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The County


Mother and son

Jerry struggled to fall asleep. He perspired profusely; the sheets stuck to his legs as he felt his body heating up as he rubbed his legs. Sweat from his forehead and the back of his neck dripped onto his pillow. It was a steamy, sultry, and muggy summer night. He noticed his pulse beating rapidly, but his breathing was deep and slow and, as he inhaled air, he felt his entire body expanding giving him an aching sensation. He felt uneasy and exasperated. He was uncomfortable and that discomfort angered and frustrated him and increased his anxiety.

He sat in his bed and checked the time. It was twelve past midnight. He felt strange as his vision was blurry. He noticed that the wall posters looked out of focus. His desk, his computer, his speakers all were blurry, his room was very dark, and his bedside lamp didn’t work. He rubbed his eyes, but nothing changed.

He had the urge to use the bathroom, but he was too exhausted and tired, so he dropped abruptly on the mattress, turned around, and tried to sleep. He kept going around in circles, losing patience, and growing more agitated. He sensed something was off but lacked the motivation to get out of bed. Despite the window being open, there was no breeze coming from the street. After a while, Jerry fell asleep.

At six he woke up, stretched his limbs, rubbed his eyes and was ready to go. It was Saturday and that weekend, he didn’t have a shift in the local supermarket, so no need to jump out of bed to go to work. He could stay longer in bed, have a lazy morning but it was too hot and steamy. He noticed that there was something uneasy about the day, it felt too dark for that time of the day. The sunrise was long overdue, and the morning light failed to reach his room, unusual and strange. He cleared his eyes and realised that he couldn’t see the colours of the ceiling, the walls and the old-fashioned chandelier hanging in the middle of his room. Laying in bed, he turned his head to the sides and realised that he couldn’t see the colours of his E.T. poster neither the colours of the poster of his favoured heavy-rock band, Metallica.

Disorientated, he sat in his bed and checked his t-shirt, he couldn’t see the colours of it. He couldn’t see the colours of the sheets, his bed, the walls, his desk, the computer, the posters, the entire room, as if everything was black and white, or rather black, white, and different tones of grey. All the sudden, his world stripped of colours. He checked his hands, his nails and arms, no colours, his skin was grey. He checked his legs, and it was the same, all grey.

“What the fuck, what is happening!! What’s wrong, am I losing my sight? Fuck, what’s going on?” he thought. By this point, his heart felt like it was racing and biting at a hundred per minute, again he questioned himself as he looked around his bedroom in disbelief.

He focused on his arms and hands; they were grey. His fingernails looked unreal; they were clear, almost white in contrast to his hand. He pulled his hand in and out of focus checking his vision. His hands and arms were of a different colour, not his usual pale pink coloured skin. He checked his underwear and all he could see was the darker jungle surrendering his penis. “What the hell?” he thought, struggling to accept what his eyes was telling him.

Jerry sprang out of bed and hurried to the open window looking at his feet, legs, and arms, which were all colourless. He got astounded by the scene in front of him. The world was in black and white. Everything appeared to be white, black, and various shades of grey. Everything, including the farm’s shade, the trees, gardens, the bushes, the fence, the lamp posts, his mum’s car, the trash cans, the old, rusted tools and equipment left on the side of the driveway, the wooden logs, and the sky. He found it hard to believe what he saw.

Then he noticed there was a heavy mist coming up the property, unusual in this part of the State, where dust storms happened once or twice a year, but that was something different. The mist, like a manta, began to cover the fields and soon the sky. In no time, the mist covered everything. He pushed his body out the window but wherever he looked, he only saw a wall of grey mist.

When he looked up, he saw that the sky was grey but shiny, as if the sun’s rays of light couldn’t get through, couldn’t penetrate the mist. Sunrise was well over by that time of the day. He tried to clear his eyes but to no avail, it was of no use.

“Am I going crazy, what is happening?” he cried out loud. The outside world was quiet, an uneasy silence and calm, something was not right, something wrong was in the air. He couldn’t picture what was happening out there or even in his room. He turned around and moved his head all around the room, he couldn’t see any colours. He touched the walls and posters, his desk, his laptop, his cellular phone, nothing, no colours. He kept looking at his hands, his palms, his nails, nothing. He went back to the window. Outside, everything was black, white and grey and now covered by that mist; the mist was heavy, thick and grey.

‘Mum,’ he screamed. ‘Mum wakeup. Something is wrong with me.’ He rushed away from the window and opened his bedroom door and ran towards his mother's bedroom. Everything lacked colour, everything, the walls, the tables, the wooden floor, the rugs, the furniture, the chandeliers.

His mum was still asleep, but her mother's instinct woke her up. Jerry’s voice was alarming. Jerry opened the door as he shouted, ‘mum, I'm going blind, I can’t see any colours.’ Rebecca couldn’t understand what was happening, she was half asleep and trying to understand what Jerry was all about.

‘What?’ she called. ‘Come son, come here,’ as she sat in her bed. Jerry rushed to his mum's arms and started sobbing.

‘What is wrong with me mum, am I going blind?’ Jerry’s voice sounded broken.

Rebecca pulled her son close to her chest. Her eyes rolled over the entire room, and she too noticed the darkness of the room. There were no colours.


*****



The aliens

The town was in disarray when Sheriff O'Connell arrived at the Police Station. People turned to the station shouting, yelling, and chatting simultaneously talking over one another as though they were vying for attention. 

Everyone turned around when they saw the Sheriff’s car coming out of the mist. Their eyes followed the Sheriff as he drove down the road when suddenly, someone ran and jumped in front of his car. He stopped abruptly and turned off the engine before he could get to his parking spot. He could see the confused and scared faces. Everyone was panicking, some were angry flailing their arms, moving energetically in an uncontrolled way. He couldn’t understand what they were screaming about. Some faces looked like they were taken from a zombie movie; black bags under their eyes, dark grey lips, some with white hair others black, their clothes looked dark. The scene was terrifying to some extent.

The stressful drive from his home had worn the sheriff out. He had to drive slowly as he was surrounded by an odd mist, and without any colours, the drive to town was distressing, but when the people approached is car, the adrenaline shoot up.

There were no sun rays coming through the sky. A grey mist covered the town’s sky. In front of you, some twenty yards or so, there was this wall of grey mist that people realised was surrounding the entire town. Your visibility was limited no matter where you were looking at, it was everywhere, it was as if you were inside a bubble. And all that people could see, were different tones of black, white, and grey, like the silent movies in the early days of cinematography, the black and white movies of Charlie Chaplin. Also, there was no smell in the air. People couldn’t smell nature, the plants, even the cutter grass, nor roses or flowers, or the air, not even the distinctive aroma of coffee.

That morning, the Sheriff woke up at four thirty as he always did. He turned on the TV News channel to catch up with the events from the day before and last night; it was the first thing he always did, but that day, there was no electricity. He sat in his bed and after a while he realised that he couldn’t see any colour.

After the initial commotion at home, when his family realised that they’ve lost their colour vision and had no power, he walked outside the house to check the fuse box and realised that his visibility was just a mere twenty yards wherever he looked, they were surrounded by an unusual mist. He rushed back inside to his worried wife and children who were trying to get the internet connection back, but nothing was working.

After a while, the Sheriff decided to go to town and find out what was happening as they couldn’t call anyone as there was no cellular service, and to find out what was that inexplicable lack of colour, why there was no power and why their phones had no signal. 

After setting his wife and children, he left his concerned and afraid family back home. He needed to investigate what was happening in town and why all the sudden things lost their colour and where was that thick mist coming from and covering everything they could see. He instructed them not to leave the house and wait for his return. It was his duty to find out what was the problem and if it was happening everywhere as he would realise later.

On his way to the Police Station, he couldn’t get any radio channel frequency, there were no signals. “What the hell is happening?” the Sheriff thought only to find out later that there was no electricity anywhere. The computers, the phones, the radio, and the internet in the entire County weren’t working. Not a single electrical equipment was working, nowhere.

“What is this phenomenon occurring in the County?” he asked himself while driving to town looking up and down and from right to left, looking everywhere with wide open eyes not understanding what was going on. All he could see was the wall of grey mist and the black, white, and grey bushes, trees, and rocks on the sides of the road. The track ahead looked dark black and in contrast, the white lines marked on the road looked shining white. Some of the side road signs were ineligible due to the lack of colour.

His arms felt tense from holding to the steering wheel and leaning to the windshield to see the road ahead and the odd landscape that enclosed his car. It was surreal.

Prior to the Sheriff's arrival at the station, the two Deputies in charge, Jason and Ted, nicknamed by the locals as the Dynamic Duo, were trying to calm down people that bombarded the station, but Jason and Ted didn’t have any answers to what was happening in the town. They were just as lost as everyone else. These two guys and their families lived in this town for generations, and they had never ever heard that the town had been covered by mist. They witnessed and heard stories of dust storms but mist, never. In that southern region of the country, dust storms were not that frequent but what was happening then, was something completely different.

They were on duty that night and realised the problems around the County when people woke them up when they were calling into the station early in the morning.

When it all became too much for them, they decided to call the Sheriff, but they couldn’t, the phones weren’t working, not even their cell phones.

Apart from the mist and the lack of colour, there were talks that no one could get out of town and that the entire County was surrounded by a wall. ‘I couldn’t get out of town this morning,’ one person yelled. ‘I saw a gigantic wall,’ another one shouted. ‘Yes, I saw it as well, and it is not from this world. It is at the edge of the lake,’ someone else added. ‘I was afraid to get close to it as I thought that I was hallucinating, not seeing any colour,’ a woman screamed. Initially, the Sheriff thought he was going nuts not seeing any colours, but it wasn’t only him and his family. Nothing made sense.

In the middle of the bewilderment, the Mayor arrived with his wife and two daughters. They were the best-looking girls in town, the dream of all men, the envy of all women. They alleged that even the parish once said, in between drinks, that “if people were judged by their thoughts, they would all be going to hell.”

‘What the fuck is happening Sheriff’,’ a man yelled when he got out of his car. ‘Have we been invaded by aliens?’ this man added. Some murmurs were heard from the people closing into the station.

‘Are the Martians or extra-terrestrials here?’ a voice from the crowd asked. ‘Are they taking over the world, our world?’ that man added. In no time, the Sheriff was surrounded by more and more people waiting for an explanation on what was happening in town. The Sheriff looked routed and confused but managed to walk towards the station.

‘We’ve lost all power, nothing is working Sheriff, what are we going to do?’ a woman frantically asked as she approached the front of the station.

The Sheriff was thrown all sorts of questions he didn’t have an answer for, he was in disbelief of what was happening. Soon more and more people arrived at the centre of town. Someone needed to do something, someone needed to calm the people.
The Mayor and his family found their way to the front of the crowd. They were pushing everyone to the sides. ‘Excuse me, excuse me, pardon, ma’am, sir, please’ the Mayor kept screaming as he lead his wife and daughters ahead of the crowd.

The Mayor used to be a corpulent athletic man so he didn’t have any problem in pushing his family ahead. Now those glorious days were gone, but he still was a strong man, but these days with more fat than muscles.

The Sheriff acknowledged them. ‘Let them come through, move please,’ he asked the people at the front as he also pushed some away. He felt overwhelmed, sweat drops falling down his back, his shirt was stuck to his chest.


*****

The Committee

The Sheriff signalled the Mayor and his family to enter the station as he followed them from behind. He asked the Mayor to close the door as soon as they got inside the station as he would stay outside to deal with the crowd. As soon as the Mayor and his family were inside, he stood by the closed door. Many people kept moving towards the entrance, but the Sheriff stopped them as he asked the front people to walk back. His presence and authority were enough to hold back anyone, he was well respected by everyone in town. Still, they were throwing him all kinds of questions and testimonies of what people had encountered during the last hours.

‘We need to be calmed. We are going to find out what is happening and let everyone know as soon as we get all the answers. Now is better for everyone to go back to their homes,’ he said as he continued to push back some of the men at the front of the crowd. He was sweaty and tense. His face veins distended gave him a look of a man in distress, but he wasn’t, he knew what to do but not what to say as he cleared the station entrance.

His expression deepened by the grey colour of his face. Next, he turned around and walked back to the entrance of the station. People didn’t move. He opened the front door and as he was ready to enter the station, he turned around and addressed the nervous and angry crowd. ‘Go home, there is nothing here, go home,’ and slammed the door behind him. People kept screaming but no one dared to enter or knock on the door. Still, you could hear the frantic yelling outside.

As the Sheriff walked through the station, he could see, from the corner of his eyes, that Ted and Jason appeared to be uneasy and overwhelmed, following him with their eyes wide open. He nodded and acknowledged them, but his body language sent the message not to be talked to. They both looked emotionally crushed standing up near their desks where the Mayor and his family were sitting. They were waiting for directions that they would not get, not at that moment. They looked at each other and knew it was better to wait and give the Sheriff some space.

The Mayor was sitting with his family at the Deputies’ desks. He whispered to her wife and daughters to stay where they were and stood up to follow the Sheriff to his office.

Before the Sheriff entered his office, he stopped by the door frame. He was silent, he closed his eyes and tried to aloof himself from the outside chaos, he was unsure of what to do next. The front and the back of his shirt were marked with sweat. He felt sweat drops coming from all his pours.

As soon as the Sheriff settled in his office, he wiped his face with his handkerchief, then he signalled the Mayor to sit in one of the chairs. His office was big enough to accommodate a couple of chairs, but it looked messy with all kinds and sizes of documents and papers everywhere. The two cabinet’s draws were half opened with visible fat files ready to explode. He sat at his desk and before he addressed the Mayor, he picked up the phone to dial other counties but to no avail. ‘There is no landline tone, my cell phone is not working, is yours?’ he asked the Mayor who shook his head. ‘The computers are off, we don’t have any power, nothing is working,’ he added as he slammed his hands on his desk. They didn’t know it yet, but they were completely disconnected from the rest of the world.

Ted entered the office and mentioned to the Sheriff and the Mayor that some people had stated that they couldn’t get out of town, that there was a wall at the edge of the lake, in the middle of the road, the north route to Carrington, the next city to Belmore. ‘They also say that the mist has covered everything, all fields and bushes, roads, houses, the forest. It is everywhere. Sheriff, we have never had any mist in this County,’ Ted said, his voice sounded anguished as he switched his eyes looking disoriented at both.

‘A wall? did you say a wall?’ the Sheriff gasped, shocked. Ted nodded. ‘I noticed the heavy mist, but I didn’t see any wall on my way here,’ he added, looking at the Mayor who wobbled his head. The Sheriff focussed on the Mayor’s face as without any colour, he resembled a completely different person. “I wonder how I look to them,” the Sheriff was lost in his thoughts before coming back to reality.

‘It’s a dense mist so visibility isn’t good. You can only see a few yards ahead, people need to slow down,’ the Sheriff said as he scratched his head. The Mayor reaffirmed his comment. The mist was very thick, and the lack of colour was overly concerning. But a wall? That was something they needed to check immediately. All agreed on that.

Ted, the Mayor and the Sheriff were to go and check the so-called wall. The Sheriff gave out orders to Ted to get ready as he threw the keys to Jason to unlock the cabinet where the guns were kept and asked him to bring the rifles, that they will go in the Mayor’s car as his car was still in the middle of the street and people could see them leave. ‘With this mist, we can hide and get from behind the station to your car,’ the Sheriff said to the Mayor who nodded.

‘Jason, you stay here. From time to time get close to the window so they can see that we are still inside,’ he instructed. Then facing Lucinda and the girls he told them not to go anywhere until they were back. It just took him a look at the Major’s daughters for the Sheriff’s mind to fantasy a sensual thought. They were stunning, same as their mother.

Jason tried desperately not to look at the Mayor’s wife and daughters, but he found it difficult. He kept thinking about how hot they look even if there were no colours. His best fantasies were all over his mind being so close to those women. The girls noticed that and smiled at each other and without saying a word, decided to play a sensual game on him to the disapproval of their mother who realised what her girls were up to. Lucinda gestured her displeasure to the girls laugh.

‘Mayor, before we leave to check the wall, let’s get out and tell the people to calm down and go home. That as soon as we have any news, we’ll communicate them to all. They are not moving away. Not sure how long this would take so let’s go outside and talk to them,’ the Sheriff said as he signed the Mayor to follow him. As he walked to the front of the station he added: ‘Jason, when we leave, don’t tell anyone where we are going, we don’t want anyone to follow us, we don’t know what we are going to find out in this mist.’ Next, looking at Lucinda and the girls he repeated, this time with more emphasis. ‘Lucinda, you and your daughters should stay inside, don’t go anywhere. We should be back soon.’ Lucinda nodded, turned, and smiled at her husband.

‘Okay, let's go and tell the people that we are investigating and making some inquiries,’ the Mayor added and stood up and walked towards the front office. The Sheriff nodded as he opened the front door. It was hard to understand what the people were talking about as they kept yelling at each other, talking over, and raising their voices. When they saw the Mayor and Sheriff coming out of the station, they shut up.

‘You all know us and know that we have always been very open in telling you guys what we know. I assure everyone that, as soon as we get more information, we’ll let everyone know. We’re trying to get in contact with other counties to find out what is happening here in Belmore. At this stage we don’t have any more to say. There’s nothing we can do. Everyone should go home and wait for news. We’ll advise you on anything that we find out,’ the Sheriff shouted so the people standing at the back could hear him.

People protested but there was no more to say. ‘Keep away, go home,’ the Sheriff instructed as he pointed to everyone in a defiant way. Some nodded but others were more confronting. Saying that, the Mayor and the Sheriff turned their backs and walked back to the station, locking the station’s door.

As they walked into the office, the Sheriff repeated, ‘Jason you’re in charge, don’t let anyone follow us or enter the station,’ as they grabbed the rifles and walked to the back of the station.

‘But what should I tell them, Sheriff,’ Jason asked with a tense voice, looking anxious and insecure.

‘Anything just don’t tell them where we are going,’ the Sheriff repeated. Jason shook his head as he moved to the front office looking even more nervous and discouraged. Lucinda got the Sheriff and her husband's attention and extended her hand signalling that she would help him, mimicking not to worry, then she pointed to the back office for them to leave the station. The Sheriff and the Mayor nodded and walked away. Ted followed them.

Before leaving the station, they checked the guns for the last time. They were ready, as ready as they could be. The three of them walked to the back office. Ted opened the back door and put his body forward to check the outside. ‘All clear, there is no one here,’ he said.

They were lucky not to cross paths with anyone on their way to the Mayor's car. The Mayor started the engine of his latest Mercedes Benz model, a silent car in contrast with the Sheriff extremely noise car, and drove slowly so as not to make any unnecessary noises. Ted sat at the back holding his rifle through the window. They didn’t know what to expect getting out of town.

The drive was slow. The Mayor shuddered behind the steering wheel. The road was a two-way road, and in some corners, it was a real challenge as their visibility was poor. Outside, the mist was so thick that they could just see what was in front of them. They just managed to see the wire fence on the roadside. Beyond, the bushes were dark grey, like an impenetrable darkish wall. They passed a fire warning sign by the side of the road, so they knew they were halfway to the lake. Even in the darkest of nights, before that mist and the lack of colour, their visibility would be better.

There was no point in switching on the lights in that mist, it only created a grey curtain in front that made driving even harder. The Sheriff, now as a passenger on the Mayor’s car, was amazed at how the road that he drove every day for the past fifteen years or so, looked so different, so distorted. The familiar rocks, trees and bushes by the side of the road, and the signs along the edges of the road, that he knew like the palm of his hand, looked new to him. It felt and looked as if they were driving along a narrow road due to their poor visibility and by the tricks that the mist was playing on their vision.

All eyes were on the road ahead and the surroundings, they only spoke when giving directions to the Mayor. ‘Turn right, turn left,’ was their only conversation during their trip to the lake. The scene was unreal.

‘There’s the lake, there’s the sign,’ Ted signalled. Ted’s voice sounded fidgeted.

“Belmore Lake,” the Sheriff read in a loud voice. Once a colourful sign, today was an ominous dark and a dismal sign of what was to come. The Mayor lowered the speed. The only noise you could hear was the car’s wheels spinning on the road. You could feel the tense in the air from the three passengers as the car kept rolling for what felt like innumerable minutes.

When they arrived at the edge of the lake, they were confronted by this solid and gigantic wall in the middle of the road. They didn’t say a word, they were fixed and speechless looking up and down at the wall. As far as they could see, and it wasn’t too far just a couple of yards each way, there was this solid grey structure that looked like a concrete wall or a gigantic rock. They will soon discover that it was one huge structure with no cracks or edges.

‘What the fuck is that?’ Ted asked. There was no answer to his question. The Sheriff pulled out his head out the window as the Mayor strongly grabbed the car’s steering wheel and stopped it. They were speechless.

A few seconds later, they parked the car just there, in the middle of the road, where they stopped. Then the three of them stepped out of the car. They looked up and to the sides in disbelief. It was enormous, a structure of massive dimensions. The Sheriff was the first to walk towards the wall, the others soon followed him. When they got close to it, the so-called wall radiated some kind of energy. It emitted a hum, like an electric engine that was switched on, like if it was charged, like if it was alive.

They inspected the wall. They touched, smelled, and knocked on it. It was a solid structure. Cold and dark grey.

‘This wall is what, twenty, thirty feet high,’ the Sheriff said as he looked up at the structure. The Mayor and Ted also raised their eyes. They could just see what it looked like the edge of the wall. It was hard to tell as the mist covered the entire sky. Ted had fixed eyes on the wall, while the Sheriff and the Mayor walked to the side. All they could see was more of it, they couldn’t see an end to it.

They walked back to where Ted was. ‘What is on the other side we need to know. We need to know what is happening on the other side,’ the Sheriff affirmed regaining control of himself.

‘How did this wall get here?’ Ted asked. ‘It wasn’t here yesterday. I came fishing and I can assure you that it wasn’t here. No one was here. No trucks, nothing. How did this just happen?’ he asked another unanswered question. The Sheriff and the Mayor just looked at each other.

‘Should we get to the top and see if the mist is on the other side?’ the Mayor asked.

‘We sure do,’ the Sheriff responded while Ted kept looking at it. ‘I’ll go back to town and bring the town’s fire truck,’ the Mayor said.

‘That’s a very good idea. I’ll stay here with Ted. We'll check if we can get to the edge of it. Be cautious, we don't want anyone to know that we are here,’ the Sheriff added. The Mayor turned back and walked to his car and drove back to town.

The Mayor, followed by a fire truck, arrived two hours later, during which time the Sheriff and Ted had been exploring around the wall, but they couldn’t even scratch the structure. It was made of something they hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t rock or concrete. It was something they couldn’t explain, it felt so different to anything they had known or seen before.

Ted and the two firefighters prepared the truck to inspect the wall. Equipped with an aerial ladder with an attached platform at the top, this state-of-the-art fire truck was the pride of the Mayor as, for his connections, he got it for the County. The red and white latest model truck with the capacity to carry 750 gallons of water didn’t look that impressive today due to the lack of colour.

In the meantime, the Mayor and the Sheriff discussed a couple of ideas to tell the people when back in town. They needed to calm everyone. “What the fuck to tell the citizens,” was in their minds. This wall was unreal. How to explain their findings not knowing what was going to be discovered just minutes later.

When the truck was ready and in place, one of the firefighters jumped into the platform while the other manoeuvred it from the side. He and the Sheriff, the Mayor and Ted were looking up. They could only see the shadow of the firefighter and the bottom of the cage’s platform where he was standing going up until it almost disappeared from their vision into the mist when suddenly the firefighter shouted to stop.

‘What is happening, is something wrong,’ the Sheriff asked. The firefighter didn’t respond, they couldn’t see him, just the bottom of the platform. Then he yelled.

‘Extend.’ The platform started to rise again and got out of their vision when suddenly they heard the firefighter screaming to stop again.

‘Why? the Sheriff asked, ‘what is happening?’ he raised his voice. The others were silent. After a couple of seconds, he asked. ‘Are you okay?’ That time his voice sounded nervous, he was worried about what could be happening to the firefighter up there, they didn't know what to expect.

Then they heard the firefighter’s voice. ‘Every time I get higher, this wall gets higher, it keeps growing,’ he said with an edgy voice.

Down on the road next to the platform control panel, they looked at each other but didn’t say a word, they were speechless. Seconds later the Sheriff yelled ‘What the fuck? Are you sure?’

‘Yes,’ the firefighter yelled back. ‘I’m not imagining this.’

‘I’m going up to check it out,’ the Sheriff said walking towards the front of the truck. The Sheriff climbed the truck and up the ladder he went till he got onto the platform and stood next to the firefighter. He could see that the firefighter had a wary look. His face was paler than before, even with no colour he could guess by his expression that something was wrong, but they didn’t speak. ‘Okay, extend it, slowly, make it higher,’ the Sheriff instructed the operator down by the truck.

As in perfect synchronisation, the higher the platform went up, the higher the wall grew. “What the fuck is this,” the Sheriff thought to himself, then instructed to stop. ‘This is from another world,’ he said to the firefighter who just stared at him saying nothing.

‘Extent again,’ the Sheriff shouted followed by another stop yell. The Sheriff and the firefighter looked at each other in disbelief. Down by the truck, the Mayor, Ted and the other firefighter couldn’t see anything, the platform was out of their vision, they could only see the ladder vanished at the top into the mist. They could only listen to the Sheriff screams that repeated the action once again.

‘Bring it down,’ this time it was the firefighter who yelled. The escalator started to come down and the platform came into their eyesight. The Sheriff and the firefighter were silent holding themselves to the edge of the cage in disbelief of what they just witnessed.

‘What happened?’ the Mayor asked when they were down. He was anxious to learn more about the wall.

‘That fucking wall got higher and higher as we went up,’ the Sheriff responded with an anxious tone of voice. He had a spacious blank look in his eyes. The firefighter was shaking his head looking at his co-worker who raised his eyes asking for an update, but all he got was his partner shaking his head.

‘What. That’s insane. How can that be? How can a wall grow? the Mayor asked, questioning what he just heard and in doubt of the image in his mind that his brain instantly configured. He was looking straight into the Sheriff’s eyes who couldn’t believe what he witnessed up the platform. The Sheriff’s eyes were kind of lost into space, looking but not seeing anything. The Sheriff’s mind couldn’t elaborate a rational answer to what he saw up there.

‘You tell me, it’s unbelievable but it grows. We went up and the wall got taller,’ the Sheriff replied, this time his voice was smooth, trying to justify what he was saying that had no logic at all. The two firefighters, standing next to them, were whispering something they didn’t pay attention to, but their voices sounded frightening. Ted was listening to the conversation; his uncertain facial gesture told of the astonishing story he heard.

‘How are we going to explain this? What are we going to tell the people?’ the Mayor asked, shaking his head, his hand holding his chin and overlooking at the two firefighters that kept whispering at each other.

‘I don’t know, we must think of something. People are going to find out sooner or later. I can imagine someone trying to climb it as we speak,’ the Sheriff responded.

The Sheriff addressed the firefighters, who were murmuring something. ‘Listen guys. You can’t tell anyone about this. Not yet. We don't know what’s going on or how it works. It would only create more uncertainty to the people in town. We need to find out more before we say anything. Do you understand?’ Both nodded as they walked back to their truck.

Back in town, the Sheriff and the Mayor decided not to tell the people anything about the wall as they didn’t want to create more chaos and panic. People were already distressed. Everyone was driving to the centre of the town to find out what the hell was happening within the County. Where did all this mist come from? Why do they lose their colour vision? And if it was true that the County was surrounded by a wall, as some said? And why nothing electrical worked, not the cell phones, nor the internet, nor the tv, nor radio. Nothing.

As they entered the station through the back office, Lucinda, the girls, and Jason got excited to see them back. ‘It has been hours. People are desperate for news. Jason did a good job keeping everyone at distance but not sure how long this is going to last. They want answers. What did you find?’ Lucinda eagerly asked, looking at her husband, searching for an answer.

The Sheriff and the Mayor gave a recompilation of what they experienced asking all to keep it quiet, not to tell anyone, not yet as they needed to plan what to do so the community could cope with this inexplicable situation. ‘We don’t know where it came from and how long it will be there,’ the Mayor added. Lucinda could see the look of disarray in her husband. He looked confused like she had never seen him before. The Mayor couldn’t stay still, moving from one side to the other and back again. He was talking to himself. Lucinda knew it was better to leave him alone.

Lucinda and her daughters couldn’t believe what the Mayor and the Sheriff said about the wall. They couldn't understand what was happening but understood and agreed that not telling anyone was the best way to deal with the situation. But next, it was time to give updates to the people outside the station. Some already left but more people arrived at town looking for answers.

People gathered outside yelling and waving their arms about, others crying hysterically, some furious, others scared; they didn’t want to leave until they had a straight answer on what was happening with their town, what would happen to them.

As soon as the Sheriff and the Mayor opened the front door and stepped out of the station, people rushed to ask what was happening. It was chaotic. Everyone was talking at the same time, talking over each other. The Mayor tried to calm them down but it wasn’t working. The Sheriff needed to take his gun out and raise it into the air and shout with a threatening voice before people started to listen. People at the front started to shush those at the back until everyone went silent.

The Sheriff and the Mayor told them to go back to their homes, that they will take care of things and that they’ll try to establish communication with the outside world. ‘We don’t have any news. We’re trying to establish communication with the outside world, but the phones and the computers are not working, the internet is off, nothing is working. We don't know why. Help may be in our way so at this stage, we have to keep calm and wait for the help to arrive,’ the Mayor reassured, trying to sound convincing.

‘We’ll let you know as soon as we have something to say,’ the Sheriff’s voice wavered as he looked over the heads of the people in the front to avoid any eye contact so people couldn’t read that he wasn’t telling the truth. A trick that worked for him in the past. ‘We’ve everything under control,’ that time he was unflinching, as he almost believed himself. ‘We don’t know why we lost our colour vision or where this mist is coming from?’ he added.

A woman standing at the front asked why the sun didn’t shine as it should. The Sheriff responded that it was because of the mist, but he knew that that wasn’t the case. The luminosity wasn’t like anything he’s seen before. That day, it was different. Before coming to work at Belmore, he lived near the coast and the fog or mist, heavy or not, was always clearer than the one they had in front of them and, the coastal shore was thousands of miles away, there was no chance that the sun wouldn’t burn that mist or any fog, before it got to Belmore.

‘And another thing, Sheriff,’ it was farmer Jack who spoke. ‘I didn’t see any flies in the horse dung. There were no insects, no bussing, there was nothing in the sky. Not to say that I couldn’t find my two horses. I looked for them, they are always close to the food, you know. But not today. And this bloody mist is too heavy to walk around the farm not knowing where I’m going or how to get back to the house,’ he added. The Sheriff and the Mayor were silent.

‘What about the wall? Is that true? Are we surrounded?’ someone yelled out. ‘And what about the birds? Why have all disappeared?’ a sharply voice came from the back. The Mayor raised his arms and waved his hands front and back, asking people to shut up, making faces and shaking his head telling them they didn’t have the answers.

That created more uncertainty among the citizens. No one wanted to move, more and more people arrived from the out-of-town houses. Traffic jams soon stopped everyone from coming in or out of town, bumper to bumper cars were piling on the roads. Some mentioned that they have seen a wall, a wall that cut the road going out of town. From concern to panic, everyone was getting desperate.

‘This is something extra-terrestrial’, an old man claimed, moving his head from right to left looking and talking at the people around him.  ‘We’re being invaded from outer space!!!’ another yelled and then, all got kicked off again. People started to talk to the person next to them, raising their voices to be heard.

There was no way that the Sheriff nor the Mayor could calm the people. Both raising their arms trying to soothe them. Then the Mayor whispered to the Sheriff’s ear, ‘I have an idea. Let’s tell them that we have decided to nominate a committee to deal with this situation, in that way people would realise that we are into something, that we are taking control of the situation,’ the Sheriff nodded approving the Mayor’s suggestion.

To make himself heard by everybody, the Mayor raised his voice to a near-scream. He began to improvise. ‘The Sheriff and I have nominated a committee that will include Priest Glen,’ pausing to consider what to say next. ‘Our parish priest,’ he continued. ‘Gary the Chief of the town’s Emergency Services and our local Doctor Ahmad,’ he said as he convinced himself of the good idea he came with as he was addressing everyone. ‘To put together a plan of action to deal with this situation,’ he added. The Sheriff, pleased with the Mayor's impromptu suggestion, nodded dramatically while glancing out at the audience to persuade them.

As they asked the people to go back to their homes and that they would let all know of any news as soon as it was possible, the Gillard’s twins arrived at the station. Rony and Phil.

The Gilliard’s were the wealthiest family in town, but it wasn’t because they were rich that no one liked them, it was because they were arrogant, abusive, disrespectful, and believed to be above the law.

The Gilliard’s were the town’s law until Sheriff O’Connell was appointed in that position. So, for that obvious reason, they disliked each other. Generation after generation the Gillard’s owned the town with strong arms and violence, but even when times changed, they kept doing as they wanted. They bribed authorities and politicians to get their business going that amounted to thousands and millions of dollars. Everyone knew that their family business couldn’t make that kind of money, but no one dared to question the Gilliard’s.

‘What’s happening here?’ Rony screamed, the harshest of the twins while Phil was looking at everyone with anger and evil eyes. They were drug induced as usual and smelled of alcohol even at that time in the morning. For sure they had a big night, like every second night.

‘We’re investigating what is happening and as soon as we get some answers, we’ll let everyone know,’ was saying the Sheriff when he was abruptly interrupted by Rony.

‘Investigating? What kind of investigation are you conducting? Are you in contact with others, we couldn’t call anyone, our phones are dead,’ Rony stated, confronting the Sheriff, his chest inflated and his head back, smiling at the people around him, testing the Sheriff, standing in a challenging posture.

‘Yeah,’ said many people around Rony, then looking defiant at the Sheriff as the shouting started again. Rony sketched out a sarcastic smile and continued to confront and defy the Sheriff.

‘Go home boys,’ the Sheriff instructed, looking straight into Rony's eyes. ‘We’ve nominated a committee to deal with this situation. Let the committee take care of things. I assure you, you’ll be notified of any news.’

‘A committee!!!! great work Sheriff,’ Rony mocked the Sheriff. ‘Do something, we need answers,’ he said and spat next to the Sheriff’s boots. His attitude let everyone know that their family needed answers, and if they weren’t given any, they would get them themselves.

The twins turned around and everyone avoided looking at them in the eyes, they meant problems. A path opened among the crowd for them to walk and leave. They walk away letting everyone know that they will take control. ‘We’ll get to the bottom of this. A committee!!! what a joke,’ Rony said smiling and raising his arms into the air. People moved to the sites letting them go through.

The Mayor’s daughters were looking through the station’s window. They were afraid of these guys and always avoided any eye contact as they always looked at them lavishly. The last thing they wanted was a friendship with that kind of guys.


*****


Unrest

Mary and John Gilliard sat on their house’s porch savouring their favourite pricey 15-year-old family reserve Pappy Van Winkle's Kentucky bourbon from Buffalo Trace Distillery, which was a gift from a State Senator in exchange for a favour. They were awaiting their twins back from the city, who would bring word of the glimpse in front of them, so they anticipated. They appeared contemplative and at ease, but they knew something was seriously wrong when they lost their ability to see colours and were unable to make any contact with the outside world. In addition, none of the electrical equipment on their property nor in their house was functioning. Sunlight, animals, odours, electricity all were absent, and that mist, what the hell was happening was in their minds.

John made an inventory in his mind of the repairs that needed to be done on the porch. It had been years since it was last restored. He remembered it very clearly.  His father got the best and more expensive wood you could find in the State at the time.

As he enjoyed his drink, a fond memory came to his mind. “The last time the porch was repaired was when I got married to Mary, twenty-five years ago. My father got the best woodsman ship and the best stone maker to work together and make it look like the original porch from when the house was built in the early 19th century by my great-grandfather.”

Pompous as the houses were built in those years, the Gilliard’s home was a majestic house. As it was meant to be, it had to be the best house in the County and maybe the State back in those years. A piece of art. Built with rocks imported from Croatia, the same used to build the White House in Washington, it had been renovated many many times, but it conserved the opulence intended by the Gilliard’s clan. Not to say that once, it was considered to be the best house in the County and in Texas only to be overcome by the new houses and mansions erected in recent years, all around the State, many for sure from drug money.

‘We never have mist over the County and the mist can’t stop the colours of everything as far as I know. Surely there is something else happening John, and this silence is not normal. Where are the birds that we see and hear every day? There are no insects. What is happening?’ Mary asked, sounding really concerned.

‘I’m not sure love. And you are right, we don’t have mist in this region, I’ve never seen a mist like this before. It’s very thick and dark, we can’t see more than thirty yards away, Mary. This is unusual, it covers all our property,’ he replied with his eyes closed as he took a swig enjoying every drop of his bourbon.

Mary submerged in silence, like she always did when confronted with something inexplicable. John went back to his thoughts about repairing the porch.

Suddenly, they heard the sound of Rony’s Ute coming up the driveway. They recognized the sound even if this time he wasn’t speeding, as he always did, around the entrance fountain. Sure, it was due to the poor visibility.

‘They’re here,’ Mary said as she stood up from her rocking chair fixing her hair and her dress. John didn’t move, he continued sitting, enjoying his drink.

The Ute stopped in front of the mansion. Rony and Phil jumped out slamming the doors behind them. Mary knew something was wrong. John didn’t move. The twins looked more upset than before when they’re asked by their father to go to town to find out what was happening; they’d a massive hangover from the night before and were reluctant to go to town but the seriousness of their father John was enough to get them out of bed. John instructed them to find out what the hell was happening and if it was happening somewhere else. Rony kicked a small rock on his way up the porch. Phil spats twice before getting to the steps.

As usual, Rony and Phil updated their parents spitting monosyllables about what they found back in town. They lightly mentioned the electricity problem all around the County, the loss of colour vision by everyone, the mist that was everywhere, and the wall that some mentioned was surrounding the County as if that wasn’t important.

Mary was in shock hearing those revelations while John became suspicious that the military was behind those events, some kind of experiment done behind the public knowledge. ‘This is a government’s conspiracy,’ John said as he stood up holding his empty glass. Next, Phil mentioned about the committee put together by the Major to investigate what was happening all around. John stood for a moment but then rolled his eyes and signalled his sons and Mary to go inside the house.

‘Where is Tom?’ Mary asked while walking into the house. Tom was their youngest son. Tom hadn’t come home from the night before and she was worried. The twins shook their heads and entered the house.

‘We are hungry,’ Rony said, ignoring his mother’s question. ‘Let’s have some breakfast or lunch as it is late. We are starving,’ was all he said as he entered the house. Phil smiled at his brother and rubbered his stomach.

‘Have you seen your brother?’ Mary asked again this time her voice was sharp; she needed an answer.

‘No mum we don’t know where Tom is. He is a big boy, he takes care of himself these days,’ Phil responded in a moody way, not looking at his mother. Mary seemed to be the only one concerned, her mother's instinct presaging that something was not right. Tom always let his mother know if he was going away for a night or two, not like the twins that disappeared whenever they felt like without letting their parents know.

Mary turned to face her husband. ‘John, I’m worried about Tom. It’s not in his character to spend the night out and not letting us know. And with what is happening, I’m not sure,’ Mary sounded worried, fixing her dress and her hair as she kept walking behind the twins.

‘Nah, he’s okay. He’ll be back soon. He may be out of town. You know how boys are these days. With this mist, he must drive carefully. Let's go inside and find out more about what Rony and Phil heard in town,’ John said as he walked ahead of Mary. His steps were firm as he held his empty glass in one hand and an unlighted cigar in the other as the Doctor had forbidden him to smoke but he still enjoyed the taste of it in his mouth.

Rony went straight to the kitchen. The mansion’s kitchen was massive. It was separated in two by a huge kitchen bench in the middle. It had two basins, two fridges and two ovens. On one side of the kitchen, the servants, two illegal Mexican migrants, cooked breakfast, and light meals, while on the other side the main meals were prepared. John and the twins hardly stepped in the kitchen. Mary used to make sweets and pastries but lately, after her medical complications, she didn't prepare them at all. The appliances were the latest models imported from Italy. You could find design brands like Smeg, Zanussi and Bialetti among others. From expensive coffee makers, toasters, boilers and blenders to the microwaves, fridges, and ovens. Even the kitchenware and the cutlery came from Italy.

‘What did you find out in town?’ John asked once again the twins when he entered the kitchen.

‘Nothing really. They don’t have a clue of what’s happening,’ Rony was quick to reply to his father. John made an exasperated gesture of frustration. He noticed their sons' irritated eyes and small pupils but decided not to say anything to avoid another discussion in front of Mary.

‘They formed a committee to deal with the situation dad,’ Phil added while opening the fridge to look for something to eat. ‘This fucking fridge, everything is getting melted. Isn’t the generator working?’ he asked in loud voice as John and Mary looked at Rony, as it was his job to fill up the generator’s tank that again it wasn’t done.

Rony ignored the disapproving look of his parents and grabbed the bread from the top bench and spread the loaf with melted butter. Then smelled the ham before making a sandwich that he devoured in no time and rushed to make another one.

‘A stupid committee, can you believe it dad,’ Rony said, talking with a full mouth. Something that Mary heighted and always corrected her son, but not this time, she was worried about Tom.

‘Where is Juana? Why isn’t she here in the kitchen to serve us?’ Rony asked.

‘I asked them to stay in their quarters until we know what is happening. Serve yourself for once in your life Rony,’ Mary said looking at his son and rolling her eyes to John. ‘And don’t make a mess, please,’ she emphasised. John was shaking his head looking at his son disappointed that he didn’t complete another task asked.

‘Who is in this committee, and what are they going to do?’ Mary enquired walking to the fridge that Rony left open.

‘They mentioned the Sheriff, the Mayor, the Doctor and the Priest,’ Phil responded, who was sitting in one of the chairs, chewing his thumbnail, waiting for his brother to prepare another sandwich.

‘And that old guy from the Emergency Services. That good for nothing old man,’ Rony added.

‘Watch your mouth young boy. Gary is a respectable man, he served the nation and was decorated for his achievements,’ Mary said looking disappointed at her son’s comment. She shook her head and waited for her husband to say something, but he didn’t. Mary knew that, for some unknown reason, her husband John and Chief Gary were not close anymore, not as they did in the past when Gary and his wife were invited and attended many of the functions held at the mansion. Before, Chief Gary never missed those events, but lately he didn’t attend them at all.

‘Did you find out what is happening with the electricity and the mist? Mary asked, trying to get something more from them and looking at Phil who was devouring his sandwich.

‘No one knows what is happening mum. Some people said there is a wall at the end of the lake, in the middle of the road. They said that no one can get in or out from Belmore. I don’t believe it; they are drunk or hallucinating. A wall, what a joke,’ Phil said as if that wasn’t important.

‘A wall, what kind of a wall?!!!’ Mary questioned raising her voice sounding concerned while John raised his arms showing his palms to his son questioning the statement he just made. Phil looked at Rony, but he just shrugged his shoulders while he was making another sandwich.

‘Yes, a wall. That’s what people are saying,’ Phil repeated, not looking at his parents. Mary and John looked at each other in disbelief at their son’s indifference of this outraged fact. John walked towards his wife and put his hand on her shoulder to stay calmed. She appreciated the gesture smiling back at her husband and scratching his hand.

‘We’ll have to check it later. Don’t worry Mary, all will be good,’ John assured his wife but, in the inside, he was intrigued and concerned but he tried not to show it.  ‘And Rony, you’ll have to go back to town to get some gasoline for the generator, do you hear me?’ he instructed his son, looking at him, nodding his head, waiting for his answer.

‘Yeah, yeah I will,’ but he never did.

‘John, I’m worried about Tom,’ Mary changed the conversation and looked at her husband for assurance. She genuinely was worried, more so then with the news from the twins. She couldn’t hide her nervousness, she started to walk from one side of the kitchen to the other and back. John knew her wife very well, so he approached her to calm her down.

‘Don’t you worry darling; he’ll be home soon. The fucking phones are not working, that’s why we haven’t heard from him. Stop worrying, he’ll be back anytime now.’ John showed composure to ease Mary, but a split dreadful thought came to his mind that he quickly stroked out and showed aplomb. He was the bastion of the family.

Back in town, people got tired standing near the Police Station and getting no answers. Some returned to their homes. All kinds of conspiracies were the talk and thoughts on everyone’s minds. How can nothing work? How can we not use our phones or internet? How long is this going to go for? Some went directly to the local supermarket to get as many goods as they could just in case the situation got worsen.

‘Remember what happened with Covid?’ an angry man in the mob blurted. ‘We don’t want to run short of groceries like we did.’ ‘Or toilet paper,’ someone else added.

As luck would have it, the supermarket was closed though. Peter, the manager, who lived two blocks away from the shop, was inside the supermarket with his two sons despite the unsettling situation in place. He knew how to take care of his business. There was no point in opening the store if the cash registers and Eftpos didn’t work due to the lack of electricity and internet connection. Even the sliding doors didn’t operate, only the emergency lights inside the store. The freezers would soon defrost, and food would go bad, that was on his mind when he noticed a group of people coming towards the store.

When those people arrived at the front door and realised that it was closed but could see shadows inside despite being murky black, they started knocking at the door and windows.

Peter signalled to them that he wasn’t going to open the store. The people outside started to bang on the windows and doors. More and more yelling and insults as people became impatient and angrier. ‘Open the door, we need to get food. Open the fucking door,’ one yelled and all stated to push the front door.

Peter wasn’t sure what to do, he couldn’t call the Police, phones weren’t working so he asked one of his sons to run through the back door to the Police Station and advise the Sheriff. People kept kicking the doors and now throwing whatever they could find to smash the doors and windows to enter the store. Peter took his rifle from the back office and pointed to the people trying to force their entrance. ‘I’ll shoot you, he shouted, stop or I’ll shoot you,’ he threatened the mob outside the shop.

Back at the Police Station, the Sheriff and the Mayor had begun to brainstorm about the operations and functions of the improvised committee to deal with the uncertain situation affecting Belmore. A starting point was to review the findings of the report prepared after the Covid pandemic 2019-2020. Sheriff O’Connell managed to find the hard copy of the report. They were interested in the findings and recommendations related to allocation of responsibilities and resources. After a quick review of the report’s summary, they concluded that it was a very basic and bureaucratic report with little relevance to the current situation. They will have to start from scratch and get the other members to define and allocate tasks and priorities.

The Deputies were assigned to go and bring back to the station the other members of the committee: Priest Glen, Doctor Ahmad, and Chief Gary. The first two lived close to the station, walking distance, so it wasn’t long after they were ready to join the Sheriff and the Mayor. Jason was to drive to Chef Gary’s house and bring him to the station so the improvised committee could organise a plan of action to deal with the current situation before it got worsen.

Later, when all the members of the committee were together, Lucinda and her two daughters and the Deputies were asked to keep an eye on the street checking if someone was coming through. The girls were bored to death while the Deputies were more than happy to be near them and being able to talk to the girls, a rare opportunity presented to both as these girls weren’t interested in either. The sisters were friendly but had high expectations regarding men and both Deputies were not within their scope of male friends less boyfriends.

The members of the committee got together to discuss a plan of action if you could call talking nonsense a plan as no one knew what to do. They were confused, worried and concerned about the lack of colour vision, the mist and the wall coming from nowhere and going nowhere. There was nobody that they could contact, no one to ask.  ‘What in heaven do we do?’ the Priest kept asking. It was mid-afternoon and there were no signs of improvement. The Mayor asked his wife to take the girls back home, that he would find someone to drop him later.

“Was this something out of this world?” became the big and only question on everyone’s mind as no one could explain how this massive wall surrounding the County was erected overnight; it was impossible.

Priest Glen recalled and cited one of the prophecies from the Bible. He wasn’t sure if it was the Celestine Prophecy or not. He wasn’t sure, probably it wasn’t. He had too many drinks in between his days as a student seminarian and now as a middle-aged Priest in a forgotten County, one of the smallest in all the USA. He pointed, ‘there is an eschatological prophecy that foretells three days and nights of an intense darkness,’ he then closed his eyes and raised his head like asking the Lord for help and, after mimicking as if he was pushing a thought to come forward, he continued ‘something, something…and that all the enemies of the church will perish. I can’t remember how it goes but you get the idea,’ he ended looking at the other members that were paying attention to his words.

‘Yeah, I remember something like that, I think it was judgement day or the apocalypse,’ the Mayor pointed out, turning his head to the other members of the committee.

‘Stop this nonsense, we must think about what to do,’ Doctor Ahmad said when, the supermarket boy boiled into the station screaming out loud.

‘Sheriff, sheriff!!!, people are throwing rocks and whatever they can find to enter and loot the store, my father is holding them armed with his rifle.’

You could hear the fear and urgency in the boy’s voice as he bent and put his hands on his knees short of breath. Then he took a deep brief to regain composure. The members of the committee were silent digesting the boy’s statement.

‘Fucking hell,’ exclaimed the Sheriff. Then he moved in the direction of the back office and unlocked the guns’ cabinet. ‘Jason, take this one,’ he said, grabbing one double-bared gun off the shelf. ‘Ted, you stay here and lock the doors, don’t let anyone in. Mayor can you, the Doctor and the Priest continue with the plan at your house and wait for me. Gary you are the Chief of Emergency Services, you come with us, we may need your help.’ The four of them went out through the back door even if there were only a couple of bystanders left at the front, curious about the kid running like crazy into the station.

Doctor Ahmad advised that he would rejoin the meeting and go to the Major’s house later as he needed first to go to his home to check on his wife and children. He knew they would be worried, not knowing what was happening. They were deadly scared when he was asked to come to the Police Station and left home.

The Sheriff jumped into his car but as soon as he turned on the ignition, a red light came on the dashboard and a ding sounded alerting the Sheriff he was low on gasoline. “Shit”, the Sheriff exhaled, “that will be another problem with no electricity to operate the pumps”, he thought, not imagining what was coming soon to them.


*****

The good guy

Rebecca’s heart was pumping hard after she realised that she couldn’t see any colour. Jerry’s head was resting on her shoulders while her eyes inspected the entire bedroom. Picture’s frames with the family photos and others; her bedside table with the lamp, her watch, cellular and jewellery; the reclining chair with her daily clothes and boots; the half opened wardrobe with two closed and two half opened drawers hanging clothes; the cabinet with some of her personal accessories on top; the floor, the ceiling, the walls, the chandelier, everything was either white, black or different tones of grey.

‘I can’t see any colours, Jerry. What’s happening?’ she said, her voice trembling sitting in the bed clinging on to one another.

Rebecca pushed herself out of bed, leaving Jerry behind and walked to the mirror. Her pace was slow looking and twisting her hands and arms in disbelief. As she got closer, she saw the reflection of her silhouette without any colours. The reflection, her slim figure wearing a long night fit, now resembled a ghost out of a movie, nothing like the attractive woman that she was. As she got closer and closer to the mirror, she looked into her eyes. For a second his eyes registered fear as she contemplated her pale figure.

She touched her face. She held a finger to her lips then touched her ear. Before turning around to face Jerry, she moved her head closer to the mirror, inspecting her eyes again, pulling them down wide open to see if she had something inside. Nothing. She then touched her hair that looked pitch black when it was dark brown. Jerry was sitting on her mum’s bed looking at her with a doubtful expression on his eyes.

Rebecca held Jerry’s hand when they walked out of her bedroom. She brought her other hand to her chest when she and Jerry got out of their house and walked around looking up and down and to the sides. They didn’t say much but their faces spoke hips of what they were confronted with. All the exterior of the house, once light green, was now pale grey. Their visibility was limited by the grey dark mist that resembled a manta or a wall surrounding the house. The few trees and bushes that they could see, looked all the same, some darker than others but grey was the main colour they could see.

After surrounding the house and getting back to the front porch, they decided to adventure and walked to the shed, which was not too far from the house but now out of their vision, they couldn't see it. They knew it was there in front, but the mist was too thick to let them see it. After walking a few yards, the dark shape and outline of the shed appeared in front of them. It looked tenebrous. The shed was visible in the restricted light against the background of the mist. They were holding hands, bewildered by what was happening.

As they were getting closer to the shed, their peripheral vision allowed them to see the old machinery that was abandoned all around the path to the shed. The dumped equipment and tools on the ground looked like new as the different tones of grey, black, and white gave them the impression that the rust was non-existent.

They walked disoriented. The lack of colours made the grass and dirt appear the same, only you could tell the difference because of the uneven surface and the slight differences of grey on the ground.

A mist was never heard of was on Rebecca’s mind. The County was too far from the coastline for the mist or fog not to be burned out by the sun. ‘This mist had travelled thousands of miles to get close to Belmore and it didn’t burn out before getting to this town, how is that possible?’ she asked Jerry who shagged his shoulders. Jerry was speechless looking everywhere, shaking his head as he didn’t understand what was happening. After inspecting the shed from the outside, they went back to the house.

They spent hours talking and thinking about what was happening and why there was no electricity when the fuse box was intact. Something inexplicable was happening as there was no electrical power coming from the grid to the house. They noticed that the hum from the electricity poles had ceased. Rebecca kept looking outside the window waiting for the mist to vanish, but nothing changed.

