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            MEPHITIS PESTILENCE: SHAUN. ISRAEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Shaun moved his legs in a scissor motion, kicking his heels rhythmically against the boulder; he felt each impact pulse down his feet to his toes. He heard the vibrations of the red string protecting the excavated sites being plucked by the same wind blowing the sand off the tips of the dunes. The area, empty of working archaeologists, was eerily quiet. Shaun imagined the sand spirits whispering, moving like ghosts in the sun’s glare. Ignoring his fear he started humming, mimicking the resonance of the red string.

      He’d been desperate to accompany his father on a dig such as this one, but it wasn’t turning out as he’d imagined. Each time he’d begged his dad to go, he’d been told, “You’re too young! When you’re older; Mom needs you.” His dad had promised to take him on adventures Shaun read about in books, but Shaun felt the emptiness of those promises. Sensing his mother’s pain and hopelessness, he’d craved to escape the dark cloud that enveloped her.

      Then, after only a few days back home in Australia after his dad had been gone for weeks, he had told him, “I believe I’ve found a cure for your mother; though I have to leave one more time.” However this time, he’d been forced to take Shaun with him.

      Shaun was wishing he was home at his mom’s bedside. He closed his eyes and imagined he was resting his head on her chest. He could smell the perfumed air of her room and feel the gentle stroke of her hand on his head as she softly hummed a tune. Hours had passed since his dad and the other archaeologists had disappeared into the cave. He was in awe of his dad, but scared of him at the same time. Feeling dread creep up on him, he shivered, shifted on the boulder and pitched stones at the trucks, pretending he wasn’t anxious. The red desert behind him gave him the jitters big-time. He was glad he had company, even if it was a girl: Rachel, the daughter of the head archaeologist, his dad’s boss. She was sitting next to him on the boulder, chewing the ends of her long, wavy black hair. Rachel sat scanning the desert mountains that faced the distant blue haze of the Dead Sea. He followed her eyes, watching them double back to the track that was covered with sand and stone. It snaked down and around the side of the mountain, to the caves where their fathers had gone. To distract her he gave her half of his sandwich. She flattened the bread, squashing the slices together.

      Earlier in the day, Shaun had seen her hiding on the back of one of the trucks. He’d spotted her peeking out from under the tarpaulin. He’d watched her as she cautiously wriggled over the side and jumped off. Seeing him, she’d frozen, knitted her eyebrows together pleadingly and put a finger up to her lips to beg him to stay silent. She must’ve sensed he wasn’t a threat, because she’d suddenly slid under the truck like a baseball player sliding into home plate, and as soon as the archaeologists had left, she’d just as quickly — like a lizard — crawled out from under the truck and run after them.

      Shaun had sprinted after her. He’d found she was taller than him, and fast, but he was faster. She must be at least a year older, he’d thought as he got closer; at least eight. She’d been wearing hiking boots and a pretty lilac floral dress that was covered with smudges of dirt. Shaun had grabbed her by the arm, and she’d jerked to a stop at the entrance to the cave. He wanted to stop her following the men. He’d been afraid she’d get lost; mostly, however, what he’d really feared was being alone in the desert.

      Rachel had shaken her arm free and stared fiercely into his face. He’d brushed his straight, sweaty dark hair out of his eyes. She’d looked back down into the mysterious cave. They could no longer hear her father or the other men. In a display of fiery anger she’d ranted and raved in her own language, waved her arms about madly, and stomped on his shoe.

      She’d then suddenly stopped to size him up, tilting her head to the left, then the right and then back again, as if she was trying to work out what the image in an abstract painting was meant to be.

      Shaun thought she looked at him as if there was something unusual about him. Whatever she’d been thinking passed and she smiled. “Rachel,” she said with a heavy accent.

      A truce. “Shaun.”

      Together they now waited in silence for their fathers to return. Hours had passed. At first, they hadn’t noticed the time going by, because they’d quickly amused themselves, playing games as if they’d been friends forever. They’d enjoyed seeing who could jump further, run faster and throw higher. They’d taken a large piece of cardboard from a box in the truck and sat on it to race down the side of the dune. Eventually, they’d tired of climbing back up to the top. Shaun was now growing restless seeing the sky turning black.

      In the valley, the nights were cold and the days hot. Shaun could feel a wind blowing in from the west and thought of how this day was a spiritual one for the locals. He could clearly hear the sound of the ram’s horn calling across the land, from Metzoke Dragot, or maybe from as far afield as Ein Gedi. He loves the name, it sounds like Jedi. The wind whipped the sand against his legs. He watched Rachel jumping down from the rock, her long hair flowing behind her as she turned towards the golden sand dune. Having been perched on the boulder for so long, Shaun realized his bum was getting sore and his feet were throbbing from kicking against the rock. He stood up on the rock to scan the area, looking for any sign of his father, before he slid down to the ground.

      They both shivered as the final light of the sun, and the first light of the moon was swallowed up in darkness.

      Shaun noticed Rachel had become tense, and although they didn’t speak the same language, he could tell something was wrong. He felt himself shiver again, chilled by the frightening howling of the red string mixed with the distant bellow of the horn. He watched as Rachel pointed to her right, up into the distant sky, where the stars were twinkling brightly, arching off the horizon and up to the heavens. He saw the left part of the sky was empty, nothing but darkness: no stars shined, they were blanketed by a dirty haze, a sandstorm.

      He and Rachel began to cough and choke, and he could feel the sand biting at his face and neck. The dust spirits have whipped up around us. Any air that was in the valley has been squashed! He thought.

      Rachel tucked her chin into her dress to cover her mouth, and shouted to Shaun, in muffled broken English, “Quick! Come!” She reached for his hand and motioned to him to start running for the cave; they stopped just inside the mouth.

      “Papa! Papa!” Rachel shouted into the darkness.

      The wind was now blowing at their backs, pushing them forward.

      Shaun dug into the pockets of his Levis, searching for his miniature blue LED light. It was a gift from his mother, she’d given it to him the last time she’d been admitted to hospital. She had pulled it out from under her pillow and pressed it into his hand and mumbled, “Turn on … no darkness. Thoughts make merry-go-rounds. We … thoughts control; control thoughts. She will live.” He’d felt sad and embarrassed to hear the jumbled words. He hadn’t understood what she had said, later his dad had explained that the medicine had taken hold and she was no longer coherent.

      Shaun flicked the torch on and stepped further into the cave, feeling his throat being scratched by thick, coarse air. Cupping his hand around his mouth, he yelled as loudly as he could, “Dad!”

      They sensed the echoes penetrating the earth and traveling under the ancient land towards Mount Zion. They waited, afraid to move.

      “Dad!” Shaun repeated. Still no reply.

      They walked a bit further in from the entrance, away from the storm, deeper into the old caves. Shaun ran his left hand along the grooved wall, then inhaled sharply and shook his hand in pain. Droplets of blood, like beads, had formed in chains across his palm. It stung like gravel rash. Shaun rubbed the granules of sand and blood on his jeans. “The air’s so gritty,” he said.

      Scared and alone, they crouched against the wall and waited. Shaun pointed the torch towards the ceiling, trying not to shine the light in Rachel’s face. They looked at each other, wearing fake smiles to mask their fears. Outside, the storm was raging; inside the cave was deathly silent.

      Rachel began to cry and whispered a prayer.

      Shaun watched as her mouth moved, but couldn’t understand a word she was saying. Her eyes are emeralds. His dad had given his mom a pair of emerald earrings, but she’d never worn them; they’d stayed a sparkle hidden inside her jewelry box.

      He pulled out his Swiss army knife and started drawing in the dirt.

      Rachel watched him and slowly picked up a rock to use to finish his pictures of spiral galaxies, joining them together with strong lines into the shape of a kite.

      The pitch-blackness of the cave was eased by the glow of the light from his mother’s torch.

      The sandstorm began to pass, hard rain started to fall, and their hiding place became illuminated by quick bursts of lightning.

      Shaun’s concern that something was wrong increased. He knew his dad hadn’t planned to be gone for so long. Early that morning, Shaun had woken to the tapping sounds of typing. He’d stayed under his bedcovers and had watched his dad on the laptop, booking the flights for tomorrow. They were to head home, back to mom. His dad had been unusually happy and excited, and while Shaun had been picking the sleep out of his eyes, his dad had come over, sat beside him and said, “After today, we’ll be able to afford — and provide — all the good health your mother needs. We’ll have the tablet.”

      Rachel moved closer to him, breaking his train of thought. He could smell her hair and see the worry on her face. Both of them were hungry, cold and tired. Bit by bit, Rachel nudged closer, until they were huddling together.

      Shaun started to hum a tune his mom had sung whenever he was afraid of a thunderstorm. In the empty cave, his voice sounded delicate and shaky.

      With her head on his shoulder, Rachel soon floated off into a restless sleep. Shaun was surprised he wasn’t grossed out, her being a girl and all. At school, the girls were trouble, with their giggling and whispering, but Rachel seemed different.

      He began to drift into sleep…

      Something probed his mind — a distant sound. He surfaced to consciousness and sat wide-eyed, straining to hear. He gagged, registering a repulsive smell floating in from one of the tunnels like the smell at the garbage tip. He covered his nose and mouth, his eyes watering as the stench grew stronger.

      He felt Rachel jolt as if her senses were rocked by the sickly vapors too. On the tail of the stench came the faint sound of screaming, mayhem unfolding, as the odor got closer and stronger. He heard the painful cries of men, as if from a distant battlefield, being amplified from the depths of the cave. As suddenly as the noises of suffering and torture had arisen, they ceased.

