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  For my sister Debz, my biggest fan. For believing in me when I had lost faith in myself.








  
  There were some that believed that the gates were as old as the Earth, others that they were older still. Maybe they had always been there, a power source woven into the very fabric of time and space…
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  one
Four weeks ago, Monday 21st of September


The two harbinger jet fighters appeared like tiny black dots upon the horizon, their powerful Rolls-Royce engines shattering the morning silence. Travelling at close to six hundred miles per hour, the aircraft streaked across the Salisbury plain, the ground shaking beneath them as they approached their target. In his cockpit just two hundred feet above the ground, Wing Commander James Everett gazed down at the line of static vehicles strung out across the grass and smiled. As he drew closer, he called out to his wingman. “Target sighted, stay close red two.” 
“Roger that,” Flight lieutenant Sanders responded from the tailing jet.
“All yours lieutenant,” Everett called out to his weapons systems operator sitting in the seat directly behind him. “You have control.”
“Target locked, preparing to fire.” Jackson’s voice hissed through the internal intercom. As his finger hit the trigger switch, Everett craned his head and watched for the telltale flash of the missiles leaving their restraints. To his frustration nothing happened. As if reading his mind, Jackson spoke hurriedly into his radio. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but instruments are not responding.” 
“Fix the problem,” Everett growled. “Do it now.” Realising that his aircraft was dangerously close to overshooting the target, the wing commander reluctantly prepared to veer away. As he grabbed the stick and began to bank, a shimmering haze enveloped his aircraft. The sky around him turned a bright orange, every landmark on the ground completely obscured from view. All the dials on his front display unit suddenly began to spin. “Watching in horror as his artificial horizon rotated in endless circles, Everett gazed helplessly out of his cockpit window.
“Where's red two?” Jackson's voice crackled through the intercom. “I think we’ve lost him. I can’t see him anywhere.”
Everett turned his head and looked over his shoulder. Jackson was right. Sander’s plane was no longer behind them. It was as if an invisible hand had reached down and plucked the aircraft from the sky. Touching his radio switch with his free hand, he cried out nervously to his wingman. “Red two, red two, this is red one, where are you, what is your position over.” There was no response from the other pilot, just an eerie static crackling through his headset. “Trying not to telegraph his rising fear, Everett checked his instruments again. As they continued to spin in front of him, he clicked his radio. “Tower, tower, this is red one, we have onboard emergency. Instruments are not responding, I cannot calculate my position or altitude.” The radio crackled and hissed, but just like it had done with Sanders, nobody answered his call. 
On the ground, in a series of reinforced bunkers, high ranking officers and parliamentary officials were eagerly watching the sky. As the two aircraft vanished in front of them, a cold silence washed across the test area. All eyes focused on the position where the aircraft had been, the assembled dignitaries completely dumbfounded as to what had just occurred.
“Impossible,” Group Captain Daimes said focusing his binoculars on a clear blue section of sky. “They were there just seconds ago; we all saw them. Someone tell me what the hell is going on, tell me that I'm not going mad.” Shaking his head, he lowered the glasses, a worried expression etched across his brow. 
A little distance away, strung out across the grass, the target vehicles remained neatly in place. As Daimes stared at them, he shivered inwardly. Something bad was coming. He could feel it in his bones. Gazing sideways at Mike Tyler, a lower ranking officer, he said quietly, “contact air traffic control. Find out what they know.”


      [image: ]Wing Commander Everett 's harbinger broke free of the orange haze and into blue sky. Staring out of his cockpit window, the rattled pilot scanned the horizon, half expecting the mysterious fog to return. When the sky remained blue, he breathed a sigh of relief. Staring at his instrument panel, he began running a series of checks. Acutely aware that his plane had strayed off course, the experienced pilot began searching for landmarks. Beyond the wingtip on the right-hand side of his plane, he could see a small town. It was maybe half a mile away, surrounded by fields and farmland. Directly beneath the aircraft was a narrow road. In the distance, lay the ruins of Stonehenge. “We've veered away from the target area,” Everett said into his intercom. “Thankfully, we’re not too far out. Plot me a new heading. See if you can locate red two whilst you’re at it.”
“Roger that,” Jackson's voice hissed in his ear.
“Tower this is red one,” Everett called into his radio. “All instruments are now fully functional. Whatever the problem was, it appears to have corrected itself. The weird weather system that surrounded the plane has now dissipated. Request permission to return to target area and resume exercise, over.”
“Military aircraft using channel five-six, please repeat your call sign,” air traffic control responded after a brief silence. Confused by the strange response, Everett repeated his message.
“Red one please hold course and await further instructions,” the air traffic controller instructed him. He sounded rattled as he spoke, like Everett’s voice had unhinged him somehow.
“What's going on?” Jackson asked from the rear seat. “Am I imagining it, or did that guy sound upset?
Everett shrugged. “Maybe he’s just having a bad day.”
“Red one, please change radio frequency to channel nine five,” the air traffic controller ordered.
“Roger, wilco,” Everett responded.
“Why are they asking us to go dark?” Jackson asked, acutely aware of the frequency’s meaning.
“I guess we are about to find out,” Everett said, changing the channel and clicking the call button on his mouthpiece. “Tower, this is red one. Radio check. Can you hear me, over.”
“Your signal is good red one,” the tower responded. “Please alter your course and head to Boscombe airfield.”
“Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” Everett enquired. “Is something wrong?”
There was a slight pause at the other end of the line, like the air traffic controller was trying to figure out what to say. When he spoke again, Everett understood why. “Command isn’t happy. They’re all freaking out. They want to know where you’ve been.”
“We ran into some kind of weird cloud. We strayed off course.” 
“For three days?”
Everett’s eyes widened. “What’s going on here?” he snapped. “Is this some kind of joke?”
“No joke sir,” the air traffic controller responded. “Your plane has been missing since Monday morning. Everyone assumed that you had crashed. Emergency teams have been combing the area looking for yours and red two’s wreckage ever since.” 
A cold chill ran the length of Everett’s spine. “That’s impossible,” he croaked. “We’ve been gone only minutes at most.”
Behind Everett, Jackson was suddenly shouting like a crazy man into his intercom. “Bombs are live, bombs are live.”
