
    Keri left her then, and as she walked to the elevator with Harry and Sarah, she realised that old feeling of dread, which had made her stomach churn earlier, still lingered. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 66 
 
      
 
    Jesus sat on a boulder while Mia and Tom had fallen to their knees on the beach. “You said something could be done to save them,” Mia said to Jesus.  
 
    “I only know what I’ve been told by the nymphs.”  “Go on,” Tom prompted.  
 
    “It’s the solstice in a few hours. And on each solstice every year, new Perfects are born.”  
 
    Mia contemplated his words. “That’s right. Urigon told me that. He said they were born from the earth and that they have evolved from the decaying bones of their forefathers. He said they rise from the ground from under fields of corn and that they all rise together, as one, on the same day as our summer solstice. He said it is the charge of the sun that makes them complete under the soil.”  
 
    “So, what does that mean?” Tom asked.  
 
    Jesus leaned forward. “They planned the meeting on the eve of the solstice for that very reason. All of them across the planet have done the same. They knew that if anything went wrong, if they were destroyed by weapons, they would be able to regenerate their structure of seven, by replacing the dead with Perfects born on the solstice.” Jesus paused for breath. “They admit it is an extraordinary move, but they said these are extraordinary times.”  
 
    “Then, that means they will be okay. Urigon and the others will survive.”  
 
    “Only if a new-born is compatible. They say it’s a mind thing...” Jesus was speaking quietly as if he was worried a Perfect would hear him divulging their secrets. “But that’s not the only thing, that’s happening,” he said. “It was dependant on the responses of the leaders, but in a few hours, on the morning of the solstice, when the sun rises, they’re bringing more Kudos down.”   
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 67 
 
      
 
    Alice Burton watched the family being escorted to the rooms by one of the technicians. Keri had a lot to learn. She was too spirited, too independent. She may have to do with her what she did with the Shepherd boys. Get rid!  
 
    An aide approached her. It was an urgent telephone call. She took her mobile from her pocket and pinned it to her ear. “What is it?”   
 
    It was the secretary of defence. “Prime Minister, I apologise for the late hour, but you asked me to update you on the situation”  
 
    “Mike, that shouldn’t have happened tonight. They were peaceful.”  
 
    “Yes, Prime Minister, but as we explained before you left London, your safety was paramount. Your security men were being contained by the Perfects, anything could have happened. And then there was the girl in the car...”  
 
    “Yes, I’ve been briefed on that. She wasn’t their child, Mike. We’ve got another civilian here. It’s Sarah, the girl who was abducted a few weeks ago from her caravan in Taunton.”  
 
    There was a pause. “I see. Okay, I’ll make arrangements for her to be debriefed and then we’ll inform the parents.”  
 
    “No, Mike, we can’t do that. We’ve already got civilians mixed up in this. The two kids who were at the rendezvous, as well as Harry Rains. Harry I can handle, but we don’t know who the kids are.” Alice recalled their bodies lying on the floor when the shooting began. She hoped they hadn’t been hurt. That was the last thing she needed right then. “The more we have involved, the less likely we are to keep a lid on this. We’ll have the press crawling all over us if the child turns up.”    
 
    “What do you suggest?”  
 
    “I don’t know yet. We’ll keep her here tonight and I’ll get back to you.”  
 
    “Prime Minister...there’s something else...”  
 
    “Go on.” Alice rubbed her eyes. She needed some sleep.  
 
    “Another crop circle has appeared. Just an hour ago in fact.”  
 
    “So?”  
 
    “This one’s different,”  
 
    “How? Come on, Mike. Why do I need conversation about a damn crop circle at this late hour?”  
 
    “Apologies, Prime Minister. Our satellites picked it up. It’s only visible on ultra-violet. This one is not on a crop of corn, it’s more of a pattern etched on ordinary grass.”   
 
    “Okay!”  
 
    “Its two circles joined together like a figure eight.”  
 
    “So...?”  
 