      Shaun was paralyzed. He stared hard into the tunnel, squinting in an effort to penetrate the murkiness beyond the light of his torch. He bit down on his lower lip, drawing blood. He stood, and shuffled one step forward. The density of the blackness intensified, expanding like oil. It seemed to be moving towards him.

      His saliva tasted metallic as if he’d been chewing his necklace and its dangling silver scorpion. He went to spit in the dirt but was stopped mid-spit by an explosion of harsh sound. Slowly he wiped his mouth. Shaun heard a corrosive shrilling within the labyrinth of tunnels. The unbearable screeches pierced his skull and reverberated in his mind. They clamped their hands tightly over their ears to block the noise that sounded like a swarm of tiny-metallic claws being dragged along the cave’s walls. A message was sent to every part of his mind and body: a signal to run, to scream — anything to escape.

      He saw the dense mass move like a snake towards them. He could barely move his thumb over the torch’s black-rubber button to turn it off. The screeching grew louder. Rachel screamed, and Shaun quickly slapped his hand over her mouth. He saw her eyes were wide and filled with horror. He heard his heart pounding in his ears and felt fear crawling up his spine; out of the corner of his eye, he could see a shimmer of reflective light, like a flock of birds high in a sun-filled sky. That’s when he saw the semi-transparent flying creatures, although he wished to God he hadn’t. They had gilled necks, masses of bubbling lesions on their bat-like faces, vulturine feet, the jagged tail of a scorpion with a sharp arrow-tip, and the wings of a desolate angel. Within seconds, the faces resembling a bat’s changed to a dog’s snout … the creatures were shapeshifting, constantly fluctuating and never completely forming. The air was like soup and the energy was suffocating; it had a vice-like grip around Shaun’s throat.

      The tiny beasts were fighting each other: pushing and shoving each other towards the entrance; tearing each other apart. They exploded from the mouth of the cave; a swarm of evil disappeared high into the dark sky. The cave fell silent. Light dancing off the walls was moving closer to them. Somebody coughed in the distance. “Who was that?” Shaun blurted out, looking at Rachel, quickly dropping the hand he had over her mouth. She’s going to cry, he thought. I have to protect her! She looked how he felt: petrified.

      They scurried to the other side of the cave and crouched behind a boulder. The silhouette of a man, with a backpack hanging off his shoulder, rushed past them and out into the night. He stood just beyond the entrance, coughing, “Shaun!” the man shouted. “Shaun, where are you?”

      Shaun stood up and pulled at Rachel.

      She wouldn’t budge.

      “Come on!” he whispered. “Let’s go!”

      Rachel didn’t move; all she did was shake her head rapidly and move further out of sight.

      Shaun stared at her and frowned. She shooed him away and began to cry silently, the tears marked her dirty cheeks. Their eyes met.

      Despite the despair she must have been feeling, Rachel smiled.

      Shaun smiled back, then turned and ran towards his father. “Dad! Dad!” he yelled. “I’m over here!” He wrapped his arms around his dad’s waist and hugged him tightly. “Where are the others?” he asked him. “What happened? You were gone for so long!”

      His father pushed him aside. “Stop talking.”

      He looked at his father’s face that was screwed up with anger and hatred; a stranger’s face. “But where are the rest?” he asked again.

      His dad dropped the backpack at Shaun’s feet and ran over to the truck. “There was an accident,” he yelled back to Shaun as he lowered the tailgate and climbed on.

      Shaun was glued to the spot. He watched his dad jump off the back of the truck carrying a wooden box and rush back to the cave, where he emptied the contents on the desert floor.

      “They’re not coming. Now, move! Pick up the backpack and get in the Jeep!”

      Recognizing the symbols marked on the box, Shaun felt he was going to wet his pants and vomit. He had such a strange feeling in his tummy he didn’t know what to do. “That’s dynamite!”

      His dad just kept ignoring him and jamming the sticks into the cracks in the wall.

      Shaun ran up to him and pulled at his belt to make him come away from the cave.

      His dad slapped him hard, flinging him like a rag doll.

      His face stung.

      “Stop blubbering!” his father demanded as he wedged more explosives into every crack he could find. Then he set a timer.

      Shaun jumped to his feet, bolted past his dad and yelled into the cave, “Rachel, get out! You have to get out!”

      His dad knocked him to the ground then picked him up until they were eye to eye.

      Shaun’s face stung, and through his shirt he could feel his dad’s fingernails. His dad’s breath smelt stale and hot.

      “Who the hell are you talking to?” he bellowed. “They’re all gone! They’re all dead!”

      Shaun couldn’t catch his breath. He started crying and couldn’t stop. Suddenly he could see around his dad’s head a cluster of parasites clashing with an invisible force field. Shaun became transfixed. It’s the tiny beasts. He started to feel itchy all over. He wished his dad would put him back down on the ground. He could see the parasites were getting smaller as they move closer and closer to his father’s head. One of them pierced the invisible force field, and the cluster streamed into his dad’s left ear.

      His dad, irritated, stretched his mouth so wide Shaun thought it would become unhinged. His dad became more anxious and angry, as if the parasites were urging him on.

      Shaun leant back, away from his father’s face. “What? The others can’t be dead!” Shaun tried to pull away.

      “What are you doing?” his dad yelled. He pulled him close, flipped him under his arm and used his other arm to pick up the backpack.

      Shaun kicked and screamed, struggling to get down. His dad carried him to the Jeep and threw him into the back of the vehicle. Shaun heard the old Jeep grind into gear, and hung on to the seat as he looked back for Rachel. He saw the cave getting smaller and became afraid he’d lose sight of it. Then he saw Rachel emerge. As the vehicle bounced over the unsealed road, he willed Rachel to move: Run, Rachel! Run!

      Frozen, she just stood there.

      He continued watching and waiting for her to flee. He thought he saw her move away from the cave, towards him, and let his shoulders relax a bit. She’ll make it! His dad was driving fast, and Rachel was getting further and further away. The sky was lit up by lightning, and in the distance, he thought he saw her raise her hand and wave. He raised his too, but the simple wave, the simple gesture, was lost: the cave exploded, and Rachel was no longer visible. The explosion was brighter than any of nature’s fiery storms, brighter than any lightning bolt.

      Shocked, Shaun allowed his hand to slowly drop. He didn’t know what else to do, except cry.

      “Turn around!” he heard his dad command him. “Wipe that stupid look off your face and open the luggage bag — quickly! Get the backpack! Reach in and you’ll feel something wrapped up in cloth. I want you to take it out. It’s heavy — be careful. But don’t unwrap it! That’s it!”

      Shaun took some short, sharp breaths and felt his body jerking. He lifted an artifact out and tried to speak: “What … what … is … is it?”

      “Never you mind!” his dad replied. “Bury it among the clothes in the suitcase, and lock it!”

      He felt the Jeep toss and turn, and twice he nearly dropped his dad’s precious cargo. He did as he was told. The object was curved like a Roman chest plate covered with ancient writings and drawings. It was heavy and difficult to hold. Shaun struggled as he buried it deep in the suitcase and zipped it up. He used the back of his dirty hand to wipe the tears and snot from his face.

      The Jeep screeched to a halt just outside the airport. His dad lifted the suitcase out, roughly turned Shaun around on the back seat, put the backpack over his shoulders. “Come on! Out of the car! Keep up! You’re so weak it’s pathetic! I’ve never noticed how soft you are — you’re just like your mother!”

      Shaun jumped out and, closing the door, spotted a leather pouch on the car floor. He picked it up and opened it slightly and saw oddly-shaped, multi-colored stones.

      He pulled the straps tight and shoved the pouch deep into his pocket and followed his father. Shaun hid his feelings behind the shadows of the night and as he ran to catch up, he felt the rain upon his face merge with the tears spilling down his cheeks. Everything seemed different. He was afraid.

      Once inside the airport, his dad flashed Egyptian passports. They passed through Customs unquestioned and were allowed to board the plane immediately. Shaun sat next to the window and, looking around, saw the small plane was only half full. It shook and vibrated as it screamed down the runway. The storm had become violent, lightning hammered the tarmac. The ground shook with each strike, each blast reminding Shaun of the exploding cave. Some of the passengers screamed. He could see out the side window that the ground had cracked open. Like a sinkhole, he thought. The plane accelerated towards the hole and the lightning illuminated the crumbling ground. We’re not going to make it, we’re not going to make it! The heavy machine’s wheels were inches from the abyss below them as the plane launched into the storm. The aircraft ascended into the terrifying turbulence created by the merciless clouds of micro- beasts released less than an hour ago from the cave. They’re following us. It sounded as if the plane was being pelted with bullets.

      As Shaun gripped the seat, his knuckles turned white. Oxygen masks sprang from their sockets. The plane continued its sharp rise to the heavens. They shot through the clouds and leveled out above the storm. They removed their oxygen masks and left them dangling. Shaun leant into his dad, “I’m scared.”

      “Everything’ll be okay now, we have the tablet,” his dad assured him. “Get some sleep; you want to be fresh to see your mother when we land.”

      Shaun felt exhausted, confused, frightened and mistrusting. “Dad, is Mom coming home? Is she better?”

      His dad didn’t answer; he stared vacantly past him and out the window. Shaun shivered.

      Shaun tried to sleep, but found himself tossing and turning in his seat, unable to stop thinking about Rachel…

      “Wake up, boy!” he heard his dad demand. “Drink this!”

