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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Casey, Sophia, and Tim watched as the portal Kevin had created closed. The sparkling light of the portal drew together until it faded like a dying star. The next few days were going to be strange without Shaun and Rachel and Kevin and Jade. It was the first time they had been separated since they returned the Emerald Tablet to the Tomb of Thoth. Shaun’s father had stolen the tablet, opening the gate to the underworld and releasing evil, setting off a chain of events that would lead to the destruction of humanity and the earthly realm.

      How much of the world population remained, Casey didn’t know. Only a few people had driven past the estate where they had taken refuge since the whiteout, when the veil between the realms dissolved, releasing the imprisoned angels, demons and monsters, from around and within the parallel ethereal realms in the atmosphere of the earth.

      Each week during the whiteout, they heard the sounds of increasing numbers of creatures. Casey remembered the Bible stories of the giants, and how God banished their spirits to the ethereal realms, preventing them from ever entering heaven. But the atmosphere around the earth had rumbled and moved in strange ways that made him believe the demons and monsters were making themselves at home in the earthly realm once again, and it was only a matter of time before they crossed paths. He thanked God every day for Sophia and the invisible protective dome she had placed around the estate.

      Casey didn’t know how Kevin and Jade would find Jade’s father in the realm of lost souls, or how Shaun and Rachel would find Rachel’s mother in the ruins of Israel. He prayed they would hurry and return safely with their families. As they had cleaned the surrounding towns of the dead, Casey noticed the malice of some of the lingering spirits, and he didn’t think the future was going to be rainbows and lollipops.
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            HUGH: LONDON

          

        

      

    

    
      The cold snap seeped into his bones. Half awake, he tried to maintain a distance between himself and the frost that had settled in the bedroom. The chair pressed into his back. His neck, tilted to one side, would be sore when he moved. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. For three days he had stayed alert, vigilant, but once in the warmth of slumber, he didn’t want to leave. However, the icy room made it impossible to stay. Leaving the warmth meant something was wrong; something was in the room with Gwen and Bo. Something evil, something he wasn’t prepared to accept.

      Gwen and her daughter Bo were fast asleep, snuggled in the single bed. He could hear them breathing, and sometimes Bo gave a tiny snore. Shivering, Hugh tugged on the blanket at his knees. It resisted, caught under the leg of the chair. Opening one eye, he bent down to free the blanket. A pink clock covered with pictures of fairies sat on Bo’s bedside table. It blinked, illuminating the time in red. The innocence of the fairies disappeared. 3:15 am. The two dots between the numbers blinked on and off. In the dim light, a shadow raced across the room. Hugh listened to the faint shuffling and scratching coming from the foot of the bed. Bo had been asleep for three days, and Gwen and Hugh were worried. Gwen talked to the sleeping child, read her books, fussed over any change in her breathing and willed her to wake up.

      Stealthily Hugh reached down for the yellow torch next to the chair. The sudden light drove the shadow away from the foot of the bed. Frozen under the beam of the torch was a filthy old doll. It sat on the floor with its head turned towards him, staring. A shadow raced across the ceiling. Hugh sprang to his feet, the blanket falling to the floor. He pivoted, chasing the shadow with the light. The dark mass raced down the wall and out of the window. Hugh crossed the room and looked out on the old prison on Newgate Street, searching for movement in the night.

      Gwen stirred. She turned her daughter to face the wall, shielding her from the probing light, as Hugh searched every corner of the room for the doll.

      “What is it?”

      Hugh checked the window. Locked. “Nothing.” He concentrated the light into the corner at the foot of the bed again – empty. The room was tidy. There was no sign of the doll. “Everything’s okay, I’m just imagining things. Go back to sleep, it’s early.”

      Holding the torch out like a gun, he left the bedroom and switched on all the lights in the apartment to check everything was as it should be. The dirty plates were in the sink, his book was on the coffee table, and their shoes sat in a neat row by the door. Nothing was out of place.

      He checked the deadlocks and the latches. The chain rattled against the wooden door as he peered into the darkness of the hallway. He seemed to be the only one in the building awake. He waved his hand in the hall, and the sensors picked up his movement. The hall light turned on. The musty scent of earth filled his nostrils. It trailed down his nose to the back of his throat – he could taste it. The potent scent of earth masked the pleasant fragrance he associated with the apartments. He cleared his throat, resisting the urge to spit and wipe his eyes. It was as if someone had shoveled dirt onto his face – he shook his head. He stepped back into the apartment and bolted the door. As he walked towards Bo’s bedroom the lights in the lounge room flickered off. He fumbled for the light switch and flipped it up and down. Nothing. “Damn it.” The doorknob of Bo’s bedroom was icy cold in his grip. Fear heightened his senses. Cautiously, he entered the room, shining the torch to the ceiling and away from Gwen and Bo. With a gentle touch, he pushed the door closed behind him. Holding his breath, he stifled a scream of pain as he stepped blindly into a minefield of scattered Lego. Gwen and Bo stirred. Shit! What the …?