    “It’s at Avebury. It would appear the circular images in the grass have joined the two circles of stones and now there’s something happening.”  
 
    “What exactly?” “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Prime Minister. There seems to be an exodus; thousands of people flocking to  
 
    Avebury. The strange part is they can’t even see the circles from the ground or with the naked eye. It doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    “So what do you expect me to do?”   
 
    “I just think we need to get the military in on this.”  
 
    “See to it then. I’m off to get some sleep. Brief me in the morning.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 68 
 
      
 
    They were heading towards the majestic village of Avebury. Jay was rubbing his eyes. He’d only just managed to swill his face with cold water before they’d left the hotel. “I haven’t even had coffee,” he complained.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I brought a flask.” Maggie pulled out her thermos and unscrewed the lid. “You can drink it while you’re driving.”  
 
    Jay grimaced. She’d probably put milk in it.   
 
    She passed him the cup as soon as he hit a straight stretch of road. “Look, black! Just how you like it,” she said.  
 
    He grunted and sipped. “Thanks.”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Maggie said with a light-hearted American accent.  
 
    Jay didn’t comment. He was more interested in how much traffic was on the road. “There’s a lot of traffic about,” Maggie muttered.  
 
    “Well, it is the solstice...you’d expect it to be busy, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “Not here. Most of them go to Stonehenge.”  
 
    Some cars passed them. They were all speeding but there was nothing coming towards them on the other side of the A361. Everyone seemed to be heading towards Avebury. It didn’t make sense.  
 
    “Maybe you should put your foot down,” Maggie said.   
 
    “Got it.” He placed his coffee int the cup holder and then he sped into the night.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 69 
 
      
 
    The air-spirits arrived out of nowhere. They crooked their fingers and they were smiling again, playing with the three standing on the beach. Mia felt herself being lifted into the air. It felt so safe and comfortable she felt as if she wanted to go to sleep, like sleeping on a cloud of marshmallows. She saw Tom and Jesus being lifted up behind her, until all of them were flying through the air on the currents of the maidens who danced and played beneath their weight.  
 
    They were heading toward the mountain where they had been taken only the day before, where the land looked like heaven and a tree became a portal leading to Swallowhead Springs. As they neared the landing place in the side of the cliff face, where they were to be dropped off, Mia suddenly realised what was happening. She shouted for them to stop. “No, I don’t want to go back. Stop! We were told we could stay. Stop, please!”  
 
    The air-spirits didn’t hear. They simply laughed and released them onto the rock terrace and flew away, waving as they went.   
 
    “Don’t go, don’t go,” Mia was crying. She clutched her stomach with her arms as if the pain was too great, but then she felt some arms wrap around her shoulders. She looked up. It was Jesus.   
 
    “We have no choice. It seems as if they want us to leave.”  
 
    “Why? They said for us to come back with them. They said there was nothing for us up there now.”  
 
    Jesus shook his head. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Come on,” Tom said quietly as if all the fight had been knocked out of him.   
 
    And so they all walked through the tunnel to heaven on the other side. It looked as it looked before, with perfect green rolling hills above a river raging with crystal clear water below them. The great yew was there, so Tom took Mia’s hand and led her towards it.  She went along with him, giving in to the inevitable.  
 
    “We can’t get through.” Tom was running his hands over the bark, trying to find the spirit door. “I can’t find the door.”  
 
    It was then, Mia knew. “They mean for us to stay.” She screeched, pacing around the grass. “They mean for us to stay,” she shouted again, running over the brow of the hill. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 70 
 
      
 
    Jay hit a traffic jam. Vehicles were now using both sides of the road to reach their destination. He looked at his watch. It was 4.00am. “We’re not going to make it,” Maggie said with a whisper.   
 
    He couldn’t bear the look on her face. It was as if all her dreams had been shattered. “Of course we will, hon. We’re only a short distance away, we can walk. Look! Others are doing the same.”  
 
    It was true, people were abandoning their cars. “I’ll not get there with this,” Maggie patted her artificial leg.  
 