James Everett watched in shock as the arming release indicator on his instrument panel lit up. “Close it down.”
“I can’t, it’s not responding,” Jackson yelled back, the panic clear in his voice.
As Everett watched on, two missiles streaked out from beneath the aircraft, then began curling a path toward the small town that he’d spotted below. Even before his tired brain could fully accept the terrible reality of the situation, there was a loud popping sound in front of his plane. As if someone had punched a hole in the sky, it opened up, revealing the black mass of Sanders fighter jet. “What the hell…” Everett yelled as the aircraft loomed up dangerously close. Gripping the stick hard with both hands, he pushed the nose down, attempting to get clear. With a loud crash, Sander’s jet slammed into his plane.
The impact was brutal, the right wing tearing through the wing commander’s flimsy cockpit, killing him instantly. Bursting into flames, the harbinger began spiralling toward the ground, it’s shattered hulk spewing death upon an unwary public below.
Amazingly, Sander’s plane was still airborne. But as the injured pilot wrestled with the controls, he knew it would not be for long. The fighter jet was too badly damaged. Watching the flames blazing from his right wing, he ordered his WSO to eject. As the canopy burst open and the ejector seat spiralled through the sky, Sanders sent out one final distress call.
#
On the A371, traffic had come to a standstill. On a bus stranded at the back of the queue, the few passengers inside were hot and restless. Molly Aldridge, a young woman from Castle Combe, was amongst them. Having taken her first day out in close to a month, things weren’t going too well. Aside from the stifling heat inside the bus, caused, it had been rumoured, by a broken heating system, a teenager sitting a few chairs down, deciding that he liked the look of the new passenger, had not stopped leering at her since she’d climbed on board. Having now taken advantage of the distraction that the traffic congestion had caused, he moved up and positioned himself directly in front of her. Deciding to switch seats in order to get away from him, Molly pushed herself up and stepped into the aisle. As her feet touched the floor, two loud explosions shattered the silence. The force of the shockwave that followed blew out all of the windows of the bus and sent her sprawling across the floor. Shaking badly, brushing fragments of glass from her new dress, Molly forced herself to get up. Crouching low, she retrieved her bag from the glass strewn deck. Pulling out a tissue, she began dabbing at a large gash in her forearm.
In the distance, black smoke rose into the air. Raising her eyes toward the window, Molly gazed through the broken frame, wondering what was going on. Above her head, the sky roared to the sound of screaming jet engines. Determined to find the source of the noise, Molly got to her feet and pushed closer to the broken window. A second later she wished she hadn’t. Beyond the bus, dropping out of the sky, the looming image of a burning aircraft was coming closer, too damn fast. Molly turned to run, terror welling up inside her.
The teenager that had been bothering Molly earlier, had also spotted the danger. He was already on his feet and running toward the front of the vehicle. In his haste to escape, he tripped and sprawled face down onto the floor. As he fought to get up, the driver, now aware of what was happening behind him, hit the accelerator. Veering into the oncoming traffic, desperate to escape the stricken aircraft, he clipped the side of a blue transit van. With a loud crunching of metal, both vehicles came to a standstill.
The Jet hit. It ploughed into the road, exploding, and somersaulting toward the trapped motorists ahead. Pieces of the burning aircraft shot out in every direction. As the stricken plane blew apart, aviation fuel spilled onto the road. A huge wall of fire rushed towards Molly and the other trapped occupants of the number seventeen. The heat was intense, the fire ripping through the buses exposed belly, consuming everything inside. Molly screamed in agony as flames engulfed her body. As the other passengers around her lit up into human fireballs, they writhed in a grotesque dance of death, their bodies roasted by the intense heat that turned the highway into a furnace.
Passengers stranded in the vehicles ahead met similar fates. Trying to escape, skin peeled from their bones. As they crawled from burning cars onto a road that melted beneath them, their desperate screams filled the air.






  
  two
New Forest National Park, midnight, Thursday 25th September


They appeared like ghosts; six shadowy figures dressed from head to toe in black. As they stepped onto the forest floor, the blue glowing light that had heralded their arrival slowly began to melt away. Within seconds it had disappeared completely, only the faintest trace of static still hanging in the air. As the woodland returned to silence, and the wildlife that inhabited the forest gazed nervously from amongst the brush, a slim female emerged from behind a large beech tree. Like the group standing a little distance away, she was dressed completely in black. As she moved, she did so with ease, as if the darkness presented no barrier to her. Making her way between the trees, she stopped in front of the small assembly and removed the thin hood that had been covering her head. Blonde locks fell freely onto shoulders no longer constrained by the material that had held them in place. 
The closest man stepped forward and removed his own mask. He was tall, athletically built, with short brown hair cut tight against his head. His face was long, with high cheekbones that accentuated his Bony skull. As he gazed at the woman in front of him, his eyes glowed in their sockets like that of a cat caught in the light of a torch. The pair spoke quietly to one another, their strange voices just a whisper in the cloying darkness. Once the conversation had ended, the girl turned away. Reaching down with her right hand, she touched a small object attached to her left wrist. Immediately her outline began to fade. The six men followed her lead. Making their way onto a narrow mud trail, they vanished into the darkness, their outlines erased by the cloaking system that camouflaged their bodies.
At the edge of the woodland, they stopped. Minutes passed and then a lone figure appeared, drifting silently toward them. Unlike the group standing before her, the girl did not wear the same black garb of the Yligni. Instead, she was dressed in jeans and a long leather coat. She was slim with thick black hair and dark skin. Her nose was crooked and slightly squashed. A small scar sat above her right eye, giving hardness to an otherwise attractive face.
Brushing her fringe from her forehead, the new girl strode purposefully toward the hidden forms that crouched upon the grass. As she stopped just inches away, gazing into the darkness as if somehow able to see, the blonde’s elfin body began to materialise. The two girls greeted one another like sisters. As they whispered quietly to one another, the rest of the group slowly began to reveal themselves. With the group complete, the new girl signalled for everyone to follow. Turning toward a road that lay a short distance beyond the clearing, she led them toward two cars parked neatly on the verge. The men began removing their backpacks and the rifles from their shoulders. One by one, they placed them into the vehicles. Pulling a neat pile of clothing from the rear seats, they put them over their uniforms. Once everyone had finished dressing, they climbed into the cars and waited. Slipping into the driver's seats, the two girls buckled up and gunned their engines. Putting the cars into drive, they steered out into the night.






