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PROLOGUE

St. John’s, Arizona
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Ted deFonce drove north on U.S. 191 from Tucson to St. Johns Arizona, for the second straight summer now. With the conclusion of his junior year at the University of Arizona, he was pulled again, back home. Last year, it was to attend to the business of his mother and sister's house, from which they were just gone. Not passed on, simply disappeared, like so very many around the whole world. He'd never been able to get past the nagging feeling that they were somehow at the center of it all. 

He'd had that feeling even more pronounced when a traveling ‘evangelist’ of sorts, came through the campus this past semester. Murray Sevogt was his name. Ted had attended, but never reached out, never met the man. He’d merely heard his message; of end times, of repentance, and picked up his media information. The same flyers and postcards that, even now, sat atop of his travel bag in the car seat next to him. 

There was really nothing to return to presently here in St. Johns. The home, now a rental, wasn’t a place he could stay at. Yet, the pull of his family and some strange tug associated with Murray predicated his reappearance to the little town. It was more than that though – it was the anniversary of the departure and the nagging dreams of sister and mother being back here, perhaps even now. Had he become that crazy and vulnerable? Reaching out at the dangling carrots of dreams that wouldn’t cease, in some insane hope that he might find them once more? If it weren't for that strange, deja-vu connection he and his sister, Beth, always had, he would have no doubt dismissed it all, and never made this trip again. Yet, here he was, approaching the city limits.   

* * * * *
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On the same highway, from the opposite direction, little more than an hour earlier, came a duo this time, from Albuquerque. Officer Charlie Bennett and Marshall Sylvia Weathersfield, had been together for two years now in New Mexico. Charlie, having decided to stay on with the force there, and with her. For them, much less of a dream-filled life now, compared to poor Ted – except of late. The dreams had come calling again, signaling them to an appointed place, with their ‘packages’ in tow. The contents of which were the last physical remains of those who, like Ted's family, were also gone from this physical plane – their ashes. 

"Why so grumpy over there, Chuck?" asked Sylvia. "We’ve been pretty ‘dream-free’ for quite awhile now. That's pretty nice, no?"

"Yeh, yeah, it's nice. That doesn't mean I gotta like life as it’s gotten since they left; did their thing, brought about the mess things are now. Like that crap we passed over in Gallup," grumbled Charlie.

"Hey – it’s not their fault! They didn't bring it, they were just doin' their calling, you know that – better than anyone! And now, they're calling you back from intermission, and you don't like it. But, you knew it would come – you schooled me on this!" 

"Wow – a couple years together and you think you got it all figured out do ya?"

"Yeah, I do. Just like you do, despite yer squawkin'! We're both here on this trip, so – hey! Here it is! St. John's town limits. So now what? We go find the deFonces' old place and go trudgin' behind its backwoods lookin' for a creek, right?" 

"That's the plan, Marshal-lady, that's the plan!" concluded Charlie. 

* * * * *
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In the middle of town, at a Days Inn, yet another group, double the size of the two incoming from the north, stirred from a late-afternoon nap following their check-in. Led by one Murray Sevogt, formerly known as Murro Vogt, he made his rounds to their rooms, waking the trio he'd assembled for this journey. In the last couple of years since the Earth-Gate, Murro, the lone quarter of the gate-keepers to have been dispatched back to earth, had traveled extensively, seeking disciples as it were. 

As penance, or healing, for his previous transgressions, he had been mandated to toil in this now-changing world, to harvest who he could, in hopes of saving a remnant of souls who might still be turned to the light – before sheer darkness came. 

These three came from his travels around the country who had shown profound and particular interest in the phenomenon of Earth and Cross Gates. As such, his presence here was in response to their dreams, much like Ted and Charlie – Murro had brought them with, in the hope of encountering yet another gating-event, that they all might share in. 

Amanda, a woman from British Columbia, having witnessed David Severs Earth Gate portion. 

Haley, a Delta flight attendant, who encountered a Cassie Severs gate-beam-out from her plane, to this very locale. 

Buddy, a New Mexico police deputy, who learned first-hand the energy backlash of a Cross Gate wind while unknowingly pursuing Vogt himself. 

Vogt was naturally struck by the irony of the latter two being with him; how they both were barriers to the Earth Gate mission before; just as he himself was initially pitted against the Severs, not with them. 

The Severs, he thought of fondly. David. Cassie. Jeff. Carolyn. Might she be included in what he anticipated, would shortly be, their return? He surely hoped so. But enough reminiscing over it all, this would not get them there. Next, to finish gathering his troops and double check his information on the location of the deFonce home. 

Having roused the ladies from their room, he returned to his and Buddy's, as the girls readied themselves. After stirring Bud back awake, Murro flipped on the television to check for possible updates as to what they'd all glanced as they’d passed through Gallup. They'd swung by on I-40, and observed spotty points of smoke, fire and a plethora of emergency vehicles, both ground and air. A developing scene of chaos, it appeared, with noticeable traffic jams of people attempting to leave the city. It all seemed still in early stages, as their freeway travel was mostly unhampered. Since their day grew late already, they simply carried on. What he found on the news now was disturbing, to say the least. 

Hearing the women approach, he anxiously called them in to see. "Look at this everyone. What we saw in Gallup passing by – this is not good!" 

"My God, what's going on there now?" exclaimed Haley, shaking her head in horror. 