      He saw his dad’s eyes were black marbles — he was gone again. His dad shoved a clear plastic cup and a little yellow pill into Shaun’s hands. He wanted to please his dad so he took the tablet.

      Shaun fell into a deep sleep and awoke just before landing at home. He wanted to look out the window to see the beaches that stretched along the coast; he wanted to see the land of the sun and surf, his home — Australia. He felt groggy, and his body was heavy. He turned to his dad and saw him rummaging around in his backpack and wearing a different set of clothes. The couple sitting next to him unlocked their seat belts and reached up for the overhead compartments across the aisle. Shaun felt his empty stomach do a somersault and his head spun. There was no window; they were in the middle aisle, and it was six seats wide. Where am I, he wondered.

      His dad looked at him, he heard him say something he couldn’t understand as he handed over a vomit bag. Perfect timing. He buried his head in the waxed bag and puked. He came up for air, looked around the plane and saw it was full. That was when he realized he was on a different plane — a jumbo! He felt his dad pull him to his feet and push him into the aisle.

      His head hurt. Everything was a blur as his dad kept him shuffling forward down the aisle, off the plane, and through Customs. Feeling fuzzy, and as if he was going to puke again, he tried hard to understand the Customs officer, who said to him, “Not much of a holiday for a young fella — a business trip to Dubai with your old man!” The man then handed back the two passports.

      Shaun was focused on his passport, feeling confused. He fixated on its cover, the coat of arms. He ran his finger over the images of the kangaroo and emu: an Australian passport; his passport. What happened to the Egyptian passports? He looked up at his dad.

      Noticing his perplexed look, his dad put his arm over Shaun’s shoulders, as if he cared. “He’s jet-lagged and misses his mom,” he said to the Customs officer.

      That’s true, Shaun thought.

      They walked out of the airport, with the backpack only, not the suitcase.

      “What about the suitcase?” Shaun asked his dad.

      His father opened the door of the silver taxi and blankly asked, “What suitcase, son?”

      Shaun climbed into the taxi and swore he’d never trust his dad again. Was it all a dream? They climbed into the back of the taxi. The air was so thick you could’ve cut it with a knife. Neither of them said a word as they headed for home.
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            TEN YEARS LATER: CASEY. UTAH, USA

          

        

      

    

    
      Casey was skinny and had wild curly brown hair, and a tiny gap of prosperity between his two front teeth. He was tad short for his age, but he was a bright boy and was about to use parts of his mind Einstein would have only ever dreamed about.

      He was walking home from school, happy. The wind was gathering strength and the leaves started spiraling around him and were swept up into the air and across the mountain road. Thunder echoed across the valley, heavy raindrops began to slap the sealed road. Like paint flung from the brush of an angry painter, dark clouds suddenly blacked out the sun. He shivered. Something was terribly wrong — there was an atmosphere of foreboding, and a churning sensation in the pit of his stomach.

      The rain multiplied, and the howling wind pushed it diagonally across the deserted road. He peered into the dense forest, towards the shortcut, thinking of how it always looked downright eerie. He decided he’d stay on the road, but an uneasy feeling crept up his spine. He shouldered his schoolbag and started jogging.

      He felt his woolen school blazer become heavy because it was soaking up the rain like an old sponge. It was two sizes too big, but his mom had said he’d “grow into it”. Casey knew she’d felt bad about having to buy it from the school’s seconds shop, but he also knew the scholarship hadn’t included the cost of his school clothes. He didn’t care, not really, and especially not today, because today was his thirteenth birthday and he was officially a teen.

      The wind pushed him backward, and he could no longer see the road through the heavy rain. He had to go into the woods to get home quickly. He wouldn’t think about the spooky stories the other kids told; he had to get home to his mom. She was alone, and the storm looked as if it was going to get bad really fast.

      Casey darted off the road down the slippery embankment and entered the woods. He distracted himself by imagining his mom baking a delicious mud cake. He held the vision within his mind, his senses filled with the smell of warm chocolate. His mouth started to water and his tummy rumbled as he pictured the warm glow of the kitchen light and cooling cake. He smiled. It was as if the clouds had opened up above and a summer sun was now shining down on him. He continued to battle the rain, feeling washed with new energy.

      Ignoring the whack of the squeaking “WARNING!” sign as it banged against the barbed-wire fence post, Casey crouched down under the wire, ran through the first stand of trees and headed for the stream, which on any other day would have been placid. The kids never mentioned a “warning” sign, he thought, maybe this was a bad idea.

      He seemed to have jogged for a long time before he spotted the entrance to a footbridge. Its wooden entry posts were covered with green moss that was only half- concealing the termites. Nobody uses it regularly! he thought. All the stories were lies!

      Having come too far to go back, he timidly held on to the worn rope balustrade and carefully put his weight down on the first plank. He rocked back and forth to test its strength. The other side of the bridge was cloaked in sheets of rain.

      He sensed something moving behind him. What was that? He turned around quickly, checked behind himself, and saw a little off to the right was a storm water drain; the wire mesh covering its entrance was torn away. The gap was wide enough for someone — or something — to pass through. He started to freak out, and his consciousness started to flood with a medley of schoolyard stories. He pushed his wet hair out of his eyes, as if he were able to push the images away.

      He stared past the rain and into the dark tunnel, but he couldn’t see beyond its entrance. He strained to hear anything above the rain. Usually Casey loved the fresh smell of rain, but not today: he smelt something metallic in the air and a terrible taste in his mouth.

      The thunderclaps continued shifting; moving closer. He looked down, between the slats of wood, and checked under the bridge. Although he knew it would be impossible for a meaty claw to pull him into the depths of a beast’s lair, he couldn’t help looking — just in case. The bridge was old and neglected, and when he stepped forward, he heard the pillars moan. Feeling unsure, he looked for another way across. Everything looked grey and lifeless, the color had been sucked out of the day and there was no golden light, no summer sun.

      The stream below was a raging body of water. Knowing he had to move, Casey held his breath while testing the next plank. He kept going, never putting both his feet on the same plank at the same time. He pushed on into the wind.

      When he reached the middle of the narrow footbridge, the wind lifted the whole bridge up as if it were a sail. Casey held tight on to the side ropes. The strong gust of wind dissipated and dropped the bridge back down. Seizing the moment, he pulled himself along, feeling the old rope fraying in his hands.

      The heavens released their fury on him. Hail slammed into his backpack and into his shoulders, arms and head. He let go of the ropes and raised his arm to protect his head. He imagined his nightmarish phantom was under the bridge waiting for the last sliver of light to vanish. The bridge swayed dangerously.

      When the hail stopped suddenly, he reached for the rope, but the wind drove him back. He pulled his heavy blazer tight around himself and pushed on, keeping his head down. He paused and looked upstream. He heard what sounded like a hundred wild horses racing towards him, getting closer and closer. He turned to run, and slipped. Torrents of water were rushing around the bend in the river below, and in an instant, in one surge, the water shot up over the riverbanks.

      Casey scrambled to his feet, immediately he knew it was too late to make any difference. He reached for the rope as a tidal wave of debris slammed into him. The bridge was torn away from the posts and dragged down into the murky water. Casey held on as he sank into the river.

      Underwater, he struggled out of the harness of his school backpack and felt himself being dragged down because of his sodden blazer. He slipped his right arm out of it and then his left, and let the deadly soaked garment sink to the bottom. He breeched the water’s surface and inhaled air. He used his hands to search for something — anything — and felt the velvet moss of a plank from the bridge. The current was relentlessly pulling at his body, dragging him downstream. He dug his fingers into the wooden plank as it sailed past him, but he couldn’t get a firm grip. He slipped, and felt his fingernails snap back. He let go, screaming in pain, slipping further into the swirling water. The river was moving around and under his body, pulling at his legs, and the debris felt like the sharp claws of a giant lizard. “Help!” Casey screamed.

      But nobody was there to hear. Bolts of lightning were splitting the sky, and the undertow was dragging him down. He slapped the water’s surface, searching for something, anything, to hold and keep him buoyant. The flood continued violently surging down from the mountain.

      Suddenly, he felt his hand brushing against a passing branch that was tangled up with rope and rungs from the bridge. He threw his arm over it and clutched on to it.

      The hail returned and smacked painfully into the back of his hands. He lost his grip, the branch floated out of his reach. Casey was pulled under. He was exhausted but continued struggling up to the surface…

      He thought he glimpsed a kid on the other side of the river watching him, and screamed, “Help! Help me!” Spotting the long thick branch of an old tree coming his way, Casey fumbled for it, used it to pull himself up, and felt hope. He searched for the kid but no one was there.

      A piece of rope that was tangled around the branch and parts of the footbridge suddenly went taut, snapped, and whipped up into Casey’s face, slicing open his right cheek. He let go of the branch, in surprise and exhaustion. Blood poured from his gash, but it was instantly diluted by the rain.

      He used his foot to search for leverage below, and felt a rock. His foot slid on the moss, but then he managed to push himself up. He pushed again, using both feet, and lunged at the branch. Reaching for the rope, his foot slipped. His head went under, and his leg became tightly wedged between two rocks. Casey saw the light from above disappear, his heart raced as he endured the river’s claws moving around his leg and latching on to his knee. He wrestled with his leg in an attempt to free his wedged foot. The rain-fueled water was getting deeper and deeper. He kept his eyes focused on the surface and struggled to escape. The light had disappeared completely; he was surrounded by darkness. It’s not fair! he thought as he struggled. This was supposed to be a good day! This isn’t supposed to happen! It’s the first day of summer, the last day of school, the best day of the year! It’s my birthday damn it! This is bullshit! I’m in control of my reality! Whose crappy idea is this? Or maybe I’m supposed to die today! Righteous people come into the world and leave the world on their birthday, don’t they? The stars were all lined up last night in the shape of the Star of David — it was all over the media — I can’t die today, I’m not righteous!