      He pointed the torch at his feet and stepped through the blocks, wondering how they had got there. He settled back into his chair by the window. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He picked up his blanket, pulled it up to his shoulders, and turned off the torch. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he listened. The smell of earth entered the room. A strip of light illuminated the bottom of the door to the lounge room. God damn it! The lights in the lounge room must have come back on – maybe it was just a faulty wire, or rats in the wall cavity. Hugh stared at the glow of yellow light, afraid to close his eyes. As Bo’s digital clock flipped over to 4:00 a.m. he realized he couldn’t sit another night in that chair reliving the last six months. He needed to take action. Bo needed medicine and a better place to live, somewhere away from the tavern, and out of London.

      The number of people taking refuge in the tavern over the last six months had dwindled. Kraig and Patricia and their three children, Seth, Billie and Ernest, remained, and there were the tavern owners, Gary and Eleanor. Hugh didn’t think any of them could hurt Bo, but someone – or something – was.

      At first, he had thought it was her mother, Gwen, until he saw the marks appear on Bo’s skin for himself. One day he had been alone with Bo, watching over her while Gwen had made lunch. Red raw gashes appeared on Bo’s body, as if she was being whipped, or sliced with a knife. Within moments, her soft pale arms were covered in cuts and bruises. Her face broke out in rashes, and bruises circled her neck, as if someone had strangled her. It had scared him, forcing him to think about the impossible: maybe the past haunted the tavern.

      When Gwen had returned with lunch and seen Bo’s arms and neck, she dropped the bowl of pea and ham soup onto the carpet. She cried and hugged Bo, rocking her back and forth. Hugh tried to tell her he hadn’t touched her, but Gwen paid him no attention. She cradled Bo, telling her everything would be alright.

      She lifted the back of Bo’s bed-shirt to show Hugh the scars that covered her back. “Help us!”

      Over the past six months he had developed feelings for Gwen, though he preferred to avoid getting entangled in serious relationships – they didn’t work out for him, and he didn’t think things were going to change just because ninety percent of the population had died or vanished. But when Gwen asked for his help, he couldn’t say no. Whether or not he wanted it, he was already entangled in Gwen and Bo’s life.

      Bo was just six years old. Now as he gazed at her he saw her face was gray, and defense wounds covered her arms. She looked as if she was dying. Three nights ago, she’d gone to sleep – and that’s when Ernest, Kraig and Patricia’s youngest son, began displaying the same symptoms: fever, night terrors, emotional explosions, cursing, loss of appetite, and mysterious cuts and bruises on his body. Ever since then Hugh had sat in Bo’s room, guarding her from an unseen enemy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the edge of dawn, Hugh packed his duffel bag and headed for the door of the tavern. He thought it best to leave before anyone else woke up. He turned back to pull the door closed. Gwen stood at the top of the landing, looking down at him. She frowned and turned away, but not before he saw the disappointment in her eyes.

      “I’m going to get help. They need a doctor, Gwen. There has to be a doctor somewhere who can help Bo. I’ll be back in a few days, by the end of the week at most. I promise.”

      “But what about the jackals and God only knows what else is out there? It’s too dangerous, Hugh. You’re going to get yourself killed, just like the others.”

      “I have to try.” He shut the door, knowing she might be right.

      Before heading off to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, Hugh walked across the road towards St. Sepulchre’s. I’ll check the church one more time, he thought. Only a few hours ago, as he’d watched Bo’s clock tick over, he had heard the church bell toll.

      There was something about the freshness of the morning air he had always enjoyed. Even as a boy in boarding school, he had collected the milk crates just to be part of the morning, but the city air was stale and old – lifeless.

      A crow flew down Old Bailey. The courthouse and commercial buildings were empty. All but one of the windows were closed. Hanging from an upstairs window were a man in his late twenties and a redheaded woman. Hugh knew them as Jack and Lolita. They must have jumped, the rope tied to the window frame snapping their necks. The couple had left the tavern a few weeks ago. Something must have forced them back to Old Bailey. Hugh had hoped they’d escaped the haunting madness of the city. The crow landed on the woman’s head, its claws sunk into her soft curls. It leaned over and pecked at her eye. He couldn’t leave them hanging.

      Before the apocalypse this building, on the corner of Old Bailey and Green Arbor Street, had been undergoing a facelift and the construction site was protected by cyclone fencing. At the front of the building was a fountain where, in better days, he had met his friends after work, before heading into the tavern for a round of drinks, but now the water was dirty and stagnant.

