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“Over the bleached bones and jumbled residues of numerous civilizations are written the pathetic words: Too late.”

MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.









  
  
CHAPTER 1




Troubled, the sleeping girl flung herself from side to side on her pillow, face contorted, and neck stretched taut, as she fought to wake from her nightmare. She knew she was dreaming, as she had known every time she experienced this nightmare over the past few weeks, but even knowing this was a dream state and not real, didn’t help banish the illusion and wake up. 

In her dream, the sky above was the blackest she had ever seen, tangible and pulsating, as if a gigantic super storm was about to break. The dark, angry clouds hung low and menacing and she imagined she could hear the rumbling as the storm drew closer. She was laying sidewards on the ground where she had been knocked down, hands in the mud and knees scraped and bruised. Her body experienced short jolts of pain as she was continually thumped in to, randomly and without malice or purpose. She tried to look up at the sky again but all she could see was an army of people above her. Mostly adults, but also teenagers and children, all marching mindlessly ahead, bumping into her with their feet. She was slowly being trampled and needed to get out of the way of the thousands of feet, but she could find no escape route, and no shelter or protection.

The girl had no desire to join the people in their mindless marching as she knew it led to death and destruction. She knew this beyond any doubt, but she had no idea how she knew this information. She just knew she needed to escape the feet and stay in this world, but the feet kept pummelling her, again and again.

“Maisie, it’s ok, sweetheart.”

Her eyes snapped open as she heard her mother’s soothing voice. The bedside lamp had been switched on and her mother was sitting on the side of her bed, hand on her shoulder, her face concerned and caring.

“You were dreaming again, sweetheart. Do you remember?” her mother asked.

“Yes,” Maisie replied, sitting up and wrapping her arms around her mother for comfort. She became aware of her wet cheeks and realised she had been crying in her sleep. “I had that bad dream where people are walking over me, and a big storm was coming.”

“It’s just a silly dream. It can’t hurt you, Maisie. There’s nothing to be afraid of,” her mother said gently, hands rubbing her back.

Maisie nodded silently and lay back on the pillow. Her mother plucked a tissue from the tissue box on the bedside table and dried the little girl’s eyes.

“How about we leave this lamp on for the night? Will that help?” she asked.

“Ok,” Maisie answered.

Her mother kissed her forehead, wished her good night and quietly left the room. Maisie looked up at the gold stars her father had glued to the ceiling above her bed. She took a few deep breaths to calm her thoughts, but she knew sleep would be difficult for the rest of the night. How could she possibly explain to her parents that these nightmares were more than just typical nightmares a little girl experiences from time to time?

Something was coming. Something really bad was coming.

Something really bad was coming that would change the world as she knew it.

When something really bad came, her parents would no longer be part of her world.

Another tear escaped and slid down her cheek. She didn’t want something really bad to come at all, but it was coming.








  
  
CHAPTER 2




The early spring sun warmed the ground, and the first buds of the year poked their little heads up out of the bare ground. Tessa knelt down and tilted her head close to the level of the ground so she could see if the buds were there, and delighted to see they were, she straightened up and cast her eyes over the immediate area. There was a tinge of green that hadn’t been there a few weeks ago, she was sure. 

“Oi!” 

She heard the call and spun around to where the sound was coming from. She scanned the banks of the river a few hundred metres from her, and within seconds, she saw the figure making his way along the edge of the water toward her. His slouch hat slightly askew and tufts of his greying hair escaping from the hat and down his neck. She couldn’t help but break out in a huge welcoming grin, especially once she spied his catch held up high in one of his hands. She stood and headed toward him, eager to investigate the two fish which looked like whiting from a distance.

“Well done,” she announced as she neared and saw the good size of the whiting. Boyd grinned, pleased with himself for the catch.

“Too easy,” he announced as they headed to the hut to prepare for the meal.

Boyd expertly gutted the fish as Tessa lit the campfire and prepared the pan with a small amount of oil. They fried the fish lightly on each side and sat to enjoy their meal, along with a few leaves of lettuce she picked directly from the garden.

Boyd leaned back, resting on a neatly placed rock and looked around the area they called home. “We’re running out of a few things,” he said.

“We are,” Tessa agreed, nodding.

“It’s time,” Boyd said as he looked up at her for her reaction. He saw her nodding lightly but avoiding eye contact with him. “We could go tomorrow?” 

It was a question, and he saw her nodding become a little more pronounced. Satisfied that she had agreed to his suggestion, he sat up and collected his plate and boning knife to clean. “Make a list.”

