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Chapter 1: The Room

A dim amber glow lit the cold room. Tom opened his eyes cautiously. Shivering, he tried to hug himself, his brown eyes straining to make sense of the dark surroundings. Goosebumps dotted his arms as the chill grazed his bare skin. A static crackle—the only sound—emanated from the long, barely glowing ceiling light. He coughed as the cool, yet heavy atmosphere burrowed down his dry throat and into his lungs. The resulting trail of breath snaked through the strange red mist that floated around the room, the two entwining together eerily. His 25-year-old limbs felt ancient, aching as he shifted his broad athletic body backwards against the steel wall; he flinched, hissing through clenched teeth as the coldness took him by surprise. He drew his knees into his chest and held them in a tight embrace.

'God, please help me!' he cried as memories suddenly came flooding back into his confused mind.

He rested his elbows on top of his knees, and gripped fistfuls of his dark wavy hair. His grip tightened as the images of his beautiful wife, Connie, flashed through his shattered brain. He scrunched his eyelids in an attempt to banish the mental pictures, but the pain was too much. Suddenly, his head jerked up as he heard a noise. Panic setting in, he looked around the room, his eyes frantically trying to focus through the bizarre mist. His manicured hands slipped on the greasy steel floor grating. He began to hyperventilate as his heart beat erratically, feeling as though it would burst through his grubby white V-neck t-shirt. He realised that he wasn't alone.

'Who—who's there?'

The words rang around the room. He began to slide his crouching frame across the wall, seeking a sanctuary to ease his fragile state. The shuffling sounds continued, becoming gradually louder, forcing him to move faster. He was disoriented; his eyes shot in all directions, like ball bearings fired from a machine gun. Patting the wall gently, he quickly found a corner of the room. He sat and raised his bare knees back to his chest. Squinting in the weak light, he could just about make out a dark mass twisting on the floor several feet in front of him.

'What the… What the hell is going on?' came a deep voice from within the haze.

Tom sat silent, wide-eyed as his body shook with fear and cold. He tried to stem the stuttered rhythm of his breathing, watching as the dark shape morphed into a tall shadowy figure. A cold sweat began to run down his face in thick lines, stinging his eyes into closed submission as they rode his good looks.

'Hello, is anyone there?' the groggy English timbre spoke again. 'Hello, can anyone hear me?'

Tom's left knee slipped out from underneath his arm, jolting and scraping across the floor. He pulled it back in with speed, now trembling even more. He watched the figure freeze, silent, like a petrified animal sniffing the air for danger.

'Hello, who's there?' called the voice. 'Is someone there? My name is Mark, Mark Bennett. I'm a Professor at Stanford University.' The Professor inched gingerly over towards where he had heard the noise; he too tried to focus his dark brown eyes within the solid metal walls. Swatting his way through the mist 'I mean you no harm,' he gently offered.

Tom's fear reached fever pitch as the shadow loomed larger with each nearing step. 'Help me, I don't know what's happening,' he said aloud as the dark mass edged through the haze, sending misty patterns curling away. He thrust his head between his knees, realising that he was trapped either way.

'It's alright, I'm not going to hurt you,' said Mark. His vision cleared as he got closer to Tom's cowering silhouette. He squinted as he crouched down to Tom's eye level; they both came face to face. His desert-booted feet became unsteady as the rubber tread failed to grip the oily floor. He placed his palms in the moist dirt, and stared at the quivering ball of human before him. 'It's okay, I'm not going to hurt you. What is your name?'

'My name is Tom, Tom Valentine,' Tom mumbled as he raised his head slowly, his eyes bulging in terror at the tanned face before him. 'What's happening?'

Mark looked upwards. 'You're English? Thank God.' He ran his fingers through his tousled grey-streaked hair, keeping the centre parting as he stroked it back behind his ears. He placed a comforting hand either side of Tom's wide shoulders, who in turn began sobbing from a heavy heart. 'I don't know what's happening, Tom. But it's okay now, you are not alone anymore.'

Mark could feel the relief flow from Tom's body as he exhaled, deflating the rigid muscular torso like a burst balloon. He squatted next to the younger man who, even though now calmer, refused to avert his wild, tear-stained glare from the Professor's own.

Mark leant back against the wall; he took a moment to adjust to the sensation as the cold wall penetrated his light blue cotton shirt. He extended his soft palm in a friendly manner as he formally introduced himself. 'I'm Professor Mark Bennett, though I imagine that you've gathered that already.'

Tom nodded back quickly as the tears continued to stream from his puffy eyes.

Mark pulled his hand back, and stared deep into the man's glassy eyes. 'What's the last thing that you remember, Tom?'

'My wife, Connie, she—' he sniffled before another noise interrupted them.

They both fell silent as they scanned the area in the direction of the moaning voice. Their eyes locked on to a large black figure that knelt on all fours to the right of the room.

The Professor pulled Tom by the left arm of his damp t-shirt as he moved to get a better view. 'Hello…? Are you okay?' he shouted as he once again staggered through the mist towards the dazed shadow.

As he approached, he noticed the navy blue military uniform and glanced downwards. The colourful square pins caught his eye as they glimmered in the low light. They lined up perfectly in five rows that stretched across the jacket's left breast.

'Who are you?' asked the figure in a gravel-laced American twang, 'and where the hell am I?'

'My name is Mark, and that is Tom over there,' the Professor replied as he pointed towards the wall. 'We don't know what has happened, but we're trying to work it out.' He bent down to help up the man. He gripped him by his thick arms, grimacing as he used what little strength he had to haul the bulky man onto his polished black brogues.