Closer-up news scenes than what they’d seen before at a distance, showed chaotic, random violence and bizarre physical behavior. Amongst citizens on the street, there were those appearing normal, fleeing fearfully, from other disfigured and grotesque-looking – people. It smacked of a zombie-like scenario, and certainly apocalyptic. As they all watched, more than one of them scratched their barcode-imprint tattoo subconsciously, as if it were 'itching' to what they saw.

"What the fricking hell!" shouted Buddy. 

"I fear that may well be what we're seeing the beginning of, people. Hell on earth," Murro concluded, switching it off. "I think we've seen enough of that for now. For, in all likelihood, we shall see more, if it progresses as I suspect it will. Come, we must go to our 'appointment.' But after that, I recommend we be more diligent and wary."

"What do you know of this, Murray?" asked Amanda. "You seem to have a good idea of what's going on with that. What are you not telling us?"

"Nothing," he replied. "I'm simply more aware of the place-in-time in which we live; and such as this is, unfortunately, to be expected at a certain point. It's just, that point appears to be – now."

With that, he ushered them out, driving off towards the deFonce house for the expected rendezvous – with old friends. 

* * * * *
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After a quick bite at a local eatery, Ted arrived on the road down from his old family home. It appeared relatively vacant at the moment, as he recalled his renters were on vacation. He parked closer up, but at a comfortable distance. He made his way out of his car and roundabout towards the back of the property. He hesitated in his movements by the sudden appearance of a mighty glow in the distance, farther out in the woods behind the house.  
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Part I

HOME - COMING
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CHAPTER 1

The Return
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The fishpond into which the creek ran at its end still reflected the light burst from the opening Cross Gate. It actually seemed to hold the light. The gate's travelers stood in its waters peacefully, respectfully. David Severs with his daughter Cassie and lady-love Sandra NiKells, Cassie's mentor. 

Sandra looked lovingly towards Charlie with Sylvia, both standing on the bank of the pond, holding three urns. She nodded in gratitude at them for coming. For a Cross Gate traveler to return to the physical plane, they required a ‘keeper,’ a holder of their bodies’ ashes – what one’s physical form reduced to when their spirit passed through a gate. Upon the soul’s gated return, the spirit then ‘re-fused’ with those ashes, becoming whole once more.  

Sandra turned back towards the other two in the water, taking their hands. Bowing her head towards Cassie's, she released David's hand and took one of Cassie's in hers. With foreheads touched together and clasping both hands, the pair began to shimmer, almost appearing as though the light from the water had climbed up upon the two. As water and light bathed them, the duo become one once again, the entity known as Cassandra. 

David smiled and approached her. "My dears," he began, "do you return here to this place to make your declaration unto the Shepherd and to these gathered, in baptism?"

"We do," replied Cassandra.

"They do," Murro repeated in a whisper from behind the tree-line, where he and his cohorts had quietly begun to emerge. He held a hand over his heart, while with his other, motioned his people to pause and just watch the rest from there. 

"Then," began David once more, "it is my honor and passion to baptize you, my daughter, and you, my love, as one, together. I baptize you Cassandra, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit." He then took her gently by waist and shoulders and prepared to dunk.

Just before he did, she looked up at him and said quietly, "You may lay us under for a few moments more than you normally might, before raising us back up, we won't mind –“

David blinked oddly at her, but then his expression changed, as though beginning to recognize what she meant. He smiled then, as he dipped her down into the water, and held. 

Murro looked on, overcome, putting his other hand over his heart, realizing the homage they paid to his own style of baptism. Do they know I’m here? he wondered. 

Haley queried to him, "Uh, you're not supposed to hold someone under like that when you're baptizing are you?" 

Before he could reply, David deferred her concerns by again raising his subject from her watery shroud, refreshed and still glowing. She hugged Severs closely at first, then passionately. After which, she twitched and jerked a bit, the Cassie half of her feeling it was decidedly more than the kind of hug she wanted – from her father! Her Sandra half took the cue and backed off. David then took her hand, leading her, almost as if in presentation. Little did he know how much he was, as more eyes than he was aware of, were observing. They strode outward from the pond, and as they did, where two emerged, three walked out! 

Amanda exclaimed, "Oh, dear God!" at the sight of Cassie and Sandra disengaging. 

With that, Murro and his troupe's stealthy observance was over, as Charlie spun, shouting out "Who's over there in the trees? Come on out now!" 

Vogt came out first, bowing as if in surrender or apology. The trio followed. 

"Vogty! What the heck are you doing here?" shouted Cassie, running over to embrace him. 

"Hello Caspian, it is good to see you." Pushing her back, looking her in the eye, he continued, "Beautiful baptism, my dear. From the look of it, I would've thought you knew I was here."

"I dunno, maybe I did subconsciously, or Sand did. Either way, one or both of us was feeling like it'd be a 'woosy-baptism' if we didn't stay under for a little bit, right! Ha ha!"

"Ah yes, indeed,” Murro replied. “Ah, Cassie? May I inquire as to if – your mother came through with you?"

"Uh, yes and no, sorta. Her and Jeff, they were with us in the water. The light in the water." 

"Oh –“ he replied, that not being quite the answer he was hoping for. 

She saw the disappointment in his eyes, replying back with a hug, "I'm sorry dude. I know you must've been wanting her to be here, the whole way, since you took the trouble to get here. Come to think of it, what did prompt you to come? Get a dream or sumpthin'?" 

"What else? And these good people have met with dreams also. I've encountered them in my travels, 'coincidentally.' They've each had brushes with us before, as it turns out." 