After a lengthy discussion, Jerry was able to convince his mother to let him go into town to get the weekly groceries, as he did every Saturday morning riding his bike though the forest, an adventure that he enjoyed a lot. Rebecca knew that when something got into Jerry’s mind, it was better to let it be, but insisted on taking him in the car. Somehow, she was convinced not to and agreed on letting him go by himself. Lately it was pointless arguing with his son when he had something in mind, “typical teenager” is how she justified her son’s mood. It would take Jerry an hour and a half to go, shop and get back home. He could still ride his bike through the mist, but he didn’t know what was awaiting ahead of him.

Rebecca decided to let him go to the city as she didn’t know how thick the mist was.  ‘Go the long way, I don’t care if it takes you another ten or twenty minutes, I don’t want you to go through the forest. Please,’ she pleaded.

‘Okay mum I’ll,’ Jerry promised, but he didn’t, he rode his bicycle through the forest. He knew his way through the bushes and paths but this time he was cautious as he couldn’t recognise all the shortcuts. His visibility was limited by the mist, and the lack of colour made the ride more dangerous. Jerry’s mum stayed anxious, looking from the porch marvelling at how all looked the same but with no colours and how the heavy mist was like a dark grey wall so she couldn’t see the shed, nor the edge of her property or the end of the driveway.

When the Sheriff arrived at the supermarket, there were at least twenty or so people threatening Pete the owner. They had already broken a couple of windows, but no one was inside. Pete’s other son looked terrified. Pete had issued treats to anyone getting too close to the door, pointing his rifle at them.

The Sheriff weaved his way through the crowd. He eyed a couple of men that didn’t want to move and that was enough for them to let him pass. ‘Okay everyone, calm down,’ he yelled moving forward, his voice loud and sharp.

‘We want to buy supplies, but this bastard is not letting us in,’ pointing at Pete, a man yelled to the Sheriff's ears as he was moving forward.

‘Nothing is working, I can’t sell you goods. You’ll have to come back when things are back to normal,’ Pete explained, he was perspiring profusely, his underarm shirt marked with sweat.

‘Yeah, and when is that going to happen eh?’ a boy one of his son’s age challenged him.  ‘Let us get some goods you bastard,’ another voice coming from the crowd was heard. Pete held his rifle higher and warned the crowd. ‘I’ll shoot you first,’ pointing his gun to the irascible man at the front of the crowd.

The Sheriff got to the front of the pack, followed by his Deputy. ‘Okay, Okay, Okay, everyone needs to go home, or I’ll arrest you before you are shot dead,’ he ordered, looking angry and dead set on. His breaths were deep and noisy as he meant business.

The crowd started to disperse. ‘Deputy, you stay here and for Christ sakes Pete, go back inside the shop and put that rifle away,’ as he pushed Pete back to the store.  ‘C’mon, we’ve had a heavy day already,’ he continued to say. Then the Sheriff turned around and looked over at the crowd again. He raised and waved his arms for people to back off. ‘Go to your families and wait for news, I promise I’ll let everyone know what is happening as soon as we can,’ he stated. Overly optimistic to say the least since he was in the dark like everyone else.

Meanwhile, Jerry rode his bike through the forest, breaking the promise given to his mum. In some way it looked amazing, like a black and white movie. While he rode along the forest track, the bushes looked like a dark wall on the side of the road that couldn’t be differentiated from one another, they all looked the same. If it wasn’t for the shape of their leaves, all the trees would look the same as well. Rocks big and small around the path made it challenging for Jerry, he couldn’t speed as he used to every day of the week going to work at the supermarket. “How in heaven did everything lose its colour and where are all the birds and the insects, where did they go. It was so quiet. What is happening?” was on his mind as he negotiated the ride to town.

Three hours had passed since Jerry left. Rebecca was worried as it was now five o’clock in the afternoon and her son hadn’t come back from his ninety-minute trip.  She could account for maybe two hours if he had encountered long queues at the shop. “God please don’t permit anything bad to happen to my Jerry, please lord,” she cried out loud. “Why did I let him go to town? I have to go to find him,” she anxiously said to herself, closing her eyes at the horrible thoughts coming to her mind.

It was just before dusk, and the luminosity of the day didn’t change. No one had realised it, but the dark grey colour of the mist, not like the evening fog that is much thicker and dense in the sky and all around, had been the same all day. The brightness of the day wouldn’t change. No day or night from now onwards, always the same.

Groups of neighbours got together to plan how to cope with that situation. No one knew what was happening. And nothing was coming from the so-called committee. It had been a long day, and they didn’t know what the night would bring. Several were arming themselves and discussing how to protect their families and properties if the situation deteriorated . People were tense. It was true that insecurity brought the worst of everyone.

‘Martians or no Martians, nobody is going to take my family. Over my dead body,’ said one of the guys before heading home.

The Sheriff, after regaining control at the supermarket, was now back in the station and got ready to go to the Mayor's house but not before stopping at his house to see how his family was coping. To keep them safe, he gave strict orders to his wife, daughter and son not to go out or to open the door to anyone after they all witnessed the unearthly day in the morning. His wife was very upset and scared that he was leaving the family when there was no logical explanation for the mist, the lack of colours, all phones and computers not working and not having any electrical power at their home. “What can go wrong now?” the Sheriff thought. “What a day and it’s not over.” But the Sheriff didn’t suspect what was coming next.

‘Sheriff, Sheriff,’ screamed two boys riding their bikes towards the station. ‘We found a dead body in the forest, near the old mine, by the creek.’ They both spoke in unison, taking each breath at the same time. They were exhausted riding at full speed after their finding.

The Sheriff let out an incredulous gasp. ‘What’s wrong with the world, how is all this happening at the same time? Is there something malicious happening to this town? What the heck,’ he said to the two kids after he was stunned by the new development.

He told the boys to get off their bikes and get into the station. ‘Take a seat,’ he told them as he filled two plastic cups full of water from the bubbler and handed them to the boys. ‘Drink up,’ he ordered. The two boys were fired up with what they found when riding their bikes around the creek and stopped to check how the water would look with the lack of colour.  ‘We left our bikes on the side of the road and walked to the creek to check it out with no colours when we saw what looked like a dead body,’ one of them said. ‘Yeah. We decided to get closer, it definitely was a man’s body lying by the creek, but we were scared and ran back to our bikes, Sheriff,’ added the other boy. They couldn’t believe what they discovered.

‘Listen boys, talk to no one. I’ll investigate this dead body. Finish your drink. You better get home and keep this to yourself, there’s no point in worrying others, we all need some space to digest what is happening in town and please, stay home until further instructions,’ the Sheriff tried to sound calm, but the enlarged veins of his face told a different story.

The Sheriff, from the front door, looked how the two boys disappeared into the mist and went back inside the Station. “What the hell is happening?” thought to himself while serving himself a drink of water. As planned, after checking on his family, he will need to go first to the Mayor’s house before heading to the creek to check the dead body and identify who the dead person was. “Who can it be? Someone from town? I hope not,” was in his mind. “A dead body. That’s the last thing that we need on a day like this. Fucking day,” was his last thought as he got ready to leave.

When the Sheriff arrived at the Mayor’s house, he was the only one there. ‘Where are the others? he asked. ‘We are supposed to get together to plan what to do next, so why are they not here?’ he questioned angrily.

‘They didn’t want to stay. They have families that they are worried about. Besides what in heaven are we going to discuss, we don’t know what is happening,’ was the Mayor’s response. ‘Any news?’ he asked the Sheriff.

The Sheriff was upset but also understood their priorities. ‘We have lots to discuss and plan. To start with food supplies, people would get anxious, you know. What about electricity, gasoline, security, and many other things. I don’t know,’ he sounded frustrated; his voice fragmented. ‘We need to stay together as a community, look at what just happened at the supermarket, and we’re not even a day into this chaos.’ The Sheriff was pacing himself, as though this was helping him think clearer. ‘Where’re your wife, and your daughters?’ was a rhetorical question to ask but the Sheriff was feeling overwhelmed, he sounded blown away and confused, all over the place. He scratched his head and arms in a clear sign of desperation.

‘They are upstairs, in Lucinda’s room. I told them to stay upstairs until we finish our meeting. Why? And what happened at the supermarket, was there a raid?’ he guessed intrigued by the Sheriff's comment. The Sheriff nodded when realised that he hadn’t told the Mayor about his encounter at the supermarket as his mind was on the dead body told by the kids.

‘They tried to loot Pete’s shop; I have my Deputy guarding the shop,’ the Sheriff informed. ‘Its under control, don’t worry,’ he added. The Mayor bent his head and gesture a worried face.

The Sheriff looked around him and took a deep amount of air before he continued.  ‘Are you sure your family is upstairs?’ the Sheriff asked again.

‘Yes, they are,’ the Mayor pucker up and raised his arms turning his palms upside asking why.

The Sheriff hesitated for a second or two. ‘It’s better that way. I don’t want them to hear what I need to say to you. We now have another big problem, there is a dead body near the creek. I need you to come with me, there’s no other person that I can rely on,’ his voice was quieter as he stumbled a little over the last word, he scratched his head and cleared the sweat drops from his forehand.

‘A dead body!!!! Who is he?’ the Mayor asked before adding ‘or her?’ He sounded perturbed; his eyes were wide open questioning what he just heard from the Sheriff.

‘A he, I was told,’ responded the Sheriff, closing his eyes like looking for relief as he held his head down.

‘Do we know him, is he from the town?’ The Mayor asked intrigued by this new development that added confusion and uncertainty to this inexplicable situation that the County was submerged in. He felt sweat drops in his head and scratched.

‘I don’t know. Two kids found him and came to the station. C’mon, we all had a big day today. Let us finish this before it is too late. We don’t know what’ll happen tonight,’ the Sheriff said, raising his hand signalling to leave.

No one in the community would sleep through the night, all were afraid. In the end, the night wasn’t a night, not a real night anyway. The penumbra of the day didn’t change, all day and all night were the same, everything looked like shadows, black, white and grey. The luminosity was unchanged.


****

The revelation

The Mayor and the Sheriff drove to the creek where the two boys found the dead body. When close by, what was a picturesque, beautiful part of the forest with tall trees at both sides creating an astonishing view, was now a dark road tunnelled with black columns where the tip of the trees couldn't be seen. They parked the car and walked down the hill to the creek. They followed the water flow till they saw a body faceup. At first, they couldn’t tell who the dead body was.

When close to the body, they couldn’t believe their eyes. It was Tom Gilliard’s body laying at the bottom of the creek. They inspected the body and found a bullet hole near his chest. There were no insects nearby, no ants, no flies around him, which were always found near dead bodies. The colour of the dead body was different, not like the pale yellowed grey colour of dead bodies. The contrast with the surrounding forest made it brighter, a bit creepy. When they turned the body around, they realised that Tom had been shot from the back and that the hole near the heart was the bullet exit hole. The body had been there for more than twenty-four hours, as it was stiff.

If you could even call it a scene, the crime scene was anything but. Only a dead body, surrounded by black, white and grey plants, trees, water, dead leaves, dirt, and rocks. Nothing such as footprints or bullet fragments, was visible. The truth was that it would be challenging to study the scene without colours to distinguish the surrounds, and the water from the creek had already washed away potential clues before the investigation had even begun.

The Sheriff and the Mayor spent a couple of hours searching for clues that could single out what happened to Tom. Why was he killed and by whom? They checked every single spot close to the body, moving rocks, sticks and leaves. They checked trees to see if they could find the killing bullet.

The Sheriff, based on his experience and with the Mayor’s help, determined that the crime was committed in that spot of the creek, but without footprints, it was worthless to delimit an exclusion perimeter for further investigation. He also concluded that whoever committed the crime had the time to erase any signs of it. The bullet that killed Tom couldn’t be found anywhere so they wouldn’t be able to identify the gun used to shot Tom.

After discussing what to do with the crime scene, they concluded that it was impossible to leave the body at the bottom of the creek as the forensic investigator’s team would have to come from Carrington and they weren’t able to communicate with them. The Mayor and the Sheriff were the top authorities in Belmore, so they decided to remove the body and later write the criminal report. ‘We need to carry up the body and take it to the morgue and advise the family,’ the Sheriff said worried and concerned at the lack of evidence. ‘The Gilliard’s are going to go ballistic,’ he added breathing out a sigh of frustration. He knew how the Gilliard’s family bonded; they were a gang. And they did.
Tom wasn't a big man, yet in death, his lifeless body was substantially heavy. Several times they had to stop and rest before they could reach the car. The surface was uneven and harsh. The body had to be removed from the creek's bottom before they could move the body a hundred yards to the location of the mayor's parked car. Both found it difficult to hold the body.

By the time they reached the car, they were both sweating and gasping for breath. They took a five-minute break to gather their breath before placing Tom's body in the back seat.

‘Who do you think killed Tom?’ the Mayor asked, breathing heavily. His old days as an athletic and fit young person were definitely gone. Muscle gave place to fat as it happens to most politicians. The Sheriff was fitter, but age had taken a toll on him as well.

‘I don’t know, and I don’t know how we are going to find the person who killed him. There are no clues, no footprints, nothing, not even the bullet that was shot at him.  All I can say by the entrance and exit orifices, is that it was a revolver and not a rifle, you know.’

He gasped for air before continuing. ‘It was a clear shot, it went straight in and out, and didn't touch any bones, a lucky shot for whoever killed him,’ the Sheriff shake his head. ‘Also, I can tell that he was shot from a short distance, I’ll say no more than three feet away, maybe he knew his killer.’

‘Can you tell all that from what you saw,’ the Mayor questioned, looking more refreshed. He stood up and saw from above at the Sheriff who looked smaller due to the lack of colours. The Sheriff was scratching his forehead and sweat was marking the collar of his shirt.

The Sheriff looked up at the Mayor. ‘Yeah, and that’s it, really. With any crime investigation when you can't get the bullet it gets very complicated. Same if you don’t find the gun. Even if you hate a person and have a reason to kill someone, it doesn’t make you a criminal. You need a motive and evidence to prove it, and we don’t have any, not yet,’ he ended before standing to load Tom’s body inside the car.

‘Have you realised how the temperature doesn’t change,’ the Sheriff noted. ‘It feels the same day and night. I don’t feel the late afternoon humidity. By now it should be boiling but it hasn’t changed,’ he reflected looking up at the sky.

The Mayor nodded. ‘Must be the mist. I’ve never seen anything like this before and I can tell you that I’ve seen some heavy fog and mist in my life, but nothing like this. And it doesn’t go away,’ he said before bending to help the Sheriff with Tom’s body.

‘Maybe people are right and are aliens,’ the Sheriff said, bringing a smile on both.

The Major drove back to his house so the Sheriff could take Tom’s body in his car, and drive to the Gilliard’s mansion to deliver the bad news. The Sheriff would pick up Doctor Ahmad and take the body to the morgue for the autopsy as it was the process to follow when a crime has been perpetrated.

The Sheriff’s car was out of reach from the Mayor’s house so they were able to quickly and silently switch Tom’s body into his before anyone in the house noticed what they were up to.

‘Don't let Lucinda or your daughters know about Tom’s death, better to keep it quiet for now,’ the Sheriff whispered to the Mayor who nodded.

‘I understand,’ the Mayor replied, making a sign for him not to worry.

Back at the Gilliard’s house, the family was surprised to see the Mayor coming to their property, they were just not friends but enemies. John asked the rest of the family to stay inside while he got to the porch to meet the Mayor. When they heard that Tom was dead, Mary and the twins rushed outside. Mary was screaming in pain while the twins’ shouted insults and almost attacked the messenger.

John held her wife and made a sign to the Mayor to leave. The poor Mayor, who was overwhelmed by the twins’ reaction, flew out from the Gilliard’s house as if the devil was chasing him. They already hate each other so this bad news exacerbated everything.

The matriarch of the family couldn’t contain her pain and anger and screamed with all her energy till she couldn’t no more. John on the contrary, kept his mouth shut but his eyes were full of rage. Rony and Phil wanted to get their guns and start shooting whoever crossed their path. ‘We’ll have time for that later, bring my son here where he belongs, with us, with his family,’ Mary said, addressing her husband and the twins. ‘The morgue is not a place for a Gilliard, less for Tom,’ and she started crying again, inconsolable.

It took some convincing on the Sheriff's part as the morgue’s attendant didn’t want to work, he wanted to stay home, like everybody else. He too was afraid of the current situation, and didn't want to leave his house but, when he found out who the dead body was, he decided that it was better to do so.  If the Gilliard’s found out that he refused to take care of Tom’s body, for sure the twins would shoot him dead out of anger.

At the morgue, the Sheriff, Doctor Ahmad and the attendant got Tom’s body ready after conducting a quick autopsy, nothing major, due to the current circumstances. They wouldn’t be able to get the State Coroner to conduct a proper autopsy. They decided that it wasn’t necessary as it was a clear death from a single shot to the heart from behind, so no need to go any further, they would complete and sign the report. They needed to clean Tom’s body before the Gilliard’s will arrive to collect the body. Even though he was dead for more than 24hrs, Tom’s body looked peaceful.

Tom was quite different from the rest of his family. He was kind and respectful, he was a good person and was the Mayor's oldest daughter's boyfriend, a secret kept from everyone except the two sisters. The sisters didn’t keep any secrets from each other. Lynda, Tom’s girlfriend, was twenty-two and her sister Jenny twenty years old.

The Mayor couldn’t understand why his daughters got so distressed when later they were told about Tom’s death. That was a relationship that wouldn’t be accepted by the families, it resembled the Capulet and Montague famous and legendary families.

At the other side of the County, Rebecca was about to leave to search for her son, when he arrived all excited. He could hardly breathe. ‘Where have you been?’ Rebecca snapped. But before Jerry had any time to answer, she continued berating him. ‘Are you serious, on a day like this? You got me so worried; you better have a good reason for being so late, mister,’ Rebecca said irritated, her voice broken, her eyes watery.

‘Rebecca,’ Jerry said. Only on a few occasions he called her mum by her name, only when he needed her full attention. ‘You are not going to believe what I just saw,’ he could hardly contain himself.

Rebecca went off, couldn’t stop, and yelled at him. ‘How can you do something like this to me? I have my heart in my hands. I thought something very bad happened to you. We can’t contact anyone,’ she continued to yell non-stop at him.

Jerry was excited and breathing heavily, you could tell he needed to get something off his chest and quickly. ‘Mum, mum. I have to tell you something,’ Jerry tried to talk but Rebecca cut him short.

‘Later, go inside and get changed. Did you get to town and buy the groceries that we need?’ Rebecca continued snapping at him.

‘But mum,’ Jerry pleaded. Rebecca was furious and pointed at the house, so Jerry didn’t have any option but to follow her mum’s instruction.

Back in town, Rob, an out-of-town passing through, was drinking his fourth beer at The Old Belmore Inn, the only motel in Belmore, when he thought it was bad luck that he had decided to stop and spend the night there and that he now had to sit and listen to the incredible tales from the locals, as if what he had already been experiencing wasn't enough.

Locals claimed that nothing like this had ever happened in this part of the Country before: the loss of electricity, loss of connections, and extreme loss of colour vision experienced by not just him but by everyone, not lessened by the dense mist that appeared out of nowhere.

After listening to these unbelievable stories, he decided to go outside and get some fresh air. He was astonished by the events of the day and all the commotion that was happening in town. He was a financial broker, but really just a salesperson dressed in a suit, travelling through the state to visit his old school friends, and on the way, to deliver a package given by one of his co-workers that knew that he was driving through Belmore.

When Rob saw the owner of the Motel coming back to the Motel with his family, he rushed inside to get the latest news. He heard that there had been an assault at the local supermarket. People were angry because they couldn’t get any groceries as there was no electricity anywhere, and that the town was completely isolated.

He decided to leave the town as soon as this nightmare was over but when he heard about the wall, he was bothered that he would have to spend another night in this small town. ‘What do you mean that there are talks that we can’t leave the town, that we are blocked?’ Rob asked the drinking mob.

‘As you heard it, son. There is a wall on the road blocking the town, by the lake,’ an old patron responded, raising his glass, and the rest of the mob followed him.

‘Bullshit, I am out,’ Rob snapped. He went up to his room and packed his clothes, he didn’t bother to sort or fold anything as he usually did, he was concerned and just threw his belongings inside the bag. At first, he couldn’t believe that everyone inside the motel had the same sight as him, that everyone had lost their colour vision.

“Must be a drug or something they gave us, but I didn’t drink or eat anything last night, so maybe not. Or could be a natural phenomenon, from nature, something never heard or seen before. Fuck, what I am saying, that doesn't make any sense, a phenomenon of the physical world? nonsense. There has to be a scientific explanation for this as logic doesn’t make sense, a wall can’t just appear out of air,” he was questioning himself while getting ready to leave. He was right. His premonition was correct. There was no logical explanation, when a thought came to his mind; ‘if there are no sun rays coming through, there will be no colours, like in the bottom of the see,’ he concluded. ‘Whatever, I’m out of here.’

Rob fixed his bill with cash, as the eftpos didn’t work. On his way out, he heard from a couple of the regulars at the bar, that there would be a lockdown in the city to avoid more problems like the one that happened at the supermarket. He also heard that there was another incident at the gasoline station as people went to fill up their cars, but the service station was unattended as no one showed up for work. After people forced their way in, as they couldn’t make the pumps work, people looted the station, taking everything on display, even things that people won’t be able to use or didn’t know how to use. They just took them because they were there. They emptied the shop.

Rob drove his car out of town, apart from being an unfamiliar route, the visibility slowed him down. He could see only a few yards ahead of him, the mist and the lack of colour made it very difficult. After driving for an hour or so, he almost crashed his car against the wall in the middle of the road, the road to Carlingford. A never-ending wall as far as his vision permitted. He got out of the car and inspected the wall. He was amazed at the vibration and the hum coming from it, like it was alive. “This is not nature; this must be mankind's creation. Fuck I’ll have to spend another night in this boring town,” he told himself. He couldn’t be more wrong, what was coming towards him was nothing but boring. He didn’t imagine that his life was about to be torn upside down.


*****



The sisters

Lynda is the Mayor’s oldest daughter, she is a real gem, a beautiful soul and a very attractive woman just like her mother. Always elegant with a natural sex appeal that delighted all. Last year she was elected to represent the State of Texas in the USA Miss Universe competition, something she regrates doing as she missed an entire semester at the University of Texas where she was the top-class student of the Department of Biomedical Engineering specialising on Nanobiotechnology – medical applications. She had the brains of both her parents. In the contest, that she enrolled after a crazy night out and by social media pressure that followed her enrolment, she went all the way to the top ten. Her parents didn’t oppose her participating in the contest as they knew she wouldn’t give up her studies as she loves science since she was at school. People knew that if her family had better connections, she would easily get into the top three in the competition and who knows maybe win the competition and be crowned USA Miss Universe. Lynda is gentle, kind, and pretty. She was the dream of all the men in the County, but lately, all men were turning their eyes and their minds to Jenny, the younger sister that was becoming their new fantasy. Jenny had a more seductive figure and wore more sexy clothes, always wearing tight t-shirts or showing splits in her shirts that revealed way too much, more than some men could handle. She was becoming to be the hottest girl ever seen by any male not only on the County, but in the State.

Jenny also was a top student at the Moody College of Communication, a key performing arts program at the University of Texas as she had an artistic inclination since she was a teenager. Jenny wanted to become a Film Director. She knew, by the looks and gestures of men, that she could get whatever she wanted as long as men got a smile or a look from her. Like her sister Lynda, and her mum Lucinda, she possessed well defined long attractive legs that she showed off with no discretion, she was provocative and seductive. Her natural full ripe lips were the desire of all. The other girls in the County, and their mums, envied and wanted to have lips like hers. It was amazing that only in the last year or so, Lynda was the talk of all men and Jenny was just the youngest sister. But that was all changing and kept changing as the days went by. Jenny became the dream woman from here on and what a sweet fantasy she was.

Tom Gilliard and Lynda were a perfect match except for their families, natural enemies, the good and the bad, the good and the evil. Tom was a handsome young man aged twenty-three, two years younger than his twin brothers but he was a world apart from them. He was his mum’s sunny boy, that proved to be the reason why he never connected with his brothers. The twins were the perfect image of the macho Texan cowboy, while Tom completed his studies at UCLA University and was a biologist by nature. He was the complete opposite to his brothers. As he grew up in the country and loved animals, plants and nature, it was a natural choice for that new career of the future.

Back in Belmore, he had the support from Lucinda, the Mayor's wife who was the founder and president of the EcoCultural Society, an organisation that was becoming more and more fashionable among the high society as everyone was becoming more familiar and involved with nature. Lucinda was impressed by the narrative of that young man. No one in town had the rhetoric of that professional just graduated from university.

It was thanks to Lucinda, that Tom got involved with Lynda. During his school years, Tom was always top of the class, avid to investigate and learn as much as he could. He was the opposite to the typical nerd; he was very smart and intelligent but with no interest in making friends. Completely opposite to his brothers. The five years that he studied in California meant that he didn’t have the pleasure of watching Lynda growing up from the cute little girl at school to the astonishing woman that she was those days. But Tom had a secret, a dark secret that ultimately would cost him his life.

That night, the Sheriff went to bed thinking that they had a murderer on the loose within the County and that the murderer could be among the people in town that he knew best. Belmore County was a small Peyton Place, like the famous TV soap of the sixties. Peyton Place was the first great TV soap of the world, that went for five seasons with a massive 514 episodes, ironically almost half of them in black and white. Mia Farrow, married then to Frank Sinatra, was one of the main characters together with, at the time, an unknown actor named Ryan O’Neal. Peyton Place stirred up controversy wherever it was shelved back in the sixties as it dealt with otherwise unspeakable subjects at the time like rape, murder, incest, abortion, promiscuity, and adultery. When this steamy best-selling novel was first published in 1956, it shocked the world. Deemed morally corrupting trash, the book was banned in multiple cities and countries.

The Sheriff was sure that the murderer was a male criminal, it was his instinct, and the years of being in law enforcement, gave him that assurance.

Was he right? Was the murderer someone he knew? What motive would someone have to kill such a decent guy like Tom? And on top of that, Tom was a Gilliard, the family that everyone feared. Through his mind he couldn’t pick anyone to be a murderer, not that he knew all the secrets of all the citizens of the County. Something like that had never happened before. It would turn upside down the County.

Belmore was a town with no murders recorded since Kent, the grandfather of the Gilliard’s clan, died fifteen years ago. What disturbed the Sheriff most was that there was no evidence of the murder, only Tom’s dead body shot from the back with an exit bullet at the front with no bones scratched to help identify the calibre or type of gun used. A bullet that went through his heart. No signs of violence at the crime scene. The creek, the trees, the plants, the leaves and dead trees and dead branches on the ground and the soil, all looked the same, grey like dirty dirt. Even the water, that doesn’t have colour, had a whitener feel to it, very unreal.

The Sheriff thought that maybe Tom knew his murderer, that was his logical conclusion as it seemed that Tom didn’t fight for his life. There were no signs that disturbed the surroundings, maybe he was shot by someone he knew. Or not? “Fuck what a case I have on hands. Not to say about the mysterious mist and the fucking wall surrounding the County. What is happening to the rest of the world, why has no one tried to contact us, for sure they must know that we are isolated,” was in the Sheriff's troubled mind.


*****

Salesman

Mary, John and the twins deliberated part of the night about who in hell murdered Tom and why Tom. Who would dare to do something like that when everyone in town knew that the Gilliard’s could take the whole County if they wanted to. They had enough muscle to hire a regiment of assassins if they decided to do so. With their connections, they would be impugned of any bad doing.

They will get the assassin, John swore on the memory of his deceased father, that he will avenge the man that killed his son and who made Mary suffer so much like he never imagined a human being could. He was a man of steel, but the cries of Mary put tears in his eyes.

The twin brothers, Rony and Phil, drank heavily, as they did every night, in their mansion’s private bar. In that bar you could find the finest liquors from all over the world as John had an exquisite taste for good liquor, something his twin boys belittled as they just liked to get drunk with whatever they could get hold of. Part of John’s collection included the Yamazaki’s 12 years Old Whiskey; Ichiro’s Malt Chichibu and Hibiki Suntory Japanese’s whiskey; the American Owl Wiseman Bourbon, the Eagle Rare 10 years old and the Maker’s Mark Cask Strength both Kentucky Straight Bourbon Whiskeys; the Priest GlenDronach Revival, Dewar’s Double 32 year Old and the Macallan 12 year Old Double cask Single Malt scotch whiskeys among a gran variety of Champagne and spirits from around the world that he and Mary enjoyed very much.

While drinking, the boys had a suspect come into their minds. They knew that everyone in town feared them but, what about the guy that stayed in the motel? Yesterday, when they went to town to find out what was happening, two men from the crowd were having a conversation and they mentioned the out-of-town man staying at the Belmore, someone they had never seen before. The twins began to wonder what that man was doing in town, what business could he have had in a small town like Belmore.

The drunker they got, the more suspicious they got and the more questions they had. Could Rob know something about their family business? Was he sent to scare the family? Who knew?

They tried to sob a bit before they went to their father but by that stage, they were so drunk that they didn’t make any sense. John’s anger was so intense that he told his sons that next morning they will go and find out who this stranger was and what business he had in that part of the world. ‘Go to sleep and stop drinking, I need you guys sober. Tomorrow, we have some business to fix in town,’ he ordered. The twins unwillingly obeyed their father.

Back in town, Rob was forced to check-in back at the motel, annoyed that he couldn’t leave the town as he planned. He had friends waiting to party like they did the old days. Undoubtedly, they would have organised strippers for their reunion just as they did ten years ago. Fond memories came to him, alcohol, drugs, orgies.

“Such a good time is waiting for me, and I am stuck in this miserable town. Completely isolated,” he sorrowed himself. He left his room and walked down to the reception. The carpet, the tables, the stairs all looked weird, all-in different tones of black, grey, and white. His pace was slow, looking from one side to the other, admiring the pressed iron ceiling that for sure, it would be very impressive before everything changed due to the lack of colours, sure it had better days as the motel was over a hundred years old, and he knew how the old ceilings looked, old artisan art, as was the house where he was raised by his parents.

At the reception desk, he picked up a cigarette ashtray that caught his eye two days ago because of the bright colours but today it looked grey, almost the same colour of his hand. The picture on the wall, a replica of the Japanese Garden, was black, white and grey, nothing like Van Gogh's masterpiece. The wall clock, behind the reception desk, was stuck at 3:13, maybe the time in the morning that the electrical power went off. There was a wall calendar with a blurry grey, black and white figure, in the shape of a fisherman fishing in a small boat in troubled waters. Maybe it was a black and white photograph. He wasn’t sure.

At the lobby, he couldn’t find anyone. He had observed, as it was one of his trade skills, that the owners took care of small details, but now everything looked weird with no colours. He rang the reception’s small handheld bell several times, but no one came to the front office. He focused his eyes on the handbell and brought it close to his eyes to see the details. The handle was a small statuette of Christopher Columbus, these days the argued and disputed expeditionary that discovered America, the new Continent as they said at the time. You could tell that the bell was old but in good condition. He remembered that when he first checked-in, he observed that the handle was made of solid wood and the bell made of a gold metal colour, but now the whole bell was dark grey.

He couldn’t tell what the picture of the painting at the right side of the reception was, it was a blurry grey figure, like a ball in the middle of water or a lake. He thought maybe it was a boat sailing in the storm. Different from the fisherman picture behind the desk. He couldn’t tell. At the left side, the cabinet with small pigeon message boxes was empty. It looked like a grey giant chessboard nailed on the wall.

The view from where he was standing, looking through the entrance’s glass doors to the outside, was not too inviting. Outside it was the grey wall of mist. It was static, giving you the sensation of a path to nowhere, like it would absorb whoever went through it. Like adventuring to another dimension.

He heard voices coming from the motel’s bar and walked towards it. Everyone was at the bar, the favourite pastime of the locals.

“What else can you do in a town like this?'' he thought. “Alcohol cures everything and I need some of that medicine,” he convinced himself. When he entered the bar, the crowd was different to the one he saw early that day. The bar looked awkward, the wooden bar was grey and people leaning on it looked like part of the decoration; candles were burning in every corner and on the tables, but it didn’t smell like burning candles. He thought that the lack of smell made things less attractive. He couldn’t smell that characteristic sense of the pubs, the smell of beer, food, and urine that on other days suffocated him. People were smoking but there was no smell of cigarettes that he found to be repugnant to say the least. He could see the cook frying burgers, or whatever it was that looked like burgers as he couldn’t identify what was being fried on the pan. That smell of burning meat, fried chips and oil was non-existent. Not even the flames were alight, they were grey and white, it looked like psychedelics blobbing flames.

All the patrons looked the same, all wearing the same dark clothes, giving the impression of unified dark grey uniforms. Their faces were grey, their hair black, their clothes were dark grey. “It looks like everyone is wearing a uniform, like a regiment,” was his first impression. People were louder and were drinking more than usual. He overheard people talking about conspiracies from the Government, that they were trying on a new virus or some kind of experiment and that their town was the ginny pigs for this. Others believe that it was aliens taking the world and isolating the town to annihilate all later. On another table, they were speculating about the reason for this phenomenon and argued that it could be the Chinese starting a third world war, something that put a smile on Rob's face. “It’s so stupid to think about World War III,” he thought. At the bar, the discussion was about another pandemic. And the owner of the motel had his own agenda, it was the army that was testing some gas or testing new materials to use in the next war, as there is always a new war to fight that involves the USA.

The beer supply was guaranteed as the kegs were full and didn’t need any electric power to operate, but not the fridges, without power supply the freezers and the refrigeration system would soon run out of power and the beer wouldn’t be as cold as it should be. Nothing worse than warm beer in a bar, this was going to be too much to handle by the drunk. “I need to get out of here,” Rob thought. “But first I have to finish my mission and then drive to my party at Carrington.”

Rob was the typical salesperson that would do whatever it take to close a deal. Lying was in his nature, as every good salesperson would know. In the past, he had worked in car yards selling all kinds of vehicles by lying about the features and benefits of the cars. Later, he sold insurance policies that never paid back to the insured. He also worked as a Real Estate agent that convinced buyers by lying about the conditions of the houses or the previous owners. He once sold a home to a family of four but didn’t tell them that a young family, similar to them, were killed and gathered in the basement.

His favourite lie was when he convinced an old couple that they were buying a house where Frank Sinatra once lived in. You name it; he knew all the tricks of the trade, but also, he wasn’t that good. He never made it big. He got in trouble all the time and was fired from almost every single job that he had held. He was unlucky in love as he couldn’t offer any stability to any woman that he got involved with. And now that he was getting older, he decided to provide financial advice to anyone that had some money to invest in their future. He would sell only products where he could make a quick dollar before the client realised that it was a scam. His new goal was to make enough money to settle and stop going from town to town trying to make ends meet. But he couldn’t resist the opportunity to get some money in his hand without caring about the damage that he caused to others. He was all that, but he was no murderer. Something that he would soon have to prove to save his life. What ace would he play that time? There was no place to run, not another town to scavenger from. Maybe his luck was coming to an end, if you could call luck at running and escaping by an inch from being caught. “I can’t do this again,” he would say to himself just to do it again and again. “When is this going to stop?”

Back in their house, Rebecca warned Jerry not to tell anyone what he saw. Like if he could, they were completely isolated, the closest neighbour lived ten minutes away by car, and that was Rebecca’s car, if you could call her car a car. It was a real relic from sixty years ago. They were poor, and her late husband didn’t look after them, or so she thought. One day he just vanished. Some said that he was killed by Grandfather Gillard for standing up to their family business. Something Rebecca promised to avenge one day. She promised that somehow the Gilliard’s family would pay for what they made her suffer and for somehow, neglected her son’s future. Jerry didn’t have the means to get out of the town. A town with no future.

“I know what people say about us. How they treat us. But that’s their problem. No one else should give a fuck,” Rebecca often told herself.

When she married Fred, she was an energetic young woman, that couldn’t be still. You could sense that she had powers untapped, but caring for her son limited her chances of getting ahead in life.

Fred had kind eyes, but Rebecca took his breath away when they got into puberty. Always together, discovering life together. They were sweethearts, but when he disappeared one day, her life became a rough journey, raising a five-year-old child. But she was tough and resilient. Her jagged edges were her defence, because being a single mother in a town like Belmore was hard.

Lately, she confronted the less burgeoning connection with her son and come to grips with Jerry’s desire for independence and sexual fulfillment, as every teenager goes through. The radical and heartfelt relationship with her son could become a height story, something she was committed to avoid.

“How are we going to afford college if we can hardly make ends every week?” was a frequent conversation between mother and son. “My part time job doesn’t allow for any savings or bank loans,” she often told her son. “They’ll suffer. The Gilliard’s will pay heavily for what they did to my family,” she firmly endured.


*****

The uninvited

Belmore conserved its heritage as a typical small American southwest country town where not much had change with time. Nowadays, across the USA, the small roads that once connected the neighbouring towns were giving way to highways and freeways, but not in Belmore. That was what made Belmore attractive to some but not too everyone, reason why Belmore didn’t grow like many other country towns. At Belmore, families have been living there generation after generation. There were no new developments happening, no new money coming into town. The majority of the houses were big and old, some still opulent, like the Gilliard’s and the Mayor’s homes, and in good shape. That couldn’t be said for the families that were short of money. The streets were wide open, some with trees and bushes between them, you could hardly see a dividing fence between the houses.

By the next morning, nothing had change in Belmore. The town looked the same as it did the day before. Dark, black, and grey. With no signs of birds and insects, they just vanished, like if they knew what was coming on. No electricity, no external communications, no colours, no smells. Just the mist and the inexplicable wall.

John and his twins arrived at the motel to ask Vic, the manager and owner of the motel, what he knew about Rob, the only stranger in town and now suspect of killing Tom. “Where was he coming from, where was he going and what business brought him to our town?” was what they wanted to know.

John asked Vic if Rob had made any contacts. He wanted to know of any suspicious concerns, anything at all. Vic couldn’t give them any information not because he didn’t like the Gilliard’s but because he knew nothing. “He stayed here, paid cash, and tried to get out of town but couldn’t, like everyone else. We are all trapped in this town. This morning, he checked-in again but he left a couple of hours ago,” Vic told John.

‘What's your stake in all this John, why are you asking?’ Vic got back to John in an unfriendly way. He didn’t know that Tom was dead, that he was assassinated two days ago, executed, and murdered by someone in town.

‘I need to know everything about this guy, that’s all you need to know Vic,’ John replied in a rudely way, as he always talked down to Vic.

Vic didn't like that tone of John’s voice; he averted his gaze and when ready to get back to him, he restrained himself because the twins were close enough to cause him undue trouble, something he didn’t need at that time.

‘Listen John, I don’t care what you want or need, get out of my motel,’ Vic snapped in a soft and patronising voice that he knew John would dislike. Vic didn’t like John’s attitude nor of his two sons. He found the twins repulsive. Just the look of them was outrageous, always drunk, or high. Not respecting anyone or anything, they behaved as if they own the town.

Vic and John were not friends since the old days when their parents were alive; their parents were business partners until they disputed their enterprise many years ago. Vic’s family ended with the second-hand Motel at Belmore while the Gilliard’s with a prosperous business with many acres: an enormous sugar plantation, a mushroom farm, and an aviary with hundreds if not thousands of chickens, ducks, and turkeys. But these days, all the farm animals were gone. The land was used for growing a variety of vegetables that the family market around the USA.

The Gilliard’s commercialised all these products and were one of the largest providers in the state of Texas. Vic’s father always stated that he was robbed by John’s father, after fraudulent documents were presented with the help of a corrupt politician at the time. Something that wasn’t forgotten by Vic. He blamed the Gilliard’s for his dad's agony and suffering to his last days. He, on purpose, didn’t mention to John that last night in between drinks, Rob mentioned that he had an unfinished business to attend, a special favour to wrap up for someone special.

John stormed out, accidently pushing a patron, and spilling his beer. The man said nothing when he realised it was John Gilliard who bumped into him, he just looked down and minded his own business. John didn’t turn around to see what had happened, he left the motel frustrated and furious.

Vic was the best person to talk to if you wanted to find anything happening in the County, everyone gossiped to him about everything that happened in town. Vic knew all the stories and whereabouts of almost all residents in Belmore. He knew everything that was happening in town. He was the man to talk if you needed to find something.

Once outside the motel, John looked straight to the twins and told them to find out where this guy named Rob was. ‘He has no place to hide, we need some clear answers from him. Don’t stuff it up, we need to find who sent him here and why. Do you understand?’ Both nodded their heads; they knew their father was dead serious.

On the opposite side of the valley, Rebecca was ready and curious to go with her son to the exact location where Jerry went through the forest the day before, when all of a sudden, Rob emerged from the mist and appeared walking up the driveway. Rebecca was taken aback to see someone approaching their property. She walked outside her house and position herself beneath the porch's arc, staring intently at the visitor.

‘Sorry I got lost and without GPS I’m not sure where I am. My car ran out of gasoline, and I’m walking for hours without direction. I hope you can help me,’ Rob said to the woman standing at the porch.

Rebecca was looking him over. Wide eyes, strong arms, a bid bold in the crowns, maybe in his mid-forties. Rob was also looking her over with the same scrutiny, a young woman in her late thirties, good figure, high cheekbones, nice clear eyes, with dark hair.  ‘You’re not from around here; we have never seen you before,’ Rebecca replied. Rob smiled as he approached the house. Rebecca could see that this stranger looked exhausted, she could see the wet patches under his armpits and the tiny beads of sweat that crowded his forehead. ‘Would you like a glass of water?’ she offered.

‘Yes please, thank you,’ as he kept walking towards Rebecca. He noticed that the house needed a lot of work. Sure, it had better days but now some repairs and paint were needed. Those were the signs of a home in poverty.

When Jerry heard the voices, he stood up from his bed and went near his bedroom’s window making little or no noise, ensuring his mum and the other person didn't realise he was listening to them. He could see his mother and the stranger talking, he could hear the voices but not listen to everything that they were saying. He stood there for a couple of minutes and noticed that his mother's body language changed. Rebecca frantically moved her hands and arms, and her initial serious expression changed from being rigid and tense to friendly as the guy was making her smile. Rebecca tilted her head and flicked a lot. “Who is this guy and what are they talking about? I better find out,” he thought as he wavered while walking out of his room.

Jerry went down the stairs and rushed out the front door to meet that stranger. Rebecca blushed at an unexpected compliment from Rob, something that didn’t escape Rob’s observation. She quickly composed herself and with a serious tone in her voice introduced Jerry. ‘This is my son Jerry,’ smiling at him.

‘Hi Jerry, I’m Rob, how are you doing?’ Rob put forward his hand to shake Jerry’s, but Jerry snapped.

‘What do you want?’ Jerry asked abruptly.

‘Young boy, that is not very polite, say hello to this gentleman and shake his hand. I’m sorry, please excuse my son, we are a bit tense with what is happening in town,’ Rebecca excused Jerry, her eyes open widely to send a message to Jerry to be more polite and friendly with the stranger. Jerry ignored his mum’s gestures.

‘It’s all right Mrs, sorry I didn’t get your name, but please don’t worry, all kids are the same,’ Rob replied smiling at her. She smiled back.

‘I’m Rebecca and this is my moody son Jerry,’ Rebecca responded turning her face to Jerry. Rod wrinkle at Rebecca and both smiled. Jerry rolled his eyes and stared at his mother, he forced a smile, but his puckered face told a different story. Rob made a quick guess on Jerry: a teenager coming of age, putting on some muscles, sure his hormones are making him crazy, a boy with not an easy smile but sharp. I like him. He is going to be popular among girls. Jerry just thought that stranger was someone not to be trusted.

‘Please bring him a glass of fresh water,’ Rebecca instructed Jerry looking into his eyes and pointing at the house. She turned around to face the stranger. ‘Town is far from here, it would take you more than a couple of hours to get there, and it is getting late, not sure if it would get dark. Last night it didn’t. Nothing is changing, do you know what is happening? Why has everything turned so mysterious?’ Rebecca asked genuinely interested in what was happening in the County and what this stranger could shed light.

‘Not a clue madame, I was passing by, spent the night at the motel and this morning I wanted to get out of town but there is a wall surrounding this place,’ he said looking at Jerry getting inside the house.

‘A wall?’ Rebecca asked with a loud, high-pitched voice. ‘Did you say a wall? I can see the mist, but a wall?’ Rebecca asked focussing hard in the stranger’s eyes and lips. She didn’t want to miss a thing that guy was saying.

‘Yes, a wall. I almost crashed my car against it. I walked around it for twenty minutes or so, right and left and couldn’t get to the edge of it, all I could see was the mist and the wall. It is extremely high, maybe thirty feet high,’ Rob guessed, raising his arm and looking at the sky.

‘Mary, mother of God,’ Rebecca exclaimed. ‘What is all this?’ She now looked confused and worried, her shoulders tense, and her eyes blanked, the adrenaline hit her as she jiggled her body making a funny movement or so Rob thought. Too much has been happening since yesterday.

Rebecca carefully inspected Rob. ‘I know that you’re a stranger to us, and to this town but you look like a nice person, please come in,’ she invited Rob. She looked at his shoes and his hair and figured he was genuine, something Rob knew too well how to play the nice guy.

‘Mum!!’ Jerry exclaimed. ‘We don’t know who this guy is. He’s not from around here; he could be a murderer,’ Jerry said from behind the door as he stopped when he heard Rob’s tell of the wall. Rebecca was surprised by Jerry’s comment who had turned around when he heard about the wall. Rob roughs out a smile and moved forward getting closer to Rebecca that was now standing next to the door.

At one point Jerry caught his mother touching this stranger on the arm and inviting him inside.

‘I was on my way to meet my friends from college,’ Rob explained, ‘I studied not too far from here, I went to Hillston High School,’ he improvised a lie as he only knew the name of the local school at Carrington.

‘Oh, my late husband studied there, his name was Fred, Fred Lancaster,’ Rebecca commented, smiling at Rob. Jerry, walking to the kitchen to get the glass of water, didn’t hear that part of the conversation.

‘I remember Fred, he was a bit younger than me, he was a good football player,’ Rob recalled, raising his right hand up to his cheek, while Rebecca opened her eyes intrigued by Rob’s latest comment as she would remember this guy from the school days as every young student identifies the oldest students at school, but Rob didn’t know that Rebecca and Fred were sweethearts. Rob guessed that Fred played football as he thought that an attractive woman like Rebecca living in a small town like Belmore would marry a sports type of person.

‘Well, we may have something in common,’ Rebecca responded. But it was perhaps another nice lie from Rob.

There are certain men in the world who rather see everybody hung before they’ll take blame, and Rob was one of them. But those days he was a man living with the guilt of all his previous doings. He knew he needed to change and was committed to win the love of a woman and settled down. And why not, have a family.

Would this be his chance, or could old wounds be opened and bring back his bitter behaviour that caused so much pain to others. Would he succumb to his old doings and ruin people’s life as he did before? Unforgivable truths?


*****

Mother and son, part II

Somehow, Rob managed to get invited to dine by Rebecca much to Jerry’s disgust. ‘We don’t have many things or food but in an emergency like this, the least we can do is offer you something to eat. Please join us for dinner,’ Rebecca asked, being polite as she always was. In some way, she knew that this guy wouldn’t refuse the invitation, nevertheless she asked in a quiet and soft voice, using an innocent tone of voice to ensure he stayed for dinner.

‘My pleasure, thanks,’ Rob replied politely, giving her a big smile, and bending his body, something she appreciated.

‘Mum!!!’ Jerry blurted out at the scene put in place by her mum and the stranger.

As soon as Rob entered the house, he noticed the signs of a home in poverty. The living room felt claustrophobic. Along the wall paintings were pinned up. There were pictures of the family on top of cabinets. The furniture wasn’t replaced when it was needed. He could appreciate that for sure, there were better times when Rebecca’s husband was around.

On top of a cabinet, some photographs grabbed Rob’s attention. Photos of Jerry when he was a baby, another with his school uniform and one riding a horse with his father by his side. He focused on a couple of photos of Rebecca wearing a formal party dress, she looked astonishing, she was a beautiful woman. But among all the other photos, he noticed that there were no photos of her and her husband together.

Rob followed Rebecca into the kitchen. Above the stove a large scorch mark stained the wall.

‘I believe you were going out when I came through the driveway, where were you guys going?’ Rob asked in a soft gentle manner. Rebecca hesitated a bit too long, enough for Rob to notice it.

Rob blinked as his eye caught a tiny movement on Jerry’s side. He knew something was going on.

‘Oh, we just thought of going to town to find out what’s happening and if we can do anything about this,’ Rebecca responded. Rob knew they were lying; he was an expert on lies, “you need to be one to know one…”

‘Can we offer you some water or wine? I don’t drink but I believe this bottle is still good,’ Rebecca offered, pointing to a red wine bottle sitting on the bench.

‘I’m sure it is, thank you very much,’ he replied with a smile as he walked to get the bottle. He thought his plan to get those people on his side was being successful.

Jerry rolled his eyes; he couldn’t understand what his mother was thinking. This man could be anyone. Why was she trusting him? Perhaps something he said to her outside, maybe? Jerry decided to keep a close eye on him, he didn’t trust this man at all.

Back in town, John Gilliard checked his Rolex Platinum Diamond watch, ‘boys, it’s time to go back home and be with your mum. We need to arrange the funeral for your brother Tom. But don’t you worry, they’ll pay for this. Tomorrow we’ll look again for this guy.’ John didn’t show his anger but inside he was struggling to content his emotions. On top of that, he knew that Vic wasn’t prepared to help them find Rob. John didn’t give away the reason why he was asking about Rob, but he knew Vic didn’t know about Tom’s death, otherwise Vic would mention it and be sympathetic with their lost even if they were enemies.

Rebecca and Jerry exchanged looks whenever they could. Jerry kept tight lips showing his anger and worries. Rebecca, on the other side, with open full eyes and warm smiles, looking calm but intuitive, paid attention to every word and movement said by Rob as she was analysing him. Rob confirmed his first impression that that family was really struggling. The furniture was old, the walls needed to be painted, the floor showed cracks everywhere, the windows looked old fashioned.

“Easy to talk them down to get their confidence. I think I’ll stay the night,” he thought and committed himself to somehow get invited to spend the night there. He knew that if they followed him to his car, they would discover that it had gasoline and that he could drive his way back to the city, that he was lying. So, what did Rob have in mind?

During dinner, Rob told stories about his school days, he was a great storyteller, it was his way to disarm people, or so he thought. Rebecca wanted to find out more about this man that was lying about Fred's days at school. Her husband never played football, she knew it well as they were sweethearts, something Rob didn’t know. Rebecca made Rob feel easy, just the place she wanted him to be. She celebrated his humour and was corresponding with his tales.

‘You look very tired, why don’t you spend the night in the shed, there is a bed there where you can rest, it’s going to be a warm night if we could call this a night,’ Rebecca invited Rob with a warm smile and feeling Jerry’s reproach without looking at him. Rob was smiling in the inside; his plan was working.

‘Fuck!!!’ Jerry yelled as he stood up and threw his chair backwards, clenching his fist. Rebecca was left open-mouthed at his reaction and jumped on her chair before gaining her composure. Jerry’s reaction also took Rob by surprise as he was so much into telling Rebecca some funny stories. It took his breath away and almost spilled his drink.

‘Go to your room,’ she ordered her voice loud and sharp, embittered. Jerry was already on his way out but kept looking at his mother with accusing eyes. Rebecca’s eyes followed Jerry as he left the kitchen, then she mocked her face, sending him a message that all was under control. Then she turned back to face Rob ‘Excuse my son please, we never have visitors here,’ Rebecca was apologetic, fixing her hair and pressing her lips. Rob liked what he saw on her.

‘It's okay, I understand, we all need to rest. I really don’t have to stay, I can…’ Rebecca interrupted him raising her palm for Rob to stop talking.

‘I insist, please stay the night.’ Rob nodded. All was going to plan, or so Rob thought.

Hardly anyone slept that night in the County, only the kids and babies as they didn’t know what was happening in town. Another night with no stars in the sky, the penumbra did not change nor the temperature.

Jerry lay in bed; he couldn’t understand his mother. Rebecca couldn’t stop thinking about this stranger. “Why was he lying?” she wondered to herself. Meanwhile Rob was planning his next move.


*****

Extension of God

For many people, Grace was the weirdest person in town. All that people knew about her was that she lived in the forest, but no one knew where exactly. She didn’t have an address, and no one ever tried to contact her. She never received mail, no one ever asked for her. She was like a ghost, with no bank account, no insurance, no social security. She didn’t buy groceries or clothes at the local shops.

Grace got everything she needed from the forest; the plants and the animals were her friends. No one was sure about her past. They knew she was a spiritual person, always talking about angels, nature, and the message from the skies. No religion. No medical records. No one was sure if she was even born in Belmore or if she came from another place.