  
  three
Monday 20th October


At Gatwick’s South terminal, having arrived from a rather long flight, Bain Edwards was not in the best of moods. Standing quietly with the rest of the passengers, he watched the carousel, mentally willing his luggage to appear. It had been half an hour since he’d left the plane, but still there were no signs of any bags. Looking around for an attendant, thinking that he could not stand another moment in the room, the carousel finally began to move. Grabbing his bag with both hands as it came through, Bain pulled it from the metal slats, determined not to allow the large holdall a chance to go around again. Leaving the baggage area behind, glad to be moving again, he made his way into the main hall. Scanning the faces of the waiting crowd, he searched for his friend Reeve, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
Outside the terminal, the rain had started to fall heavily. Bain could hear it pounding on the roof above the voices of the people gathered inside the building. An ageing passenger who’d sat next to him on his flight, shook his head then gave him a “told you so” look, then began buttoning up his coat. Shrugging his shoulders, he headed toward the exit. Others from the plane were already following his lead. They rifled through their luggage, searching for coats and brollies, before joining the mass exodus. The sounds of conversation gradually began to drift away as the crowd started to thin out.
Wondering where Reeve had got to, Bain made his way to the edge of the food hall. He checked his watch. It was getting close to eleven. Eyeing the terminal again, but still not spotting his friend, he bent down and unfastened his bag. Having just come from California where it was hot all year round, the English weather was much cooler than he’d expected it to be. It was going to take a little getting used to. Removing a black zipper jacket, Bain slipped it over his shirt, then headed toward the nearest coffee bar. Stepping up to the counter, he ordered a cheeseburger and a large coffee.
The young Indian girl who served him looked like she should still have been at school. Smiling politely, she took his money then began preparing his order. Once the order was ready, Bain made his way back down the narrow aisle. Choosing a seat near the entrance so as to have a better view outside, he sat down. Placing his bag under the table, he chewed slowly at the burger. When he’d finished, he took out his phone and dialled Reeve’s number.
The phone rang. An automated voice clicked in. A recording told Bain that the phone was currently switched off and to try again later. Bain redialled but got the same message. Putting the phone away, he sipped tentatively at his coffee. Maybe Reeve was stuck in traffic, or maybe his phone had died. No need to panic yet. Checking his watch again, Bain realised that another twenty minutes had passed. “Ok Reeve, I'll give you a little longer but then I'm out of here,” he whispered quietly. Grabbing a second coffee, he changed seats and stared back out at the terminal. As his eyes flicked back and forth across the floor, he thought back to the conversation he’d had with his friend just twenty-four hours earlier. “I'm in England buddy, and I'm in trouble,” Reeve had told him. “I need your help brother. Get yourself over here; you're the only person I can trust.”
Bain had been surprised by the call, even more so that his friend was halfway across the globe. Stranger still, the man had sounded scared, something completely out of character for him. In all the years that he’d known him; Bain had never known Reeve Harrison to be frightened of anything. So, what had changed? What had left him so rattled? What kind of trouble had Reeve Got himself into?
“Do you want to tell me what this is about?” Bain had asked, but Reeve had been defensive.” It's not safe to talk,” he'd replied. “There are things going on here, things that I can't talk about on the phone. If I don't make it to the airport, head to the travellers Inn. It's a little bar in a village called Horstal. The place is in a county called Wiltshire. Make sure you write that down.” With that he’d hung up.
After the telephone conversation had finished, Bain had headed into downtown LA, his mind awash with bad thoughts. Why had Reeve called him after all this time? It didn't make any sense. Surely there was someone else he could have turned to if he were in trouble. How had he even known that Bain would come? It wasn’t like his friend owed him anything. Reeve had left the army and disappeared without saying a word. He’d never even bothered to say goodbye. Changing his number so that nobody could contact him, he’d simply vanished without explanation. At the time Bain had been angry. Gradually his anger had diminished. As days had turned to months, and then years, Bain had accepted the reality that he’d probably never see his friend again. But then yesterday, almost five years to the day that he’d decided to leave his old life behind him, Reeve was reaching out. Old wounds had resurfaced, tearing apart the Band-Aid that Bain had made for himself.
“Damn it, Reeve,” Bain mumbled. “Why do you keep doing this to me?”  Sliding out of his seat and pulling his luggage from beneath the table, he left the burger bar. Whatever reason Reeve had for leaving the way he did, it no longer mattered. When the two friends reconnected, Bain would finally get an answer to all of his questions. Right now though, the important thing was to find the man. If Reeve really was in some kind of trouble, it was up to Bain to get him out of it. Swinging his holdall over his right shoulder, he stepped away from the table and made his way back to the counter. Catching the attention of the girl who had served him his burger; Bain asked if she'd be good enough to point him to the nearest car rental office. Having received directions in broken English, he thanked her and headed outside. Taking out his phone, he tried Reeve’s number one last time. As before, all he got was an automated reply.
The Hertz rental desk was located close to the centre of the terminal. A female member of staff appeared to be the only person serving. The name badge on the girl’s blouse told Bain that her name was Rachelle. Watching him as he stopped in front of her, she smiled and asked how she could be of help. Bain informed her that he needed to hire a car, fairly comfortable and not too pricey. 
“How long will you need it?” Rachelle asked.
“One week, maybe more,” Bain told her, then handed her his passport and driving license. 
Studying his face, Rachelle compared it to the photos on the documents. Once she was satisfied, she handed them back. The picture was a good likeness. The passport was just over two years old. It had been renewed shortly after Bain had left the army. His thick black hair was still cut into the same short military buzz as when he’d served, a habit he’d not been able to get out of since leaving. His skin held the same olive tone all year round. He hadn’t put on any weight. His eyes were still Hazel brown; his face certainly hadn't changed.
“This is our list of vehicles and their prices,” Rachelle said handing Bain a sheet of paper.
Bain gazed at the document then nodded. “The Vauxhall Astra Estate. It’s just what I was looking for.”
“Good choice.”