Cassie and Haley stared at each other in instant recognition. "You!" they both shouted out simultaneously. Sylvia, also recognizing Haley, moved away from Charlie towards her, Cassie and Buddy, as she knew him too.

David, fixing upon Amanda, stared, and then approached, not recognizing, only feeling something familiar. He reached for her hand in greeting. It was Amanda who took the first shot at identifying their mutual hunch, as it was she who saw him that day, not the other way around. 

"You – you were the man up in the lighthouse in the fire-circle that day – yes?"

"Why, yes I am, I was. Apparently, I didn’t go unnoticed. David Severs, at your service."

"From where I was, you were hard to miss, David. Hi, I'm Amanda."

As they met, Sandra opted to move around to Charlie, in the spot vacated by Weathersfield.

"Hello, old friend," she said, embracing him. "Thank you for doing this. I wasn't planning on our return to turn into a meet and greet after the baptism, but it looks like that's what we've got now."

"I didn't know what to expect, baptism or otherwise, to tell you the truth, Sand," replied Charlie. "With you and this crew, ya never really know what yer gonna get! And you, gettin' all baptized. Go figure. Guess yer really takin' it all pretty serious now, huh?" 

"As should you, my friend. Things are going to be getting seriously dark for those remaining in this world very shortly, if it hasn't begun already. It's why we're back. The baptism was just something Cassie and I wanted to do to dedicate our return." 

"Yeesh," he commented, "you n' her – doin’ that merge-meld thing you do. Dunno if I'll ever get used to it. But yer right about some dark crap goin' down. I've been keepin' tabs on what's happened in Gallup. When we went through on the way here, we saw the place lookin' bad. Since then, checkin' it on the news, it's like some kinda zombie apocalypse down there!"

"Close, Charlie," said Sandra in turn. "More to the point, a demonic one. The people you've viewed on television who looked like that are under possession, and the devils are coming into them through their marks." Looking over at his forearm observing his, she asked, "Yours – is it the permanent ink, or the temporary one – I hope?"

"I ain't an idiot, Sand. It's the temp one you can do from the phone app yourself. Don't know if I bought all that 'beast-mark' crap, but after first-hand knowin' what you guys did, I wasn't takin' any chances. Ya still gotta have it to do biz and get yer paychecks though, so –“  

"Well, whether temp or perm, a person can still be entered by a demon through it. We'll be dealing with it utilizing the cross gates in the same, yet different fashion." 

"Uh, yeah, of course you will," returned Charlie sarcastically, shaking his head and rolling his eyes. 

A ‘field test’ as it were, in this new gate use Sandra referred to was more forthcoming than she realized. For, while the return, baptism, and greetings had ensued, a certain lone young man had arrived and was coming their way. It had taken him longer to make his way than it should’ve, as, during his trek from the house, he had – changed. 

Amidst the chatter of new and old acquaintances, two of the group suddenly ceased their part in it. Cassie and Murro's gazes locked onto each other, feeling something, someone familiar. Yet, wrong somehow.

"You feel that?" asked Cassie. It's him, isn't it?"

"Indeed, I think so," responded Vogt. "He must be close. Come, let us go look."

The two broke from the rest and began to head away from the clearing towards the woods around the house. At that moment, out of the shadowed dark of the trees, a figure emerged. Not merely coming forth, but twisting and creeping in ways a human body should not. He was recognizable, but not instantly, as he slathered at them, his normal features sinisterly distorted.

"Ted!" shouted Cassie. "It's me, Cassie! Your sister's friend!" Yeah, like that's gonna mean anything to him like this, when we've never even met, she thought to herself. He looked at her queerly, cocking his head like a dog. Perhaps growling expletives in some demonic tongue, he suddenly sprung at her, seething. Seeing the move coming, Cassie ducked down, rolling to the ground, avoiding him completely. 

At the attack, David leapt to her defense immediately. 

Sandra moved into action too, and said, "Looks like I've already got my opportunity to try this out," darting away from Charlie. 

"No! Not yet," shouted Cassie at her. "Just distract him for a sec, I've got this!" 

Not sure why she wanted this or what she was planning, Sandra nodded, first back to her, then to David. 

Taking her cue, David joined beside her in front of 'Demon-Ted,’ each one casting right and left arms from head to toe, creating two half circles between them. The blow-back of energy created sent Ted sprawling back towards the tree-line. Behind them, Cassie drew up a circle of her own, this one a full gate, which, once completed, she abruptly jumped into, 'dusting out,' then both she and the gate were gone! 

Everyone looked around at each other – those who knew what was going on and those who didn't – dumbfounded at what Cassie just did. Where had she gone? What was she up to? The answer came quickly as Demon Ted had regained his footing, beginning to move back towards the group. He didn't get far before an ellipse formed from behind him, enveloping him momentarily, then dissipating. He shook and shivered, as whatever had gone into him was not agreeing with him. 

"Cassie –“ Sandra whispered to herself, recognizing now, what she'd done, as only she could. Only herself and Cassie had ever attempted moving another's essence through a gate within themselves, and it was coming clear that Cassie was moving her own spirit into Ted, to force the demon out! Sandra, now knowing, paused, readying herself for action once more.

Demon-Ted writhed and coughed, on the verge of vomiting. He threw himself towards the spot where Cassie initially opened her gate and went into it, where her ashes laid upon the ground. 'Ted' made one final surge, sprawling forward, acting as though hurling. But it was not vomit that emitted, but the demon itself from out of his mouth! 