      The desire to open his mouth and draw in a breath was overwhelming, and his lungs ached badly. It’s just not fair! he thought. He was feeling like the comic book hero who never gets the girl because the two of them are from different worlds. Why, damn it? he screamed in his head.

      The water seemed to rise even higher; the rock had a firm grip around his leg. He stretched his arms up in one last, desperate attempt to grapple at the water around him as if it would suddenly allow him purchase. He felt his lungs fill with unbearable pain, the pressure of the water crushing his ribs as if he were being tormented by not one, but a legion of underwater phantoms. He yelled at the darkness, Enough! I will not … die … today!

      In a heartbeat, the hail stopped, the river went silent, he felt his chest start convulsing, and darkness slithered in. There’s no peace in drowning!

      Feeling an explosion of light deep within himself, he pushed away the darkness and let go.
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        * * *

      

      The road was now covered with hailstones that looked like shiny marbles. Terry was anxious to get home to his wife, Amy. He rolled down the car window and stared out at the dark cloud that was hovering, tormenting the town. He wound the window back up, nervously gripped the steering wheel, and pulled out from the safety of the trees back on to the road. He heard the tyres crunch and slide over the ice, and he chanted, “Don’t speed! Don’t speed! It’s okay! She’s okay!” He used his left hand to wipe the windscreen, and continued carefully towards home.

      The river had flooded and the road was nowhere in sight, he slowed to a stop. He prayed the bridge was in one piece underneath, and entered the flowing water. Two weeks ago, he thought, the rivers and streams were barely a trickle — not even enough to quench a bird!

      Terry put his foot steady on the gas and kept the car crawling across the bridge. The water started seeping in between the door seals and pooling at his feet, he was afraid the motor would flood and stall.

      Two-thirds of the way across, he spied a funnel of air dropping from the sky and spiraling out of control. “Oh, my God!” he murmured.

      He accelerated out of the water, not taking his eyes off the swaying funnel, which was moving backwards and forwards gathering speed, propelling itself towards the town. I’m not gonna make it! he thought as he saw the funnel grow larger. He was well aware that disasters were occurring throughout the world, having vigilantly listened to the reports over the radio. No local warnings — nothing! he thought. Mesmerized, he watched a rooftop bouncing around in the wind, like a kite. The sky was filled with debris. The black clouds released their fury as another twister formed and started colliding with the first, creating one massive storm cell. Terry couldn’t see the town any more.

      The trees arching over the road were unable to withstand the force and like dead weeds were uprooted and yanked into the sky. Coastal towns are the only places that get freak storms!

      Up ahead, something was lying on the road. He squinted, and frantically wiped the windscreen just in time to see a tree falling across the road. He planted his foot on the brake, the car screeched and spun out of control. He choked the steering wheel, terrified. The car jackknifed, Terry’s head violently hit the steering wheel and the car crashed into the enormous oak…

      Silence filled the car, and he slowly opened his eyes and took in his surroundings. He saw the back-left passenger door was crushed inward, and could feel the back wheel was elevated. He opened his door and tumbled out, the wind had subsided but it was still sharp and cold on his face.

      He climbed over the horizontal tree trunk, opened the car boot and searched around for his emergency warning triangle, raincoat and first-aid kit. When he climbed back over the branches, he slipped, and the triangle blew away. He pulled his jacket tight around himself, kept his head down to protect his eyes, and walked to the crest of the road, occasionally looking up, searching.

      Finally, he spotted something further up the road. Terry picked up his pace — the closer he got, the more he could see it looked like a body. “Hey!” he yelled. “You okay? Hello!” He didn’t think whoever it was would hear him over the sounds of the howling wind as it increased in velocity. The trees started bending and snapping. He tried to run, forcing his way through the wind; he could manage no more than a slow jog. “Hey, can you hear me?” he shouted as he approached the body.

      No answer. Child-sized, face down and lifeless.

      He knelt beside the body, gently squeezed the shoulders, put his hand on the back, and waited to feel it rise.

      Nothing.

      He rolled the body on its side, and saw it was a boy. He opened the boy’s mouth, and murky water escaped from it. Protecting his neck, he carefully turned the boy on to his back and checked his breathing. His other injuries were evident: a gash down his right cheek, which would warrant at least half a dozen stitches, and blood all over his left leg. Terry could feel neither a breath nor a pulse. He decided to fold his fingers together and press down on to the adolescent boy’s chest, to perform CPR, but it was nothing like the rubber mannequins he’d practiced on — this real body was very fragile. Rain dripped from Terry’s hair on to the boy’s face, and he blinked madly to see.

      No response.

      “Come on, damn it!” he shouted at the body. “Come on!” He kept pumping the boy’s chest: “One! Two! Three! Four!”

      After what seemed like an eternity, the boy started coughing and vomiting water.

      Terry quickly turned him on his right side, telling him, “That’s it, good! Bring it all up!” He rubbed the boy’s back and continued reassuring him until he’d stopped vomiting the oceans of water he seemed to have inhaled. “My name’s Terry,” he told him. “You’re okay now.”

      The wind was getting stronger and the storm was back, building. He knew he had to get them out of there. He saw the kid’s fingernails had been snapped back and the flesh underneath was exposed.

      The rain stopped, and the storm became eerily quiet.

      “What happened?” he asked the boy, hoping he’d hear. “Storm caught you by surprise aye? — I think the whole town’s been caught out! I’ve never known any twister, or a storm, like it in this neck of the woods — what about you? You’re okay, pal!”

      The boy struggled to sit up.

      “Take it easy,” Terry said.

      “My head hurts!” The boy announced as he tried to sit up. “The footbridge collapsed! My chest hurts! How’d you pull me from the river?” He looked at his fingers, clenched his teeth, and tried to push one of his fingernails back into place. He bent his knee and winced when he felt his torn school pants caught on his open wound.

      He’s hurting badly! Terry thought. “The river?” he queried. “No, I didn’t pull you from the river — you’re in the middle of the road, about three hundred yards from the river. I was driving. I couldn’t see. Just before a tree fell in front of me, I thought I saw something on the road. I swerved to miss the tree, and the car slid out of control.”

      The boy stopped trying to push his fingernail back to its rightful place, and stared into Terry’s eyes as if he were searching for answers but failing.

      “If it hadn’t fallen …” Terry began. “That tree saved your life. I would’ve run over you. Someone’s looking out for you, buddy — you’re one hell of a lucky dude!”

      The boy sat up, leant against Terry’s knees. “How’d I get here, then?” he looked towards the violent river, and mumbled, “It was the light – I chose not to die – it was my choice. I did this. Did you see anybody else, another boy?”

      Terry watched as the child turned his head towards the river.

      “I have to — I have to get home! My mom — she — she’s alone!”

      “Okay,” Terry said, “let’s get you up. Do you think you can put any weight on that leg?”

      The boy looked down at his left knee, tried to straighten it out, and replied, “Maybe — I think it’s just a bit mangled.”

      “‘Mangled’, huh? Is that what you’d call it?” Terry said. He put his right arm under him and helped him to his feet, concerned because the boy could only stand on one leg and looked like he was going to pass out any second. “I’m gonna have to pick you up, buddy,” he announced. “You cool with that?” He waited for him to register the comment.

      But the boy didn’t move.

      “What’s your name?” he asked him, feeling the rain getting harder and stinging his face as if it were tiny, sharp needles. He was now chilled to the bone. He quickly bent and scooped up the boy, just in time, as the poor fella passed out and slumped over Terry’s right shoulder.

      He’s so heavy! he thought. What was I thinking? This guy has to be about ninety pounds! Bearing the boy’s dead weight, he rushed back to the car, desperate to find his wife and get the boy to hospital. Each step was a struggle not to topple over as the wind pushed him from behind.

      Exhausted, he sat the boy on the front passenger seat and reclined it until the boy was fully lying down. He feverishly wiped the windshield, breathing heavily as a sense of something terribly wrong came over him. He placed his right hand on the ignition, paused, and addressed the car as if it were a horse: “Okay, boy. We’re gonna get one shot! You’re an all-wheel drive, and we’ve gotta jump this tree to get out of this mess! You can do it!” He patted the dashboard and turned the key.

      The car came to life.

      “Good!” he exclaimed. “Good start!” He held the handbrake lever, ready to release it, and stomped down on the accelerator.

      The car tried to pull away.

      He released the lever.

      The car hurled itself over the tree trunk on to the road, and stopped.

      Amazed, he sat idling for a few seconds and then checked his passenger. Thunder clapped overhead, and he jumped. Lightning split across the blackened sky — a rip in the fabric of the universe — and he felt fear creep over his body.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the town, Terry slowed the car to a crawl. He found the main street blocked and some of the buildings demolished, whereas others were untouched. Cars lay under fallen trees. Like a toothpick, a telegraph pole had snapped and was leaning, broken over the road. A frenzy of broken wires jittered across the lanes, raised up like cobras, discharging electrical sparks; Terry mounted the gutter and then swerved back to the road to avoid them. The boy he had in the passenger seat was a rag doll bouncing around.

      Terry saw a few people appear along the streets. An elderly couple were weeping over a pile of rubble. He was spooked, his mouth was dry and the blood rushed around his head. He felt his heart pounding, and began to truly fear for his wife, Amy’s safety. He picked up his phone, no signal. He checked the boy.

