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      It was 5.30 p.m. on a weekday evening in early November. The weather was dry with a low cloud ceiling of sombre and oppressive cumulus. The rush hour traffic was heavy on the main road that lay between two major English cities. Although it was not yet completely dark, the road was a ribbon of headlights.

      A double-decker bus pulled in at a bus stop on the main road. Two twenty-something barmaids, Jessica Bryce and Georgina Lovell (not their real names), got off the bus and headed towards the nearby Half Moon Inn, that stood back from the road behind a fenced-off forecourt of low-maintenance shrubs.

      The inn and its original ranges of stables and outbuildings had undergone a series of transformations during its two-hundred-year history. For the first half of its life it had been a wayside hostelry, which had closed with the advent of motor transport. Its buildings had become a seed corn and potato merchant's premises, and then a stud. The whole complex had lain derelict during the war years, then been bulldozed away in the 1950s to make room for a purpose-built pub, which bore the same name as the original hostelry. The current building was leased from a local landowner by a national pub chain.

      On this particular evening the place lay in darkness, as the inn did not officially open till 6:00 p.m. Jess and Gina walked around to what was now the main entrance off the customers' car park at the rear of the building. They had to use their torches, as there were no lights in the vicinity, the car park backing on to open pastureland that was divided into small fields by eighteenth-century enclosure hedges.

      "No Graham–again," Jess commented peevishly, stepping around the puddles from the afternoon's rain showers.

      "He gets paid for doing nothing," Gina added sourly. "Some people just chance their luck and get away with it! We're not paid to be acting managers."

      "It's not fair," Jess agreed. "It shouldn't be our responsibility to open up."

      "Complain," Gina suggested. "You've been here longer than me, so it should come from you."

      "I might."

      "You won't. You never do."

      "I might. It's just that Graham knows the area boss really well. I could end up losing my job. I'd need a reference from him if I left and he knows it."

      It was almost dark at the back of the inn. In what little daylight remained the girls could see that the car park was empty of vehicles. Beyond the boundary fence nothing could be discerned of the open countryside. As Jess fumbled in her handbag for the keys to the main door, Gina became aware of a bright white light that suddenly appeared beneath the low cloud above the fields behind the car park. She nudged her companion's arm.

      "What's that?"

      The girls watched the light for a few seconds. It seemed to be moving slowly and it made no sound.

      "It's just a plane," Jess said. Then, less certainly,  "isn't it?"

      Gina was puzzled. "I can't hear engines. It can't be a plane!"

      "Maybe it's one of those gliders from the club on the airfield."

      Gina was doubtful. "Who'd be out gliding in the dark? And it's getting lower."

      "It's not going to clear those trees!" Jess stared in sudden horror at the approaching light.

      "Oh my God," Gina shrieked. "Did you see that? It went straight through them–straight through those trees!"

      The light seemed to pass through a stand of mature pines and then land in the field beyond the car park. But it didn’t go out. It remained constant, at ground level, very bright and silent.

      There was no explosion. No flames. No cries for help.

      "It's crashed!" Gina shrieked.

      "Better see if we can do something," Jess proposed anxiously.

      The girls ran across the car park and climbed the perimeter post-and-rail fence, observing that the light remained constant in the field. On the other side of the fence, they found themselves struggling to make headway against an impenetrable tangle of thorn bushes and briars.

      "Ouch! I can't get through," Gina cried out.

      The twosome were forced to give up their attempt to reach the field from the car park.

      "Let's phone emergency from the office," Jess suggested.

      They retreated to the fence, then hurried across the car park towards the inn. Their entire experience, they estimated later, had taken only five or six minutes. As they entered the inn they looked back, noting that the light remained very bright, stationary, and strangely silent.

      When questioned the next day by a reporter from the Evening Courier, Jess mentioned she’d thought she’d seen something else as she’d looked back from the doorway: the vague impression of a tall figure covered in feathers like some kind of birdman, standing by the fence at the edge of the car park. But then Gina had switched on the outside lights and by the time Jess's eyes had adjusted to the sudden glare, the figure—if it had indeed been there—had vanished.