Sandra circle-motioned, creating another gate portal, to catch up the entity, sending it away. One last emission purged from Ted's mouth, Cassie's soul flowing to her ashes on the ground. Her 'dust' swirled, congealed and reformed into herself once more, as the freed Ted practically collapsed on top of her. 

He saw her as if it were his first sight after waking up from a dream – or a nightmare. Ted caught himself before totally falling on top of her; she, helping, extending a hand to his muscular chest to stop him also. Her raven locks smoothing behind her head across the ground, Cassie was quite the welcome sight from what he'd just been through. 

Not really knowing what he'd just experienced, he began with a "Hello there? Uh, where did you come from? Who are you?" Before she could even offer a response, he cocked his head up, looking at all the other eyes upon him and her. "Who are all of you? I was just coming around back from my mom's old place, and now – what is going on here?"

Cassie found her voice then, and exclaimed to him, "Yes! Your mom. And your sister! I'm their friend, Cassie. I tried telling you that a second ago when that demon had you –“ and there she stopped short, realizing how crazy that must sound to him. 

"Demon?" he balked. "Are you on dope, girl? What the hell?"

"Nope, no drugs, dude! Just high on 'after-life.' And here, lemme make sure another demon doesn't get in you again!" She grabbed his forearm where his mark was, taking her finger to it. She drew an imaginary circle around it, then crossed it. Immediately it glowed upon the mark – and burned! 

"Aaaagghh!" he shouted, recoiling backwards, finally moving away from her. A good thing too, as David was nearly about to haul him off his daughter. "What did you do that for, you crazy little –“ 

"Heeyy," said Sandra catching his back from behind him, "Easy there, fella. It's all right. She meant you no harm. Quite the opposite, actually." Still holding onto him, she looked to everyone, and continued, "All of you – who have a mark, we need to do the same thing to you. Otherwise, you're a target for what just happened to him!" 

"What – did just happen?" shouted Buddy to Murro. "Me n' the girls come out here with you expecting sumthin' a 'lil weird, sure – but this? Two folks in one, portal-things outta mid-air, spirits n' demons goin' in 'an out of 'em, burnin' marks by just puttin' yer finger on 'em! I mean, what the hell, man?" The other two girls’ blank looks to Vogt seemed to echo his words. 

"Was it not everything you hoped for and more?" replied Murro with the same sharp sarcasm one would expect from Cassie herself.
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CHAPTER 2

Cassie & Ted
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Vogt and his trio along with the law and gate keepers all found themselves invited by Ted back to his favorite local bar and grill. After the events behind his mom's house, it seemed like a good idea to go there and decompress. Unfortunately, a lingering stress still remained. The televisions in the bar continued to carry stories of the growing demon mayhem in the region and apparently, countrywide. Murro and the other cross-gaters watched intently, save for Cassie who sprawled herself out in a booth, looking, but more relaxed than the others. The rest tried to engage in conversation to distract, but the telecast was akin to September eleventh coverage, hard not to watch.

Reports continued to tell of how people afflicted were predominantly in medium sized cities across the states. The anchormen and field reporters went on to explain that some of the afflicted were migrating to nearby smaller towns. Only small pockets in major cities were noted at present. Naturally, in an effort to instill public confidence that everything possible was being done, scenes were shown of the infected rounded up and contained by law enforcement. In a few follow-up fluff pieces, priests were even shown attempting to exorcise some folks from their incursions. 

Throughout the viewing, Ted had spaced out a few whiskey shots here and there, glancing Cassie's way every now and then from the bar. After the priests' exorcising segment, Ted had had enough. Slamming down his current shot, slapping the empty on the countertop, he turned briskly toward the door. As he made his way to go, a number of others' eyes followed his movements, not the least of which were Cassie's. 

Following his exit, Cassie took a deep, thoughtful sigh and moved to head out in trail. David, detecting her movement, began to rise himself, but Sandra gestured to him to hold and let her go. He sighed, then sat back down, as she patted his back that it was okay.

Wheeling around to the side of the establishment, Cassie found Ted standing back against the wall taking deep breaths. His eyes were closed, so he wasn't aware of her until she was upon him. "Ted, you okay?"

As in their initial meeting, he opened his eyes to find her there before him. "Oh! Hey, hi," he greeted. "Yeah, I'm okay. Actually, not really. Watching all that stuff on demonized people kind of brought back the memory of what happened to me back there."

"I'm sorry," Cassie replied. "But at least we were there and I got it out of you."

"And I'm glad you were! Thank you. Now that I've seen you, met you, all of you, I'm pretty sure you've been in my dreams too. Along with my mom and sis that is. They were why I came back. I guess I was hoping somehow –“ 

"You'd find them again, here," she finished for him. "Well, I'll tell ya dude, like I told Vogty back by the house, they were there. He was hoping to see my mom too. Her and him, they're kinda involved. Anyway, they were all there, at me n' Sandy's baptism: Yer mom and mine, my bro and yer sis. But they were in spirit, not back fully, like us."

"Whoa, wait up, girl. You had a baptism? I missed that! Oh right. I had a demon in me at the time, so of course. But why are you, your dad and his girlfriend back physically, but my family and the rest of yours not? And how do you guys do what you do with the portals and stuff?"

She laid her hand across his arm, where she burned off his mark, and said "Totally all the right questions to be asking, man. The answers are kinda, well, complicated. Easy answer: ‘We're on a Mission from God.’ I know it’s a corny line, but it covers alot o' ground that's waayy out there, pal. I'll catch ya up, I promise. And, I'll hook you up with your fam too, okay?"