    Jay had never seen her feel sorry for herself before. It didn’t suit her. Without any thought to the consequences, he pulled into the side of the road. “Right, get out of the car. Come on, get out.” He pushed his door open and ran around to the other side of the car.  “Leave your bag, Maggie,” he said, rolling his eyes. She got out and he put his arm around her waist. “Right, put your arm around my shoulders. Put all your weight into your good leg and walk with me.”  
 
    “What do you think this is, a three-legged race?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what it is, sweetheart,” he said with a huge grin on his face. “Come on. We gotta find the entrance to the otherworld, haven’t we? We’ve got to find Fran.”  
 
    Maggie nodded, her eyes glistening. “Yes, American boy. Yes, we have.”  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 71 
 
      
 
    Tom was spellbound by the vision he saw. He had chased Mia over the curve of the hill and there below them next to the river was a cluster of homes, like huts made of straw. It looked like a model of a medieval village on a table of green baize, with no people to bring it to life.   
 
    The huts were side by side, some were square and some were round. They looked random and yet they were not. They fitted together like a wall of tiles, with rounded pieces to break the monotony of the design and small walkways between them, as if they were the grouting.    
 
    A wide single dirt road ran alongside the river and dotted about were wells pumping water, and bays of rocks, built like round barbecues, burning fire. The place looked like it was awaiting its population. Beyond, was a forest of green and next to it, square fields displaying yellow corn. And unlike the Perfects world, there was the sound of birds singing, and the clucking of chickens.   
 
    Tom remained on the top of the hill until he saw a woman and a child appear from one of the huts. It was Fran, and next to her was Keri’s daughter, Elizabeth.  So, Tom ran, calling Fran’s name.  
 
      


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 72 
 
      
 
    Maggie was breathless. When they arrived at Avebury, there was mayhem everywhere. Police were trying to break up the crowds making their way into the village and helicopters were hovering in the sky above the stones. There were all sorts of characters. Some dressed like pagans coming to worship the sun, but others were normal, parading about as if they were in a shopping mall. There were men and women, black and white, children, and elderly couples with smiles on their faces, holding hands as if they were finally walking towards the light.   
 
    Jay didn’t get it. He was there to help Maggie realise her dream, but he didn’t ever believe in her theory of her quest to find the entrance to the otherworld. Now there he was witnessing a rally of crazy people, like her, trying to worship the sun as it rose in the sky over Avebury.   
 
    He looked at his watch. It was 4.40. Three minutes!  
 
    In one last attempt to reach the final destination, he took hold of Maggie and as she took the weight off her prosthetic leg, he hitched her onto his side. Then he charged forward, barging though the crowd to the centre of the circle of stones.   
 
    They were in the southern circle. People were pushing their way forward, not in panic, but with intent, like they were stepping onto an elevator, waiting for everyone to get on, so that the doors could close.   
 
    As the early morning sun brightened the sky, Jay kept hold of Maggie. Something was going to happen. He could feel it, and he was sure everyone else could feel it. At 4.43, as the sun’s rays shone down, as if God was casting his eternal glow, some three-dimensional lines became prominent in the grass, like circular tracks with curved shadows marking the route to the otherworld.   
 
    Suddenly people were moving in one direction. They were turning and turning as if they were walking a spiral, like a Cretan maze, a spiral going downwards, taking the people, to the world beneath them; taking the Kudos to Caer Sidi. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 73 
 
      
 
    The Kudos came out of the yew as if they had stepped out of an elevator. They looked dazed and confused but they were radiating happiness. They followed the path down to the river, guided by the air-spirits who flew over their heads, laughing and playing, making the hair of the Kudos blow about their faces. People dispersed around the village in an orderly fashion, going to huts and claiming them as their own. The air-spirits guided them, crooking their fingers while the Kudos laughed back at the playful spectacle.  
 