Bain took the keys and signed for the car. As he scribbled his name, he could feel Rachelle’s eyes boring into him. He should have been flattered but he wasn't. He’d got used to the attention over the years. Although sometimes useful, his looks could also be a curse. On more than one occasion in the past, he’d had to fight off jealous boyfriends who considered him a threat.
Bain had got his good looks from his mother Abelia. Spanish by birth, she’d moved to America when she was eighteen. She had met Bain’s father Ben in California. After a whirlwind romance, they had married a year later. Shortly after the wedding, abelia had fallen pregnant. With her husband’s new business going from strength to strength, and calls coming in to expand, the couple had upped sticks and moved to Ohio. Three days away from his ninth birthday, Bain’s world had come crashing down around his shoulders. His parents had both been killed in a collision with another vehicle. It was a moment that would change his life forever. It was a memory that still scarred him deeply.
Pushing the accident from his mind, Bain slipped his passport and license back into his pocket. 
Rachelle scribbled something on a piece of paper and handed it to him, “It's my number,” she said blushing slightly. “Just in case you get bored whilst you are over here and need someone to show you around.
“Thank you, that’s very kind,” Bain replied.
“The vehicle is close to an underground car park near the main terminal building,” Rachelle grinned. “If you get lost, just ask around.”
Bain thanked her again and began walking away. After a little initial confusion, and directions from a kind couple just back from vacation, he managed to find it. To his annoyance, the car's tank was less than a quarter full. He’d have to fill up before leaving the airport.
Heading out of the terminal’s car lot, Bain drove to a fuel station on the boundary and filled up. Picking up a bottle of coke, two small chocolate bars, and a packet of gum, he paid and left the counter. Climbing back into the driver's seat, he tried Reeve’s number one last time. Just as before there was no reply.
Switching on the vehicles radio, Bain flicked through the channels and settled for the soothing sound of Matt Monroe. Watching the fuel station disappear in his rearview mirror, he followed the exit signs out of the airport and headed toward the motorway. “I’m coming Reeve,” he whispered. “You hang in there.”
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They watched the car as it left the airport, neither man saying a word. As it headed out into traffic, both men began moving away from the petrol station’s counter. Climbing into his seat, brushing off the rain from his clothing, the driver switched on the engine and put the car into gear. 
“What now?” the passenger hissed, his accent strange, almost like a cat might have sounded had it been able to talk.
“We follow,” the driver responded.
“Are we going to kill him or not?”
The driver shrugged. “He wants us to see where the Outlander goes, who he meets.”
The other guy rolled his eyes. “The Outlander is a threat. You’ve heard the recording. Surely he’s not going to let him live.”
“We do what we’re told, nothing more. If the commander decides that Edwards must die, then he’ll die. But not until then.”
The driver’s companion gazed ahead, a large scowl causing his brow to furrow. “I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.”
“Don’t worry my friend,” the driver reassured him. “It will happen. The commander is not a stupid man. You’ll get your chance to kill Edwards. I’m sure it won’t be long.”
“I hope so,” the passenger responded. “I hate loose ends.” 
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Bain Edwards peered through the windscreen at the blurred world beyond. The rain that had fallen in steady streams since leaving Gatwick, now fell in torrents, battering the earth with its watery fists. It seemed as if the Gods were trying to drown mankind, such was the ferocity of the deluge. The weather report on the radio had forecast only light showers, but as the rain continued to pour, it seemed more akin to the biblical floods of Noah's ark. Realising that the conditions were becoming too dangerous to drive, Bain pulled over to the side of the road and waited for the rain to stop. It did, suddenly, as if someone had reached out and turned off a tap in the heavens. The deafening roar of rain gave way to silence. The gentle hum of the engine and the scraping of wipers against drying glass, were now the only sounds in an otherwise preternatural still. Beyond Bain’s vehicle nothing moved. For reasons that he couldn't understand, a feeling of dread washed over him. Craning his head against the windshield, Bain stared up at the sky, wondering what was causing his unease. The feeling wouldn't go away. It built in intensity until it could no longer be ignored. Driven by an insane urge to be free of the car, Bain struggled with the release button on his safety belt and pushed open his door. Stumbling out onto the wet tarmac, he pulled out a half-used box of cigarettes from his jacket pocket, took one out and lit it up. 
Bain’s hand trembled as he flicked the lighter, partly because of the insane feeling building inside of him, but also because this was the first cigarette he’d had for nearly two weeks. For a brief moment he was angry. Cursing himself for his weakness, he threw the remains of the cigarette onto the floor and stamped it out with his shoe. What the hell had just happened? What was causing him to act that way? Gazing up at the black clouds that rolled across the sky, the American shook his head and laughed. Nothing fell from the heavens, but had he really expected it to? Spinning on his heels, studying the topography, he searched for something, anything, that looked out of place. He found nothing. The land looked unremarkable, just a green velvet landscape, with small clusters of trees on gently rolling slopes. As his eyes returned back to the road, Bain suddenly understood what had made him feel so uneasy. Where the hell was the traffic? Where had it gone? For some bizarre reason, the road was completely empty. It stretched out into the distance, a cold asphalt snake, devoid of vehicles. It didn't make any sense. The place was a busy holiday route, an artery used by thousands of people every day. So where were the cars?
As Bain tried to work the problem in his head, a gentle breeze ruffled his hair. It touched the nape of his neck, causing a chill to run the length of his spine. For one absurd moment, it felt as if the skeletal hands of the dead had brushed against his skin.
A shrill scream pierced the air. It scythed through the unnatural quiet like a knife. Bain whirled around looking for the source. The cry appeared to have emanated from the fields that covered the grounds beyond the road. But nobody was out there. If they had been, he would have seen them. The whole place was empty, not a man or creature in sight. Straining his ears, listening hard, Bain waited for the sound to return. The countryside remained eerily silent. As Bain gazed out towards the fields, his skull began to pound. It built in pressure, crushing against the insides of his skull. Dropping to his knees, holding his head in his palms, he blinked away the tears forming in his eyes. The pressure continued to mount. Bain’s nose began to bleed. Forcing himself up, he stumbled towards his car. Resting his weight against the metal, he fought against the urge to vomit.