'General James F. Hargreaves, of the United States Air Force,' said the man, unsteady as his full weight tried to balance itself out. His blue eyes glared cautiously at the Professor's close face. 'Don't worry about me, there are others over there.'

'Others?'

Mark and Tom scoured the room before coming across another three people that lay strewn across the flooring. The mist hovered over the stirring bodies, clinging like a ghostly morning fog along the banks of the Yorkshire Moors. They helped them all to their knees, slowly dragging the bewildered forms to the other side of the room. They all sat together, untrusting, frightened.

'I'm Mark, and this is Tom. He was the first to wake, but we have no idea where we are. Can anyone shed any light on proceedings?'

 

The group sat slumped against the wall as the hour ticked by. They shook their muggy heads, desperate to clear the wooziness that blanketed their minds.

Mark stood up and placed his hands upon the cold, damp and sticky wall to steady himself. He began to pace slowly around the room, counting as he went, '1, 2, 3, 4…' His fingers traced the contours of the steel's composition, attempting to gauge its texture. The grip on his boots squeaked as his feet slid through the grime that seemed to ooze from the grating. 'Well, the perimeter of this room is about 160 feet, I guess…and I can't see any doors or windows.'

He removed his hands from the walls before rubbing his wet fingers together. Frowning at the now smooth and sticky substance that coated them, he raised a hand to his nose. His curious head jolted backwards as his face contorted at the unusual smell.

'This whole room is odd,' he said, glancing up at the light. At five foot 10 inches tall, he could just about scrape the ceiling with his fingers if he stretched. He balanced on the tips of his toes, extending fully towards the dull, inadequate strip lighting that lay buried within the ceiling. Looking closely, he wiped his fingers against the legs of his denim jeans. 'Hmmm, the structure is incredibly well designed. I mean, it's essentially a long deep groove of light.' He waggled his fingers close to the humming. 'Strange, there's no heat being emitted from the light.' His face wrinkled as he painfully pushed his height to its limits. 'It's just light. There's no sign of electrics or batteries, nothing. Whoever designed this is clever, the power must be sourced from a core structure somewhere.'

The others looked at him, instinctively drawn to his intellect. They watched as he pulled his shirt cuff over his hand and pushed it through the light. He smiled as the energy buzzed with a prickling resistance, while the others gasped.

'Look at this,' he enthused, 'it's a forcefield of some type.' He then pushed his little finger into the light. 'Look, it's pushing my finger back like a magnet repelling another magnet!'

The group continued to hang on his every word. His face beamed with excitement as the orange light washed over him.

He relaxed and looked at his sticky fingers. 'Also, I think there could be something organic around here. I believe that this liquid—or moisture—could be emitting some form of gas, causing this red haze.'

A voice spoke up from the shadows. 'Gas?! What do you mean gas?'

Mark turned and focused his eyes on the unnaturally blonde-haired younger man. The dim light glanced off his youthful face, accentuating a stubbled jawline as he approached.

'Sorry, I didn't mean to scare anyone, but I want to know,' he added as he looked nervously around at them. 'I'm James, by the way, James Jones.'

'Well, James, we seem to be in a 160-foot perimeter steel room. I think that this red mist may be the reason why we were all out cold; it might have acted as a form of sleeping gas—it would certainly explain the headaches and disorientation,' said Mark as he waved his slender hand through the reddish air.

Mark glanced at the black roots that lay beneath the 19-year-old's unkempt peroxide blonde hair. He thought how trendy they looked, before searching the small blue eyes that sat within their oval face.

'Okay, Professor, you know more than I do. But is this “gas” harmful?' said James.

Mark shrugged. 'At the moment I would have to say probably not as we were only put to sleep. There doesn't seem to be any damage to any of us, though don't take this as gospel—I can't be 100% certain.'

The General looked at each of them in turn before his authoritative demeanour took charge. 'I'm General Hargreaves, of the United States Air Force,' he said with fervour, 'and I agree with the Professor.' He straightened his uniform as he stood bolt upright. Even in a situation such as this, his strong military values took precedence above all else. He dusted down his navy trousers before proudly fastening the four brass buttons of his jacket. His cropped silver hair appeared white in patches as the low light caressed it. 'We need to find an exit of sorts.'

'I totally agree, General,' said Mark, scratching the back of his head. 'But can you see anything?'

Mark and Hargreaves took a wall each, and proceeded to search the area with their fingers, starting from where the group sat. They ran their hands over every inch of the walls—as far as they could reach—in a desperate hunt for any clues to an opening. Step by step they carefully made their way around, occasionally slipping in the grease and stumbling in the poor light. Their search brought them shoulder to shoulder with a startling bump as they met in the middle of the stretch of wall.

'Got it,' said Hargreaves. 'Look, here, it's almost seamless.'

Mark's eyes followed the General's ageing hands as they settled on a set of parallel eight-feet high vertical lines. With his thick finger tips, Hargreaves traced out the inconspicuous grooves. He dug his nails into the narrow lines, and let his fingers continue their way up the wall.

'This has to be it, don't ask me how it works though,' he said gruffly. 'Looks like a sliding door to me.' He attempted to force the door sideways. He used all of his strength that was packaged into his stocky build, but gave up as the exertion filled his face with bulging veins and turned the colour of his skin claret.

'It's no use, General.' Mark itched his day-old stubble. 'You're right though. If it's a mechanical sliding door then there should be some type of control panel.'

'Like this?' said another male voice.

They both turned and stared as a slim man strode through the mist. His long finger pointed to a small two-inch charcoal triangle fixed next to the right of the “door”, six feet up the wall. The three of them moved their heads closer, staring with tight eyes at the peculiar carved markings that adorned the shape.

'Well done—' Mark paused with an embarrassed grin as he realised that he didn't know the long dark-haired man's name.