    It was a moment of joy and nobody knew why. It was an exodus to heaven where leaving behind their possessions, loved ones and friends, somehow didn’t matter. They had transcended to another world, another plane, and they were content.  
 
    A voice came out of nowhere amongst the calm and peace of the procession leading into the village. “Kid?” a man’s voice announced. “Kid?”  
 
    Tom turned and saw...he blinked. He wondered if he was seeing things...but no, it was Jay, his buddy from New York City. “What the hell?” Tom paced towards him. An old woman was hanging off his side. She was limping and laughing at the same time.  
 
    “Kid?” Jay was screwing up his face. “You know this happened to me once before. I was on vacation in France and I bumped into my neighbour in a cafe in St. Tropez.”  
 
    Tom looked about as they stood facing each other. “Bit different now, I think.”  
 
    Jay nodded. Then, planting Maggie safely on the ground on her two feet, he pulled Tom into his arms, holding him there as if they were brothers bound by blood.  
 
    Tom laughed as Jay spluttered his embarrassment. He looked over Jay’s shoulder. “You may want to brace yourself.”  
 
    “I can see that.”  
 
    “No, I mean prepare yourself for another reunion.”   
 
    As if Jay knew exactly to whom he was referring, he slowly turned. “Fran,” he whispered. “Fran!”  
 
    He took a step towards her and then he stopped. Maggie was standing at his side. He turned towards her and saw she was smiling. She had done what she said she would do and despite all the hardship of getting to where they were now, there was nothing Jay Pullman would rather have been doing. He bent down and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    “Hey, watch it,” Maggie said. “We don’t go with that sort of thing in our country.”  
 
    “But this isn’t your country now, Maggie,” he said, soberly. “It’s all ours.”  
 
    Maggie reached up with both hands at the side of his face and planted a kiss on his lips. “Now, you’re talking, Yankee boy.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 74 
 
      
 
    Mia watched Tom’s friend take some fast paces towards Fran who was standing on the beach with Elizabeth at her side. She let go of the girl’s hand and literally fell into his arms. He was holding her, kissing her face and running his fingers through her long golden hair.   
 
    In his haste, in his desperate embrace, a flower fell from the side of her head, fluttering to the sand. Elizabeth, Keri Rain’s child, picked it up and handed it to them, and at that moment they became three, a family with broken ties, bonded by the new world they would now share for as long as necessary.  
 
    Mia turned towards the river flowing next to the village that was now her home, and she thought about her parents. Then, as she feared tears would fall from her eyes once more, she saw Jesus standing alone, watching the land across the river. He seemed in awe of the beauty, so exquisite, and he too became pensive as he thought about his Shanna and how she would have loved that place.  
 
    Mia put her hand in her pocket and pulled out the photograph of Shanna that Tom had taken from the van. She was about to step forward when an old woman with long curly greying hair went to his side and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned and she stumbled, almost knocking the two of them off their feet. She hitched up her skirt and he saw her artificial leg. She made a comment and they both laughed, then they shook hands. Mia smiled as she watched Jesus tell the woman his name. She didn’t flinch, not one bit. She responded as if she’d always known he would be there.  
 
    Mia put the photograph back inside her pocket when she felt a hand touch her shoulder. It was Tom. “Hey, Lakey!” She smiled. “Hey, Stoney!” How far they’d come. “How are we going to manage without the internet?” he quipped. She hit his arm, playfully. “This is the internet, Stoney. It’s a network joining people together and giving them new perspectives, new horizons, a new life.”  
 
    “So what about you and me?”  
 
    “What about us?” She turned towards him and saw his cheeky grin.  
 
    “Are we sharing a hut, or what?”  
 
    She thought about it for a moment. “Yes, we’ll share a hut...but, Stoney...”  
 
    He lost the grin, but his eyes still flickered blue.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “For now, you sleep outside. Okay?”  
 
    “Sure, sure...” he was moving from foot to foot.  
 
    “We can talk through the walls maybe. You outside, me inside, you know, like when we were at the Henge.”  
 