From time-to-time Grace would appear in town. She will sit in the park, watch the children play and smile at anyone that made eye contact with her. The children were openly attracted to her but not the adults. The adults would try to avoid her. In the old days she would be accused of witchery and probably be crucified and burned at the cross. The Holy Inquisition would have no mercy for her doings, and she would have been subjected to torture. Lucky for Grace, times have changed.

On Sunday afternoon, the 13th of June to be exact, a couple of weeks before everything changed in the County, children were playing in the main town’s square. Parents kept an eye on their children’s games. The children’s games were not like the old days, as their parents' games were. By today's standards, their parent’s games would be considered violent, some racist and others discriminatory.

Playing Indians against Cowboys with arrows and guns or playing war games with the Americans soldiers beating the Germans those days would not be accepted. But their parent’s games were more active and spontaneous, a lot more fun with skills and friends gained for a lifetime. Their children’s games also teach lifetime skills, but at a different level.

In their parent’s time, games were more social games. Creativity at its best. With imagination, a child was never short of options to occupy their minds. With less they did more.

On that Sunday morning, many people assumed that Grace just appeared out of the air from who knows where. All of a sudden, she was sitting on the park’s bench, looking at the sky, looking at the children and the birds, with a smile on her face, taking in the sun’s rays with peaceful movements of her head. She had long white hair, but she didn’t look old. She wore a squashy white dress that moved with the flow of the wind, looking fresh and happy. Wearing immaculate white sandals, not stylish, they were in perfect harmony with the end of Grace’s beautiful legs. Her skin was like silk. They all remembered her as, in one word, a lively woman. Not like the women from the County. For many, that was enough to have an instant dislike towards Grace.

The truth is that Grace walked like a fairy, like floating, a ballerina bud not dancing, making her pass unnoticed among the people. Some remembered seeing her before but couldn’t recall the place and the circumstances. Grace liked it like that. She walked everywhere. A loving soul. A witch 700 years ago.

Grace comes out from the forest attracted by the kid’s screams of joy playing in the town’s square. She loved the children’s interaction, their innocence, and their naivety. Pure souls. For Grace, her privacy was most important than anything else. She did not participate in any activity organised by anyone. Like there was no place where to find her or send her an invitation.

At the end of the day, silently she would walk back to the forest. Many didn’t realise that she was gone. She just vanished.

On that day, when in the middle of her journey back to the forest, Grace noticed something different around her. Something was suddenly changing in the forest. The sound of the birds and insects was unfamiliar. She was very close to nature and could identify many things that others couldn’t. The smell of the air and of the forest was changing; the essence of the forest was somehow different. She noticed all that. Even the brightness of the sky was different, but she couldn’t tell how or why.

“Someone is doing something wrong”, came into her mind. “Something is changing. The end has come and now we must learn how to take care of the land and animals. It was predicted. Too much damage has been done. Too many unbelievers”. She wasn’t wrong. Was she a witch?

Did she know what was coming? How did everything start to change two weeks after seeing her last in the Main Square? Was she bad news, a black cat or any other mediaeval age superstition created by ignorant people of the time, and believed till these days by many, including the educated people? The unknown and fear were the most powerful weapons. Just ask the tortured suffered.


*****

The Gilliard’s

It was more than 48 hrs of being in the dark, under the mantra of the mist and uncommunicated from the rest of the world. The first nights, if you could call it a night as it didn't get any darker than the daytime, were over. Today, the luminosity again didn’t change during the hours of the day, and by now, tonight looked as being the same as last night. There was no sunrise, no twilight, and no sunset. The sun rays couldn’t come through the mist and the existence of the wall was known by almost all citizens from the County.

In town, people went back to their homes after hanging around in the centre speculating what was happening with the world. Something they agreed on, was to arm themselves and not to adventure outside their properties till next morning. It was the uncertainty that will keep everyone inside, even the Gilliard’s. The Sheriff was having one of those days - an inexplicable phenomenon, a dead body, a murderer, a town in turmoil and no bloody hot coffee - what else could go wrong.

Thank God it was the summer season, and a cold shower could be handled, though not by everyone. Air condition systems, electric heaters and electric fans didn’t work and, ironically, the gas oven, stove and the gas heaters couldn’t work either as the gas plant couldn’t operate without electricity. Just imagine how people felt when they had to start the day and they didn’t have their daily drug - their hot cup of coffee. And later not having fresh food in the fridge.

People’s daily routine was out the window, people didn’t go to work, actually many of them just stayed home for fear of what could be coming to them. The streets looked like a horror movie, darkness everywhere, gloominess in every corner and street's alleyways, and scary shadowiness in the facade of the shops and old houses. In other words, the city resembled tenebrosity.

Back in the chapel, Priest Glen got ready to open the church at the same time he did every day during summer, after the heat of the day was cooling down. But since the mist came to town, the temperature of the day and night didn't change. Priest Glen was unsure of what to do. He should go to the Gilliard’s to comfort them, but he was sure that many people would turn up to the chapel to pray for clarity and comfort, like most people did when scared. “This is the house of God and has to be open to everyone, even if this is some evil spell,” he believed. He had a few too many drinks last night but that was something else.

When he opened the chapel’s doors, he was astonished to see no one outside, no one came to church. “What happened? Where is everyone? We always, always have the true believers coming every day to pray, but not today. Is because people don’t really understand what they’re dealing with?” he justified their absences, as he was genuinely surprised as he looked all around the church and couldn’t find a soul.

It was more than odd that not a single soul had turned up at the church’s door. “They must be so scared to not even adventure onto the streets. I’ll have to visit some of my churchgoers, but on seconds thought, first the Gilliard’s.”

It’ll take him an hour or so to get to the Gilliard’s house, so it wasn’t that late to pay them the understandable visit given the circumstances.

When Priest Glen arrived at the Gilliard’s mansion, Mary opened the door. You could tell that she was having a hell of a time. She looked very tired, her dark hair and eyes combined with the dark circles around her eyes gave the impression of a mask that could be used in a Hollywood scary movie, such as the mask of the horrific movie Scream.

Mary was devastated and didn’t understand why it happened to Tom. Thinking how someone could kill such a nice soul. All night she also had to deal with John’s rage and her two stupid sons. The only thing in the mind of her husband and sons was a vendetta.

‘Come in Priest Glen, thanks for coming. We have Tom’s coffin in the visitor’s room,’ Mary invited the Priest. The Gilliard’s mansion was the biggest house in the county, a mansion with rooms that were never used. In the past, that house held extravagant parties that were the talk of the community for many days, but all stopped when John's mother died. She was the organiser and the soul of the parties. She was a happy woman, always ready for a laugh, funny who adored her husband and her only child John. But after a long and painful sickness and a tiresome agony before she died, John’s father prohibited all parties and music. He became a grumpy man, intolerant, abusive, a drunk who even blamed God for his wife’s suffering. “You don’t exist, my wife didn’t deserve to suffer so much,” he would scream when drunk. He even stopped the family’s donations to the local parish.

The Gilliard’s had two full time servants, a couple of Mexican immigrants, undocumented husband and wife that lived in an adjacent flat to the house. They didn’t have their green card, no social security, no papers but they were well looked after by the family. They were just happy to be able to send money to their families back in Monterrey. No children, no parents, but brothers and sisters to help.

Juana was a master in the kitchen while Pablo took care of the house. They arrived at the Gilliard’s house when John’s parents were alive, and they never left the family since. Simple people, just happy to make some money to help others. They were respected from day one thanks to John’s mother's intervention; even the twins, of all, respected them, but Juana and Pablo didn’t like the twins as they witnessed too many bad things that this pair had fulfilled in their lives.

Juana and Pablo came to work for the Gilliard’s when John’s father, the grandfather, el abuelo, met them through a friend that knew that his son John was looking for someone to help them at the house to free more time for his daughter in law Mary who wasn’t all that healthy. One of those creatures that suffered from everything you could imagine. One pain after another. Many health problems, but nothing that could be diagnosticated by science. Mary self-medicated with all classes of herbs and old recipes from the ancestors. Juana and Pablo came to work for the Gillard's, when the twins were children, wild children, and Mary was pregnant with Tom.

Juana and Pablo couldn’t have children. They desperately tried hard. Pablo was a real toro in bed and Juana enjoyed every encounter. Juana was timid and submissive but loved her husband and enjoyed sex with her Pablo and only Pablo, for life, it couldn’t be any other way. They were from a village, the way it is, should be and will continue to be.

IVF wasn’t available to them; they were ignorant of the medical advances in that field. They heard something on TV, but they couldn’t understand what IVF was or babies conceived on a dish, and never dared to ask the Gilliard’s, even if they were the only people they knew as they were always busy working or doing something for their masters, all the time. They were scared that if Juana got pregnant, they would be asked them to leave the house.

They thought themselves fortunate to have the chance to live a better life because they resided in the Gilliard's home, a much better life to the life they had in their long-forgotten and cherished village. Before deciding to flee and seek their fortune in the land of opportunities, they were aware that all that would remain of them back home, would be what is in other’s memories.

Juana and Pablo first took care of the twins and later of Tom who became their favourite, seeing that he was so kind and loving to both of them.

The twins were good kids but one day everything changed. When they came back after spending the summer at the beach house of their uncle Jim, they became arrogant, mean, and malicious. From then on, they become the pieces of shit that they were today. Jim was Mary’s brother, a good uncle, a simple man and husband, father of two boys and two girls. They were wealthy but not even close to what John and Mary were, but he owned a marvellous beach house where they enjoyed a good swim all-round year.

Mary also noticed the change in her twins. Whenever she asked them how their time at the summer house was, they only came back with monosyllabic responses. John didn’t worry as much, he always said that they were kids becoming adolescents. At that time, they were ten years old, and Mary doubted that was the reason, but her health prevented her from being more assertive to ask them what was happening. Her health wasn’t good at all. John defended the twins and always said that they were ahead of their age like he once was.

That summer, both twins Rony and Phil spent their time either fishing or hunting small animals with their male cousins, but the disturbing thing was that the four of them enjoyed killing the fish and animals and tearing them apart. Something that the twins really enjoyed and kept doing with all kinds of animals, big and small. But different to their cousins, the twins teared apart the animals before they were dead. From that summer on, causing suffering was something they sought and took pleasure in doing. They became mean and Juana and Pablo witnessed the change, but they were too afraid to tell their masters, afraid that in retaliation, they would send them back home. They thought it was better to keep it within the four walls of the Gilliard’s home. Better to keep it to themselves.


*****

Lucinda

Being with Lucinda was a delight because of the lovely attributes she possessed. She was what we call a sensory delight. Her two daughters, as well as her friends, always commented on how beautiful Lucinda was and how they wanted to display the same fragrance that Lucinda exuded everywhere; a natural blonde with a model-quality hair. She was admired by the way she was around everyone displaying her enthusiasm and energy, and not only for her beautiful looks and figure but also by her business frame of mind, always embarking on projects to improve and benefit the community. Age just made Lucinda more appealing; she was a mature woman who exuded class.

She married the Mayor when she was nineteen, they were sweethearts. Many mothers wanted Lucinda to marry their sons as she was not only beautiful but decent, educated, intelligent and conservative. All what a small-town mother wanted for her sons. The Mayor was an athletic college student when he fell in love with Lucinda. He, like many others, invited her time after time to go out on a date. When Lucinda accepted, they never separated. They were the perfect couple.

Lucinda managed to raise her two daughters at the same time that she committed herself to education. She obtained an on-line Master of Environmental Management from the University of Illinois and a Degree from the John Hopkins University that provide her with the knowledge and skills necessary to focus on environmental sustainability and green movements. She was passionate to make Belmore the most successful green County in the USA. She started the EcoCultural Society in Belmore, a non-for-profit organisation focussed on conservation and ecological practices.

The Mayor’s political career rocketed and became the youngest ever elected Mayor in the USA before he turned the age of thirty. Now these days the Mayor didn’t look anything close to what he looked those days, but Lucinda was of a different lineage. Maturity brought a special charm to her. Men always looked at her, and she knew it, but she never flirted with anyone. She was old school and would only smile at flirtatious comments, not to give any room for any advance or to offend anyone. Everyone had something good to say about her.

When Lucinda met Tom, she was impressed not only by the high level of his education and intelligence but for the way that he managed himself. She knew that young man was going to succeed in life. There was something special about him that attracted Lucinda. Tom awakened desires that Lucinda never felt for anyone else, not even her charming husband at the time. She didn’t know how to handle those feelings. She was lost in her thoughts and fantasies with Tom. They started to work together in the EcoCultural Society, a place that Tom was interested in after graduating from university, something that was close to his passion for nature.

Tom came one day to the hall where the Society held their weekly meetings just to discover that interesting woman, that he remembered more by name than anything else, being in charge of managing a small but prosperous group of friends of nature. The EcoCultural Society won some grants, thanks to Lucinda submissions, and now was a very well-known group, among the best in the State of Texas. People in the County were very sympathetic to Lucinda because of her achievements. It gave the community a good name.

Lucinda and Tom agreed to meet again, but that time in the small office where the Society ran their business from. It was an office big enough to have two desks and a sofa for visitors. The two assistants, two lovely ladies from town, volunteered their time and shared their secretarial role, both adored Lucinda. The office was always attended by one of them.

On the morning of the meeting with Tom, Lucinda couldn’t resist the temptation to dress especially attractive, though she wore a long jacket that covered her figure. She didn’t want to give any impression or to create any suspicious or bad words from anyone in town. The entrance to the office from the basement was very discrete. Only two cars parked there, Lucinda’s latest Mercedes Benz model and the old-limited edition 1975 Ford Cortina belonging to the owner of the building who was never there.

When Tom arrived, Lucinda was very glad to see him. She was all smiles. At the start, she felt blush to some degree to meet that young man again. He couldn’t resist noticing that and felt empowered by it. They spent hours talking about how the Society became so successful and helped to create awareness among the community. They discussed how she submitted applications and won grants to support the idea for Belmore to become a Green County. Her ultimate goal was to make Belmore the greener County in the State and why not the Country. Something that Lucinda’s husband was sure will happen thanks to the effort and commitment of her beautiful wife.

At some point in their conversation, Tom was intrigued as to why that beautiful woman dressed so attractive. Was that for him or did she always look like that. A natural sexy mature blonde woman. His mind was going to known places that he couldn’t avoid.

Lucinda caught Tom daydreaming a couple of times. By the way he looked at her, she knew he was thinking of her. That got her more excited. She felt this rare sensation between her legs and the only thing she managed to do was to discreetly rub her legs. Tom became aware of it and stared at Lucinda’s legs in amazement. Perfect skin like silk, flawless, he wanted to lose himself in there but was unsure of the situation. He thought of Dustin Hofmann in the Graduate when the older woman was trying to seduce him. Was she?

‘It is late now,’ Lucinda said, ‘why don’t we continue this conversation tomorrow, come at the same time unless you have something better to do,’ she said, her voice enticing and soft with a seductive and desirable accent to the ears of any man, not easy to describe but enchanting, in one word delicious to the senses.

‘Okay I’ll,’ was all that Tom managed to respond as he was captivated by that woman.

That night both were dreaming about the other, they couldn't wait to meet again. Lucinda touched herself a couple of times and smiled faintly while Tom was hard all night long.

Next morning, Tom felt more relaxed after a good couple of hours of deep sleep. The rest of the night was filled with fantasies with Lucinda. He was going to meet that splendid, intriguing woman who made him feel somehow special. He couldn’t pinpoint what it was but there was something about Lucinda that fascinated him.

Lucinda started the day trying several dresses and looks to meet Tom. She smiled several times just imagining Tom’s reaction at first glance. That made her nervous but again she wanted to impress him more. She felt energised and seduced just thinking of being seduced by this young man, something very unusual to her, a territory never explored before.

At the office, Lucinda couldn’t resist at how Tom was looking at her. Tom was captivated by Lucinda’s fragrance, he wanted more as he tried to get closer and closer to her, something that Lucinda didn’t avoid, on the contrary, several times they came so close that they could hear each other’s briefing until, she came into contact with Tom and got totally excited by that new irresistible sensation.

Tom didn’t miss the opportunity and held Lucinda by the waist and looked her in the eyes. Lucinda gave him an approving smile and stared at Tom’s lips with a desire she never experienced before. It wasn’t long before they were kissing with passion, looking at each other's eyes with a craving to get more of each other.

Tom started to undress Lucinda, discovering her excited body. Lucinda’s breasts and nipples were fascinating, well formed, smooth and hard for a mature woman. What a figure and most importantly what a captivating smell of excitement that was coming from her. He was hard like never before and this made Lucinda so excited that she didn’t waste time undressing Tom, tearing his shirt apart and undoing Tom’s pants.

Tom went down to Lucinda, and she just managed to moan before coming so quickly. She had her eyes closed and sketched a smile of satisfaction. She wanted more. She never ever felt like this before. Tom couldn’t get enough of her, he went ballistic, turned her around and possessed her. In perfect synchronicity, they came together, Lucinda for the second time and Tom exhausted to give the best of him, to the last drop.

They rested for a while, not saying anything, they didn’t need to talk, it was the best sex that they had.

Tom had experienced sex before, but nothing could compare to making love to Lucinda. On the other side, Lucinda never came like she did with Tom. After resting for a short period of time, they were into each other again. Lucinda was sitting on Tom’s face going wild and coming again and again. She couldn’t believe how exciting it was to come on Tom’s tongue, his lips, his nose, his ears and even his forehead. She lost count on how many times she came that day.

As time went by, they couldn’t believe how many different sex positions they could experience in that small office. They had sex everywhere around the office. On top of chairs, desks, the floor, standing, holding her in the air, sucking life out of each other. The couch gave them the liberty to experience wild sex. You could say that it was always Lucinda who fucked Tom. The way she moved when Tom was inside her was insane, or when she was dancing of Tom’s tongue. The passion she felt, and the joy of sex was unbelievable.

Their encounters became daily, except for the weekends where they counted the hours to be together again. Lucinda made love to her husband just once a month, a routine that was in place for quite some time. Since they began at a very young age, they were trapped in a vanilla relationship. Despite her love for her husband, Lucinda couldn't help but fuck Tom.


*****


Romeo and Juliet (6 months before) 

After five years away at UCLA, Tom returned to Belmore and found himself more unease with the attitude of his twin brothers. The twins were the pearls of their father, but Tom was his mum’s sunny boy.

Tom was astonished to learn about the EcoCultural Society and their recent awards and grants state-wide and interstate. He went to the town’s hall where the society operated, and found this beautiful woman, Lucinda, the Mayor’s wife, doing a bit of everything. From sorting papers and mail, to moving chairs and tables, and cleaning. At that time, she was rearranging out the hall where the Society held their meetings. A small community organisation that became one of the best-known in the State.

The EcoCultural Society received funding that no one could have ever predicted, and because of Lucinda, it developed into a successful and prosperous organisation that supported nature and was awarded close to $300,000. That funding would increase significantly if the Society met certain milestones set by the State’s governments of Texas and New Mexico.

Most of the volunteers that helped the Society, were mature ladies who took care of the administration duties and helped with the research and development projects initiated by Lucinda. Their goal was to make this world a better place. Lucinda’s husband, the Mayor, donated tee shirts and uniforms that were considered very classy that staff worn with pride. The society organised funding events to fund their projects, being the main event the yearly ball, a show that was extravagant where the high society would show off their best dresses; everyone was on-show, and everyone tried their best, a show-off event. Every year the event had a different theme that Lucinda organised to raise the money they needed to operate, to submit grants applications, and to implement their local projects/objectives. At the end of the event, the auctions of high-class gifts, donated to the society on a good course, assured thousands of dollars coming to the society’s coffers.

Tom’s first impression at meeting that stunning woman was staggering, he was mesmerised. As a teenager he could only remember her as the top lady of the town married to the County’s Mayor and father of two beautiful girls, who at that time were in their teen years. Lucinda’s look was always captivating.

When Lucinda met Tom, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. She sized him up and down. His charming smile and well-formed arms and hands captivated her. His look was casual but handsome at the same time. She tried to be discreet, but somehow it was uncontrollable. She couldn't resist the desire to touch him, to get close to him, to smell him, she wanted to hug him, to get closer to that young body. She felt her heart pumping with excitement, her body temperature rising, something she never felt before.

She didn’t understand what shock her. In an unfamiliar territory, out of character, she gave Tom her most seductive looks ever. She smiled with lust, her lips humid. You could see the tip of her tongue moving from one side to the other, so provocative, so inviting.

Both were captivated by each other. The age difference didn’t raise any questions between them. Their first encounter resulted in the finest conversation about how the society could help more, be more effective, more impactful, and maximise the investment from the funds received.

Lucinda was very open to show her interest in Tom, something she never did before. She noticed Tom’s nervousness and that aroused her more. The experienced woman and the apprentice. What a game to become as it did.

But there was another player in the equation. After six weeks of Tom being back from California, he met Lynda, the most beautiful girl he ever came close to. It was at the hotel’s pub. They had drinks and it wasn’t for another two weeks before Lynda invited him over the weekend. They connected and got together for drinks and ended up in bed, but they knew their families would not accept their relationship, they were, and would always be, enemies.

Lynda and Tom involved themselves in a torrid adventure to start with. After only four weeks, they were talking about their need to be inseparable. How will their families react and punish both for getting involved? There was always the option to run away and disappear for many years. The USA is a large country, and it is easy to disappear with little money to start a new life. Tom had tens of thousand dollars saved from his mother's allowances. Nevertheless, both came from wealthy families and could easily get access to money to keep them ahead for at least the first year, enough time to decide what to do with their crazy life.

But Tom was involved with Lynda’s mother in an incredible sexual relationship. That could only mean problems, and it did.


*****

UCLA (5 years ago)

Tom excelled at university. He was intelligent and committed to getting ahead in life and didn’t want to depend on his family's affairs, something that he never got involved with, not like his two brothers. He graduated with First Class Honours and had some lucrative job offers but none attracted him. He wanted to run his own company. He wanted something meaningful for his love of nature.

During the five years that he spent at university, he had his share of love and affairs. Girls really liked him, and some didn’t hesitate in showing it. But these couldn’t compare with what he experienced with Lucinda. And later with Lynda.

During his university years, Tom tried to spend as little time as he could back at home as he didn’t get along with his brothers nor his father. He always had an excuse to get out of home with some project he invented during the breaks, something that would help him with his chosen career, something his father always criticised. On the other hand, his mother Mary was more than happy to help Tom get along with his life. They always kept in touch, something her husband and twin sons didn’t know. Mary periodically sent Tom some financial assistance that he always tried to refuse but, at the end, to keep his mum happy, he received and kept the money in a bank account. His father and brothers didn’t know about that. Tom always found a way to get some seasonal work to survive. He didn’t have to worry about his educational finances, the family trust created by his grandfather, paid for it.

Tom wasn't lazy like his brothers. The twins liked it easy with minimum work and full enjoyment. The only thing in life they learned was how to operate the illegal family business.

Tom had a very good start at university as his father was friends with the Dean, the Head of the Science Faculty of Ecology and Environment; they knew each other for many years, from their school days. The Dean welcomed Tom to the Faculty and helped him by introducing him to some of the best professors and researchers in the Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology. Tom didn’t need that help as he quickly demonstrated his calibre becoming one of the best students in the faculty. What he appreciated was the residence that he was assigned to, one of the best apartments within the campus. Nevertheless, his parents paid a fortune for it.

Jessica O'Connor became his best friend and lover when Tom was cruising his third year at the faculty. She was sharp and quirky, something unusual for a first-class student as she was. That was what attracted Tom, they always had a good time, ready for a laugh but when studying mattered, they were very committed and excelled, never failing to get top marks in their exams. When they both graduated, Jessica needed to go back to New York as her father suffered from terminal cancer. That marked the end of their relationship and even though they kept in touch through social media, their warm relationship dried up. They couldn’t maintain the necessary ingredients for a healthy relationship.

In Belmore, Tom met Lynda, the woman he could spend the rest of his life with, however the dilemma was that he was sexually involved with Lynda’s mother. How could that work? He strongly thought that the only way out was by running away with Lynda, something he needed to propose to her. He was unsure of the outcome, what he was certain of, was that he needed to end the affair with Lynda’s mother and ensure that Lynda never found out. How did such a smart guy get into this awkward situation? The answer was that Lucinda's fascination with Tom was what triggered their affair, but he was not innocent, he got what he bargained for and more. A secret well-kept from everyone in a small town like Belmore.


*****


The light

Belmore had been encircled by a strange wall for seventy-two hours. All the County's residents knew about it by this point, but nobody knew why or, more importantly, what to do next. The community was cut off from the outside world, and nobody was contacting them. They had no idea what was going on behind the wall. Everyone had their theories regarding the phenomena's potential causes, but nobody was able to provide concrete evidence for what or why the phenomenon was occurring. Why were they imprisoned inside this weird wall and why have they lost the ability to see colours? Why did the mist not evaporate or at least shift? Was there a reason to cut off the town and if so, how could someone explain how all the power and electricity was gone and, more significantly, how a wall that size could be constructed in a matter of hours? Did energy change into matter? What was the catalyst for that phenomenon and how would it occur?

The Sheriff and the members of the committee decided to keep an inventory of the supplies available at Vic’s supermarket. They decided that all goods would be allocated by the committee so no one would take advantage of the situation, starting with the perishables that soon would go to waste.

The Mayor assured Vic, the owner of the local supermarket, that when all got back to normal, the Council would pay for the goods from his supermarket, but for now, the most important thing was to ration and distribute the food equally to all residents. They needed to have the exact number of people within the county to allocate the food evenly.

The committee estimated that they would be able to supply food to all for no more than three weeks.

‘There are a couple of farms with animals that could be sacrificed if needed,’ the Mayor suggested, not realising that the animals also had disappeared into the mist and couldn’t be found by the farmers.

Gary, the Chief of Emergency Services would be responsible for allocating the inventory and for the distribution schedule of the goods, despite Vic being the owner of the supermarket. Nevertheless, Vic would get the best part of all, something that he took advantage from the start; he got for his family and close friends the best meats and frozen products before they went off and got putrid.

It was decided that the local priest, Priest Glen, and the neighbourhood doctor, Dr Ahmad, would notify the community and arrange for the goods to be distributed. The Sheriff was pleased with the committee's agreement since it gave him the opportunity to start the murder investigation before the Gilliard family showed up to look for answers of why Tom was murdered and by who. The Sheriff had to stop this before the Gilliard family took control of the law. He knew that if the Gilliard’s tried to solve Tom's crime, bad things could happen.

Around town, you could see fire pitches in the houses to heat water and food. Produce like meat, chicken, pork, fish and milk, ice creams and others were consumed rapidly, people ate these goods even if they weren’t hungry as there was no place to keep the food for longer. Eat it or throw it. There was no other way.

In the meantime, Rob was ready to leave Rebecca’s property and head back to town as discussed last night with Rebecca. However, he planned to hide and follow them as soon as they left the house, something that he was sure would happen as soon as he was gone. He wasn’t concerned nor worried about last night's conversation with Rebecca, he knew that she asked him some probing questions, but he thought he was convincing enough, but Rebecca was not fool, and she knew Rob was lying.

What was Rob’s intention? Why did he make up stories about the early school days with Rebecca’s husband, and what could this stranger had in mind, was something that plagued Rebecca all night, because there was nothing of value that he could take from them. Jerry on the other hand was upset with his mother who allowed that stranger to stay for dinner, and to spend the night in their property. He questioned his mother about what they talked about after dinner, but Rebecca avoided the conversation. ‘We have better things to do,’ she said, ‘get ready and let's go and check what you saw yesterday,’ she instructed, avoiding any further questions from Jerry.

Rob felt relaxed despite the night that he spent in the made-up bed in the shed. His body was impregnated with the humid smell of the side’s sheet that every family always kept on storage for visitors. He would smell the humidity for hours; it was incrusted in his nostrils. He took it as it came and sat in the bed for a long time while Rebecca and Jerry were still inside the house. He planned his next move but how to execute? How to follow them without being noticed? What are they hiding from me? They were going to some place they didn’t want me to know. I must find out why they keep it a secret, away from me. Then I’ll fulfil the mission that first brought me to this town,” was all that was in his mind.

He stretched his legs and fixed his clothes before he walked out of the shed and headed to the house. “I have to show a decent likeness to this woman and her kid,” he thought as he rubbed his shoes in his pants to make them shine. “Fuck, with no colours, they look like new and black, and they are brown, what a joke,” he smiled and felt astonished as he continued to walk. “Bloody mist, it's everywhere, doesn’t despair. What the hell is happening?” he questioned himself looking all around and shaking his head. He could see just the light grey facade of the house. He concluded that the mist stopped the sun light coming through and was the cause for people’s loss of colour vision, like being deep underwater where everything lacked colour, as he had learned from a National Geography doc.

Rob walked into the kitchen where Rebecca was preparing ham and cheese sandwiches with butter and marmalade. ‘Good morning, Rebecca. How are you? Did you have a good sleep?’ he asked very politely. ‘I had a good sleep and I thank you for last night's dinner,’ he added as he didn’t wait for Rebecca’s answer.

‘I’m happy that you had a good sleep. I’m preparing some breakfast before the cheese and ham get wasted, would you like some. I can’t prepare eggs unless you want them rod?’ she said, smiling and looking at him over her shoulders.

‘Oh no, thanks, the sandwiches will do, thanks Rebecca, you are very nice.,’ he responded, smiling at Rebecca’s comment.

‘It's my pleasure. What about cold coffee, would you like a cupa? Jerry will join us soon, he is getting ready,’ she offered as she kept smiling at him. ‘Have a seat please. There is some warm juice if you want some. Help yourself please,’ as she pointed to the open fridge. Every time Rebecca turned around, he took the opportunity to look at her from top to bottom. There was something about this woman that appealed him. He wasn’t sure what it was. She was an attractive mature Native-American woman but there was something else in the way that she moved and talked that made her look special in his mind. When Rebecca became aware of that, she didn’t mind it at all. Rebecca’s plan was working too. What did she have in mind?

‘No coffee thanks,’ as Rob sauntered over to the juice jar. When he bent forward, he could see over the corner of his eyes how Rebecca looked at him from top to bottom. Then Rebecca moved to the fridge, opened the door further and put her cold hand on his shoulder as she wobbled and steadied herself. Rob got the feathery sense across the back of his neck and before he could say anything, Jerry stormed into the kitchen interrupting that moment between those two.

‘Hi mum,’ Jerry said as he realised that Rob was there too. He looked surprised as if he had forgotten that Rob spent the night at the shed. Rebecca immediately straightened up. Jerry looked at his mum with suspicious and disapproving eyes. He caught them very close to each other, so he didn’t say anything more. He grabbed the sandwich from the bench and sat at the table.

‘Aren’t you going to say good morning to our visitor? Show your manners Jerry,’ Rebecca said to her son, waiting for an answer that didn’t come fast enough.

‘It’s okay. Morning Jerry,’ Rob broke the tension and looked at Rebecca with understanding eyes.

‘Hi,’ Jerry said, mocking his face and continued to eat his sandwiches without a glance at him.

Rob made a gesture to Rebecca to let it go. She shrugged her shoulders. Both smiled at each other. Jerry looked down, controlling himself and said nothing more.

‘Hope you can get out of town soon,’ Rebecca said, this time looking at his son. Jerry pretended that he didn’t hear her mum’s comment and continued to eat his sandwich.

‘Yeah, that will be great if I can get through that wall,’ as he stretched his back moving both arms to his hips like exercising.

‘Please sit, have a couple of sandwiches. We must finish all this ham and cheese,’ Rebecca said, as she smiled again at him. Jerry got enough. He gulped his sandwich, took another one and stormed out of the kitchen.

‘I’m so sorry that I’ve created this tension,’ Rob said, and that time he sounded apologetic and putted on a serious face to pretend his good intention.

‘Don’t worry,’ interrupted Rebecca. ‘He is having a tough time, sometimes he is in a mood, you know, a teenager, like everyone else.’ Rob just nodded and started to eat his sandwich.

‘This is delicious, thank you,’ he said looking at his sandwich and raising his fingers to his mouth before giving a kiss into the air. Rebecca laughed at his gesture and shook his head mockingly to let him know she knew he was exaggerating. ‘And thank you for the gasoline tank left outside, I really appreciate it,’ he added. He didn’t need the extra gasoline but needed to continue with the farse or they would be suspicious of his intention.’

‘You would have to thank Jerry for that, I didn’t do it,’ she said drying her hands with the kitchen towel.

‘I will, he is a good boy, he’ll be a good man,’ he quickly responded and noticed how delighted was Rebecca at his comment. “Point to my favour,” he thought.

Rebecca packed some fruit and water. ‘Do you want us to drive you to your car?’ she asked, as she continued to pack. By her tone of voice, she didn’t mean it, she and Jerry were going the opposite direction.

‘Oh no, please no. I’ll walk to the main road and from there to my car. Walking will be good for me. Thanks anyway,’ he said even when he wasn’t sure in which direction they were going, so he waited for her answer.

‘Okay, we’ll drop you up the road on our way to town so you can walk to your car, you said it isn’t that far away, maybe five minutes. Good for the heart,’ she smiled when saying that. Rob nodded his head. Immediately Rebecca new he was lying as last night he said that he walked for hours. A mistake made by Rob, very unusual.

Rebecca’s answer gave him what he was waiting for. He then knew the direction they would take, that was opposite to where he had hidden his car, and that would make it easy for him to follow without being caught. Rob’s car was a mere thirty yards from Rebecca’s driveway. The only problem was that he didn’t know if the mist would clear up or not, making the chase more difficult.

They drove Rob up to the main road. Since their encounter early in the kitchen, Jerry didn’t say a word to him, not even when Rob thanks him for the gasoline tank. Rob knew it was better to leave it as that, that way he wouldn’t jeopardise his relationship with Rebecca, so he thought.

When at the main road, Rebecca told him that, if his car didn’t start, to follow the main road, and that someone at the service station, not to far just some twenty minutes’ walk, would help him and drive him back to his car. Rob was relieved that they dropped him and that they drove towards Belmore as if not, they would see his car and maybe realise that his car had gasoline in the tank.

Rob waved goodbye and started to walk towards his hidden car. His car wasn’t that far, some thirty or so yards ahead from where he was dropped. He rushed to drop the tank in the boot. “I’m still lucky. Things happen for a reason,” he told himself very excitedly as he started the car and began chasing Rebecca and Jerry.

He hurries up so he could follow them in that unfamiliar part of the country. It wasn’t going to be easy; he didn’t know his ways and the mist would make things worse.

Back in their mansion, John and Mary were ready to bury their son in the family cemetery next to the back to the house, where the Gilliard’s ancestors rested in peace. John wanted to find his son’s murderer but was also thought on how to deliver their business merchandise before questions were asked. Any delay could be very dangerous, as they were never late in distributing the products manufactured and packed in their sheds. Every week, the twins would drive their company truck to a distributor in Carrington that would distribute their relabelled products all over the south states. No one knew in Belmore, that their goods relabelled, wouldn’t give a clue on where were they coming from.

The components and chemicals to prepare and process the Gilliard’s farm products came from across the border, from Mexico, so all the bills were paid electronically to a distributor from the other side of the border. Payments to the Gilliard’s family were delivered with the merchandising, a perfect coverup that left no tracers.

Meanwhile, Rebecca and Jerry drove their car not realising that Rob was behind them. He had speeded dangerously to get close enough to see the back of their car. The mist made a perfect curtain to follow their car without being seen. Now and then they would disappear into the mist just for him to catch up and see the back of their car again. Both Rebecca and Jerry were focussed on the road ahead and they didn’t realise they’ve being followed.
Rob kept a safe distance so they wouldn’t spot him. It was difficult as the visibility in those conditions was challenging, to say the least.

They drove towards the creek. Jerry signalled his mum where to turn away from the main road thinking that no one would be able to see them with the intense mist everywhere. Rebecca instinctively put the turning lights on, something that Rob noticed straight away so he slowed down and kept rolling the car following them. After some hundred yards, Rebecca and Jerry came to a stop and so did Rob when he saw the breaking lights light-up. ‘It’s a ten minutes’ walk from here,’ Jerry said to his mum.

‘Jerry, I told you not to go through the forest,’ his mum snapped at him. ‘I asked you to ride your bike on the main road.’ Jerry just opened the car’s door and got out and said in a low voice so Rebecca could hear. ‘I picked up the goods, no?’ and kept walking not waiting for her mum’s answer.

They walked slowly not realising that Rob was behind them not that far away. When they got to the spot that Jerry wanted, he couldn't see anything that he saw the day before. It was gone. Everything was surrounded by the grey dark mist; the forest looked the same anywhere you looked at.

‘Are you sure we’re in the right spot? Rebecca asked, turning her head to the right and to the left.

‘Yes, I know this part of the forest very well, it was here. I could see an intense light in front of me but now it’s gone. I swear it was just here,’ he was frantically looking around the space. ‘It was a very intense light in the middle of this mist. I could see colours, but the brightness of the light was so intense that I’m not sure what was there. I also got scared,’ he paused. ‘So, I rushed back home,’ he added pressing his lips, frustrated that he couldn’t see anything but the mist all around them.

‘There’s nothing here,’ his mum pointed out.

‘Okay, let's walk a little further and see what we find,’ Jerry suggested. His expression begged for her mother's understanding and approval while his body betrayed his frustration; his shoulders and arms were down, and his eyes were wide open. She bowed.

Rob was following them not far behind. It was a difficult track due to the mist, and the uneven terrain of the forest made it tougher. The lack of colours made the soil, the rocks, branches, and holes look the same with no shadows to differentiate them; it was hard to negotiate through the path not stumbling. He couldn’t go back without the help from these guys, so he speeded up his pace to catch up. The forest’s silence was frightening. The familiar noises coming from birds, insects and animals were all gone, all they could hear was their own breathing and the cracking of the dead trumps as they walked through the forest. It was an eerie feeling.

They walked another five minutes or so when all the sudden they came to a stop. They could hear a hum coming from the mist ahead. They started to walk very slow, step by step trying not to make any noise. As they walked further, the hum intensified. ‘It wasn’t like this mum. Yesterday I couldn't hear any hum. This is different,’ Jerry said, his voice sounded anxious.

Rebecca suddenly lost her foot, slipped, stumbled, and rolled down ten feet. Rob heard their screams and raced forward till he saw Rebecca and Jerry down the bottom. Jerry was checking to see whether Rebecca had any broken bones as she gripped her leg in anguish. Rob descended to help.

‘What happened, are you okay Rebecca?’ Rob asked. Both Rebecca and Jerry were surprised to see Rob.

‘What are you doing here? Are you following us?’ Jerry snagged, holding his mother leg looking surprised and angered at the same time.

Then out of nowhere, before Rob could explain why he was there, they saw this incredible light illuminating them. All went white where they were standing.

It was so bright that they had to close and cover their eyes. The luminosity was hurting them. Their eyes became watery and then, little by little they were able to open them and regain their vision. They saw the colours coming through. The plants, the trees, their clothes, their faces, all of it went back to normal but as quickly as it came, it was gone again. They were stunned. What just happened? Where did it come from and where did it go? They didn’t talk, they were just looking ahead in disbelief. Then again all back to black, white, and grey.

Rob knew he had a lot to explain but now to help Rebecca was his priority. He tried to inspect Rebecca’s leg, but she pushed him away. ‘Listen I’m sorry and I’ll explain it all but now we must help you. Let me see your leg, let me check if there is a fracture or not. I know how to. Trust me,’ he urged, almost begging her to let him help. He couldn’t see Rebecca in the eyes, he felt remorseful by not telling them the truth. Jerry’s eyes looked injected, furious.

‘Don’t touch her, keep your hands away from my mum,’ Jerry screamed angrily, the veins in his face swollen, his eyes could kill out of fury.

Rebecca was in severe pain and looked at Rob enraged. Her eyes were inflamed seeing this man next to them. “How dare he follow us, what he wants from us?” she thought as she rubbed her leg and her ankle. It was bad, so she didn’t have any other choice but to let him inspect the damage done.

‘It’s okay, let him help me Jerry,’ she said angrily. She wanted to kick that man for lying and following them. Jerry wanted to kill that man, but he listened to his mother as he really didn’t know what he was doing.

Rob inspected Rebecca’s leg. It wasn’t a broken bone, but her bruised ankle was already swollen. He could feel the heat in the injured ankle. ‘It’s going to be okay; you need some ice and later some warm patches,’ he said not looking at them, he felt embarrassed that they discovered that he followed them.

‘And where are we going to get them from? Haven’t you heard that there is no electricity you genius,’ Jerry said spitting saliva as he spoke, he acted as a mad dog ready to attack. Rob looked at him and realised the stupid comment that he just said.

‘You are right,’ he managed to say as he turned to face Rebecca to help her up. She shook her head as he lifted her.


*****

Family business

After a throbbing night, John and his twins were ready to go to town 
and search for Rob. They knew on a hunch that Rob somehow was involved in Tom’s murder. The twins suspected that he was sent to scare them for their recent business doings, something that their father John wasn’t aware of.

Rony and Phil went behind their parents and found a way to make more money for themselves without them suspecting anything. They charged extra money for every delivery dispatched, something that surely was communicated back to the Cartel in Mexico, or the supplies, as they preferred to be called. Back in Carrington, the distributors were not happy with the new arrangement as it meant an extra cut to their profits. The twins suspected that Tom was killed because of that deal they made. They believe it was their fault that Tom was shot down. They were unsure if the distributors contracted a hitman or if it was the cartel that organised the shooting. They couldn’t let his father know about it or they would be in real trouble for it.

If they could find Rob and shoot him dead before he was questioned by their father, they would buy some time to try to fix the problem with the distributors and the suppliers. The Cartel were not only dangerous but mean criminals known to make their enemies suffer and to annihilate everyone involved or suspected to be involved, no matter their age or gender. They were notorious for cleaning up the field when problems arose.

The twins knew it was all about the bottom line. The Cartel is about power and business, and money talked. The twins would have to renegotiate a better deal to calm things down. But how to get there without their parents being made aware? Or what about if the suppliers decided to pay them a visit? The suppliers were menacing.

Rony and Phil were tough, but also stupid, which wasn’t a good combination, it could only mean problems for the family business. They weren’t scared of anyone, but they knew that the Cartel wouldn’t stop at anything when it comes to business.

The Gilliard's business was very profitable, and they were the perfect way to move their drugs thanks to the connections and protection that the Gilliard’s had from politicians and authorities. There was no better channel to move their products as it had been for the last ten years.

Mary was straight forward with her husband John when she asked him to handle Tom's assassination because she feared their twins would ruin everything out of fury since they were too wild and foolish. She made it clear that he had to get to the bottom of the murder investigation and revenge the family for their loss, for the pain caused, at any cost. John was well aware that Tom was her preferred son. Mary would never be the same, and it was fine if that meant going to war if necessary. Although their business was operating smoothly and without any problems, John wasn't sure if Tom's murder had something to do with it. Nevertheless, he had his doubts.

If the suppliers had a new channel to move their goods or wanted a better cut, why kill one of them, why not negotiate? It didn’t make sense but with those kinds of people nothing ever made sense, you never knew where you stood with the Cartel. The killing of Tom could only be the beginning. Get rid of the weakest and then eliminate the rest. It could be a clear message of what was coming to them. However, it was also possible that there were wars among the suppliers, and that rivals wished to shut down that line of distribution in order to seize control of the southern profitable business.

John needed to find out, he needed to know who Rob was exactly working for, so he needed him alive. The seed planted by the twins was germinating in his mind. But then there was another problem: how to deal with that situation if they were disconnected from the rest of the world, without phones, no internet, and no power? He couldn’t find out what was happening at the other side of the border, as these days it was impossible to establish any communication with the Cartel.

When John started business with the suppliers, he believed that they would be protected for life. But things could change. They maintain an open line of communication with the cartel and things were lucrative for both parties. He knew that somehow, the suppliers knew more about the Gilliard’s business than they should, but he didn’t know how. He suspected that the Cartel had some high ranked connections, maybe even higher than the authorities and politicians contacts that he had. But he also understood that once they started their operations with the Cartel, there was no turning back.

The Gilliard’s had authorities and politicians’ connections to protect the operations and the perfect business to camouflage the distribution. It was a win-win situation for the suppliers. He knew that if he refused the business, his family would be out of this world by now. One thing that John didn’t know was that Juana and Pablo were the default eyes of the suppliers. In fact, for two years, before the Gilliard’s were approached by the suppliers with an offer that they couldn’t resist, Juana and Pablo were in the Cartel pockets with nowhere to escape. All or nothing, or how they say it spanish, plata o plomo.

John was no saint, but he was drawn into dealing with the suppliers. He had no chance to avoid do business with them, all he could do was to accept the conditions and make the best of the situation. And he did, so now why was that happening or there was something else that he wasn’t aware of? And why not send a paisano or was that too obvious so they contracted a killer? He needed to interrogate Rob and fast.

By then, John was almost certain that Rob had something to do with his son’s death. ‘Get ready,’ he told the twins. ‘After we bury Tom, we’ll need to go to town to find this guy and find out if he has anything to do with Tom’s murder,’ he said in a commanding voice so his wife would realise that he was taking care of business. Mary didn’t care how it was done but she was expecting her husband to take care of things and get revenge for the suffering inflicted to the family by Tom’s killer. Her adorable son was gone and no matter what, her pain and suffering would never be toned down.


*****

Across the border

Rob offered a hand to help Rebecca up from the ground. She struggled to accept what her eyes were telling her. “This man has followed us, he was lying, he can’t be trusted,” was in her mind, even when the night before she thought she had some kind of connection with that stranger. She thought that her son Jerry was right in not trusting Rob, but still she felt intrigued by him.

Rob wanted to tell the entire story, but he restrained himself. It wasn't the appropriate time; he first needed to take care of Rebecca and then tell the truth and try to explain why he hadn't been honest with them, something that could be difficult to reach. He struggled to come with a plan to get out of trouble. Telling the truth was something he wasn’t used to but now things were different, he had feelings towards Rebecca. That troubled him.

Jerry assisted to carry Rebecca back to the car. Thank God, it wasn't a shattered bone, instead, it was an extremely painful twisted ankle. Rebecca only required ice and rest; she will be fine in a few days. Although she had other bruises, nothing to be alarmed about.

‘You were following us. Your car was ready to go, with gasoline!!! you fucking liar. You are lying to us,’ Jerry rebuked Rob. Rebecca looked at Rob with accusing eyes.

Feeling bad for lying to them both, he exhaled and said, ‘I can explain.’ He had no remorse about lying to others in the past in order to advance and exploit the innocent people he deceived in order to obtain money, so that sensation was new to him. His voice was low and quiet as he continued, ‘But what's important now is to get to the house so we can take care of Rebecca.’

‘You fucking liar,’ Jerry replied with a hostile voice. Rebecca was quite angry looking at Rob but silent, she was also baffled and annoyed with him.

‘Calm down son,’ Rob said and before he could say another word, Jerry interrupted screaming at him.

‘You’re not my father, you fucking idiot.’ Rob was staggered at Jerry’s accusations.

‘Calm down,’ this time Rebecca tried to soothe the situation, she was visibly in a lot of pain. ‘First, let's get to the house, then you’ll need a good explanation of what you are doing in town,’ her voice was broken as she rubbed her leg. ‘Jerry can drive my car. Let’s go please,’ she pledged. Jerry rolled his eyes as he couldn’t understand why her mother didn't get rid of him, he was a liar and who knew what else.

Rob didn’t mention anything about the white figure he saw when the brightness appeared in the forest. It wasn’t easy to identify, the light contrast was too much to his eyes. But even as his vision was cloudy, he saw what looked like a phantom, a ghost. He wasn’t sure. “I’ll ask them later if they saw the same,” he decided as he scuffled to accept what his eyes old him.

Rebecca and Jerry saw the same, a blurry white figure like a mirage. After three days of mist without seeing colour, the sudden light and colours made anyone’s vision difficult, they all had watery eyes. It looked like a floating silhouette in the air. 

The trip back to the house wasn’t amicable, Jerry was very upset with his mother. He was angrier than before, he disliked Rob and now he was coming back with them to their house. “I’m going to find out what this guy is all about, he can go to hell,” Jerry told his mother. Rebecca just listened and continued to look out the car window, astonished at how everything looked outside. Before, as a driver, she was more focussed on the road ahead but now as a passenger, she felt more depressed by the scenery around them. It was difficult to distinguish trees from bushes and rocks when they were all almost the same black, white and grey. She knew the road well but then it looked very different. Rob followed them very closely.

Meanwhile, for Tom’s service, the Gilliard’s were not able to contact anyone, neither their relatives nor their friends. So, Mary decided to accelerate the burial and keep it within the family. She sent the twins to pick up Priest Glen from the parish. As soon as they arrived, she and John decided to proceed with the burial. Only the twins and Pablo and Juana were there when they laid Tom's coffin on the grave in the family cemetery within their property. Juana prayed in Spanish some words that the rest of the family didn’t understand but were moved by the way that both her and Pablo cried for Tom. Priest Glen said beautiful moving words to celebrate Tom’s short life. John and Mary were heartbroken, unable to be consoled.

The sadness of the twins turned hostile when the ceremony was over. They wanted blood, they wanted revenge, but also what they wanted was to fix the problem they’d created by charging extra money to the distributors. They filled Tom’s grave while the rest were silent, in grief. There was no tombstone for Tom, not yet.

As soon as the ceremony was over, Mary invited Priest Glen to join them to have some cold tea, but he excused himself. ‘John, Mary, thank you very much for the invitation, I can’t stay. You would understand that people need me at the parish, they are worried and scared of what is happening and they need me,’ Priest Glen excused himself. One look from John and Priest Glen understood that it was better to stay if only for a few minutes, so he changed his mind and accepted the invitation.

After twenty minutes or so, that for Priest Glen felt like hours, they were ready to take him back to the parish. Mary just needed to look at John in the eyes to let him know she was expecting something to be done and soon. The twins waited for their father to get the ball running. If they needed to make Vic talk, they would go back and kick his arse until he spilled everything he knew about Rob. They were more interested to know if Rob had been sent by the Mexicans to fix the family business than to avenge their brother's killing.

They couldn’t let their father know about the new deal they did with the distributors; it was out of the question. They did something stupid just to muscle their power and, by doing so, they could jeopardise the whole organisation and get the family killed. They were tough and ready to strike back if needed but they knew they didn’t stand a chance against the Mexicans. The Cartel were known criminals that wouldn’t stop at anything to straighten things out, for example killing Tom to send a warning to the family. The twins knew that it was all about business. If they needed to step back, they would. To their advantage, they knew that it would be very costly for the Mexicans to find new channels to distribute their merchandise, but killing their brother was a very extreme way to give them a warning.

Back in Monterey, the heads of the Cartel were advised of the new deals regarding the distribution of their drugs. They were troubled about the complaints raised by the distributors. Their profits were being cut off with no knowledge or negotiation with the head of the Cartel, with the capos, as they were known in Monterrey. Something like that had never happened before. They knew they had the most secured distribution channel that any trafficker could ever set. The Gilliard’s family and connections were well paid, and they knew that no one would betray them at the risk of losing their lives and of their loved ones. It was years in the making and the profit kept everyone happy till now. But why? What was behind this change? Was that a sign of weaknesses? Something they would have to take care of, and soon.

They also couldn’t understand why Pablo and Juana didn’t communicate any of the issues that were affecting their distribution channel. They were their eyes and ears for many years, and they knew everything that was happening with the Gilliard’s. It was time to get in contact with them and clear things.

Some ten years ago or so, when the Monterrey drug Cartel found out that two undocumented Mexicans were working for this wealthy family in the Southwest of the USA, they didn’t have any problems in getting them on board. Being told that they would kill all their relatives back in Mexico convinced Juana and Pablo to collaborate, plata or plomo.

It took them two years to understand the Gilliard’s family business before they approached John to start, in great scale, the cocaine distribution. The connections that the Gilliard’s had were gold for any trafficker, and they needed more muscle to have a real presence in the southern part of the USA. Since the Medellin cartel dismantled after Pablo Escobar was killed, only small traffickers’ groups with no real muscle were distributing the drugs. The Monterrey Cartel violently got rid of these groups. It was all about business. The Gilliard’s would become their strong arm in the south, something the other Cartels operating from Mexico learned quickly as the money started rolling up and the Monterey Cartel grew in no time to become a respectable player in the cocaine distribution to the USA. The DEA was unaware of this new drug channel as they were chasing bigger known players not realising that this new distribution channel would become one of the biggest players to distribute cocaine in the USA.

The Cartel managed a strip joint in Carrington, a place of joy that the twins visited every time they were in town. They fucked the attractive Mexican women that were exploited by the Cartel. The only way those impoverished girls could make a few pesos to support their impoverished families back in Mexico was through prostitution. Crossing the border was never a problem, money talked with the border authorities. The twins would always get wasted and act foolish when they came to Carrington.

