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‘And before we judge them too harshly we must remember what ruthless and utter destruction our own species has wrought...'

H.G. Wells, War of the Worlds

Prologue: The Shift

It had happened to everyone. Everything, everywhere on our entire planet. It wasn’t an event experienced by a few, be it dozens or even thousands, and watched by millions of unaffected others. It had happened to everyone. The warnings, from both fiction and reality, had finally become justified, science had indeed led us all down a dark path. The whole world. The selfish ambitions of a few, and one man in particular, had endangered the entire planet Earth. Professor Motaz Kanaan was now the most notorious name in human history, the hatred surpassing that held for Hitler, Stalin and all the other little men who had sought to become gods. Kanaan had come much closer than any of the others ever could.

He had exploited technology, not his own invention, but that of another race, an alien people far beyond our understanding, and it had proven disastrous. The Earth had been affected on a mind-boggling scale, and yet so subtly almost no one had noticed. Then the real owners of the machine had come to claim their technology, showing Kanaan and everyone else just how far from gods they really were.

The Kanaan Machine changed atomic frequencies, altered everything around it on a quantum level, shifting people, objects and eventually the whole planet, into the next dimension. The dangerous efforts and sacrifice of a few brave individuals had seen the machine brought back under control, and the Earth restored to its rightful place, within the universe, the realm, where it belonged. A few good men and women, only a handful of whom had survived to tell of more worlds, more realms filled with horrifying monsters. The Earth had returned, its shocked and terrified inhabitants had been left confused and angry, but everything was back where it was supposed to be, and the aliens, the dreaded Skin, had gone. There was no way of knowing if they might return, if they did the world would have to be ready, but it was agreed by all members of the United Nations that there was certainly no need to ever tempt fate by travelling closer to where the Skin might be. The Kanaan Act was passed. Every government signed up to it. The machine, a technology from an unknown world composed of semi-organic material that could actually grow itself and produce a larger device, or be separated to create many, was divided up, again and again. Most of it was placed under international guard at a facility in Switzerland, sealed in deep caves, never to be touched again. A few tiny fragments were taken by each permanent member of the Security Council for their scientists to study, though the Kanaan Act forbade experimenting with any piece larger than could fit within a simple petri dish, and only its properties and the energy it used could be examined. The devices were NEVER to be shifted. Travel into the next realm, even on a very small scale, was utterly outlawed by the Kanaan Act.

It had happened to everyone, so everyone had agreed. The Skin were far too dangerous a threat. The best policy, the only sensible strategy, was to let them be in the realm they had chosen to return to, and never, ever go anywhere near them again.
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Fear
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Sanchez blew out a long, slow breath. The metal roof beneath his prone body was cold, as was the night air that made his breath visible. He flexed his gloved fingers, moved his neck from side to side slowly, then closed one eye and put it to the scope. His right index finger gently curled around the trigger, the barrel of the rifle moved steadily, then froze. Sanchez stopped breathing. His mind was focused on the target. The rain was coming down harder again, but he didn’t notice. Below him people were still milling about the busy Shanghai street. Lights blazed everywhere, though not onto the dark roof where the sniper hid. Some lights even moved, flashed and floated down the sides of buildings. The city was a pristine jungle of neon, steel and glass. Over a thousand yards ahead of his rifle’s large barrel, was a tall structure housing shops, apartments and offices. Even at that late hour many still worked, and many more played. Lights were on in most windows and the bar on the second floor was heaving.

Jang Xi’s was a stylish place. Full of young people, mostly Chinese but also Japanese, Korean and even some western faces. It was a place to cool off after a busy day at the office, and over a hundred men and women were doing just that. Drinking, dancing, chatting, shouting, laughing, though the music so loud almost all other sounds were almost drowned out. The bar was long and served by ten young women. Its black marble top complimented the shining steel of the walls. It was a smart bar, full of smart people in expensive, stylish clothing. People who like to be seen when they go out, and indeed the whole street could view them as one wall was entirely taken up by huge glass windows that ran from floor to ceiling, giving the impression of that side actually being open to the street, and the cold night air, despite the heat within the crowded bar.

Most stood as they drank and socialized, but there were tables, for those quick enough to grab them, or those scary enough that no else wished to argue. Chan sat at the largest table, his two mean-faced bodyguards on either side. Five others sat at the table with them, fours young women who had arrived with Chan, all slim hips and pretty faces, laughing continuously, as though it was their job, and opposite Chan, who everyone in Shanghai knew to be the most notorious gangster in the city, was a man in black. Black suit, black shirt open at the neck, black boots on his feet. He was smart, but the austere colours of his clothes made him stand out against the garish silver and designer greys most men in the bar wore. Chan himself was in a relatively subdued shade of brown, but his shirt was a shimmering gold silk. He was an old fashioned sort in many ways, not like the faceless businessmen most modern criminals had become. He liked to be ostentatious, stand out, let everyone see his wealth and know that they could never take him on. Chan ran the local docks, from where container ships took billions of dollars in trade to all parts of the globe. He ran many of the businesses manufacturing those products too, and was said to control not only the police, but most of the politicians and bureaucrats in the region. He was untouchable.