      The bar stood in semi-darkness, illuminated by passing traffic on the main road. Jess and Gina flicked on ground-floor lights from the main switchboard. Then, they rushed into the office and Gina grabbed the telephone. By now, both were beginning to panic.

      "Shall I dial 999?" Gina asked.

      "What else? And be quick!"

      Gina hesitated. "Never done this before." She thrust the receiver at Jess. "Here–you do it."

      Jess took the phone. "Go out and watch."

      Gina ran out as Jess nervously dialled the emergency number.

      Standing on the bottom rail of the car park fence, Gina watched the light in the field, shielding her eyes from its brightness. A couple minutes later, Jess was at her side.

      "I've rung them," Jess said breathlessly. "I said it was a plane crash and we needed everyone."

      "But is it a plane?" Gina asked, confused. "I've been watching, and it's stayed very quiet. No sign of flames. No one's tried to get out and run away. Nothing's happened. There's just the light."

      Jess climbed  onto the fence next to Gina. They stared at the intense light, protecting their eyes.

      "It's very weird." Jess' voice was tinged with awe. "It's not doing anything."

      "It's just a light." Gina sounded scared. "There's no shape to it. No bodywork. No wings or anything."

      "Hello?" Jess called anxiously. "Is anyone there?"

      Silence.

      "Is anyone hurt?" Gina shouted uncertainly. "Do you need help?"

      Silence.

      The girls looked at each other with escalating confusion and fear. Their mounting anxiety was interrupted by the sound of rapidly approaching sirens from the main road.

      I don't believe it–they're here already," Jess exclaimed.  "I've only just rung them!"

      Three vehicles appeared, blue lights flashing. All were police cars; there was no sign of fire engines or ambulances. They swooped past the car park, heading down the rough track that led to the field beyond the fence.

      "We'd better tell them what we saw," Jess said decisively.

      Gina looked doubtful. "You do the talking. I don't like officials."

      "We should go back into the bar. We are supposed to be at work," Jess reasoned. "They'll find us if they want us."
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      A helicopter appeared and hovered above the flashing police cars, the power of its searchlight muting the white glow of the light in the field.

      Although a number of personnel were in attendance at the scene, none of them had yet entered the field. The officers seemed content merely to observe from the comfort of their vehicles. This would, incidentally, prove an important point researchers recalled later.

      Janet (Jan) Barnes, a thirty-year-old reporter from the Evening Courier, drove into the car park in a 4x4 BMW. She pulled up, opened her window and peered out, then made a call on her mobile.

      "Hi Russell. I'm out at the Half Moon Inn and it looks like some kind of incident. ...No, I don't know yet. Blue lights flashing and there's a chopper with its searchlight on. I can't see any other press, so I must be the first here. Could be our lucky night–a scoop for the Courier!"

      She rang off and got out of her car. As she walked on to the rough track, she noted a dark-coloured Mercedes pull into the car park behind her. Two men dressed in well-cut suits got out and entered the inn. Her reporter's instinct told her they weren’t paying customers, more like officials of some kind. Her brain all at once began yelling, “Story, story, story!”

      Should she approach the officers in the cars, or find out what the suits were up to? She decided on the latter.

      Halfway back across the car park, she was intercepted by a uniformed officer. Where the hell had he sprung from? The man was very tall and lean, and had a clipped affected voice that could have come from a broadcast of British Pathé News. Weren't such affectations obsolete now, she wondered later.

      "Superintendent Hemingway," he announced. "I'm the officer in charge here. Can I help you?"

      She knew everyone on the local force and they didn't have a Hemingway, which struck her as odd. She showed him her press ID. "Jan Barnes, Evening Courier. I'm enquiring about the incident in the field back there." She watched the man's body language closely. Sometimes, even among professionals, it gave away more than their words. But, annoyingly, Hemingway's didn't.

      "I'm afraid I can't comment," the officer clipped. "I must ask you to leave immediately while we make sure the area is secure. Your personal safety could be at risk."