      He was still breathing.

      He cautiously drove on, easing the car forward over the rubble, and finally turned east towards the hospital. Leaves and twigs were caught up under the windshield wipers and were scratching against the window. He strained to see beyond them as he checked down each road to determine the safest route. The town’s north-west side seemed to have taken the biggest blow, and the damage was less as he approached the hospital. “Thank God it’s still standing!” he muttered. He pulled on the handbrake and jumped out of the car.

      Hundreds of people, dazed and injured, were walking towards the hospital’s entrance. Terry carefully picked up the boy and moved amongst the crowd as quickly as possible to the entrance. He stopped at the doorway to Emergency and looked over the sea of wounded, searching for help. He wove through the mayhem, pushing towards the front, and repeated, “Excuse me! Excuse me! I have an unconscious child! Somebody help me.”

      The triage nurse behind the glass window opened the side door for the next patient.

      Terry slid through.

      She gave him a scolding look, but checked the boy’s pupils, then pulled open a curtain and said, “Lay him on that bed. What’s his name?” She flashed a light in the boy’s eyes, checked his pulse, and patted him down.

      “I don’t know,” Terry answered. “I found him on the road. He wasn’t breathing. I gave him CPR. He vomited water.”

      “Has he been in a car accident?” the nurse asked him as she placed a plastic collar around the boy’s neck.

      “No,” Terry replied. “Well — I don’t know. He was just lying in the middle of the road. I didn’t see any cars.”

      She looked up at Terry and announced, “He’ll need some stitches, at least. We’ll need to check him for spinal injuries and X-ray his lungs.” She pulled the stethoscope out of her ears and left them dangling around her neck. “I’ll find a doctor. You’ll need to stay with him. We’re understaffed; relief is coming, but I need you to stay with him for now. What’s your name?”

      “Terry,” he answered.

      “Can you stay with him, Terry?” she asked.

      “Okay,” he replied, “but my wife … I don’t know where my wife is.”

      “I’m sure just as you helped this young man, someone will help your wife,” the nurse assured him, and dashed out of the cubicle.

      The hospital smelt and tasted like a construction site, Terry thought. He crouched down so his face was next to the boy’s head, and whispered to him, “Just in case you can hear, we’re in the hospital — you’ll be alright.” He looked at the woman lying unconscious in the bed next to the boy’s. Her face and neck were blackened with bruises and her hair and clothes were caked with dirt. He thought she looked as if she’d been excavated. She had an IV line inserted in her left arm. One of the two attending nurses jabbed a needle into a narrow, orange-colored rubber tip and injected a clear fluid into the arm. The woman reacted in seconds and opened her eyes wide. She gasped for air, seized her stomach and twisted in pain, and the nurse gave her another injection into the rubber tube. The woman calmed slightly and started taking hurried shallow breaths.

      That one must’ve been morphine, Terry guessed, watching as the attending doctor unemotionally scribbled notes on his clipboard and then hurried away to his next patient, leaving the woman in the care of two young nurses, who were now holding her right hand and speaking clearly to her to explain where she was and what had happened: “There was a storm, and you were found pinned under a cement slab. You’re now safe in the hospital. Your injuries are critical. Do you understand?”

      The woman made the smallest attempt to nod.

      “Is there anyone you’d like us to try to get hold of?” one of the nurses asked.

      The woman struggled to breathe and to speak: “My … son. Where’s … my son?”

      The other nurse held a syringe in the air, again grabbed the little rubber stopper, and injected the swirling, clear liquid into the woman.

      “What’s your son’s number?” the other nurse asked the woman, to distract her from the pain she was feeling.

      The woman made a choking sound.

      Terry’s heart went out to her.

      She gave a cough, and blood sprayed into the oxygen mask. She moaned.

      Terry saw tears fall from the corner of her left eye.

      She turned her head slightly and whispered, “My son.” She coughed again, and this time, more than a spray of blood was visible.

      The nurse let go of her hand, moved the mask, and wiped her mouth.

      The woman slightly lifted her arm, reached out to Terry, and said to him, “My son.”

      Terry’s eyes met hers. He smiled as the nurse busied herself by placing a new oxygen mask over the patient’s face, causing muffling of the words the woman was uttering: “Cay … Casey … my son …” Before she slipped away, she locked eyes with Terry.

      He felt a strange connection with her.

      The nurses moved quickly, and the machines beeped and pinged loudly around them … but there was nothing they could do.

      Terry felt conflicted in his heart. He wanted to turn away from the misery in her eyes.

      However, he held her gaze while she was dying.

      He felt her fighting the pain, not knowing where her child was. A heavy burden to die with, he thought.

      She clutched on to her last moments of life.

      He believed her thoughts were only for her son. Her eyes emptied.

      He turned away from the dying woman’s final moment.

      The triage nurse returned with a doctor, who immediately went to work examining the boy.

      “What did you say his name was?” the nurse asked Terry.

      Terry pulled his eyes away from the dead woman’s, and replied, “I didn’t — he never told me.” He looked back at the dead woman, and said, “But, it might be … Casey. I think that might’ve been his mother.”

      The nurse followed his gaze towards the deceased woman, and closed the curtain.

      The doctor turned, lowered his glasses, rubbed his tired eyes, looked at Terry, and said to him, “Why don’t you get yourself a cup of coffee while we run some tests and stitch up his cheek and knee? His vitals are good; he’s stable. You saved his life. He won’t wake for a little while. Go and get yourself some air.”

      Terry rubbed the back of his neck, stared down at the springy blue-vinyl floor, thought of his wife, and prayed she was alright. Realizing he needed to try to call her again, he said to the doctor and nurses, “I’ll be back in ten.” He headed out of the emergency ward and came out into the ambulance bay to search for mobile-phone reception. He dialed the number, and when he heard her phone start ringing, he felt joy entwined with fear leap into his throat.

      An ambulance pulled into the bay, and the sound of it drowned out the sound of the ring tone.

      Terry shoved his right middle finger into his ear.

      The medics jumped out of the van, opened the back door, and pulled out the gurney.

      The phone stopped ringing.

      The medics unfolded the gurney’s wheels, secured them on the ground, clicked them into place, and asked him, “Sir! Sir! Step aside!”

      Terry moved and the signal was lost. Frustrated, he wanted to scream. He was scared, hungry and cold. He stared at the gurney and then at the patient, thinking to himself, So much pain and suffering! He saw the person lying on the gurney was mapped with bruises similar to the dead woman’s, and presumed she must have been dug out of the rubble as well. He stared at the unconscious face, and held his breath. Shocked and paralyzed, he forced himself to look closer at the bloody fingers and the black and blue arms. She must’ve tried to claw her way out! He started crying. Her long, strawberry-blonde hair was hanging lifeless, caked with blood and muck. The tube she had down her throat was taped to her cheeks and covering her face … But he knew that face. He took her hand, and without looking up at the medics, asked them, “She’s okay, yeah?” Tears trailed down his cheeks as he choked back the pain and uttered, “This is my wife. Tell me she’s okay — please …”

      “Sir, are you sure this is your wife?” one of the medics asked him.

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve got great timing,” the medic remarked. “The big fella upstairs, he knows what he’s doing at times like these — I wish he’d let us in on some of his secrets.”

      The other medic continued wheeling the patient into the hospital.

      The other one said to him, “What’s your wife’s name? Sir, come with us. What’s your name?”

      “Terry,” he replied as the automatic doors opened in front of them.

      “What’s your wife’s name, Terry?” the medic asked him again.

      “Amy,” Terry answered, following the gurney and listening to the medical jargon as the medics gave the triage nurse his wife’s details: “Woman; mid-thirties; pulled from rubble of house; unresponsive to sound or touch; possible fractured skull; bleeding from the head, temporal area; treated for suspected spinal injury; protruding broken left ulna and radius; lacerations to the left side of the head.”

      “Put her over there — number eight,” the nurse instructed them.

      They came to a stop, and parked her where the dead woman had been.

      The ER nurse pulled the curtain behind them, blocking his view of his wife.

      He caught a glance of the organized chaos as another nurse emerged holding a folder and clicking a pen.

      “Terry, is it?” she asked him.

      “Yes,” he replied. “How is she?”

      “The doctors are examining her,” the nurse answered. “I have a few questions you need to answer so we can treat her properly. Can you tell me whether there are any serious medical problems — heart? Diabetes? Epilepsy? High blood pressure?”

      He answered the questions as the nurse ticked the relevant boxes and then handed him the completed consent form. He took the clipboard and signed the form.

      No sooner had the doctor flung the curtain back than the bed’s synthetic wheels silently moved down the corridor on the blue vinyl floor. The medics rushed Amy away, and an orderly returned the young fella to the room.

      Terry saw the boy’s cheek had been stitched up, and he had been changed into a white hospital gown, but he was still unconscious.

      The nurse came back, and as she clicked the bed’s wheel locks into place, she informed Terry that Amy was going into surgery, adding, “As soon as I know anything, I’ll let you know.”

      Hours passed, and when Amy was finally returned, she had bandages around her head and a cast on her arm.

      The same doctor who’d treated the boy said to Terry, “She has a small fracture of the temporal bone. We’ll have to wait for her to regain consciousness before we can make a complete assessment. She should make a full recovery. However, the next seventy-two hours are crucial for both of these patients.” He closed the curtain behind him, blocking out the chaos.