“Two million,” Chan stated in Cantonese as he placed his cocktail glass back on the table, the girls around giggled giddily, “that is just for the inspection you understand, to see the product?”

“Yes, I understand that. It’s a lot, just to take a look,” the stranger replied, also speaking in fluent Cantonese despite his European appearance. The girls giggled more and one bodyguard put a hand lecherously on a young woman’s thigh, grinning at her.

“Yes it is!” Chan himself giggled, “You interested or not? I have others wanting to buy too of course.” He was shouting, despite their discussion involving an extremely illegal deal, the music was so loud those at his own table could only just hear him.

“What is the final price? For the object?” The man shouted in a gravelly voice, his tone sounding impatient, both with the annoying venue of the meeting and the casual attitude of the ever-grinning Chan. The mobster was over-confident, flamboyantly sure of himself, and he could afford to be. Not only was he the most notorious crook in Shanghai, he was also accompanied everywhere he went by a small army. In addition to the two large bodyguards, who’s handguns were clearly visible under their jackets, there were at least ten more of his men in the room, some standing near each exit, others wandering, eyes scanning the place.

“If you like what you see, and I’m sure you will, the final price can be negotiated, but I must warn you I have already received two other bids, the highest of which is five!”

“Five?”

“Yes,” Chan declared in English, “did you hear? I said five. Billion!” The girls giggled and Chan leaned further forward. “Do you think your bosses can do better than that?” The man in black rubbed a calloused hand over his smoothly shaven head. His eyes, despite it being night, were covered by small sunglasses, though there were quite a few others in the bar sporting shades too, some on their eyes, others just on their heads as fashion accessories. It was pretty common to see young people especially wearing them at night in the cool bars and clubs so Chan had not paid it much attention when he sat down. Many people would have asked the man to remove them, wanting to see his eyes, try to read him. Chan wasn’t interested in that, he didn’t like faces, faces told lies. Eyes were especially misleading. He knew that the young girls around them were utterly terrified of him, despite the happy glints in their own eyes as they perpetually giggled. Chan preferred to read bodies, movements, actions. How a person sat, how they moved in response to what he said, whether or not their fingers trembled when they shook his hand, or lifted a drink to their lips. Chan had watched the stranger closely since they sat down at the table and he was beginning to appreciate something, despite the chaos of people and noisy music around them. This man was different, his posture in the chair was neither nervous nor confident but, somehow simply neutral, as though he had no emotional response to Chan or the situation at all. His fingers did not tremble, and they looked strong, the muscles in the hand visible flexed when the man picked up the glass of Tequila. Gleaning no information from the body except that the stranger looked extremely tough and capable, Chan stared at the face. He took in the stubble-covered jaw, the cheekbones, the smooth and well-shaped head. A handsome face, many women might agree, but hard-looking, and scarred down one side. “And who are you?” he shouted at the man, continuing to speak in English.

“We agreed, no names, Mr Chan,” the stranger replied still in a Chinese dialect, and leaning forward himself.

“I know, but it’s a big risk. I think I need to know who I’m dealing with. I don’t care who is buying the...” he looked around, his usual confidence giving way to caution just for a moment, “the device. They can remain understandably anonymous, but who are you? Why did they send you?” When the stranger didn’t reply Chan’s mood altered, he did not trust this hard-looking man, he looked more like a fighter than a negotiator and the mob boss was suddenly happy he had decided to go with his more unusually extravagant security set up. “You know I really don’t like you, and I don’t do business with people I don’t like.”

“You’re making a mistake, Mr Chan.”

“NO! You have made the mistake! You think you know what’s happening here? You think you can play me?” Chan lifted a hand into the air and suddenly the tremendous din of the music stopped dead! At the same time everyone in the bar ceased talking too. The silence was profound after such lively noise, then all eyes turned to stare at the stranger. The girl nearest him suddenly pulled out a small but sharp-looking blade and held it to his throat. Only the young women behind the bar remained animated, looking around at everyone in confusion and clearly not in on the plan. “I control the room. If this is a trap, it will not work, you are a dead man!” Chan exclaimed. The stranger smiled, ignoring the knife at his throat. He reached up and slowly took off his shades

“Mr Chan,” he growled in a deep voice, speaking in English, “no one sent me, and you do not control anything.” One of the girls gasped as she saw the stranger’s pale grey eyes. Chan and his two henchmen just stared, caught in the moment. All at the table, and those stood closest, were mesmerized by the extraordinary irises, inside which tiny flecks of red glistened like sparks. Chan’s own eyes suddenly widened and he stood up fast shouting in surprise and terror.