'John Chapman. It's okay, Professor, even I wouldn't notice me,' he said lowering his face. 'Do you think that they're buttons, like on an elevator for example?'

Mark looked directly into John's chestnut coloured eyes, the fear all too familiar. 'Could be, John. But whatever language this is carved in, well, I've never seen anything like it before—not that I'm an expert.' He turned to Hargreaves. 'Have you, General?'

Hargreaves remained quiet.

Tom suddenly leapt to his feet and ran towards the wall. 'Let me out! Let me out!' he screamed while simultaneously pounding the walls with his strong hands.

The heavy clanging reverberated around the room. Mark and John grabbed hold of Tom by his shoulders, struggling as the hysterical man's athletic build suddenly became utilised. Hargreaves moved in to end the conflict. He grabbed at Tom's t-shirt swinging the muscular man off balance.

BANG, BANG, BANG, BANG!

The room fell into complete silence. James slowly moved out of the shadows, followed by a thin man with short brown hair.

The whites of John's eyes glowed in the bleak light. 'What the fuck was that?' he said as they all looked to each other.

Tom began whimpering as his eyes filled with dread. The grief-stricken man clutched at Mark's wrist tightly—painfully—and pulled hard. He thrust his crazed face into the Professor's eye line, quietly pleading for safety.

'Shhh!' whispered Hargreaves with a rigid finger held against his thin lips.

A few minutes had passed before their anxieties had calmed. They all stood together, peering through the haze at the grim walls around them.

'This isn't right,' said Mark as they began moving back from the doorway.

'Help us, we're in here!' shouted John at the top of his voice.

Mark put his hands on his head and looked at John in horror. 'Christ, keep your voice down!'

'Yeah, but there's others out there,' said John, equally as loud.

Hargreaves clenched his yellowing teeth. 'Zip your bloody mouth, boy. We don't know who's on the other side.'

Blonde-haired James grasped the thin stranger's arm, who responded with a similar nervous grasp.

'General, what are you doing?' asked Mark in a tentative voice.

Hargreaves held his left hand up and signalled for quiet. His face creased as he leant his ear to the damp wall, laying it flat against the steel grooves. 'Do you hear that?'

The triangle's carvings instantly lit up into a red neon brightness.

'General, the triangle!' shouted John as he pointed towards the panel.

The grooves in the wall began to fill with a white light that ran through them like liquid. Hargreaves' face shot back from the steel as the light completed its cycle. A large slab of the wall opened with force; everyone jumped at the movement. The General zig-zagged several feet backwards, stunned by the sudden action.

Standing in the doorway were two seven-feet-tall grey beings. Their massive black eyes glared intimidatingly down upon the trembling humans. The mist circled them before slowly clearing and revealing their full appearance.

Terrified screams reverberated the walls. Mark and John grabbed hold of the General's arms to steady him as he scrambled away from the creatures. The three of them barely managed to stay on their feet as they skidded through the grime.

The aliens' thin mouths tightened as they bent down and reached out with long wrinkly arms. Enormous, bulb-shaped heads hovered closer as the humans shouted and cried, huddling each other as they were shepherded into the corner like cattle. With nowhere to go, they all fell to the floor and covered their heads with shaking arms.

Stay where you are—or die!

The words entered each of the humans' minds simultaneously, echoing around their skulls. Hargreaves glanced up from within the tangle of limbs. A sneer curved the nearest creature's mouth. It thrust its face through the red tinge, and directly into the General's quickening paleness.

The group continued to cling to each other as the two Greys turned and exited the room with a stilt-like walk. Pained screams—human—could be heard from outside of the door before it closed abruptly. They all kept still for a while until they were sure that the aliens would not be returning. They slowly rose to their feet.

'Jesus Christ!' said John as he held his rough hands to his black hair, 'I can't fucking believe this!'

'Fucking hell, what's happening?' added the thin man, trembling as he looked at them, as though they knew the answers.

James walked up to Mark and grabbed him by his blue shirt, crumpling handfuls of the light material. The force took the Professor by surprise, pushing him back before he dug his heels in. 'What's going on, Mark? You're the expert, tell us why we're here!' he said, maintaining his strong grip. 'Aliens?! What the fuck!'

'I don't know, James. I'm just as confused and scared as you are,' he replied, trembling fiercely. He placed his hands gently over James' who, feeling that the Professor was equally as frightened, relaxed his grip on the creased shirt. 'I feel like I should know something, but I can't remember.' With that, he slid back to the floor and placed his hands over his head.

Emotion rippled James' smooth skinned appearance. 'Does anyone know?' he asked. His full bottom lip began to quiver. 'Someone must know.'

'I think I do,' said Hargreaves as his square jaw came into the pale glow. 'I think that we are on one of the extraterrestrial ships.'

They all looked towards him; his eyes had a sudden glaze to them. He took a deep breath and dropped down against the wall.

James narrowed his eyes. 'Ships?'

Mark cocked his head to one side. 'This makes sense, this is why we can't remember anything. It's because of the mist—it's all a hallucination. You see, some compounds within certain drugs have these effects on people. Obviously, they—'

He was cut off rudely.

'Yes.' Hargreaves let out a huge sigh. He rubbed his lined forehead with the palm of his shovel-like hand. 'Yes, James, you heard right.'

'Heard what right, exactly?' said John as his limbs refused to stop shaking.

Hargreaves addressed the group. 'My colleagues and I were interviewing an extraterrestrial being at Area 51, trying to get information regarding a potential threat to our country's sovereignty. Things got messy, then there was a bright light—and now I'm here amongst you… in this place.' He looked around, staring at the walls with a mixture of disgust and embarrassment. They appeared to perspire as the moisture glistened in the faded light.