      Terry sat silently in the grey plastic chair between the two, who remained deaf to the mayhem around them. He didn’t know the boy, but vowed he’d look after him until his parents had been located. Resting his eyes and praying for the two patients to wake, he hoped the boy’s name wasn’t Casey.

      The orderly came back in and placed a pink plastic bag of clothes on each of the beds. “The nurse wanted you to know … his school shirt had been labelled. His name is Casey.”
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            POSSESSION: SOPHIA. SCOTLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia sat with Father McDonald in the church as the warm rays of the afternoon sun streamed through the stained-glass windows. She pressed her back hard into the pew, looked upwards and became transfixed as she squinted at the fragments of colored light. Breathing in the familiar smell of beeswax, she had a sense of security and peace.

      “Sophia,” she heard and then remembered where she was and why. She felt a cloud of depression hang over her. She’d just turned fourteen, and she felt as if she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. She knew that if Father McDonald hadn’t seen the angel at her birth, he might well have had her institutionalized by now — or surely sought an exorcism for her. Over the years, he’d grown to accept that angels, good and bad, are among us. Righteous souls, Ibu, spirit guides, from different cultures, with different names, all from the seed of the light, the one light of the universe, just waiting to share, to guide, but never saturate us as the darkness does. Neither Father McDonald nor Mother Catherine had chosen to share Sophia’s secret with their fellow clergy, because the fear of being banished and called a heretic was still very real. Sophia was indebted to both of them for the decision they’d made.

      She slowly focused her crystal-blue eyes on Father McDonald’s weathered face.

      “Sophia, are you feeling alright?” he prompted her gently.

      “No. Father, last night I dreamed an amazing dream that felt more like a memory, and it was so sad. First I saw Casey again, the boy who drowned. Then I dreamed that deep within the ground was a burning altar in front of a fiery pit. This time, a savage flaming beast appeared. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. The dreams are frightening, they seem so real. Why did God keep me alive? Why didn’t I die with my family? I’ve wished and prayed to die so I could be with them again.”

      Father McDonald slid along the hardwood pew to sit closer to her. “Sophia, you can’t talk like that! There’s always a reason; we just don’t always know what it is. The light is with you: feel it in your heart, and feel no fear – when the time comes, only certainty can exist. The shadow of doubt will be the world’s end.”

      Sophia contemplated his words before replying. “I also saw, in my dream, that darkness covered the days. A black cloud of evil ascended from the belly of the earth a decade ago. Then, I saw a flash of circulating blood cells; a girl with dark hair, spinning her bracelet, and next to her, an old key. People had become monsters — possessed — and were killing each other at random. Then, the images changed to a train; like a serpent moving around a mountain. The driver was on his mobile phone, yelling and screaming. All the blood was rushing to his face, and he threw the phone out the window. It was as if I was following the phone, tumbling off the edge of the cliff. Then I was back with the driver who accelerated, the train went faster and faster. It was going too fast for the curves; it derailed, tumbling over the side of the mountain. The engine dragged one carriage after the other. The engine exploded on impact. All because the driver was full of rage! Then, I was on a busy city street, and saw more blackness: evil clouds were swarming around people’s heads and bodies, it looked like static noise, eating their auras, their surrounding light. Behind me, I heard a woman say, ‘You have little time before the sun suffocates and the moon weeps. The rivers coursing within the soul of man will turn black. Judgement will surpass mercy, the blood of humanity.’”

      “Oh, Sophia!”

      She stared into his old face and could see he was in pain, searching for answers he didn’t have, and she felt a tear escape from the corner of her eye.

      “I’m so sorry your dreams are full of horror!” he said. He pulled her into his fragile arms and held her tight. He let go, and used his thumb to wipe her tears away. “What about the others?” he asked her. “Did you see them again?”

      “Casey is nearly ready, he is happy with his adopted family. Kevin, he was in my dream,” Sophia replied. “I think he too, had seen Casey drowning. Then Kevin vanished too.” She involuntarily took in another deep, jagged, emotional breath, “It’s time, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he answered, “I think it might be time, Sophia. Father Thomas will settle in tomorrow before taking over my position, and we have the fete. We’ll be free to leave soon afterwards. Go on the sleepover with your friends. Later in the evening tell Gemma’s mom you’re not feeling well. I’ll come and get you. We’ll head off then. We won’t be missed until the next day. Pray to see the way, Sophia; God will show you. Try and have a bit of fun tomorrow.”

      “We have to leave to see the way,” Sophia said, and then stared off into the distance, listening, and said, “Someone or something is coming.”
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        * * *

      

      The corridors were silent, the nuns were asleep and the quarter-moon was giving no light, but still the old walls were being scaled by the shadows. Mother Catherine lay sleeping on her rickety single bed, which faced an old wooden wardrobe that contained nothing but two habits and a set of drawers. There, in her three-by-three room her rosary lay on a bedside table, on top of her Bible. Her eyelids had no movement behind them, because she didn’t have any dreams.

      Suddenly, she was sitting upright, wide awake. She reached for her necklace and Bible and clutched them to her chest. Feeling unnerved, frozen, she waited and felt the silence amplifying…

      After a few moments, she heard Sophia’s scream shattering the night and echoing down the long corridor and into her room. She jumped out of bed, pulled her robe on and ran down to Sophia. The poor child’s nightmares have become more frequent! she thought.

      When she reached for the door handle, the screaming stopped.

      Father McDonald was climbing the stairs behind her, panting and moving as fast as his arthritic bones would allow.

      Mother Catherine entered the room and registered the prominent smell of sage. She let her right hand fly up to her crucifix. She saw that Sophia’s body was suspended above the bed, illuminated with white light. “Oh, God, have mercy upon this child! Shower her with your blessings!” she cried out, frantically rubbing the crucifix between her fingers.

      Father McDonald entered the room, out of breath, and declared, “I think He already has.” He stepped towards Sophia and spoke to her in a soft voice: “You’re in the hands of God, Sophia: don’t be afraid.” He suddenly grabbed at his chest.

      “Father, what’s wrong?” Mother Catherine asked.

      He ignored her, and his pain. His brow was covered with sweat, and some of it was dripping into his eye. He wiped it aside, and began to read from his leather-covered book: “Bless this child, O Lord …”

      Slowly, Sophia’s body started to descend.

      Father McDonald knelt beside the bed and continued his prayer.

      Mother Catherine joined him.

      The light around Sophia began to diminish, and as she descended peacefully, her body became encircled by a rainbow.

      Behind them, the bedroom door swung open and Sister Clare burst into the room, glaring at Father McDonald. “What’s going on here?” she exclaimed. “Why is that child screaming?”

      Mother Catherine grabbed the interfering young nun by the arm, pulled her into the corridor and whispered to her, “Please keep your voice down! The child is fine. Father McDonald is with her. There’s nothing you can do here.”

      Sister Clare was unconvinced, however, and bellowed, “What’s going on? What’s he doing to that girl?”

      Mother Catherine drew in a slow breath, and told her, “Go back to your room and pray to be released from the bondage of your negative thoughts!”

      The young nun stepped closer to Mother Catherine and uttered, “Father Thomas will hear about this!”

      Mother Catherine stepped back into the room, told her “Please leave!” and closed the door.

      Father McDonald remained by Sophia’s bed, kneeling down and speaking in a soothing voice: “See yourself! See the energy, Sophia! Pull it back towards you, and draw in the light — all the way … that’s it! You need to want to be here.”

      The light swirled into Sophia’s stomach; colors mingled and merged, fading and sparkling within each flicker as the light settled inside her.

      “Good girl!” Father McDonald said to her. “Well done, Sophia! That’s the best control you’ve ever shown!” His old bones creaked as he stood up. He put his hand in his coat pocket, took out a white handkerchief and used it to mop his brow.

      Sophia’s cheeks had turned pink, and her long blonde hair was fanned out around her head as if blown there by a sudden gust of wind. She opened her eyes, wiggled her toes and smiled at her favorite nun.

      Mother Catherine stepped closer, looked down into the girl’s eyes. “How are you feeling?”

      “I love you,” Sophia responded.

      “I love you too, sweetie,” Mother Catherine said. “But how are you feeling?”

      Sophia smiled and answered, “I feel humbled. My body feels really heavy, but my heart feels light; strong; full of love; vibrant — a cup with an endless flow.”

      “Sophia —”

      “I need to go outside, or at least stand,” Sophia interrupted. “I need to connect with the earth, ground myself in reality.” She sat up, moved slowly to the edge of the bed, touched the wooden floor, drew in a deep breath and said, “That’s better.”

      The smell of the sage had almost vanished, and the corridors outside the room were silent.

      “Mother Catherine,” Sophia began, “I’m sorry.” She turned her face to the floor, saddened at the memory of her vision. “He won’t listen.”

      “Who?” Mother Catherine asked. “Who won’t listen? What child says ‘humbled’?” She looked at Father McDonald, inviting him to say something.

      He sat next to Sophia on the edge of the bed, his weight causing the old mattress to sink.

      Sophia kept her eyes cast down and announced, “Father, I had another dream. I was watching over Casey when I saw the darkness was gathering power like a storm. It now has many faces, and lives above us, like the clouds. It lives within fear; thrives in a wounded heart, in jealously, greed and rage; drifters in life who don’t know where their consciousness sleeps. What does that mean: where their consciousness sleeps?”

      “God will be with you always, I have no doubt,” Father McDonald replied. “And I, too, am here for you always.”

      Mother Catherine had backed away so she was almost touching the wall, but she had an overwhelming need to know what Sophia meant. She stepped forward and moved closer to her. She spoke softly, stroked Sophia’s hair gently and asked, “Who? Sophia, who won’t listen? And won’t listen to what?”