“Tā mā de!” The stranger leapt up onto the table in a blink and his hand caught Chan’s throat, then pulled and ripped out the flesh, splattering two girls with their boss’ blood. The other girl and her small knife had been knocked aside by the force of the stranger’s movement. Her friends drew knives too now, as did almost everyone else in the bar, others pulling out guns. Shouting ensued as both bodyguards tried to stand, drawing their weapons. The firing began, shots echoed around the bar as people dropped to the floor.

“Nàlǐ!” shouted a voice over the automatic fire. The man in black had gone from the table top, so fast no one saw where he went, then the lights cut out! People screamed, others shouted angrily, determined to kill whatever enemy was in their midst. The only light came from muzzle-flashes of a dozen machine guns and the neon everywhere outside. Walls were riddled with bullets, men and women dropped, shot by their own people in the confusion. Some ran for the exits. The pandemonium of death, darkness and noise made it impossible for Sanchez to see his target.

“Sir, all hell’s breaking loose in there. I’ve lost visual, no shot.”

“Just keep watching, Corporal,” a voice crackled over his radio. Inside the bar people were screaming in both fear and pain. Blades slashed around, looking for their victim. A figure moved too fast to follow, scything its way around the dark space, striking here, kicking there, grabbing a head and snapping the neck. It had been designed as the perfect security plan, own the room, fill the bar entirely with their own, but the ambush had failed, now they felt under attack. Blood splattered across the large window as Sanchez watched through his scope.

“It’s a massacre! Everyone’s being killed!”

“Stay focused, Corporal.”

Inside Jang Xi’s a body flew through the air and crashed into a wall, then there were more cries, from the opposite side. Behind the bar three women crouched, too afraid to follow their colleagues to the exit. They listened as the fight, the carnage, played out. Shouts, gasps, grunts, gunfire that made them jump and shake. Blood flew and spattered the optics above them. Suddenly a man’s body came crashing over the bar and landed on the floor, one girl had to clutch a hand to her mouth to stifle her scream. In the neon glow coming into the bar from outside, she could see the man’s face had been torn away, leaving a bloody mess that poured out and spread all around the floor.

Silence.

The young women did not dare move, they huddled together and let the blood pool around them, soaking into their skirts and underwear as they sat shaking in fear. Coloured lights from outside cast strange shapes across the wall and optics above them. Almost all the ‘customers’ were either dead or had fled the scene. Moments passed, then one girl summoned the courage to slowly straighten and peer over the bar top. She could just make out a dark figure standing almost in the centre of the room, it turned her way and she gasped and dropped back down to her friends. They listened to footsteps coming closer, outside sirens were approaching, though still some minutes away. The girls gasped again as a hand, then arm appeared above and reached over them, taking hold of a Tequila bottle from a bench behind the bar. The sound of the top being removed, then a gulp being taken.

Suddenly there was a loud crack! A dull, thudding sound followed and then a frightening noise such as none of them had ever heard before. A deep, animal-like but strange growl. A snarl of anger that made their blood run cold. Another loud crack, then a smashing noise. The girl closest to the end of the bar looked out and saw the huge windows were crazed, many holes had been shot in them from inside during the fight, now another appeared, followed by another, much larger than the other holes, then a whole section, about a third of the glass wall, smashed in as another round shot into the bar. The dull, wet thud sounded again and the horribly strange growl followed. The girls whimpered in terror at that noise, what the hell was in the bar with them?! What could make such a sound?! Then they all screamed as a figure leapt over the bar and landed right before them with a powerful crash. The shaven head turned to look at the three petrified little Chinese women, its strange eyes glowing red in the dimness. “Stay down!” a deep voice growled at them. Two of them gasped and cried while the third just stared at the red eyes and nodded her acceptance of his command. She looked to her left when she sensed movement and saw figures dropping down from outside, stopping when they were level with the windows. Then all three young women closed their eyes and tried to crouch lower as the men repelling down the building outside began to shoot.