The capos were in doubt as nothing suspicious came from Belmore or Carrington. Was this something that John wasn’t aware of? It was time to talk to Lupita, the owner of the strip house. La Gitana and Lucero were the favourite girls of the twins and for sure, they could get some information from them. They knew how to satisfy special clients though in reality, they hated them with all their guts. The twins were disgusting and only because of the Cartel, La Gitana and Lupita did everything that they were asked to do. The twins derived sexual gratification from inflicting pain and humiliation on others. They were like animals. La Gitana and Lupita swore to God that one day they would put a bullet in the faces of these horrible brothers. Rony was the worst, he abused and hurt people taking advantage of the protection from the capos, they were untouchable, till now. Things could change for the worse due to their stupidity and ambition.

The Monterrey’s capos knew that the Juarez Cartel wasn’t involved in any of that new development as they had their own distribution channels and were inundating cocaine across the West Coast of the USA, not to say that they have competition with the Cartel from Sinaloa. Soldiers from both sides were on high alert as an imminent war between those two Cartels was inevitable.

The Colombians were the distributors of the East Coast and the Jamaicans had them on edge. Could there be another player interested in their territory? They knew that all the other distributors were small and didn’t have the muscle to challenge them, not even if they formed a consortium, something that didn’t worked in the past. In any case, the Monterrey’s traffickers, who had become a main player in less than ten years, something never heard before as to create a significant drug empire you needed not only good connections but time to establish your business, would have to straighten territories at any cost. The distributors’ increased cost surprised the Cartel, and they knew it had something to do with the Gillard’s. Something that they will take care of.

The first step was to send a couple of paisanos, without letting Juana and Pablo know, just in case there was something going on with them too. If those two were involved, they would kill all their relatives back in Monterrey before putting their business back on track. They would not hesitate in making the necessary changes to correct their process. Removing an error was not a big deal for the Cartel but they needed to be sure as the Gillard’s channels securely moved their cocaine and was paying dividends to all. To replace them would take too much time and risk their lucrative operations.

What’s happening? Why were their distributors' profit cut off?  Who’ll try to do something like that? They either were idiots or had some form of backup support, but from whom? They couldn’t openly ask questions as this could prove weakness to other traffickers willing to enter the lucrative south market.

Initially, when the cocaine dealers back in Monterrey some fifteen years ago, were trying to get their cocaine through the border, without getting into the other cartel’s territories to avoid unnecessary wars, they needed contacts at all levels to ensure a smooth business such as others did in the East and West coast of the USA (Cartels from Medellin, Cali, Sinaloa, Juarez and others). Buying authorities and politicians wasn't going to be a problem, money talked everywhere, making the initial contacts was the main issue to start the distribution. One of their soldiers, trying to get up in the Cartel’s criminal rank, mentioned to the capos that he knew two paisanos working for a wealthy family that operated a big distribution business across the border, from Belmore to the mid and southwest regions of the USA. He knew that those two were sending money every month to their relatives back in Monterrey. That interested the Cartel; it could be the window opportunity that they were looking for. And it was.

They took no time in getting in contact with Juana and Pablo and to learn how the Gilliard’s family business operated. The Cartel made it very clear that Juana and Pablo understood that their families would pay the consequences if they didn’t collaborate with them. It was very easy to get them on board, again plata o plomo was the best solution. The only thing they needed from those two poor and scared paisanos was a monthly communication to let the Cartel know if their business was interrupted. The business started some ten years ago and there was never a problem till now.

After a year or so learning how the Gilliard’s business operated while investing in some small business all over the new territory that they would target, they realised that John had the perfect connections they needed to start the distribution in that part of the country before any other Cartel would have their eyes in that part of the pie, something they needed to do quickly and secretly to take everyone by surprise. As they did.

They found out that John and Mary had three small kids, a good reason to secure their collaboration. They approached John and Mary one afternoon at their mansion. John and Mary were having an afternoon tea when they spotted a truck coming up to their property. Something unusual was about to happen. John and Mary didn’t know what was coming to them. Something that would change their lives forever.

Mary asked Juana to get the kids inside the house and not to come outside for any reason, “ensure you keep them in the kitchen, I don't want them to come out,” she ordered Juana, her instinct told her something was cooking and wasn’t going to be good. Juana knew what was going to happen. She looked at Pablo and both got out of sight.

When the truck stopped at the front of the mansion, John stood up and walked towards them asking Mary to stay behind. ‘Let me deal with this. I'd find out who these guys are and what they want, maybe they are lost,’ he told her wife who for some inexplicable reason was feeling uneasy, her hands were sweaty, she accommodated her hair again and again to greet these newcomers.

The truck driver stayed in the truck, but the passenger jumped out of the truck and acknowledged John by name and saluted Mary greeting her by her name. ‘Señor John. Señora Mary how are you?’ the paisano saluted. John and Mary looked at each other in surprise but said nothing, they turned their heads back to face the stranger.

John swallowed saliva and gasped his throat before he spoke, his sharp instinct told him that that wasn’t going to be good. ‘What business brings you here and how do you know our names, who are you?’ John challenged the paisano.

The man walked forward to where John and Mary were standing. He wore a cowboy dark hat, pointed boots with shining silver at the back and front of the boots, a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt. He looked like the typical Mexican star of the western movies, the bandido. ‘My name is Jose, and I’ll be your new business partner John. We know everything about your operations and the connections that you have. Something that we’re very interested in,’ he said straight to the point that took both by surprise. His English was perfect with a strong Mexican accent. John looked in disbelief, Mary knew this could only mean problems.

‘Get out of my property or I’ll call the authorities,’ John replied with a firm voice as he usually did when confronted with difficult situations to have the upper hand in any circumstances, as he has learned through life. Mary moved a bit behind her husband, she saw danger all written in the face of that person.

‘My friend don't panic. We are coming to do business with you in peace.’ Jose struck back, pulling out his hat and grinning sarcastically while stroking his head. Jose wasn't accustomed to being challenged by someone. His demanding gaze was fixed on John. Mary noticed the evil in this man's eyes.

‘Take it easy John,’ Mary said, her mouth opened a fraction. ‘I don't like the look of this guy, let's listen to what he has to say,’ she added. She was holding onto John’s back as Jose moved forward and had one foot on the porch stairs.

‘That’s a smart approach, señora Mary,’ Jose said in a soft but hostile voice. ‘Let’s all talk but first I want to show you some of the products we have in the back of the truck. For sure you’ll agree to do business with us after checking our products,’ Jose said, smiling at both and making a sign to follow him as he stepped back from the porch.

‘Get the fuck out of my property or I…’

‘Yeah, yeah yeah, you’ll call the authorities, I know, c’mon, come and see what we have to offer,’ Jose interrupted John and enticed both. Mary walked in front of John, she looked at him and went down the stairs and walked towards the back of the truck to John’s dislike.

A few steps forward, Mary stopped and turned to face her husband and said in a low and trembling voice ‘Follow me John, this is bad, don’t do anything stupid,’ John moved ahead of Mary and walked following Jose.

They walked to where the truck was parked. The driver leaned forward and nodded, paying respect to John and Mary. They didn’t respond to his greeting, so the driver smiled back at them. He was missing some front teeth. His look scared Mary who got closer to her husband.

Jose punched the back side of the truck, and the two back doors opened and four Mexicans well-armed with automatic guns jumped out of the truck. They looked very dangerous and frightening. Those guys looked relieved to get out of the truck, they looked tired and sweaty from being seated at the back of the truck under the steaming sun. Mary felt very intimidated, and John sensed it and held her by the back. His hand felt hot on her shoulder as he wobbled and steadied himself. Mary felt the warm hand of her husband in her back and shoulder and realised that her husband was feeling tense, something unusual for him. John swore under his breath as the situation looked extremely dangerous, chaotic to say the least.

‘Don’t worry señora, they’re only here to protect us all,’ Jose said, smiling at his paisanos. Those four guys could intimidate anyone. ‘They don’t speak English, but they obey orders. Do you understand?’ Jose chewed his thumbnail as he swivelled his eyes between John and Mary.

‘If money is what you want I can…’ John was interrupted by Jose.

‘We’re here to make business, not to rob you, we like how you run your business, señor John,’ Jose took a deep breath, glanced at his men so they relaxed and lowered their guns. ‘I like it here,’ he said before turning to face John and Mary’s house.


*****

Business Partners (ten years ago)

Jose invited himself to John’s and Mary’s house. He walked in front of them and when crossed the front door, he knocked on the wall and stated, ‘What a lovely house you have, very solid, well preserved. How old is it, one hundred years?’ he asked. Neither John nor Mary responded. Jose smiled and walked inside the house. ‘I really like it, you have a beautiful house. And I have to say that you have a beautiful family, twins. Is that correct?’ smiling at both. Mary couldn’t resist more and asked Jose to leave their house immediately, her face was a flushed mess of broken veins and high blood pressure, she felt very angry at that intruder.

‘How dare you talk about my family, how do you know about us, please leave, we have nothing to say or business to do with you.’

‘Ah señora, there you are mistaken, we have plenty to talk about.’ Jose kept walking now looking at the picture frames on the walls. ‘There are some fine paintings here, you have a good collection Mr John,’ he commented.

‘They are from my father and grandfather,’ John replied. ‘What do you want and what do you want from us? You’re not welcome in this house. We don’t want any problems or business with unknown people. We are decent people….’ John was saying when Jose abruptly interrupted.

‘Not so decent Mr and Mrs Gilliard, we know very well what you're doing to make your business so prosperous.’ John and Mary looked at each other in disbelief, how can anyone know their family secrets, not even their sons knew their secrets.

After a long pause, Jose turned his head towards John, first with a contemplative gesture and then with commanding eyes looking at John in the eyes. ‘Well let's talk business,’ Jose said with a sharp and direct tone of voice. That was the beginning of their so-called association.

Senator O’Neal was a long-standing Republican Senator, with more than thirty years as a member of Congress. He stood up as one of the most conservative candidates, re-elected again and again after dishing out some of the more expensive election campaigns seen in the country, financed by his many friends and favours’ debtors. He was very well connected and influential among the other congressmen.

Senator O’Neal managed to get almost everything that he wanted as he knew too many secrets from his politicians’ colleagues. To keep his mouth shut, some authorities and senators would chip in money when asked for, or take on any favour asked by him, including the recommendations suggested by John Gilliard, his very good friend. But Senator O’Neal was of no-good doing. For him, money always was and would be very important, it didn’t matter where it was coming from, as long as he would keep it or get something in return. He had a dark past. He was the one that reassured the traffickers to get in contact with John Gilliard, an old family friend and well-connected businessman, to get out of the trouble that he was in. 

The Gilliard’s business had a distribution channel that would benefit the traffickers to establish a camouflaged and secured process to distribute their cocaine in the midsouth of the USA. Senator O’Neil was the key player at the very high level, but the traffickers would have to get on board the Gilliard’s for their operations to prosper. That was not going to be an obstacle, they knew how to get people on board. Senator O’Neal saw it as a business opportunity with lots of money for everyone, a win-win situation that he wouldn’t let go.

The Cartel set-up a sex scandal where senator O’Neil was involved with minors’ boys that would cost him his career and reputation if he didn’t collaborate. The Cartel set-up the trap on him after they found out his proclivity for cocaine and sex orgies with high end prostitutes. It wasn’t long before the Cartel got him involved with one of their pimps. Then one day, when he was high on drugs and alcohol, they photographed him consuming drugs, fucking prostitutes and having sex with minors. The senator didn’t have a desire for gay men, and he couldn’t recall any involvement with them, but when presented with the evidence, that was very explicit and convincing, he couldn't take the risk of this being leaked to his family and the press. He was framed. The trap worked. The Cartel had the senator on their plate for ever.

Years before this strained situation, Senator O’Neil had helped John’s father take control of the business that he had with Vic’s father. He signed fake documents that made the Gilliard’s sole proprietor of the business, leaving Vic’s father with the county’s rundown motel. Something that was never forgotten by Vic’s family.

(Present time) 

Rebecca and Jerry arrived at their home followed very close by Rob. Rebecca and Jerry hardly talk on their way home, Jerry was very upset with his mother, and more upset with that stranger guy called Rob. Jerry couldn’t stop thinking what he was all about. Why did he lie to them and why was his mother so fond of him?

Rob hurried to assist Rebecca get out of the car and helped her get on her foot. He couldn’t help but savour the softness and smoothness of Rebecca's arm as he held her and felt her warm hand. Her natural scent and the smell of her hair gave him a boost. Jerry shoved Rob aside so he could assist his mother. ‘Go away, we don't need your help. Get off our property,’ Jerry angrily yelled, his ugly visage radiating rage.

‘I saw what you saw back in the forest, we need to talk about it, and I have to explain myself why I lied to you and your mother,’ Rob replied not thinking the words that were coming from his mouth.

‘You’re full of shit, we saw nothing, get out,’ Jerry yelled back at him.

‘Jerry, take it easy, I want to listen to his explanation. It must be good Mr.’  Rebecca was angry when she looked furiously at Rob in the eyes, her teeth pressed against her lips that hard that it hurt her. ‘Now help me up the stairs, I'm in pain,’ she composed herself, closed her eyes and struggled to speak anymore as Robert held her again this time from the wrist and the arms, he felt her mood lift fractionally, Rebecca was vulnerable due to the pain.

“She has a firm body,” he thought as he helped her up the stairs to the porch.

Leroy O’Connell, Belmore’s Sheriff, never imagined that he would be in this chaotic situation in a small town like Belmore, where nothing ever happens since he arrived over ten years ago to this small town as the new elected Sheriff after the retirement of his predecessor. He had in his hands a murderer case, a criminal on the loose, a town in turmoil, an inexplicable phenomenon affecting the whole of the community, and on top of all, a town completely disconnected from the rest of the world, not to mention an angry family looking for revenge.

Together with the Mayor and Pete, the supermarket owner, they put together an inventory of all the goods available from the supermarket and whatever was left at the service station. They were amazed at the number of chocolates, biscuits, and other suites they accounted for, not to mention the rest of the chunk food available. They worked out a distribution schedule and a list of the different tasks to undergo the smooth and equal distribution of goods to the County’s families. They scheduled a timetable so people wouldn't come at the same time and create problems like it happened in times of Covid. ‘We’ll put a list with the roster to collect their goods on the window so everyone can see our plan,’ the Mayor said.

Meanwhile, Rebecca laid down on the couch while Jerry went to the kitchen to get some ice, or what was left of it if some. He managed to get some cold water as the ice was still cold but watery. Rob thought about the envelope that he needed to give to Rebecca. “After this, they will love me, it’ll change their lives,” he pondered.

‘We’re okay now,’ Jerry confronted him. ‘You can go now, we’ll be fine, get out of our property, piss off,’ as Jerry pointed to the door for Rob to leave. This brought Rob back to reality. Rebecca was contemplative at the scene, proud of how her son was stepping up for her, but her curiosity was too much to let go of this man without knowing the purpose of his appearance in their lives.

“Why did he come to us pretending that he was a school friend of my late husband?” Rebecca kept thinking. “Why did he create this stupid story of my husband being a football player, one hundred percent nonsense, what is that he wants? We have nothing that this man could be interested in,” intrigued her.

Rob took the watery cold ice pack from Jerry’s hand and asked him to bring a towel or something to wrap the bubbly ice pack so he could place it on Rebecca’s foot. He knew what he was doing, and he did a good job. You could tell it wasn’t the first time that he was doing something like that. It was another thing that caught Rebecca's attention and started to wonder if he was a nurse or a first aid officer because of the way he knew how to wrap an injured foot. “This man is very skilful,” Rebecca thought, “where did he learn this trade, he is definitely good with his hands.”

Rebecca felt how Rob's hands touched her legs, accommodating them to rest on the couch. She followed his hands when he was wrapping her leg and foot in a careful and well-considered way. She couldn’t avoid feeling pleasant and warm, following the pain she was on. She sketched out a smile when their eyes caught up. It had been years since Rebecca felt the touch of a man. “Is he a good man? No, can’t be, he is a liar,” Rebecca wondered, but then it felt so good that she forgot about her pain.

‘Mum, mum,’ Jerry whispered to Rebecca’s ears while watching Rob wrap his mother’s foot and ankle. ‘Are you okay, are you feeling good or is this man hurting you, how do we know if what he is doing is good?’

Rebecca looked distracted having a split daydream and an unusual sensation that she felt in between her legs before getting her composure again. ‘It's all good Jerry, this man knows what he is doing,’ Rebecca said while looking into Rob's eyes.

Things were turning around in Rob’s favour, he noticed the change in Rebecca’s tone, she sounded more friendly, more vulnerable. He was enjoying Rebecca’s fragrance, a clean and pleasant smell coming from this intriguing woman, who was taking things in a slow and deliberate way that was making him aroused.

He was to a point ashamed of getting hard, but he knew himself, the more he tried to avoid that thought, the harder he would get, the opposite effect of what he needed right there and then.

‘Jerry, can you go to the kitchen and get some Panadols please, they are in the top drawer, thanks,’ Rebecca asked her son in a smooth tone of voice to try to calm him down. When Jerry left the room, she asked Rob to put a cushion on her back so she could rest her head. Rob got very close to Rebecca that kept looking into his eyes, that time smiling. Rob got more of Rebecca’s fragrance, the chemistry was working among them both, but who was playing the game and who was being run over? Rebecca knew well what she was doing, that small flirting game was very exciting, but it could turn the other way. “Men are so easy”, she thought.

Jerry came back with the Panadols and a glass of water; he didn't like what he was sensing. Her mother was all smiles and Rob was paying too much attention to his mum. “One minute she was upset because this guy was lying to us, and the next minute she was all smiles. What the fuck is happening here?” Jerry kept questioning himself.

‘Did you see that white silhouette that was almost floating in the air? Was that a person or a ghost?’ Rob asked looking at both.

‘We saw nothing, don’t know what you're talking about, why don’t you leave us alone, go back to wherever you came from,’ Jerry replied, he was angry, his voice was hostile towards Rob who tried to be calm.

‘I wish I could son, but we can’t get out of town,’ he replied.

‘I’m not your son you…’ his eyes registered anger, his face expression was embittered with jaws tied and his fist clenched. He could taste his own anger in the back of his throat.

‘Stop you two, stop please, I have a headache that is killing me, and I don’t want to hear any other word about this,’ Rebecca interrupted abruptly, raising her voice, and swivelling her eyes between Jerry and Rob. ‘Let me rest and if you guys want to kill each other, do it outside so that I don’t get a migraine, it has been a long couple of days, please.’ Jerry and Rob looked at each other and kept silent.

Rob stood up and turned around and walked out the living room and headed to his car parked by the side of the house. He was thinking about what he had said before and what he needed to say now that they knew that he lied. For no reason, a thought came into Rob’s mind. He was going through his papers inside his briefcase, an old brown Samsonite briefcase that had had better days. It looked like from the era of when Sean Connery was the secret agent of Her Majesty the Queen, that he kept in immaculate state after all those years. It was special. It was given by his old man, so he kept it in a safe place for many many years before it saw the light again. “007 License to Kill” he smiled at his thought.

He grabbed an envelope and went back to the house to confront Rebecca and Jerry.

‘Mum, what are you doing? Can’t you see that this guy is full of shit?’ pointing at Rob that just left the house. His voice sounded angry and hostile. ‘He lied to us, and you are smiling at him and inviting him to our home. What is happening here?’ Jerry questioned his mum.

‘Jerry, I need to find out why he first lied about your father and why he came to us. Leave it to me. Trust me,’ Rebecca said in a low voice, ensuring Rob couldn’t hear them. Jerry rolled his eyes in frustration. Then Rob entered the house with what looked like an envelope under his arms.

Rebecca looked at the envelope. It was a thin manila folder that could only have a couple of documents inside. “Why is he bringing this to me?” she thought, while enjoying again the attention given by Rob.

Jerry had enough of her mum being nice to the stranger. He wanted him gone and he wouldn’t stop till he leaves. He asked his mum if she was feeling better, so there was no reason for Rob to be around, and before she answered, he put on a fake amiable face and turned to Rob. ‘Thanks for your help, my mum is feeling better so now you can piss off.’ Rob looked into Jerry’s eyes and saw a bit of him in him. Strong character, always challenging anyone, always ready for a discussion and the willingness to put his ideas through.

‘I have some documents to give to your mum, that's the reason why I stopped in this shitty town. Just to deliver some friend's papers to your mum. I’m sorry that I lied.’ This time he wasn’t. But was it too late?

‘I don’t know what it's all about, just doing a favour to a friend of a friend,’ Rob added. ‘I just wanted to be sure that I had the right person, that’s why I created all this story about knowing your father.’ Another big lie. ‘I don’t know what it's all about.’ But he did.

The day before, when back in the motel, he managed to open the envelope to check the documents inside and then put them back so no one could tell it was previously opened. He couldn’t directly benefit from it, but he could make a couple of dollars if he played the right game he thought at the time.

‘Here Rebecca, this is for you. A special delivery. Sorry for the lies, I needed to be sure that you were the right receiver of this envelope,’ he said but it wasn’t true. It was one lie after another with him as he handed it to Rebecca. He was looking for the opportunity to benefit himself.

Rebecca took the envelope and put it aside. ‘I need to rest a bit more, I’m feeling a bit tired, and this pain is making me feel dizzy,’ she said, putting the document to her side while looking at Rob to see any reaction from him. Not a thing. Rob was anxious but trying to control himself, as he had done so many times before, but nevertheless, you could see wet circles that had seeped under his arms.

He was in an unfamiliar territory with this woman. Nor Rebecca nor Jerry could see that he was uneasy as he wanted her to open the envelope in front of him. ‘Aren’t you interested in these papers?’ he asked, trying not to show his eagerness to see her reaction when she realised where the documents were coming from and from whom.

Rebecca had a glance at the documents and recognised the handwritten letter attached to what looked like a certificate. It was from her late-husband Fred. She didn’t know if Fred was dead or not, he had vanished some ten years ago without a trace. She felt emotional when she realised, after so many years, that it was from him. Her heart bit accelerated. Was he dead? Why did he disappear? What went wrong?

Jerry got close to his mum but she covered the letter so he couldn’t see it was from Fred, his dad. After all those years, to hear from Fred was something she needed to emotionally handle before letting his son know. She passed the certificate to Jerry. It was a certificate of what looked like a type of shares or crypto coins, something they were not familiar with. Both weren’t sure what it was. But Rob knew, he had already carefully examined those documents before the internet went down, well before all changed a couple of days ago. He was an expert at opening envelopes using steam and sealing them as if they had never seen the light of day.

Rob pretended to have a glance at the document. ‘I can see that it’s a financial document, I’m a financial planner and I can tell that this certificate could be worth thousands or hundreds of thousands,’ Rob said.  He knew that it was valued at more than half a million dollars and, if he played his cards right, he thought he could make money out of the situation. But now, he met Rebecca.

The document was in Rebecca’s name, she was the only person that could trade the certificate. Rob, instead of just delivering the document and driving to his so-called awaiting party with his old friends at Carrington, first he wanted to check the family to see if there was an opportunity to make a dollar. He needed to create a good impression and the lack of financial knowledge from Rebecca and her son was a golden opportunity. He needed to show low interest before they suspected that he was after something.


*****

Change of hearths

It had been black, white and grey at Belmore for the past four days. They were cut off from the outside world due to the lack of electricity, internet, and phones. Animals, birds, and insects were completely absent throughout the four days of mist, as if they were attempting to avoid human’s contact. Gun shooting was heard now and then. All the unanswered mysteries had caused fear. Everyone and everything were viewed with suspicion and fear. The worst-case frightening scenarios were raised by the anxious citizens. It began to resemble a survival reality. What would happen after the committee's allotted supplies ran out was a common concern. How would they obtain food? There was plenty of fresh water available from the town's creek. However, sooner or later food would come to an end and then what?

The twins were back from town with no news regarding Rob’s whereabouts. They asked everyone they found but no one had any recollection of him or his whereabouts. He was missing for three days, but they knew he couldn’t get away as the town was confined by the wall. They needed to make him talk and then shoot him dead before his father got a hand of him and discovered what they did to trouble the Cartel.

Back at the Sheriff office, the Mayor suggested using an old concrete breaker machine from the abandoned mine to break the wall, but the Sheriff reminded him of the lack of electricity and without power, nothing would work. ‘We must do something or soon we will get in trouble, people are going to get desperate and who knows what they can do. We have to consider that in every house in this County, there are guns,’ the Mayor warned the Sheriff.

‘That’s right. I’ll move and secure all guns and ammunition in the station as we cannot manage this office 24hrs, my Deputies and us need to be with our families to support each other and to protect our loved ones,’ the Sheriff replied. ‘From now on, we’ll ask people to adhere to the schedule to collect their goods and will ask them to come unarmed. Also, we’ll put some signs to advise everyone that they should not be around the supermarket, or they’ll be arrested,’ he added.

Meanwhile, after Rebecca openly questioned Rob the reason why he helped them with the certificate and what was there for him, Rob was very cautious when offering his services telling them that his commission, if any, wouldn’t come from their money but from the financial institution where the money was invested.  ‘Someone has to pay, and it will not be you,’ Rob assured.

‘The client always pays,’ Rebecca replied. Jerry just rolled his eyes looking into his mother’s eyes. Rob knew how to make people believe and trust him to get a dollar and Rebecca knew he was after something, she realised that Rob sounded as a charlatan, a con artist, someone you couldn’t trust.

Rob was having conscious doubts since he had a soft spot for Rebecca. He liked the woman, and he couldn't stop thinking about her. Was that a pivotal moment in Rob's life?

‘Was that a ghost that we saw in the forest? It looked like a figure that was floating in the air, but the light was so intense that I couldn't visualise it properly,’ Rob asked again with an intrigued voice.

‘We saw what we saw,’ replied Rebecca, not giving anything more. She wasn’t happy but she also had mixed thoughts about that stranger. One moment she liked him but after what he did, how can he be trusted?

‘Don’t tell him anything,’ Jerry added. Rob looked disappointed as he pressed his lips not knowing what to do or say next. He had lost their trust.

Rebecca pondered before she came to her senses on how to deal with that new situation. There was a silent moment that went on for too long. She took a deep breath before she faced her son. ‘We need to discuss this son; we’re in this together. Maybe someone else has seen this, we don’t know,’ Rebecca said. Rob didn’t look at Rebecca but, in the inside, he felt relief.

‘No one goes through that part of the forest,’ Jerry said, ‘it’s a shortcut from our property, no one comes that way, the forest is very dense and there is nothing but plants, trees, and some wild animals. It’s very difficult to walk through, you need to know where you’re going or you could get lost or injured as the terrain is unstable and dangerous, that’s why nobody comes or goes through it mum,’ Jerry added his voice sharp. He avoided looking at Rob when talking, he was furious at him.

‘Is that right?’ Rob asked but this time not looking at Jerry. He knew how to play the game.

‘It’s a big area mum,’ Jerry responded, looking at his mother, ignoring where the question came from. ‘Even I have to be very careful as it changes all the time,’ he added scrubbing his hands.

Rob smiled as he winked at Rebecca, but she didn’t smile back. She had her eyes fixed on him but without looking at him. Then he turned to Jerry. ‘Is that what you saw the first time?’ Rob asked Jerry.

Jerry was looking at her mother who slightly moved her head signalling for him to respond. Jerry pressed his lips and made a face before he responded. ‘Yes, it was the same, but it was moving faster, and the light was following the figure. The forest was bright and, as she moved forward, the mist was back and everything went black and white again,’ Jerry replied. ‘I was on top of a hill when I saw it,’ he added this time scratching the back of his head and breathing deeply, he noticed a raise in this body temperature, he had enough of that guy. He definitely didn’t want to talk to Rob.

Rob took a deep breath showing his amusement at Jerry’s tale. He needed to regain the trust with Rebecca and Jerry. ‘Why don’t we have a good rest and then inspect it later. I’ll go to the town to check on any news and come back in a couple of hours. Rebecca, you need to rest that ankle,’ Rob said. ‘It’s not a dangerous injury but resting and icing will help before we go exploring again,’ Rob added while getting ready to go to town. ‘I’ll see if I can get some food and drinks for you guys,’ he added, moving away from them.

‘We don’t need your help, we’ll manage,’ Jerry said before Rebecca looked at him with disapproving eyes. Rebecca knew it was better to have a man close by in situations like that, but was Rob the right person?

Rebecca was in between thoughts when Rob suggested to go to town. ‘Do that please. Jerry, this man is only trying to help us,’ she managed to say being present again. ‘But remember that we don’t trust you,’ she added, swivelling her eyes between Rob and her son before she fixed her eyes on Rob as she slightly shrugged for him to leave.

The trip down to the city town was challenging for Rob, not only for the views all around him but for his feelings towards Rebecca. “Why will I hurt this family,” he questioned himself, when all his life that’s exactly what he's done. Lying, falsifying documents, taking advantage of people, looking only after himself and running away. He was prepared to take advantage of them but now he was having second thoughts, a new revelation, a new Rob? His entire life was flashing through his mind; he was feeling guilty of all his past misdoings and now he was challenging himself not to take advantage of Rebecca and Jerry.

He was so into his thoughts about Rebecca that he almost crashed the car when entering the town. The streets were deserted, he had no idea of what time it was. He drove straight to the motel and parked behind the main entrance. When he entered the motel, nobody was there. There was no one at the bar, even though it was open. He realised that it was late at night and people were at their homes.

Vic heard Rob’s car and came down to the main office. ‘Where have you been?’ Vic asked, rubbing his eyes, and yawning uncontrollably.

‘I tried to leave the town and got lost,’ he replied.

‘Lost for a couple of days?’ Vic questioned, shaking his head. Rob smiled and changed the conversation asking Vic where he could get some food and cigarettes.

‘The committee has put a schedule for the families in the County, I don’t think they counted you, nobody mentioned your name, so you aren’t in the list,’ Vic replied with wide open eyes before he yawned again, this time raising his hand to cover his mouth.

‘Have you heard about John Gilliard?’ Vic asked with a yawning voice looking at Rob’s eyes to catch any glitch that would reveal that he knew the Gilliard’s.

‘No, never heard about him,’ Rob replied, his voice sounded sincere and there was nothing there to indicate the contrary. Vic knew he was telling the truth as his years behind the bar taught him to recognised when people lied.

Vic picked up a glass and started to dry it, something he always did when talking to anyone from behind the bar. ‘Well, they're looking for you and they’re not friendly people. Nobody likes them and they can be very mean. If I were you, I would try to get out of here as soon as possible. The way they were asking about you can only mean trouble and you don’t want to confront them,’ Vic said, looking at him with warning eyes. Rob glanced at the ceiling and turned around and walked toward his room. He didn’t know what to think about Vic’s warning.

He entered his room and packed up his clothes and then went straight to the supermarket to check the food distribution schedule. Rebecca’s name was there, they needed to pick up their rations as soon as possible. He needed to get back to Rebecca as he would not compromise his stay at the motel if the Gilliard’s were looking for him. “But why? Why will these people be looking for me if I have never been in this town before? Did I take money from a relative or friend of theirs before, how can I know?” he thought, scratching his head.

When leaving the motel, he made sure that no one would know where he was driving to, he didn’t want to compromise Rebecca, something unusual for him as he was careless, but not now. After leaving town, in his mind he was recalling all the turns, passages and driveways that he memorised when he left Rebecca’s property, so he wouldn’t get lost.

Rob arrived at Rebecca's house and found her resting on the couch, she hadn't moved since he left to go to town. He didn't see Jerry anywhere. He touched Rebecca in the forehead and told her that he’ll get whatever was left from the ice pack in the fridge, but Rebecca told her that there was no point in doing that as the ice packs were useless. ‘Jerry threw out all the food from the fridge as it started to smell. We only have dry food so Jerry is cutting wood in the shed to start a fire so we can cook and eat something today. Would you stay with us a bit longer,’ she asked.

‘Yes, of course,’ he was quick to respond, smiling and breathing profusely feeling satisfied by Rebecca’s invitation as that was always his intention.

‘Do you know John Gilliard?’ Rob asked looking at Rebecca with inquisitive eyes. He needed to know what he was going to confront if so.

Rebecca looked into his eyes and wondered why he asked her if she knew John. ‘Yes, he is the most powerful man around here. He is very connected with authorities and politicians in the state. We think he has a doggy business. why?’ Rebecca asked.

‘He is asking for me and I don't have any idea why. They told me in town that he is not very friendly, that nobody likes him, is that true?’ as he filled her in on what Vic had said.

‘Vic’s family and the Gilliard’s have their encounters since who knows when. He’s a piece of shit and if he is looking for you, you better be prepared, that’s not good news,’ Rebecca warned, moving and stretching her legs and intentionally rubbing Rob’s side.

Rob hesitated for a second or two wondering if he was in trouble and why. ‘I have no idea why he is asking where I am and what business I’m doing here. I have a clear conscious but now I’m feeling a bit worried,’ he said shaking his head. ‘I only spent one night in the motel before this happened. I have no idea what this is all about,’ Rob fixed the collar of his shirt and pulled it down, then raised his hand and scratched his forehead feeling uneasy wondering on the reasons why John Gilliard wanted to find him.

Rob told Rebecca that she needed to collect their goods from the supermarket, that the Sheriff and the Committee prepared a weekly schedule for the families in the County, and only she or Jerry can get them, but they needed to be quick.

‘If you want, I can drive Jerry to town. You shouldn’t walk or put pressure on your ankle as it would only get worse. I can drive your car to ensure they don’t see mine. This situation with the Gilliard’s is making me nervous,’ Rob added. Rebecca smiled at his gesture while her mind was questioning the intentions of that stranger. One moment she didn’t trust him, next she was fond on him.  Rob started to walk from one side of the room to the other and back. He was really concerned about his situation. It was the last thing he needed when he had better plans in mind.

Rebecca followed Rob with her yes and realised how nervous he became about John Gilliard. ‘Don’t worry, nobody will tell John that they saw you, but I understand why you are worried and want to be cautious. Wait for Jerry to finish cutting the wood and then you guys can go.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea,’ he nodded and stopped walking. ‘I’ll check on Jerry and see if he needs any help,’ as he walked towards Rebecca to check her bandage before moving backwards and out the room to the shed to check on Jerry. Rebecca smiled at him and thanked him in a soft voice.

Rob left the room, while Rebecca was pensive and more suspicious about Rob. “Why would John Gilliard of all people around here want to find Rob? What’s he all about, has he done something bad? I better go with them just in case.” She stood up and felt the pain going up her leg. ‘Shit, that hurt,’ she exclaimed in a loud voice, but Jerry and Rob couldn’t hear her. She was tenacious and pain would not stop her.

After a few minutes, more than what she expected would take them to cut the wood, she heard their voices as they entered the house carrying several wood lodges to start a fire and boil water to cook some pasta. She always kept a good quantity of instant noodles and macaroni at home, Jerrys’ favourite meals.

She noticed a change in Jerry’s approach to Rob, they were talking and noticed that Rob made Jerry laugh. “By the sound of it, sure he said something naughty to my Jerry, but what? Who cares, not interested, not my business,” she thought, as she still didn’t trust that stranger, “he may have a nice charisma but if the Gilliard’s are looking for him that isn't a good sign,” she clinched as she walked towards the door making a face to hide the pain.

She didn’t realise it, but Jerry had decided to play the same game as her mother. “I’ll be nice to this guy to catch him again so we can get rid of him for once and for ever,’ Jerry planned.

‘Let’s cook and eat the pasta and after resting, we can go to town as it’s late and the store would be closed.’ Rebecca said looking at her wristwatch as their biological timeline was all over the place since there was no internet and no difference between day and night.

‘Yes, let's eat the pasta, I’m starving,’ Jerry said rubbing his stomach in sign of hunger.

‘Me too,’ Rob added rubbing in circles his stomach mimicking a big appetite, something that Jerry was quick to celebrate. Rob was suspicious of Jerry’s behaviour. “He’s not fooling me, there’s something happening here, suddenly, this kid is nice to me. Why?” he thought before he talked again.  ‘And later I can drive you to town to collect your family groceries from the supermarket,’ he added with a friendly smile.

Jerry had the intention to reply but was interrupted by her mother. ‘I’ll come too, not negotiable, I want to see how the town looks with this mist and lack of colour and I also want to hear firsthand what is happening with no one being able to get out of town. If possible, on the way back, I want to see the wall,’ Rebecca said looking at Jerry and Rob, waiting for a response that didn’t come. Jerry and Rob got the message and was better just to do as she told.  Rob knew when to be quiet.

While lighting the fire for cooking, Rob told Jerry some jokes that make him have a good time, despite that he was pretending to be nice. It really was a fun time. After eating the pasta, the three of them were exhausted. They all needed a good sleep. It took no time for Jerry and Rob to fall asleep, Rob on the couch. Rebecca kept thinking about Rob. “He’s nice but I don’t trust him,” were her thoughts while recalling what they saw in the forest until she also felt asleep.

Next morning, Rob and Rebecca told Jerry about the Gilliard’s asking for Rob. ‘They’re all arseholes,’ was all Jerry said.

‘Watch your mouth young boy,’ snapped Rebecca. Rob just smiled and winked at Jerry getting another smile from him. It was working, both were getting more amicable to him, but he sensed Rebecca becoming more suspicious after he told her about the Gilliard’s. “Well, that’s normal,” he thought, “she is protecting her child, she is a good mother,” he concluded.

They decided that Rob would drive Rebecca’s car and wear one of her hats so people would think that she was the driver while Rebecca would sit in the back and Jerry at the passenger seat. The mist and the lack of colours would be the best camouflage they could get. Jerry made fun and laughed at Rob’s look with Rebecca’s hat.

When Rob went to the toilet, Rebecca asked Jerry to put their rifle close to her in the back seat so if needed she could grab it quickly.

While driving to town, Rebecca watched Rob from behind thinking what to do after they collected the food. “Is he for real or just pretending to be nice with us? Should I invite him to stay another day and go and check the forest together again? Can he be trusted? And why is John Gilliard looking for him?” played in her mind though watching the unusual look of the forest and the road to Belmore.

They didn’t encounter anyone nor any car in their way. They arrived at a city that looked like an abandoned town. Despite their low visibility, they could see that it was desolated, no one walking downtown. It looked grey with mist covering every street and corner. Abandoned shops and coffee shops.

‘Okay, park the car next to the supermarket,’ Rebecca instructed Rob touching his shoulder and pointing where to park. ‘Jerry, go to the motel and try to find out what is happening while I go and collect the food.’ While giving them instructions, she was turning her eyes everywhere to check if someone saw them arrived; she was worried to have Rob in the car. When Rob turned off the engine, she gave her final instructions. Jerry and Rob rolled their eyes and smiled at each other; Rebecca was nervous. ‘Rob you can stay in the car and make sure no one sees you,’ she said. He gave a mocking grimace to Jerry that he celebrated. Who was playing who?

‘Jerry please don’t take long, I have a bad feeling about this, I want to get out of town as soon as possible.’

‘Yes mum, it won’t take me long to find out why they are looking for Rob. I know Vic very well and he’ll tell me everything that I ask him. He hates the Gilliard’s,’ he said as he wrinkled and made a face to Rob for him not to worry. But what he was going to unveil would surprise him and his mum.

‘I won’t move from here,’ Rob said, opening his eyes and making a funny and worried gesture that Rebecca and Jerry didn’t celebrate.

‘You better do so, for your safety,’ Rebecca said and opened the back door checking that nobody saw her coming from the back seat. Rob jumped to the back seat as soon as she left the car.

‘Hi Pete, I’m here to collect our goods,’ said Rebecca, looking at how awkward, due to the lack of colour, the supermarket and the boxes looked. All the food and drink cans on the shelves looked the same. Different sizes and shapes but almost the same. They were different brands but with no colours to differentiate them, you couldn’t tell one from other.

‘Hi Rebecca,’ Pete smiled at Rebecca when she entered the store.  ‘I was wondering when you’d come to collect your food, you’re one of the last ones to come,’ Pete’s voice was friendly, he sounded paternalist as he liked Rebecca and Jerry that worked in his store every second weekend. ‘How are you, and how is Jerry? Are you guys, okay? Do you want to stay here in town? It would be better for everyone to stay together,’ Pete threw question after question at Rebecca that was still thinking about Rob hiding in the car.

She heard half of Pete’s questions before addressing him. ‘Thanks for your concern, Pete. We’re okay and no matter what, there’s so much to take care of back home. I’ll wait for Jerry to come back, and we’ll be heading home,’ Rebecca replied. Pete looked at Rebecca and shrugged. Then he moved some papers sitting on the counter looking for Rebecca’s box number.

Rebecca didn’t want to see Pete in the eyes as she didn’t want to give anything away, she was feeling nervous, her hands sweaty and her voice fragmented. Pete thought it was the uncertain situation that made her sound nervous. ‘Any news on what’s happening around here, does anyone know anything?’ she asked, reaching out her hands and pulling up the bags into her hands that Pete placed in the counter.

‘No, no one knows anything. There’s a committee, their names and contacts are in the schedule on the window,’ as he pointed to the exact location where the notice was pasted for everyone to see. ‘They’re trying to figure out what is happening and what to do. You better stay in town with Jerry, I insist,’ he said smiling and leaning down towards Rebecca.

‘No thanks, we’ll be fine,’ Rebecca was short in her answer that pushed Pete back.

‘Your call Rebecca,’ he raised his arms and pushed away from her. ‘Here, this is for you and Jerry,’ as he pushed a box to her. ‘Check the roster at the door to find out when you need to come back next week to collect your food,’ he grinned at her, she smiled back.

‘Thanks Pete, see you next week,’ Rebecca forced a smile and walked out of the store when Pete realised that Rebecca was limping.

‘Wait,’ he shouted out. ‘Let me help you. What happened to your leg?’ he asked.

‘Oh, it’s nothing, don’t worry, it's nothing. I’ll be okay,’ she reassured him, pretending that she wasn’t in pain.

‘Please, I insist,’ Pete exclaimed and started to walk from behind the counter.

‘No!!!,’ she said in a loud voice. ‘I’ll be fine, and I have Jerry with me. You have better things to do,’ as she blocked Pete from getting out to the front door of the supermarket. She didn’t want Pete to get close to the car and see Rob hiding in the back seat.

Pete tried to dodge her. ‘I’m fine,’ she said firmly. ‘I don’t need your help; I can handle this,’ that time her voice was stern that made Pete stop.

‘Okay, wow, are we all a bit tenses these days, eh?’ Pete sarcastically exclaimed as he stepped back behind the counter. ‘Okay, see you next week. Bye for now and, if you need anything, just let me know,’ he said his voice sounded sharp and surprised at her stand.

‘I’ll, bye now,’ Rebecca ended the conversation and walked out the door trying to hide the pain that she was in.

Rob looked at how Rebecca struggled to carry the box with goods and opened the back door.

‘What are you doing? You’re not supposed to be here, what are you thinking? Do you want someone to see you?’ she said, pressing her lips as she became unnerved and gave him a devil look.

‘I’m just trying to help you, sorry,’ Rob replied, realising his mistake.

‘Get in, where’s Jerry?’ she asked him as he hid again.

‘He hasn't come back. I kept a tight eye on him, but the mist doesn’t help. I think he is still at the motel. Don’t you worry, he will be back soon,’ he attempted to calm her down because she seemed nervous and catastrophising what could happen to her son. She shoved the back door open, hurled the bags and the box at him, and closed it. And with that, she moved to the passenger seat.

They waited for five minutes and then saw Jerry coming out of the mist from the direction of the motel walking towards the car. His pace was fast, he looked serious.

Jerry jumped into the driver’s seat and confronted Rob.

‘Who the hell are you? Someone killed Tom Gilliard and the Gilliard’s are looking for you. The Sheriff is also looking for you.’ Rebecca’s mouth opened at the astonishing news. ‘You killed Tom, the youngest of the Gilliard’s,’ he yelled at him. Rebecca’s eyes were wide open fixed on Rob.

‘What? No!!! Do they think I killed someone? That’s stupid. I know no one in this town and if I did, I wouldn’t be around,’ Rob managed to say to defend himself. His face changed as he heard the accusation against him. His yes switching between Rebecca and Jerry. He couldn’t believe that he was accused of murdering someone.

‘When did this happen?’ Rebecca asked Jerry.

‘Six days ago. Vic said that the twins are asking everyone and going to all the houses looking for you,’ he paused. ‘Looking not for any murderer, but you,’ Jerry scolded him. Rob couldn’t believe what Jerry said. He’s been stacked in town, trapped, and now accused of murdering someone.

‘Okay, that clears me up. I arrived four days ago, the day before all this shit happened,’ he justified all agitated by the news. He looked at Rebecca with troubled eyes for her to believe him.

‘How do we know?’ Jerry asked suspiciously, his eyes were accusing him, his face showed anger. ‘You piece of shit. You’re full of lies and now you are a murderer.’

‘You can ask the motel’s manager when I did check-in,’ Rob replied strongly, anxiously, there was a fine line of sweat on his upper lip.

Rebecca first was silent, assimilating the latest news from town. ‘We cannot ask because they’ll become suspicious of the reason why we’re asking,’ Rebecca broke her silence exhaling a deep amount of air, she sounded frustrated. ‘Let’s drive home.’

‘He can be a murderer mum, why doesn’t he go to the Sheriff to clear his name?’ Jerry wasn’t about to back down. He wanted answers.

‘If he wanted to hurt us, he could do it by now,’ Rebecca soothed. ‘C'mon let's go home please I’m in pain,’ as she rubbed her leg. You could see that she had a highly unpleasant discomfort after carrying the shopping bags, making stitching gestures as both looked at her.

Rob tried desperately to declare his innocence to both Rebecca and Jerry. ‘Before, I lied to you guys because I wanted to be sure that you were the right people that I needed to deliver the envelope, the sealed envelope, there was no other reason. If I was the killer, I wouldn’t give a shit and disappear, excuse my French,’ said Rob. ‘I have never used a gun before, it’s not who I am, I swear to God.’ he sounded genuine and desperate, he couldn't be still in the back seat, jumping from one side to the other trying to get their attention.

‘I don’t believe you,’ Jerry snapped. Rebecca was so tired and in pain that kept her thoughts to herself.

‘Listen, I’ll prove my innocence as soon as it’s possible, I promise, I just need time to put my thoughts together but to tell you the truth, I’m worried about the Gilliard’s, I’m afraid that they may kill me,’ Rob was genuinely scared about what might happen to him. His mouth was dry, his shirt glued to his chest and back from sweat, his body shacking.

‘I’m sure that they’ll put a bullet between your eyes,’ Jerry alerted Rob, not looking at him but looking at his reflection in the rear-view mirror and simulating a gun with his hands. Rob swallowed his saliva; that hand signal made by Jerry echoed with what could happen to him if caught by the Gilliard’s, it made him nervous.

Rebecca turned to face Rob and then back to Jerry. ‘Why don’t we change the conversation and decide what we’re going to do about what we saw in the forest. I’m sure it has to do with what’s happening. This lack of colour, the wall, the mist, the disappearance of the animals. I believe we should investigate and go and find what that figure is that we saw,’ Rebecca urged. Jerry started the car while Rob was clearing the steam in his side window.

Pressing the steering wheel, Jerry turned to the main road and headed out of town, always trying to hide so no one could see them. ‘Let’s go to the house to drop off the goods. I’ll change into something more appropriate so we can go through the forest,’ Rob said. ‘I wonder if you can go Rebecca, you seem to be in a lot of pain,’ his voiced muffled as he spoke, like asking for permission to speak. Jerry was furious with both his mum and Rob checking him through the rear mirror. Rob could see his anger through the reflection.

Rebecca noticed the change in Rob and wondered how he was feeling. Everything got more confusing with the latest development of events. “Was he a murderer? A liar and a murderer? Why didn’t I send him away?” those thoughts were passing though her mind.

‘Yes, I’m sure I can, we need to find out what the hell is what we saw, that light and that figure for sure has something to do with what is happening around us, but first let's go and check the wall. I wonder what’s on the other side of the wall. I wonder if they see the same thing.’ Jerry stood thoughtful on what her mum just deeply voiced. He didn't understand her mother trusting that stranger and now suspect of killing Tom Gilliard.

‘When I was at the bar, before I tried to get out of town, I heard that someone tried to climb it, but the wall got higher and higher as they went up. No one in the bar could believe it. I’ve seen the wall, but I didn’t try to climb it, I just walked around to see how long it was and I couldn’t find a crack or an opening, as far as I could see there was just this enormous wall, it just didn’t end. You’ll see it when we get there. And it hums,’ he added, trying to get the conversation going but Rebecca and Jerry weren’t keen on doing so. They heard him but did not bother to make a comment or enter a conversation. They kept to their thoughts, and those were about Rob and Tom’s dead.

Rebecca shifted her seat trying to find a position for her foot that didn’t hurt. She looked outside daydreaming about the unbelievable mist that surrounded the County. After a silent drive, Rob was feeling uneasy about what Rebecca and Jerry may be thinking but he knew better to shut up.

Following the eerie silenced drive, they arrived at the last turn to Rebecca’s house. ‘Okay. We’re going to see the wall but in your car Rob,’ Rebecca said in a firm voice, she wasn’t asking, she was telling, very determined. Rob agreed looking at her back head as she didn’t turn to face him. Rob could see the backside of Rebecca’s face and could tell that she had an upset face without looking straight at her. It was better not to talk, she sounded mad, and she had all the reasons to be.

‘I don’t want my car to run out of gasoline as we need to be back in town to collect more goods,’ she added. ‘The least we come to town, would be safer,’ she added. Rob agreed again as Jerry continued to drive to the house.

All the way to the house, Rob could only think about what would be waiting for him in town and what would happen if the Gilliard’s got their hands on him before he could clear his innocence with the Sheriff. Would he be shot by these guys? How to know? He was catastrophizing his thoughts but didn’t want to share them with Rebecca or Jerry.

“Who are these guys and why shoot me? I'm innocent, I’ve nothing to do with anyone in this town. I’ve never been here before. Fuck, my change of luck,” he thought as he closed his eyes to reflect in his change of luck.

After a few seconds, he opened his eyes. “This is it,’ he thought breathing a deep amount of air. “I’ve to be smarter than these guys but how?” his thoughts were all over the place as he started planning his next move. It was safer to stay with Rebecca and Jeff but how was he going to convince them? He needed a plan.

After exchanging cars and driving towards the lake, Rob felt more relief. The simple action of driving his car put him more in control of the situation but still being silent was the clever thing to do.

When they got to the wall, Rebecca and Jerry were astonished by it. They were looking up, to the right, to the left and up again. Rob kept approaching it until they were some ten feet away. The hum was stronger. Rob noticed it, the hum had increased on intensity since he saw it five days ago.

[bookmark: _Hlk135400003]Rob parked the car on the side of the road. Once halted, Rob and Jerry jumped out of the car and raced to help Rebecca who was sitting in the back and couldn’t contain a smile at their action. She felt thrilled by the attention paid by both of them but especially by the effort made by that stranger to be first in helping her.

Once settled on her feet, the three of them walked towards the wall. They could hear and feel the hum. They looked at each other but didn’t say a word, they were just looking in disbelief at the magnitude of the wall. The hum was very intense. They hadn’t seen anything like it before.

‘It’s unbelievable, you can feel it, like if it’s an engine,’ Jerry broke the silence, his eyes looking everywhere at the gigantic and massive wall.

‘It’s alive,’ Rob corrected, touching it with both hands and rubbing it up and down while Rebecca put her body forward and held herself with both hands on the wall to feel it. They walked together to one side of the wall and as they walked, they could only see more of the wall, it went all the way, as far as their vision permitted blocked by the mist.

‘This is strange, I’ve never seen any wall like this. I’ve never seen this material, it feels different, the hum is really coming from within. What is this made of? Have you seen this before? Rob asked Rebecca who was unearthly silent touching and feeling the wall.

‘No,’ Rebecca reacted. Lightly moved her head from side to side and turned her hands up and raised her arms. Eyes wide-open, pressed lips, tense neck, Rebecca’s face showed her inability to explain what the wall was made of. Her hands vibrated at the synchronised waves coming from the inside, she felt like it was penetrating her skin.

Jerry picked up a rock and scratched the wall but didn’t make a mark. ‘What is this made of? It’s so hard.’ No comments from Rebecca and Rob, they both turned to face the edge of the wall against the mist. It looked like a wall of cotton resting against the strange inexplicable wall.

They walked together to one side of the wall and as they walked, they could only see more of it, the wall went all the way, as far as their vision permitted blocked by the mist.

Both Rebecca and Rob struggled to make sense of what they experienced as they constantly shocked their heads looking at each other in disbelief and inquisitive eyes. Jerry walked behind them. After a couple of minutes, they both stopped, looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders. That was their sign to walk back to where they started, back to the road, back to the car.

‘C’mon, let's go, this is just unbelievable,’ Rebecca broke the silence as they saw the road. ‘How did this wall just appear here?’, she continued. ‘Across the valley, in the middle of the road. It just came from nowhere and it’s so massive,’ she added and next putted her hand on Jerry’s shoulder to get the right balance and looked at Rob from the corner of her eye.

‘Jerry, can you take us to the place where we saw the light before?’ Rob asked taking a deep breath as strangling for air.