      For some reason, Sophia couldn’t answer Mother Catherine. She put her hands under her knees and stared at her own feet while swinging them across the floor. She elected to speak to Father McDonald instead, by mumbling, “I know. I’m not afraid for me, but I am afraid for you and Mother Catherine, and everyone else, because I can see, and I don’t want to!” She swiftly reached for the comfort of her mother’s medallion, making sure it was still under her nightshirt. Reassured, she let it go.

      Mother Catherine let her hand rest atop Sophia’s head. “Afraid for me? Why?” She then thought better of asking the question, and added, “No, don’t answer that.” She felt a chill as she pulled her robe tightly around herself, and brought herself to the present moment. “I’ll get some hot chocolate, to help you sleep.” She held fast to her crucifix, put aside her troubling thoughts and said, from the heart, “Sophia, have some fun tomorrow! Be a child! ‘Humbled’, indeed!”

      Sophia started to braid her hair and smiled up at her. “You’re going to rub poor Jesus right off that necklace of yours!”
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        * * *

      

      The fresh morning air drifted in to Sophia’s room through the open window that overlooked the grounds. The room was the same as Mother Catherine’s. Sophia woke to the sounds of hammers clanging, trucks beeping and the hoisting of tents, and soon after opening her eyes she heard a slight tap at her door. “Come in.” Her friends Lisa and Gemma burst into the room, jumped on her bed, and started holding hands, bouncing around like little kids excited that today was the day the three girls would be performing their ballet piece in order to raise funds for new computers in the town’s library.

      Sophia made a quick decision to forget about the restless night she’d had and pushed aside her feeling of impending doom. Today, she’d acknowledge only what came through her five senses and give in to being a fun-seeking teenager. She jumped up on to the old, rustic-style bed and felt it creak and moan under the strain of the girls’ combined weight.

      “Hey, Sophia,” Gemma said to her, jumping off the bed, “I have something for you. My mom bought these jeans, and they’re way too big for me I thought you’d like to try them on.”

      Sophia jumped off the bed and started pulling on the jeans under her nightie – her first pair of denims. She found that they felt strong and heavy.

      She looked in the mirror that was mounted behind her bedroom door, seeing behind herself and into her mostly empty wardrobe. She took the brown woven belt hanging off the door, wormed it through the loops of her jeans, and fastened it tight around her waist. She flicked her braid, which was the length of her spine, out of the way and dug her hands into the jeans’ front pockets. She liked the new feeling she was experiencing, having almost forgotten what it was like to wear something new.

      The jeans were a tad too long and dragged on the floor. Gemma and Lisa laughed as they watched her shuffle across the room.

      Reaching the open wardrobe she took out her favorite floral shirt, which Mother Catherine had rescued during a charity drive. While buttoning it up, she became aware it was a little too tight across the chest; her breasts had started to develop. About time! I hope I get a bit more wear out of this shirt. She loved flowers and hated the thought of abandoning it. Looking down, her feet were nowhere to be seen; so she decided to fold them up to her calf muscles. She slipped into her runners and put on a sweater because she felt an unexpected chill. “Thanks, Gem — they’re great!” she declared, slapping her thighs.

      “Come on, let’s go!” Lisa begged, holding the bedroom door open.

      The three ballerinas raced along the hallway and down the narrow stairs, exited through the kitchen door and arrived on the church lawns. There, they observed the white marquees that were lined up in three rows, piled high with goodies for sale. Cakes, toffees, flowers, handmade wooden toys and sweet-smelling soaps. The girls wove around the stalls and stopped at the Ferris wheel.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Mother Catherine strolled among the stalls, she bumped into Gemma’s mom. “Good morning, Mother Catherine!” Jillian said to her, pleased to have encountered someone she knew.

      “Good morning, dear!” Mother Catherine replied. “What a wonderful day the Lord has provided for our fete!”

      “How’s the fundraising going this year?” Jillian queried.

      Mother Catherine smiled modestly and answered, in a soft voice, “Good. Are you off to watch Gemma in the recital?”

      The two started walking side by side, heading for the stage.

      “Yes, I am,” Jillian replied.

      Three young boys who were obviously playing a game of tag came tearing around the blind corner of a stall and barreled into Mother Catherine.

      She caught them and embraced them, laughing, and reminded them to be careful.

      “I’m afraid this world’s going to hell!” Jillian announced.

      “Well, you’re full of good cheer!” Mother Catherine said.

      “Sorry,” she said, looking at her fingernails, “it’s just that it’s all getting me down.”

      “Focus on sharing — and turn your telly off,” Mother Catherine advised her. “All we have to do is ‘love thy neighbor’ and all will be right in the world. We focus on ourselves too much anyway. Was there something I can help you with?”

      “Would you mind if Sophia joined the girls for a sleepover tonight? Lisa’s mother has given the okay. Gemma would love it if Sophia could come too, if it’s okay with you and Father McDonald — you’ve both raised her as if she was your own.”

      Mother Catherine stopped walking, looked at her, and replied, “Father McDonald said you mentioned something to him yesterday. It’s fine with us.”

      The two arrived at the stage as the performance was about to begin.

      Mother Catherine smiled when she saw that the girls were saying a prayer backstage.

      “All the big stars do it,” Jillian commented. “Oh, look, Father Thomas is here. He looks so young — well, compared to … anyway, I’m just going to go and say hello to him.”

      Mother Catherine smiled, raised her eyebrows and said to her, “Off you go then!” She watched her give Gemma the thumbs-up and saw Gemma turn to her two friends to tell them the good news. It’s so good to see Sophia with a smile on her face, she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Sophia felt wonderful as she, Lisa and Gemma huddled together excited about their beautiful performance. Everyone had applauded loudly over and over again as if they were professional dancers; it was the perfect end to a perfect day.

      Gemma snapped a quick selfie, tied her ballet shoes together, flung them around her neck, and with a big smirk on her face, her hand on her hip, exclaimed to Sophie, “Oh, my God, Sophie, did you see that guy smiling at you?” He’s a year above us at school, and more mature than any of the nerds my brother hangs with!”

      “No. He wasn’t looking at me, was he?” Sophia asked her.

      “Here he comes!” Gemma said, linking arms with Lisa.

      Nervously, Sophia announced, “I’m off. I’m going to pack my bag for tonight… I’ll meet you at your mom’s car!”

      “What, now? No — stay!” Gemma begged her, pushing her towards the unsuspecting teenager.

      Sophia pointed her eyes past his handsome face, skirted around him, and ran off to the nuns’ dormitory.

      “We’re a row behind the blue dumpster!” Gemma yelled to her. “See you in ten!”
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        * * *

      

      Sophia ran up the back stairs, hearing her steps echo in the empty corridor. She flung her bedroom door open, tossed her ballet shoes on the bed, took off her cardigan, flipped off her sneakers, wriggled out of her leotard, and got back into her new jeans. Full of excitement she rushed to grab a hoodie from the wardrobe, pushing her feet back into her sneakers, she nearly tripped over her own feet as she reached for her backpack, which Mother Catherine seemed to have already filled with goodies. On her tiptoes, she stretched for the sleeping bag that was on top of the wardrobe, she wriggled it off with her fingers. She strapped it to her backpack; ready. She jumped when she heard a series of loud cracks and sharp claps coming from outside. Sophia held her breath, her heart raced as she mentally searched for a picture to put to the sound; she decided to stay away from the window. It must be just cars backfiring, she thought. No, that’s not it … I know! Fireworks. That must be it! However, it wasn’t yet completely dark — twilight was still descending — her colorful happy mental images of firecrackers started to become infiltrated with scenes from the previous night’s dream. She ran from the room, eager to see the fireworks and not miss a thing. Must be the private school boys getting up to mischief!

      Sophia’s stomach turned and every atom in her body began to vibrate. The sound of people screaming grew louder. Walking from the direction of the river she saw a pale young man, barefoot, wearing a dirty pair of white jocks and a t-shirt. His long, straight, bleached hair was stuck to his dirty face, his feet were caked with mud, and his black eyes were expressionless. He held a rifle at waist height firing it randomly. Everybody in the vicinity was now running and screaming, seeking shelter. The young man wasn’t taking aim at all; he looked dead, and the semi-automatic gun just kept firing.

      Trying to block out her own panic she ran behind the church, towards the fete stalls and the car park behind them. Feeling as if her heart was about to rupture Sophia crouched down behind the cake stall, the last stall in the row… Nearly there! she thought. She’d have to sprint about fifteen yards across grass, out in the open, to get to the cars. A man carrying his crying child ran past her across the grass towards the carpark. The blue dumpster Gemma said her mother’s car was parked behind was clearly visible. Her body felt strange, and she wanted to purge the adrenalin from it. Sophia could feel that her body was changing. Her atoms were now on fire, separating and joining, separating and joining; it was a scintillating feeling. She saw that the edge of her body looked pixelated, and she had to keep herself together, literally. She held her aura tightly in her mind, and mentally repeated to herself, Stay connected! Stay connected! Feel the ground! She needed to make her legs move. I can do this. Before losing total connection to her body, she stood up, staying low and ran out across the open space to the first row of cars. She ducked behind the blue dumpster, then scampered around it to Gemma’s mother’s car, and stopped. Out in the open, on the dusty gravel, just out of reach, was an abandoned pair of ballet shoes tied casually together. They look like Gemma’s, she thought, not wanting to move and not wanting to know for sure.