Again Jang Xi’s was ripped apart by round after round of automatic fire. The commandoes outside blasted away, determined to kill anything within. Above them a helicopter was hovering over the tall building. Corporal Sanchez watched as the rest of his team, four men, swung themselves into the bar through the smashed window. He could see the small torches on their weapons sweeping the place but was too far away to make out much detail in the dark. Even using night vision on his scope the blackness within Jang Xi’ seemed impenetrable. Sanchez listened to his colleagues over the radio. “Right corner clear.”

“Left...clear.”

“Clear over here. No sign.”

“Check right, there.”

“Clear...wait, no this guy’s not him. Clear”

“Is he gone?”

“I don’t know...there’s no sign?”

“Check the bar.”

“Hey, don’t move. I said DON’T MO.,.!” A scream!

“Contact left! CONTACT LEFT!” Firing. Sanchez stared hard through his scope and took three shots into the area where the fire seemed to be concentrating, adding his fifty calibre rounds to the dozens from their assault rifles. More screams! Then the voice of his team leader inside, gurgling and choked. “Fuck, men down, men...” Another cry, then nothing as the police sirens finally pulled onto the street where hundreds of people crouched behind cars and in doorways, trying to stay safe but desperate to see what was going on. Three cars, lights flashing, pulled up outside the building, the officers being met by groups of people shouting and screaming at them. A black van with blue flashing lights came racing down the road and screeched to a halt, the doors burst open and a team of police in black, carrying submachine guns, piled out and ran into the building.

Sanchez was breathing frantically. He scanned the big windows of Jang Xi’s for any sign of movement. What the hell was he supposed to do? The rest of the team were down, he had no idea about the target. The radio crackled and he looked up at the helicopter still hovering over the building. “Corporal what do ya’ see? What’s happening?!” The radio demanded.

“I don’t know, sir,” he replied, voice giving away his fear, “I think they’re all gone, they’re all...”

“Do you have a visual of the target?”

“I...no sir I can’t...wait!” he was looking through his scope again. Staring at the broken window he saw a shadowy figure emerge and begin climbing up the outside of the building. “He’s there, sir! I got him! He’s on the outside!”

“Take the shot!” Corporal Sanchez chambered another round, breathed out slowly as he tracked the figure’s movement up the side of the building, ignoring the impossibility of that, ignoring the sirens, the commotion and panic below and the lights of the police SWAT team as they entered the bar. All was forgotten, only the target, that strange, terrifying target crawling up the side of the building mattered. Sanchez stopped breathing, and fired.
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There were six of them. The survivors of their unit. Well-trained and battle-hardened they had thought themselves ready for anything, but the Army Rangers who had accompanied the task force into an alien realm could never have been prepared for what they would encounter. Along with the task force leader, Professor Conrad Harker, they and the other survivors were now the heroes of the world. The US government, especially ex-president William Banner, would have preferred to keep most details of the mission a total secret. That of course was impossible. A city, and not just any city but the Big Apple itself, had vanished from the face of the Earth. There was no hiding that. And there was absolutely no hiding the fact of the planetary shift which had to be corrected. So the world was told the truth, every bit of it, all except the involvement of one man, one figure who everyone, including Professor Harker himself, agreed should remain a top-secret. The task force survivors had been awarded medals for their bravery, specially created just for them and presented at the United Nations not on behalf on any one country, but all of them. There had been a lot of debating over the name and shape but eventually the six soldiers, Harker, Dr Mariya Korney, Dr Sangeeta Jaffroy, Jesse Beech and the three Air Force men who had saved them all at the last moment with their Reaper drone, had accepted their medals before a packed and delighted audience of dignitaries, families, press and public at a ceremony outside the damaged UN building in an earthquake ravaged Manhattan, exactly one year after the events of The Shift.

Captain Roger Stone didn’t care much for his medal, but he had liked the name. After all, the police detective had made the ultimate sacrifice in the end which had given them back the tech needed to shift the world. Lieutenant Jack Watson had been killed, or taken, when the Skin aliens had left to return to their own realm, so it was quite fitting for their medals to be given the name the Watson Shield. To be presented on behalf of the world to those who have risked all, knowing they would likely die, to save the whole planet. It was hoped these would be the only ones ever given out. Captain Stone was not the only one who felt unsure about that, but he had put his medal over the fireplace, where the kids would see it every time they came round, and tried to continue his career as a soldier. It had proven impossible. At the time of The Shift he had been Chief Warrant Officer Stone, along with the Watson Shield he had also been awarded the Medal of Honor and promoted, first to Lieutenant, then Captain as he was given a post at the 75th Ranger Battalion’s base at Fort Benning, Georgia. He had become an instructor, sharing his experience with the battalion, who were to be the front line defense, the first responders in the event of an attack by the Skin. That had been some high up general’s idea at the Pentagon. Stone thought it was pointless, the Skin were beyond them.