‘Yes, I know where it is,’ Jerry responded, making a sign to walk towards the car. The sighting of the wall changed his mood. ‘It isn’t that far from here, just drive back and I'll let you know where to turn. Mum, can you do it, can you walk?’ he asked, looking concerned at her mother. He knew his mother was determined and that she would do as she wanted to. She’d walk through the pain.

‘Yes, I can. Let's go,’ Rebecca responded. ‘This time we’ll be sure no one follows us,’ she added sarcastically. Rob felt embarrassed by her comment, his ears were burning of shame.

‘It isn’t an easy walk,’ Rob said when he realised the comment made by Rebecca. Both Rebecca and Jerry looked at him with accusing eyes. He felt ashamed for lying when he followed them the day before and looked down as he continued to walk in silence to the car.

Once Rebecca sat in the back of the car, Rob decided to change her bandage, something that Rebecca agreed gently as her pain had increased. Jerry sat at the front of the car and rolled his eyes and looked out the window shaking his head. He wasn’t impressed at all with some of his mum's actions. He was struggling to accept that stranger but there was something in him that also intrigued him. Rob’s charismatic personality disarmed many people but not Rebecca who was cautious and focussed in finding his real intentions.

Rob paid special attention to Rebecca while changing the bandage on her injured foot. Rebecca put her hand on his shoulder as she wobbled and steadied herself. He couldn’t help smiling. He felt her mood lift fractionally. He massaged her leg to get the circulation going and lifted her leg high. He liked the way her leg felt, it felt warm to touch. The grey colour of her skin was something. She smelled good. Somehow flowery.

‘I can feel that it’s healing, as it is warm, that’s good news you’ll be okay in no time,’ he said as he rubbed her ankle before standing. Rebecca enjoyed the attention but, in her mind, she still didn’t trust him.

Rob bandaged Rebecca’s ankle and lower her leg gently massaging it. Rebecca felt and liked that sensation on her entire body. ‘Where did you learn how to wrap injured foot?’ Rebecca asked him leaning her head to one side and smiling at his gesture.

Rob shallowed saliva at the way that Rebecca looked into his eyes. ‘I was in the army for two years and I volunteered to be a nurse just in case there was a war so I wouldn’t be at the front line,’ he replied. Rebecca couldn’t hide a smile at his comment. Jerry tried not to smile but his body shook at Rob’s comment. “What a loser,” he thought.

‘You are a real character Rob,’ both Rebecca and Rob laughed. Jerry shook his head and took a deep brief.


*****

The Light

Mayor Keven was bothered that, considering everything that was going on in town, his wife Lucinda wasn’t interested at all, not on anything happening not on what he had to say about those issues. Despite what others may believe and observe, they were not as close as they appeared to be as a couple. They were no longer the charming pair that everyone in the county thought they were. Recently, he noticed that his wife appeared dejected and absent-minded, preoccupied with unknown activities; she would avoid any inquiries or conversation he initiated. Long ago, love walked out the door.

Some six months or so ago, something changed in their relationship, and he didn’t understand why that happen. He tried to get closer to his wife, but she wasn’t interested at all. He assumed that it was because of the stress of his re-election campaign and that Lucinda’s involvement with the EcoCultural Society was taking a toll on her. She came home tired, not wanting to talk, just wanting to rest and take long baths. They hadn’t had sex for months.

He made an effort to become closer to his two daughters, but they shied away from him and lost interest in what he had to say or do. Even though his daughters were no longer teenagers, he didn’t understand why they behaved the way they did. They had developed a strong sense of secrecy toward their parents, which had never happened before. He felt it could be a generational issue and had no reason to believe there was anything wrong with them.

Due to the phenomenon happening in the County, his daughters were completely disconnected with no social media available. No Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, nothing. Their phones still had some battery left but of no use without the internet, not even to make a phone call. He knew that that had to affect not only young people but anyone and everyone that relied on social media. Linda and Jenny became famous and had thousands of followers after they tied for first place in the latest State’s beauty competition, something that made the national and international news as it was the first time that sisters competed against each other and tied the first place. Their story went viral.

The Mayor wanted to spend more time with his family, but the new crisis was something he needed to resolve and, if he was successful, then it was certain that his re-election was secured.

At the police station, Sheriff O’Connell and Gary, the Chief of Emergencies Services (ES), discussed the possible suspects of Tom’s murder. They knew the Gilliard’s had many enemies and that almost everyone in the County disliked them but to kill Tom was extreme. They heard, as everyone else, the rumours of bad dealings to get the Gilliard’s family business ahead. They also knew that for some suspicious reason, all their banking and financial matters were handled out of town through an unknown broker.

‘We have a long list of names here that don’t like the Gilliard’s,’ Gary said, shaking his head at the list of suspects both came with. ‘Including me,’ he said laughing louder something that the Sheriff also celebrated.

‘If only we could shorten it, that’ll help but really, it could be anyone on this list,’ the Sheriff replied, and he wouldn’t tell Gary his very short list and suspects as Gary was very fond on Lucinda and her daughters. Gary and his wife were always invited to all reunions and parties organised by the Mayor and his family, including birthdays and special celebrations.

‘What about that guest at Vic’s motel, we haven’t seen him in town, and he can't be that far because of the wall. He must be hiding somewhere and if so, where, and why?’ Gary asked marking him on top of the list. For Gary, he was the main suspect.

‘His name is Rob but, for privacy reasons, Vic refuses to give his surname and other details. You know how casual Vic is when it comes to checking details of their guests. But I agree, he should go to the top of the list. He looked like a nice guy, but you never know. We must find him before the Gilliard’s do as they could shoot him dead before us asking any questions,’ the Sheriff didn’t want to waste any more time. Was that a premonition or a lucky guess? Both Sheriff O’Connell and Gary didn’t have a clue of what the twins were involved in or the Gilliard’s family as a whole.

‘What about the Mexicans that live with the Gilliard’s?’ Gary asked out of the blue, making an exaggerated depreciative gesture. The Sheriff knew it was a racist move from Gary but didn’t bother in correcting or questioning him.

‘No, there is no way that that couple is involved in any wrongdoing. I met them several times and they’re as good Samaritans as they can be, they couldn’t kill a fly as far as I’m concerned,’ the Sheriff replied. ‘Gary don’t put them in the list, I’m sure they have nothing to do with the murderer, and as far as I am concerned, they liked Tom like all people we know in town.’ Gary nodded.

‘I’ll send my Deputies to look for that guy Rob. They must knock on every house to make sure we cover the entire County,’ the Sheriff said looking at Gary that seemed to be exhausted. He was yawning and had watery eyes, a clear sign of being dog-tired.

As he stretched his arms, the Sheriff yawned exaggeratedly. Gary followed with another big and noisy yawn. ‘Time to go, I need to be with my wife. I’ll come in a couple of days but if there’s any update, please let me know,’ Gary said before leaving the station.

At Rebecca’s house, Jerry and Rob sat at the kitchen’s table but didn’t talk to each other, they avoided any eye contact. Rob observed in the sink the half-empty cups from the night before and, as he looked around the kitchen, he noticed that almost every surface in the kitchen was crammed with kitchen’s utensils. They were all clean, but the benches were covered with them. He swore under his breath that it looked chaotic, as he was a meticulous perfectionist order maniacal, but still had a soft feeling for them. “For sure that Jerry doesn’t help his mum with any housekeeping. Typical teenagers,” he thought to himself and smiled as he focused his eyes above the stove where the large scorch mark stained the wall, trying to picture what it looked as. “It resembled a pirate’s treasure map,” he concluded and smiled again. He also noticed that the walls had pockmarks where the paint was peeling. And there was a to-do list fluttered against a corkboard on the back door. From the chair he sat, he could only read the headings: “Things to do: 1 Find things to do. 2 Do them,” he smiled and took his eyes off it and looked at Rebecca.

Rebecca made more than enough sandwiches, always thinking ahead, in case it took longer than anticipated to find the location where they spotted the light.

‘It can be a long day,’ she said to both, sensing the animosity between them.

‘I'm ready guys, let's go. Jerry, you direct us. I’ll go in the back seat to rest my leg. Thanks again Rob for changing the bandage, I’m feeling much better,’ Rebecca said, smiling at him. Rob returned the smile and thought, “what a nice woman she is, I’m starting to like her,” doubting himself on his feelings towards that woman. Jerry shacked his head disapproving her mother’s choice to take this man with them, he had hard feelings towards Rob.

Rebecca, Jerry and Rob travelled for twenty minutes before they parked Rob’s car away from the main road so no one could see it. ‘From here, we need to walk into the forest, this is the area where we saw the light,’ Jerry said.

Rebecca and Rob interchanged looks as they didn’t have a clue where they were. ‘Jerry, can you bring us back to the car after our search, do you know this part of the forest?’ his mum asked worried of being lost. For her, everything looked the same. Grey, black and white plants, trees, bushes, rocks, everything. ‘I have never been in this part of the forest, and I was born here,’ she added, her voice sounding concerned.

‘Don’t worry mum, I know this area very well. It’s a short cut to the creek. I've been here several times with my friends. We come swimming here,’ Jerry paused as he knew his mother will be disappointed to hear that. ‘I know I wasn’t supposed to come this way, I wasn’t allowed, but you know,’ he couldn’t see her mother in the eyes as he had lied, something that Rebecca hated the most. He also hated when he disobeyed his mother but that was part of coming of age. Before, the guilt was enough to knock him into his knees but not anymore.

In the inside, Rob was enjoying the interchange between mother and son, but also felt for Rebecca when he saw her watery eyes. He understood it wasn’t a big deal, but it was the fact that he lied to his mother that bother her. ‘Should we leave some signs to find our way back? We used to do that in the army.’ Rob suggested to break the drama evolved in front of him.

‘Yeah, as a nurse,’ Jerry whispered at her mum ears. That changed her mood. She covered her face, so Rob didn’t realise that they were laughing at him.

Jerry turned around and started to walk. He didn’t respond to Rob’s suggestion. “That means no I suppose,” Rob said in between his lips and picked up the goods ready for the walk to the light.

Rebecca thought it was a good idea, but she wasn’t going to say it.

‘He has all the right to be upset with you, and me to,’ Rebecca stressed out. ‘You lied to us and now we found that they’re looking for you because of Tom’s murder. What do you expect? For him to be friendly?’ she questioned him, raising her hands in the air.

Rob felt ashamed, something he hardly felt before. He didn’t want Rebecca to have doubts about him, he wanted to win her over, and why not Jerry as well. Jerry was a good son, protective of his mother as every good son should be. So why did her husband abandon them and why after all these years he send them a note that only Rebecca and he knew it exist? Not to mention the money coming to them.

They walked into the forest following Jerry’s path. Rebecca tried her best not to show the pain she was in, but Rob realised otherwise, as he noticed the way that she was breathing, so he decided to walk closer to her to look after her. Jerry led the way. After thirty minutes Rebecca needed to rest but she said nothing.

Rob noticed her pace slowing down and her limp getting worse. ‘Hey Jerry, we better stop so your mum can rest a bit. We don’t want her to damage her leg more,’ he said.

‘I’m fine.’ Rebecca said and didn’t stop walking.

‘No, you’re not, please rest, we have time,’ Rob insisted. Suddenly, they heard some noises coming from the forest. It was the sound of birds, something they haven’t heard in days.

‘What’s that sound?’ Rob asked. The three lower their pace looking in the direction where the noise was coming from.

‘It’s the sound of birds, we must be close now,’ Jerry responded excited as he stopped in front of Rebecca and Rob.

The bird’s signing was amazing. It was so clear, pure and stunning. They looked up to the sky but all they could see was the mist. The scenery wasn't changing but it was beautiful to hear the birds’ sing. Their sounds intensified as the birds were coming towards them.

The trio stood together when the singing sounded from everywhere, surrounding them. Rebecca sat on a rock listening to the bird’s beautiful melody and rubbed her leg. She was in pain, but she knew she had to continue. She asked Rob to help her stand. Rob grabbed her by her arm and waist and pulled her towards him. She didn’t mind at all. She felt his strong arms lifting her in the air and raised her arms to his chest to get up. They got closer and looked into each other's eyes. The intensity of the sounds was getting louder and louder. She smiled at him and blushed. Jerry was looking at the bushes in front of him, where the sounds came from, and didn’t notice what happened between those two.

Rebecca and Rob walked towards Jerry when a strong light blinded them. They raised their hands up in front of their faces to block the light as it was hurting their eyes. ‘Jerry, come closer,’ Rebecca screamed. Rob grabbed Jerry and pulled him towards Rebecca. The three of them were static and looking down so that their vision could get used to the light. Their eyes watered. They rubbed their eyes trying to focus their vision. It wasn’t easy, five days without sunlight made it painfully hard.

They looked towards the light and saw the silhouette of a woman walking in the forest. It was Grace.


*****

Doctor jungle

Dr Ahmad didn’t have it easy when he arrived in Belmore to replace the veteran Dr Jones who retired and moved to Florida. Dr Ahmad was a catholic Lebanese born in East Beirut, a predominant catholic neighbourhood. He wore an impressive gold chain with a crucifix but still people in town considered him to be someone untrustworthy. “He is from the middle east, he is the enemy,” many people said when they found out about their new Doctor. “You can’t trust anyone coming from an Arabic country, we will never forget 911, they’re all the same,” some racists voiced their opinions.

Dr Ahmad’s parents migrated to the USA when he was in his last year of secondary. He went to study medicine at The Texas A&M University College of Medicine and later graduated from the University of California - San Francisco. Medicine was his passion, something he learned from his parents and grandparents, since he was a child and always listened to their family tails and home-made medicine. He came from a traditional family of doctors back in Lebanon.

His breakthrough came when John Gilliard came to town looking for the local Doctor to help his wife. Mary was having a bad episode and needed immediate help; she suffered a strange undiagnosed disease. She was very sick and was racked with pain for a long period of time. John didn’t have any other option but to get help from this untrustworthy Doctor to look after his wife.

Dr Ahmad was a warm, caring, and knowledgeable person. He not only practised conventional or western medicine but also believed in natural medicine, a practice learned in his old days back in Beirut. Mary, a naturalist by nature, saw in him a good soul and liked him from day one. They talked about pain killers and natural herbs that could help her, something that she appreciated and went well with her beliefs. The previous Doctor prescribed her with strong painkillers like Oxy and Codeine, opium-based painkillers, that relieved the pain but didn’t cure her disease, he even prescribed Xanax and Valium to her, just to take the edge off things. Dr Ahmad managed to alleviate not only Mary’s pain but got her better and stronger than ever before. Dr Ahmad's secret was to listen to his patients and not pretend to have all the answers to every sickness. The combination of western and naturist medicine helped Mary. John appreciated that.

Word came to town of Mary’s recovery and, if John Gilliard considered the doctor to be a good medic, they would as well.

People started to attend his practice. At the beginning people had distrust on him, but little by little he won their trust, to a point of becoming a respected and appreciated citizen in the County. These days, he had some patients travelling from several miles away to be treated by him at Belmore. He won his reputation by curing and caring for the people.

Now, as part of the committee to deal with the current situation, Dr Ahmad was worried of what would happen with his patients if they couldn’t get the supply of both traditional and non-traditional medicines. He also worried that he couldn’t continue with his research on replacing some of the opium-based painkillers with plants, herbs and roots extracted from the jungle in Peru, a country that he frequented to learn from the natives the qualities and benefits of their local plants, herbs, and roots.

As part of his research, he experimented with Ayahuasca, a plant-based psychedelic, and was impressed by the benefits that it had on people who were sick and where traditional medicine failed them. He was taught by a Chaman from the Amazon, that most of the illnesses that people suffer from, were in their mind and that the Ayahuasca could help them, a theory that he wanted to experiment with. He believed that a healthy mind would help the body recover from any illness and would provide a better quality of life. He wanted to demonstrate the benefits of a treatment based on the ancient knowledge of the people from the jungle. He was so close to what he believed was a breakthrough in medicine when Covid19 hit the world and his research came to a stop as travelling was impossible, and the supply of herbs and medicinal plants coming from Peru stopped. Lately, he had slowly resumed his research, but this new crisis for sure would made things worse and who knows, go backwards as he would almost have to start his research again.

Dr Ahmad once approached Grace in the park to ask her how she was doing as he couldn’t find any previous medical records from Dr Jones. He believed that Grace was the only person in the County that never had an illness, or any diseases registered that needed the intervention of a medical practitioner, something that was very unusual, never heard of.

‘I can see that you enjoy looking at the children playing in the park. Do you have any children?’ he once asked, trying to get more information from this enigmatic person.

‘Oh no, no children of my own. I just like watching them laugh and play with the innocence that they display. It’s wonderful to see them so happy. It makes me happy,’ responded Grace with her soft and angelical voice. Her sole presence disarmed anyone close to her.

‘I’m Dr Ahmad,’ he introduced himself and was quickly amused by the radiance that Grace displayed. He tried to identify her fragrance but couldn’t pinpoint what it was, something that he was very good at due to his experience with natural products. Grace irradiated a mix of natural aromas that were pleasant to the senses.

‘I know who you are, not by name, but I know what you do here. You’re a good man and you’ll achieve greatness,’ she smiled and displayed convincing mannerism that somehow calmed Dr Ahmad, but he couldn’t resist asking more to this captivating woman. “Why do some people dislike her, she is so pleasant and things around her are peaceful and quiet,” his thoughts questioned the comments the County people made about her.

‘And how do you know this?’ he asked, immersed in the distinctive and pleasant atmosphere that seems to surround and be generated by her, like being inside a pleasant bubble.

‘I can see your aura, your energy is positive, you heal people,’ she told him facing him but not looking at his eyes but around his silhouette as if she was looking at an energy field around him. ‘You don’t display any muddy colours in your aura that indicate negative emotions,’ she added. Dr Ahmad experienced a warming sensation as Grace turned around and continued to look and smile at the children playing. Some of the kids were reserved about approaching Grace but all smiled back when she did.

‘Have you ever been to see a doctor? he asked.

‘I get all I need in this world from the plants and the animals. Nature provides you with everything, but people don’t see it, people lost contact with nature and someday, they will pay for it,’ she warned bending her body towards the doctor as she gently laughed. She was charming, warm, pleasant, friendly; her clear eyes seem like a blue colour sea always changing depending on where the sun was positioned.

‘What do you mean?’ he asked her. Grace smiled as she knew that Dr Ahmad knew what she was talking about. For Grace it wasn’t a mystery to know that he was a man close to nature. He retained his composure as a science person but deep in his soul he understood how nature worked, and Grace sensed it.

‘It means that if humans don't change, nature will do it for them,’ she gently replied. Dr Ahmad then looked to the side as he was distracted by a strange noise coming from a tree and when he turned back, Grace was gone.

“What the hell just happened here, where is she?” Dr Ahmad looked to where she was seated next to him a moment ago, but she had vanished. His head turned all around, dramatically, but he couldn’t see a sign of her. He was incredulous on how Grace just vanished almost in front of him, she was nowhere to be seen. In a split second she was gone.

He kept asking his patients about Grace, but no one could give him any clues of who she was, where she came from or even her name. “We just call her the woman from the forest,” one of his patients told him.

When asked, one of his patients commented on her. “The kids call her a spooky woman, others just call her crazy,” blinking her eyes as to keep it quiet, ensuring no one listened to her comment.

Dr Ahmad concluded that no one had anything bad to say about her, but many were afraid, while others were jealous of her, they envied how she came and went as she pleased. A very mysterious woman.

Back at the scene in the forest, Rebecca, Jerry and Rob tried to understand what they just saw.

‘It’s the spooky woman,’ Jerry said pointing at her. ‘I used to see her at the park when I was playing with my friends. She will appear and then vanish, and we couldn’t find her anywhere,’ he told his mum and Rob full of excitement, his voice loud and sharped, shifting his eyes between them and where the light came from.

‘Are you sure son, is she for real? I have never seen her, I only heard what other people say in town about her?’ Rebecca wondered.

‘Well, she is real, we all just saw her,’ Rob said. ‘It was a woman that we saw walking in the forest, she was surrounded by light and colours,’ he added, his comment was keen, he was excited like Jerry was.

‘Okay, but we can’t follow her, the forest is too thick to take Rebecca with us, or even for us to follow,’ Rob said as he turned to face Jerry. ‘Let’s head back home,’ he added.as he pointed at the forest ahead of them. It looked impossible as the path taken by Grace had closed down and the bushes again became colourless and impenetrable. He grabbed Rebecca by the arm and turned her body around to start walking back.

‘Better not to say anything about what we saw today, we don’t know how people will react if they find out that this woman has something to do with what’s happening to the town,’ Rob warned before starting to walk with Rebecca by his side.

‘We are not sure about that,’ Rebecca said. ‘We are not sure if she has something to do with this mist and wall,’ she added. Rob nodded.

‘Yeah, you are right, I’m making assumptions that I shouldn’t, you’re right,’ Rob agreed with Rebecca.

Jerry quickened his pace. ‘The creek is not too far from where we saw her,’ he said pointing to one side of the track that they followed to get where they were. ‘There may be a way to cross the wall down the creek where the water is deep enough to get a person through, maybe that is where she was headed too,’ he added. Rob looked down the path, the way they came, and then to his right, were Jerry pointed. It looked like the hint of a forgotten trail.

Rebecca stopped. With her hands on her hips and after some deep breaths she pledged, ‘Let's rest the night and then tomorrow morning we can come back and see if we can cross to the other side of the wall and find out what is happening there and why we are isolated? Why has nobody come from the outside to help us and why we can’t leave?’ Rob offered a hand to help her that she firmly held as she wobbled and steadied herself.

‘I think that’s a very good idea. You need to rest, and we need better clothes if we’re going to cross under water,’ Rob finished looking at Rebecca’s eyes to get her approval. She nodded her head and made a sign to Jerry to walk back.


*****

The other side 

That night, Rebecca, Jerry and Rob had an uneasy rest. Excited of what they saw in the forest and about the adventure they were going to embark on, kept them awake. Rebecca as usual was thinking about the things they’d need. Sandwiches were off the agenda as they didn’t have any fresh food. Tuna cans and crackers would be on the menu. They would need at least six meals if they were going to be able to cross to the other side of the wall. Towels, swimmers, suniess and dry clothes, even without sun, it was hot and humid. Jerry was thinking of taking his pocketknife, his compass, and a torch. Rob thought about taking the rope he saw in the shelter where he spent the last two nights, and anything that resembled an arm to defend themself if needed.

They all jumped out of bed almost at the same time. ‘Are we ready?’ Rebecca asked, looking at his son and Rob carrying almost nothing, compared to her provisions in her backpack. ‘Rob you can carry this backpack, you are very light and…’ she couldn’t finish her sentence as Rob interrupted.

‘Of course, I’ll but let me check your leg first. Have you packed any pain killers and a hot cream or gel just in case we need them?’ he said, looking at Jerry and mocking her mum’s readiness for a full expedition rather than just for a trip to the creek.

‘That’s a good point, why didn’t I think about it. Jerry, can you get the first aid kit that we keep in the kitchen?’ Rebecca instructed rather than asked without looking at him. She wanted to avoid any hard faces from his son as he hated receiving orders.

‘I will mum,’ he shrugged as he walked to the kitchen. Rob smiled at Rebecca and walked towards her, mocking her son's walking posture. They both smiled and made faces to each other.

‘Now let me look at your leg,’ Rob insisted, bending down.

‘It’s not necessary,’ replied Rebecca but Rob was already on his knees touching Rebecca's leg and rubbing his hands up to her knee to check if there was any swelling or any marks that could complicate their walk.

‘It looks okay,’ he said while Rebecca tingled at Rob’s soft rubbing of her leg. Rob made a sign for her to sit so she did.

Despite everything that had happen in the last days, she was again growing fond of him. He was showing a special interest in her and that made her have pleasant and wishful thoughts. He fancied a change in Rebecca's attitude but now and then, he felt pushed apart by her. She was unsure on challenging Rob about his lies. Maybe later she thought.

“She may be doubting her feelings towards me,” Rob thought, “or I may be wrong. It's confusing, you never know. I think she isn’t straightforward in showing her feelings. How do I make her trust me after all that has happened?” he sighed.

‘Here it is. I’ll carry it,’ Jerry had the first aid kit under his arm. ‘Let’s go,’ he urged, anxious to get going, his rushed voice make them hurried.

Rob, standing and leaning forward, asked Rebecca if she was ready. She nodded. There was a clumsy pause. He offered a hand to help her up from the couch. She raised her eyebrows at him. His eyes never leaving Rebecca’s. Again, he saw that she was charming and unexpectedly quick-witted. His smile dimmed a fraction, then brightened. Jerry pinched the bridge of his nose and rolled his eyes and shook his head briskly as he walked to the door.

‘We’ll take your car Rob,’ Rebecca said and off they went.

Jerry walked out the house and heard what her mother said to Rob, he turned around to face him. ‘Rob don’t worry about the gasoline,’ Jerry’s sarcastic tone resonated in Rob’s head.

Jerry changed his tone, and his body straitened. ‘We have buckets of gasoline in the shed, we always keep them just in case. Something my father always told us to plan in case of an emergency.’

That was one of Jerry’s fond memories from his father as he always insisted on having, just in case there was another war or any conflict like it happened during the Gulf War in the Middle East, when his dad was just a kid. Or the story about the crisis back in the 70’s, a story that his dad was told by his old man, Jerry’s grandfather, about the time when the energy crisis played a key role in the economic downturn of the 1970’s. With the OPEC oil embargo, the oil prices jumped 350% and the higher costs rippled through the world economy. Since then, a good supply of gasoline at the farm was kept. It proved to be a smart idea.

‘Your old man was a wiser man,’ Rob replied. Rebecca smiled at their interaction, noticing that Jerry was going soft on Rob. Jerry’s language and mannerisms were changing towards him.

Back in town, the twins knocked on everyone’s front door asking about Rob. There were no signs of him anywhere, so they decided to check the houses out of town. He couldn’t have vanished, but maybe he was hiding in someone’s house. They were desperate to find him. They threatened every person they came across with.

When they got to Rebecca’s house, there was no one there. They looked around but couldn’t find anyone. ‘Maybe they were out of town and couldn’t come back because of the wall,’ Phil said. ‘Let’s keep looking at other places before it gets too late or our father finds him first,’ Phil nudged his brother to keep walking.

‘I’m fucking tired of this, all I want is to shoot him,’ Rony blasted.

‘Yeah, let's shoot him,’ Phil laughed and then both started laughing like two little kids being naughty.

After hours of searching for Rob, they decided to go back to town and asked the Sheriff if he had any news about him. ‘It’s a long shot but maybe he’ll tell us or direct us somewhere where we could find him,’ this time Rony felt a flash of irritation, he wanted him dead no matter what.

They went into the police station and didn’t even look at the Sheriff, they asked Jason, the Deputy on duty, if he had any news about Rob. The Sheriff raised his eyebrows to the Deputy and was all ears on their conversation.

Phil leaned in over the front counter. ‘We've checked all the houses in the centre and nothing, we even went up the road and checked the houses off the road and still nothing,’ Phil told Jason. Jason shrugged his shoulders and stared blankly at Phil.

‘We checked the house of that bitch Rebecca, but no one was home. Do you know if they are around or if they are at the other side of the wall? That motherfucker may be enjoying her freedom while we are stuck in here.’ Rony added.

The Sheriff knew that Rebecca and Jerry were around as they collected their provisions the day before, but he said nothing. ‘Did you check all the houses on that road all the way to the wall?’ the Sheriff asked from the back of the office.

Phil looked at the Sheriff with hateful eyes and said ‘Yes, we did, do you think that we are idiots or what?’

The Sheriff sketched out a smile and turned around thinking that there was a real chance that Rob was hiding with them. He would visit their house later so the twins would not suspect anything. ‘Yeah, they may be enjoying their life on the other side,’ he was sarcastic referring to Rony’s previous comment to the Deputy. The twins looked at each other, then shook their heads and walked to the front door leaving the station without saying goodbye to the Sheriff nor to the Deputy.

‘Fucking idiots,’ the Sheriff said to the Deputy making sure they heard him before they slammed the door.

At Rebecca’s house, Rob finished filling his car with gasoline and they were ready to embark on their adventure to find out if they could cross to the other side of the wall.

On the drive to where the wall crossed the creek, Rob told Rebecca and Jerry stories from when he was in the army. Jerry pretended that he wasn’t paying attention or being entertained by them, but Rob could see, from the corner of his eyes, that Jerry was sketching out smiles now and then on the funny tales that he was unfolding. Rebecca, on the other hand, from roughing out smiles to laughing openly, was delighted at Rob’s funny remarks. Rob was feeling more confident knowing that their smiles would help him regain their trust. “Nothing like making people laugh to win their hearts. Half the battle was won,” he thought. Was he right?

The trio arrived at the wall, a short distance from the creek where Jerry knew it was deep enough if they wanted to go under, something they were all looking forward to. Rob made sure he concealed the car in the bushes. They could be going for a couple of days and didn't want anyone to know what they were up to.

Rebecca noticed, on their walk through the bushes, that Jerry and Rob not only walked alongside but worked together to avoid and clear any obstacles on the way, making it easy for Rebecca to go through. The walk was eery as the mist didn’t let them see where they were heading too or even coming from.  The lack of colours made them feel encapsulated in a grey bubble that looked the same everywhere you look. They were silent, the only noises they could hear was the cracking of dead leave and branches that they stepped on.

When they arrived at the creek, Rebecca pulled some plastic bags from her backpack and asked Jerry to change into his swimmers as she started to undress. She was wearing her swimmers underneath her clothes.

‘Shit. I didn't bring my swimmers mum, I forgot them.’

‘I know that is why they are in the backpack.’ His mum was always two steps ahead. She knew her son well, so she knew to pack them for him.

Rob was standing near them trying not to be too obvious looking at Rebecca’s figure. “She has a very nice figure,” he thought. “Fuck I’m getting hard. Not now please, not now.”

‘And what are you going to swim with?’ Jerry asked Rob. ‘You may have to go nude,’ Jerry laughed at him.

‘I don’t have swimmers,’ Rob blushed.

‘C’mon, we’re adults here,’ Rebecca said after listening to their conversation. ‘You can swim in your undies. Take this plastic bag to keep your runners and clothes dry,’ as she handed it to Rob not containing a big smile looking at his face. She thought he looked charming. Must be the redness on his face as she noticed a change in the grey colours on his face.

Rebecca took a good look at him. He wasn’t athletic but didn’t have a bad body. Rob felt embarrassed, he was trying to cover his erection the best he could, but it was obvious what was happening to him. The more he told himself not to think about it, the harder it got. Rebecca raised her eyebrows at him and went pensive for more than a couple of seconds, then she focussed on what they needed to do.

‘Okay, let's go,’ she instructed as she turned around and looked at her son. “He is also going to be a good-looking guy, he will be popular around the girls,” she thought, smiling proudly at his son. Jerry didn’t know what was happening, he was getting ready to get into the creek.

They tipped the water with their toes, the water was cold fresh, something Rob didn’t need as his thoughts were on Rebecca’s figure and his uncontrollable erection. He was released to be ahead of them and not to show his struggling to get it down. After walking on the side of the creek, they got to the spot where they could swim. The hum of the wall intensified as they approached it.

They walked in the water some few yards in the direction of the wall until Rob, who was ahead of Rebecca and Jerry, got submerged to his chest. This unloosed the pressure he had put on himself but continue to be hard as ever. ‘Let me go first,’ Rob said, avoiding Rebecca’s eyes. He handed Jerry the plastic bag and the backpack. ‘Hold this Jerry, let me dive first, next to the wall,’ and kept walking, but after a few steps, he lost the floor and disappeared under black coloured water from Rebecca and Jerry’s sight. After a few seconds later, he emerged smiling at them. ‘All’s good,’ he managed to voice at the same time he gasped for air. ‘I’m ready,’ the rope around his upper body.

‘Be careful,’ Rebecca said as he disappeared under the water.

It was pitch black under the water.  As Rob grabbed the wall, he could feel the vibration of the hum in his eyes, it was very strong, but he kept looking for a gap. He struggled to stay under, so he paddled hard and pushed himself down by scraping against the wall. He gasped for air two more times, before submerging again into the darkness. He felt the edge of the wall as he was almost at the bottom of the creek and knew there was a way.

After tracing his fingertips down the wall, he came close to what looked as a big rock on one side. He grabbed the rock and pushed himself to the side and he noticed what it looked like the gap he was looking for. The wall's edge was supported by two rocks, the ideal place to pass to the other side, but how could he tell if he doesn’t go through and inspects what it looks like a tunnel to the other side. The lack of luminosity made it hard to see more than five yards ahead. The centre of what he suspected was the gap, was darker almost pinch black.

A trickle of chilly water out of the shadowy opening hit him. He assumed it was the opening to the other side as it was pitch black and couldn’t see what it was ahead.
 
It wasn’t an easy dive, Rob wasn’t a top swimmer, but he was way ahead of the average. He emerged and took a deep amount of air before going down. He turned his head but couldn’t see either Rebecca or Jerry.

‘Why is he taking so long?’ Jerry queried. ‘Can he be in trouble? What do we do mum?’ his voice sounded nervous and anxious. Jerry tried to swim forward splashing water all around them.

Rebecca covered her eyes and stopped him. ‘Just wait, give him more time. I’m sure he’s okay,’ trying not to sound worried as she was. She kept looking at the water were last saw Rob.

Seconds passed that felt like minutes. Both were anxious. Then they saw Rob’s figure emerge in front of them. Rob grasped for air before he could say anything.

‘He’s okay,’ Rebecca exclaimed in dismay at his appearance.

‘It’s okay. I went under the wall,’ he burst out. ‘Is not too wide and it is curved with sharped ends, but you should be able to manage. It’s very dark and the hum is very intense down there. I couldn’t see any light on the other side. We must be careful as you can’t tell the difference between the water and the edge of the creek, it’s like swimming in the dark,’ he continued. The torch he was given by Rebecca wasn’t that powerful, it was useless.

He rested for a few seconds and was ready to go again.

‘I’ll go first and this time I’ll take the rope to guide you guys. I’m going to take the two ends and wrap them around my waist. When on the other side, I’ll pull the rope three times so you know that you can wrap the three plastic bags with our stuff. When ready, you’ll pull it three times so I’ll know I’m ready to pull it back so we can pass the bags under the wall.’ He had already begun to tie the rope around his waist.

‘When ready, I’ll pull the rope three times so Rebecca you can go second. I’ll pull you but be careful with the edges if you’re in trouble pull my end three times and I’ll go and get you. I guess it’ll take less than a minute to get to the other side. Will do the same with you Jerry. Are we clear on this?’ They both looked at him and nodded. ‘It’s safe to dive in,’ Rob added before disappearing into the deep dark waters again.

All went as planned with the plastic bags. Rob secured them and pulled three times so then it was Rebecca’s turn.

Rebecca kissed Jerry in the forehead and then made the cross sign over her chest and forehead, regardless not being a religious person, she thought it was appropriate to do it, before she pulled the rope three times and floated towards the wall looking back at her son.

‘You’ll be right mum, love you.’ She smiled, looked at Jerry for the last time and turned around. She then took a huge breath of air and submerged into the water. The last thing Jerry saw was her mum paddling down the creek.

Rob was impatient feeling the strength of the rope. After a few seconds, Rebecca appeared from under the water and gasped a deep breath of air. Rob could only see her beautiful figure coming from the water, dripping down her face, her chest, looking irresistible. He was silent, daydreaming, just looking at her until she made a gesture for him to help her while she was fixing back her hair. He reacted and pulled her out of the water. They embraced each other and their faces touched. Next, they looked into their eyes and kissed.

‘Sorry’ Rebecca said. ‘I didn't mean to…’

‘You don’t have to say sorry, anything, it’s okay, let's get Jerry,’ interrupted Rob hugging and pulling her body against his, not letting Rebecca say another word.

‘It’s all the same here. There are no colours, and the mist is the same,’ she said, feeling her body expanding against his as she breathed in. It was black, grey, and white everywhere around them. She kept her face against Rob's chest for a couple of seconds, she could hear the muffled sound of his voice. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the vibrating hum of his voice. Then she opened her eyes and gently pushed her away from him looking into his eyes.

‘Yeah, it’s the same,’ as he was quick to get back to work at hand pulling the rope three times letting Jerry know it was his turn.

He felt how Jerry pulled back from the other side. He kept pulling him but suddenly it got stuck. He pulled hard again, but it didn’t lose, it was stuck. ‘Something's not right,’ he said. Rob pulled again and again with all his strength, but it wasn’t working, it was stuck. Rebecca saw Rob’s effort facial expression and his back and arms tense muscles pulling the rope, so she jumped to the water.

‘What’s wrong,’ panic filled Rebecca as she joined Rob in pulling on the rope. ‘Oh my God, Jerry!!!,’ she screamed, her voice worried and anxious, her eyes wide open looking at the end of the rope and back to Rob.

‘I'm going down. Hold the rope.’ Rob didn’t hesitate about diving in.

‘Hurry please, something is happening to Jerry,’ this time her voice was fearful, almost crying.

‘Stay here, don't follow me.’

He filled his lungs with air and went down into the water. In a couple of seconds, he disappeared from Rebecca's sighting. Rebecca was shaking, she wanted to follow Rob but hesitated.

Rob followed the rope till he got to Jerry. His eyes were popping out of his face, he looked scared. The visibility was poor. Rob forced Jerry’s body and realised that his leg was tangled with the rope and against a rock.

Seconds past but for Rebecca it felt like minutes. Then Jerry emerged jumping out to the surface and gasping for air.

‘Are you okay Jerry, what happened?’ Rebecca sounded hysterical as she rubbed his head and held him close, tiers coming down her face.

‘I'm okay, somehow I got snagged, but Rob freed me up.’ Rebecca squeezed her son.

‘Thank God you’re okay,’ she gasped, sobbing at him, rubbing his head and shoulders. They embraced each other for what it felt an eternity.

‘Where is Rob?’ Jerry asked. Rob was right behind him, so something didn’t make sense. Both looked around and there was no sign of him.

‘Maybe he’s stuck as well,’ Rebecca said as they both held each other. Seconds passed and still nothing.

Then they saw him coming to the surface. He made it; he took a long and deep amount of air before exhaling ‘Fuck. I lost myself down there. I wasn’t sure which way to go. It’s so dark and confusing down there, I lost grasp of the rope.’

Rebecca held his arms and pulled him towards her body. ‘Thank God you are alive,’ as she pulled Jerry towards her as well. The three of them were hugging each other.

‘Are you okay Jerry?’ Rob asked still catching air.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks.’ They stayed standing with the water to their knees for a few more seconds, coming to terms with what just happened.

When Jerry got out of the water, Rob secured the rope around a tree. They were ready to head towards Carrington. Jerry knew the way to the main road as he was familiar with this part of the creek. It would take them at least four hours to get close to the city. The three of them were thwarted that everything looked the same as in Belmore. No colours, the mist, no animals, no light, no sounds, it was all the same.

‘Do you think all the world is like this?’ Jerry asked.

‘Not sure but this side looks a bit darker don’t you think?’ Rebecca noticed looking at the sky and the bushes around them.

‘Yes, it does,’ Rob added also looking all around. ‘This is something we’ll have to tell people back in town, not sure how we're going to get our lives back,’ he breath hard and deep as he said those words.

‘How do we know the way to go? Rebecca asked. ‘It all looks the same. Do you know the way, Jerry?’ she gently asked, swagging her eyes between both.

Jerry nodded and pulled out his compass out of his pocket. He looked at the compass and turned his body and directed them. ‘That's the way,’ Jerry pointed. ‘There’s no time to waste, follow me,’ again he was in command.

‘You have a very smart kid here,’ Rob smiled at Rebecca. She was speechless, she couldn't believe that she kissed him. “What was I thinking?” was in her mind. “But it felt good…”

The walk wasn’t an easy one. They had to negotiate walking through small creeks, fallen trees, rocks, bushes, you name it. After more than two hours, they came to a clearing, they guessed it was a plantation farm. It made it easier their walk.

‘We’re not too far now, Jerry said. ‘The main road must be a couple of hundred yards ahead of us. From there it’ll be another hour or so to get to the city.’ They started walking again.

Suddenly, they heard gunshots and what sounded like motorbikes. It wasn’t too far from where they were. They looked at each other. Rob extended his arm stopping Rebecca and Jerry. Their visibility was poor. He brought his finger to his mouth signalling to keep quiet. Then with his other hand he made a sign to kneel.

‘I don’t like the sound of it,’ Rob said, whispering his words. ‘Let’s be careful, the visibility is bad, and I have a bad vibe of what could be ahead of us.’

Rebecca, looking at Jerry, saw an image resembling her husband, Fred. “He is not a child anymore, he has grown so much,” she thought to herself. Rob stood up and so did Rebecca and Jerry who pointed the direction they needed to go.

They hit the road and started to walk towards Carrington. Now and then they heard more gunshots in the distance, but they said nothing, they kept walking but slowly and alert.

The sound of motorbikes coming towards them escalated. ‘Let’s get to the side road,’ Rob instructed, this time his voice was sharp. He gently dragged Rebecca towards himself as Jerry was ahead of them. Jerry turned around and followed them to the side of the road. He got closer to his mum.

The motorbikes were slow, they couldn’t go fast due to the poor visibility. They stopped just ahead of them. Rob made a sign to both Rebecca and Jerry to stay where they were hiding in the mist. He was going to get closer to hear them.

Rob climbed a small hill and got closer to where the motorbikes parked. He was very cautious trying not to make any sound. He couldn’t see them, but he heard one of them rebuke someone else. ‘You didn’t need to kill that old farmer, he wasn’t going to do or say anything, he was stuck in his little house. We should only take his food and disappear, no need to shoot him down.’ It was a female voice.

‘He saw our faces. You both took off your masks to eat and he saw your faces. What else could I do? It’s over now let's get out of here. Let’s join the rest and drive to the Boss's house,’ the other bikie said. They started the bikes and drove away. Rob was in disbelief of what he heard. He heard one female voice and two male voices. They’ve killed a man for food. He headed back to Rebecca and Jerry.

Rob got back to Rebecca and Jerry where they hide. ‘Did you talk to them? Rebecca asked. ‘Were they friendly, are they going to help us?’ she looked and sounded excited, her eyes open and smiling at Rob.

‘You won’t believe what they did. They killed a farmer to steal his food,’ Rob told them. Rebecca raised her hand to her mouth. She couldn’t believe what she just heard. She shook her head and her face turned from surprised and excited to anger. She held Jerry’s arm. Jerry was startled at what he heard from Rob, but he said nothing, didn’t react. Rebecca lowered her head, and her face switched showing something worse than anger. She tightened her lips before gained some composure, but no word came from her lips.

‘Killed a man for food? Jerry asked in disbelief. His eyes kept looking at her upset mother.

‘From what I heard, the farmer was an old man living by himself. There were two men and a woman. I heard that they were driving back to the house of a boss or something like that. They could be members of a gang. From now on, we better be careful if we encounter more people,’ Rob warned, adding caution to his words.

‘They killed a farmer to steal food,’ Rebecca exclaimed. ‘What in the heavens is happening. I don’t like the sound of this.’ Rebecca grabbed onto Jerry’s elbow. ‘Jerry, you’ll walk next to me. I don’t want to lose sight of you. Do you understand me?’

‘Yes mum, I will,’ responded Jerry and rolled his eyes to Rob who rolled his eyes. Back. She frowned.

The road ahead was an easy walk as they were on the main road to Carrington, but it would take them more than an hour to get there at the slow pace they walked, worried to encounter anyone else. Before they got near civilization, they heard again the sound of engines. ‘We're close now to the city. Let’s stop and eat something before we continue,’ Rebecca suggested. ‘If we don’t have food, they can’t hurt us,’ she said and moved to the side of the road and dropped her backpack.

‘Yeah, sure mum,’ Jerry said. As if.’ he added sarcastically.

‘Keep quiet, I hear some noises close by,’ Rob said. The three of them were static, all ears. It was the voice of a woman and a man walking nearby.

‘What do we do?’ the woman asked her male companion. ‘People are becoming savages, they're killing each other. The town is in hell. The police are looking after themselves, not protecting the people. These gangsters are shooting everyone, they are not even from around here.’

‘I don’t know how we’re going to survive,’ her male companion said. ‘We can’t go back to town, and we have little food left. What the fuck is happening with the world. I wonder if we continue walking, we will find an opening to the wall and get out of here. I wonder why no one is coming to help us. Maybe this is happening everywhere,’ the man said in a loud voice.

Rebecca was in horror at what she heard and suddenly lost her foothold. ‘Whose there?’ the man asked. ‘Come out or I'll shoot you,’ he commanded as he raised his gun and pointed to where they heard the sound. The woman did the same.

‘Don’t shoot, we’re coming out,’ Rob replied. ‘We’re unarmed, we’re coming out now. Don’t shoot.’

Rebecca, Jerry and Rob emerged slowly from the mist with their hands up in the air. What they found was a man and a woman pointing their guns at them. Both looked very nervous. ‘Take it easy,’ Rebecca said. ‘We are not going to hurt you; we are just passing by.’ She thought if she could let them know they were harmless, they’d let them go.

‘Get to the side and show me your hands. Who are you?’ the woman demanded; her expression was thunderous.

‘We’re like you trying to make sense of what’s happening, searching for a way out,’ Rob tried to explain.

‘We came from the creek, from Belmore,’ Jerry added. Rob shot a look at him with disapproving eyes.

‘Do you have food?’ the woman asked. The man took two large steps across trying to see what they were carrying in the backpacks.

‘Yes, not much but we can share,’ Rebecca said, showing her backpack.

‘Keep your hands up,’ exclaimed the woman abruptly. ‘I don’t need the hustle,’ she added.

‘Let me see it, throw it in front of me,’ the man ordered, pointing his gun at her. ‘Don’t do anything stupid or I’ll shoot you,’ he added in a threatening voice.

‘There, have it.’ Rebecca threw her backpack. ‘Please, we are not bad people, we just want to get out of here. Like you,’ she added suppressing a groan.

The woman picked up the backpack from her companion's feet, she opened it and took all that was left or so. The tuna cans, the crackers, and the water.

‘There’s nothing in Carrington. People are stealing what they can and shooting at each other. You‘re safer out here,’ she said. ‘It’s like a frying pan-fire over there,’ she added.

‘Pick your bag and get the hell out of here before I change my mind and shoot you all,’ the man threatened.

Rob picked up the backpack. ‘Okay, okay, we will, thanks.’ He looked at Jerry and made a sign not to do anything stupid. He held Rebecca's arm and asked her if she could walk.

‘Yes, I can walk,’ she told him.’ ‘Come son let’s go.’ The three of them walked towards the city.

‘You’re going to get killed if you go to the city,’ yelled the man before they disappeared from sight. Rebecca turned her head and looked at the woman’s eyes, she thought she was begging for help despite having a gun in her guns.

‘That was a close call. What do we do now?’ Jerry asked.

‘There’s no point in going towards the city,’ Rebecca said. ‘Not worth the trouble we’re going to find ourselves in, mark my words. We better go back, don't you think Rob?’

Rob stopped dead in his tracks. ‘Yeah, you’re right, we better go back. Let’s wait to let these people get ahead of us so they don’t follow us,’ he said.

‘Good idea,’ Rebecca agreed. ‘Are you okay son?’

‘Yes mum, they can’t follow us, the mist, you know.’ They rested for ten minutes before they were ready to go back. Rebecca checked their provisions; she was surprised that the woman didn’t take all they had. “That woman wasn't that bad after all, there was something in her looks crying for help,” she thought to herself as she blinked at Rob to start the journey back.

The way back wasn’t that difficult, Jerry showed a great deal of orientation. They found the rope attached to the tree where Rob had covered it with leaves. Crossing the wall under the water was easier than the first time, they used the same technique as before, but this time Rob went last and cut the rope to take it with them.

When they finally got back to the house, Rebecca sensed that someone had been at their home. She picked up her pace to get first to the front door.

‘Look here, someone's tried to force the front door open, and they moved this chair, it was next to the window. Also, there are cigarette butts, you don’t smoke Rob, is that right?’ Rebecca asked but she knew full well what his answer would be.

‘I don’t. I’ll check the back of the house. Just in case, don’t enter yet, we don’t want any surprises,’ he said.

Jerry also headed round back ‘I’ll check the shed,’ he said. That time he felt a flash of irritation. He straightened as he walked to the shed.

‘Be careful,’ Rebecca said.

They were concerned that someone tried to enter the house. ‘I hope we don’t get like that other mob from the other side of the wall,’ Rob said. ‘Imagine if we all turn on each other!’ he added as he walked to the back of the house. Rebecca stayed on the porch but didn’t open the door as Rob instructed her. She was released to see Jerry appear from the mist shaking his head.

‘All clear mum.’

She nodded. Jerry got up the porch and she moved closer to hug him. ‘Mum, stop it,’ and he backed up. She smiled. “Teenagers” she thought.

Rob came walking from the side of the house. ‘All looks good. If someone was here, they left already and didn’t break any windows or the back door.’

They entered the house, this time Rob sensed the living room felt claustrophobic as he chewed his thumbnail. Every possible space was filled with objects. Ashtrays on tables but they didn’t smoke; there were small objects like keys, headphones and other electrical pieces everywhere; four big speakers; and Xbox; an old record player; two televisions, for sure one wasn’t working, it looked old, the other was a smart tv; hippies’ ornaments like pipes, love signs, psychedelic blankets on top of the lounge; a carpet on top of another one on top of another one and other objects that belonged in the shed, not inside the house Rob thought. It looked cramp but clean and in some sort of order. He was used to his modern style apartment where less is more with very few ornaments and plenty of open space. He couldn’t help smiling at the thought of living in this place, he would make many changes, he was fantasising on that idea.

Rebecca looked at him and realised he was lost in his thoughts, daydreaming. “I wonder what he is thinking now?”

‘What are you thinking?’ she couldn’t resist and asked.

He couldn’t say but he said more with a smile. She wondered if he was thinking about her, about the kiss.

‘Nothing, really, nothing’ he responded. Jerry was in his bedroom minding his own business.

‘You know, in this town everyone has guns, I won’t be surprised if things get worse and we end up just like them,’ Rebecca commented as she moved and sat in front of the TV looking at her dark reflection on the screen.

‘We need to find that woman we saw in the forest, how can she be surrounded by light?’ he questioned.

‘I agree.’ As she exhaled a big amount of air. She closed her eyes and extended her legs.

‘Do you know her?’

‘No, I don’t. I heard in town that she appears and disappears now and then. Nobody knows her, not even by name. They called her crazy or mad or something like that. I know that kids like her, but really no one knows where she comes from or where she lives.’ Rebecca explained rubbering her legs, she felt tired.

‘How can that be, in this world where everyone is connected and big brother knows everything about everyone,’ Rob stated. He had a very good point.

‘I know,’ Rebecca said, yawing.

‘Are you talking about the woman from the forest?’ Jerry asked, coming from the corridor. ‘She’s very nice. She’s very friendly, but some kids are afraid of her because their mothers tell stories about her that aren’t true,’ he stated. ‘Do you think that’s the figure we saw in the forest, the ghost, the alien, whatever. Do you think it’s her?’

Both Rebecca and Rob smiled at his comment. ‘We’ll find out soon enough, we’re going back to the forest, we need to get some answers, and we’ll tell no one. Will rest for a while and then we’ll try to find her. I’ll get more crackers and tuna cans, and drinks for the trip,’ Rebecca said shaking her head as she was getting tired of eating the same.

‘Those bastards took our supplies for the day. Idiots,’ Rob said knuckling his fingers.

‘Not all, that woman didn’t take everything, there is something funny about her,’ Rebecca said. Rob just made a face and shrugged his shoulders.

Meanwhile, John Gilliard was waiting in the lounge anxiously for his sons to return with news of the whereabouts of the guy out of town. He had given Mary sleeping tablets to let her rest, so he thought so, while he enjoyed his favourite bourbon drink. He heard Rony’s car approaching and jumped off his seat to greet the boys.

Rony and Phil returned to the house with no news. ‘I can believe that that guy got out of town. No one can get through the wall, how is that possible?’ John questioned.

‘We’ve checked every house in town and up the road to Carrington, no one has seen him dad,’ Phil said while Rony kept quiet. John’s face was rattled as he downed the last swallow of his bourbon and suppressed a small burp.

‘We better check again,’ Mary said coming down from her room, her face a flushed mess. ‘If he has something to do with Tom’s death, I want him to pay for it,’ as she walked out the house. She resembled a ghost.

‘Don’t you worry Mary, I‘ll take care of it,’ John said.

The twins were silent, they wanted to get their hands on that guy before their parents found out what they did with the distributors.


*****

Numu

The Sheriff visited Rebecca to check if Rob was staying with them. He grabbed one of the rifles from the cabinet and a box of bullets. He didn’t tell the Deputies where he was headed to, he didn’t want anyone to find out, especially the Gilliard’s, that he suspected that Rob was hiding with them.

He drove checking his rear-view and side mirrors making sure no one followed him. That time of the year the air was constantly heavy with moisture so he, without conscious thought pulled his handkerchief from his back pocket and put his hand out to his side mirror to clear the wetness to have better visibility but then realised it was dry.