      Hugh found a gap in the cyclone fencing and made his way inside the building. The renovations on the internal stairs were incomplete, making it dangerous to climb. He looked up, mapping a way in his mind, before tackling the stairwell and climbing up to the fourth floor. The floor creaked as he neared the open window. He leaned over the windowsill and shooed the crow away. It flapped its powerful wings and launched itself off Lolita’s head, carrying her eyeball in its beak. The bodies were heavy and awkward to grasp as Hugh dragged the couple back in through the window and laid them side by side. Head bowed, he gave a silent prayer.

      Hugh wasn’t off to a good start. His spirits were already waning as he headed out into the empty street. He glanced down Old Bailey, and as he did, his breath shortened, and his eyes grew wide. Rooted to the spot, Hugh gazed at the scene before him. Reflected in every window along the street were men and women hanging by their necks. Their worn-out clothes were from the turn of the century. Some wore sacks or hats over their faces. Hugh craned his neck to see inside the nearest window – there were no physical bodies on the other side of the glass, and nothing to suggest what was casting the gruesome reflections in the dawn light. He shook himself and briskly walked away, sensing the watchful eyes of the dead.

      He picked up his pace and rounded the corner, glancing one last time at the tavern. Gwen was at the window, watching, and waved. He waved back, then turned to head towards the church, leaving the tavern and Old Bailey behind.

      Inside St. Sepulchre’s, Hugh’s footsteps echoed in the hollow space. A chill raced up his back as if all the dead were behind him. For a while someone from the tavern had checked on the church in case anyone had stumbled in looking for shelter. Nobody was there now, not a single living soul. He could feel it. This place creeped him out, and he couldn’t get out fast enough. Back on the street, Hugh stopped to calm his nerves and shake off the dread, which was becoming all too familiar. Raising his face to the sky, he bathed in the sun for a moment.

      As he approached, the makeshift triage tarps of St Bartholomew’s Hospital flapped in the gentle breeze. Long before the whiteout someone had trashed the front of the hospital. A-frame signs with directions were turned on their sides. Feeling vulnerable, Hugh called out, “Hello – hello – anybody!” hoping to attract someone who could help them, but he feared he was going to attract the jackals and things that hide in the shadows.

      The lonely sound of his voice prevented him from calling out again. No one was around. Hugh jogged away from the hospital, and did everything possible to stop himself from sprinting, in case someone was watching; he didn’t want to look like a total chicken-shit, but to be honest, he felt rattled, and he knew it wasn’t a good idea to be out on the streets. It reminded him of his first night at boarding school, waiting for the bigger kids to haze him. The waiting was the hard part, not knowing when they were going to attack. It was the unknown that scared him. Right now there was nothing familiar, no sense of stability around him. The city was a strange place, with screaming ghouls at night and howling beasts. Shadows from London’s past were everywhere, but Hugh refused to acknowledge them.

      He kept moving through the city, focusing on checking medical centers, drugstores and churches. Everyone had vanished. He needed a car, but he didn’t know how to hotwire a car. He slapped his forehead. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Before the riots, before the city went into lockdown, he had taken his car to work to avoid the mayhem and crazies on the subway. He had forgotten all about his beaten-up red car. Hugh picked up his pace and jogged past the Amazon building, turned into Snow Hill Street, and there was his car, parked behind police vehicles. It had been spray painted with graffiti, but otherwise it was in good nick.

      Two years ago, he had hidden a spare key under the car because his ex-girlfriend had a habit of locking the keys in the car. Hugh prayed the spare key was still bolted to the undercarriage. He wriggled his way under the car, and located the wingnut and bolt holding the metal tin in place. The nut was stiff, and at first it wouldn’t budge. He wriggled further under, shifting his position for better leverage to loosen the nut. The key tin came away with the bolt.

      It was comforting to be inside the car. He touched the steering wheel, enjoying the feel of something familiar. Bang, the sudden noise startled him, he kept still as a jackal climbed up on to the hood. It snapped at the windshield, saliva dripping off its teeth. Hugh shoved the key in the ignition, but the car wouldn’t start. He tried again, and again. He was afraid he would flood the motor, when it suddenly roared into life. He slammed the car into reverse and the jackal’s claws scrapped down the duco as it slid off the hood. He didn’t ease up on the accelerator until he was out of the city and on the A1.

      His sense of survival compelled him to keep driving north. At first, he felt like a heel, as if he was deserting those back in the tavern, in particular Gwen and Bo. But his instincts urged him on. He headed for Scotland and didn’t stop. The further he travelled from the city, the more he could believe he had imagined the reflections in the windows along Old Bailey, that it had just been the morning light playing tricks on his eyes.