He was only in his late twenties, but the young soldiers he found himself instructing seemed so naïve and immature, so excited to be a part of the vanguard against an alien foe. They didn’t understand. They listened to him tell his story of the task force, their mission into another dimension, with wide eyes like children hearing a fairy tale. He tried to make them understand the fear, the horrific danger of the beasts they had encountered in the strange forest earth. Homo Ravenous were aptly named by Dr Jaffroy. The young soldiers were fascinated by the notion of those man-eating monsters, Stone got that, he understood that his men were tough, well-trained warriors, given the right means they would be a more than capable force against such ferocious but primitive beasts. The Skin however, they were another matter. They were something no soldier could be prepared for. Roger Stone had barely slept for a full night since his return, like his five surviving Ranger comrades.

All had experienced nightmares about snapping, gnashing teeth, powerful limbs that lashed out in the darkness, and always the face of the beautiful woman with white hair. He had shot her twice, he knew, Stone saw the rounds strike the side of her head as he ran at her, only to ping away uselessly. His nightmare always ended the same way, flying. He was in the helicopter again, staring out the windshield past the two pilots, ahead of them in the night sky was a Skin. Naked, powerful, godlike, and smiling. His dreams became so vivid at that point; he saw every element. The male alien’s perfect, muscular form as it floated in the air, the vivid detailing of the swirling tattoos that covered the being’s pale flesh. The smooth, bald head reflecting moonlight. The sharp teeth within that terrible grin, and the red glow in its piercing eyes, burning into him, before it rushed in and...that’s when he would wake up, screaming.

Stone had been divorced already at the time of The Shift, he was glad of that really, although having Lucy around to comfort him might have felt good for him, his behaviour would have frightened her, not only the nightmares, but the anger each morning, and the paranoia. Sometimes he thought he saw them, in the street, at the mall, in a bar, even at the base. One time he had been walking across a compound and just stopped and froze, staring. Ahead of him a group of men, new recruits, had come jogging around the corner. It was a hot day, the men were stripped to the waist and sporting their newly shaven heads. It was a stupid thing, Captain Stone knew how ridiculous it was, but in that moment he really had thought they were Skin, running towards him. His heart had jumped so hard he felt a pain in his chest. He knew, had he been carrying a weapon, he would have shot at the young men without hesitation. Instead he simply stood, frozen to the spot as they ran past, all giving a salute which he did not return, the realization slowly coming to him. Then he had forced himself to walk on, finally reaching the administrative building he had been heading for and making straight for the restroom where he threw up.

Of course there was plenty of help offered. The modern army was well aware of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. He saw a psychiatrist, went to meetings, along with the others: Master Sergeant Clifford Dempsey, who had been Corporal when on the task force, and Staff Sergeants Toby Grimes, Dan Makepeace, Hernández Salazar and Bruno Johnson, who had all been lowly Privates on the mission. All went to the meetings, all received counselling, praise, medals, promotions, pats on the back, interviews on TV, signed autographs in the street, and slept with the many young women who threw themselves at the heroes. All of them were out of the army less than six months after receiving their medals.

Dan Makepeace really found the fame unbearable. He had taken to drinking, then gone on quickly to harder substances. Stone had tried to help him as much as he could, but Makepeace was on a downward spiral. He went into rehab, but while there something, possibly just a thing in his own head, had pushed him over the top and he had hung himself one night with a torn bed sheet. That had sent the others further into depression themselves, especially Captain Stone, who felt responsible for them all as the highest ranked soldier amongst them. Toby Grimes, by far the calmest and most relaxed of them before the mission, became Stone’s closest friend. They leant on each other, both knew they could pick up the phone whenever they needed to and the other would come to them. Together they kept an eye on the other three. Clifford Dempsey, a tall and good-looking guy, moved to California and started a career as an actor in low-budget movies, mostly for the Sci-Fi channel. Eventually he seemed to be doing OK, though still attended veteran’s meetings. Now, almost exactly two years after the mission, Stone and Grimes had all but lost touch with Dempsey. Johnson and Salazar were still close, still attending the same meetings with them and occasionally getting drunk together. They never spoke about the task force mission at those times, they didn’t need to.

One night, Stone and Grimes were sat together in a bar in Atlanta. They were regulars so the other customers knew who they were, and knew not to bother them. The soldiers had stopped giving out autographs and were never interested in discussing possible alien invasions with the ignorant or paranoid, they just wanted to be left alone. Toby Grimes sipped his Bourbon and let out a short laugh. Roger Stone turned to look at him. Grimes was a heavy-set man in his mid-twenties, his youthful face said nothing about his combat experience both during the shift mission and before that in Afghanistan and other places. “Maybe we should be movie stars too,” he stated in his Texan accent. Stone snorted a laugh of his own.