    “Yeah...sure, but, Mia...”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    He held out his hand and pulled her towards him. Then he kissed her with a passion she’d never felt before. Her head was spinning. She never thought it would feel like that...not with him. It felt...it felt...amazing. She could feel his arms go around her and she thought she would lose her breath if he carried on. He pulled away and she opened her eyes. Wow!  
 
    She hit him on the arm. “And don’t go trying any funny stuff, Stoney. I’m in, you’re out. Got it?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    That morning, around the land, on hills with towers and monuments and barrows atop, a powerful wind came and whistled through the structures, sounding like David’s trumpet blowing its final tune. It was the solstice and as the sun shone down upon them like God casting his eternal glow, new-born Perfects rose from the fields of corn.   
 
    They were magnificent. They held their bodies erect, as the power of life fired through their veins, giving strength to their limbs and the muscles holding them. As they walked, their skulled features reflected the sun rays making them pure white, while their eyes, black with discs of yellow reflecting in them, penetrated the new dawn like windows of hope. They were going home to their land of Caer Sidi, their mother’s world, uniting with their brothers so that they may all live as one.  
 
    As six months passed and the new dawn of the winter solstice was over, another dawn; a great artificial light, cast itself over the earth on 02.12 on the morning of the 21st of December 2021. As the powers destroyed each other with their arsenal of nuclear weapons, they took with them the voices and the will of the ordinary man, the people the Perfects could not, would not save.  
 
    One day, when the fallout cleared and they could once more venture forth upon the earth, they will take the wealth from the land beneath Afghanistan and they will begin again, prospering, claiming lands and titles, fighting wars and building fortresses. They will live again on a new planet, taking its fuel and its minerals and calling it their own.  
 
    Far below the earth’s surface, in a place they named Avalon, human dwellers began building a new world, where relationships formed and children grew, and a man called Jesus preached the Word of God alongside the Word of the Mother, as he performed ceremonies of marriages and deaths, births, anniversaries and celebrations of great achievement. It was the year 01. It was the beginning.     
 
    In the land of Caer Sidi, across a range of mountains, The Perfects worked to prepare for the new horizon when they will begin again living alongside man as one. And in a room at the greatest height of the spiralled palace of Caer Sidi, was a chamber where the light was kept minimal except for occasional ceiling lights, like clusters of stars shining down from a surface of indigo marble.  
 
    In the centre of that most sacred of rooms a stone altar held a glass coffin, gleaming and sparkling from the reflection of the star lights above.  And inside the casket, perfectly preserved since the 13th century, the magnificent body of a Perfect was displayed; seven-foot-tall and looking as if he was still alive, despite the blood no longer flowing through his veins.  On the wall above the chamber was written these words:  
 
    “In our hour of greatest need, one day he will rise again, here lies Arthur, King of all men.” 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 The End 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Resurrection Body. Corinthians 1.1 
 
      
 
    So will it be resurrection of the dead. Listen I tell you a mystery: 
 
    We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed – in a flash…at the last trumpet. 
 
    For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable and we will be changed. 
 
    For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable and the mortal with immortality… 
 
    The saying that is written will come true.” 
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
    A note from the author 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading. I sincerely hope you enjoyed ‘The Perfects’, as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
 
      
 
    Please help authors by leaving a review on Amazon. Most self-published authors make little financial returns, especially when they have to give away their books to gain readership. And even if you haven’t purchased the book, because your next-door neighbour lent it to you, you can still leave a review. 
 
      
 
    And please remember spoilers. Don’t give away the ending. 
 
      
 
    All reviews matter. Especially the good ones! 
 
      
 
    Check out my Facebook page: 
 
    https://www.facebook.com/wendyreakes1books/ 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed ‘The Perfects’. Look out for my other books on Amazon. I particularly recommend: 
 
      
 
    ‘LOST. Under Ground’ and ‘The Birds…they’re back.’ 
 
      
 
    Until the next time, 
 
      
 
    Wendy 
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