Something made him look up. The light had changed. It was darker now, much darker than when he’d left the vehicle. In the distance, a black cloud was rolling towards him. It was nothing like Bain had ever seen before. It seemed to be moving against the wind. Bain watched it in awe, following it with his eyes, tracking its movement as it crept across the Wiltshire plains, a terrible black mass that seemed to be swallowing everything in its path. Absurdly, it seemed to be picking up speed. It moved faster and faster, a swirling cloak of impenetrable darkness that seemed almost as if it were alive. In Bain’s tired mind, he imagined demons lurking within, carrying the souls of the damned and spitting out their broken shells. Rooted to the ground, staring at the disappearing landscape, he was unable to look away.
The darkness came closer. As it rolled toward him, it grew in thickness. It was as if all the light in the world was being eaten, that a monster had come to devour the earth. Realising that he needed to move, Bain tried to back away. He couldn't. It was as if his head had suddenly become an enormous weight on his shoulders. His legs buckled and he dropped to the floor, the pain in his skull almost unbearable. The cloud oozed and swirled around him, pushing against his skin, trying to find a way in. Slowly it became thicker, a primordial ooze that was now so dense, he could no longer see the hand in front of his face. Soon the black mass had covered him completely. As Bain continued to struggle, the cloud grew thicker still. It smothered him like a blanket, coiling around him, crushing him in its tight embrace. Gasping for oxygen; jerking and writhing, Bain clawed at the air. Slowly, painfully, his struggle ended. Sprawling out onto the cold surface of the floor, the fight left his body completely.






  
  six
Dimpleton, five miles East of Stonehenge, early evening


Cynthia white entered the dining room of her small semi-detached house in Fern Drive. Padding across the carpet, she breathed deeply, sniffing at the fragrance of cinnamon that hung in the air. Mentally patting herself on the back, she smiled at the pleasing scent. Moving toward the patio doors, taking care not to spill the contents of the mug that she held in her right hand, she quietly approached her husband William who was pressing his nose to the glass and staring ahead, seemingly oblivious to her presence. “Hey, take a look at this,” he said turning his head as she held out his coffee mug. 
“What is it you want me to look at darling?” Cynthia asked. Moving close to the window she peered out into the rapidly fading light. As her eyes flicked across the garden, she opened her mouth in astonishment. “How the hell did that get there?” 
“Damned if I know,” William said, his eyes fixed firmly on the machine in front of him.
In the middle of the lawn sat a large tractor, trails of smoke rising from its exhaust. Cynthia strained her eyes against the gloom. Of what she could make out, the garden gate appeared to be closed tight. The fence running alongside it showed no signs of breach. Yet there it sat, a huge monstrosity, straddling her lawn, reminding her that she wasn’t safe inside her own home. Cynthia closed her eyes. When she reopened them, the tractor was still there. “It's a trick of the light, surely,” she said nervously, not really believing her own thought process, but wanting it to be true.
“Who are you trying to kid,” William said opening the patio doors and stepping into the garden.
Cynthia tried to stop him, suddenly fearful of what else might be lurking in the shadows. “Come back,” she cried out. “What if someone intends to do you harm? Please, I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Don't be daft woman,” William sniggered. “There's nobody out there.”
“How do you know that? There have been some really weird things happening around here lately. And what about the owner of that thing? He could be a crazy man for all we know. Please, just come back inside.”
William shook his head and laughed. “If there was anybody here, we’d have seen them already. Come on Cynthia, pull yourself together. Surely you are not scared of a damned tractor?” Cynthia stood back from the door. Unlike her husband, she wasn't brave. And this whole situation was very freaky. It was making her feel incredibly uneasy.
“Well, I don't know how this thing got here, but it's definitely not an illusion,” William said turning his head and looking back at her. “Come out and take a peek. There's nothing to be afraid of, I promise.”
Against her better judgement, Cynthia slipped out through the door. Joining William on the grass she said quietly, “Turn it off, I don't like it.” 
William did as his wife asked. Leaning across the steering wheel, he found the correct button and switched the engine off.
“We should ring the police,” Cynthia said eager to get back into the house. 
William nodded. “You know they'll think we're crazy?”
“I don't care,” Cynthia said, grabbing her husband by the arm and dragging him back toward the house. “Just make the call.”
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When Bain Edwards awoke, he was still trapped inside the mist. Although it continued to swirl around him, it seemed a little thinner in places. It was as if the cloud was slowly dissipating, losing its strength. Pushing up from the floor, unsteady on his feet, Bain attempted to focus his eyes. As he held his right hand close against his face, he could just make out the faint outline of his skin. 
As if someone had pulled a cover off of a bed, the cloud suddenly lifted. Bright light replaced the cloying darkness, forcing Bain to shield his eyes against the glare. When he’d recovered enough to open his eyes fully, the American recoiled in shock. Somehow, impossibly, his body was suspended above the earth. He was trapped in the sky, held up by an invisible platform thousands of feet above the ground. Below him, a carpet of trees stretched out toward the horizon, pushing against a backdrop of distant hills. In places where the trees were thinner, he could see a river winding through the centre. Above the treetops, birds, gliding on warm thermals, rose lazily into the air. They were too far away to see clearly.
Cupping his hand against his eyes, Bain realised that he wasn't alone. A few feet away he could see a woman. She was half sitting, half lying, her body positioned as if slumped against an invisible wall. She was dressed in black skintight clothing that accentuated her slender curves. Although her long blonde hair obscured most of her face, Bain had the impression that she was quite young. Watching her for a moment, willing her to wake up, he wondered who she was.
Above his head, the sun beat down from its fiery throne. As it blazed high in the sky, Bain realised that he could feel none of its warmth. Curious as to why his body felt so cool, he strained his ears, listening for the sound of the wind. Just like the sun, the breeze didn't seem to be able to penetrate. It was if Bain had been placed inside an invisible box, that he was looking out at a picture that he was not actually a part of. Confused as to what was holding him up, Bain stamped down with his right foot. His shoe touched something, some kind of hard surface, but though he looked he could see nothing beneath him.