“’A deal I can't refuse,’ since you're into corny movie lines," he answered.

"In the meantime, Teddy, how 'bout we head back in and you hook me up with a shot, huh?"

"It's a bar, sweetheart. You twenty one?" 

"No, but I'm over eighteen now!" she proudly stated, batting her eyes at him. 

"Tell you what, I'll do what I can, but with your dad in there, plus your peeps and the bartender, no promises. Deal?" 

"Deal!" she said, putting her arm around his waist, leading them back inside.

They spent the next half hour back in Cassie's booth talking, amidst glances from her dad and Sandra. No luck on the shots though. The best Ted was able to was sneak an occasional whiskey splash into Cassie's coke, which worked fine for her. As their mood lightened, the other gaters spirits did the opposite. 

Almost as if she physically came over to say something, Cassie heard Sandra in her head, prompting. "Excuse me, Cass, don't mean to interrupt, but I am. We've been discussing while you've been doting after Ted there, and decided we need to have a strategy meeting. We're leaving shortly to see about getting a couple more rooms next to Murro's over at his motel. If you two could pull yourselves away from each other –“

"Geez, it ain't like that, Sand," scolded Cassie, replying from her thoughts as well. "I mean, he's Beth's brother for Shepherd's sake! Although he is kinda cute –“ 

"That's what I thought," she returned. "Look, it’s not my business and I'm not your mother. But I am having to hold your father somewhat at bay over you two. So, if you could get back to business with us, that'd be great." 

Sighing, she replied, "10-4, not-the-Momma! Let me know when we're bolting and I'm there, k? Oh, by the way, been meaning to ask: Did you get some imagery when we were coming out of the water at our baptism before?"

"Why yes, now that you ask. I did, parallel to us surfacing; some kind of jumbo-jet wreckage, rising out of – the sea, perhaps? Made no sense to me at all. You too, I assume?"

"Roger that, Momma Bear. Weird, huh? Anyway, just wanted to check. How's that for gettin' back to biz, huh Sand?" 

Shutting off from Sandra and looking back to Ted, she informed, "Uh dude, we gotta go pretty quick, sorry. 'Cross-Club' meeting coming up soon." 

"Excuse me," Ted began, "How do you know that all of a sudden? Nobody's said anything to us since we came back in."

"Oh, yeah. Sandy and I can talk to each other in our heads. She's a psychic. And we can dream to each other too. Well, we all can for that matter. I prob'ly could to you too. You said you've spotted us in dreams already, so sounds like you're ripe for the pickens!"

"Really? Dream to me? Like, will yourself into a dream I'm having?"

"Yeah, really! The very first time I met Beth was in a dream. Sand and I doubled up and went to her, even introduced her to her soul mate: The re-incarnated spirit she housed. You've got one too y'know. And, yours is Vogty's ancestor, no less!"

"Whoa! Slow down again, girl. You're saying me and my sis both carry someone re-incarnated within us? And mine is the preacher-guy's ancestor? What the?" 

"Yep, that’s the fact, Jack! Listen, I'd love to get into the how n' stuff, but like I said, we gotta go. I think we're gonna go try n' figure out how to deal with this demon plague thing. I'm serious though, I could try a dream-walk to you later on. I can show you things in dream with imagery instead of having to explain everything. It's alot more effective sometimes. Meantime, let's bail, the troops are headin' out."

Having noted everyone's movement toward departure, Cassie figured it best not to try David's nor Sandra's patience further. Thus, she and Ted fell in line with the group, returning on foot to the motel. Vehicles had already been parked earlier, the pub being mere blocks from the Day’s Inn. 

As they walked, Cassie was still more engaged with Ted than anything else, and David finally ‘said’ something, as he watched them from the rear of the line. "Cass, are you even on alert at all up there? We're supposed to be on demon-watch, dear." 

Cassie was about to blurt something aloud at him, when suddenly she realized, he hadn't spoken to her out loud whatsoever. "What? Dad? Since when do you talk inside my head like Sand? This is new! And, my bad for not paying attention. Cut me a break though, could ya? I haven't talked to a boy in like, forever!" 

"May I remind you that it was this very boy you purged a demon from not two hours ago?" David stressed. "We need to keep sharp here, honey. There could be someone else possessed around the corner for all we know!"  

"Yeh, yeah, alright. Sorry. Caspian's on the clock now, Daddo!" 

With that, Cassie joined with her dad, Sandra, Murro, Charlie and Sylvia keeping watchful eyes pegged for trouble the rest of the way back.  
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CHAPTER 3

Circle the Monster
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It was to that very point of ‘defense’ Cassie spoke to, once they were all re-convened within one of the new rooms they'd procured at the motel. Sylvia and Charlie stayed with the others, while Cassie, Sandra, David and Murro discussed. "So, why don't we just throw up a protective cross circle around the whole town for now to keep the baddies out?" she proposed. 

"Certainly a sustainable temporary solution for the short term," Vogt replied. 

"Yes, but that won't be maintainable forever," David offered. "This little town's not going to be our base for long, and once we're gone –“ 

"David's right," returned Sandra. The way this seems to be progressing, re-enforcements are going to be needed in no time. We'll need the others, and a lot more, real soon." 

Murro smiled to this, imagining Carolyn's return as part of the support crew. 

Likewise, David thought of his son, Jeff. 

Sandra reflected upon Peroz, their turkish boatman. 