      "Is it a crime scene?" she asked, undaunted. "A terrorist incident?"

      "I'm afraid I can't go into details."

      "Well, something's happened–or you wouldn't be here!"

      She sensed the superintendent's manner soften. Ah, she thought, he's going to give me the official line.

      "All I can tell you is that two young people thought they saw an aircraft crash in the field back there," Hemingway began. "However, it seems they were mistaken. They're not trained observers, after all."

      "So what did they see?" she persisted.

      Hemingway stiffened. "I must consult with my colleagues before I can give you the definitive answer to that. But, as of this moment, we’ve found nothing."

      "So these witnesses didn't see anything?" she continued. "But my personal safety might still be at risk? I'd call that a contradiction, wouldn't you?" She had him–and Hemingway knew it.

      He cleared his throat, gaining time to collect himself. "It appears the witnesses may, errr ... may have overreacted to what were most likely the reflections of aeroplane lights on a low cloud ceiling. That's our thinking at the moment. But when there's a chance that life could be in danger, every emergency call has to be taken with the utmost seriousness."

      Blah, blah, blah, she thought. "It's just a false alarm then?" She watched the superintendent closely.

      "It seems so, yes," Hemingway replied. Then, with the hint of a reassuring smile, added, "But it was a call of good intent."

      "So if nothing's happened, what's with the light back there?" she asked. "I can see a light in the field. You don't have to be a trained observer to see that!"

      He suppressed his rising anger. He's lying, she thought. What was he trying to hide?

      "It's the helicopter's searchlight reflecting off the ground surface," the superintendent stated. "I assure you, it's nothing more. Please leave now–and have a safe and pleasant evening, Ms Barnes."

      He walked away. She was about to chase after him when she spotted a handsome dark-haired stranger in his mid-thirties talking with another officer near the car park entrance. Slow to shift her curious gaze, they made eye contact. She was taken aback by the intensity of his stare.

      "My, you've got a look," she said to herself as she hurried to the inn entrance, where she found a large uniformed officer blocking her way. She flashed her press ID and attempted to breeze past. "Jan Barnes, Evening Courier. I'd just like a quick word with the staff."

      The officer, stolid and unyielding, continued to block the entrance. "No one's allowed in. No questions. No cameras. Just leave."

      She stood her ground. "It must be a serious incident then." She looked him straight in the eye. "Has anyone been injured?"

      He returned her penetrating gaze without blinking. The irrational notion came to her that he could be a robot.

      "I'm not able to comment," the robot replied. "Please leave."

      She noticed that the officer's uniform bore no identifying insignia, no rank or number. Come to think of it, she realised with a shock, neither had Hemingway's. Her suspicions deepened. "Which force are you with?" she asked. "Are you from outside the county?"

      "I'm sorry," the officer replied, staring at her impassively, "I'm not able to answer any of your questions."

      Thwarted, she went back to her 4x4 and drove away. She noted, with an unexpected twinge of disappointment, that the dark-haired stranger had gone.

      But there was a story behind the rebuttals, no doubt of it–and it was damn well going to be hers!

      She pulled into a lay-by on a quiet country lane, got out and scanned the crash site with her night glasses. She was on slightly higher ground and could clearly see the helicopter hovering above the field, its searchlight illuminating the area. But the bright white light she’d noticed earlier had disappeared.

      The blue lights of the police vehicles still flashed, but there were no officers anywhere in the field.

      Had they found something? If so, it must have been small enough to fit into the back of a car. Was it debris from some secret weapon? She suddenly felt very cold when she realised how little she knew of her country's covert military activities.

      As she turned to get back in her car, she had the fleeting impression of huge feathery wings passing overhead. An owl? No, owls weren't that big. A heron? But herons weren't nocturnal, were they? She dismissed the mystery, got in the car and rang the local air-traffic control.

      "It's Jan Barnes at the Evening Courier. I just wondered if you'd had anything unusual on your screens tonight? ... Nothing on SSR? No missing aircraft or anything weird? ...Nothing? ...Is that official? ...Okay. Many thanks."