A short distance away the girl had begun to stir. Bain called out to her, but she didn't seem to hear. She was staring ahead, blinking continuously, gazing out at the world beyond her invisible cell. Eventually, as if she'd seen enough, she turned and looked in Bain’s direction. Her eyes widened. She gazed down at his feet; an expression of concern etched across her face. Bain felt the change beneath him, even before his brain registered what the girl was staring at. A large black hole had appeared below him, and it was getting steadily bigger. Bain’s mouth was suddenly dry. He was sinking, disappearing through a crevice that had opened up beneath his feet. Watching nervously, knowing that there was nothing he could do to prevent whatever was about to happen, he forced himself to be calm.
Suddenly, as if someone had released him from a harness, Bain began to fall. Hurtling through the sky like a missile, he dropped helplessly toward the earth. The wind howled in his ears as he plummeted like a stone toward the ground. The land moved closer, greedily waiting to snap and crush his fragile body. Bain half closed his eyes, prepared for the inevitable impact as the trees rushed up to meet him.
He sat up, more confused than ever. He wasn’t dead. As his rattled brain fought to understand how he’d survived the fall, he registered that the sun had disappeared, that it was now completely dark. He also noticed that his body was resting on something soft, a bed maybe. As he struggled to comprehend what was happening to him, Bain thought that he could smell the faint aroma of furniture polish. Straining his eyes against the gloom, he climbed from his mount, dumbfounded, and completely disorientated.
His feet touched something that felt distinctly like a carpet. Was it his? Was he in his apartment? Had he never actually left L.A?
Padding across the floor, trying not to trip, Bain fumbled in the darkness for a light switch. Stretching out blindly with his right hand, he touched a wall, then a door. When he found what he’d been looking for, he clicked on the light.
He was in a small bedroom. But it certainly wasn’t his own. On the wall there was a clock. It was circular with a white face and black hands. The clock told him that it had just turned ten. Standing barefooted on the thin grey carpet, naked but for his boxers, Bain began to wonder if he was going mad. Nothing seemed to make any sense. Where was he? Why was he still alive? His mind raced as he tried to put the pieces together. Focusing his attention back on the room, he searched for something, anything that looked familiar. Nothing jumped out at him. Though his eyes darted left and right, though he followed every contour of the accompanying space, everything seemed as foreign to him as when he'd opened his eyes. The floral wallpaper was certainly nothing he'd seen before. Neither was the single size bed pushed close to the window. It looked cheap. It had a metal frame. It reminded him of something a parent might put together for a child. 
Bain let his eyes drift further. At the foot of the bed was a small grey TV on a wooden unit. Pushed against one of the walls was a chest of drawers. Standing next to it was a wooden chair. There were some clothes on the chair. They had been washed. They were folded into a neat pile. Bain stared at them. They were his, there was no doubt about that. With his confusion mounting, the former soldier moved away from the door. Walking over to the bed, he spotted his bag tucked neatly underneath. Crouching down, he opened it up and checked the contents. Everything was there; nothing was missing. What the hell was going on? How had he got here? This wasn't his apartment. It certainly wasn't anywhere he'd slept before.
His mind still in turmoil, Bain grabbed the clothes from the chair and began to dress. Once he was fully clothed, he pulled back one of the drapes and gazed out the window. Below him was a narrow Street. The street was lined with houses that had cute little thatched roofs. “Ok,” Bain said thinking aloud. “The architecture is definitely English. I’m still in the U.K. I guess it's a start.” Moving quietly across the carpet, glad that at least something was beginning to click, Bain opened the door onto the landing. Closing it gently behind him, he padded over to the Bannister and listened to the Sound of music and muffled voices drifting up from below.
“Ok, let’s see what’s down there,” Bain said quietly to himself as he crept from his perch toward the stairs. They creaked loudly as he made his way down. At the bottom, directly in front of him was a thick white door. It was covered with black greasy finger marks. On his left side, four steps led down into another room. The room had no door. Instead, it contained a low-lying concrete arch. Bain ducked his head and peered into the gloom. As his eyes began to adjust to the darkness, he saw that it was a small kitchen. Turning his head back toward the door in front of him, he held his breath and listened. The music and voices were coming from behind it. The door suddenly swung open toward him. A large man appeared in the aperture. He was fat with brown thinning hair. He was dressed in jeans and a white shirt that was bursting at the buttons. “Good evening, Mr. Edwards,” he said grinning from ear to ear. “You’ve finally decided to join us then? Good for you. I have to admit young man; I was starting to get a little concerned. If you had stayed in that bed much longer, I might have had to start thinking about calling a doctor.”
“Glad you didn’t,” Bain muttered.
The landlord let out a throaty laugh. “Yes, I suppose that might have been a slight overreaction.”
Bain wasn’t so sure. After everything that had happened to him, a trip to the local doctor might have been the right call. Perhaps he had a brain tumour or some other undiagnosed condition. It would certainly explain away the hallucinations. Still only half believing that John was real, he said quietly, “Where am I exactly?”
“You’re at the Traveller’s Inn,” the landlord replied, the grin slipping from his face.
“How did I get here? I don’t remember anything.”
John looked a little alarmed. “Are you ok? Not banged your head at all?”
“I’m fine,” Bain lied. The truth was, he was far from fine. The landlord’s answer had shocked him to the core. Somehow, impossibly, he’d managed to arrive at the very destination that he had been headed for. But how? As his mind fought to put the pieces of the jigsaw into place, his feet remained rooted to the step. It was as if he could no longer move, that the landlord’s revelation had temporarily paralysed him.
“Are you sure you are ok Mr. Edwards?” the publican asked, his earlier smile replaced by a big frown. 
Bain fought to hold it together. It was as if the thin veil of reality had been torn down and thrown at his feet. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I guess the flight from L.A took more out of me than I thought. Everything’s cool. I’ve not banged my head. You have no reason to worry. If I am going to be your guest though, I really should get your name.”
The landlord’s smile returned. “Of course. My apologies, I should have said earlier. My name is John Preston.”
“It’s good to meet you Mr Preston,” Bain replied genially. “Is Reeve here? We were supposed to meet at the airport. He didn’t show.” 
A strange look came into the landlords’ eyes, like Bain had just said something he shouldn’t have. “Last time I laid eyes on Mr Harrison was nearly a week ago,” John said quietly. “That’s when he made your booking. He gave me the impression that you’d be here on the Monday. I was surprised that you got here so late.” 
Bain’s mind began to race. “How long have I been here exactly?”