      The country roads were empty. There was an almost perfect blue sky, and no one to enjoy it but him. After six hours of weaving through abandoned cars and empty towns he pulled off the road, wondering what the hell he was doing. Hugh wasn’t a coward, so why did he feel like one? Swinging the car around in a U-turn, he glimpsed light reflecting on the pasture beyond a row of birch trees. He stopped at a gate and looked up the windy gravel road that seemed to lead to an empty field.

      Glad to stretch his legs, Hugh got out of the car and climbed on to the roof for a better look. “Hello, anyone out there …?” Scratching his head, and feeling like a loser for leaving London, he sat down on the car roof frustrated, wondering what the hell he should do next. A few times he thought he saw something, a twinkle of light in the distance, but when he took off his sunglasses, whatever had caught his attention was gone. It must have been a bird or a fox. “Stuff this.” He jumped off the roof of his beat-up car and got behind the steering wheel.

      Hugh thought about heading straight back to London, back to the apartments above the tavern and Gwen and Bo, but he didn’t want to go back empty-handed. He couldn’t watch Bo die. The tavern had been a good place to call home, but not for Bo. He couldn’t ignore the mysterious marks on the little girl’s body. Everything was wrong, and Ernest was now sick too. They were all susceptible to whatever was attacking the children. It could even be bacteria infecting the mind, creating madness. It was only a matter of time before everyone’s physical and mental health was affected. He had to do something.

      Once everyone was taken care of, he needed to restore order in his own life, and maybe he should go. Maybe his feelings towards Gwen would disappear after a while. A few weeks ago, he was ready to throw her to the jackals when he suspected her of harming Bo, but now he knew better, and was ashamed. Gwen was only ever caring and helpful to others when they were in need. He must find a property they could all settle in for the long haul, and it would be nice if Kraig’s family, and Eleanor and Gary stayed with Gwen in case he decided to go his own way. After he found a suitable farmhouse, he’d head back to the tavern and convince them all to leave.

      Satisfied with this plan of action, even if he couldn’t find any medical support, he smiled and started the car. Sitting in the car alone, he felt a little more self-assured, believing he was doing the right thing. He looked out once more towards the pastures, before shifting the car into gear, but a strong sense of being watched gave him the creeps as he pulled out onto the road.
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            CASEY: COUNTRY ESTATE – AUTOMATISM

          

        

      

    

    
      Casey leaned back from the notebook on his desk. A halo of light from the banker’s lamp failed to illuminate the beds that remained cloaked in darkness. Behind him, Tim was dead to the world. The last thing Casey remembered was lying in bed talking to Tim about Kevin and Jade, who had left yesterday to find Jade’s father. Shaun and Rachel had set off the same morning to find Rachel’s family. It was so quiet without them. The best thing about the room was its size, the way the double-sized bunk beds were built into the walls. It was like a giant private cabin on a ship. At that moment, it felt like a ghost ship. He stretched his concentration towards the grate in the wall. Listening, and ignoring the fact he was sitting at his desk in semi-darkness in just a singlet and his boxers, the house was mute. Remnants of the herbs and spices Joe had used when cooking dinner lingered, but there were no echoes or voices. Those who had remained at the estate were asleep. The old house was still and settled.

      He has never been interested in drawing, but now his fingertips were sore from drawing too much. Casey was reluctant to look at his new drawing, and focused on his hands, avoiding the sketchbook. When did I get out of bed? Charcoal covered his fingertips from smudging shadows on his drawings. He turned his head away, stretching his neck, evading the image, but trying to catch a glimpse of it at the same time. It looked like a town. He gave in to his curiosity and glanced down to see beyond the sense of horror the picture exuded. This was his third picture this week, and he didn’t remember drawing any of them. He was auto-sketching in his sleep, and waking when the image was complete.

      In the middle of a city, in the middle of a street, stood a jackal the size of a pony. Its coat was glossy black, its eyes the color of hot coals. Casey stared into the picture, into the jackal’s eyes, and saw flames flicker deep inside the pupils. He held the paper up at an angle to get a closer look. Was the lamp shining on the glass of water on his desk causing the flickering in the picture’s eyes? But he only had charcoals. Parched, he reached out for his glass of water and saw bloody fingerprints on the sides. His bowie knife was on the table next to his box of charcoals. He had found the box at an arts and crafts store on a supply run into town. The tip of his knife was bloody. Casey cleaned it with his singlet. He plucked a tissue from the box next to the lamp and wiped the tip of his index finger. Under the charcoal was a tiny cut. He had used his own blood to color the jackal’s eyes. The rest of the picture was shades of black and gray.