“It’s awkward but this mist is not humid, there is no steam on the mirror. What kind of mist is this? No condensation, no haze, nothing, how can this be possible?” He scratched and shook his head before starting the engine. The latest events were taking a toll on him as he saw his tired face in the rear mirror. “I need a shave,” he voiced before driving away.

He drove slowly and kept checking the rear mirrors every couple of minutes to ensure he wasn’t followed. He failed to check on a couple of abandoned houses by the road. “How can this guy know about those houses? They are in bad shape, no one will stay there, they must be full of rats, snakes and God knows what else,” he concluded.

When at Rebecca’s house, no one was home. He knocked on the front door and checked the side window. He couldn’t see anyone inside. The interior of the house looked very dark due to the lack of colours. It looked empty. He felt frustrated and exhaled profusely at his disappointment. He wanted to talk privately to Rebeca and warn her about the twins.

He went to the back yard but again nothing, not a sign of them. “Where are Rebecca and Jerry? I hope they’re okay, who knows who this guy is?” he worried. He walked to the shed and took a good look inside. “Someone has been staying here, it could be that guy. I hope he hasn’t done anything bad to them. Rebecca is a smart woman, and I don’t believe she would trust that stranger, how can anyone trust a stranger that we know nothing about,” he went pensive, picturing the worst scenario in his head. “Fuck,” he yelled as he walked out the shade.

He walked back to the house. He yelled out while he combed through their house, “Rebecca, Jerry. It's Sheriff O’Conner. Are you home?” Nothing, not a single noise. Then he realised that Rebecca’s car was parked next to the shed. “They can’t be that far. I’ll wait a while and see if they come back,” he got concerned about the whereabouts of Rebecca and Jerry. “What about if the twins came here before me and took them. Fuck. They can’t be that stupid, but then they are,” he murmured. “But not John,” he shook his head to clear his mind.

After an hour or so he decided to return to the station. He didn’t want to raise any suspicions. “The last thing we need is that something bad has happened to these guys, or for the Gillard's to have another reason to take justice into their own hands. Fuck”. He spat on the floor and went back to his car. “Fuck,” he swore under his breath, his face showed something worse than anger.
He took another look at the house before entering his car, but he could just see the pale grey front of the house. The visibility was poor. He kicked his boots on the car’s wheel to get rid of the dirt. “I have a bad feeling about this. I hope they’re all right,” was his last thought before driving away.

Rebecca, Jerry and Rob drove their car to the same place where they parked the car the day before. When the car stopped, Jerry jumped out of the passenger seat and walked ahead of Rebecca and Rob as he knew the exact spot where they saw Grace last time.

‘Wait for us Jerry,’ Rebecca shouted.  ‘We have to walk close to each other, we aren’t sure how long or how far it’ll take us to get in contact with that woman,’ she didn’t take her eyes from her son as he walked away. Rob looked at the exchange between mother and son and made a gesture to Jerry to wait for them.

‘Okay mum,’ he replied as he slowed down. Nevertheless, he was eager to find the forest woman as Jerry described her, not the crazy bitch as many others did.

That time Rebecca and Rob were determined not to stop until they made contact with what they believed was an adult female human and not a ghost or an extra-terrestrial.

The forest was in complete stillness, you could only hear the cracking branches where they stepped. As a precaution, the three of them would wear sunglasses to ensure that time they were not blinded by the light.

It wasn’t an easy walk. There was no pathway ahead of them. ‘How are we going to get back if we don’t find that woman?’ Rob asked looking back at where they from. The mist had already covered their path, all he could see was a grey wall of mist.

‘Not sure,’ Rebecca responded. ‘Do you have your compass, Jerry?’ she asked.

‘Yes, I do, but not sure if it’ll help, all the bushes and trees look the same, there are no distinctive marks that we can track down on the way back. I’m not familiar with this part of the forest. We better find her,’ his voice sounded worried as they walked deeper into the forest.

‘How’s your leg going Rebecca, do you need to rest?’ Rob asked looking at her worried face.

‘I’m fine, surprisingly fine. Thanks for asking,’ she forged a smile. Rob returned the smile to give her assurance but, on the inside, he was also worried as from now on, they were at the mercy of their unknown destiny.

‘Here, have a drink,’ Rob offered and helped her to sit on a rock.

‘Jerry, let's have a rest, have a drink. We don't know how long it would take us to find that woman,’ Rob stated leaning his head towards Rebecca’s, so Jerry got the message to rest for his mum.

‘Now, are you a hundred percent sure that what we saw was a woman and not a ghost?’ Rebecca whispered to Rob’s ears. He got the feathery sense across the back of his neck and smiled and shrugged in response. Rebecca twinkled at his reaction. Jerry was seated ahead of them looking at the sky, so he didn’t notice the game played by his mother.

They spent several minutes looking at the mist and the few bushes and truncated trees around them. As they didn’t move or make any sounds, an eerie silence descended over the forest.

‘It's amazing how everything looks the same but, if you pay attention, you can tell the different types of trees and bushes,’ Rob pointed out to break the sinister and uncanny silence. Always looking at Rebecca from the corner of his eye, he didn’t want to make his interest too obvious.

‘Yes, you can but then, as soon as you walk, the shades of grey confuse you,’ Jerry replied, that time he was paying attention at what Rob said to his mum.

‘Okay enough talking, we better keep going,’ Rebecca said as she beat the dust on her clothes. ‘This could be a long journey’, her voice a little louder emphasising the word long.

They walked for several hours before they heard the familiar sound of birds. Jerry, that was ahead of them, stooped and didn’t say a word. Rob also stooped while Rebecca continued walking until she was side by side with her son. ‘Listen, we’re close. That woman can’t be that far away,’ Rebecca said as the noise intensified.

Rebecca pointed to the direction that the bird’s songs were coming from. Jerry moved forward ahead of her mum, and soon Rob caught-up with Rebecca. As they approached the place where the sounds were coming from, they knew, in the back of their minds, that coming back to the car was going to be a real struggle, they were very immersed into the forest. That was their chance to either get on truck to find Grace or be lost in the forest.

Suddenly, the noise stopped. They stood quietly to listen harder into the forest. Did they lose track off Grace?

Standing there, they were spinning around in all directions and staring at everything that surrounded them.

Then, the light came into them like a storm. ‘Put your glasses on,’ Rebecca yelled. They felt a rise in the temperature around them. Suddenly, they were in the middle of a colourful, warm, beautiful forest. Surrounded by flowers and plants with colours like they had never seen before. The contrast from the black and white of the last days, made everything brighter and nicer. They stood still, they didn’t say a word, they just looked all around and appreciated the beauty that encircled them. They looked up at the sky with their faces up towards the sun, it was their survival instinct, they needed the sun’s irradiation on their faces.

‘Can you smell it?’ Rob asked spinning around until he faced Rebecca. She was staring at him. It was the first time that they look at each other in full colour despite the sunglasses that they were wearing. Both had the same thought about the other. Instantly they felt attraction, smiling, scrutinising each other from top to bottom. Jerry wasn’t aware of what was happening with those two, he was smiling and focussing on the sky. It was so blue like he never seen it before. It was the contrast of their black and white vision of the last days.

‘Yes, I can,’ she responded with a soft sensual voice. Without taking their eyes from each other, they took big breaths to get a sense of the forest’s smell.

It was life as they knew it before. No, it felt better. They all had a smile on their faces.

‘Hi there,’ came a voice from the forest. They looked ahead and saw Grace coming towards them. She was smiling and walking like floating in the air. ‘What brings you to this part of the forest? I have never seen anyone around here. Are you from town?’ Grace asked.

They were speechless. Rob brought his sunglasses down little by little to get used to the light. Rebecca and Jerry followed, they all had watered eyes.

‘Yes, we are from town,’ Rebecca responded, admiring at the fresh beauty of the woman in front. Grace looked angelical. White dress, white sandals and a white scrunchie holding her blonde, almost white hair.

‘I’ve seen you before, at the park, where I played with my friends,’ Jerry said focussed on Grace’s amazing slender figure. Rob was also focused on Grace’s divine presence but didn’t say a word, not yet.

‘Oh yes, I know. I like going to the park to see the kids play. They all look so happy, but lately, there aren’t too many children playing like before. I don’t understand why. It’s always so nice to listen to them laugh out of joy,’ Grace said.

‘My name is Rebecca, this is my son Jerry and our friend Rob,’ she said in a soft voice mesmerised by Grace's appearance and her divine looks.

‘It’s nice to meet you all, I live here in the forest, it’s beautiful here,’ Grace said graciously switching her eyes among the three visitors.

‘Do you have a name?’ Rob asked her.

‘I remember being called Grace by my parents, but I really don’t recall much since I came to live in the forest. Not sure how long it’s been but certainly there weren't many cars then, not like now. Sometimes I hear them roar when I go for my walks. They’re noisy and the animals and plants don’t like them.’

‘How do you know that? Rob raised his eyes surprised by Grace’s comment.

‘Oh, they let me know,’ Grace casually replied sketching him a smile.

‘Another nutcase,’ Rob thought.

‘I’m not crazy, if that’s what you think, they just let me know,’ she said looking into Rob’s eyes.

‘How do you know what I was thinking, I really didn’t mean to say…’

‘I know,’ Grace gracefully interrupted Rob. ‘I can see it in you. You say more by not talking than talking. Everyone does, but people don’t get it, they forgot how to, or they never learned how,’ she kindly smiled.

‘What brings you to this part of the forest? I have never seen anyone around here,’ Grace’s voice was soft and gentle. She was a peaceful soul that radiated calmness.

Rebecca moved a little closer to Grace. ‘Don’t you know what is happening in town? The lack of colours, the mist, the wall. Haven’t you seen it?’ she asked, looking at Grace’s blue eyes that resembled the colour of the sea.

‘No, I noticed something changed in the air, but the forest hasn’t changed. I still get what I need from it. A wall, no colours, a mist? I haven’t been to town for many days, not sure how many, as I don’t count them, all days are the same when you live in the forest. The animals, the birds and the plants are my friends,’ Grace added. She projected a peaceful aura that brought calm to the three of them. It was like being inside a happy bubble of some kind.

‘I don’t really understand what is happening, but follow me, I’ll get you some fresh water and fruits, you all look tired.’ Grace started to walk. As she moved forward, a path was opening in front of her. She didn’t have any obstacles to negotiate.

‘Look,’ Jerry pointed to the ground. ‘The plants and the bushes are opening in front of her, this is insane,’ he said. They were astonished with the way that Grace walked and how the path opened in front of her.

‘But not for us,’ Rob noticed as they followed her pathway. ‘We still have to walk through this uneven terrain. Buy you are right, it is insane, we better catch up or we’ll lose her,’ his voice sounded pressing as he stumbled ahead of Jerry and Rebecca. Then he let Jerry pass him so he could be close to Rebecca.

Grace slowed her pace as she noticed that they were struggling to follow her. Then she suddenly stopped and moved to the side of what looked like a pathway and collected some fruit from the trees.

When they focussed on what Grace was doing, they realised that they were surrounded by fruit trees, something they didn’t noticed before as they were concentrated looking where they step next.

‘I didn’t know there were so many fruit trees in this forest,’ Jerry said surprised at the amount of fruit trees.

‘Nothing surprises me anymore,’ Rebecca said smiling at her son. Rob just smiled and said nothing. Then he looked at Grace who was waiting ahead with a basket in her hands. Grace signalled to come closer.

When they caught up with Grace, birds were flying around her flapping up and down their wings. Their singing sounded exciting, as if they were trying to communicate or to alert her about the strangers. Other birds jumped from branch to branch, singing short whistlers. They looked thrilled and couldn’t stay still. Then Grace whispered something in the air and then, suddenly, the birds flew away. Rebecca, Jerry, and Rob were speechless.

Then, from all around them, they heard sounds coming from the bushes. They observed how the tops of the bushes appeared to be moving animals, much like waves. It became evident to them that there were creatures running away from them. They were unaware that these creatures were initially present and thus near to them.

‘Here, have some water,’ Grace handed them coconut covers full of water. They held the covers with two hands and sipped in as if they had never tasted something as good as it was.

‘It’s so fresh,’ Jerry exclaimed, as he closed his eyes and enjoyed the freshener of the water. Rebecca and Rob looked at each other, they couldn’t believe how fresh the water tasted in their mouth.

‘Please, have a seat, relax. Tell me about this wall and the mist and the lack of colours that you mentioned before. As you can see, there are no walls around here, no mist, and the forest is full of colours, birds and animals,’ Grace humble and gently spoke while they drank their water. They enjoyed every sip of it.

Rebecca took her final gulp, inhaled a deep breath and accommodated herself sitting on a rock that resemble a bench to sit on. ‘A week ago, suddenly, people couldn’t see any colours. All the things around us were white and black, only with different shades. We were surrounded by a constant mist, with no difference between day and night. And if that wasn’t enough, the County is surrounded by an enormous wall. We all saw it. It emits a hum and is made from something never seen before,’ Rebecca’s voice was kind-hearted, sounded patronising as she was trying hard to make Grace understand the inexplicable situation.

‘We can’t smell things,’ Jerry added to Grace's surprise. ‘And the birds, the animals, the insects, they are all gone, they just disappeared from town,’ he exclaimed, his eyes became watery, and his voice fragmented.

‘Oh, that’s very sad. There is nothing like being surrounded by nature. Without the pristine beauty of nature, how will people be able to enjoy life? How will they find comfort?’ Grace proclaimed in a dejected manner.

‘I have been walking all around the forest, but I haven’t seen any wall. I knew something was bound to happen as people don’t take care of the plants and animals anymore. They all look like they’re in a hurry, going to places without appreciating what's around them. I remember the days when people used to travel in caravans pulled by horses or bulls but now, there are hard roads everywhere. Big trucks and cars going in all directions. Why are people so focussed on going places? Only the kids look as though they're having fun and discovering what nature provides us, being in the present moment.’

‘Caravans, pulled by horses and bulls!!!’ Rob repeated sharply trying not to sound controversial. ‘That was more than fifty years ago. Sorry, but you don’t look that old. You look to be in your late twenties,’ he told her with a soft voice trying not to offend her. Grace gently smiled.

‘Not sure how old I am, but I remember those times well,’ her voice friendly understanding that they were concerned about her remarks.

‘Surely it has been a while,’ Rebecca added.

Grace stood up looking at the sky. ‘Come follow me, soon it’ll be dark. I have a place where we can spend the night, my house is a bit far from here, but this place would do for the night. Sometimes it gets very chilly around here.’ Rebecca gave Rob a concerned look. Jerry stood up and was ready to follow Grace, he wasn’t bothered at all.

As they walked, they heard more noises coming from the bushes. ‘Don’t worry, they’re only animals, they follow me, they protect me,’ she said.

Jerry and Rob looked at the bushes and saw a pair of eyes looking back at them.

‘Look at that,’ Jerry said pointing to a bush. ‘That’s a big animal, what is it?’

Rob shrugged his shoulders ‘I don’t have a fucking clue’ he responded. ‘Keep walking.’

Grace overheard them. ‘It’s Numu, a wild pig, he is old and sometimes has a bad temper, but he will not hurt you.’

‘A wild pig? they’re dangerous, they attack people,’ Jerry said in a worried voice.

‘Okay, let's move on,’ Rob said, pushing Jerry to move forward.

They walked for around twenty minutes before Grace pointed to an opening in the bush near a narrow waterway running gently. ‘This is where we’ll spend the night, try to sleep, I assure you that we are protected here. If any dangerous animal comes close to us, looking for something to eat, the forest will let us know.’ The three of them looked in disbelief.

Rebecca and Rob sat for a long time on the riverbank, letting a numbness seep over them as the heavy sun dipped lower. Jerry pushed his sunglasses up and walked down the path to his left. To his right, the hint of a forgotten trail led away from the waterway, but he didn’t venture far from the resting spot.
‘Is time to rest,’ Grace told Jerry to fill the quiet moment he was having on his own.

Night came and they all fall asleep, it had been a full-on day for the three of them.

Back in town, the Sheriff was back at the station. Jason updated him with the latest news of the day, as the Deputies did in every change of shift. ‘Sheriff did you find Rob?’ Jason asked.

‘No, I haven’t,’ the Sheriff stepping past him, so he didn't have to explain that he was unable to locate Rebecca or Jerry. ‘Go home. I’ll see you tomorrow. Try to rest as we need to get to the bottom of this homicide before the Gillard’s take justice in their hands,’ he added as he took a good look at his office and remarked, “Fuck, it’s very messy here. I need to get rid of all those damn papers. What I need is to rest,” he took a deep breath. “No what I need is a holiday, a vacation away from this town with my family,” he thought and smiled at the futility of getting away. “Yeah, indeed,” he grinned once more and shook his head and walked to his office.

The Sheriff took the County’s map from the wall and put it on top of his desk. “Where can they be? With this mist and the fucking wall, they can’t be so far away,” he said to himself frustrated and tired holding his head with both hands.

He looked at the north part of the map and circled the area where no one goes. “There’s nothing there, only trees and forest,” he thought. “Why will someone go there? It's easy to get lost, there is nothing there.” He lowered his head and circled the County boundaries. “I wonder what’s the perimeter of this fucking wall,” before dropping into his chair and pushing back himself as he stretched and yawned looking at the photograph of his family that he kept on top of his messy desk.


*****

Motive

Next morning, as the sun came up and brightened the forest, they felt very relaxed, they all had a good and needed sleep. As Rob laid the night next to Rebecca, he turned to ask her about something that didn’t switch with him. ‘How old do you think Grace is? She was talking about caravans, horses, and bulls, that was back in the forties, more than eighty years ago. Don’t you think that’s weird?’ he asked as he yawned and cleared his eyes before standing up.

Rebecca smiled at him and stretched her arms and legs. ‘I know, it doesn’t make sense, but nothing makes sense. Maybe she is remembering stories that her parents told her when she was a kid.’ Rebecca was pensive about what she just said to Rob. ‘Look at the sky, there is not a single cloud, and the sky is so blue. You can see some birds flying and even listen to the bees' hum. It's beautiful.’ She turned around to face her son. ‘Jerry, wake up darling,’ she said as she widened and looked at the sky leaning forward apart from Rob. Rob couldn’t take his eyes from Rebecca. Under the sun’s rays, her hair looked soft and bright, a pleasant sight to the eyes. He felt a small erection coming.

Jerry kept his eyes closed but he was awake ‘Mum. I’m hungry, what are we going to eat?’ Next, he sat and turned his head and saw Rob standing up next to his mother, adjusting his pants, but didn’t make a comment about it. He turned his head around. ‘Where’s Grace, she’s not here with us. Did she leave us here in the middle of the forest?’ Jerry’s voice trembled. ‘How are we going to get back?’

Rebecca sat up and looked around the spot where they spent the night and couldn’t see Grace. Rob did the same and nodded his head. ‘You’re right, she’s gone. We need to…’ Rebecca was interrupted by a noise coming from the forest, it sounded like trees and bushes moved by the wind but there was no wind; it was a pleasant day. All of a sudden, the forest opened, and Grace appeared with a basket full of fruits.

‘Hi, you were all in a deep sleep, so I didn’t want to wake you up. I collected some fruits for us, I have some eggs as well. Let's eat and then please take me to the wall and the mist that you mentioned,’ as she walked towards them smiling. Her silhouette against the sun made her look like the ghost they first thought they saw.

Jerry leapt up, his stomach was in knots, and he couldn't wait to eat. Rob was next, he bounded over, and for some reason, he felt awkward that Jerry found him next to his mum and fixing his pants with his hands in his pockets. He offered a hand to help Rebecca up from the ground. She smiled and extended her hand as she pulled Rob towards her to get up. Grace couldn’t avoid not smiling at the scene but kept silent looking at them. A kinky thought crossed her mind.

‘I will light a fire to boil the eggs,’ Jerry said now fully awake and starving.

‘Good idea, I have some pots over there,’ Grace pointed to the right of the forest. ‘They were given to me by my parents before they went away. I only cook eggs, some vegetables and hot drinks, no other meals as I only eat fruit and vegetables and whatever the forest provides. You’ll find some wood on that side,’ she said pointing over Jerry’s backside. ‘Is not too far,’ as she saw Rebecca’s worried eyes on Jerry. ‘Guys don’t worry, no animal will hurt Jerry,’ Grace added turning to Rebecca and Rob. Rebecca nodded and made an approval gesture for Jerry to look for the wood. Rob went to get the pots.

Rebecca grabbed an apple from the basket and took a bite. ‘This apple is so nice, looks beautiful and what a taste. It is so juicy, and the smell of it. I have never smelled an apple like this,’ she said focused on the fruit in her hands. She bites the apple again and juice dripped from the corner of her mouth, so she quickly wiped it off with the back of her hand smiling at Grace who returned her smile. Grace offered the basket to Rob. He took a full hand of strawberries.

‘Oh my God. You are right. Look at these strawberries,’ as he raised them to his nose. ‘They are big, very red, and you are right Rebecca, the smell of these fruits is incredible,’ as he bended to the basket in Grace’s hands taking a smell at all the fruits and closing his eyes in ectasis. Next, he put a strawberry in his mouth. ‘Wow, they are so sweet. Oh my God, they are delicious and juicy,’ his mouth filled with juice as he chewed the strawberry.

‘They are always like that,’ Grace said, leaving the basket next to them. Next, she pulled some eggs from a bag that she had around her shoulder. They were whiter than any other eggs than they had ever seen before. They look at each other and both widen their eyes in admiration. Grace was all smiles.

They kept enjoying the taste of the fruits while watching Jerry start the fire.

‘Here, taste this peach,’ Rob said, putting a slide in Rebecca’s mouth. Both were looking into each other’s eyes. Grace was all smiles at the scene between those two.

Jerry saw them and yelled the first thing that came to his mind to interrupt whatever was happening between those two. ‘The fire is going to be ready,’ he paused. ‘Soon,’ he added next. Rob lowered his head and looked to the side. Rebecca stepped back and faced her son. ‘Grace, where can I get some water to boil the eggs, or should we fry them?’ he continued not taking his eyes from Rob that pretended that nothing was happening. Grace couldn’t stop smiling.

‘I must get used to being called Grace. No one has called me by my name in years. I believe in town some call me crazy, well some kids do and some old ladies, but I don't pay attention, it doesn’t matter to me,’ she said to the trio. ‘Jerry, go behind the big tree to your left and follow the path, you’ll get to a creek. The water is fresh and clean, and yes we will fry them,’ she added.

‘Be careful, we don’t know this part of the forest,’ Rebecca exclaimed.

‘Oh, please don’t worry, he is taken care of,’ nothing passed Grace. Rob rolled his eyes and shook his head; anything was possible he thought.

Jerry didn’t know how to put the fire on. He had no matches or lighter. Grace approached him as she saw him struggling. ‘What’s the problem young man?’

‘How do I start the fire; I don’t have anything to start it?’ Grace looked at him and put her hand on his shoulder smiling at him. He felt Grace’s warm hand, it felt very pleasant.

‘Don’t you worry, go and get me the eggs from the bag.’ Jerry turned around and walked towards where Grace placed the bag. It took him seconds to be back to find the fire on.

‘Grace!!!, how did you put the fire on, I was away not even a minute, and the fire is full on, how did you do it?’

Grace smiled at him. ‘I used two sticks and a little bit of magic,’ she blinked at Jerry and took the bag from his hands. Jerry couldn’t believe it, so he turned to his mum, but she and Rob were not paying any attention to what was happening at the present. They were looking at the sky.

“Bull shit,” he thought looking at them.

‘No Jerry. Sticks and magic.’ Jerry made a face and smiled at her shaking his head. ‘I know what you are thinking. Your mum is a very nice person. He is not that easy to read as he has a changing aura. I believe we can trust him. Do you trust him?’

‘He lied to us. I don’t trust him, but he has been good with us. He helped my mum with her injured leg, and he helped me back in the creek. Can we trust him?’ Jerry asked Grace with innocent eyes.

‘I’m sure we can. He is projecting good vibes, but as I said, I see change everywhere around him. He is coming to senses with it. Now, changing the subject, these eggs are ready, let’s eat, are you hungry?’

He smiled and rubber his fingers. ‘I’m starving,’ Grace laughed with Jerry. Rebecca and Rob walked towards them; the smell of the fried eggs was irresistible.

After eating the eggs and more fruit, they were ready to go. ‘Mum the fruit was delicious, I have never tried such juicy fruit. Did you Rob?’

‘Not like this, never,’ he replied. Grace was pleased to hear them talk about the food.

‘And the eggs, the yellow yolk is so yellow, so intense, not pale yellow like the ones we get in the supermarket,’ Jerry said. ‘And you should see how Grace started the fire, it took her seconds, and the fire was alive.’ Grace raised her eyes and brought her pointer finger to her mouth making the silence sign to Jerry. He understood to say no more.

Grace hurried them along. ‘Breakfast is finished. Let’s go to the wall, I want to see it, this forest cannot be in between walls. How would the animals survive if they can’t move across the forest? They need to hunt to survive. Let’s go,’ she urged.

Rebecca walked next to Grace. Jerry and Rob, who were following them some five yards behind, were astounded by how the path opened in front of the women to make their journey simpler, and closed to them, making it harder to walk. Rob questioned Jerry, ‘Can you see it?’ Jerry simply nodded his head and kept moving forward getting around the obstacles on his way.

‘Rebecca, I can feel that you have strong feelings for this man, do you know him well?’ Grace gently asked, squeezing her eyes insinuating that there was something going on between those two.

‘Oh no, no, nothing like that. My son is my universe,’ she replied, taking a deep breath to keep composure as she didn’t expect how could Grace know that she was struggling with her emotions.

Grace smiled and held Rebecca's arm. ‘There is no gain in not letting your feelings flourish, I can see it in the way you look at him.’ Rebecca smiled and shrugged it off.

‘So, what can you tell me about him? Does he have the same feelings?’ Rebecca asked, smiling nervously, her body jiggled full of adrenaline.

‘I believe so, it's hard to tell, he is struggling. He is hiding something, but he’s not a bad man, he’s changing, his aura is changing,’ Grace assured her as she noticed Rebecca’s trembling body. ‘He’s going to be okay,’ she smiled and pressed Rebecca’s hand. Rebecca felt like walking on sand guided by Grace’s hand.

They walked for two hours before they could hear the hum. ‘We are close, the hum is getting louder but there is no mist. Maybe it’s gone,’ Rebecca said.

Grace stopped and listened surprised at the hum. She had never heard a noise like that before. ‘And the mist? You mentioned it before but there is no mist here,’ she asked as Rob and Jerry caught up with them.

Now with their full colour vision regained, they saw that the wall had a dark greener colour. ‘The mist is all over the county and beyond, as we crossed to the other side,’ Rob said, his voice sounded roar and sharp, surprised at the magnitude of the wall that had no end on either side.

‘And was covered by a mist that came from nowhere, Grace,’ Jerry said all excited and looking up at the edge of the wall. This was the first time they saw the top of the wall as there was no mist to prevent their vision. Rebecca was looking to the right and to the left amazed at the enormity of the wall.

‘Yes, the mist has covered everything since last Saturday. We couldn’t see more than twenty feet ahead of us. It was everywhere and it doesn’t change during the day or night. It felt like walking inside a bubble,’ Rebecca managed to say after her first impression.

‘Yes Grace, the luminosity didn’t change,’ Jerry added to his mum’s comment. Rob was silent observing Grace with intriguing thoughts.

‘That's strange. As you can see, in my forest nothing changed, all remain the same, and the animals and birds haven’t alerted me of any change, they behave the same.’ Rob shrugged his shoulders and started to walk ahead. The rest followed.

“Who is this woman? She talks to animals, walks like floating in the air, the bushes open when she walks, this is insane,” he thought. From the corner of his eyes, he saw Grace smiling at him. “Shit, she can read our minds as well. This is fucking insane.”

Suddenly Grace stopped. ‘My animals are not happy. There is no danger, but they don’t want to get closer, something keeps them away.’ They realised that the only noise they could hear was the hum. The birds and animals that followed them, either went silent or run away.

After the short stop, Grace was eager to get close to the wall. ‘Let’s keep walking,’ she said. The hum intensified as they approached the wall.

Rob noticed that the hum felt and sounded stronger than before when they saw it for the first time. Like with time it had intensified. ‘Rebecca, this hum is louder, don’t you think?’

‘Yeah, you’re right. This hum is louder and vibrates more. I can feel it in my body,’ she said looking at Jerry making him a sign to come closer to her, but Jerry shook his head and stood still where he was. The four of them walked again but slowly.

The vision ahead of them was spectacular. There was no mist so they could see the wall as far as their eyes could see. ‘Look at that, it is unbelievable, it goes forever,’ Jerry couldn’t believe his eyes.

‘There’s no end to it,’ Rob added walking and looking at both sides. Rebecca and Grace walked next to each other, both looking up and to the sides of this immense wall. They stopped some ten feet from the wall.

‘I want to touch it, I have the urge to do so,’ Grace said.

‘It is greenish,’ Rob said looking at Grace stepping forward.

‘It doesn’t look as dark as we saw it the other day,’ Rebecca replied letting Grace’s hand go as she moved forward.

‘Yes mum, that is because of the lack of colours,’ Jerry said sarcastically.

‘Don’t be a smart-ass young boy. All of this is so confusing,’ Rebecca replied looking at the back of Grace.

Rob followed Grace from behind till they got within a few feet from it. ‘Can you feel it, Rob?’ Grace asked. ‘It has a lot of energy, positive energy, I can tell.’ Rebecca was holding back Jerry. She was worried, her hands sweating but in contrast, she also felt safe with Grace’s presence.

‘How can you tell Grace? Is the wall talking to you?’ Rob asked with genuine curiosity.

‘Don’t be a fool Rob,’ Grace smiled at him. ‘Walls can’t talk, but this one is a natural wall. It isn't human made.’ Rob didn’t know what else to ask or say but just to observe it in disbelief.

Grace got closer to the wall and put her right hand against it and closed her eyes. Then she put her left hand and leaned her body against it. Suddenly, Grace was in a state of trance, absent, like daydreaming.

‘Grace, what are you feeling?’ Rob was intrigued. ‘Grace. Grace!! Grace, can you hear me?’ he yelled, then worried if something bad could happen to her.

Rebecca and Jerry caught up with them. ‘What is happening?’ Rebecca asked.

‘I don’t know, she’s in a trance or something. She put her hands up on the wall and then her body and closed her eyes and isn’t responding. Should we grab her?’ Rob asked.

Rebecca moved her hand towards Grace’s back. ‘Not sure, let’s wait and see if she responds. Let me touch her. Shit, I just felt an electric shot, fuck it hurt. What do we do?’

‘Just wait mum, just wait, don’t disturb her, she looks fine,’ Jerry touched the wall. ‘I don’t feel anything, just the vibration of the hum.’

Rob got closer to Grace ‘She is rolling her eyes for Christ say. Let’s pull her back,’ he screamed. Both Rebecca and Rob pulled Grace back. Gradually she came into her senses.

‘What happened Grace, are you okay?’ Rob asked.

‘Yes, I’m fine.’

‘What did you feel Grace? Rebecca asked.

‘Not sure, but I can tell you that this wall is here for a good reason. Not sure why, but how can I put it, it is friendly,’ Grace said.

‘How can a wall be friendly Grace, how can that be?’ Rob emphasised his question confronted by the inexplicable event in front of them. ‘A wall is a wall,’ he added.

‘Not this one. Let's go back. I’ll take you to where you came from.’ She signalled to Jerry to come close to her. ‘Walk next to me,’ she pulled Jerry even closer and accelerated her pace to let Rebecca and Rob behind.

‘I have something to tell you Jerry. But promise that you won’t tell anyone till I say you can. Do you promise?’ she asked, looking him in the eyes.

‘Yes, I do, I promise.’ Grace's words rushed in his ear making sure that Rebecca and Rob couldn’t hear her. Rebecca and Rob saw them walking ahead, so they rushed to catch up with them.

They walked for around twenty minutes when suddenly Grace stopped. Rebecca and Rob caught up with Grace and Jerry. ‘Keep walking straight, your car is not too far from here,’ Grace told Jerry. The three of them turned their heads towards the direction that Grace pointed to.

‘How do you know, did the animals tell you that,’ Rob asked sounding sarcastic, looking at the forest ahead of them. When he turned around Grace was gone. As Rebecca and Jerry didn’t hear Grace’s response, they also turned around and all they could see were the bushes closing the path where they came through. They didn’t notice it, but Grace disappeared in a split second.

‘Where is Grace? she was here just a second ago,’ Rebecca exclaimed her voice alarmed. The three of them stood where they were looking right and left for her. Grace had vanished.

Suddenly, the sounds of the forest and the luminosity changed. ‘Look,’ Jerry pointed to the trees in front of them. ‘The mist is coming back.’ In no time the mist covered them. They looked at each and their colours vanished from their faces. Again, all was black, white and grey.

‘The colours have disappeared,’ Rob exclaimed. They didn’t move for a while. They didn’t say a word, they kept looking at each other and the surroundings trying to understand how did that happen again.

‘We better go ahead to find the car,’ Rebecca said. ‘Later, we must tell the Sheriff what we saw here. Not sure how to explain this but people need to know.’ Rob shrugged his shoulders and started to walk in the direction pointed by Grace. Jerry had a sad face but then he remembered Grace’s last words and smiled again covering his face from his mum and Rob.

‘They’re going to think that we’re crazy if we tell them that the wall has been created by nature. And about Grace. They’ll think she’s a witch of some kind,’ Rob said with a concerned voice.

‘We must plan this very carefully, the Sheriff is a smart man, he will listen to what we have to say,’ Rebecca assured them as she shook her head thinking how to explain what they experienced in the last 24 hours, it wasn’t going to be easy.

‘Let’s go home, I’m tired mum,’ this time Jerry’s tone of voice was artificially light, he couldn’t avoid sketching a smile as he said those words.

Rob noticed that he frenched his eyes and approached Jerry. ‘Did Grace say something to you Jerry? I saw her whispering something to your ear,’ he questioned him.

‘Oh, it was nothing, I don’t remember what she said, something about the animals or so,’ he felt a stab of guilt responding to Rob. Rob knew Jerry was lying. Rebecca on the other hand, blushed thinking that maybe Grace told her son about her feelings towards Rob. They walked a minute or so when Rebecca stooped and pointed to her left.

‘There’s the car,’ her voice expressed relieve. ‘It’s been a long day, and God we have a story to tell,’ she said as the car appeared in their peripheral vision. Rob released a big breath of satisfaction looking at his car.

They drove back to the house. The three of them hardly exchanged any words on the way back.

Meanwhile, the Sheriff and the Mayor met at the station once they were back in town. ‘Keven, how are we going to catch this murderer? There are no clues, drives, or other indicators that point to someone. Tom was a kind man, and all I know about him is that he helped your wife with the association and that, from what I gather, he was dating your daughter Lynda.’ When the Sheriff trow that comment, he knew the Mayor would be shocked to learn that his daughter was dating a Gilliard. The Sheriff had reflected how to address this with the Mayor but after careful consideration, he realised that the only effective course of action was to go straight to the point. He paced and continued before the Mayor could say a word.

‘And this suspect Rob, the town’s only visitor during this time, has vanished, no one has seen him, not even the Gilliard's who are blaming him for Tom's death without any proof,’ the Sheriff concluded.

The Mayor looked down and fiddled with his mug before responded. ‘My daughter hasn’t got anything to do with Tom, over my dead body. He is a Gilliard,’ the Mayor snapped. Mayor Keven didn’t know about any relation his daughter or his wife, for that matter, had with Tom. ‘As far as I’m concerned, my wife said that Tom was a good man, well-educated and committed to helping her with the association, and that's all I know.’ The Mayor felt uneasy and angry at the Sheriff’s comment. His voice was sharp, he was ready to stand up and leave. He leaned forward and helped himself pushing his chair back.

‘Have you noticed any change in Lucinda lately?’ the Sheriff asked sharply, raising his eyes from the desk to the Mayor’s eyes.

The Mayor squashed from left to right in the chair. ‘What are you insinuating? That my wife had something to do with the murderer or got involved with Tom?’ the Mayor sounded mad. ‘Spit it out,’ he yelled, slapping the desk, and spilling some of the water on the desk.

‘No, I’m just asking, I have to.’ The Sheriff justified and bent forward; his tone of voice sounded authoritarian.

“Piss off! This is inappropriate, my family has nothing to do with Tom’s death. You are out of line here Sheriff,’ as he pointed his finger to the Sheriff’s face.

‘I’m just doing my job. I…’

‘Get lost!!! I’m going back to my family. Do your job,’ the Mayor interrupted, next he stood up, pushed the chair and left the Sheriff’s office, walking straight to the station’s door. The Sheriff stood up and followed the Mayor that was leaving at a fast pace. On his way, he realised that it was better to let him go, so he stopped at the door frame of his office and saw the back of the Mayor’s opening the front door. He had created an enemy in the worst possible time.

The Mayor turned around, his face was irritated, ready to explode and looked at the Sheriff with criminal eyes. ‘Do the job you’re paid to do,’ the Mayor yelled before slamming the door on his way out. The Sheriff looked at Jason who was frozen at the scene that just unfolded at the station.

‘That was tough,’ Jason said after regaining composure. Jason had heard the entire discussion from his desk. ‘I heard what you asked, Boss. You did …’ he was interrupted by the Sheriff.

‘I’m trying to get things right, nothing makes sense. We have a dead body and nothing else,’ the Sheriff told Jason showing his frustration by kicking the paper bin. Jason had never seen the Sheriff react in that way.

The Sheriff entered his office and sat in his chair and looking at the ceiling, he swore that he would get the person responsible for Tom’s death.

Jason stood from his desk and walked to the Sheriff office. Along the right side of the wall, posters of missing people were pinned up. On the left, posters of people wanted, some of them with rewards offered by the Justice Department. Jason was a good Deputy with several years of experience. He wasn’t a top student from the Police Academy. His marks were high enough to get assigned to a regional isolated post, but that's all he needed to work in his birth town.

‘I saw Tom Gilliard coming out from the Association’s basement Sheriff, more than a couple of times,’ he said with accusing eyes and a smile insinuating something else.

He caught the Sheriff's attention. ‘What do you mean?’ The Sheriff fixed his eyes on Jason.

‘Just that, and people talk, you know. In between drinks people talk.’

 ‘Fuck. What are people talking about? That Lucinda was involved with Tom?’ the Sheriff was genuinely confused. ‘We know Lucinda, everyone knows Lucinda, she wouldn’t be capable of doing something like that. She’s a lady, c'mon,’ he slammed the desk, several papers fell to the floor. Jason moved to pick them up when the Sheriff raised his hand signalling him not to do it, to just leave them there.

‘I am just saying. You know how it’s in a small town like Belmore, there are no secrets and there are many presumptions among the people,’ Jason continued, raising his hands as he spoke, underlying his innocence. ‘Don’t blame me for what people say.’ Despite what the Sheriff said with no words, Jason was quick to pick up some of the papers and dropped on the desk and pretended to shuttle them. He knew that he dropped a bomb on his boss’s desk.

The Sheriff raised his head and then bended on his desk. ‘Well, we better stop this rumour before it gets to the Mayor’s ears. It doesn’t make sense.’ The Sheriff was upset to hear those rumours about the Mayor’s wife, his body temperature raised, his hard accelerated as he had high respect for Lucinda. “People shouldn’t be talking this nonsense,” he thought.

‘It’s late. Go home. I will ask Ted to come tomorrow, so you have a day off. I will close the station and pay a visit to Pete to check how the distribution is going. It has been a week since this calamity started, people are going to get on their nerves when the food runs out,’ the Sheriff said, signalling Jason to leave the station.

‘Thanks Boss, I will see you in a couple of days. You should rest as well, you look tired boss,’ Jason said and was quick to leave the station. He put away some papers from the top of his desk and rushed to the front door. He didn’t want to talk anymore; he knew his boss would be concerned about his latest comment. It was hard to believe that a woman like Lucinda would be involved with another man. She was a respectful adorable lady, and everyone in the County knew it.

‘Bye,’ the Sheriff replied as he opened his desk’s drawer to get the office keys without looking at Jason. He felt overwhelmed by everything that was happening in Belmore. It was late by then, close to seven. He repositioned his family photo frame on the desk as he did every night before leaving the station. He heard the door slammed as Jason left the station.

“Lucinda getting involved with Tom, that’s nonsense, not Lucinda. I hope Keven doesn’t hear any of this drunker's talk, he would get mad just at the thought of people thinking something so low coming from Lucinda,” he verbalised it in a low voice as if someone could hear him. He sat for a while thinking of what Jason just unveiled to him. “Could this be true. Lucinda of all women? No, that’s not possible,” his head felt crowded, he held it with both hands. He looked at his family photograph and felt guilty. He wasn’t with them in these uncertain times but how could he with so many things happening around.

He shook his head for the last time before standing up to lock the station. He felt his shoulders heavy as he walked to the front door. He inserted the key and stroked his head against the door before he sighed strongly. As he locked the front door another thought crossed his mind. “There could be a motive here. A passionate motive. Fuck that will be awkward. But what about if there is something there?” he thought, now walking to the back office. This never occurred to him, it never entered his mind, not before, but now he had a deep swift stab in his mind. “Could this be happening,” he said in loud voice closing his eyes and looking at the ceiling.

After the Sheriff locked the office and put the keys in his pocket, he stood pensive for a minute trying to smell any essence in the air but nothing, there were no smells at all. He shook his head and walked to his car.


*****

Revelation

Last night, John Gilliard couldn’t sleep thinking about the stranger that couldn’t be found anywhere. His anger intensified as he thought more and more about the hiding place where that guy could be. He will make pay dearly to whoever was helping who now, he believed was the murderer of his son Tom. Through his mind he couldn’t figure out the reason why someone would want Tom dead. His son was different from the twins, he knew it. Tom was kind and educated and as far as he was aware, he wouldn’t have any enemies. But in the back of his mind, he also wondered why Tom was absent almost every day not giving any clues to anyone about his whereabouts. Could there be a dark site on Tom’s life? The thought that the Cartel had something to do with Tom’s death didn’t even occur to him, their relationship was as strong as always. Business was flourishing and all the connections were in place working as clockwise. No issues from anyone, so he thought.

John had decided to check with Dr Ahmad as he sweat all day, feeling hot and his legs were swallowed. That could only mean that his tablets to control his high blood pressure were not working. He took good care of his cholesterol and avoided any food containing high amounts of fat, salt and sugar, so he concluded that it had to be his blood pressure.

Mary called the family for dinner. Their servants managed to prepare some cold plates with whatever they could find in the kitchen. Cans’ food and the last of the fresh food before it got rotten was all they could use to prepare dinner.

Sitting at the head of the table, Mary looked pale and sad. Even with no colours, the contrast of her face was noticeable. John knew she struggled to come to terms with Tom’s death.

She looked straight to her husband that sat opposite to her. ‘John, it's been a week, and we don’t know who killed our son. How can this guy, what’s his name, Rob, not be found?’ Mary snapped at the table.  ‘What are you doing?’ she questioned her husband looking into his eyes with anger and knocking hard on the table. John and the twins were silent, he looked at Mary’s angry eyes while the twins had their heads down.

‘What are you and your sons doing?’ her tone of voice changed to attacking him vigorously. The twins were surprised to see their mother so angry. She didn’t look at them, she only focussed on her husband.

John remained silent. ‘We have checked everywhere mum, everywhere,’ Rony said.

‘Check again,’ she yelled and slapped the table. ‘I want justice, my beautiful Tom is gone.’ Mary threw her plate to the floor, teardrops falling down her face as she cried out loud her son's name, she stood up and left the room.

‘We have to do something, dad. We have to kill this guy,’ Phil said.

‘Enough,’ John screamed. ‘Enough. The only thing you two do is drink till you’re off your faces. Look for this guy, now, get out of my sight and look again. I want him here and alive. I want to know why he killed Tom. Do you understand?’ John’s voice resonated all around the house like a thunder. He never screamed before but the tension of having his son killed and Mary's suffering was too much to deal with. In the kitchen, Juana and Pablo were silently scared at the screaming and what could happen if the twins didn’t find the stranger that they had mentioned several times. They were also devastated by Tom’s death, their favourite.

The twins slowly rose from the dining table without touching their food. ‘Yes dad, we will.’ The twins motionless awaiting instructions but when they realised there weren’t any, they walked out. John fixated his vision to a glass of water in front of him. His angry face told the rage he was feeling. He tried not to show any emotions but as they say, the procession was on the inside and the scene from his wife was too much to handled.

As they left the house, Phil asked Rony ‘What are we going to do? Dad wants this guy alive,’ he was worried about his dad finding out the deal that they did behind his back.

‘Don’t you worry, we’ll kill him first and then deal with dad later. Once he is dead things will change. They are outraged about Tom’s death,’ Rony reminded Phil. ‘All they want is the culprit of this crime and we’ll give it to them, but dead.’

‘Let’s search again. And this time we will frighten everyone to ensure no one is hiding him. We can’t afford to let this guy talk to dad,’ Phil said as they walked to the car kicking rocks on their way.

Juana was behind the door and heard Rony's and Phil’s entire conversation. “Maria purisima, what are these boys into, virgen santisima,” she thought as she made a hail Mary cross on herself.

‘Pablo, Pablo, listen to what I heard from the boys. They want to kill a man from the hotel, a visitor from out of town. They think he is the one that killed señor Tom. They are going to ask everyone again but this time they’re furious. I’m worried that something bad could happen. What should we do?’ Juana’s voice trembled and her lip quivered from fear.

‘We do nothing.’ Pablo said outright. ‘Señor John knows what to do. He always does. I’m sorry for señora Mary, she’s getting sick, again. Her pain is too big, she adored señor Tom.’ He waved his hands in the air to signal his wife to leave things, but she couldn’t. They also adored Tom; they were in pain.

‘Yes, you’re right. I noticed that señora Mary is very pale, like the last time, when we almost lost her, remember?’ Juana couldn’t stop sobbing.

‘Of course, I remember, if it wasn’t for that new Doctor, she would be dead by now. Do you think that the capos are involved in any of this?’ Pablo shook his head, his voice worried for what could happen to the family and them if this was coming from the capos.

‘I hope not. That will be the end for all of us. They don’t do halfway cleaning, they will kill everyone, including us and our relatives back in Monterrey, they’re very dangerous.’

Meanwhile, the Mayor left the station and drove home. On his way, he remembered the interchange of words that he had with the Sheriff. “How could that fucking idiot ask me about Lucinda and my daughter? What a fucking idiot,” he thought. But in the back of his mind, he knew that Lucinda wasn’t the same with him. Could it be because of the election coming soon, or something to do with organising the yearly ball party to collect funds for the association? And why his two daughters were so emotional when they found out about Tom’s dead? The Mayor felt angry and frustrated, gritting his teeth. He needed to rest, but lately he found it very difficult to sleep with so many questions and scenarios running through his mind. He found challenging to concentrate on the road ahead of him with so many thoughts through his head. He lost direction a couple of times and was lucky not to crash on the side of the road.

As soon as the Mayor got home, he went to his studio and opened his favourite bottle of bourbon. His wife and his daughters were already in bed. ‘Another lonely night,’ he thought. He wanted ice so he walked to the kitchen and as he entered, he remembered that there was no ice left. ‘Fuck, when would the power be reinstated, shit,’ and dropped the ice bucked in the sink.

Back in his studio, he sat at his desk. He repositioned his bourbon glass on the desk several times. In a single moment, he considered and rejected telling his wife about the discussion with the Sheriff or asking her about Tom.

“I can’t ask Lucinda about Tom, she’ll get very upset if I insinuate anything going between them. She couldn’t. Not my wife. But she has changed, we haven’t had sex for a while. Must be the stress”, he told himself as he sipped his drink. “I'm going to bed, who knows what the new day brings us.”

At the other end of the County, Jerry went straight to bed, he was exhausted from the day's events but couldn’t stop thinking about Grace’s secret. She trusted him and he would not let her down but how would he know when the time was to tell.

Rebecca and Rob were tired and sat in the living room. He looked down and fiddled with his car keys. ‘Rob, would you like a cup of tea before going to bed, not iced or hot, just room temperature of course?’ as she smiled sarcastically at the situation.

He returned the smile. ‘Yes please, thanks, that's very nice. What a couple of days we’ve had eh?’ he shifted, and his seat creaked. Rebecca stood up to go to the kitchen. He couldn't avoid stifling and yawning. He forced a smile, but Rebecca noticed it.

‘Yes, we had a very intense couple of days. Now I feel like a drink to unwind. So bizarre what happened out there, don’t you think?’ as he tried to help but she waved him down with a smile.

‘Bizarre is an understatement. How can this woman live in the past? Caravans and horses!!! That’s ancient history, and she doesn’t look that old. And what about when she mentioned that the forest provides her with everything she needs?’ Rob said, rolling his eyes and mimicking a looney face. Rebecca couldn’t contain her laugh.

‘Did you feel the stuff the slipping covers were made from?’ Rebecca asked with wide questioning open eyes. ‘They looked like the one the Indians used to make many, many years ago. And the pots. Everything was craft made. Maybe she made them herself, all with natural materials,’ she pointed. Rob noticed a deep dimple appeared in her left cheek; he thought it was cute.

‘They were beautiful. Soft and warm,’ Rebecca added, her head tilted forward a fraction and she brought a hand to her face, turned around and walked towards the kitchen. Rob maliciously looked at her back figure. He was liking everything about her.

After a minute, Rebecca came back with two tea mugs. ‘Here sir, English tea at its best,’ laughing at her comment. Rob smiled back as he brought the mug to his mouth.

‘It’s delicious,’ he said, making a face. She looked at him over the rim of her mug with bright eyes. They both sat in the lounge close enough that their knees touched. Rob inclined his head a fraction but then moved apart as he thought it wasn’t the time to make a move, not yet.

Rebecca stretched out her hand and placed it over his and said, ‘I didn’t thank you enough for what you did for Jerry the other day at the creek. I panicked when I saw the rope tangled in the rocks. Thank you very much.’ Her comment seemed to have hit a soft spot as he saw her teary eyes.

‘It was nothing, you don’t have to thank me.’ They placed their half-empty mugs on the table. They went silent for too long looking at each other's eyes. He smiled as he stood up. ‘It’s time to rest. I’ll go to the shed, thanks for the tea,’ and walked towards the door. Rebecca followed him.

Before he got to open the door, Rebecca said with a soft voice, ‘We need to discuss how we’re going to tell the Sheriff what we found in the forest. What we experienced sounds so unreal that no one is going to believe us.’ Rob stopped as she moved next to him. He felt a feather-light touch on his shoulder.

He turned around to face her ‘Yes, we do.’

Rebecca picked out some flint from his shirt shoulder. He grabbed her from the hips. Rebecca hugged him as they kissed passionately.

‘Good night,’ he said breathing on each other.

‘Good night,’ she replied. Both smirking at one another.

Rebecca closed the door and leaned against the door for a while. She hasn't had those feelings for a long time. She felt like a teenager again. “What’s happening here? Why am I so excited around this man? I can see that he is interested in me. Was kissing him a mistake?” she thought while making a malice smile on her face.

While Rob was walking back to the shed, he couldn’t stop thinking about Rebecca. “How am I going to tell her what I know? How is she going to react? Fuck, what do I do? And what about Jerry, how is he going to take it?” were his thoughts while walking to the shed. But why would he care about the thoughts of a teenager, why? Not the Rob that he was, or the Rob he used to be.

Next morning the three of them, while having breakfast, discussed how to approach the Sheriff to tell him about Grace. They decided to drive Rebecca’s car and for Rob to sit in the back seat so no one could see him. They would ask the Sheriff not to tell anyone, not yet, about what they saw in the forest. How would people react if they knew that Grace had this special power or whatever it was?

The drive was slow, Rebecca’s leg felt better after a good night's sleep. When they entered the town’s limit, it was time for Rob to hide under a blanket in the back seat. He hated, but it was for his own safety that no one knew that he was staying at Rebecca’s house. He also thought that that way was safer for Rebecca and Jerry, specially if the twins were as bad as they pictured them. So no complaint when he was told by Rebecca to cover himself.

Rebecca parked the car behind the station. ‘Jerry come with me, Rob don’t move, I mean it.’ He didn’t answer and Rebecca didn’t wait for his answer, she got out of the car same as Jerry. They locked the car and walked around the station to the front of it.

Rebecca pushed the front door and went directly to the Sheriff office. He wasn’t there. She looked at some notes on the desk. Her name, Jerry’s and Rob’s names were written with a question mark next to their name. Also, Lucinda’s and Lynda’s name.

All of a sudden, she heard the Sheriff’s voice ‘Rebecca!!! Where have you been?’ He was surprised to see them as he came from the back office shuffling some papers in both hands.

‘Hi Jerry. For Christ’s sake, I have been looking for you guys. Are you okay?’ His voice was kind, friendly and genuinely humble.

‘Yes, we are,’ she was determined not to be put down by the Sheriff’s soft-hearted approach, she wanted answers. ‘Why do you have our names and the Mayor's wife and daughter written in this paper,’ she asked, holding up the Sheriff notes up to his face.