“Twenty-four hours. You arrived here last night.”
Bain tried not to telegraph his mounting anxiety. Counting to five in his head he said, “What day is it today?”
John Preston’s mouth dropped. The worried look returned. “Today is Saturday young man. But you should know that. Do you still want to tell me that everything’s ok?”
Bain heart hammered heavily in his chest. There was no more point in trying to hide it, he was spooked, close to losing it completely. “How did I get here John?” he croaked, scared of the answer, but needing to know the truth. “Was I alone?”
“Your girlfriend brought you here,” John Preston responded, concern etched across his face. “The cute blonde.”
“This girlfriend of mine, was she slim, wearing some kind of black uniform?” 
“John let out a deep sigh. “Let me get you that doctor.”
Bain shook his head. “I told you, I’m fine. Please, if you want to help me, then tell me more about the girl.”
“She was blonde,” John replied. “Very pretty too. She had the most peculiar accent though, almost cat like. I can’t recall ever having heard an accent like hers before, and I am fairly well travelled. Does any of this help you? Does it bring anything back?” 
“Yes, it does,” Bain lied. “I guess it’s the tiredness. I’ve heard that jet lag can play all sorts of tricks on your brain.”
John didn’t look convinced. “Not much of an excuse if you ask me,” he muttered. “But if you say that you are ok, I suppose I’ll have to take your word. Would you like me to show you around the pub now you’re on your feet, get you a drink maybe?”
“That won’t be necessary. Would you mind though if I were to take a quick look at Reeve’s room?”
“Can I ask why?”
“Reeve was looking after something for me. He promised he’d give it to me when I arrived here. As he's not about, and you’re not sure when he will be, I was hoping that you’d let me retrieve it.”
John Preston didn’t look like he was very happy with the idea. “I don’t know. It’s an intrusion. That’s your friend’s private space.”
“It is,” Bain said quietly, “but this item is important to me. It’s a family heirloom. I’ll be in and out of his room quickly, I promise.”
John Preston thought about it for a moment. “Ok,” he conceded. “I suppose it won’t hurt. Mr Harrison paid for your room. I’m guessing therefore that the two of you must be close. You can have five minutes.” Stretching his arm around the door frame, he grabbed a key from a hook above the bar and handed it to Bain. “This is the spare. Make sure you return it to me when you’re done.”
Bain thanked him then began making his way back up the stairs. “It’s the door opposite yours,” the landlord called out behind him.
“Got it,” Bain called back.
The layout to Reeves room was much the same as his own. It had the same garish wallpaper and cheap furniture. It smelt a little musty like it had been left empty a while. Closing the door, making sure that nobody disturbed him, Bain began checking the furniture, methodically opening, and closing drawers. To his surprise, the drawers were mostly empty. Aside from a watch, a couple of pens, and a pack of tissues, there was not much to see. So where were his buddy’s socks, his briefs, his other personal items? With alarm bells ringing in his head, Bain moved over to the closet. It was the same. There were no shirts or pants on any of the hangers. The container was completely empty. What was going on? Why was everything missing? With an increasing sense of apprehension, Bain began pulling the furniture away from the walls. As he moved the objects around, he searched underneath, tipping the furniture on its side, looking for a note or a scribble, anything that his buddy might have left him as a clue as to his whereabouts. There was nothing. Pausing for a moment, temporarily frustrated, Bain gazed around the room. He’d missed something. But what? As if a light bulb had clicked inside his brain, he realised that he’d missed the bed. Stripping away the covers, he turned the bed on its side and began running his fingers along the outer edges of the frame. Then he checked the inner. He was halfway along the opposite edge when his fingers touched what felt like scratched metal. Crouching low so that he could take a better look, Bain saw that there were two letters scratched onto the surface, the letter K and the letter S. Above the letter S was a small star or snowflake. Bain stared at it, his stomach in knots. Reeve was in trouble. The message proved it beyond all doubt. The snowflake had been left intentionally. It had been added because only Bain would know what it meant. The snowflake was a signal to indicate that a code was being used. It was an old trick that the two friends had used when they were young. They'd adopted it to hide the girls names that they had been with. For each letter you wanted to use; You simply used the next letter along. The code wasn't complicated; it wasn't meant to be. Unless you were looking for it, you'd never suspect the deception.
Bain read the letters again. The two letters K.S, were actually code for J.R. All he had to do now, was figure out who or what the letters referred to. It wasn't much to go on, but at least he had something. Maybe the landlord would be able to point him in the right direction. It was worth a shot. First though, he'd have to find out what had happened to his friend’s belongings.
Making his way back to the ground floor, Bain opened the door to the bar and stepped through. “Where are Reeve’s possessions?” He asked.
John Preston looked away from the female customer he was serving and gazed in his direction. “What do you mean where are they? They are in his room of course.”
“They're not. They are gone. The room is completely empty.”
John Preston rubbed his chin, a confused look bouncing across his face. “Mr Harrison didn’t give me the impression that he was intending to leave,” he said quietly, “it doesn’t make any sense.”
Bain spotted his vehicle keys hanging on one of the hooks close to the optics. Reaching up with his right hand, he removed them then made his way out of the bar area. “I'm going to go for a drive,” he said heading out across the floor. “I need some air; I need a chance to think.”
“Are you sure that driving is a wise idea?” John called back. “I’m not sure you’re in a fit state right now.”
“I'll be fine,” Bain said, stopping and looking back at him. “Before I do head out though, do the letters J.R mean anything to you? Do you remember Reeve mentioning anybody with those initials at all?”
John shook his head. “Sorry, I can’t say that he did.”
“Never mind,” Bain sighed, “It was a long shot.” Padding across the floor of the saloon, he made his way out into the street, his stomach in knots.