      The lamplight cast shadows over the sketch, making it appear even more sinister. There was a gin palace, straight out of history. Casey could see he had drawn people gathered at the windows, craning their necks to see out into the street. Women and girls wore bonnets. The faces of the people on the street showed fear, apprehension, horror, confusion, and shock. The details were incredible. The buildings and clothing were from the Victorian era. A lot of emotional energy – panic, fear, and excitement – radiated off the page. Little signs hung over the shop fronts: Cobbler, Baker, Banker; the signs went right down the street. Casey opened his desk drawer and took out a magnifying glass. He scanned the windows of the shops and businesses. An image of a man frozen in time, closing his curtains. Another, a man in a shop, in the middle of turning over the ‘closed’ sign. Down at the far end of the street he could see a man wearing a top hat, and Casey knew he was the source of the fear, but everyone in town was looking at the jackal. The details of the drawing were so clear.

      The man in the hat was like the executioner, but he was much more than that. He was a gentleman you could not trust. This man hid his true self in the shadows. His clothing was like that of a ship’s captain of the eighteen-hundreds, with many shiny brass buttons. The man was too far in the distance for any of the townspeople to see. Casey kept looking at the image under the magnifying glass, wondering why he was sketching these images from the past. Is the man hiding from the townspeople or hiding from me?

      Flicking through the pages of sketches, he found the image he had drawn yesterday. It was of the same street, but a different scene. A row of men and women were being hanged on some gallows. People were throwing rotten fruit and vegetables. Casey had drawn the spoiled food frozen in mid-air. Other people smiled and cheered, or waved their fists in anger. A group of men with top hats were placing bets. It was like a sporting event rather than witnessing someone’s death. Casey couldn’t believe the joy radiating from the faces of the crowd as they watched someone die. The spectators looked insane, almost evil in the way they cheered. One man hanging from the gallows was thin and frail, with filthy clothes and muddy feet. Casey couldn’t imagine him ever having the strength to hurt anyone. Another wore tailored clothes, and his boots shone. He had been someone people had trusted.

      Casey placed his hand on the picture. The feelings of the spectators punched him in the chest. He pulled back his hand and leapt out of his chair, catching it before it fell and woke Tim. It was as if his entire body had been zapped with a buzz of painful energy. It was still tingling as he pitched forward and sat back in his chair. He shook his hands. Okay, I can do this. Again, he placed his hand over the image to connect to the emotional energy from the sketch, but this time at a safer distance. Coming from within the crowd around the gallows, he heard a prayer for the man with shiny shoes. The sound rose towards Casey. He leaned in closer to listen. Next to the man on the gallows with the shiny boots was a rounded woman – they had been in cahoots, partners in crime. A cheer rose from the crowd, cursing the woman.

      “Baby killer! I hope you rot in hell!”

      “Baby killer!” the crowd chanted.

      What is this? Why can I hear them? Please don’t start moving, that would be too creepy. Casey felt like a giant peeping Tom looking over the town. He moved his hand over a group of men who surrounded a man who was taking their money. He held a fob watch that was hooked to the bottom of his waistcoat pocket by a gold chain; he was timing the event. Casey guessed they were betting on how long it would take the men and women on the gallows to stop twitching and die.

      “Sometimes the neck doesn’t snap, and the noose strangles them instead – choking to death,” the man with the fob watch said.

      It was creepy. Casey pulled back in fright at the sound of the man’s voice. It was like the crowd was going to leap off the page, or Casey was going to fall into the image. Shit! As soon as he moved his hand away, the sounds of the crowd stopped. Casey turned to look at Tim, wondering if he should wake him, or maybe he should go and wake Sophia. You’ve got this, visualize golden light surrounding yourself like a cloak, keeping out all negativity. He closed his eyes, waited until he felt calm. Okay.

      Casey rubbed his hands together and hovered one hand above a group of women huddled together, their heads bowed, handkerchiefs held to their faces. They were grieving for their dead children; a man hanging from the gallows had killed their daughters. It pleased them to see the man’s life ending, but they derived no satisfaction from it. It didn’t fill the emptiness of their loss. The pain would last forever. They believed joy and happiness had gone from their lives forever. Casey’s eyes watered. Without thinking, he took a tissue from the box and wiped his hand, as if that would stop the sadness entering him. He moved the magnifying glass away, and left them to their grief. Casey focused in on an image he had drawn heavy lines around: it was a man in the crowd who appeared to be looking back at Casey.

      The sketch frightened him, so he turned away and latched onto the sound of Tim snoring. Casey peered into the darkness at Shaun’s empty bed, which was above Casey’s. Before leaving for Israel, Shaun had taken to sleeping in Rachel’s room. He looked forward to their return.