'So, this is your fault that we're trapped here like animals,' interjected James angrily. 'And you're only telling us this now?'

He walked purposefully towards Hargreaves, skating to a halt on the floor as John stepped forward to block his path.

'Now come on, no one is to blame. This is an unforeseen event,' John said as he gently held the angry youngster by his left upper arm. 'How can anyone have predicted that this was going to happen?'

James shrugged off the light grip, irritated at the gesture. 'How can you all be so calm?! What the fuck is wrong with you people?'

'He's right, it is my fault,' said Hargreaves as he unbuttoned his jacket, allowing him to breathe more easily. He remained crouched, balancing his weight upon his aching feet. 'We were warned what would happen, but it was already upon us.' He stared at the floor as he stroked the top of his head in a calming manner. 'We should have acted immediately.'

Mark's expression changed as the General's words soaked into his brain. 'What do you mean “it was already upon us”?' he asked, perplexed.

Hargreaves lifted his head. 'Exactly what I said, Professor. We could have done more—should have done more.'

The group dealt with the events and admissions in their own ways. James comforted Tom, who sat in the filth, a crumbling wreck. He couldn't conceive the reality of what was happening around him. His body still shivered in the cold; the hairs on his arms bristled. James gesticulated for Tom to rub his arms in an attempt to get the blood flowing, but it seemed that his gesture fell flat.

The thin, brown haired stranger leaned with his back against the dank wall. His slim hands rested in the pockets of his baggy grey jogging bottoms. His cocksure attitude—a world away from his earlier terror—showed in his lazy stance. He removed his hands and nonchalantly began twirling the dark grey aglets that sheafed the lace of his matching hoodie. If he was still scared, he wasn't showing it.

John and Mark both stood. They gave each other a hard stare, as though together they were thinking the same thing—to sympathise with Hargreaves' predicament. John slipped his hands into the pockets of his olive parka jacket. He shrugged towards the Professor, letting him know that he was welcome to proceed.

Mark coughed, clasping his hands together to keep warm. 'So, who were the others, the ones who warned you?'

Hargreaves peered up at the Professor with burdened, bloodshot eyes. His tough personality dropped its guard, making him vulnerable, if only for a brief moment. 'Does it really matter? It was too late anyway. They lied, probably a trick of some sort,' he suggested. 'I'm still only remembering fragments at the moment though. I have a feeling that we are all suffering from a form of memory loss.'

'Who lied, General?'

'The creature we were interviewing was one of those bastards!' he snapped, pointing towards the door. 'It said that it was warning us against two other races, Greens and Blues or something.'

'What does that mean, Greens and Blues?'

The General rolled his eyes. 'Greens and blues—colours, Professor!' He looked back at the door. 'Think about it, those freaks are grey. It was all misdirection.'

'Misdirection, but why, for what purpose?'

'I have no idea,' said Hargreaves bluntly.

Mark stumbled over to Hargreaves, who shouldered the entire blame upon his heavy build. 'Nobody's to blame. Besides, what difference does it make? They are far more technologically advanced than us.' He lowered himself down next to the General. 'Yes, I agree, General, it would have been too late. But how do you know all of this? You've just said yourself that you're only receiving fragments. I mean, none of us seems to be able to remember anything.' A suspicious look crossed Mark's face. 'Have you known since we woke here?'

'No. Let's just say that when those “things” entered this room, it hit me like a brick to the head. Their faces… I remembered their faces.'

Silence dominated the room as they paced, pondered and hoped. James remained with Tom, his arm around the man's shoulders as they huddled to keep warm. Tom stared blankly, as though he had switched off. James turned from him, his own attention drawn by the strange mist. He sat watching, mesmerised as it curled within itself, almost alive.

Mark and John squatted next to each other again, their eyes scanning the room in an uncomfortable silence. John tried to gather the hem of his jacket as it brushed the dirty floor. Mark buttoned the top of his own shirt; he had noticed that another drop in temperature had occurred.

The stranger stood quietly alone as he stared at the humbled General. 'For Christ's sake, what's the next step?' he asked finally as he relaxed his skinny arms. He used his right foot to push himself forwards from the wall.

The others looked to him as his words woke them from their slumbering thoughts.

'That's a good question, friend. I'm sorry, but what is your name? I didn't get it,' asked Mark.

'Daniel, Daniel Lambert. I didn't get a chance to introduce myself earlier as there were, are, more important things to worry about.' He ruffled his short hair with his fingertips, and nodded towards Mark with dark brooding eyes.

The Professor acknowledged the courtesy. 'He's right, we've got to get out of here.'

'That's not what I meant,' Daniel laughed. 'Besides, how are we going to get out of the door, and then past God knows how many of these creatures? And all this ends with us getting off this craft?'

'Should we even try?' said James as he looked to Daniel, who again fidgeted with the cords of his hoodie. 'We still don't even know what's going on, do we?'

A gentle throb began to course underneath the steel grating of the room. They looked at each other with worrying glances as they tried to balance their body weight.

John slid his torso up the wall. 'Are we moving, or do you reckon we're static, you know, hovering?'

'I don't know. Might just be the propulsion systems that are kicking in,' said Mark as he sat on the floor. Yeah, kicking in to begin flight—or to end it, to land!

Tom whimpered as he rocked his cold body back and forth; he looked shot to bits as the throb pulsated through his body in nauseating waves.

'He's done in, don't you think?' said John as he looked increasingly worried by Tom's cracking sanity. 'I wonder what happened to him? He's not right, better keep an eye on him.'