“Maybe, I don’t think I’ve got the looks.”

“Well, maybe not, me neither. We don’t have to play the hero, I’m kinda sick o’ that anyhow.”

“Me too,” Stone agreed, taking a sip of his Scotch.

“We could be the bad guys. Everybody loves a bad guy.”

“You still doing the after-shave commercial?”

“Well yes and no, only did the one shoot, they still showin’ it, still getting’ paid for it too.” Grimes smiled and signalled for the barman to refill his glass.

“Well then you don’t need the money. I’m still living off the cash from my press exclusives, gonna be a while before I finish up with that.”

“Ok then. So what...? It’s gonna be a life of leisure for us from now on?” Grimes looked uncomfortable at the thought.

“We’re not soldiers anymore, Toby, and that’s all I’ve ever been. I’ve got no plans.”

“Well shoot! That there’s a problem. We gotta have a plan, Roger, we gotta move on, or the damn nights are always gonna be the same, it’ll never leave us.” A dark look came across Toby’s face as he spoke, thinking of the nightmares.

“It feels so unfinished. That’s why it never leaves.”

“We completed the mission, we got us all back, I mean the world an all.”

“Does it still amaze you?”

“I don’t think anythin’ would amaze me anymore,” Grimes laughed again.

“Soldiers defeat the enemy, that’s what they do. Who did we defeat?” Stone took another drink and Grimes looked at him with a serious expression.

“Mission accomplished sir, let it go,” he told Roger, who laughed and seemed to relax again.

“OK, let’s go play the bad guys then,” he replied. Toby Grimes smiled broadly.

“Well, it’s a plan.” They chinked glasses together and drank up.

A half hour later Roger Stone hauled his six foot three frame out of a taxi cab and climbed the steps up the porch of his house. It was late, the street was quiet. Roger thought he’d probably had enough alcohol to ensure half a night’s sleep before the nightmares woke him up, but he was planning on one last glass of Scotch in front of the TV just to be sure. As he fumbled with the door key he heard a vehicle pull up behind him. He turned and saw a black SUV. The lights went off and its engine stopped, then the rear door on his side opened and a man dressed in a suit and tie got out, he was smiling as he approached. “Captain Roger Stone?”

“Is that a serious question? And it’s not Captain anymore.” The man was climbing the steps. “Can I help you?”

“Yes Captain, I think you can, and I think we can help you.”
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“Good evening, Angela, always a pleasure.”

“It’s great to see you again, Conrad, let me formally introduce you.” Angela Maynard, the Secretary of Defense, gestured to the smart, middle-aged man at her side. “Dr Joshua Goldberg meet Professor Conrad Harker.”

“It’s an honor, sir,” stated the man as he rose and shook the professor’s hand.

“The honor is all mine I can assure you, Joshua. I’ve been dying to meet you ever since Angela told me of your proposal.”

“Did you get the invitation?” Angela asked as Harker sat down at their table. The Plume restaurant was located in the Jefferson Hotel on 16th Street in Washington DC. Its food, décor and staff were impeccable.

“Yes I did, and I’ll be delighted to attend, of course.”

“Good. I wasn’t sure your busy schedule would allow it, and I thought my dairy was full! Joshua the professor is about the most popular guy on the planet right now.” Harker looked down, a little abashed as Joshua Goldberg, a lecturer in psychology at American University, chuckled and looked around the restaurant, noting how many other diners were occasionally glancing their way, though trying to be subtle about it. Plume often played host to famous faces, especially from the political world, but an international hero was too tempting a sight not to look.

“I believe that young woman over there just took you picture with her cell phone,” Joshua mused.

“Oh really?!” commented Angela, annoyed, “you’d think people would have more decorum in a place like this.”

“Its fine, Angela,” Conrad Harker was amused, and had become very patient, even complacent, about the constant attention he drew. “To be expected. After all I believe it was you who pushed hardest for our team to be given the recognition we’ve received, so really it’s all your fault.” He smiled and Angel Maynard laughed.

“Yeah I guess it is. I hope it’s not too much of a burden.”

“On the contrary I’ve been involved in lots of rather fascinating work recently. I have offers to lead research all over the place. On the subjects I’m most familiar with, crime, terrorism, strategy but also of course...”