Cassie imagined Beth and Jennifer, thinking at the same time, that if Ted were here and hearing this, he too, would think of them also. The second the thought crossed her mind, she was suddenly struck that this guy was getting under her skin! She glanced at her father and Sandra, realizing their overprotective concerns to this might not be as unfounded as she'd previously thought. As they caught her look to them, David and Sandra snapped back from the collective reverie and refocused. 

Cassie turned her attention to Murro, bringing him back also, with a completely new notion. "Hey Vogty, I was just thinkin.' You got these motel rooms. And, you've been navigatin' down here for quite awhile, doin' crusades and what not. Workin' all in the system, yet you've got no mark to do biz with. How you pullin' it off?" 

He pointed to his temple, tapping it. Sandra and David looked confused at his response. Cassie however, got it immediately, bellowing with laughter. "Jedi-mind-tricks!" she giggled. "Excellent, ‘Obi Vogt’! Good job, my man." Never entirely keeping up with Cassie's pop culture references, but still getting the general idea, Murro nonchalantly grinned back at her. 

The well-deserved light moment was quickly interrupted by a knock upon the room’s door. Charlie peered in from outside as Sandra opened up for him. With him was Ted, hanging close by. Predictably, Cassie's attention went right to him. 

"Sorry to interrupt guys," Charlie began, "but Teddy-boy here says he's 'sensing' movement nearby. Demon types he's thinkin' – says he's got a ‘vibe’ for 'em now, since he's had one in him or sumpthin.' Think I mighta' caught one or two scurryin' around downstairs, on the way over." 

The lot of them moved out the door to the outside railing. Looking out from their third story perch, they spotted the random movements, the ‘quirky jerks’ of several folks on the streets below. They sluffed about, first one, then two, and a third identified. 

"Okay, Daddo," confirmed Cassie. "You were right to be on alert to this. But enough pussy-footin' around now. If ya'll will excuse me, I'm goin' to get a bird's-eye view and see how bad it is." Before anyone could blink, she was down the walkway and climbing up a cement rail-post. "Sand!" she exclaimed. "You mind holding my feet down so's I can keep my balance?" 

Before Sandra got there, Ted was already, anchoring her as she'd asked. 

Sandra looked uneasily at him filling in for her, as she anticipated a freak-out on his part over what Cassie was about to do. 

"You ready for this, pal?" Cassie asked, looking down to Ted. "Yer not gonna believe what's coming next, Teddy, so hunker down!" Having said, she crossed herself and brought her arms up from her thighs to atop her head in circle formation. As she did, the familiar shimmer of light enveloped her. A second later, Ted was left open-handed, no feet any longer secured within them. Cassie rose up, entirely airborne now, contained within her light circle. Ted continued staring upward as though his neck was stuck in that position. Sandra's hand then came to rest upon his shoulder. 

He turned to her, still looking dumbfounded, and asked "What is she? Supergirl or something? Where is she going, what's she going to do?" 

"With Cassie," began Sandra, "one is never quite sure, my friend. But no, she's not Supergirl. When she does this sort of thing, we just call her Caspian. And right now, I believe what she's doing is surveying. From up top she'll get a better idea what we're dealing with. We’ll determine what we do next depending on what she sees.

High above them all now, as well as over the town of St. John's itself, Caspian got a bigger view of the situation as a whole. As she ascended, she spotted more of the devils than she'd seen from the ground. Still nothing to qualify as an all-out invasion, however. No, that appeared to be coming from outside the town limits, closing in. She surveyed masses of the demon-throngs, both on foot and apparently, in cars. Although she couldn't confirm that from her vantage point, the amount of wreckage on the incoming roads indicated it instead. "Speed Demons," she half chuckled to herself. Only half-way though, because it really wasn't funny. 

Continuing to flit about, she closed her eyes, reaching out with her mind. "Sand," she spoke, "Doesn't look too good from up here, hon. Inside the town itself isn't too bad. But, they're on their way in! On foot and by cars, it’s kinda like army troops. Only I wish it was! I'm gonna drop a big 'ol cross-circle 'round the whole town, like I suggested before. See if that doesn't keep 'em out."

"All right," Sandra replied. "We'll all focus with you to that end from here and help you boost it. By the way, Ted didn't completely freak at your flight. A little shocked of course, but pretty much held it together. Thought you'd like to know."  

"Uh, yeah, good. Thanks. Pardon me, but on-the-clock here. I'll think about him later. See ya!" 

"Bye, honey." With that, Sandra turned towards the others, pointing out Cassie's flight path, starting to circle around the town. 

Ted continued to stare in awe at her up in the distance. Sandra took and squeezed his hand, in a silent, ‘it’s okay.’ 

Towards David and Murro though, she was specifically more serious. She pulled them into a huddle and said, "C'mon guys. She's doing it. Putting up a circle around town. Let's help her." They all held hands with heads bowed. 

It looked to Ted like a prayer circle. Except that they all started to shimmer like Cassie did just before she took off. Charlie patted him on the back as he stared, saying "You get used to it after awhile. You'll see, if ya stick around long enough." 

By this time, the remainder of the clan, Sylvia, Amanda, Buddy and Haley all came out to see what was going on. Amanda saw Charlie male-bonding with Ted; Buddy noted the prayer group of David, Sandra and Murro; and Haley looked out at what she perceived to be Cassie, circling the town in the sky. "Uh, huh," she muttered, remembering their previous encounter. "Figures." 