      The sound of gunfire was now coming from the car park, and the sky was turning black. She quickly pressed up against the back of the car and slowly peeked around the car’s red tail lights. Between two cars Gemma’s mother was lying on the ground, Gemma and Lisa motionless beside her. She edged forward, praying they were alive, and saw that Gemma’s mother’s hair was matted with blood. She slapped her hand over her mouth, squeezed it tight to stop herself from screaming and moved back behind the car. Sophia pressed her head against the cold metal of the bumper bar and cried, not noticing that the gunfire had stopped.

      “Stop! Look at me!” she heard Mother Catherine scream.

      Sophia spun around. She was trapped, the gunman was right behind her. Mother Catherine was behind him trying to get his attention. No, Mother Catherine! she whispered inside her head, taking a half step towards them. Please, no! What are you doing? Stop! Please, stop! No! He won’t listen!

      Mother Catherine was taken aback by the sound of Sophia’s voice inside her head. Never having heard it before, she felt a sense of calm descend on her and a feeling of admiration for God and his creations. You’re an amazing person, Sophia! she thought. Can you hear me?

      Yes, I’m here! Sophia thought. What can I do? What can I do?

      I love you, Sophia! Now, run! Mother Catherine replied.

      Mother Catherine, no!

      Mother Catherine turned her attention to the young man, and gently said to him, “You’re safe. No one’s going to hurt you. Please, give me your gun.”

      Sophia could see he was staring absently, drool hanging from the corners of his mouth. His arms looked heavy, and he swung them clumsily as he held the gun at waist height. He’s going to drop it, she thought. She could see he was covered with a darkening grey mist that was expanding, contracting, expanding.

      Mother Catherine prayed as she stepped closer to the young man. “Protect Sophia,” she began, “and forgive this young man, Lord. He knows not what he does.”

      Mother Catherine, move away! Sophia pleaded.

      His black irises locked on the crucifix that Mother Catherine was nervously rubbing … suddenly, he opened his eyes wide and stretched his mouth in a silent scream. His cheeks were torn apart, and a thousand bees erupted from his mouth. They flew straight at Mother Catherine, swarming around her face.

      “Aaah! No! No! No! No! No! Mother Catherine!” Sophia shouted and moved towards her…

      … but before she stood up, the young man lifted the gun, and the loud, frenzied buzzing of the bees was drowned out by gunfire.

      Sophia saw Mother Catherine fall to the ground, her face and throat swelling up; she was in a state of anaphylactic shock.

      Run, Sophia! Run! Mother Catherine mentally commanded her.

      “No!” Sophia replied. “I won’t leave you!” Relax! Breathe! Just breathe! she told herself as the gunman turned to face her. She felt the energy boiling, swirling within the pit of her stomach, and felt her atoms splitting, growing and radiating from every pore in her body.

      The bees were everywhere, but none landed on Sophia.

      The young man became mesmerized by the swirling vortex of light she had around her.

      She began folding and unfolding the energy with her mind in order to create a barrier of space and light between them. She’d never tried doing this before. This is way too slow! She saw that his irises and all around his eyes were two black pools of tar, and the heavy mist around him was starting to push out from his being, causing her barrier of light to disintegrate before she could completely manifest it. She saw that the mist was made up of tiny creatures — micro-winged demons — which burst into sparks of light as they collided with her energy. They started flying in and out of the gunman’s mouth, nose and grated cheeks. The dark matter was becoming dense: it pushed out violently forcing her backwards. She felt her head jolt back as her body hit the ground, she lost control of her energy, shattering the car windows and knocking the gunman off his feet. Shocked, she pushed up off the ground and crawled to Mother Catherine.

      Out of nowhere, she saw Father McDonald appear next to her and grab her right arm. Suddenly he went stiff, as if he’d been tasered, and she could smell the singed hairs on his arms. As soon as he had his body under control, he lifted Sophia to her feet.

      They ran down to the river and headed for a stand of trees to hide within.

      The gunman was trying to stand up, when from behind, carrying a stone, Father Thomas raised his arms and slammed the stone into the back of the young man’s head. Sophia turned away. When she looked back briefly, she saw that Father Thomas was taking the gun from the young man, then checking Mother Catherine, but Sophia knew he was too late: her face was now unrecognizable. She still had her hand clenched around her pendant of Jesus. Father Thomas went back to check the gunman’s pulse and lowered his ear to the man’s mouth, searching for any signs of life.

      The gunman’s mouth opened and a dark mist was expelled from it and on to Father Thomas’s face.

      Father Thomas backed away, coughing and choking. He held his throat as the mist entered his mouth. “We have to go back! We have to help him!” Sophia begged Father McDonald as she watched Father Thomas reach for his head and cradle it in his hands, his face twisted in pain. She reached out with her mind, connected, and heard him begging for the pain to stop — a second of it seemed like a minute, and a minute of it seemed like an hour. He thinks he’s going to die, she thought as she felt his mind slip into darkness.

      Then, as quickly as the pain had started, it stopped. Father Thomas went down on his knees, and vomited.

      Sophia saw, from within his eyes, Sister Clare running to his aid and heard the sirens approach from off in the distance with his ears.

      Father Thomas spat on the ground, and wiped his mouth.

      “Look!” Sister Clare yelled, and pointed towards the forest.

      Father Thomas followed her gaze, and saw Sophia and Father McDonald looking straight at them.

      It’s strange looking at myself through someone else’s eyes, she thought and started to separate from Father Thomas.

      “We must tell the police about Father McDonald,” Sister Clare said to him.

      Sophia waited — Father Thomas lost his balance and placed his fingertips on his temples. She merged back completely into his mind, scared, because he was losing consciousness and also losing control of his body. She could feel his distress, his fear, as if he was beside her in the back seat of a car while someone else was driving. To her it seemed as if “they” were looking out from behind his eyes together, as if his eyes were now mere windows because he had become a prisoner in his own body.

      From deep within Father Thomas, Sophia heard a foreign-sounding roar of laughter, the laughter of a legion. We’re not alone, she thought, something else is within him. She felt a chill ripple across his chest.

      Sophia kept her thoughts as still as possible and disconnected from Father Thomas. The last thing she heard, punctuated by all-consuming laughter was, That’s right, priest: you belong to me now! How quickly your God abandons you! Terrified, she wanted to scream, to explode, to get away from the evil. She quickly left him and secured herself within her own mind and body.

      Father McDonald pulled her deeper into the forest, and when they came to a small hill, they settled in behind it, on their bellies, feeling like two snipers as they looked back at the church.

      Father Thomas was vomiting continuously. He wiped his chin. His body slowly straightened up.

      Sophia lay low in the brush, next to Father McDonald, and watched Father Thomas as he waved his fist in the air as if he were a puppet. “What happened to Father Thomas?” she whispered to Father McDonald. “Why did that gunman do that? Oh, Father, Mother Catherine: she’s dead!”

      “I don’t know,” Father McDonald replied, “I have a terrible feeling the gunman was looking for you, Sophia.”

      “Me?” she queried. “Why me? All these people have died because of me?!” She started crying uncontrollably. “No,” she said, “I don’t believe you: why would he want to kill me?”

      “Your light. Let’s get moving; it’s time to leave.” He lifted her up by her backpack, drawing on strength she didn’t know he still had, and together they moved away from the church and travelled deeper into the woods.
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            KING-HIT: KEVIN. AUSTRALIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Kevin just wanted them to stop. The sound of his parents quarreling continued late into the night. Bile rose in his throat as they yelled and screamed at each other. Each selfish word more painful than a slap in the face and the sting of each adjective lingered in his soul. He just wanted them to speak nicely to each other. Why do they fight? he wondered. They are both to blame, but his mom the most.

      The baby cried. Love cowered in the corner. The screen door slammed. The porch light came on and Kevin moved to the window. His mother stormed down the front path clutching her cardigan. The car door creaked, tyres screeched as she sped away. What happened? Why didn’t she like the gift? Kevin thought. Why did she look at his dad like that? What was in the little box his dad had wrapped with care — and what’s with the blue tiny esky? Once or twice a week she left late at night with the tiny icebox and returned in the early hours of the morning, and put it away at the back of the freezer. The first time he saw it was when she had suddenly returned from the States. It contained a cold metal cylinder, locked. At first Kevin had been obsessed with getting it open, but eventually he gave up. It didn’t matter anyway. What mattered was the arguing might mean she has the virus.

      Earlier that day before his mother went off to work she had woken them with a jab in the rear, giving them all, including his dad, a vaccination. His dad asked, playfully — grossing Kevin out — if he could give her hers, but she said she didn’t have enough. They were sworn to secrecy. Together, his little brother, Alex, and his dad cleaned the house from top to bottom, and cooked a mouth-watering dinner for his mom. It was his dad’s first day off in ages. Smoke choked the neighborhood so they stayed indoors. Kevin thought his dad was pretty cool and brave, he wished he could tell him. He worked long hours fighting bushfires and saving people — their homes, and animals. That day, the fire in the mountains had been started deliberately. It had been hot and dry, and before lunch it was well over thirty-five degrees. He wanted to bail and go over to Tim’s and head for the river, but he didn’t want to disappoint his dad so he hung around at home. While Molly napped in her cot, his dad and his brother Alex had enjoyed cleaning the house. They laughed when his dad went sliding and fell on the polished floor while doing a ‘Tom Cruise’, whoever that was. Someone from the old days, Kevin thought. Kevin had draped the sheets over the chairs pretending it was a secret club, and allowed Alex to enter with a secret password while his dad made the bed with fresh crisp sheets.
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