Mark rubbed his chin with the back of his hand, itching his skin with the sharp stubble. 'I think that something happened to his wife, but I'm not sure. I would definitely say that he's getting worse though, especially since the aliens revealed themselves.' He moved his hand around to the back of his hairline. 'Something bad frightened him—hurt him.'

Tom's eyes projected an innocence, looking through them as they discussed his ever decreasing psyche. His left hand yanked hard on James' light cotton jacket sleeve, desperate for attention. With his right, he stroked the sweaty hair back from his eyes. 'My wife, my Connie,' he whispered in a hoarse croak.

James turned and felt Tom's warm forehead, guessing that he was feverish. His look to the others did little to instil any confidence in them.

Tom cried hard as the memories stung his soul. He pushed his head deep into James' arms, which tightened more with each heartfelt sob.

'You can remember your wife?' Mark walked closer towards the two hunched men. 'How?'

Tom's eyes peered out from the comfort of James' jacket forearm. 'My wife, my Connie.'

The Professor placed his hands on his hips, staring sadly at Tom before turning his own teary glance away. 'I'm sorry, Tom. To lose someone is awful, especially a loved one.'

He sighed as he looked to Hargreaves, who continued to glare at the dirty flooring, ashamed of himself. He watched as John fought his way through the haze, still shaking his head as he leant and patted the General on his large shoulder. This was not the time for blame as they all shared Tom's grief.

'Ahhh!' shrieked James, startling the others. A crawling feeling slowly tickled his fair skin. He glanced down at his denim covered calf. 'What the fuck?' A strange blue inch-long insect—like an alien version of a cockroach—had scampered underneath the right leg of his jeans, and across his goose bump-laden skin.

'What's the matter?' asked John, attentions diverted.

'Fucking hell!' James clawed at his trouser leg with urgency, desperate to flush out the insect. 'Don't you dare bite me, you little shit.'

Mark skidded through the mist, and tried to assist the freaked out teenager. 'Keep still, I can't help you otherwise.' He pulled James to his feet while trying to lift the denim over the youngster's calf muscle. 'Now shake your leg! Don't let it bite you, we don't know if it's poisonous. Shake your leg!'

The insect dropped onto his black woolly sock; the thorn-like barbs that protruded out from its legs caught in the fluffy material, leaving it dangling in a frenetic spin.

'Get it off!' James shouted angrily. After realising that it no longer posed any threat, he looked closer at it. His expression changed to one of hatred as he flicked it hard, sending it reeling to the floor. He walked over to where it crawled, dazed. A large black leather boot shadowed the creature before crushing it with force; pink guts exploded out from underneath the sole of his right boot. His mouth dropped in disgust as he furiously scraped the tread over the grating, desperate to remove the mess. 'Fucking insects,' he shuddered.

The commotion sent Tom into a frenzy. James was pushed aside as Tom ran towards the walls, hammering each one with his bruised fists.

'Stop it, they'll come back!' said Daniel through clenched teeth. He lost his cool. He launched himself across the room and lunged at Tom, punching him twice in the face until he quietened.

James confronted Daniel with a hard push to the chest. 'What the hell are you doing?'

Daniel slowed to regain his breath after the exertion. 'Someone had to fucking shut him up, I didn't see any of you lot doing anything!'

'Yeah, but that's not the way to go about things, is it,' interrupted John as Tom curled up on the floor, crying as he held his swollen left cheek.

'Are you lot for real?' said Daniel, his eyes widening in disbelief. 'You might have accepted your lot in life, but I haven't. God knows what they've got planned for us! I don't really want to hang about to find out, do you?'

'He's right,' said Hargreaves. 'We need to find a way off this craft, and now.'

'Thank you, finally someone with some fucking balls!' said Daniel as he clapped his hands sarcastically. 'Lead on, General, I'm with you.'

John looked to Mark with a wry smile, then back at Daniel. 'What? A minute ago you were the one taking the piss out of the others for wanting to escape.' He threw his arms outwards. 'Now suddenly you're in favour?'

'Enough! Now listen up,' said Hargreaves as he climbed to his feet. His 60 odd years had seen plenty of conflict—none like this in terms of the enemy, but the situation was one and the same. He winced at the effort before returning to his hard style approach. 'When the bastards came in, did anyone notice if they had any weapons on them, or anything that looked out of the ordinary?'

The group looked to each other, muttering amongst themselves.

'Out of the ordinary?' laughed James.

'I didn't see anything, why?' asked Mark, trying to keep tempers from rising again. 'What have you got in mind, General?'

'Well, it's a case of do or die. As we learned earlier, if we create enough noise they'll come running.'

'Then what?' interrupted James, 'we run out of the door?'

'Yes.' Hargreaves dusted down his sharp pleated trousers. 'Hopefully they'll have weapons on them. If we can get hold of these, then they will give us some protection at least.'

James' eyebrows curled into a mock frown. 'Great plan, General,' he nodded, rolling his eyes.

Daniel's long face contorted. He bit his bottom lip, baring his crooked teeth aggressively. 'Yeah, what have you fucking come up with, eh?'

'Superb! So when we run past the aliens—who, by the way, are probably not the only ones on this ship—then what? We take control of the craft and fly away, landing safely to a heroes' welcome? You fucking idiot!'sneered James. 'What about him?' He motioned with his head towards Tom. 'How are we gonna get him out?'

'Look, I'm not saying it's a foolproof plan,' replied Daniel, 'all I'm saying is that we can't stay here.' He looked to Hargreaves. 'Am I right, General?'

Hargreaves glanced up and took a deep breath through his wide nose. 'Right.'

Daniel approached the Professor. 'Mark, what do you think? Come on, what would you do?'

Mark closed his eyes. The voices in the room were causing his head to ache. He placed his hands over his face and sighed heavily. 'Look, I don't know what to do. I—just like you all—wish to get the hell off this craft, this we have established.'