She nodded again, knowing that this was a mental list as they owned neither paper nor pen for an actual list. She gathered her plate and doused the coals with nearby dirt. No point wasting firewood when it was a lovely spring day and the night was not expected to be too cool. She watched Boyd head to the river to rinse his utensils, and her heart sang with excitement but also, trepidation. Time for them to make a trip to town to gather items they would need to continue their life as it was. It was times like this that she wished they did have paper and a pen. How would she ever remember all the items they needed?

Seeds. They always needed vegetable and fruit seeds to be able to grow food all year round. Mentally, she ticked off seed and moved on to other food items such as vegetable oil for cooking, flour, salt, powdered milk, coffee as an indulgence, and items such as matches, candles, soap, toothpaste and toothbrushes. She smiled to herself as she ticked off the dental requirements. Although they tried to live as off-grid as possible, she was not prepared to allow either of their teeth to deteriorate.

A few items of clothing and underwear, another blanket as the winter nights could be super cool in recent years. She knew they may need to compromise on a few of the required items as there was only so much they could carry in two backpacks on bicycles. Her mind raced to what needed to be organised in preparation for their trip and she headed into the hut to locate the clothing, shoes and backpacks both of them stored for their twice annual trip. Time enough to air them out and ensure they were clean and appropriate. She knew Boyd would be inspecting the bicycles and pumping air in their tyres with his little hand pump.

She ran her fingers through her grey streaky hair and mentally added shampoo to the growing list. They didn’t own a mirror so she couldn’t check how she looked, but she was sure if she had suddenly sprouted a moustache or turned green, Boyd would have told her. The only bathing they undertook was to wash in the river, though she refrained from actually immersing her entire body, knowing bull sharks had been seen this far up in the river.

At least with staying for two nights at the caravan park, there would have the opportunity to enjoy a warm shower. She tingled in anticipation as she imagined how wonderful it would be to enjoy that stream of sweet hot water. Small luxuries were a guilty pleasure, and she intended to make the most of it while in town. She hummed a tune as she prepared for the trip and noted Boyd had a spring in his step as he wandered around, fiddling with the bikes and preparing the vegetable garden for a few days absence. She wondered if they would ever leave this life and live in civilisation again. 

Was it time yet?








  
  
CHAPTER 3




Maisie sat at the breakfast table watching her mother butter the toast and hunt for the Vegemite in the pantry. Today was Saturday so her parents didn’t have to rush to ferry her to school and race to reach their workplace on time. Her father was fiddling with the television remote control and looking for the ABC News. 

“Robert, come on. That’s not fair. Maisie was watching her show,” her mother admonished.

Her father looked guilty as he turned to face his daughter, remote frozen in mid-air. “Oh, sorry love. What were you watching?”

“Izzy’s Koala World on Neflix,” she answered. “But it’s ok. I don’t mind if you watch the news.”

He looked at her for a minute, trying to decide and then flicked back to Netflix. “I like koala’s too,” he said and smiled fondly at her. Her mother joined them, placing a plate of vegemite toast in the middle of the table to share and everyone took a slice.

“Maisie,” her father said, glancing at his wife for support. “Can we talk about your bad dreams? They are happening often now, aren’t they?”

Maisie put her toast down, chewing her remaining mouthful, a vegemite smear visible on her top lip. “Yes,” she said.

“Do you know why you're having these dreams? Is something wrong … at school … or with your friends? Can you tell us what’s wrong?” he asked.

Both parents carefully watched her face for any hints at a reason or a solution. Maisie swallowed her mouthful and looked from one to the other.

“It’s the same dream, well … almost the same. Something bad is coming and I can’t stop it,” she said, her voice quivering a little.

“Do you think something bad is coming to hurt you?” asked her mother, looking worried.

“No. It doesn’t want me, but it wants everyone else. It takes everyone away and I can’t stop it,” Maisie said quietly, staring at the plate of toast without seeing.

“Maisie, would you like to talk to someone about your dreams and what you’re worried about? You know, someone who specialises in children who have some worries?” her father asked.

Maisie shook her head. “No. It won’t help. The bad thing is coming, and no one can stop it.” She said it with such conviction that her parents looked at each other with concern.

“Well, maybe that's right, but it wouldn’t hurt to talk to someone about it, would it?” said her mother. “Sometimes it can help people feel better when they can talk to someone. Would that be ok?” She studied her daughter’s face. Maisie pursed her lips as she thought for a moment.