As the Caspian completed her circle, she returned to center point up over the town, to survey what she'd wrought. As she did, she was struck by the similarity of being high in the sky as she was now, but in another place. That place from whence she’d derived this name she's taken. Caspian. The Sea. The place where they'd all returned from their first journey into the beyond. The place where rescued souls they'd recovered were released into the present timeline. While she dwelt upon that fond memory, she literally went there in her mind. Or was taken, perhaps, by another. 

She gazed out across ‘her’ sea, noticing a circle shimmering under the water, much like what she'd just cast around the town. This one, though, surrounded not a place, but a thing. A behemoth of a thing. A thing being pulled up into the ring from the bottom. As it broke the surface, she beheld it was wreckage not of a ship, but rather – a plane? She had to question it, as it looked like no aircraft she'd ever seen. Breaking the water's surface and rising up, the strange looking hydroplane wreck mimicked being some great ocean beast, a veritable Caspian Sea Monster!

The phrase echoed in her brain as she realized this to be the image she spoke to Sandra of seeing upon their baptism. Now she was viewing it full-fledged. But, whatev does it mean? she wondered. Her father spoke of St. John's not being their permanent base. Could this be a sign to return overseas to the Caspian? She shook her head, bewildered. Doing so, she snapped herself out of the reverie and back to reality. Determining that her work here was done, she began her decent back down to the motel, deciding she was going to have to speak with Sandra about this further. 

Cassie touched down in the motel parking lot, her light circle slowly dissipating as her feet returned to ground. The whole group shuffled downstairs to greet her. At the front of the line were Haley and Ted, practically running to her. The rest of them plodded their way down at a normal pace. Simultaneously, Ted and Haley rushed her in mutual exuberance at seeing her powers. 

First was Ted, exclaiming, "Cass, that was amazing! Casting a demon outta me was one thing, but flying around the town, erecting a barrier – how?"

Then Haley blurted, "This finally explains how you bailed out of my plane at two-thousand feet! But how does a person even –“

Cassie cut them both off at once, pushing past them both. "Not now guys, we're in the middle of a situation here." She stalked towards the others, almost commandingly, "My Peeps! Heads up! Stay focused on keeping this barrier up! There's a mess of possessed out there, just itchin' to get into town and wreak havoc. In other words, Pray without ceasing," she closed, looking directly at David and Murro with a grin. Then to Sandra, taking her hand, leading and walking away with her, "Sand, you're with me. We gotta take a walk. A dream-walk." Everyone was taken aback at Cassie's abruptness, even Sandra, looking back at the others, baffled, as she trailed off with her.  

They moved out, almost on a speed walk. Sandra turned to her, keeping pace, commenting, "Uh Cass, who are you? ‘The Authoritarian Caspian’?"

"Huh? Oh yeah, oops, my bad!" replied Cassie. "I didn't really mean to come off all bossy-like, but I was just bein' more serious, like you guys were sayin'. I didn't really have to try though, 'cause if you saw what I saw up there, you'd be too! And speakin' o which, did you see the images I saw again, like at the baptism, but more pronounced? Did they channel to you?" 

"The big beast of a hydroplane wreck coming out of the sea you mean? Yes, I saw it. It looked like the Caspian Sea, from what I remember of it."

"Uh, excuse me?" came a voice from out of nowhere. It was Ted. "Sorry to interrupt, guys. I probably shouldn't have followed, and I apologize. But you mentioned a large hydroplane wreck coming out of the Caspian Sea? I can tell you what that is. I study aeronautics at U of A. It's actually known as the Caspian Sea Monster. And it really is a sunken wreck in that sea." 

"Holy crap, Ted!" exclaimed Cassie. "That's the line that went through my head when I saw the vision!" 

"You guys get visions too, eh?" asked Ted. "Funny, Charlie said if I hung out with you all long enough, I'd get used to it. And somehow, I'm not surprised."

"Ha!" snorted Sandra. "I think I'm getting to like this guy too, Cass. Ted, tell us more about the Monster, and we'll forget that you stalked us, okay?" 

"Deal." returned Ted. "Except, rather than tell you, what if I tried it the way you guys were talking about when you took off. Dream-walk, right? Cass, didn't you say you'd dream to me to show me things, instead of explain them? I'm down to give it a go myself. Whaddya say, you two?"

"Did I not just say I like this fella?" Sandra repeated. "Think I could even fall for him," she joked, nudging Cassie. "And he's not as bossy as some people!"

"Shut up," replied Cassie, half giggling, half blushing from Sandra's ribbing. Turning back to Ted, she had his answer. "Count that as a ‘yes,’ Teddy-boy. You are cordially invited to accompany us on an enlightening dream-walk! And sorry I was kind of a bitch back there." 

"No worries, and thanks, I accept," he politely replied. "So, where do we go to do this? Where were you guys off to anyway?" 

The girls looked to each other blankly, realizing they had no idea where they were headed. 

"It's kinda crowded with our bunch back at the motel," determined Cassie. 

"Agreed," Sandra concurred. "Ted, since this is your hometown, do you know any nature spots nearby that would be peaceful-like so we can relax?"

"Sure do, no problem," he answered. "Follow me." He led them a few blocks north of the street they were on, where a tree-line quickly appeared, heading downhill to a small woodland stream.  
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CHAPTER 4

A Bird’s Eye View
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Ted stared out his dorm room window back in Tucson at the U of A. He looked out at the curiously ringed moon as he once did a couple of years ago; as he had continued to do again and again in his dreams since. He whispered his family's names just as he always had when he saw the heavenly display, as if knowing they were somehow tied to it. This time though, he uttered a third name in association, as he turned around to visualize her behind him. "Cassie." 