'That's what I'm talking about,' replied Daniel in a cocky tone as he looked at them all.

The Professor looked at Daniel. 'On the flip side though, I don't particularly want to meet my maker just yet. Either way there's a high probability that we are going to die, but I'm in no hurry to speed things up. Besides, James is only saying what you yourself said five minutes ago.'

Daniel looked to the ceiling, discouraged by Mark's answer. He turned back to the General, who gave a nod of confirmation in his direction.

Hargreaves smiled, ducking to avoid the mist. 'Professor, I know who you are,' he said respectfully. 'We had been following your research very closely, and it was most impressive.'

Mark could sense a darker tone behind the General's words, a tone that suggested something angry was about to rise to the surface. He didn't like the way that the military man had changed tack. It felt like a personal attack was coming.

'Tell me, Mark, what really happened at Stanford?' he asked. 'We knew all about your findings, in fact we were about to ask you to come and work for us, but things went wrong at the press conference, didn't they.' He moved closer towards the Professor. 'Tell us, why was the conference cut short, and why the blackout?'

Mark squeezed the back of his neck with his right hand in an attempt to calm himself. He pursed his lips as the pain in his skull soared. He felt betrayed at the sudden assault. It was common sense that the military would know of any major technological advancements, he knew this; a lot of the work he had done over the years was probably under the military's funding anyway. He narrowed his eyes, sizing up the General as he tried to decide where this was going.

'What is he talking about, Mark?' said John as he turned and faced the Professor.

Daniel's interest piqued as he looked at Mark, and then back to Hargreaves. 'What are you two talking about? Tell me,' he said, intrigued.

They all stared at Mark. He felt trapped as the walls began to close in around him. What the hell is happening here?

'He knew what they were—he witnessed it first hand, didn't you, Professor,' said Hargreaves as he pointed towards Mark. 'Tell them. Go on, tell them what you devised, what you saw. Tell them why you refused to share your knowledge with the world.'

'I give up,' said Daniel as he held his hands up in mock surrender, annoyed as the conversation seemed to exclude him.

James raised his generous eyebrows. 'Mark?'

'I don't understand, General,' said Mark, confused. 'What are you talking about?' He began nervously twiddling with the white plastic buttons of his shirt cuffs. 'Bits and pieces, scraps, that's all I have.'

'You don't remember?' replied Hargreaves with a distrusting grin.

'Remember what? General, you're worrying me now. All I know is that I'm a Professor of Theoretical Physics at Stanford, that's all.'

'Hmmm… you will remember.'

 

Hargreaves and Daniel stood in one corner, whispering to each other. The tall man's head was tight next to the General's right ear. Paranoid eyes darted in every direction as the two of them conversed. Hargreaves held his left hand over his mouth to prevent the others from lip reading their conversation. Daniel's hands rose and fell in a series of constant gestures. The voices quietened as Mark approached them.

'What are you two plotting?'

Daniel looked to Hargreaves for approval. The General tipped his head with a brisk nod, suggesting that it was okay to talk.

'Mark, we can't go on like this,' said Daniel as his eyes shot around the room. 'We're getting out of here.'

'And how do you plan on doing this?' Mark scowled. 'I thought we'd been through this already, it's doomed to failure.'

Daniel straightened his back. He felt inadequate at Mark's intelligence as the Professor poured water over his fire. 'Well, what would you suggest, Professor? Like I said before, I don't wish to wait and see what they're going to do with us, do you?'

Mark glanced towards the ceiling. Why won't these people listen to me? The mist swirled around his head like spiritual hands, mystical and teasing. 'It's suicide! You could be putting everyone in danger.' He looked around the room. 'Look at Tom, he's not in a fit state at the moment. He probably never will be.'

Hargreaves cleared his throat with a gentle cough. 'Mark, wake up. By staying here and wondering what's going to happen to us, well, it's doing more harm than good. By the end, none of us will be in a fit state to do anything.'

'That's what they want, can't you see it, Professor?' interrupted Daniel with manic hand movements. 'That's the whole point—they're waiting for something. Perhaps the bastards are waiting until we're too weak to do anything!'

Mark knew they were right. By doing nothing they were pretty much signing their own death certificates. He admired their bravery, though it was pointless nevertheless. The fact that there was no proper thought process bothered him; he was used to thinking, planning. He wanted—needed—more time. But time was a luxury they didn't have, as he struggled to think his way through this; the problem being that his brain just wasn't working efficiently.

Daniel shook his head. 'Sod this!' Immediately he ran towards the door and began hammering with the balls of his fists. 'Come on then, you fucking bastards! Come on, open up.'

Mark tried to intervene to stop the madness, but Hargreaves clamped a heavy hand around his wrist, pulling him back.

'What are you doing?' said Mark through gritted teeth. 'Let go.'

The engravings on the triangular control panel began lighting up again. The white light shot through the frame's grooves following the glowing sequence. Once more the door slid open quickly. The group dispersed, running around the room like headless chickens, smashing into each other as they desperately tried to flee. As before, there was nowhere to go.

Daniel took a step backwards as the two extraterrestrials once again entered the cold room. Their massive heads broke above the red haze as they held tall; their eyes soaking up the fear exuding from their human prisoners.

'Now!' said Daniel as he made a break for it, sprinting towards the opening.

One of the aliens caught him by his thin forearm, tightening its grip with a spindly four-fingered hand. Daniel screamed as the pain intensified. The creature stooped down to Daniel's eye level and stared. I'll rip your arm from its socket, human!