‘Guys, I went to your house and couldn’t find either of you. I was worried,’ he responded, avoiding Rebecca’s question. ‘For the record, you shouldn’t read my notes,’ that time his tone of voice changed, it was sharp.

‘And why is Rob's name, is there something we need to know?’ Rebecca was on edge; she felt the blood raising to her head. Jerry didn’t know what to say as he observed the scene in front of him.

‘Come sit down,’ he urged, signalling Rebecca to take a seat. ‘I’ll explain, but first I need to ask you some questions.’ He sat and pointed at Jerry to take a seat. He put away the papers he brought with him while at the same time pulled his notebook from the drawer.

The Sheriff’s office was messy, the cabinet’s draws overflowed with files; boxes on the floor with crowded papers that had better days. An old desk too big for the office. There were no plants. Not enough ventilation.

Rebecca pushed the chair and made a sign to Jerry to sit next to her. ‘You still have these old chairs, they have had their time, why haven’t they been replaced? Even with no colour I can tell they look so old. Look, they are cracking and wobbly,’ as she balanced on the chair.

The Sheriff took a deep breath while fixing his uniform shirt that looked pale grey, not the usual beige. ‘We don’t have the budget to get new chairs, Rebecca. These days there is no money for a small County like Belmore.’

‘With all the money spent in the campaign, sure the Mayor could buy new furniture, don’t you think?’ The Sheriff smiled at her comment but didn’t comment on it.

‘Why are you looking for us?’ Rebecca went straight to the point, she wasn’t going to fall to the Sheriff’s soft talk.

‘We were worried as the twins went to your house and told us that they couldn’t find anyone.’

‘The twins?’ Rebecca threw her head back in confusion. ‘What the hell do they want with us? They know they’re not welcome on our property. Fuck them.’  She paused, then looked at Jerry ‘Sorry Jerry.’ Jerry nodded and smiled at her mum’s outrage.

The Sheriff knew straightaway that this conversation wasn’t going to be easy, Rebecca was defensive but why? The thought of the twins being in their property extremely perturbed her but there was something else that he needed to know.

‘I know, I know. There’s no point getting agitated. They were looking for this guy named Rob. They've been to every house in the County and couldn’t find him. Your house was the only house they couldn’t find anyone. That’s why I decided to pay you a visit as well. I was worried, have you seen him?’ There was a clumsy pause. She frowned and paused before answering.

Rebecca looked at Jerry. ‘What about that guy? Who is he? What can you tell us about him?’ she asked.

The Sheriff didn’t hesitate to answer Rebecca’s question. ‘Not much. Do you know that someone killed Tom Gilliard?’

‘Yes, I am aware. Jerry came to town and was told at the pub.’

‘Well, he is a suspect,’ the Sheriff let it out.

‘Just because he is not from town it doesn’t make him a criminal,’ interrupted Jerry. Rebecca tried not to show her surprise at Jerry’s defence of Rob. The Sheriff squeezed his eyes, he knew something was going on there.

Rebecca looked at Jerry. He understood to keep his mouth closed. And to let his mum do the talking.

‘Well, tell us more. Why is he a suspect?’ Rebecca said pretending all was normal, but you could see that she wasn’t all that comfortable sitting in the office's chair, moving and licking her lips.

‘Have you seen him? Do you know where he is hiding? The twins are also looking for him, they believe that he killed their brother. I better find him first before they do.’

‘Why is he a suspect if he came to town after Tom was murdered?’ she said. There was no doubt in the Sheriff mind that those two knew about Rob but why were they not telling?

‘How do you know that? How can you be so sure?’ he asked with a firm voice. Rebecca hesitated for a couple of seconds, she made a mistake, there was no point in hiding Rob anymore. The Sheriff made a face telling them to be straight. He wobbled in his chair and moved his body forward.

‘We have been with Rob for the last three or four days, not sure how long as the days and nights look the same. Do you know what is happening with this mist and the wall?’ The Sheriff took a glance at her comment and pursed his lips.

‘You’ve been with this stranger?’ he questioned Rebecca, switching his eyes between her and her son. The Sheriff blurted out in disbelief.

‘He’s a good man,’ Jerry said. ‘He’s not a criminal, just because they don’t know him doesn’t make him a criminal?’ Jerry got agitated, Rebecca was looking at how his son spoke out with a convincing and strong voice. She felt proud of him. ‘He saved my life, what sort of a murderer saves lives?’

‘Not a murderer, a suspect,’ replied the Sheriff. ‘I just want to interrogate him,’ as the Sheriff took his notebook to write evrything said by Rebecca and Jerry.

‘He is in the rear of my car, which is parked behind the station,’ she continued. The sheriff stood up after widening his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he was told.

‘Let’s go and get him, we’ll see what he has to tell us.’ The Sheriff raised his voice. There was nothing more to say but to get Rob.

The three walked to the back office. ‘This place is filthy, there is dust everywhere. And leftovers. You need a woman's touch, Sheriff,’ Rebecca pointed as she cleaned her fingers from the dust collected from a small desk near the door.

‘You are funny Rebecca, I can’t get new chairs and you want us to have a cleaner.’ The Sheriff just smiled at Rebecca’s comment and kept walking; Jerry followed behind his mother.

The Sheriff opened the back door and then pushed the gate. He first struggled and then got it open. Rebecca and Jerry rolled their eyes while flipping their hands to clear away the dust.

‘Com’n, let's get this guy in. Jerry, can you go to the corner of the station to ensure no one is around that could see him,’ the Sheriff asked him.

‘But with this mist no one will see us,’ Jerry joked, smiling at his mother.

Rebecca rolled her eyes and gestured to Jerry to do it. ‘Just go son, the fucking twins are dangerous, we don’t want to take any risks.’ As soon as she finished saying that she apologised again. ‘Sorry Jerry, I didn’t mean to.’

‘Yes mum, you didn’t,’ Jerry smiled back at her. ‘I can handle it,’ he added as he walked to the back corner of the station.

Rebecca unlocked the car and Rob appeared under the blanket. His eyes were wide open. ‘What happened, where is the Sheriff?’

‘I’m here, come out, no one is around. Don’t make any funny moves. I’m watching you,’ he threatened.

Rob was surprised by the Sheriff’s presence. He looked at Rebecca's eyes as she made a gesture that everything was okay. ‘Have you told him anything? Rob asked Rebecca.

‘Not yet, let's get inside the station. I want to hear what you have to tell us,’ she replied.

‘Where is Jerry?’ Rob asked. Rebecca pointed in Jerry’s direction. Rob saw him coming back from the side office and looked back at Rebecca. Her expression was serious, he was confused about what was taking place.

The four walked inside the office. The Sheriff sat in his chair while Jerry stood against the wall. ‘Have a seat Rebecca,’ the Sheriff directed. Rob cleared the dust from the chair and offered it to Rebecca.

‘Here, have a seat Rebecca.’ Rob pushed the other chair and looked into Rebecca's eyes and whispered. ‘Can we trust this guy?’ Rebecca didn’t answer.

‘Okay, you have a story to tell. Where do we start?’ the Sheriff asked with an enquiry voice that meant business. He opened a draw and pulled a small notebook and a pen from it. The notebook had written a few pages but clearly you can see Tom’s name printed on the cover.

‘First, why is Rob a suspect?’ Rebecca asked as she bended ahead on the desk. Jerry was all ears looking at how her mother wanted to take control of the interrogation.

‘Yeah, I want to know why I’m a suspect in the killing of someone that I don’t know. I want to know the reason or reasons why the Gilliard’s think that I’m the murderer,’ he was utterly confused, angry, puzzled, and furious. His mouth felt dry, and he felt uncomfortable since the chair where he was sitting was out of balanced. He was itching to get up and put paper under the chair’s leg or something to balance it, but he made the decision not to.

The Sheriff pushed himself back in the chair and brought up his two hands together to stop them asking anything more. ‘I’m going to ask the questions here,’ not letting them have a chance to reply, he threw the first one.

‘What brought you to this town? Why were you at the Motel?’ grabbing the pen ready to write Rob’s answer.

Rob cleared his throat. ‘I was on my way to see my friends. I got tired and stopped here for the night before what happened, you know, the mist, the wall, the lack of colours and everything else that doesn’t make any sense.’

‘There is no easy or fast solution to such conundrums.’ The Sheriff immediately replied.

Rebecca and Jerry knew that one of the reasons was to give them the envelope with the bank certificate. Why was he not telling?

‘Can your friends corroborate your story? Can you provide their details?’

‘Yes, I can. Can you contact them?’ Rob got smart with the Sheriff as he knew well that there was no way to communicate with the outside.

The Sheriff took a big breath before continuing with the interrogation. ‘I will find the way.’ The Sheriff pushed a piece of paper and a pen to Rob to write his friend’s names and details.

‘Why did you visit Rebecca’s place?’

‘He came to deliver an important document to us,’ Rebecca threw Rob under the bus making sure he would tell the truth.

‘What document? You didn’t mention it before, why?’ looking at both.

‘Not of your business Sheriff. It’s personal. He was tired so I offered to stay for the night.’ Rebecca answered the question.

‘I’ll decide what is important and what’s not and I want him to answer my questions, not you Rebecca,’ he said firmly. Jerry shook his head at the scene. Rob seemed to be on edge balancing in the chair while Rebecca couldn’t stay still shaking her good leg nonstop.

‘I checked-in at the motel the night before this strange thing happened. The next day I had the Continental breakfast that they serve in the motel, a cold one,’ smiling and making a disapproving gesture.

‘After breakfast, I went back to my room to shower and get ready to leave but, because of the mist, I decided to go down to the bar and have a few beers, that’s when I heard about the wall, like if the mist wasn’t enough. Also, I found out that there was no electricity anywhere, with no social media, no internet not even TV or radio, completed disconnected,’ he paused, the Sheriff was all ears. He felt Rebecca’s eyes on him. ‘Later, I checked-out and drove to the wall to check it myself and then I was back in the motel checking-in again. I had a few beers and a chat with Vic, the owner, before I stayed in my room for a while,’ he responded and turned to Jerry who was making a noise with his feet against the wall.

‘What next?’

‘I got changed and then I drove to Rebecca’s place to deliver the envelope given to me by someone I know,’ he said turning his face to Rebecca who was paying attention to his declaration ready to either corroborate his statement or to tell as it he told it before. She wasn’t going to let anything go as she remembered everything that he said when Jerry and she confronted him about his lies. She wanted to be sure there were no more lies.

‘How did you get the directions to get to Rebecca’s place?’ asked the Sheriff looking directly into his eyes as he knew the internet wasn’t working so Google maps or any other map’s app wouldn’t work.

‘I had written on a piece of paper with the exact location and the way to get there. It wasn’t that easy, you know, it was difficult because of the mist but the directions my friend gave me were very precise and I managed to get there,’ he genuinely responded.

The Sheriff turned to Rebecca, who was sitting impatiently. ‘So, he came to your house to deliver a letter, and you offered to stay the night and then he stayed all these days?’ he asked, smiling sarcastically. He wasn't convinced and kept taking notes.

‘Yes, is there something wrong with that?’ Rebecca unkindly challenged the Sheriff. ‘We haven’t come here to talk about this, we have other important things to tell,’ she added as Jerry walked and stood behind his mum’s chair.

‘Let’s get out of here mum, this is a waste of time,’ Jerry said with a bored tone of voice lacking interest in the Sheriff’s interrogation. He had mixed feelings towards Rob after he saved his life. He lied to them, so how can he be trusted? The Sheriff held his palm down and signalled Jerry to relax.

There was a short pause before they continued. The Sheriff flipped some pages from his notebook and read them. The story so far had been verified with Vic back at the motel. All made sense except why they didn’t want to tell what the document was all about and who gave the precise directions to Rob if he was coming from out of town? Who was this person but, as it probably had nothing to do with Tom's murdered, he was prepared to let it go. As soon as all was back to normal, he would have to verify Rob’s story about his friend's reunion.

‘I’m sorry, but I needed to ask Rob all these questions. We have a murder case on our hands, and you were one of the suspects. I need to have a clear picture of what is happening here.

‘So, I’m a suspect too? My name is on that piece of paper, and my son’s. And what about Lucinda and Lynda, are they suspects as well?’

The Sheriff hesitated before answering. ‘No, those names aren’t of the suspects. There are names of people I want to be in contact with for other reasons. These days, with everything that’s happening, I write things, so I don’t forget,’ he thought he was smart with his answer, but Rob instantly knew there was more than meets the eye with that list.

‘Have you been all this time at Rebecca’s place, or have you been to other places?’

‘I have been with Rebecca and Jerry all these days,’ he answered. Rebecca and Jerry nodded.

The Sheriff took a deep breath and released a huge amount of air before he pushed his body back in the chair as if he was convinced of their story. With Rebecca and Jerry confirming his stay at their place plus Vic’s recollection of Rob’s whereabouts, he had enough evidence, for now.

‘So, what happened, why do you guys want to tell me?’ The Sheriff spontaneously changed the conversation. Jerry scratched his head and moved back to the wall where he was standing before while Rob sat tied.

Rebecca commenced to tell her recollection of events in chronological order. She started from the moment that Jerry went to the forest and saw the light for the first time, to the time that they crossed the wall and finally their encounter with Grace.

The Sheriff couldn’t belief what he was told, taking as many notes as he could. ‘You crossed to the other side, and all is the same? No colours, no light, the mist everywhere?’ He was taken by surprise by that revelation. This was much worse than he imagined.

‘Yes, it is,’ Rebecca reaffirmed. Jerry and Rob nodded their heads.

The Sheriff felt uneasy with the story. Sweat drops filled his eyebrows. He hesitated to write his notes. “That’s very concerning. How can that be? What the fuck is happening here? If the whole country is under these conditions, what can we do to cope with it?” the Sheriff deeply thought and resigned to the facts told; that was much worse than when the Covid pandemic hit the country and the world.

‘Well, yes, that’s what we found,’ Rebecca broke the pause. ‘That’s why we are here,’ she added, bending forward on the chair. The Sheriff got up and stretched and then signed if they wanted a glass of water as he needed one. The three of them accepted his offer. Jerry couldn’t stop yawning.

After serving the glasses, he was back on his seat. ‘This woman named,’ he checked his notes, ‘Grace, lives in the forest and she is surrounded by animals and collects fruits to survive? And the forest opens when she walks?’ he scratched his head in disbelief, darting his eyes among them to check for any sign that would tell him a different story. But nothing.

‘Yes, it is the truth, we three saw it. We’re not making up this story, Sheriff. We aren’t crazy even if it sounds like it,’ Rebecca turned her heads to Jerry and Rob who now began to tell his encounter with Grace. Jerry now and then would add to the recollection giving a more detailed account of events.

The Sheriff kept taking accurate notes of their experiences asking questions now and then. When they finished, he dropped the pen on his desk, looked up at the ceiling taking a deep breath and brought both hands to his face. Their stories were unbelievable, like taking them from a comic book, they sounded like a fantasy, a science fiction story, a Netflix movie.

‘What can you tell us about what is happening here?’ Rob asked this time. He was intrigued as they were out of town for four days or so.

‘Not much. We are completely disconnected with the outside world. And now that you told me that at the other side of the wall it is the same, I wonder if the rest of the world is facing what we are experiencing here, if they are in the same situation like us. If all the world is surrounded by this wall and the mist, with no colours and no power. What the hell is happening?’ he was now getting more agitated; his back shirt was stacked to the chair while Rebecca and Rob were feeling the heat as well. Rob picked up a folder from the desk and used it as a fan while Rebecca refreshed her face with her arm.

The Sheriff tried to make sense of what was happening in the County. It had been almost a week since all this started and what he might expect to be resolved by now, was getting more complicated.

‘What are we going to do and how are we going to survive after the food runs out?’ the Sheriff asked that rhetorical question not expecting an answer from any of them in a loud voice that woke up Jerry from his lethargy.

‘Not sure, but if this is the case, Grace is our only chance,’ Rob stated. The Sheriff rolled back his eyes and crossed his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. He was completely unsettled. The one always in control was out of his element.

‘But what is our government doing? They have the resources to survive a nuclear attack, or so I believe, so surely, they are doing something now to help us. And what about the Russians? Will they have something to do with this? People were talking about this the other day,’ the Sheriff said.

‘I don’t think so,’ Rebecca responded. ‘This happened overnight, it took everyone by surprise. And we must consider that Grace told us that the wall was nature, not mankind.’ She sounded more convinced by the minute by Grace’s tell. Her hopes of getting any help from the outside were vanishing. Rebecca started to believe that they were on their own and no help would come from outside the County. Jerry was on the same page; Rob had his doubts.

‘Was this after she was in trance with the wall. The wall talking to her? Please,’ stated the Sheriff, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘How can this happen?’ his voice was not only questioning that but the whole story he was told. Rebecca and Rob were looking at each other. If the Sheriff didn’t believe them, how would the rest of the County take it? They needed the Sheriff behind them.

‘Sheriff, Grace is a special person. We all know little about her. She comes and goes like a ghost. No one really knows where she lives, how she survives and where she is from, but she has this special connection, a bond with nature,’ Jerry’s voice was soft, he sounded like patronising the Sheriff.

‘The wall just appeared; it was there overnight. No one built it, it’s massive. You’ve seen it. Don’t you?’ Rebecca asked.

The Sheriff nodded. ‘That also doesn’t make sense. How can nature create a wall? I can understand the mist or even the lack of colour, but the wall?’ the Sheriff refused to believe it.

‘We know it is difficult to understand, but that’s what we know. Take it or leave it,’ Rob said, getting frustrated at the Sheriff attitude.

The Sheriff shook his head. Went silent and pensive, he became absorbed and meditative for seconds that felt like minutes. Rebecca, Jerry, and Rob were silent looking at him.

‘Sheriff, what are you thinking, what do we do?’ Rebecca interrupted him.

‘I’ll have to talk to the committee; I can’t make decisions without talking to them?’ he thought best. He sounded determined as he leaned forward in his chair moving to the side of the desk his notebook and dropping the pen on the desk.

‘A committee? What are you talking about? Jerry asked, moving two steps forward to the side of the desk.

‘Yes, what committee are you talking about?’ Rob enquired turning his hands and showing his palms to the Sheriff.

The Sheriff looked at Rob before speaking out. ‘We have established a committee to deal with this situation. Keven the Mayor, Doctor Ahmad, Priest Glen, Gary the Chief of Emergency Services, and I. We are the committee. We needed to give answers to the people and organise food, security, and others, you know,’ the Sheriff showed signs of frustration. Rebecca saw a man who probably didn’t get a wink of sleep last night; and she wasn’t wrong. The Sheriff’s dark eyebrows were shining of sweat, he had sleepy dust in his eyes, he couldn’t stop knocking his desk with his fingers as if he was playing a melody, looking over them with a blank stare immerse on what was revealed by them.

‘And?’ Rebecca asked, raising her eyebrows, bringing back the Sheriff who small cough to clear his trough.

‘We don’t have answers. Everyone is dealing with their own situation. We hardly meet, but we have a roster for food distribution with my Deputies guarding the supermarket 24 hours.’ The Sheriff looked frustrated when he mentioned this, there was not much he could say, the thought of the angry Mayor came into his mind.

‘Great,’ added Jerry and rolled his eyes and raised his arms walking back to the wall mimicking to throw a punch to the wall.

‘Better than nothing. At least we avoid the Gilliard’s taking justice on their own,’ the Sheriff commented, blowing air out through his mouth. The temperature in the small office kept rising, you could see sweat drops in the Sheriff’s forehead. Rebecca’s legs were desperately shaking no-stop, Rob was scratching his back.

‘Why do they think I killed Tom?’

The Sheriff shrugged. ‘Not sure but you were the obvious suspect. Coming from out of town, you know.’

‘No, I don’t. What reason will I have to do something like that? I never heard of them or this town. I was passing by,’ Rob said categorically, lining forward and turning around the picture frame on top of the desk. It was the photo of the Sheriff and his family. His wife and two kids, a daughter and a son. Rob forced a smile as he turned it back. The Sheriff smiled and fixed his eyes on his family photo. It was taken some five years ago when they were on vacation to Disneyworld in California. “The happiest place in the world where everyone looks tired from waiting hours in queues for a five-minute enjoyment,” he smiled at the memory.

‘C’mon Sheriff, don’t be naive, you know the Gilliard’s are no good,’ Rebecca interrupted the Sheriff’s blank thoughts. ‘People talk. How do they buy new cars and new machinery and why do they have their bank accounts out of town? Why? How do they maintain their mansion and have very exclusive and expensive cars and clothes? How?’ Rebecca emphasised as Jerry kept his head down. ‘We all know. Surely, they have their bank accounts outside this County so no one knows how much they have and how they hide money.’ she emphasised putting both arms in the desk. ‘And the friends and connections they have? C’mon, you know that everything has a price. They have powerful friends and for sure powerful enemies as well,’ Rebecca concluded, turning her head to face Rob as it was obvious the Gilliard’s bad doings. Rob smiled at her, somehow he felt protected by her.

The Sheriff squeezed his eyes and looked at Rebecca, then turned his eyes to Rob and changed the conversation. ‘We need to protect you Rob. The Gilliard’s are not going to stop until they find you and who knows what they are going to do?’ he said staring at Rob.

‘They’ll kill him,’ Jerry blasted. ‘They are criminals,’ he added, talking to the wall as he didn’t bother to turn to face the Sheriff.

The Sheriff looked at Jerry’s back when he spoke and then turned back at Rob. ‘The best way to protect you is to keep you here in jail, no one will know that you’re here,’ said the Sheriff.

‘There is no fucking way that I’m going to be caged like a criminal or a wild animal. I’m not staying here in that cell,’ he said pointing at the room where you could see the cell’s bars. ‘I’m better with Rebecca and Jerry but I don’t want to get them in trouble,’ as he stood up looking down at Rebecca waiting for an answer. Jerry walked two steps forward to be in line with his mother and Rob, anxiously looking at her mum to agree with Rob.

‘He can stay with us, is that right mum?’ Jerry pleaded with his mum. He started to grow attachments to Rob and before he knew it, he liked having the father figure around.

Rebecca looked up first at Rob and then Jerry. She sighted and smiled. ‘Yes, you are right.’ She turned to face the Sheriff. ‘Sheriff, you’re the only one that knows that he is staying with us, don’t tell anyone, not even your Deputies,’ she firmly said and stared at him.

The Sheriff hesitated for a second or two while scrutinising the situation. If the Deputies knew, then for sure the entire town and the Gilliard’s would find out after they had a few at the bar.

‘Okay, that’s your decision, but consider the risks. If the Gilliard’s find out that you’re protecting him, who knows what they’re capable of doing,’ he was focused on Rebecca's reaction to pick up any doubt, but she was determined.

‘They won’t, and we’ll be ready,’ ended Rebecca. ‘C’mon, let's go,’ as she stood up, looked at Rob and hugged her son.

‘Okay. I’ll call a meeting with the committee to plan our next move. They may think that I’m crazy, but I must tell them what you witnessed in the forest. I don’t see any other way to handle this.’ He stood up pushing his chair backwards. ‘On your way out, don’t forget to collect your supplies for this week, we don’t want to raise any suspicions,’ he said, this time looking at Jerry. ‘And by the way, when can I meet this woman, Grace?’ he added.

Rebecca fixed her blouse while Rob shook his pants. Jerry was on his way out of the Sheriff’s office.

‘Rob, go and hide in the car. Jerry, go and collect our goods. I’ll drive to the supermarket and pick you up. Thanks Sheriff’, the three of them ignored the Sheriff’s question.

‘What about meeting this woman, they’re going to ask me how I know all of this,’ the Sheriff repeated his question and followed the trio that walked towards the station’s back door.

Rebecca turned around and pushed Rob ahead of her. ‘Don’t tell them it is coming from us. Think on something,’ Rebecca said as she turned back and continued to walk looking at Rob that had stopped to face her and the Sheriff. She inclined her head and made him a sign to leave the office, that they were finished. The Sheriff understood that there was no point in asking again to meet Grace. He took a big breath before following them. Jerry opened the back door, moved his head out to make sure no one was near, ready to leave the office.


*****

The outsiders

Once back at the station, the sheriff scrutinised potential suspects. It would have to start over from scratch if Rob had been honest. Anyone could be a suspect. The problem of how to explain those revelations from Rob, Rebecca, and Jerry—which he found implausible—to the committee and the community played over and over in his mind, but was there any other logical explanation for everything that was going on in the County, and who knew, the world?

“It seems like this guy Rob is not the murderer. He wasn’t near Belmore when the crime was committed. The Motel booking vindicates his statement. What I can’t check is if he was passing by to go to his friend’s reunion. So, I’ll keep him at the top of the suspects’ list. But if he is not, then who is it? Who had a motive to kill Tom? What business are the Gilliard’s involved that prompted to kill Tom?” he utterly thought. He scratched his head and played with the pen between his fingers, but no new notes were written. He didn’t have a clue, and he didn’t like it.

“It doesn’t make sense. After five years being away, Tom was back in town for what, maybe six months, no more than eight and he was shot and killed down by the creek. What was he doing there?” he thought but that time in a loud voice, his frustration was becoming anger as he scratched the notebook with the pen.

“If they killed one of the twins, then whatever the Gilliard’s business is, could be the motive. Could Tom had done something wrong, maybe having an affair back in California or San Francisco, wherever he was? Would that make someone wanted him dead? Can’t discard it, but it is a low probability.” The Sheriff scrunched some old papers sitting on his desk, throwing them to the trash can. He missed a couple that added to his frustration.

The Sheriff stroked his head looking at some old poster pinned in the wall. “So that brings me to Lucinda and Lynda.” He felt his mood lift fractionally as he glanced at the ceiling. It was difficult to sallow, in his mind, those women were incapable of any bad doings.

“If Tom involved himself with either of them, what could be the motive for either to want him dead?” the Sheriff that time wrote some notes.

“Are there any others that wanted to hurt Tom? Vic is probably out of the picture, if he was the killer or hired someone to kill a Gilliard, it wouldn’t be Tom.” He felt his shoulders heavy as he downed the last swallow of his glass of water.

“Fuck. It’s getting late, I need to get home to check on my family before I organise the meeting with the committee. That’s going to be a fucking big problem,” he thought before he closed the station and headed home.

After he checked that his family was okay, the Sheriff visited Doctor Ahmad and asked him to get the Mayor and meet him back at the station that he had very important information to share with all. He told Ahmad that he’ll get Priest Glen, and then fetch Gary, the Chief of Emergency Services, but he knew Gary was exhausted and unsure if he would attend the meeting. They agreed to meet at the station in a couple of hours. Doctor Ahmad let his family know about the important meeting and headed to the Mayor’s house.

After the altercation with the Sheriff, the Mayor wasn’t very keen on leaving his family to meet with the committee’s members. He had unfinished issues at home to resolve but, under the Doctor's persistent request, he reluctantly decided to attend. He decided to drive to the meeting regardless of the Doctor’s offer to drive him back.

As time passed, the Mayor became anxious to know what the news were. He had asked the Doctor several times, but he wasn't able to give any advance about the news as he knew nothing. “Keven, the Sheriff is very assertive in calling the meeting, there must be something very urgent,” was all he told the Mayor before they left the house.

The Sheriff told Gary, the Chief of Emergency Services, that he was not required to attend the meeting at the station where the latest news would be discussed, that he could be briefed later. Even though Gary was extremely tired, he decided to attend the meeting. His life's mission was to serve the community, and those days, that was the only thing that kept him going with life. He felt an extra burden on his shoulders when he reached 80 last year. Since that time, he has relied on assisting others to keep him going no matter what.

Before the meeting, the Sheriff advised the Deputies that they were not needed for the rest of the day. That they only needed to keep the roster and to protect the supermarket. At the station, he rearranged and moved chairs so everyone could fit in a semicircle grouping, with him at the centre, so he and everyone could see each other’s reaction at any time.

When the members arrived, from the corner of his eyes, he noticed the Mayor’s upset look, but he had a clean mind as he did what he was expected to do as the Belmore’s County Sheriff. Like it or not, it was his job to close on any clues on the investigation regardless of who could or would be involved.

He knew it wasn’t going to be easy to explain the unbelievable sequence of events, so he needed to be thoughtful of his choice of words to unfold the news.

After greeting everyone, except the Mayor who turned his back on him, he was ready to address the members. Everyone sensed the tension between those two. The Mayor’s soaring tense was felt by all, he avoided the Sheriff and even with no colour vision, you could tell his eyes were ignited and his facial expression told of a man in anger.

‘Thanks for coming. I want to share some news with you,’ the Sheriff started. He had practiced delivering the breaking news multiple times in his head, but after learning that the Mayor wasn't thrilled to be there, he thought that it would be best to go right to the point.

‘They better be good as people are getting nervous, the food is going to run out very soon. People are waiting for you to do something about it,’ the Mayor attacked him. The Mayor was seated opposite to the Sheriff unstoppably shaking his legs, a sign of despair and anguish.

The Sheriff recapped his thoughts and continued. ‘People are relying on us. That’s why, in the first place, we have this committee, not for me, we…’

‘This committee is just to organise things like food, gasoline, and others. You are responsible for the security of the County,’ again charged the Mayor and interrupted the Sheriff. Priest Glen and Dr Ahmad looked at each other questioning what was happening there, why Keven was so abrupt with the Sheriff, while Gary sat uneasy in his chair.

‘There is no point in arguing, let the Sheriff tell us the news,’ Gary said, with a pain gesture in his face that showed his disapproval at Keven’s remarks towards the Sheriff.

‘Yes, go on, tell us the news,’ Priest Glen suddenly added, his voice was calm trying to level down the tension between those two.

The Sheriff scrutinised the mood of the room before starting again. Everyone was impatient, the unthinkable situation was getting up to everyone. ‘I’ve been told that at the other side of the wall the situation is the same. The mist, the lack of colour, no power and everything else that is happening here in Belmore, is the same over there.’ The Sheriff dropped the bomb looking from one side of the room to the other as he tried to figure the thoughts of the other members.

First, they went silent, fixing their thoughts on the news revealed by Sheriff, trying to elaborate on what he just said. Priest Glen looked at the ceiling, like looking for the omnipotent saver up in the sky for an answer on what was happening in the world and exhaled a big breath of air. He closed his eyes and shook his head. Ahmad and Gary were looking down confused by what the Sheriff just said. The Mayor was the only one that kept looking at the Sheriff processing the words that he just heard.

After a clumsy silence, they all looked in disbelief. ‘How do you know that?’ the Mayor asked.

‘Don’t ask me who, but someone got to the other side of the wall,’ he responded, waiting for the comeback question from the Mayor.

‘Who was it? Can we trust that person? Did you verify it?’ the Mayor asked, in an inquisitive and aggressive tone of voice.

‘No, I haven’t verified it but…’ he was abruptly interrupted.

‘How can you be sure of that, do your job and…,’ the Mayor aggressively started again when he was interrupted by Ahmad.

‘Stop you guys. Why are you arguing? He asked in an imposing tone of voice. Something unusual of him. ‘Sheriff, what can you tell us about this person?’ he asked, reversing the conversation to what was important. “What if it was true that the world behind the wall was affected as Belmore,” his mind clicked on the important issue to discuss, not on the personal issues between those two, whatever they were.

‘Actually, it wasn't just one person, there were three of them but I’m not going to reveal whom,’ the Sheriff stated and inflated his chest with a huge intake of air.

‘Are you serious, you want us to trust you that somebody went to the other side and came back and told you that all is the same?’ The Mayor emphasised his words making the Sheriff feel uncomfortable. The Sheriff felt how the adrenaline kicked out and how his body temperature raised. He was in a difficult position by not being able to reveal the names of the people who crossed to the other side.

‘This is going too far Keven, I don’t know what is happening between you two, but this is not helping,’ Priest Glen said. He was really annoyed by the situation as he never used the Mayor’s name when he addressed him. ‘He may have good reasons for not wanting to reveal the informants’ names. Keep going, Sheriff. This sounds very serious,’ he added. The Mayor looked at him in anger, squeezing his teeth.

‘All I can tell you now is that we must prepare our citizens for what is coming. I was told that on the other side people were shooting at each other to steal food. We don’t want this to happen in Belmore.’ CES Gary shook his head in disbelief, while Doctor Ahmad looked surprised. ‘We need to do something about it and that is the reason why I called you,’ the Sheriff’s voice sounding alarming. The Mayor made a disrespected gesture throwing his arm up.

‘I’ve heard enough.’ The Mayor stood up and stormed out of the station.

‘Wait here,’ the Sheriff said to the other three, raising his right hand and making a stop sign to everyone as he followed the Mayor. ‘Keven, I understand why you are upset with me, I’m trying to help…’ he didn’t finish his sentence as the Mayor stopped and turned around with the door half opened.

The Mayor pressed his lips into a thin line and pointed his finger at the Sheriff’s face. Priest Glen, Chief Gary, and Dr Ahmad were silent and static following with their eyes the scene evolving in front of them. The Mayor stepped out followed by the Sheriff that crossed the door frame and closed the door behind him. Chief Gary, Priest Glen, and Dr Ahmad couldn’t hear what was said between the Sheriff and the Mayor, but their voices sounded agitated.

‘You mentioned my family being involved with the Gilliard’s. You know how we are enemies to say it in a friendly manner. My family will never get involved with that kind of people. You hear me, never!!!,’ the Mayor was furious at the Sheriff. His face was ready to explode, the veins in his face popping out.

‘You know that Lucinda met Tom a couple of times to talk about the association and…’ before the Sheriff could say any other word, the Mayor jumped and punched the Sheriff in the face. They rolled to the floor before the Priest, the Doctor and the Chief ran outside to find them both trying to hit each other, rolling on the floor.

They forced and separated them. ‘Stop, what is happening here, why are you two fighting?’ the Priest asked. The Sheriff was bleeding from the nose.

The Mayor roared at the Sheriff, who was about to punch him back. ‘He has a killer who is loose in town and he’s doing nothing to catch him.’ They were being physically blocked by Priest Glen, Doctor Ahmad, and CES Gary as they attempted to separate them.

‘I would ask everyone that had something to do with Tom, that’s my job,’ the Sheriff yelled back. Ahmad, Gary and Priest Glen didn’t understand what was happening.

Regardless of the commotion created, they were able to separate them, but the tension was high with both ready to punch the other. The Priest and the Doctor were confused but aware of the noisy disturbance created by those two, so they kept checking the street to see if anyone was looking at the confrontation between the two main authorities in the County.

‘Stop it, we are civilised people here. We have a duty to the people of Belmore. We cannot fight among ourselves. Come inside the station, let's calm down and discuss what we are going to do,’ Gary said, his voice shaky and tired but authoritarian. The emotions were high.

The Mayor entered the station first pushing hard on the front door. ‘Are you okay Keven?’ Priest Glen asked.

‘Yes, I am, fuck him.’ His face was congested and changed from pale grey to darker grey. He had an animalistic look.

Ahmad checked Sheriff O’Connell’s nose. ‘Is just a bruise, just press the handkerchief to stop the bleeding.’ he said, holding the Sheriff from his shoulder and removing what looked like dirt, grey dirt on his shirt.

They all entered the station. ‘Sheriff, you aren’t going to press charges, no?’ Gary asked.

The Sheriff looked at the Mayor beside himself with rage. ‘No, I’m not, we have better things to do,’ while his irritated eyes were focussed on the Mayor, telling with his facial gesture that there wouldn’t be another episode like that happening again, that that wouldn’t be acceptable. “You can be the Mayor but I’m the Sheriff, I’m the authority in this town.”

The Mayor looked away. Priest Glen served a glass of water and handed it to the Mayor. ‘Here, have some water, are you okay?’

‘Yes, I am,’ and he sipped some water looking in the eyes of the Priest.

Following, Priest Glen turned to the Sheriff and offered him a glass of water. ‘I’m fine, no thanks,’ the Sheriff was short in responding to the gesture.

‘C’mon have some,’ and pushed the glass to him. The Sheriff drank from it and then pushed the half-empty glass into a tableside and sat down back in his chair. When the rest sat down. Gary took the initiative to speak.

‘If what you tell us Sheriff is correct, and I'm not saying it isn’t, we have a bigger problem here,’ his voice sounded concerned.

The Mayor looked down with his arms crossed. ‘What’s the Government doing about all this? If all the world is the same, for sure they would suspect that the Russians or Chinese are behind it and a nuclear war will be going on,’ he said not looking up.

‘How can they attack or be attacked?’ Gary asked and before anyone answered he continued. ‘If the internet is not working it means that the satellites are not either. How can anyone in their right mind release a nuclear weapon that can’t be guided? They could shoot themselves. Same goes to the Russians and any other country with nuclear weapons. Even that crazy Kim Jong-un,’ that time he emphasised the word crazy.

‘That makes sense,’ the Sheriff spoke up. He brought up his right hand to his face where the Mayor’s punch landed. He was angry. Ahmad and Priest Glen didn’t say a word, they looked at each other raising their eyebrows.

The Sheriff took a deep breath before starting again. ‘Okay, let's be practical here. If we assume the information is accurate, we have food for a week or two and that’s it. Then everyone will be on their own to survive. That’s not a nice scenario to be in, things can get very ugly,’ he concluded.

‘We have plenty of water. People can survive for up to three weeks without food, but only three days without water,’ Doctor Gary intervened, he sounded patronising and anguished at the same time.

‘Yes, that’s correct, but people are armed, and they’ll try to get food any way they can,’ the Sheriff added this time his voice was calmer but still rubbed his face, it was a painful punch that landed on his face.

‘We’re getting nowhere talking about this,’ the Mayor said as he put both hands on his knees in a clear sign of frustration. ‘How did those people get to the other side?’ he asked this time looking at the Sheriff that had his eyes fixed on him.

‘What we have to plan now is what and how we are going to tell the people what we know,’ the Sheriff said, turning his head to Gary and ignoring the Mayor’s question. ‘They have the right to know,’ his voice trying to get the consent from the rest.

‘If we tell the people, we may create chaos and who knows what will happen. You mentioned people shooting and stealing, we don’t want that to happen over here,’ Priest Glen said looking at Ahmad for reassurance.

‘You’re right, we can’t tell,’ Ahmad reaffirmed worried about what could happen when people realised the magnitude of the situation.

‘There may be another way to get around this, I need time.’ The Sheriff made a point to calm the members before things could get out of control.

‘Time? are you kidding, we don’t have time,’ the Mayor replied, rolling his eyes and looking at the others.

For several minutes, they discussed about how to handle the new information but, in the end, they were not able to get to any concrete decision. After a while, they decided to give the Sheriff more time to confirm the facts, and to come back with any more particulars regarding what was happening outside of Belmore. Priest Glen would continue to attend the parish to help anyone in need, while Dr Ahmad would continue operating the practice even if he was alone as his assistance wasn’t seen anywhere since the phenomena started. Chief Gary told them that if they needed him, he would be at his place, that he needed to rest. The Mayor left the station and apologised for his brusquely behaviour, making peace like every good politician does, but didn’t shake the Sheriff's hands when he left. He was obviously upset.

Meanwhile, around the County, the twins checked all houses searching for Rob. They couldn’t believe that that guy had vanished. “No one can get through the wall,” or so they believed.

They threatened every man and woman they came across, desperate to find Rob and shoot him dead. As time passed, they were convinced that he had something to do with the Cartel and the execution of their brother Tom. In their minds, they believed that the Cartel decided to kill their young brother as a warning of what could happen to them for the new business arrangement, they did without consulting the Cartel nor their father. Due to their connections and knowledge of the business, they believed they were more valuable to the mafiosos than Tom. Where they right?

At the other side of the valley, in the same spot where Rebecca, Jerry and Rob crossed the wall to get to the next town – Carrington, five figures emerged from under the water. They were four men and a woman. They were heavily armed and if better, they looked like mercenaries, wearing commando uniforms with painted faces. They wore special gear to see underwater, machine guns, knives, and other army materiel.

‘Fuck, it is the same at this side,’ say one of them named Pot, an ex-field soldier expert in demolitions, a veteran of the Afghanistan war and those days a mercenary ready to make a dollar didn’t matter where it was coming from. The water was pitch black, the soil, threes, bushes, rocks and dead wood on the sides looked the same as in the other side, but they didn’t realise that the mist was a bit clearer; it was difficult to notice it with the naked eyes.

The Boss, his real name was Adam, made a sign to all to keep quiet. He moved forward and signalled Pot and Alejandro to move to the sites. Alejandro was a third generation Latino descended from Central America that was also an ex-combatant from Afghanistan like Pot. They knew each other for many years. Pot always told the story of how Alejandro saved his life when the Taliban attacked the farmhouse where they were surrounded by the enemy.

Pot and another five soldiers got separated from the rest of their troop that was under heavy attack from the Taliban when they sought refuge in that farmhouse. They were part of the battalion fighting on the front of the northern province off Jawzjan near Sheberghan. They were instructed to hold the base and wait for reinforcements when they were spotted by the Taliban. After hours of intense gunfire from each end, Pot and the other soldiers ran out of ammunition. When the Taliban realised that no gunfire was coming back from the house, they got closer and closer to the American soldiers. Pot and the five soldiers had no other option but to prepare for one-on-one combat. They were well trained but with no bullets left, their only option was to use their knives and whatever else could be used as a weapon.

One of the soldiers got injured on the shoulder, so they moved him to the back of the house. Two others were shot dead when a grenade exploded inside the front of the house killing them instantly. Pot and the other two men, knife in hand, were ready to put in practice all they learnt during their combat training, but the odds were against them.

They heard the command voices of the enemy when they entered the precinct, they weren’t sure how many were outside. Pot’s profuse sweating was blurring his vision when the enemy entered the room shooting indiscriminately bringing down his two comrades. Pot was in one corner of the room; they didn’t see him as the room filled with gunpowder. The terrorist stopped shooting to clear the air and get a better vision. Pot knife in hand was ready to attack them, he may have brought one down, but he didn’t know how many terrorists were coming through. Suddenly shots from behind were fired and the two Taliban terrorists were shot down. More gunfire followed and a couple of grenades exploded just outside the house. Next, the room was filled with adobe’s dirt coming down from the sun-dried brick ceiling. It was Alejandro.

Alejandro managed to kill another three terrorists before the others ran away for cover. Soon more American soldiers arrived at the scene. Alejandro entered the room and found this picture of a brave soldier knife in hand standing ready to fight. Pot’s face was covered in sweat, his injected red eyes were focused on the entrance of the room and his veins protruded from his skin. ‘It’s all over pal, we are here. They’re gone,’ was all Alejandro said before Pot reacted to what just happened. Pot switched his eyes to look at Alejandro. There was a silent pause before he said, “You saved my life.” Since then, they have been inseparable.

At that time, Alejandro was under the command of Adam, a Lieutenant decorated during the war for his bravery, who was serving his third assignment at the front. They had never met before but the three of them had something in common. They enlisted in Texas and received their military training in the same military academy, a bond strong enough that would last a lifetime, like it does among veterans. After the war they kept in touch.

The Boss started a security company and soon, Alejandro and Pot were working for him. His company was the perfect cover for the criminal activities that they were involved in, mainly robbery and assault of companies that they provided security services for.

Back at the creek, the Boss and his two men secured the perimeter before they asked the other man and woman to join them at the side of the creek.

‘See, I was right, this is how they crossed to our side, under the water. I heard the boy say so,’ said the woman named Priya. She and Nev, the fourth man, had joined this trio in exchange for their lives. Telling that there was a way out from Carrington, kept them alive. She and Nev, had met Rebecca, Jerry and Rob when they encountered them in the mist, looking for food.

‘Now what, which way should we go, this looks exactly like our side, nothing has changed,’ Alejandro said looking at Pot and the Boss. Alejandro was chewing tobacco and spitted every twenty seconds or so. Pot always had a small piece of wood, the size of a toothpick, between his lips that he switched from side to side.

‘We didn’t know, we encountered this woman, her kid and a guy but didn’t know what to expect over here,’ Priya said, her voice trembling, scared of what those men were capable of doing. She looked at Nev for support, but he was static looking at the Boss that was looking around at the grey forest and bushes. “Fuck it’s the same fucking thing over here,” was in the Boss mind.  There was a moment of silence that went for too long, you could only hear the water drops falling into the water from the hats and uniforms of those men.

‘Boss, we should find the way if we follow the creek,’ Pot said, moving and cracking the pick in his mouth.

Alejandro spat before turning his head to face Pot. ‘You are using your brain, Pot. You still have some neurons left,’ he said, laughing at him and spitting again.

‘What do you mean, you bastard? If you have a problem, come and say it to my face,’ Pot threatened Alejandro.

‘I’m looking at you pothead,’ Alejandro responded, spitting again.

‘That’s enough, we need to keep going,’ the Boss interrupted, spitting on the floor and making a sign to move forwards. He looked first at Priya who lowered her eyes and then to Nev that showed a worried face. Both didn’t say a word.

‘C’mon, you are safe with us. Let's find something to eat and a place to rest. We need to look for the main road,’ the Boss commanded as he started to walk. Alejandro was behind him, followed by Priya and Nev. Pot was all ears and eyes at the back.

After a while, the Boss suddenly stopped and made a sign to Pot to join him at the front. ‘You two guys go in the front and don’t disappear, you don’t want me to get angry and shoot you from behind,’ the Boss said to Alejandro and Pot.

‘Priya, you walk with me. Nev, you follow us close enough and check anything behind us. We don’t want any surprises here,’ the Boss commanded.

Pot whispered to Alejandro ‘the Boss wants to fuck the girl,’ both smiled and kept walking.

‘Her partner doesn’t have a chance against the Boss,’ added Alejandro, spitting to the side. Both smiled at the Boss’s intention.

Back home, Rebecca and Rob sat at the porch and planned to go back to the forest to look for Grace. They needed to know more about this intriguing woman. “If she could survive, then they had a chance as well.”

‘There is one more supply of food to collect next week and after that we don’t have any food left. How are we going to survive if we don’t find Grace?’ Rebecca asked Rob who was lost in his thoughts contemplating the grey wall of mist.

Rebecca turned around to Rob who didn’t answer her question. ‘Oh, sorry, sorry Rebecca, I was daydreaming for a second,’ he said before he tried to remember Rebecca’s question. ‘We need Jerry,’ he said next, and waited a couple of seconds before he continued. Rebecca staring at him thought “what did he mean by we need Jerry?” Rob realised that he was out of context with his answer, and only managed to say ‘Yes.’ Another couple of seconds passed by. Rebecca stared at him and realised that he didn’t know what she just asked. ‘He is so good at getting around the bush,’ he guessed next, and thought he responded to Rebecca's question who smiled and thought if he  daydreamed about her. ‘Where is he? I haven’t seen him for a while,’ he added. Rebecca shook her head and turned to face the mist smiling at the thought that he was lost thinking on her. Rob also turned to face the mist.

After a few seconds, Rebecca turned to face him. ‘Not sure, he could be at the shed,’ she guessed looking around, and all she could see was the grey wall of mist. ‘With this mist he can’t be that far,’ she was more alerted to listen to their surroundings and hear anything that could indicate if Jerry was around. Rob contemplated her from the corner of his eye. He liked her.

Suddenly, Jerry came running and yelling out of the mist. ‘Mum, Rob, the twins are coming. They are just entering the driveway. I heard a car running down the road and I got to the curve to check it and saw their car and faces,’ his voice sounded worried as he turned his head looking down the driveway. The twins would appear at any second now.

For a split second the three of them were silent looking in the direction of the engine noise, then they heard the squeeze of the wheels, as the twins turned to the last curve before the straight drive to Priya's house.

‘Rob, go inside and don’t come out whatever happens, do you understand? go!!!,’ she didn’t wait for an answer as she pushed him from the shoulder to hurry him.

‘Yes, I do. I’ll be in your room Jerry,’ he said and quickly entered the house. The adrenaline kicked up, he felt it and shivered.

From inside the house, he listened to Rebecca’s instructions to Jerry. ‘Jerry, bring me the rifle.’ Jerry rushed inside the house. Rob was at Jerry’s bedroom door when he saw Jerry running to the cabinet against the wall where he thought the rifle must be.

‘Do you have another gun?’ Rob asked in a soft voice, half his body inside Jerry’s room. Jeff turned and faced him unsure of what to do.

Rebecca, standing at the front door, hesitated a split second and then looked at Jerry. ‘Go, give him the pistol and stay inside,’ she ordered. Jerry knew she meant business; he knew well that tone of voice. The rifle was just behind a curtain. Rob didn’t notice it before but thought it was a clever place to have it.

Jerry picked up the rifle and in no time was back next to his mom. ‘I can use the pistol mom,’ he said as he was handing the rifle to his mother.

Rebecca looked at him with disapproving eyes. ‘Just do as I told you. Do not argue now, just give him the pistol, and stay inside,’ as she turned away and walked out to the porch.

Rebecca heard the roar of the car coming through. Then it appeared some thirty feet away from the house. She was pointing the rifle at them.

The car stopped abruptly. Grey dust wrapped the pick-up. Both shadows inside the car raised their hands before opening the windows.

Phil pushed his head out the window. ‘Hi Rebecca. We are coming friendly,’ he said while opening the Ute’s door. Rony opened the other car’s side door and stepped down.

Rebecca charged the rifle to ensure they heard it. ‘There’s nothing friendly coming from you. Get off my property, you’re not welcome here,’ switching the rifle from Phil to Rony and back.

‘Take it easy Rebecca. Put your gun down. We just want to ask if you have seen a guy from out of town,’ Phil asked while Rony was trying to walk out of Rebecca's vision.

‘Stop there Rony, don’t you move, or I’ll shoot you,’ she pointed the rifle at him. Rony stopped dead in his tracks.

‘Wait, wait there, slow down. We want to find this person, by the way, where’s your lovely son, is he here?’ Rony asked, making a comical gesture to his brother.

‘What do you want, get back to your car and get the hell out of here or I’ll shoot you both. I mean it,’ she said, and raised the rifle to her shoulder ready to shoot.

‘I’m here. You heard my mum. Get off our property,’ Jerry said, coming out of the house and stepping next to her mum. He sensed the tension on her, she was ready to press the trigger.

‘There he is. You’re growing up but still very skinny. Is your mummy not feeding you well?’ Rony said, smiling and making eyes at Rebecca. She triggered the rifle and pointed to his face. At that distance, she wouldn’t miss the target.

‘I said get back to your car and drive away or I swear I’ll shoot you,’ Rebecca threatened with an angry voice and pressed lips and teeth. ‘I won’t repeat myself,’ she added.

‘Calm down Rebecca,’ Phil said. ‘Have you seen this guy or not?’ Rebecca turned the rifle to Phil.

‘We haven’t seen anyone here. No one comes this way. No one has any business to do out here. If he comes, I’ll shoot him first and ask second. Now get the fuck out.’

‘Is true what they say in town that your husband left you because he didn’t have anything better to do around here?’ Rony said with a smile on his face.

Again, she switched the rifle and pointed at Rony’s head. ‘I’ll shoot you first, I’m fucking shooting you first.’

‘Hold on, hold on,’ Phil said. ‘We are looking for this guy, we believe he killed our brother Tom. He could be dangerous. All we want is to talk to him and ask him some questions, that’s all we want to do.’

‘I said, he’s not here. We haven’t seen him. Now get out of here or…’

Phil interrupted Rebecca. ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, you’ll shoot us,’ he said ironically, shaking his head. Rebecca was ready to press the trigger.

‘You don’t mind if we check your shed, eh? just for your piece of mind, he could be hiding there,’ Phil said.

‘Get out,’ Rebecca shouted this time. ‘Get the fuck out.’

Before Phil and Rony walked back to their car, Phil made a racists comment making sure Rebecca hear it, ‘she should never get out of her tribe,’ that Rony celebrated. Once inside the car, looking at Rebecca and Jerry with angry eyes, Rony started the engine and accelerated it before reversing and spinning off the wheels. A cloud of dust filled the air. Rebecca turned her head to avoid the dust getting into her eyes, nevertheless it completely covered her. “Fucking losers,” she thought.

‘Fucking idiots. It’s okay mum, they are gone,’ Jerry said while Rebecca kept pointing the rifle at the Ute as they were leaving her property.

‘Yes, but they will be back.’

Meanwhile, the group of five walked through the forest following the creek’s path. After a couple of hard walking hours, Priya asked to rest. ‘I’m tired, this is a good place to rest,’ she pledged. They were in an open area covered by tall trees, but they couldn’t see the top of them, the mist was thick and permanent, there were no openings anywhere, the walls of mist constantly surrounded them. They tried to keep away from the bushes. Only Priya appreciated the forest while Nev didn’t stop complaining about it.

‘I’ve never seen a bush so tough like this, you can’t break the branches,’ Nev said every five minutes. The Boss had noticed it, but he was more worried about getting to town. Nevertheless, he did order to stop and rest trying to get Priya’s good side, but she had no intention to be nice to that guy.

The Boss had two scars in his face as a result of his assignments in Afghanistan. His body was covered by tattoos, or so Priya thought as she saw his naked torso before they crossed the wall. He was a tall and muscular man, quiet but direct. One of those guys you don’t want to have an altercation with. He had killed many people back in Afghanistan, mainly terrorists but also, he accounted for some innocent civilians that were in the line of fire. Collateral damage he believed every time he saw them dead. Regardless of if they were men, women, or children.