      Casey was stalling, focusing on his friends, reluctant to turn back to his desk and review the very first sketch he had done a week ago. He clenched his teeth and tried to view the image without connecting to the gruesome details. It was of a primitive mortuary. Against the wall were coffins, large and small. In the middle of the room were four tables with four bodies, each at a different stage of dismemberment. Organs lay beside each body. A woman’s stomach was an empty cavity, her brain exposed, and her face peeled back. A well-dressed man, wearing suspenders and polished knee-high black boots had his back to Casey as he leaned over the dead woman’s body, his hands deep in her chest. Her heart lay on a metal table beside her intestines. Casey moved the magnifying glass over to an open wooden door. A shadow was pushing a wheelbarrow of corpses through it. Casey looked back at the coffins, frustrated at not understanding the meaning of what he had drawn. He slammed the sketchbook closed.

      “Go to bed, or there will be no levitating for you tomorrow,” Tim said sleepily.

      Startled, Casey turned in his chair. Tim’s voice in the room was a hundred times louder than the voices coming from deep within the pictures.

      Casey turned off the lamp, slid the notebook off the desk and stuffed it under his mattress. Moonlight spilled into the room. A feeling of something impending filled his senses. It was an odd feeling of excitement and dread, which made him think whatever was coming wasn’t good. It felt as dark as his charcoal drawings. He lay in bed and looked out the circular window at the moon.

      As he tried to sleep, he thought about all the people Sophia had said would come one day. He thought about Joe, creating the hydroponic gardens, over the last six months, to feed the people who were going to come. The livestock Shaun, Kevin, and Tim had collected. The barn had been converted to accommodate at least twenty people, and still no one had come except one guy in a beat-up red car who couldn’t see the estate or anyone in it, and had left.

      Casey let his eyes close, but feared the man with the hat was watching. He wondered if the man among the crowd of ghoulish spectators was the same man hiding at the end of the street. He turned away from the window as if that would ease his feeling of dread. Whatever was coming, Casey believed it involved the man in the hat.

      His eyes were heavy. Casey lay in a state of semi-consciousness staring into the darkness until his eyes closed, and he drifted in and out of sleep as he resisted the incoming tide of dreams. He listened to the silence and wished Tim would start snoring again. Behind his eyelids he saw a flash of light. Something was in his peripheral vision. He lay still, pretending to be asleep, waiting to see what would emerge. Another flash of light. Maybe it was the desk lamp? He flipped both eyes open. The room was dark. There was no light. Only haunting shades of gray and black. Clouds had covered the moon.

      He closed his eyes again, falling into a dreamscape he didn’t care for.

      The sound of hooves on cobblestones faded as the horse moved down the street. Buckets of human waste sat in corners of the jail cells. Prisoners banged on the doors or screamed in pain. Men and women hung from gallows. A stagnant fountain. The street changed. The fountain disappeared as time went backward to the eighteenth century; Casey didn’t know where he was. Light streamed out of a window: the gin palace. A well-dressed man with the poise of a gentleman exited the bar and entered the night with a drunk woman by his side. He showed her to his waiting carriage. The sound of the hooves faded into the night. Images changed like a carousel. Casey now saw inside the well-appointed house of a gentleman or aristocrat. The gentleman poured the woman a drink from a crystal decanter. She collapsed, poisoned. The man dragged her by the heels down to his laboratory, her head banging against each step as he descended. Casey was helpless inside his dream, now inside a coffin. He pushed his hands against the coffin lid. Wake up! His hands went straight through the lid. He bolted upright and glanced down at his chest; it was an open cavity. His heart gone – stolen. The woman from the bar lay dressed on the table, while the gentleman washed his hands. Casey sat upright in the coffin, lined up against the wall next to four other coffins. Fear prevented Casey from moving as the spirit within each box rose.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun was up, and Casey was in bed drenched in perspiration. He sort of expected to be at his desk with a piece of charcoal drawing as if he had a fever. Tim’s bed was empty. Casey was alone. He was tired, and wanted to go back to sleep, but he could hear the morning sounds of the house and the wonderful smell of home cooking. He couldn’t resist.

      In the bathroom, he splashed cold water over his face. He closed his eyes, enjoying the rush of cold water. It made him feel alive and fresh. Even during the winter months he doused himself in cold water. He picked his clothes off the back of his chair and dressed, running his fingers through his curls before heading into the kitchen. Joe was cooking; he never seemed to give anyone else a chance in the kitchen.