“I guess so,” she said slowly, agreeing as she knew it would appease her parents.

Izzy’s Koala World finished, and credits rolled. Maisie grinned at her father. “You can watch the news now.”

Determined to make his daughter laugh, her father over-exaggerated grasping the remote control and frantically trying to change channels. It worked and Maisie giggled at his silliness. The news appeared on screen with a news ticker across the bottom and an American journalist talking.

“We’re receiving strange reports from the east of the country …” The journalist held a microphone in one hand and was pressing his earpiece hard against his ear with the other hand in an effort to hear more efficiently and eliminate white noise. “It must be a blackout as we’re losing communication with each city … New York, Washington, Pittsburgh …” The journalist looked confused as he listened into the earpiece. “We’ll bring more information as soon as we have ascertained what has happened.”

Her mother shrugged and addressed her husband. “You know America, always something going on.” 

He agreed and turned back to the screen as the network cut across to the Sydney newsroom. The screen flickered a little and then the camera angle dipped so the camera was downturned, facing the ground.

“What the heck?” said her father, standing up. “Shouldn’t have cut the ABC budget. Cameraman has to down tools when it’s bathroom break.” He laughed at his own joke and downed the last of his coffee.

Maisie stared at the television screen, eyes wide and heart thumping in her chest. She knew the bad thing had arrived.








  
  
CHAPTER 4




Boyd and Tessa had travelled on their bikes for a few hours when they decided to stop for a breather and stretch their legs. The going was tough in the first hour as there were no roads where they lived, not even a track or driveway. The property was natural bushland and small colourful strips of material on trees indicated the right direction to civilisation. The colourful strips had been a bright red colour ten years ago when they first arrived, but now were faded grey and many had rotten and fallen to the ground. 

After a few leg stretches, they sat on a fallen tree for a rest and looked around, positive they had stopped in the same spot previously. Birds squawked above, and they could hear the kookaburras nearby, complaining of the human intrusion. Occasionally, they glimpsed movement as they rode, and spied a wallaby or kangaroo bound away. Once, it had been a large striped goanna, clambering up a tree to escape the unknown trespassers.

Ten years in this domain, Tessa marvelled, looking around the familiar bush. In some ways, the decade had flown by as if just yesterday they had found this untouched place, and yet, at the same time, it felt that they had always been here. Originally, they had planned to be truly off-grid and walk away from civilisation forever, but after six months, they realised that it was just not possible. Thirty years of living in civilised society made it virtually impossible to return to a caveman existence.

They settled on off-grid as much as possible, and a trip to town twice per year to purchase essentials. There had been so much discussion and planning prior to this move and so many decisions to be made. Both were fully aware that they were not in a position to seek medical assistance should either be bitten by a snake or break a leg or worse. The only transport were two mountain bikes, and the journey took a full day.

Tessa glanced over at Boyd and wondered what he was thinking. He looked relaxed as he stared off into the bush where they had spied movement a few minutes ago. Was he thinking about the trip to town? He must be. Was he nervous about it? Looking forward to it? After ten years, it was still something he wouldn’t or couldn’t discuss with her. Maybe this time … maybe he was ready to face the world again. She hoped so, fervently hoped so. Although prepared to spend the rest of her life in isolation with him, should it come to that, she really did miss civilisation and all the trappings, now considered luxuries, that accompanied it.

Her thoughts were cut short as Boyd suddenly stood with determination and held his hand out to her. She held his hand as he pulled her upright and they set off again. The sun shone through the trees and bathed them in dappled light as they continued their journey. Such a perfect spring day she thought as they drew nearer and nearer to civilisation.

Another few hours passed, and they left the bush behind. The dirt country track that led down to the road to town was a downhill ride, so they sat back and let the bikes roll down toward the tarred road. Usually by now, they could hear traffic noise, not heavy traffic but the odd truck accelerating or the squeal of someone braking around a corner, or a distant chainsaw.

The air was eerily silent and still.

Boyd slowed to a stop, and Tessa followed suit, wondering what he was doing. He looked up at the sky, using his hand to block the glare of the sun.

“After noon,” he said, looking across at her. 

“Yes and very quiet,” she stated.

They continued the trek on the bikes, but their pace had slowed as if they were waiting and watching, anticipating something may be different on this trip but not aware of what that could possibly be.








  
  
CHAPTER 5




The chat window froze with a message as Darren waited for more information on what was going on, but the screen remained unchanged. 