      Annoyed and mystified, she rang off and drove away.
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      She went straight back to her flat in the city, to the west of the Half Moon Inn, and flopped onto the sofa, skimming TV news channels. Fragments of news stories filled her room: the proxy war rumbled on in Yemen, ISIS claimed responsibility for a bomb attack on a Kabul wedding party, the bodies of more African refugees had been washed up in the Med....

      What a mess we've made of the planet, she thought for the thousandth time. But there was no mention of a plane crash in the north of England.

      She glared at the screen in vexation, leaped up and paced the room, talking on her mobile to a contact at the local hospital.

      "And no one's been brought in? No accident victims at all? ...We’re talking about the same thing here, out at the Half Moon Inn? ...Okay. Sorry to bother you. Thanks."

      Was it a military drone that had come down in the field? It seemed the most likely answer. If it was, what might it have been carrying to produce such a light?

      She went to her desk, switched on her laptop and made a Skype call. The weary face of her editor, fifty-five-year-old Russell Furlong, appeared on the screen. She knew he was working at home; she could see study bookshelves behind him. Poor old Russell, she thought. The paper's owners never let him rest.

      "Hi Russell. What's with the plane crash?" she asked, hoping he had an answer.

      Russell pulled a face. "No idea. You tell me."

      "I got a tip-off from a fire guy I know. One of my best contacts. It sounded bona fide. I spoke to a Superintendent Hemingway at the scene. He made out it was a false alarm. Do you know this guy?"

      Russell shook his head. "Nope, sorry. Never heard of a Hemingway."

      "I thought he was very high rank for a non-event." She didn't mention the absence of insignia.

      Russell nodded. "I agree with you."

      "And there were only police cars there. No fire service or paramedics. But, oddly, they had a chopper with a huge searchlight. Why scramble that if they thought it was a non-event?"

      "Nothing on national or local news?" Russell asked with a furrowed brow.

      "Zero. I did local radio coming back in the car and the TV news just now."

      "What does your reporter's nose tell you?"

      "That it's definitely off."

      "Follow it for now," he advised."But tread carefully with the police."

      He disconnected. She stared thoughtfully at the empty screen. Then she rang the fireman who had given her the original tip-off.

      "Hi Baz, it's Jan from the Courier. What happened to the crashed plane? ...You were almost at the scene and then stood down? ...And the paramedics too? ...For God's sake why? ...A misidentification? ...Oh, shit, too bad." She decided it was time to lie. "No, I was sent after a different story, so I never got there at all. That's why I'm ringing you. Bit of good luck for me as it turned out, eh? ...Same to you. Keep in touch."

      Over the years her reporter's instinct for a good story had served her well and right now it was telling her that this could be a big one and, with the aid of a timely lie, she’d made it all her own. How big the story would actually become she couldn't possibly have guessed.
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      News items crammed the bulletin board in the Transatlantic UFO Networks (TRUFON) local office. Gregory Houseman, the thirty-five-year-old good-looking stranger Jan had spotted in the Half Moon car park, studied them carefully.

      Dan and Jake, two young UFO buffs, sat at a large table strewn with genre magazines and empty polystyrene coffee cups, hard at work on their laptops. Gregory turned to them.

      "It's all old news on here. Thought there was a flap?"

      Dan looked up. "According to a highly-placed source, we're supposed to be experiencing a surge of UFO-related activity." He raised his fingers as inverted commas. "The cops are on red alert, which means they're doing nothing."

      "So if you've got everything from LITS to CE4s, it's all too hush-hush to put up on the board," Gregory smiled at his implied jest.

      "I wish!" Jake laughed. "Nothing's happening. Some school kids said they saw Owlman in a car park in town. That's about it."

      "The Owlman?" Gregory asked wryly.

      Dan shrugged. "Who knows? Scared 'em half to death."

      "But otherwise, it's quiet," Jake admitted. "Till last night."

      "I got wind of something out at the Half Moon," Gregory advised. "But I wasn't able to get there."

      "The official line is it was some kind of misidentification." Dan pulled a sceptical face.