Hargreaves released his own grip from Mark's wrist and leapt to Daniel's defence. His large build was still no match for the surprisingly strong being. The other Grey stepped in, easily pushing the General to the floor as if swatting an annoying fly from its face. The others watched with fleeting glances, trembling as they inched backwards into the shadows.

Daniel's legs began to buckle underneath his weakening body. 'Help!'

Mark instinctively ran at the aliens, dodging the dangling arms and long legs as he fought his way towards his fellow human.

Seeing this, Hargreaves rose to his feet and joined the fight again. 'Grab its fingers, grab its fingers!' he puffed as they both struggled with the grey leathery arm.

Mark yanked on the creature's fingers, causing it to release a raspy whine. Daniel broke loose from the vice-like grip and raced for the open door.

'Run!' shouted Hargreaves before the alien struck him to the floor again. He landed heavily on the grating before rolling over onto his stomach, stunned. He laid flat as he raised his head, watching with blurred vision as Daniel's grey jogging bottoms danced their way down the wide tubular corridor. They paused for a split second as they pondered which way to run—they went left.

The aliens turned and looked at the door. Their spindly legs sprang into action as they sprinted through the mist after Daniel; the bounding steps clattering the floor with each giant stride.

The door shot back across. The lights on the panel turned back to their familiar charcoal colour, signalling that the door was secured.

Tom began crying hysterically again, hunching in the corner as James offered him comfort, though trying to quieten him was the youngster's real motive. The tears ran down and over the swollen lump that protruded from underneath Tom's left eye.

Daniel certainly caught you flush with those punches! James thought to himself.

'He's dead! I told you that this was a bad idea, General,' said Mark furiously.

Hargreaves glanced up angrily as he slowly regained his breath. 'Well, at least he got out of this room,' he said. He wet his fingers and started to wipe at the grubby stains that now clung to the knees of his trousers.

Mark shook his head. 'At what cost, General?'

 

The overpowering smell of urine and faeces wafted through the air. They all looked at one another, baffled by the smell until they realised that it came from one of them. Their eyes locked in sync at the side of the room. Amidst the haze, steam rose from the grating as James squatted awkwardly against the wall. His grey jeans were bunched around his ankles. A dark yellow and brown puddle began pooling outwards behind him, swimming around his leather boots before congregating around the rubber sole.

'What?' he said sharply, 'I sure as hell aren't going to piss or shit myself, things are bad enough!' James extended his middle finger and aimed it rudely towards the group.

'He's gone. Do you think he'll be alright?' said John nervously as he shuffled next to Mark. He raised his dark eyebrows. 'Do you reckon he has escaped?'

James pulled his jeans back up around his slim waist. The group looked at each other again as he made his way back towards them. A short uncomfortable silence followed.

 

John's face twisted as he pondered his words. 'Professor, do you think that he made it off the ship?'

'Who knows,' said Mark in a hopeful, higher tone. 'For all we know he may well have done so.'

Hargreaves rolled his eyes. He was obsessively trying remove the muck from his clothing, but failing miserably. 'Please, you know as well as I do that Daniel hasn't made it. You're the Professor, you calculated the odds of survival from the start and let's be honest, it's not rocket science is it. There's no way Daniel has gotten off this craft.'

'Yes, General, but you never—'

'Okay, let's do this. Say for example that he got to the end of the corridor. Then miraculously, he evaded every Grey on this ship before finding a door out of which he jumped—with no parachute—from God knows how many thousands of feet up in the air.' His throaty chuckle struck the metallic walls. 'Really?'

Mark's facial expression changed. 'Are you for real, General? You and Daniel were the ones that put this whole cock-a-hoop plan into action, and now you're the one berating him for trying?' A lightbulb lit up in Mark's head as Hargreaves suddenly averted his steely gaze. The puzzle began slotting into place. 'No, please don't tell me that you planned this.'

'I don't know what you are talking about, Professor,' replied Hargreaves.

'You sick bastard, you devised this, didn't you? You encouraged him to run so you could test the waters for yourself, to test the threat so to speak.'

The others began to look at Hargreaves and take notice—they didn't like what they were hearing.

'We're never getting out of here, are we?' said Tom suddenly, resigned to the fact.

Mark knew that Hargreaves was right. Testing the aliens' security was a necessity, but not at the expense of one of their own. Surely there could have been an easier solution? Add to this the General's underhanded tactics, this wasn't doing the others any good. The Professor's expression said it all.

The ageing General gave a gentle cough. He got the point. 'Look, you all saw what Daniel was like. He wanted off this ship, and there was nothing we could have done. To use him in this way didn't make any difference, he was going no matter what.' Hargreaves straightened his torso and pushed his feet together. 'I take full responsibility.'

'You're damned right you do!' said Mark with a sarcastic chuckle. 'Who are you going to sacrifice next… me, John, Tom?'

John came between them. 'But where are the military, General?' he asked through quivering lips.

Hargreaves shifted a little uneasily on his feet as the group seemed to encircle him. He remained solid, firm.

'General?' Mark echoed.

'The world's militaries can't engage the enemy anymore, that's if this has gone that far, we don't know this for sure. If it has? Well, they'd be too strong and far more technologically advanced, it would be useless to continue fighting; we would no doubt have lost far too many men and women already.' The dull glow smothered Hargreaves' deep features as he looked at each of them. 'Besides, I don't wish to comment further on the matter, walls have ears if you catch my drift.' He searched his pockets for a cigarette, but to no avail. 'Does anyone smoke? I seem to have lost my cigarettes.'

James pulled his black sweatshirt sleeves from underneath his jacket cuffs. 'I was going to ask the same question, General,' he said as he covered his cold hands with the fleecy material. 'Mine are also gone.'

'Perhaps they like to smoke after sex?' said Tom bizarrely.