      During the past six months, the best thing for Casey had been practicing using his gift with Sophia. His favorite ability was turning electrical or motorized devices on and off with his mind, as well as levitating the others, and lifting things that weighed over a ton with just his mind. It was incredible and getting stronger, but the nightly drawings were troubling. Casey assumed they were from nightmares he didn’t recall. He felt tired and knew he looked it too.
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            SOPHIA: COUNTRY ESTATE – ASTRAL PLANE

          

        

      

    

    
      Most nights Sophia guarded the estate from the astral plane. Since the guy had driven up, stood on the roof of his car and cried out, Casey had been acting strange, distracted and tired. Sophia gave up her sleep to watch over him. She no longer took the same joy in her sleep, no longer had exciting adventures in her dreams. Her dreams had just stopped. No premonitions. No communications from those on the other side. It scared her. Sophia had read her Bible and kept an eye on Casey for three nights. She sensed something unnerving inside him, but he wasn’t talking about it, and she didn’t want to push him.

      On Monday, the first night, there was an attempt to breach the psychic dome. An energy reverberated through the house and into her skull, as if a significant force had collided with the psychic field. Her stomach had turned upside down, shocking her awake with an urge to vomit.

      Tuesday night she had stayed awake meditating. She arranged the comfy cushions against the bedroom wall and straightened her legs so as to not cross the flow of energy. She touched her thumbs and index fingers together and placed them on her thighs. When, later, she would pull her fingers apart, she would return to her body feeling comfortable and energized. Sophia left her body and entered the astral plane. She preferred to be out of her body than in it. Floating around the house was easier than walking or running. She hovered in the peaceful cosmic energy, watching over the house, waiting to glimpse the entity that had tried to get through her psychic shield.

      Over the past six months a lot of energies had tried to penetrate the dome, or sneak in by hitchhiking in someone’s aura when they had returned from a supply run or a search for survivors. But an entity had very little chance of attaching itself to her or Casey. It would have to be very cunning and very powerful to outwit them.

      Sophia slipped back into her body and into sleep, resting her head against the wall.

      With a jolt she woke up, pulling herself away from the wall and looking around in the darkness. It was surprising and concerning that she had fallen asleep. Her train of thought had put her off guard; she had lost herself in the stream of consciousness, something which hadn’t happened for a very long time. It was 3:15. Sophia quickly rearranged the cushions under her backside and coached herself back into a meditation and out into the astral plane.

      She floated through the dark house, checking everyone. She floated through the ceiling into Casey’s room, which was like a grand dorm room he shared with the other guys – after growing up in a nunnery, everything seemed lavish to her. Tim was sleeping, Casey’s ethereal body, the first layer of his aura, flexed outward, expanding. His spiritual body left the room like a shooting star rising through the ceiling. He slammed into the edge of the psychic dome – electrical shock waves flashing through the barrier wall on impact, like a magnetic lightning storm. He tried again and failed, generating more energy that rippled through the entire house. After his third spectacular attempt, unaware that she was watching him, he went back to bed. He was the source of energy. Nothing was trying to get in – well at least she didn’t think so – it was Casey trying to get out.

      At breakfast he wasn’t so talkative. Zoned out, he stared into space.

      “How did you sleep?”

      “Hmm?”

      “How did you sleep? You look a little tired.”

      “Oh, fine. It’s a little odd with just you, me, Tim and Joe in the house. It’ll be good when the others get back.”

      He gave no inclination that he was aware he had left his body during the night, and she would not tell him. Not yet anyway. She didn’t want him to think she was spying on him.

      The next night, Wednesday, she waited again, and the same thing happened. Sophia, curious, created a doorway to allow him to get through the psychic dome, with a lock that only the signature of his spirit could open. She watched him go. Like a snowflake, he floated over the towns. He did a lot of hovering, which was interesting, because he wouldn’t levitate when awake because he feared heights. He was hiding his feelings, but he should know by now it was pointless. Sophia left Casey to his astral roaming and went back to the estate and waited for his return. Casey was more than her best friend, and she didn’t want to spy on him anymore.

      It was four o’clock in the morning. She hadn’t seen, felt or heard Casey return from his astral roaming. Her abilities were waning. She could no longer trust her gifts. Alarmed, she hurried into the astral plane and peeped into his room. He was back in bed and sleeping. She checked the perimeter of the psychic dome to see if he had brought back any hitchhikers. A shadow of energy was receding from the outer wall. She thought it was peculiar, but nothing to worry about. Within the protective psychic dome, no harm could come to Casey or to anyone else at the estate. Sophia floated down the hall, through the door, merged into her body on the cushions, and hesitated before separating her fingers; disconnecting from the astral plane. Anchored back in her body, even though she was a lightweight, she dragged herself into bed as if she weighed a ton. She listened for Jade’s breathing and remembered she wasn’t there. Jade had left yesterday to find her father, after Shaun and Rachel had gone through the portal to find Rachel’s family. Sophia already missed them. There was only Joe, Tim, Casey and her left at the estate.