      Jake shrugged. "We're stumped. No one in the world of ‘officialdom’ is saying anything."

      "What's your gut instinct tell you?" Gregory persisted, watching both men for any hint of hostility. If they became suspicious of him–and suspicion was every UFO researcher's predominant emotion–he’d have to back off.

      "We're being shut out," Dan said irritably.

      "Ergo, it could be big," Jake added, nodding sagaciously.

      Gregory stepped towards the door. "I'll do some digging. Get back to you."

      "Who is that guy?" Dan asked when Gregory had gone.

      Jake shrugged. "I've seen him around. He said he's a friend of Neil's."

      "Which Neil?" Dan asked with a frown.
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      Next morning Jan headed east along the main road. She passed the inn and noticed its frontage had been surrounded with official police tape. She pulled into an American-style diner, which was situated a hundred yards further along the road, on the opposite side. The diner's car park had a good view of the inn and the field behind it. She got out and scanned the area to the rear of the inn through binoculars.

      A large sign blocking the inn's car park entrance read: POLICE NOTICE NO ADMITTANCE. Three figures in full protective gear plodded around in the adjacent field. There didn't seem to be any wreckage–if there’d been any, it must have been removed. The figures appeared to be concerned with taking soil and plant samples.

      A man in a trim city suit appeared at the car park entrance and began surveying the surrounding area through field glasses. All at once he aimed the glasses at Jan. She whipped her binoculars out of sight and turned quickly, hoping her reaction had been fast enough not to arouse suspicion. "What the hell is this?" she muttered.

      She entered the diner and took a window seat overlooking the main road. The place wasn’t busy, with no more than a dozen customers scattered among the tables. She ordered a burger and coffee, and stared from the window at the taped-off inn until the waitress returned and served her.

      "What's happened there?" Jan asked innocently. "Is it some kind of crime scene?"

      "No idea." The middle-aged waitress glanced indifferently in the direction of the inn. "It was like that when I got here this morning."

      "The inn's only open in the evenings, isn't it?" Jan asked casually.

      "They open at six. There's supposed to be a manager, but he's never there."

      "So who does the work?"

      "Couple of girls run the bar, Jess and Gina. They do sandwiches and snacks. Pretty good stuff, actually. Sometimes, if we're open, they come in to get change."

      Jan was pleased to find that the waitress was happy to talk. She wanted to find these two girls and saw her chance.

      "They local?" she asked.

      The waitress named a suburb of the city to the east. "They told me they live in that block of 'sixties' flats by the river."

      Jan sipped coffee and smiled amiably. "You make a really mean coffee."

      The waitress seemed pleased with the compliment. "Thanks."

      Jan felt she had made a positive contact. "Were you working last night?"

      The woman shook her head. "We shut at five-thirty November to February."

      With a quick smile and nod, she left Jan to her burger. Her information ruled the diner out for potential witnesses. That only left the two girls, the untrained observers.

      As Jan headed for her BMW, she spotted Gregory Houseman sitting at the wheel of an Audi Estate, studying what looked like a road map. She stared at him, but he did not return her gaze. Reaching her car, she glanced back and caught him watching. She scowled. "Get a good look, why don't you?" she asked quietly.
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      After a couple of false starts Jan found the girls' flat and rang the bell. There was no response. She tried again. The door opened an inch and Jess peered through the crack.

      Jan produced her press ID. "Hi. I'm from–"

      "What do you want?" The tone was seriously hostile.

      Jan pocketed her press card and changed tack. "I'm trying to locate the manager of the Half Moon Inn. I understand you work there."

      Jess appeared relieved and opened the door a little wider. She was dressed in an old fleecy robe and looked as if she hadn't slept a wink all night. Her eyes were red and looked extremely sore. The remains of her eye make-up were smeared across her cheeks. Jan wondered if she had been crying. But it would have required a prolonged period of distress to leave eyes as inflamed as that.

      Jess frowned. "You want Graham Turner?"

      "I do. Perhaps you have his address? Or phone number?"