They all stared at him, unsure whether the words were that of a completely insane man or not.

'Forget that for a moment,' said Mark as he looked at Tom, then back to the others. 'How do you know that the military isn't out there now fighting for us?'

The strangeness of Tom's remark still remained as Hargreaves puffed out his cheeks. 'They could be, but one thing I can tell you is that we have to be smart. We can't throw people to the wolves for the sake of it, you have to survey the situation first,' he said with a sparkle in his blue eyes. 'Don't give up just yet.'

Mark stared back, just as bemused. Can't throw people to the wolves, eh? That's a bit rich! He narrowed his eyes as the thoughts flickered through his mind. 'You're hiding something, General. You know more than you're letting on.'

'Well, I hope that they find a way, and soon because this fucking smell is killing me,' moaned James as he wiped his greasy hands down the thighs of his jeans. He took in a deep breath through his small angled nose. 'I'm going to be sick in a minute.'

An hour or so had passed as the group sat, paced the floor, then sat again. It seemed to be getting colder in the room as they all hugged their upper bodies. The hunger was also beginning to set in as disgruntled stomachs grumbled.

The triangular panel began its familiar sequence.

'No,' said John, shaking his head as he pointed through the mist towards the expanding glow of the doorway. 'Look!'

They seemed to hold their breaths for a second as they anticipated the door's opening. The group shuffled backwards, trying to squeeze every part of themselves into the dark corners of the room. The door whizzed open. This time though, the Greys didn't enter the room. The humans waited for a moment, silent… nothing.

Mark stepped forwards into the haze. He could just make out the weak light that toyed with them, close to the opening.

'Mark,' said Hargreaves in a hard whisper, 'don't move.'

Silence.

The Professor looked back at the group's silhouettes. 'What do you think?' he asked with a confused shrug of his shoulders. He forced himself into a quiet slide against the side of the open door frame.

'Are we going home?' asked Tom with a glimmer of hope in his deranged eyes.

'Don't be foolish, it's a trap!' whispered Hargreaves, shifting his silvery head left, then right. 'Why would they let us go after all this time?'

The stench of rotting flesh wafted down the corridor and into the room. Mark raised his hand to cover his mouth and nose—the smell was awful. He leaned his left arm against the frame, careful not to be seen. 'You did say that you wanted off this ship? Now's your chance, General.' He watched as the mist exited the large opening in coiling swathes. As he stared down the empty passage, he could see that the same fixtures and amber lighting occupied the centre of the corridor's curved ceiling.

'Yes, but that was before they “invited” us out through the door. This isn't good.'

The group gingerly shuffled into the lighting, tip-toeing as they moved closer towards Mark's dark figure that stood the other side of the mist. His greying hair became more prominent as they crept up slowly behind him.

'This corridor is about 70, 80 feet long? If we can—'

Mark's words were broken off as Hargreaves sidled up next to him. 'Wait, we don't know what's lurking there at the end of the corridor, around each corner.'

'Yes, General, my thoughts exactly,' said the Professor, his annoyance obvious as he stared at Hargreaves.

Heavy footsteps rumbled through the grating, becoming ever louder as the sound echoed down the long stretch of light and steel.

'Get back, get back!' ordered Hargreaves as he hurriedly ushered them away from the door frame.

Frightened eyes peered out through the gaps in the mist as it ghosted past. Three aliens came into view at the end of the corridor, walking from left to right.

'What are they doing?' whispered James as his head bobbed and weaved, straining for a better look. 'I can't see properly through this shit.'

'Looks like they're carrying something?' said John, his head retreating back into the haze.

Tom began to whimper behind them.

'Shut up, Tom, they'll hear you!' panicked Hargreaves. He turned his attention back to Mark. 'What can you see?'

A human arm dropped to the floor; a glint apparent from something metallic that remained within the hand. Mark's eyes travelled the length of the limp body and wet organs, that culminated in two male feet sliding along the floor as the aliens dragged it away. Following behind them was the third alien, who held a dripping, ball shaped object in its creepy long fingers.

The Professor squinted his eyes as he focused on the scene before him. Two dark brown eyes stared emptily back at him. 'It can't be,' he said, turning away from the door. He placed his back against the wall, inside of the room. He looked upwards, clenching his eyes shut before opening them again, hoping that he was dreaming. The reality quickly returned. 'They're not letting us go—they never were.'

The mist crept eerily down the corridor. The door shut fast, cutting off the smoky haze, forcing the others to pull their heads back into the room quickly.

'Mark, what is it?' asked James, concerned. 'Why do you say that?'

'Because they wanted us to see it,' came the tight-lipped reply. The Professor ran his hands backwards through his hair as he looked to the ceiling again.

'See what?' James continued, frustrated. 'What did they want us to see?'

'Didn't you see what they were carrying?' said Mark, raising his defeated voice at them all. The shock in his face dragged his weary features downwards. 'It was Daniel, they were carrying Daniel—and he was in fucking pieces.'

Tom started shaking again. He suddenly screamed at the top of his voice as the realisation struck what was left of his sanity. He grabbed clumps of his thick hair and began swinging his elbows wildly. James swiftly moved to calm him again. He placed his hand over Tom's mouth, half stifling the cries as they both fell to the floor, their knees squirming in the grease as they fought one another.

Mark glanced at Hargreaves; his brown eyes swam with an intense seriousness as he stared deep. For the first time the Professor could see the fear etched on the General's wrinkled face. They each knew what the other was thinking.

'Why did he think that he could escape?' asked John as he dropped his gaze. 'He never stood a chance.' He pulled the parka jacket's hood over his head in an effort to mask his obvious distress. 'Stupid bastard, why didn't he listen?'
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