“On the aliens?” Joshua interrupted. The Secretary of Defense could not help shuddering at the very mention of the Skin. In a laboratory deep beneath the Pentagon was a box made from almost indestructible transparent resin. Bomb proof, bullet proof and fire proof, but nowhere near as indestructible as its contents. Inside, staring out at the world with black, soulless eyes, was the head of a Skin. It was the only sample of the aliens anywhere on Earth, as far as most people knew, and so was incredibly valuable as a source of study, but Angela Maynard had stared into those dark eyes on several occasions and the thought of the ruthless and practically immortal beings returning filled her with dread.

“Yes, I’m afraid the Skin are the main topic most people want to talk to me about.”

“Well it’s not really surprising, they are about the most significant discover of all time, well, apart from the multidimensional universe I guess.” Joshua chuckled at the enormity of it all.

“Indeed,” agreed Conrad.

“But ya’ know I find that whole business a little too vast to get my head around. I’ll leave that to the physicists and engineers like Dr Korney,” Joshua admitted.

“How is Mariya?” asked Angela, “I haven’t seen her in a while.”

“Oh, as industrious as ever, you know she’s running the lab at MIT? Studying the Machine fragments?”

“Of course.” The waiter came to take their order and then the conversation fell to the subject of Angela and Joshua’s upcoming wedding. It had been almost six years since the death of her first husband, the father of her two boys, and Angela had thought she would never marry again. Her sons and political career had become her world, until she met Joshua Goldberg at a dinner party at the White House. He was an old friend of the new president David Carter. Having been personally involved in the original development of the Kanaan Machine by its diabolical creator, his predecessor President Banner had been impeached and had stood trial before the Senate. William Banner was currently under house-arrest at his home in Wyoming. President Carter had run for office on a ticket of openness and honesty, both with the American people and the other nations of the world. The USA was not a popular country. It was within their nation, under the very nose of the president, that the world had been put in such peril, then they had tried to cover it up, deal with the problem alone and keep The Shift and the alien menace a secret. When the whole of New York City had been shifted on again by the Skin, the secret was out. It had taken a great deal of diplomacy and contrition on the part of the USA to avoid war with the furious peoples of Russia, China and certain European nations. The shape of international politics was changed forever. Were it not for the success of Harker and his team, Angela had no doubt the world would certainly have turned on them, sparking a war that would end them all. Even now many viewed her country with suspicion and fear. It was hard to say which people found most frightening, the mind-boggling planetary shift or the existence of ferocious and powerful alien beings.

“You must allow me to ask you just a few things about the Skin Professor,” Joshua stated.

“Oh now, really? Do we have to?” protested Angela.

“It’s alright Angela, I don’t mind, but Joshua please just call me Conrad. I get ‘professor’ enough.” The tall man smiled beneath his metal-rimmed glasses. His greying beard combined to really give him the look of the archetypal professor, were it not for his domineering size. Conrad Harker was a tough old soul. He had spent his life studying criminals and terrorists, had found himself in many a dangerous location. He had led the task force into a strange alien realm and fought against the most terrifying creatures man had ever encountered. The brightly intelligent eyes spoke of a sharp intellect, a mind filled with knowledge, but also of experience, they had seen things very few others had dreamt of. One experience in particular made him utterly unique.

“As the only person to ever actually speak with a Skin, knowingly, I’ve just got to get your take on them,” Joshua told him.

“You’ve read the book, Joshua, we all have. We know what was said. Hell there’ll be kids in school who know every word of it.”

“Yes Angela, that’s true, all of my students know it by heart. But here I’ve got the man himself before me, and I’m not so interested in what was said. Conrad, as a psychologist I have to admit the intellect, the personalities of the Skin are even more fascinating that their impossible biology.”

“Indeed,” agreed the professor.

“I mean. No emotions. No fear, or love, or hate. It doesn’t make sense, it’s a contradiction. What drives them? They don’t die, they can barely be hurt. They don’t need food or any sustenance...”

“That we know of,” Conrad interrupted, “maybe there is something they need, a food or energy source not available to them here. That would explain their drive to get back home, despite their lack of emotions. It would give them cause to act.”

“Absolutely, I agree,” Joshua sounded excited now and it made Angela smile. “There’s gotta be something in their own realm that compelled them to return. They could have stayed here, in fact, they could have ruled the world. What could we do to stop them?”

“It’s an interesting point,” Harker mused, nodding. “The fact they chose to remain hidden while here, only showing their hand to get to the machine, tells us they have no interest in us or our planet.”


“Oh God let’s hope so!” Angela exclaimed, then spoke more quietly. “That damned head is still alive,” she pushed her plate away half-finished. “They’ve tried to communicate with it God knows how many times, and in different ways. The last time I saw they’d hooked it up to a computer and were looking to see if there was anything resembling brain waves or some such thing, electrical impulses?”