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Stonehenge, sometime close to midnight, Saturday 25th October


The young man lying close to the burial mound looked nervous. He had reason to be. This was his first mission into the mirror planet that his people referred to as the Outlands. So far it wasn’t going quite the way he’d hoped. Pressing his body into the grass, he forced the problems from his mind and focused on his task. Switching on his thermal imaging lenses, he carried out a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree sweep of the area, checking for anything unusual, anything to indicate an enemy presence in the area. From his position in the grass, he could see the old monument of Stonehenge clearly. It appeared to be deserted. Even so, he needed to be sure. Convinced that his enemies might be out there watching him, he put down his glasses. Turning on his airborne tactical evaluation and reconnaissance unit, he completed a second sweep, looking for air fluctuations that the thermal glasses would be unable to pick up. The ATERU was an amazing piece of equipment and a huge jump in technology. Having only recently come into service, his team was the first to use it in the field. Unlike the dated thermal units, the ATERU didn't need a heat source. It could track a person’s movement just by reading the air. As a person or persons advanced through an area, the computers sensors could pick up subtle changes in wind movement and speed. Once the changes were logged in the computer, a virtual image of the potential target package could be created. With the information stored, the operator could track either single or multiple targets without fear of losing them. Amazingly, the entire process took no more time than it took the Gatekeeper to blink. Even if his enemies could fool the thermal imaging unit by the use of high-tech suits, there was no escaping the technological advances of the ATERU. 
Switching off the unit, Cassis returned it to his pouch and settled back into the grass. Aside from the night security guard patrolling the stone circle, there appeared to be nobody else around. “Magnify,” he whispered, waiting the microsecond that it would take for his contact lenses to change calibration. As the lenses responded to his command, the blurred image of the security guard came sharply into focus. He was in the car park making his way toward the monument. Cassis could see him as clearly as if he were watching him in daylight. Satisfied that the guard was the only person around, he reset the magnification level. “Time,” he muttered. A red set of numbers floated across his eyes, then quickly disappeared.
It was almost midnight. Though he had been on the mound for most of the day, though it had rained continuously, Cassis was still fairly comfortable. He should have been cold and wet, but he wasn't. The uniform had done its job. The design that the bosses had used for the new suit was thinner than previous issues. Even so, it was very robust. It had been cut with a high-tech material that could cope with extreme fluctuations in climate and temperature. Although he'd been embarrassed at his fitting due to the sheer thinness of the fabric, Cassis had been amazed at how good he’d felt as it wrapped around his skin like a second shell. Much as he hated to admit it, the suit looked pretty good on him too. The designers had done their job well. Comfort was not the only advantage that the new suits provided. The fabric was well armoured. It could take sustained hits from a traditional bullet without causing bruising or marking on the skin beneath. Not that that mattered of course. The Outlanders were oblivious to his unit’s presence. It was very unlikely that he'd ever have to engage in combat with them. But it wasn't the Outlanders that worried him. It was Twelve.
Even though the whole area around him appeared to be calm, the young Gatekeeper couldn't be sure that it was. Recently a rumour had begun to circulate amongst the unit, that enemy fighters had stolen the design prints for the ATERU and were now capable of duplicating the technology. It was a rumour that Cassis wished he hadn't heard. Although he was fairly sure that it wasn’t true, he couldn't help feeling a little anxious. If his enemy had acquired the same equipment as his own, he'd rather have not known about it. He already had enough issues of his own to deal with.
His problems had started a few days ago whilst providing covering assistance to Sakina, the commander of his team. Somehow, during the brief time that she'd been out in the field, she had vanished. Trench, her second in command, had blamed Cassis for her disappearance, accusing him of failing in his duty to watch over her. Maybe he was right. Cassis still wasn't entirely sure what had happened that day. All he knew, was that one moment she had been there, and the next she'd been gone. She'd been out in the fields analysing data from a series of remote monitors when she’d vanished. No trace of her had yet been found. Fearing that she had either been killed or taken by hostiles, Trench had decided to distance himself from the new member of his squad. No longer wanting Cassis around him, he'd repeatedly sent him out, using any excuse he could find to put him out in the field.
The mission had started out well enough. In fact, it could hardly have gone any better. Having just turned eighteen, Cassis had been the youngest member in the Yligni’s history to journey into the mirror world. Passing out only two weeks earlier, he'd been shocked to learn of his assignment and unable to believe his luck. Twenty-four hours later and still dazed by his selection; he'd stepped out onto the soil of the twin planet for the first time as part of patrol alpha one. Meeting his squad for the first time, he'd been a bundle of nerves. The unit's reputation was legendary after all. Even so, the team had welcomed him like a brother, impressed by his high scores and seemingly unconcerned about his age. That faith had been misplaced. He had let everyone down. His commander was missing, and it was all his fault.
Cassis was still unable to figure out what had happened in those moments leading up to Sakina’s disappearance. As much as he tried, he just couldn't put the pieces together. One minute he had been tracking her through the fields, the next he’d lost consciousness. When he came to, Sakina was already gone. Dazed and groggy, he’d set about checking his instruments. His blackout, the equipment revealed, had been caused by a temporal shift in the gateway. It had been logged as a size five anomaly. When he’d reported Sakina’s disappearance to his second in command Trench, the Principal Officer had been understandably angry. Why hadn't the young soldier reacted sooner? Why hadn't he followed standard protocol and sent out a distress signal? Hadn’t he noticed the warning signs that indicated that an anomaly was approaching? Had his training taught him nothing? Cassis had no answer. He'd honestly felt nothing. All of the usual indicators, the headaches, changes in air pressure and static, none of these had accompanied his blackout. One moment he'd been fine, the next he'd woken having lost several hours.
Lying in the grass, his young mind tormented by his failure, he was already coming to terms with the fact that his career was over before it had begun. When alpha one returned home, he'd be reassigned, or worse. Trying not to think about his fate, he stared out toward the stones, concentrating on his task, determined to make his last days in the outlands count for something. As he reached for his glasses, his ear began to vibrate. An incoming message was being relayed from another member of the squad. Shifting his body, he pressed his earlobe and began reading the message drifting across his eyes.
Upon arrival into the Outlands, and due to the enemy's ability to intercept verbal communications, none were now allowed. Each new order or request would appear as a written message. The conversion was made possible due to a complicated series of links that connected the ear radio to the eyes. Once a message was received, it travelled through the vestibulo-ocular reflex. The high-tech lenses, then filtered and scrambled the incoming data, converting it into written text. This system also made it possible for the wearer to conduct a multitude of other tasks. These included the interruption of the natural processes of the iris and the retina, manipulating the light filtering capacities of the eye. The result was that the wearer could see in the dark with almost perfect vision. The system could also respond to simple verbal commands, allowing
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