WTF? AFU GTG

He had paused the game they were playing and was waiting patiently, or impatiently, more like it. He had the momentum and was going to win for sure, but having to stop mid-play was going to completely wreck his mojo.

Five minutes passed, ten minutes passed, and he started to think AstroKid wasn’t coming back to finish this game. Damn it! He stood up, deciding he had better things to do than sit there waiting. He had even risen early … well … eight in the morning was early, so he could play AstroKid on a time zone friendly with California.

“MUM, WANNA COOK ME PANCAKES?” he yelled through a crack in his bedroom door.

‘YEAH, WHEN HELL FREEZES OVER,” came the reply.

He chuckled to himself, pleased that he had rattled her chain for the morning, and looked back at the stagnant game on his screen. He put his headphones back on typed a few ??? into the chat window, questioning where AstroKid was. No answer, so he threw the headphones on the desk and walked over to his wardrobe, found some jeans and pulled them on over his boxer shorts. He’d shower and make himself more presentable after breakfast. First things first.

He turned back and looked at the silent game again, wondering what the hell was so important that it had pulled AstroKid away from this earth-shattering game. Maybe he knew he was going to lose. Nah! He had beaten AstroKid before and the guy was never a sore loser. Picking up his mobile phone from the bedside table, he scrolled the messages that had silently come in while he was playing the game with AstroKid. The last group of messages were damn weird and he realised they were from his US friends. He quickly scrolled through a few social media apps trying to see what was happening in the US.

There were lots of WTF and OMG and similar, but nothing that made any sense. The apps had all fallen silent in the last fifteen minutes. He checked his wi-fi status and all was normal at his end. No outage of internet, so where was everyone? He scrolled the app back to find his best mate in Los Angeles, SKatter and ask what SKatter thought was going on. He stared at the last message he had received from SKatter which was twenty minutes earlier.

DUDE, LOOKS LIKE I WAS RIGHT ABOUT HAVANA.

Darren’s mouth fell open as he stared at the small phone screen. He had to read the message a few times to comprehend. He shook his head and pocketed his phone. Nope. No way! That was just totally ridiculous and serious cooker stuff. SKatter was a bit cooked anyway, and that was why he was called SKatter – scatter brain.

Eat first, sort it out later, his stomach told him, so he wandered out down the hall toward the kitchen. His mother would be pottering around on this Saturday morning doing all the household chores she didn’t have time for during the week.

“We got any maple syrup?” he called out as he reached the kitchen. 

Silence. He looked around the empty kitchen and listened trying to identify where his mother was. Perhaps she was in the laundry or her bedroom but he couldn’t hear anything.

“MUM?” he called out. “MUM?” 

No response. Oh well, he’d have to look for himself if there was any maple syrup and that could take a whole five minutes at least. It would have been much faster if she could have just told him where it was.

CRASH!

He jumped at the loud crashing sound that he was sure had just shaken the apartment building. Was there an earthquake? He dropped the maple syrup, which he had found immediately in the pantry, and raced out toward the front of the apartment. He paused for a moment, realising the front door to their apartment was wide open. They never left the front door wide open, living in downtown North Sydney meant securing everything. His mother must have come out to see what the crash was.

Standing on the front step, the first thing he saw was a small red hatchback car smashed into the side of the building, only metres from the front door. Glass and twisted metal stuck out everywhere in a gnarled and knotted mess and smoke hissed out from the engine. Darren’s first thought was to see if the driver was hurt but paused in surprise, realising the driver’s door was open and there was no sign of a driver. He looked around and could only see people walking along the street, but no one was looking at the car that had just crashed into a building. Where had the driver gone?

He stepped down next to the car and saw blood on the ground with a trail of blood leading down the footpath. Following the trail with his eyes, he saw one of the pedestrians about fifty metres away and heading further away, limping very badly.

“HEY!” He shouted out but no one even turned to look at him. “HEY … STOP!”

His mind told him that perhaps this dude had stolen the car and was now escaping justice. Should he chase after him?

Yah nah. Not his problem.

He turned to walk back inside, but something made him turn back to the street. Something didn’t feel right. Something strange was happening before his eyes.