"Helloo," she said in a husky, yet gentle voice. She shimmered, a faint light circle diminishing from around her. She had entered his space through her dream-gate. "Hmmn," she continued, looking around. "Kind of a mundane start point, I have to say. A dorm room. That's a little dull. 'Course, you do have that pretty moon in the window. I like that!" 

"Start-point?" he queried. "I don't think I follow –“ 

"Nevermind, sorry. I'm being an ass, messin' with our vibe," she admitted. Redirecting, she continued, "Uh, tell me, have you always connected Beth and Jenn as being in-part with our moon there? You picked that up from the get-go?"

"Your moon huh? I suppose so," he returned. "I felt it then, continued to in my dreams afterwards, and now – I feel their connection – to you. Maybe I always did, but just didn't know it." 

"I take it back, being at school here is perfect," Cassie backtracked. "You've got the right answers, you pass! You know what you need to. So, how about a field trip then?"  

"Uh, sure!" he answered with anticipation.

"C'mon, hon," she beckoned. Taking her hand, he went to her and stood side-by-side, as she directed. She showed him her other hand at her thigh, nodding for him to do the same. Recalling this was what she did when she jumped off the motel landing, he instinctively knew to raise his right arm as she raised her left. They glanced at each other and smiled. Her right hand to his left one clasped, as their outward arms reached over their heads. The ensuing circle, glistening around them, burst into a mighty glow, then faded, and then they were gone.

* * * * *
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When Ted was able to visualize again, it was not as he expected. Not passing through some brilliant threshold to their next adventure. He was lying down, and simply opened his eyes. Staring into his were Cassie's, wide and bright, this time she poised over him on the ground. "Hiya!" she greeted. 

"Hi. I thought we'd come into wherever we were going with more theatrics. But I'll settle for opening my eyes to you again!"

"Yeah, I guess maybe this is getting to be a habit, huh?" she replied with a grin. "But as far as no ‘theatrics,’ let me get out of your line of sight before you decide on that, huh?" She rolled away from her perch over him, sliding herself down into the grass next to Ted to lie on her back beside him, smiling.  

"Whoa!" he exclaimed, as he beheld the great granite visage of Christ the Redeemer peering down on them. "We're in Rio? What for? Why here?"

"Ssshhh. Just relax. Take him in. Breathe," was Cassie's only answer, her voice diminishing to a soft whisper. She took his hand once more in attempt to still him. It worked. She continued, "Your answer should come in a minute. Feel my hand. Breathe steady. Look at him. Then close your eyes again." She felt like she was Sandra, mentoring her, to him now. It felt good. She felt her growth, her evolution. Slowly but surely, Ted felt something too. 

"Beth!" he shouted. "Beth was here – with you! When we saw the moon rings and so many people disappeared. It started right here! How the heck?" 

"Right, Ted. Here. And, three other points across the world. She and I were here, and the rest of my crew in other places. By that pattern, we initiated the rings from the earth to the moon. Or should I say, he did," Cassie acknowledged, nodding her head upward toward the Redeemer. The statue seemed to glow as she said so, animating itself. 

Another "Whoa," from Ted. 

Two spheres appeared, one bobbing around the Redeemer's left hand, the moon; the other in his right, the earth. They did not touch the hands, but were in the air about them, as if juggled. The fingers of his right flexed, then four little points of light emitted from four corners of the bobbing globe. Rings began to encircle the planet from those points, surrounding it in one band going from the poles, another from the equators. Ted breathed deep, beginning to see. As the fingers of Christ's left hand flexed in turn, the earth rings started to stretch out, moving outward towards the moon by that hand. The rings reached the moon, and as they did, dust particles from the earth were caught up in the rings, moving from one orb to the other. 

"The dust is the people taken, their spirits leaving through the gate rings," Cassie explained. 

"I get that," he whispered back, noticing how close his lips were to her cheek, and rather enjoying it. The dust at last finished transferring between earth and moon. Upon completion, the rings began to leave the home planet, settling solely around the moon alone. It was then the satellite changed from its normal, barren color to something vibrant, multi-colored, akin to a planetoid with life. 

Ted gasped now, understanding the whole hologram-like presentation fully. "But we still see the moon as it was, although with a bit of a red tint these days." 

"Just a cover," answered Cassie. "Ya'll just think it looks like you remember. Anyway, you were saying about the lack of theatrics? Oh, and we're not done just yet. Look there, to the Redeemer's viewing platform over yonder." 

There, he saw a girl, standing alone, in a glowing light circle no less. He would recognize her anywhere, at any distance. It was his much-missed sister, Beth. He quickly rose, but paused, glancing back to Cassie momentarily to be sure.

"Go on!" she laughed. "Go to her. Don't worry about me. I'll join you both after a bit." No further confirmation needed, he was off like a bat, scurrying through the wooded area where they'd rested, towards the platform.  

From her vantage point, Beth surveyed his trek toward her. As he made his final hurdle, climbing up over the walkway railings, she stepped out from within the light circle and rushed to him. He ran as well, and they practically slammed into each other as they overpoweringly embraced.

"God I've missed you, Beth!" said Ted, his chin nuzzling her head. "But somehow, I felt – I knew, that you weren't just one of the disappeared, but that you were tied into it!" Her head in his hands now, cradling it to look in her eyes, he continued, "It's what kept my hope alive, going home last summer, and coming back now. And this Cassie girl, your friend, she's really opening my eyes to what – what’s really – “ he trailed off though, words failing him suddenly. 
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