      "It's a mobile number. I can never remember it." Jess sounded exhausted. She opened the door fully. "You'd better come in."

      Jan found herself in the living room, which was a typical example of 'sixties' plain functionality. The room was untidy. The furniture was cheap and had seen better days. The thin carpet was worn and stained. Lower-end furnished flat, she thought. A five-fifty a month buy-to-let.

      Memorabilia and framed photos from Mediterranean holidays stood on shelves and the windowsill. Some of them showed Jess and Gina in the company of a variety of young men, obviously Spaniards or Italians. Jan surreptitiously slipped a photo of the girls into her handbag.

      Gina, in a threadbare robe, sat on the sofa. In front of her, on the coffee table, were unwashed mugs and opened packets of biscuits. Gina also looked as if she hadn't slept and her eyes seemed more inflamed than Jess'.

      "I'm Jess and this is Gina. This lady wants Graham's mobile number." The hostility had gone from Jess's voice, and conveyed a combination of confusion and anxiety she made no attempt to hide.

      Gina got reluctantly to her feet and went to a cupboard drawer. "I put it in here somewhere."

      "Actually," Jan hesitated, then plunged on. "It's you two I want to talk to."

      "What the hell for?" Jess was instantly suspicious. The hostility in her voice had returned.

      Jan produced her press ID. "I'm Jan Barnes from the Courier. I wanted to talk about last night."

      Both girls became angry and defensive to cover what Jan perceived as fear.

      "We've told them all we know," Jess said in furious despair. "Why don't you just leave us alone?"

      "We've nothing else to say," Gina put in bluntly.

      "They told us not to speak to anyone," Jess added, looking worried.

      "Who told you?" Jan asked, trying to sound as empathic as possible.

      Jess shrugged. "These guys."

      "What guys?" Jan probed.

      "The guys in the sharp suits." Gina sounded increasingly uneasy.

      "They made threats. They frightened us."

      It was obvious to Jan that Jess wasn’t lying. Her voice was husky with fear. "Why on earth would they do that?"

      Both girls seemed on the brink of tears.

      "We were only trying to help," Gina wailed. "We thought someone might have been hurt."

      "Just wish we hadn't damn well bothered," Jess complained under her breath.

      Jan knew it was crucial to win the girls' confidence. But, if she was too insensitive, they might clam up altogether. "Well you've nothing to fear from me," she began, watching them closely. She felt like a trainer with a pair of skittish racehorses. "I'll do my best to help you. Just take your time and tell me what happened."

      "We said we wouldn't," Jess objected. "We've been up all night worrying about it."

      "It's not fair," Gina said angrily. "It's like we did something wrong. We'd just arrived at work and we saw this light come down in the field behind the inn. We thought it was a plane." She paused, confused. "Well, what else could it be? And Jess dialled 999."

      "And this is where it got us," Jess said bitterly.

      Jan made shorthand notes. "And it wasn't a plane or a drone?"

      "I don't know," Gina said, sounding increasingly upset. "It was just this very bright white light that came down real slow. But what was weird was there was no sound. No explosion when it hit the ground. The light just seemed to spread out a bit. But it was all silent. Really creepy."

      "You told the police all this?" Jan asked with a disarming smile.

      Jess took up the story. "We tried. But the police gave us to the guys in the sharp suits. The police said that the inn was closed. Then the suits took us into a back room and we told them what we'd seen."

      Gina looked scared. "They got very serious when we told them. They said we shouldn't tell anyone or we'd be in deep trouble. They said it was of national importance–and we should never speak of it again."

      "But we've got to talk to someone." Jess seemed genuinely offended. "We feel so alone with this. And that's not right."

      "You won't put our names in the paper or anything like that, will you?" Gina looked at Jan, her face filled with alarm.

      Jan felt sorry for the girls. It was indeed a frightening predicament. But she wanted the story. It would be obvious to the authorities who’d given her the information. After all, they were the only two witnesses. But the public had a right to know that an unexplained incident had occurred. She heard herself make a promise. "I give you my word that I won't mention you by name. I'll protect your identities."
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