  
  
CHAPTER 6




Maisie’s father suddenly clapped his hands to his ears and his face contorted into a grimace. At the same time, Maisie heard a gasp from her mother as her face also showed momentary pain. It all lasted only seconds before their faces relaxed, too relaxed Maisie acknowledged with dread, staring wide eyed from one parent to the other. Their faces appeared as though none of their muscles were working, the muscles that hold the mouth in position or the eyes wide open. To Maisie, it appeared as though their faces had fallen. It was the first and only descriptive term that came to her mind. She was accustomed to seeing their faces full of life, energy, smiles and expression, and seeing them with fallen faces, was deeply shocking. 

“Mum? Dad?” she asked, her voice rising an octave and quivering.

They both stared blankly ahead, not acknowledging her in any way. Slowly, they both turned and headed for the door. Maisie leapt out of her chair in a panic and followed, calling them.

“Mum … Dad …. Mum … where are you going? Dad … Dad, don’t go. Mum … come back.”

They headed single file through the living room to the front entrance area, and her mother opened the front door. The morning sun shone through the door opening as the procession trudged out and down the front path. As soon as she was out of the house and found free space, Maisie ran around her father and stood in front of her mother, blocking the path.

‘Mum … STOP! Mum … PLEASE STOP!” 

She held her hands out, hoping she could stop them by blockading their exit. She was sobbing and pleading with them not to go. They both just walked around her and continued their zombie like walk. Maisie grabbed at her father’s sleeve and held on as firmly as she could, but she didn’t have the strength to make any difference, and he easily kept walking until she was forced to let go.

The front path led to the front gate about fifteen metres away. Her mother unlatched the simple gate latch, and she watched her parents walk through to the road. Through her teary eyes, Maisie could see there were other people walking down the road, all walking silently and steadily, and all heading in the same direction.

She ran through the gate and to her parents who were now part of the stream of people walking on the road. She tried to hold her mother’s hand but although her mother didn’t pull her hand away, there was no holding from her mother’s end. The hand felt limp, and Maisie let it go, running in front of her again.

“Please stop,” she sobbed. “Please don’t leave me. Mum. MUM!”

Her mother stepped around her and continued walking. Maisie stopped and watched the backs of the two people she loved more than anything else in the world, walk away from her. Her mother was still dressed in her nightgown and pink dressing gown complete with slippers. Her father had dressed in his casual Saturday clothes, and she watched the pink back and navy blue back as they became smaller and smaller until she could no longer see them.

She sobbed and wiped at her eyes as she walked back inside the gate and latched it closed. Sobbing quietly to herself, she stood and watched the steady trickle of people walk past. They all had fallen faces, and walked with the same steady, almost rhythmic step. She recognised a few neighbours from up the road. All the properties along this section of the road were on half hectare blocks so there was a slightly rural feel to the road, and all the neighbours knew each other.

Most people were dressed but she saw one man wearing boxer shorts and a naked woman with wet hair as if just stepped from the shower. She also saw a few children she knew from school and realised that they too, had fallen faces. The procession of walking people trudged with the same robotic pace, with no one speaking or looking around or acknowledging each other. Twice, she saw a dog walking with its owner and she guessed the dog was being loyal and also, wondering what was happening.

After a while, she realised she couldn’t stand up all day so she went inside and brought out a kitchen chair, placing it on the front path inside the gate, where she could sit and watch. Every time she thought of her parents, she broke into sobs and wondered if she was close to running out of tears yet.

Where were they going? Everyone was going in the same direction and obviously to the same place. Should she have followed? Should she have remained with her parents and followed them on this walk along the road? Somehow, she knew that she was not supposed to follow. In her dreams, she didn’t follow all the people walking, and she was pleased to note that she had not been trampled like in her dreams.

What would happen now? Was she the only one immune to the fallen face? Why had she not been affected? How would she look after herself? There were biscuits and a few things she could eat in the pantry and fridge, but what would she do when the food ran out? It was too complicated for her six year old brain to comprehend, so she sat on her chair at the gate and watched the trickle of people walk past until it was becoming dark and the evening was cooling. Then she walked back inside, locked the front door, ate muesli bars and an apple, and went to sleep with the light on. She knew someone would come for her, someone would look after her. They had to.

She just had to wait for them.








  
  
CHAPTER 7




Boyd and Tessa stood at the intersection of the tar road and the dirt road they had just ridden down. Sometimes in the past, they’d been able to hitch a ride into town with a farmer, placing their bikes on the back of a truck or farm utility, but there was no traffic about this afternoon. They couldn’t hear any vehicle noises in the background but could see a man walking their way. He was at the far end of the road, around two hundred metres away. 