“What did they see?” Conrad asked.

“Again, nothing. He...it...is alive. Those horrible dark eyes follow you around the room, the sparks of red still glint deep inside them, and every now and then the mouth moves or a cheek twitches.”

“Fascinating!” declared Joshua.

“But whatever processes are going on inside its skull, we can’t see them, can’t detect them.”

“So what he told you would seem to be accurate, Conrad,” whispered Joshua in awe, “they are just skin, and...”

“And that is all they are,” Harker finished for him. “Beyond life. Neither living nor dead but simply existing, in a state beyond our experience, beyond our ability to comprehend.”

“And yet they are alive. They move, they have language, they act on desires or needs...”

“But all we see is darkness,” Harker went on, “unknowable blackness wrapped in an indestructible skin.” There was a moment of silent contemplation, as often there was whenever anyone found themselves discussing the unfathomable alien beings. Then the doctor and professor got to talking in detail about possible theories regarding the Skin’s psychology and intellect. Secretary Maynard was as fascinated by them as everyone else, but her job was to keep the American people safe, they had faced many terrors in the next dimensions, both from aliens and fellow humans, and she was determined they would be ready next time, whatever it took. After they had finished the pudding Joshua excused himself and went off to the bathroom. Angela looked at Conrad with a stern expression.

“All we see is darkness,” she whispered, quoting the professor from earlier. “Have you heard from him? Do you know where he is?”

“No. I’ve not heard a thing. If Lewis does decide to make contact you’ll be the first to know Angela, but right now, there’s no reason why he would.”

“The CIA people think he’s in South-East Asia, there’s an idea that he’s hunting for black market pieces of the machine. You know the Russians have lost a significant amount, corruption and general incompetence.”

“Are all of our samples secure?”

“They’d better be. Our systems are rigorous and the international observers are checking up all the time. What do you think he wants with it?”

“Lewis? Well my guess is that he wants to follow them. Find out more about them, and so about himself.”

“Jesus Christ! So he’ll break the Kanaan Act?”

“I don’t think he considers himself subject to our laws. Have you got people looking for him?”

“Yeah, General Anderson is in charge of a black ops team searching for him. It’s all totally deniable.”

“It’s all very dangerous. He’s not our enemy, Angela.”

“He will be if he breaks the Act, and anyway the President is insistent, he wants him found. A human with Skin attributes?! Think of what we could learn from him.”

“He won’t cooperate,” Harker stated flatly.

“I wish I could get you to talk to the President about it, maybe change his mind, but you’re not even supposed to know about General Anderson’s team so for God’s sake don’t let anyone know you got it from me.”

“You know you can trust me, Madam Secretary,” Harker smiled, “I hope Anderson doesn’t have any success, for the sake of his men.”

“I agree. The President’s in direct command, but General Anderson has orders to inform me if they make contact with Lewis.”

“And do you trust the general?”

“He’s President Carter’s man,” Secretary Maynard answered simply.

“Indeed,” muttered Professor Harker in a sceptical tone.
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Chapter 4
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Lewis was in darkness, where he was most comfortable. What had he been doing? Where had he been? Memories came back suddenly. Climbing. A city surrounded him, brightly lit. Below was a chaos of shouting, screaming and flashing lights. Something had struck him, hard. The object, most likely a high calibre bullet, had smacked into the back of his skull, penetrating his brain, scrambling his thoughts. He had a sense of falling, then all went black. Now here he was, lying in darkness and surrounded by silence.

It was cold. His bare skin felt the cool plastic of the sheet coving his body, icy metal was beneath him. Slowly he sat up, letting the sheet fall away to the floor. He was on a bench of some sort, looking around, eyes that were only part human focussing easily in the gloom. There were other benches, plastic sheets covering prone figures. Lewis knew death, he had been surrounded by it all his long life, and had caused it more times than he could possibly remember. The morgue reminded him of so many places he had found himself in the past, dark, cold and filled with the stench of corpses. He felt at home, though he never understood why. Violence, combat, death, they were where he belonged, what he was supposed to do, like it was hard-wired into him, not just conditioned but built into his very genes. It didn’t worry him, nor did he feel remorse for the countless he had slain, or regret for a long lifetime of killing. Lewis didn’t feel anything, ever. At least that was how he thought of himself, as a man devoid of all emotion. However, there had been times he had felt anger, wrath, and just the once he had experience desperation. He had come so close, when confronting the Skin in that alien world. The female had known what he was, or at least something about it. When she saw his strange tattoos that swirled all around his body’s hard flesh, she had known what they meant, that look in her dark eyes...then she was gone! Shifted back into their own realm where, at that time, he could not follow.
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