      Sophia slipped into a colorless dream for the first time since the guy with the red graffiti car had shown up five days ago. All the color in her dream disappeared, everything was shades of gray. They were a strong sense of foreboding, with misty shadows and demons just out of her sight. She didn’t understand the messages of the few dreams she had. In the end she woke in a panic, paralyzed with fear. She couldn’t move her body, and she didn’t know if it was her fear, or the fear of the stranger with the red car, but she knew with certainty that someone was in danger.

      Dear God, help me see again. All I feel is death unfolding in the universe, and I don’t know how to stop it. Before, with your gift of prophecy, I could see the future, but now it is gone. Did I displease you? How can I change things? It scares me not to know what is coming. Give me the courage to stand before whatever demon comes before me and the strength to cleanse the earth. I won’t fail again. Hear my prayer. Amen.
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            HUGH: COUNTRY TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Hugh had scouted the country and seaside towns looking for a suitable home for Gwen, Bo, and anyone else at the tavern who wanted out of London. He ended back at the country town near where he had first pulled over. All the houses in this area had marks spray-painted on their doors. Almost every front door had a cross with a circle drawn around it. Hugh had to pick one. There was a stone farmhouse that looked like a great place for everyone at the tavern, in particular for Gwen and Bo. It had two dwellings and a big main farmhouse. It would be a great place for them all to build a new life together out of the city. Hugh climbed from his car and checked the grounds for survivors. The chances of finding anyone were slim, but he still had to check. There weren’t any voices coming from the stables or the barn, and no one was attending to the cows by the dam in the back field. Someone had boarded up the downstairs windows of the farmhouse, limiting what he could see inside. At the front door, he listened for several minutes before knocking. “Anyone home?”

      Hugh tested the door handle, his palms sweaty with nerves. He turned the knob. The door squeaked – the hinges need oiling. Hugh eased the door open and stuck his head inside the house. As he opened the door wide he called out into the dark hallway. “Hello?”

      First chance he got, he’d pop the boards off the windows. A few jackets hung on a coat rack by the front door. Taped to the bottom of the wall, hiding a brown stain, was a child’s picture. The picture flapped as he opened the door wider. The picture placed low on the wall screamed out to him. Hugh bent down for a closer look and sensed someone standing in the doorway off to his right. He snapped his head around to catch who was there – no one. A gentle breeze entered the house and flapped the child’s drawing of a house, barn, cows, horses, and chickens. A boy, holding the hands of his mother and father, while two other children rode horses. Above them was a bright yellow sun with a big smiley face. The paper flapped again. Hugh peeled back the sticky tape. It covered a brown mass and a hole in the wall the size of a tennis ball. He suspected it was most likely from a gunshot at close range. He put the picture back in place. If he was going to convince Gwen and Bo to stay here, he would have to repair and paint the wall.

      “Hello?” He called again as he walked down the hallway towards the back of the house. Enough light penetrated the hall to give him a glimpse into the darkness of each room. There was a lounge with a fireplace, a dining room, a sunroom or maybe a home schoolroom. It had that smell of pencils and paints. Towards the back of the house were more rooms. Hugh unlocked the back door and let in the afternoon light. A rush of air filled the hallway, flowing through the downstairs of the house. He ran his finger along the large kitchen bench, walked into a sitting area that led to a bathroom, laundry, and mudroom. Hugh headed back to the front door and checked the bedrooms he couldn’t see into before. That’s when he noticed the brown splatter on the wall in the hall was also on the floor of the bedrooms. It was going to need a good scrub. Who stuck the drawing over the hole and removed the bodies?

      The kitchen was clean. It had two ovens, and they were spotless. The entire house was clean, just dusty. He went upstairs and found two bathrooms, four bedrooms plus a master bedroom with its own bathroom. This place would have cost a fortune. He felt a little guilty claiming such a beautiful home for himself. Fixing the wall and floor, and removing the boards off the windows, was all the place needed. It wouldn’t take long to have it ready, maybe a few days. The owners were most likely not coming home.

      He went outside and got a crowbar from his car and began popping the boards off the windows to let the light in. It made a big difference. He went through every room and opened every window. He rolled up his sleeves, reenergized by the idea of a positive future. This is going to be the fresh start we all need. Gwen and Bo will like this house. There were trucks and cars, pictures of a galactic battleship on the walls of both upstairs bedrooms. Bo won’t mind, she can pick a room and make it hers.

      His stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since last night. The kitchen cupboards were empty. Before he went into town for supplies, he opened the refrigerator to let it air. He’d wipe it down when he got back. There must be some cans or packets of food left in the town.

      He tossed the crowbar on the passenger seat and headed for the small town. He tapped the wheel, singing. It was the best he had felt since the plague and the whiteout. It was a glorious day.
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