They were now only about one hour from town so decided to walk their bikes for a little while to stretch their legs and look at the sights. Somewhere in the distance they could hear the sound of cows bellowing, the sound they make when they have full udders and need milking.

Two hundred metres further on, they turned a bend in the road and saw a green coloured car crashed into a fence. The driver’s side door was open but there didn’t appear to be anyone around. They dropped their bikes on the side of the road and rushed over to the car looking for anyone hurt, but the car was empty. Boyd walked around to the front of the car and realised the engine was cold.

“This car's been here for a while. Engine’s cold. The driver must've walked or found a lift,” said Boyd.

“Strange to leave the car unlocked and door open,” Tessa said.

Boyd closed the driver’s door, and they turned back to retrieve their bikes and continue the journey. A little further around the bend and they encountered another car crash but this one had hit a tree. It was too far away from the green one to be connected and again, the driver’s door was open and there didn’t appear to be anyone nearby. As they closed the driver’s door on this car, the man who had been walking toward them in the distance caught up with them. He wore a checked shirt, old felt hat, and was an older man, perhaps in his sixties. He was walking at a good steady pace and didn’t show any sign that he had seen them.

“G’day,” called out Boyd.

The man continued walking, not even glancing in their direction. Boyd called out again in a louder voice. “HEY THERE.” The man passed them and continued on his way.

“Well, that was rude,” said Tessa in disbelief.

“I don’t know if it was rude, but it sure as hell was weird,” replied Boyd, as they stared at the retreating back of the older man.

The two of them continued walking along the side of the road and commented to each other that they hadn’t seen any vehicles pass by. Tessa remembered something similar had happened two years earlier when they reached this same road. There had been almost no traffic at all and it wasn’t until they reached town that they found out there was a worldwide pandemic of a COVID-19 virus and New South Wales was in lockdown. Perhaps something similar had happened and people were unwell or there was another lockdown.

Around the next bend they came across another car accident but this time, the car had rolled over the side of the road and was upside down. Again, they dropped their bikes and raced over to offer assistance, but it was clear to them both that the female driver with grey hair was deceased. They could just see part of her head and hair though a gap where the car had caved in flat against the roof. Dried blood made parts of her hair look almost black and when Boyd touched her, she was cold.

Distressed, Tessa looked around wondering what they should do. Where was everyone? This woman had been here for a while and she was cold, and the car engine was cold. Where were the police, ambulance or someone?

“There’s a house just over there,” Boyd said, pointing across one hundred metres further on. “I’ll go see if I can use their phone. Will you wait here?”

Tessa nodded and watched Boyd walk further up the road and turn down a driveway to the left. She looked again at the grey-haired woman driver and wondered how long she had been there. Her family must be so worried about her and what a horrible way to go, alone and unnoticed. She looked down the road at where they had just come, and could see three people walking along, heading in their direction and about three hundred metres away. She stared at them, aware that there was something strange about them and felt the hair on the back of her neck rise.

She continued watching the three walkers, looking for any sign of normalcy, like communicating with each other, or tripping on a rock, or looking sideways at the scenery, but the three figures strode along, head straight ahead, unaware of anything else. They were not walking in parallel but were a few metres apart and seemed to be walking at about the same pace. She could make out a woman in a floral dress, and possibly two teenagers. As they drew closer, she could see a teenage girl in pyjamas, and a taller teenage boy in jeans and a hoodie. Tessa walked out onto the road to wait for them to reach her. She was determined to halt them in their tracks and ask them questions. The figures drew near and she put her hand up in a greeting, but the three just looked at the road ahead of them, and seemed oblivious of her.

“Good afternoon,” she called out when they were within twenty metres of her. “Nice day for it. Did you see there has been a few car accidents?”

She stopped, noting that there was no awareness of her, no response in any way and that the three of them were still walking as if in a dream state. She held her ground as they drew close and tensed in preparation for the woman to collide with her, but as she reached Tessa, the woman easily stepped to the left and around her. Tessa turned in muted surprise and watched the backs of the three of them as they continued on their journey.

“Tess!” She heard Boyd’s voice and turned slightly to see him walking out of the nearby driveway, looking at the three figures as they passed him.

“There’s no one there … at the house, but the front door was open … so I went in and used their phone. I called 000 and no one answered.”

“No one answered 000?” Tessa asked, incredulous.

“No. It eventually went to a recorded message about the lines being busy,” Boyd said.

Tessa looked past Boyd to the distant figures of the three walkers and felt an impending sense of dread. “Boyd, what the hell’s going on here?”