‘Pot, see if you can find something to eat, I’m tired of eating tuna, crackers, and chocolate. Nev, keep an eye on anything that moves,’ the Boss ordered as he dropped his guns and backpack on the floor. He smiled at Priya. She didn’t smile back.

Priya unbuttoned her boots. The Boss looked at her from top to bottom. Priya felt his look but didn’t cross eyes with him. He made her feel uncomfortable. Every time he spoke to her, she became fidgety and spoke back fragmented words. She couldn’t be herself around those men, not even with Nev who she just met not that long ago. The Boss, Pot and Alejandro thought they were together, that’s how they met them back in Carrington when their story about crossing the wall saved their lives.

‘They call me the Boss, but my real name is Adam,’ the Boss said and smiled at Priya, trying to start a conversation. She didn’t return his gesture, she didn’t like him, there was something nasty about that guy.

She and Nev would never become involved with those kinds of individuals if it weren't for the need to survive. They weren't saints, though; they had killed —well, Nev had, but she was present and didn't intervene — an innocent person so they could steal his food, and now they were leading those guys just for their own survival.

They didn’t have a choice, they disclosed their encounter with Rebecca, Jerry, and Rob to avoid being killed by the Boss, it was their only chance to stay alive. To let them know that people from the other side came through the wall was their saving card. Under the command from the Boss, Pot and Alejandro killed many people to steal their food. If it wasn’t for their story, by now they would probably be dead, Less mouths to feed…

Adam kneeled and helped Priya get her feet off the boots and then sliced his hand up Priya’s leg. She stopped him and pushed his hands down. She blushed. Her grey face turned darker grey, her body temperature rose, and her heart pumped strongly and accelerated. She could feel her heart bits in her head. Her chest pumped, she started to sweat, she felt sweat drops coming down her back. It made her very unpleasant. She stood up and walked away from him. Adam gave her a smirky grin.

‘Hey Boss, I believe there are some animals around us. I can’t see them, but I hunted many before, and I can tell if they’re around,’ Alejandro said.

‘Well, what are you waiting for? Use your machine gun and shoot at the bushes, we may be lucky and hit one so we can have a decent meal tonight,’ the Boss ordered moving closer to Priya. He stood at arm's length distance from her. He could sense her discomfort and intense breathing, something that he enjoyed.

‘I will, let me go around. It’s fucking difficult. My visibility is very poor but I’m sure there is one close enough,’ Alejandro said and walked away from the rest of the group. His steps were very slow trying not to make any noise. Pot brought his right index finger to his face and made the sign to everyone to be quiet. The Boss turned his head to Priya, who looked at him from the corner of her eye and saw the lavish glance from his face. She felt the intensity of his look that made her feel uneasy and tried to ignore him. She was now profusely sweating, her commando shirt stuck to her back.

For a split second, she stopped following the action in front of them, so the loud gunfire took her by surprise and instinctively raised both hands to her ears and turned around into Adam’s arms, then she retrieved it pushing him away.

Nev, who was behind Priya and the Boos focusing on Alejandro’s movements, was also taken by surprise. He’d never experienced the loud noise made by a machine gun when it went off. The loud sound was followed by an animal cry. Priya, pressed by nerves, was paralysed.

Nev stepped forward and came closer to Priya. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.  Priya, her blank eyes looking at his, was trembling. Before Nev could say anything more, the Boss turned to him and gave him a sinister look, inflating his chest, he looked frightening. Nev knew best not to say anything more, he feared that guy, his corpulent body was enough to scare anyone.

‘I hit it, I hit an animal,’ Alejandro yelled. ‘Pot, can you see it, can you see it?’ he asked.

‘No, but you hit it. It went that way,’ as he pointed in the direction where the bushes moved.

‘Fuck this mist. Can you follow the blood trail?’ the Boss asked.

Alejandro moved forward to where they last saw the bushes move. ‘Fucking hell. All the bushes look the same, impossible to track it, but I hit it, swear to God. Can’t be that far.’

‘Forget it, we can get lost here,’ the Boss commanded. Alejandro and Pot wanted to chase the injured animal, but the Boss was determined to keep everyone at eye distance. ‘The mist is too thick, let’s follow the creek. If we are lucky, we may come across that animal,’ he ordered. Alejandro and Pot spat and reluctantly turned to where the rest of the group was.

Deep inside the forest, Grace felt a terrible pain in her chest. ‘Numu’ she cried and started running down the forest. A path was opening in front of her. By her sides, you could hear animals running; birds were crying out loud and guiding her through the bushes.

After several minutes of running through the forest, Grace came to a stop and found Numu deadly injured, crying of pain, agonising. There was blood everywhere, Numu could hardly breathe.

‘My dearly friend. What have they done to you?’ Grace hugged Numu and rubbed her head before Numu squealed and took his last brief and closed his eyes.

Grace looked up at the sky, screamed and sobbed. ‘My friend, why, why did they do this to you?’ Tears were coming down her cheeks. The birds around her went silent, the forest went silent.

Then all the sudden, you could hear a stampede, the bushes shacked and cracked, all the birds flew in the direction where the animals ran, and then silence was restored once again around Grace who couldn’t stop her tears from falling.

Grace embraced Numu, she couldn’t believe what happened. Numu and Grace had been together since Numu was a piglet.

‘Goodbye my friend, the forest will take care of you. Rest my friend, rest,’ she said in a soft voice while kneading her dead friend. Grace stood up and walked back to the forest but that time there were no animals or birds following her.


*****

Investigation

Sheriff O’Connell struggled all night thinking how to approach the Mayor’s family. He wasn’t that close to the ladies of the family, but he worked very close with the Mayor. Nevertheless, their last encounter wasn’t very friendly when they got on the wrong foot and struggled outside the Police Station. He had the mark on his face from Keven’s punch.

“I better talk to Priest Glen before I speak with Keven. I need to interview both Lucinda and Lynda as they were close to Tom, and Keven needs to understand that that is part of the investigation. If he doesn’t understand or is not happy with it, fuck him,” the Sheriff decided after thoroughly consideration. “I’m doing my job, your own words Keven.”

The Sheriff drove his car to the town’s church. The church was rebuilt in the early 1900's. It was an old building that could only seat fifty people, more than enough for any Sunday’s mass, but not for special events like weddings and funerals as in those occasions, the majority of the County’s residents attended those events.

What impressed most inside the church was the wooden crucifix on top of the altar. Priest Glen was amazed by it when he was appointed to replace the retired priest that served the community for close to thirty-five years. The cross was a real piece of art donated by John Gilliard’s grandfather. But the Priest at the time was sure that not even with that donation, the grandfather would ever enter the heavens. Generation after generation, the Gilliard’s didn’t have a good reputation within the community but their strong will and finances, made them be respected, mostly by the fear of what they could be capable of doing. It was better to be on the right side of that family.

The crucifix was made in Italy by a renowned artist from Genova, the birthplace of John’s grandfather spouse. The church was repaired and restored by local artisans after a huge earthquake shocked the town and destroyed the town’s church. Later, people didn’t know what happened to the crucifix as they thought it would be erected in the same place after they rebuilt the church, but by that time, it was already shipped to America.

A significant donation from John’s grandfather, and the persistent pledge of his great grandmother, made it easy for the crucifix to be sold by the local Priest without any knowledge from the high hierarchy of the church. Records were not kept at the time so no one could chase where the donation came from or where the money ended.

‘Hi Sheriff O’Connell, what brings you to the house of God,’ Priest Glen asked, looking surprised at the presence of the Sheriff who would attend the church only on special occasions like Xmas, Good Friday or weddings and funerals.

‘I need to pass something through you. I’m not here to convert or confess,’ he replied, taking his hat in sign of reverence. The Priest noticed the scar on the Sheriff’s face from Keven’s punch but decided not to mention anything, just to listen to what the Sheriff needed to say.

The priest laughed out loud, ‘I know that, but you’re always welcomed in this parish Sheriff. What can I do for you?’

Sheriff O’Connell took a deep breath before giving the motive for his visit. ‘It’s about the murder investigation. I have a list of suspects that I need to interview, and I need your help.’

‘Hope I’m not in it, am I?’ the Priest joked, smiling, and making an innocent face.

Sheriff O’Connell returned the smile this time touching his face where Keven landed the punch. ‘Oh no, no, it’s about the Mayor.’ He paused and fixed his eyes into Priest Glen before he continued.  ‘You know how we fought yesterday. I need to talk to him because I understand that Lucinda and Lynda had something to do with Tom. I’m just crossing all names that were involved in any shape with Tom,’ he stated, raising his head, and looking above Priest Glen’s head like looking for support from above.

Priest Glen looked surprised and confused. ‘Are you asking me if I know something? Sheriff, I have to remind you that we have the seal of confession and that it is my absolute duty not to disclose anything that I know from my penitents.’

The Sheriff smiled and released a blow of air before he became tense. ‘I’m not asking you for that. I need to interview these ladies, but I want to talk to Keven before. I’m not sure how he is going to take it. That is why yesterday he was so abrupt with me. Previously we had an argument about the inquiries that I’m conducting but I need to close all ends as part of the investigation. Do you understand?’ he tried to justified Keven’s behaviour, but the Priest shook his head disapproving what he witnessed between those two.

‘Oh, I see. And what exactly do you want me to do, Sheriff?’ Priest Glen replied, suspecting what the Sheriff was going to ask him next.

Sheriff O’Connell didn’t hesitate in saying what he came for. ‘I want you to come with me to see Keven. If I go behind his back to talk to Lucinda and Lynda, I’m not sure how he will react. We have an election coming soon and as you know, my job will also be up for grabs and if I don’t have his support, well, I may be out of the job soon.’

Priest Glen made an understanding gesture raising his eyes and nodding at his request. ‘Yes, of course, I can see the picture here. By all means Sheriff, you have my support, but why Lucinda and Lynda, may I ask?’ He was really questioning the Sheriff’s assessment as he knew well the wife and daughter of the Mayor, two very respected and reputable ladies from the community.

Sheriff O’Connell took his time to respond, trying to choose the right words to express his motives without judging or accusing anyone before his investigation was concluded. ‘Well, I was told that Lynda and Tom were somehow involved in some kind of romance. I know that their families are enemies, but you know, young people are there to bend the rules,’ and taking another deep breath of air, he continued. ‘And Lucinda was working with Tom in the EcoCultural Society. Tom’s background was a perfect match, and they were meeting regularly,’ he said looking for his approval and understanding. Priest Glen nodded, giving him the endorsement he needed to proceed to question the ladies, but he also needed to put forward his thoughts.

‘Both are very respectful ladies, they are well known in the community,’ he stated, raising his hands and showing his palms to the sky.

Sheriff O’Connell again didn’t hesitate with his intention. ‘Still, I have to do it, like it or not, I have to do it. They may give me some leads to follow,’ as his body language indicated that this conversation was over. Priest Glen read it and nodded agreeing with the Sheriff.

‘Oh, I see, so they aren’t suspects in Tom's killing,’ he concluded. The Sheriff shagged his shoulders. ‘I can be ready in five minutes if you want me to accompany you to Keven's house,’ as the Priest walked back to the parish.

‘I'm not saying they are or are not. It all depends on the investigation. Thanks Glen, I knew I could count on you,’ the Sheriff said before Priest Glen disappeared from his sight. He felt relieved that he agreed to accompany him. Even if not, he would do it anyway, but his presence would help specially after the interchange he had with the Mayor.

An hour later they were entering the Mayor’s property, one of the biggest in the County. The majestic driveway, once a beautiful line of tall trees, now due to the heavy mist, looked like a wall of scattered thick black trunks. The sound of the tires squeezing on the gravel was the only noise they could hear.

The car kept rolling up the driveway, the Sheriff lowered the speed as they approached the Mayor’s house. ‘I always liked to come to Keven’s place. They have a very nice property. But today, this black and white scenario creates a special effect, the lane of pines gives it some sinister effect, don’t you think Sheriff?’ Priest Glen asked to break the silence.

‘Yeah, not the breathtaking views in the surrounding countryside,’ the Sheriff responded, wondering the outcome of their visit.

Sheriff O’Connell holds his body against the steering wheel looking at the panorama outside the window. ‘Yes, it does. I always liked the smell of these trees but not today. There is no smell, just this fuck…., sorry Glen, just this mist.’

‘I forgive you Sheriff, to forgive it’s my job. We are all very tense, are we?’

That time the Sheriff didn’t answer. They drove the long driveway and came to a stop at the side of the house. The sculptures on both sides of the house looked somehow perfect. The lack of colour gave them a smoothest look, like if they were new when in reality, they were more than fifty years old, mouldy and discoloured, but nice, with character.

Before stepping out of his car, Sheriff O’Connell looked up at the house and saw a curtain closing down. There was a silhouette of a woman, but he wasn’t sure who it was. They got out and started to walk to the front door when the voice of the Mayor came from behind them.

‘Hi there.’ Both turned around and saw the Mayor walking towards them holding a rifle in his arm.

‘Hi Keven,’ Priest Glen said.

‘Hi Glen. What brings you here with the Sheriff?’ He looked angry as he stood defiantly looking at the Sheriff's eyes.

‘We’re here to talk to Lucinda and Lynda,’ the Sheriff responded.

‘Is this an official visit or what? They have nothing to talk to you about anything. Why don’t you two get back to where you came from and leave us alone, we are very busy here. As you can see, I’m protecting my family,’ he said, swinging the rifle in his arms.

‘Yes, this is an official visit Keven. Is Lucinda home and what about Lynda?’ the Sheriff asked firmly.

‘And you need to bring Glen with you. Are you afraid that I’ll shoot you?’ he replied, spitting in front of them. The Mayor was wearing his hunting shoes and an oversize hat, useful when the sun was shining but not today.

‘Hi Priest Glen, hi Sheriff, what a surprise,’ Lucinda’s voice came from the front door. The Sheriff and the Priest turned around and saluted Lucinda, but the Mayor didn’t address his wife, he kept looking at the back of the visitors.

‘They are just leaving honey,’ looking again into the Sheriff's eyes that just turned his head to face him. ‘They are leaving now,’ he repeated while the Priest kept looking at Lucinda.

‘Nonsense,’ Lucinda said with a friendly soft voice. ‘Come in please gentlemen. Don’t be rude Keven,’ she smiled at her husband and frowned at him.

The Mayor became furious at his wife comment. He felt his body temperature raised, he needed to calm down as his blood pressure was playing up. The Sheriff turned around and started to walk towards Lucinda ignoring the Mayor’s request.

‘I’m so glad to see you both,’ she said looking over their shoulders to her husband trying to understand what was going on. Why was her husband so abrupt when they were more than just co-workers; she considered them to be friends, they knew each other for many many years. The Sheriff and her husband campaigned together, and the Priest was a very nice person, he liked his drinks, but he was more than okay.

Priest Glen was all eyes when they entered the house. There was a good collection of paintings on the wall, and now without colours, they looked even more original, like real master paintings.

Lucinda catches the Priest's admiration on their paintings. ‘Oh, you should see them in full colour, they are magnificent. Keven’s grandfather started to acquire them. A tradition continued by his father and now by Keven. They belong to a museum, some are very expensive,’ she said, smiling at both and appreciating the Priest’s judgement for fine art.

‘Certainly, they look very nice,’ Priest Glen said. The Sheriff didn’t have time to appreciate the paintings, he looked at them not seeing what they were all about, in his mind was how to address her and her daughter regarding their affairs with Tom Gilliard.

‘Please have a seat.’ Lucinda pointed to the lounge and walked with the elegance that only educated and sophisticated women had. ‘Can we offer you a drink?’ she asked them, looking at her husband gesturing to be polite and serve them a drink.

He didn’t buy it. ‘They are on an official visit Lucinda. Let's cut to the chase, should we?’ he said with a sharp voice and forced smile to please his wife.

‘Yes, we are Lucinda. It’s regarding Tom's death,’ the Sheriff said, trying to read into Lucinda’s eyes.

‘Tom Gilliard?’ she said unflinchingly. ‘Such a nice boy, or I should say man. He was such a nice person, what a shame that he is gone,’ Lucinda’s voice sounded sad.

‘Yes, it is about Tom. I need to ask you and Lynda some questions that may give us some light of what happened to him.’

‘Why Lynda, what does she have to do with all of this?' Lucinda asked, making a face and changing her tone of voice and looking nervous all the sudden, something didn’t escape the Sheriff as he noticed Lucinda’s face expression changed.

‘I understand that they were more than friends,’ the Sheriff said. The Priest felt uncomfortable by his statement while the Mayor got irritated by the Sheriff's pre assumptions.

‘That’s bs, they will never get involved. Our families don’t get alone,’ the Mayor said from behind raising his voice.

‘I’m sure of that,’ Lucinda added.

‘I know it’s difficult, but the Sheriff needs to ask you and Lynda anything that you may know that can give him some clues to why Tom was murderer,’ intervened the Priest Glen.

‘Ah, okay. If that is the case, we’re here to answer any of your questions,’ Lucinda said, sounding more relaxed. ‘In this family we don't have anything to hide. You may ask me anything that you need to ask,’ she added, looking at her husband trying to relax him with her eyes. He was ready to blow.

The Sheriff took a deep breath before addressing Lucinda. He avoided crossing looks with Keven. ‘Because of the nature of the investigation, I’ll have to ask you both separately and in private,’ he said but this time he turned and looked at Keven who had that tense face that showed that he could explode at any time. Lucinda realised it and raised her eyebrows to his husband to ensure he didn’t do or say anything stupid. She showed that she was in control.

‘Sure. We can go to Keven’s studio. Isn't that right honey?’ Lucinda asked, not waiting, or expecting an answer from her husband.

‘This is a waste of time,’ Keven stated as he walked towards his studio and opened the double door. ‘There, you can use my office. This family has nothing to hide and nothing to do with Tom’s death,’ he added as he walked away to let his wife and the Sheriff get inside.

Keven’s studio was a traditional country style office. Spacious, with wood-like walls, two tables at both sides of the room with open books on top. An impressive buffalo rug in the middle. On the left side of the office, was an open wooden bar with everything you need to prepare any drink that you could imagine including glasses, water, an ice bucket and several bottles of scotch, bourbon, vodka, rum and other drinks. At the end of the studio was Keven’s wooden desk with an impressive leader chair. The latest laptop on one side and a photograph of Keven, Lucinda and their two daughters, among other expensive luxurious desk accessories. A pile of campaign brochures was on the floor, next to two closed boxes with more brochures. It looked like a busy office desk. At the front of the desk there were two armchairs. On all the walls there were more paintings and heads of deer and moose with huge horns that were hunted and killed by the family members. In full colour, the room would look like a million-dollar office.

Sincerely complimenting Lucinda on the opulent workplace, the Sheriff said: ‘Nice office you have.’ The Mayor shut the doors, preventing the Priest from peeping inside. Few people ever entered his chamber, and he enjoyed his seclusion.

Lucinda and Sheriff O’Connell turned around at the noise coming from the squeezing door and could only see the Mayor’s figure clanged the door behind them.

‘Let’s have a seat here,’ Lucinda pointed to the leather's sofa lounge on the side of the office, opposite to the bar’s trolley.

While that was happening, at the other side of the valley, the outsiders walked through the dense forest following the creek’s path in search of a main road to take them to civilization. Their footsteps were uneven and slow over the rough ground.

‘This creek looks like it will go forever, we have been walking for hours and there are no signs of any road. Let's have another rest,’ the Boss commanded, always looking at Priya for her approval but she ignored all his attentions.

‘I can feel that there are animals not too far away. This mist is getting dense, and the sky is darker, Pot said, drying the sweat drops of his face.

‘You’re right. Do you want to have another go at hunting animals you damn ass,’ replied Alejandro sarcastically smiling at him. He made a funny gesture to both Priya and Nev.

‘You fucking bastard, I can do better than you idiot,’ Pot didn’t hesitate to respond to him with an angry voice.

‘Keep it quiet, I can hear the bushes moving, there must be animals out there, very close, it seems as if they are following us,’ the Boss said as the group stopped to listen to their surroundings. They all sensed the same. Their visibility was poor, but the animals behaved as if they wanted to be heard but keeping away from their vision. The noises coming from all angles.

Priya got closer to Nev. ‘I’m scared, what can we do? I don’t like these guys and the way that the Boss looks at me is disturbing.’ She was worried about what could happen if things didn’t get better.

‘I know, but there’s nothing we can do for now. As soon as we get in touch with other people, we’ll go on our own way.’ The Boss tried to listen to what they were whispering but couldn’t understand their words. He squeezed his eyes and looked at their lips trying to figure out what was coming out of their mouths, but it was fruitless.

‘Yes, but these guys are not going to let us go, we know too much of what they did back in Carrington. They’re criminals. Who knows if they’ll kill us after they get what they want. I’m really scared,’ Priya said when she realised that the Boss was trying to hear their conversation.

‘Shh, I think I heard another pig. Be silent,’ Pot asked, raising his hand, and signalling the group to stay still while they listened to the forest.

The Boss turned around and looked in the same direction as Pot. Alejandro tried to move forward but Pot shook his arms to make him stop and be silent. They all stood still, focussed and concentrated on the bushes. All eyes and ears were placed on the noises coming from behind the mist. Then they heard an oink.

‘There, I saw it, it's not that far, it’s a pig,’ Pot said and went chasing the shadow he saw. He walked just a couple of yards when he was surrendered by a thicker mist. He disappeared from the rest of the group. ‘Don’t move,’ the Boss ordered. All stayed still in the same spot where they were and kept looking towards where they last saw Pot. A darker manta of mist surrounded the group.

‘Pot,’ Alejandro yelled. But Pot didn’t respond, again the group couldn’t hear a noise, all was silence.

Pot stopped and turned around as he couldn't see the shadow he saw before. The mist was so thick that he couldn’t see what was around him or where he came from. ‘Boss,’ he shouted.

The group heard a faint voice. It was Pot but he sounded very far away. ‘Pot, can you hear us?’ the Boss yelled back. There was no response.

‘Boss’ Pot shouted again. Nothing back. ‘Alejandro,’ this time he yelled while turning around on the same spot where he was standing looking up and down as the mist was getting thicker and thicker, but nothing, he couldn’t hear any voices.

The group decided to walk towards where they saw and heard him last. He couldn’t be that far. They didn’t realise it but suddenly, the mist was dissipating, it wasn’t as thick and dark as seconds before. ‘Pot where are you?’ yelled Alejandro this time his voice was breaking down as he really was worried for his friend.

There was only silence, no signs of Pot.

Seconds later they hear shouts coming from the bushes. ‘Help, help me,’ Pot’s voice was more of a cry than a call. He sounded in trouble, desperate.

‘It’s coming from there,’ Nev pointed to an opening in the bushes.

‘Okay, keep close, follow me,’ the Boss instructed and signalled the group to walk behind him.

They negotiated a couple of rocks in front of them and kept walking towards where Pot’s cry came from. ‘Pot,’ Alejandro yelled. ‘Pot,’ he yelled again.

They couldn’t hear a noise; the forest was silent.

‘Look Boss, the ground looks wet,’ Alejandro pointed to a spot on the ground.

The Boss kneeled, he rubbed his hand on the liquid and then he put his finger in his mouth. ‘It’s blood.’ Priya was hanging from Nev’s arm. Alejandro kept looking ahead.

‘I'm scared,’ she whispered in Nev’s ears. Nev’s neck tingles where her fingers brushed it.

They walked a couple of yards more and then they all stopped and looked horrified at what was in front of them.

Out of the mist was Pot. ‘It’s Pot. What happened,’ questioned the Boss. Priya brought her hands up to her eyes, she couldn’t watch what was happening to Pot. Nev was speechless, didn’t move and didn't say a word.

Pot was completely covered by branches full of thorns that were penetrating his skin, he was bleeding from everywhere, his body was disappearing under the branches that were strangling him. He couldn’t open his mouth or move his legs or arms. His eyes were wide open, he looked frightened, he was alive but barely. It looked like a horror movie scene.

‘We’ll help you, Pot,’ Alejandro said, dropping his machine gun and rushing towards Pot with a commando knife in his hand. He tried to cut the leaves, but he couldn’t even scratch the branches. The Boss followed him with another knife and tried the same, but nothing was happening. The leaves were as hard as metal.

‘I can't, I can’t cut the branches,’ the Boss said with an alarming voice.

‘Hurry, fuck there are more branches coming but from where?’ Alejandro asked himself, his voice sounded desperate. ‘Don’t worry my friend, I’ll free you,’ and kept trying to cut the branches with his special knife, but nothing, not even a scratch.

‘What the fuck is this? Don’t worry Pot, we’ll cut these branches,’ the Boss said but more and more branches were covering Pot until they could only see his panicked open eyes. Then a few seconds later, Pot disappeared under the branches, leaves and thorns. You could only see his boots

‘No, no, no, what is happening, help me pull him back,’ Alejandro asked looking at Nev and Priya, but Nev didn’t react, didn’t move, he was paralysed. Priya was the same, she was petrified at the scene in front of them.

Alejandro and the Boss tried to pull Pot from his legs, but their hands started to bleed from the thorns’ cuts. Nev stepped back and now was holding Priya. They couldn’t believe what was in front of them. After a couple of seconds, Pot was gone, the bushes and mist enclosed him. The forest took him. He was part of the bushes.

Alejandro and the Boss sat both short of breath after trying hard to pull Pot.

‘You fucking bastards, why didn’t you help?’ Alejandro yelled, looking at Nev and Priya who were standing next to each other. ‘You could’ve helped us, you idiots.’ Alejandro stood up holding his knife looking at them both.

No words were coming from Nev. Priya was sobbing in shock, she couldn’t say a word either.

'There’s nothing more that we can do here,' the Boss stated in a dejected manner. Alejandro had hated eyes as he stared them both. He turned to face the Boss after spitting on the ground. He sounded angry; his face covered in veins ready to burst with rage. ‘It was a mistake to bring this useless couple,’ he said.

‘Stop. I’m the boss here. You,’ he said and pointed at Alejandro. ‘All,’ then pointing at Priya and Nev. ‘Do as I tell. Do you understand?’ Alejandro didn’t respond, he switched his eyes between the Boss and the path where Pot disappeared, then he turned to Nev and Priya. If he could, he would kill them both.

‘What’s this? What happened here?’ Alejandro asked, his voice enraged. He was raving by losing his friend Pot. They’re very good friends, they were together in many army campaigns and lately in doggy business with the Boss. Always together pulling each other's legs where they could, real friends.

‘Who knows. Let’s walk to find the creek so we can get to a road,’ the Boss instructed, fixing his look at Alejandro. He pulled his guns and made him a sign to walk. Alejandro didn’t move, his eyes were watery for the loss of his friend.

‘What about Pot, Boss? the forest devoured him. What’s going to happen to the rest of us?’ Priya managed to talk but continue to cry on Nev’s chest. He held her tight.

The Boss looked at them, raised his hand and pointed to the sky shaking his head. ‘Lets get the fuck out of here. Do you copy? Follow me,’ he firmly said, turning to face Alejandro. ‘I’m sorry. There was nothing else that we could do. It’s time to move.’

The mist despaired as it was before, and they walk again following the creek.

‘Do we know which way to go?’ Nev asked. Alejandro looked at him and took a deep breath before he ran his finger across his neck insinuating he wanted to slit his throat. Priya who saw the motion, was terrorised.

‘No, but we must go and get back on track. We need to find the creek’s stream. It’s the only way out of this forest,’ the Boss said, pointing down the path to his left. To his right, the hint of a forgotten trail led away from the creek that he remembered coming from. The group started to walk not knowing in which direction to go. Everyone was in shock after what happened to Pot, even the Boss, who struggled with Pot’s death after all those years of working together. On the inside he was shouting with frustration, but he needed to show that he was in control, that he was the alpha.

Alejandro was extremely sad to lose his life’s friend, but his anger shielded his real emotions. He could taste his own anger in the back of his throat. The memory of it was almost enough to conjure up the hot sick scene again and again.

Nev was quiet in shock, he took a deep breath and forced himself to turn and walk. Priya was terrified by everything that had happened and wondered what could happen if they didn’t find the way out of the forest, her footsteps were uneven and slow over the rough ground. They both kind of closed in themselves and got on with it.

No-one could predict the ripple effect of something like that.

Back in the Mayor's house, Sheriff O’Connell apologised to Lucinda before he asked her questions. Lucinda seemed to be very casual and relaxed, but the Sheriff noticed that she was avoiding any eye contact, but why? Years of experience told him that there was something that made her uneasy. In the past, they have met many times, and he has been in their house on several occasions so there was no reason for being apprehensive.

‘Lucinda, did you know that your daughter Lynda was going out with Tom?’ she pressed her lips into a thin line and raised her eyebrows at him.

‘With Tom Gilliard? I don’t think so, she didn’t tell me anything about going out with Tom. She has no secrets, she tells us everything that we need to know, especially if she is going out with someone,’ Lucinda was quick to respond suppressing a groan.

‘Well, we know they were going out, many people saw them together having drinks at the Motel.’

‘People just talk because they have nothing else to do. Maybe they cross words casually, but I don’t believe my daughter will go out with Tom,’ she said, looking at the floor, her voice a little louder.

‘And why is that, may I ask?’ The Sheriff already knew the answer and before Lucinda responded, he added: ‘You know, they are young and both are good looking, well Tom was, Lucinda is, you know what I mean,’ he went on.

‘I know what you mean Sheriff. My husband already gave you the reason, I don’t need to repeat it, no? She gave him a serious look.

‘Yes of course, sorry,’ he paused. He asked that question on purpose to see Lucinda’s reaction. He noticed nothing in particular.

‘You were working with Tom. Did he ever mention anything about Lynda?’

Lucinda accommodated herself in the lounge and crossed her arms, she became defensive, and the Sheriff noticed it. ‘As I said, I don’t think Lynda has anything to do with Tom, less in a romantic way.’

‘Yes, I understand that. Your husband would be very angry if something like that happened. But both are young, and Tom was a good-looking young man. You know how the kids are these days.’

‘Sheriff, my daughter has nothing to do with Tom’s murdered. She’s hypersensitive to any kind of violence.’

‘I didn’t say anything about the murder. I just….’

‘Sheriff, stop asking me about Tom and Lynda, please. As I said, they weren't involved in any relationship or any romantic adventure,’ this time her voice was sharp, her mother’s instinct to protect her daughter was in full swing.

‘Lucinda, I don’t want to upset you. I want to find out anything that could give me a clue of why someone killed Tom Gilliard,’ the Sheriff justified himself, but Lucinda wasn’t happy about it as she frowned and looked dagger.

‘Well, you are not on the right track asking me about my daughter’s involvement with Tom,’ her voice was quiet but hostile.

‘Okay, let's talk about you and Tom. How often did he come to see you to discuss, I don’t know, the goals or the direction of the association?’ There was a clumsy pause before she answered, something the Sheriff took note off.

‘I met with Tom just a couple of times, always at the hall.’ The Sheriff raised his eyes and looked at Lucinda surprised at her answer, who lowered her head and looked down to the floor. Lucinda’s words became amplified in his head, the blood pumping through, the slight click of his teeth.

‘Didn’t you meet in your office?’ That was what the Deputy reported to him back in the station.

She thought before answering again. ‘No, we didn’t. You’re trying to stitch me up.’ He grinned and that made Lucinda gulp slowly but noticeable enough for the Sheriff to realise that he was into something.

The Sheriff kept silent for a couple of seconds and saw that that made Lucinda uncomfortable. Not looking at him, she straightened and accommodated her blouse. The Sheriff knew that that wasn’t true as his Deputy saw Tom come out of her office basement a couple of times. But why wasn’t she telling the truth?

‘So, you never met at your office?’ he asked with a knowing smile, but his expression was thunderous, for a split second he thought repeating the question might help reassure her a bit.

Lucinda frowned as though taking a test. ‘No, we didn’t.’ She grinned cheerfully but the Sheriff knew it was fake. Lucinda accommodated her blouse once again. Her hand went up and down her chest just touching the buttons. All were perfectly buttoned. She fixed the collar, and her hand went up and down the buttons again.

‘How is your relationship with Keven?’ he adventured to ask.

‘How dare you ask me about my marriage. Keven and I have a perfect relationship. That’s enough Sheriff, I’m not going to answer any more of your nonsense questions,’ she pressed her lips into a thin line.

Lucinda stood up with her hands on her hips and waited for the Sheriff to do the same. He was surprised at her reaction and glanced at the ceiling. “I staffed up,” was in his mind while standing up.

‘Sorry to upset you Lucinda, it wasn’t my intention. I’m really sorry,’ his voice was artificially light. He thought it was a legit question to ask so why the need to apologise. He felt his shoulders heavy as he stood up.

‘We’re finished here, I don’t have any more to tell you,’ Lucinda said as she walked towards the studio’s doors.

Keven, Lynda and the Priest Glen were in the room adjacent to Keven’s studio just having an informal chat when the door opened abruptly, and Lucinda came out of the studio. Keven stood up and saw Lucinda’s constrained face. She forced a smile and told Lynda: ‘Now is your turn.’ Lynda looked at her father, but he didn’t say a word. Lucinda walked towards the other side of the house. Keven understood that it was better to let her go but he was furious and will have something to tell the Sheriff before the end of the day. Priest Glen didn’t move but sensed what was happening there.

‘Calm down Keven, the Sheriff is just doing his job. He has to ask everyone that had something to do with Tom,’ the Priest tried to appease the situation.

‘Bullshit, he’s coming to my house to upset my wife. This isn’t going to end here,’ his face was glooming in anger.

‘Dad, it’s okay. Let me go and talk to the Sheriff. Give mum some space,’ Lynda addressed her dad and looked at the Priest for support. It was her time to face the investigation, her voice was light and sweet, captivating as always. The Priest moved close to the Mayor while Lucinda went upstairs.

‘You don’t need the hustle Keven,’ the Priest told him as he moved him back to where they were seated before.

Lynda entered the studio and smiled at the Sheriff. The room was now stiflingly hot as sweltering air speed in through the open window. ‘What do you want to ask me, Sheriff?’ She gave him a seductive look as she did whenever she wanted something. Her angelical looks and voice were enough to disarm anyone. But the Sheriff was on a mission, nevertheless he smiled back and thought about the beauty he was confronted with.

‘Please sit-down Lynda, it will be a brief talk, just a couple of things that I need to conclude here before I leave,’ he gently replied, trying to make it easy.

Lynda was wearing a casual dress, and the Sheriff noticed the perfect legs that she didn’t have the intention to hide. She was a natural sensual woman that knew how to deal with men. Her beauty taught her she could get almost anything from anyone, like her mum did as well, and lately her sister Jenny.

‘Lynda, I need to ask you about your involvement with Tom Gilliard,’ he went straight to the point.

‘Tom and I had a very good friendship, nothing else.’ She plugged in that her response to that question hadn’t come fast enough, she’d realised it too late, a sign of her nervousness as she wasn’t expecting the Sheriff to be that direct. The Sheriff automatically knew there was more than that.

‘Were you guys involved romantically?’ he continued as he inhaled air and bent his face towards Lynda.

‘Are you asking me if we fuck?’ The Sheriff raised his eyebrows in surprise as he wasn’t expecting that answer coming from Lynda as she was always very polite and sweet.

The Sheriff coughed before he could ask her again. ‘I mean, what kind of relationship did you guys have?’ Lynda smiled candidly, regaining her composure.

‘We had a casual conversation and a couple of drinks now and then. We saw each other at the Motel, nothing really involved.’

‘I see. That was it, nothing more than a couple of casual encounters?’

‘Yes, nothing more than that. Why? Do you know something else?’

The Sheriff looked at his notebook. On purpose he took a bit longer than expected before he opened his mouth again. He wanted to make Lynda feel he knew best.

‘Here we go. I have some locals stating that they saw you and Tom together more than once or twice, actually they saw you both together several times at Carlingford, coming out of the bar and the disco late nights. Not to mention some, how you said, casual encounters here in Belmore.’

‘Tom and I were friends. That’s it. We have nothing to do. I don’t know what you are talking about.’

‘I'm going to ask you one more time, so tell me the truth. They saw you kissing Lynda, people saw you.’

 Lynda uncrossed her legs letting the Sheriff look at her underwear. She was nervous. Her tongue moved from side to side inside her mouth, a clear sign of nervousness.

‘Please, please, don’t tell my parents. They will not understand. Our families are not friends. Tom and I loved each other.’ It worked, the Sheriff thought. I can get more than I expected from Lynda.

“Were you planning to get out of the dark and let your families know about your relationship?’ he asked.

‘Tom and I were planning to run away. To get out of this shitty place.’

‘And what happened?’

‘I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea, I mean we didn’t have any other way if we wanted to be together. Tom wanted to start a family, he had plans. Money wasn’t a problem, we would be able to manage but then it happened what happened, you know.’

‘I am not sure. What happened?’ the Sheriff was sharp with his questions, the only way to get the truth out of Lynda. He needed her to spell everything, that way he would get the truth.

‘Well, someone killed Tom. I was devastated. I hid our relationship from everyone,’ Lynda’s face became sad and her eyes teary. The Sheriff could see her genuine pain in her expression.

‘From everyone?’ he asked. Lynda didn’t hesitate in responding.

‘Yes, except my sister, she knew about Tom, I couldn't lie to her, she noticed my mood change and questioned me. We always tell each other the truth doesn’t matter what.’

‘What did Jenny think about your relationship with Tom?’ she blew her nose before responding.

‘At the beginning she was very upset and worried that my parents would find out about us, but then she was okay. She liked Tom. Everyone liked Tom.’

‘So I hear. Was Jenny covering for you both?’

‘She did a couple of times.’

‘Are you sure that neither your dad nor your mum knew about your doings with Tom?’ This was an important question to ask so he was focussed on Lynda’s reaction and response.

‘My mum introduced me to Tom. They were working together to plan the future of the association. Tom was very excited about the potential that the association had, especially with the funds they were getting,’ as she wiped her eyes with a tissue.

‘That’s time consuming, I mean long hours, it’s hard work I assume,’ the Sheriff kept prompting her so she would tell how it was. Lynda wasn’t looking at him.

Lynda hesitated. ‘It was. Tom and mum worked together on this. They met several times, they were very close working hard to end the project, so Tom told me.’ The Sheriff raised his eyes as this wasn’t what Lucinda disclosed to him. He took a deep brief before continuing, he was into something.

‘And still he was planning to run away with you?’ Lynda plugged that her response to the Sheriff question hadn’t come fast enough.

Lynda nodded her head. ‘Please don’t mention this to my parents,’ she pleaded with an angelic face. He felt the guilt on her.

‘I won’t. I got what I wanted, for now. Thanks for your cooperation.’ The Sheriff paused and wrote more notes in his notebook before addressing Lynda again. Her comment seemed to have hit a sore spot in his investigation.

As he stood up, he tried to ask a very important question. ‘Who do you…’ but Lynda teared up before he could finish the question. She was struggling. He felt sorry for the girl.

Lynda wiped her face and smiled and looked up at him. ‘Thanks Sheriff,’ and before the Sheriff could reassume his question, she stood up and held the Sheriff’s arm and pushed him towards the studio door and whispered to his ears: ‘I know you have to ask these questions, but I trust you to be discreet.’ She looked into his eyes and gave him a seductive smile before opening the doors, her smile dimmed a fraction, then brightened.

Keven and Priest Glen stood up from their seats, both focussed on Lynda. She was all smiles as if nothing dramatic had happened. The Sheriff accelerated his pace as he wanted to avoid any unnecessary encounter with the Mayor.

But the Mayor turned around to address the Sheriff, he was looking for another encounter with him. Sheriff O’Connell sensed it.

‘Are you satisfied now Sheriff, or do you want to interview my other daughter?’ the Mayor asked.

His words came floating behind him. ‘Thanks Keven, your cooperation and that of your family was very valuable,’ he said as he walked past him walking towards the front door. He looked at the Priest and made a sign to leave as soon as possible.

The Priest walked behind the Sheriff and before Keven could say anything to the Sheriff, he made a note to thank Keven while the Sheriff opened the door and continued to walk towards his car. He turned around and looked at the upstairs window, he saw Lucinda’s silhouette closing the curtains.

When the Priest crossed the door frame, Keven slammed the door behind him with a bang.

‘How was the interview, did you get what you expected?’ the Priest asked the Sheriff.

‘Yes, I did, thanks for coming with me. Did you chat with Keven while I was with the ladies?’

‘Oh yeah. He is very pissed off with you,’ he said, ‘Not worth the trouble you’re going to find yourself in, mark my words,’ he added.

‘Well, I can only do my job.’

‘Yeah, but Lucinda or Lynda? C'mon. You don’t suspect that any of them could be involved in Tom’s murder?’

‘When there is a motive then anything can happen’ he said with a yawn, he stood up and stretched his stiff joints, the Sheriff was concerned about Lucinda’s responses but didn’t want to give anything away to the Priest.

‘What are you saying that Lucinda or Lynda had something to do with Tom’s murder?’ He received only a vague grunt in response, but the Priest insisted.

‘I’m not saying anything. I need space to think,’ responded the Sheriff, that time he yawned open mouth, exposing his tongue. It was a message to the Priest to stop asking questions. He got the message and didn’t ask anything else. He felt disappointed but understood that the Sheriff was under a lot of pressure, so it was time to shut up.

They drove back to the office. The Sheriff dropped Priest Glen at the chapel.

“Why did Lucinda lie to me? She told me that they met just a couple of times when Lynda said that they worked very hard on their project, for sure meeting at the hall and her office. Why?” he kept thinking.


*****

Meeting

It had been a week since everything changed in the County. People gathered around the town centre concerned about the inexplicable circumstances. Everyone wanted to know what caused the effect. “How in heaven something like this is happening. There must be some intervention from some mighty power, and they were not talking about God or spiritual souls. No. They were talking about China, the Russians and the North Koreans coming with some kind of weapon that affected all. However, why this County?”

People went back to church to Priest Glen asking for answers that he couldn’t provide. Since the start of this calamity, he was more sober than ever before, trying to calm anyone that came to the Lord’s house, the house of prayer and repentance.

Those that never attended church, were coming to confess their sins, looking for salvation, just in case, as people do when they are in trouble. “If only people would attend church because of their beliefs and to listen and follow God’s gospel and not because they’re afraid,” Priest Glen sarcastically thought.

Meanwhile, Sheriff O’Connell assigned Jason and Ted to be on a roster at the supermarket with Pete and his two sons to protect the store just in case anyone wanted to loot it. Both Deputies did the same when the Covid19 devastation hit the country. “Desperate people looted shops for food and water, but it would not happen under my watch,” the Sheriff anticipated.

On the other side of town, Doctor Ahmad didn’t have many patients to attend. People were not coming to complain about their pains, sickness, poor health, or any symptoms they’ve had. It was as though everyone was taking care of themselves. But in reality, people were more concerned about how to survive than having a chat with the Doctor, the nurse or other patients. It was like everyone got fixed the day everything changed in the County. They didn’t have time to obsess about their pains.

The Mayor’s campaign was on hold but not forgotten. Every time Keven entered his studio, there were boxes with pamphlets for his seventh re-election in a row, something that he wanted at any cost. His social media strategy was ready to be launch when all started. He was primarily motivated by the desire and taste of power. He was an ambitious person and his image and reputation of being an exemplary person in the community was everything for him. Even as things weren’t all that good at home, he projected a different image to everyone else. He, his beautiful wife, and gorgeous daughters were impeccable in the eyes of the public.

CES Gary, a former marine decorated with more medals than you could count, was a respected individual committed to the responsibility of his position, Chief of Emergency Services. Old fashioned, he was what we call an old school gentleman. Always polite, assertive, direct, firm, and friendly with all the not too young ladies in the County. His wife was an old fashionable lady of her house, some twenty years younger than him. They had a daughter than run away many years ago; they knew nothing from her since then. Since that day, Gary’s wife on rare occasions attended any events in the company of her husband. “He always had too many things to attend to. Many important people to talk to and he can’t dedicate all his attention to me in those ceremonies,” was her excuse and reason for staying at home, as his husband will also suggest. Like Sheriff O’Connell, his job was secured if Keven was re-elected once again.

The Mayor drove his car to visit all the members of the committee, except Sheriff O'Connell, to organise a meeting to discuss their next steps. His message was simple. “We need to let everyone know what we know and what we are doing about this situation, even if it is not significant. People deserve it. They are taxpayers.” But not all of Belmore’s citizens were taxpayers, as many were retirees. But in his mind, they were voters and better to maintain them close and happy, as many contributed to his campaign and to his wife's organisation and events, the EcoCultural Society.

The committee’s members agreed to get together at the Police Station to plan their next move and deal with the Sheriff’s revelation: “To inform that some people crossed to the other side of the wall just to find out that it was the same. The mist, the lack of colours and smells, no birds, no animals, no electric power, all the same as in Belmore.”

When the members of the committee arrived at the Police Station, at the time scheduled by the Mayor, they found Sheriff O’Connell occupied with some paperwork that he was quick to hide under his desk when he saw them coming in. He was surprised to see everyone as there was no previous communication with him, only to find out later that the Mayor organised the meeting but didn’t tell him about it.

They were in shock when the Sheriff disclosed the news that people found all the same at the other side of the wall and that he wouldn’t disclosure who these people were. They wanted to know who they were.

‘What do you mean you cannot tell us who these people are? How do we know this information is real?’ again questioned the Mayor. ‘Do we have to take what you just told us as face value?’ he asked in disbelief.

‘Yes, stop the bullshit and tell us who they are,’ added CES Gary.

‘I can't and I won’t. I gave my word as this info is very sensitive. We don’t want people going around their place for more info,’ the Sheriff responded, looking straightforwardly at the members so they could take his word seriously. He didn’t cross eyes with the Mayor.

‘Really? Well, you can tell us, and we won’t disclose it to anyone. It will be kept among us,’ Priest Glen promised by making the cross sign in his chest.

‘It is better to keep it as it is. Why would they lie about something so crucial. Why?’ replied the Sheriff. All were silent looking at the Mayor to see if he had something else to add. He did later but for now, he kept his mouth shut.

‘We’ll have to trust you on this,’ Doctor Ahmad broke the ice. ‘Let’s move on with our agenda and to organise a citizens’ meeting. Questions will be asked if we let them know about this situation, it will not be an easy one to deal with, especially if they find out that there’s a way to get out to the other side of the wall,’ the Doctor concluded.

‘As members of the committee, we must inform and update all citizens about the current situation. We need to give people assurance that we are trying to find causes and solutions to the phenomenon affecting our community and also what we know of the outside world,’ the Mayor said looking at the group except the Sheriff.

Without looking at the Mayor and ignoring his comment, Sheriff O’Connell followed the Doctor’s point.  ‘The first thing we need to do is to have an open meeting with everyone so we can explain our roles and findings. Do we need to tell people about the other side?’ the Sheriff asked ignoring the Mayor’s suggestion to tell everything, even if it was confronting.

‘Well, if you are not prepared to disclose where this information is coming from, that is problematic,’ the Mayor replied and briskly shook his head. He looked at the other members looking for assurance. They were silent.

The Sheriff didn’t want to enter an argument with the Mayor, so he avoided any eye contact with him. ‘I know, but how do we manage this, people may just go ballistics. Everyone is by themselves, there isn’t much we can say and do, right?’ the Sheriff asked this rhetorical question. The Mayor ploughed on as he sucked in a breath in outrage. He didn’t look at the Sheriff. The Sheriff looked at the Priest and shrugged, unfazed.

‘This is a fucking difficult situation, sorry my French, but we are all stuck between this wall and the mist, and we really don’t know what to do,’ added CES Gary. ‘No-one can control or predict the ripple effect of something like this,’ he added.

‘We must design an emergency plan to be implemented and act immediately. I suggest we give each of us some responsibilities. Nothing too sophisticated as we don’t have time for this, but practical. We are running out of time and things are not looking good for anyone,’ Doctor Ahmed suggested. Undoubtedly, he wanted the group to move forward and avoid the Mayor’s confrontation with the Sheriff.

‘I agree one hundred percent as we’re all affected. We also have families and friends to look after,’ CES Gary added, before the Mayor or the Sheriff said another word, he was also looking for consensus.

‘Counselling and support will be my area. The church will be open around the clock to help the churchgoers and anyone else that needs help,’ Priest Glen stated, following Gary’s and Ahmad statements.

‘Law and Order is my responsibility,’ Sheriff O’Connell frowned as though taking a test. There was a long pause.

‘Okay, we all agree on having this meeting. We need to call the people and just be open and frank,’ Sheriff O’Connell said looking at CES Gary. ‘What happens after is anyone's guess, unpredictable, we don’t know, we don't know where this is coming from, when it will end and what to do in the meantime,’ he elaborated as he turned his head to face the Mayor. ‘What do you think Keven, really you are the highest authority here?’ he challenged him, with clear bitterness in his tone of voice.

For a split-second Mayor Keven looked at the Sheriff, his face showing antipathy squeezing his lips and tightening his jaws before he gazed his eyes at the other three members. ‘Let’s start by calling a citizens’ meeting here in town, at the hall. We can spread the word and ask people to do the same, it is our only way to communicate, do you agree?’ he replied and squeezed his fist not looking at the Sheriff, as everyone else was moving ahead of their animosity.

Doctor Ahamad, who wasn’t aware of the latest incident between those two, at the Mayor’s house, thought to himself “seriously, what is this all about? I don’t get what is happening with these two. First the fight the other night and now this bitterness among them.”

‘Yes, let's have the meeting in 48 hours. We can use the city hall; we can accommodate almost a hundred people inside,’ CES Gary suggested, sensing the hostility between those two, also unaware of the latest issues between the Sheriff and the Mayor apart from the fight outside the station. ‘We’ll tell everyone what we know, maybe someone will come up with an idea,’ he concluded, trying to bring the meeting to a close. He had enough and wanted to go home to his wife that he left unwilling after the Mayor’s insistence to attend the meeting.

‘Let’s spread the word and please ask people not to bring any guns, we don’t want any craziness happening at the meeting. My Deputies and I will be at the entrance to ensure no arms go in,’ the Sheriff said.

‘What about Tom’s murder, do we have any clues on this? Priest Glen asked before he could take back his question realising it wasn't appropriate to bring it up.

The Sheriff looked at him confused and surprised at his question.

‘No nothing. It’s not an easy case with everything else that is happening around here,’ his response was sharp.

The Mayor didn’t want the group to discuss Tom’s case as he didn’t want any discussion about his wife and daughter’s interrogation. ‘If you all agree, I’ll start the meeting addressing the distribution of food and asking everyone to save as much food as they can as we don’t have an end date for this situation,’ he was quick to say.

‘Something positive to say is that the community has plenty of water and to be honest, we can survive for up to three weeks without any food. We must tell the truth, that we are completely disconnected from the rest of the world,’ he added before anyone else brought back Tom’s case.

‘Also mention about the wall,’ CES Gary added.

‘What do you mean?’ Priest Glen asked, looking distracted by his previous intervention.

‘That we can’t escape. You guys told us that it grew up when trying to escalate it. Is that correct?’ CES Gary asked, looking at the Mayor and the Sheriff. Both nodded.

‘That’s right but make sure people don’t go looking to pass through the creek. There is no point in doing so, as we now know,’ the Sheriff added.

‘We should start by contacting people now so they can pass the message to others. Is anyone volunteering to go to the Gilliard’s? I’m not,’ Gary's smile dimmed a fraction, then brightened. His comment brought a most needed laugh to the group.

‘I will,’ Sheriff O’Connell managed to vocalise, still laughing at Gary’s wisecrack. ‘And I will update them regarding Tom’s killing,’ he added.

‘What a joke,’ the Mayor interrupted. The Sheriff that time felt a flash of irritation but before he addressed his comment, Priest Glen, feeling guilty for bringing Tom’s murder to the table in the first place, wisely interrupted the dialogue.

‘Let’s not start again, should we? We have had enough dramas, please.’

The Mayor and the Sheriff crossed looks but didn’t say a word to each other.

The Mayor scratched his head and blew his nose before ending the meeting. ‘Okay, if anyone has nothing more to say, we’ll finish this meeting and get together in 48 hours. The time to be 4:00pm. Thanks all for coming and get ready to answer questions from any angle from an angry audience. The five of us will be sitting at the front to answer any questions. Gary, can you be the MC for the day?’ the Mayor asked.

‘Yes, I can be the moderator,’ he responded, taking it seriously as he does with everything that he has ever been assigned to do in his life. A real marine.

The meeting was settled to be held in the County’s Hall. The same place where Lucinda held the society’s meetings. Big enough to host many people.

After this, the meeting was concluded, and everyone departed with little more to say. The Mayor was the first to leave the station. CES Gary also rushed out. The Priest and the Doctor left together leaving the Sheriff to lock the station.

The following two days, the members were busy contacting as many people as they could to ensure everyone had the opportunity to get informed with the latest news and to voice any concerns they may have. The Sheriff went to Rebecca’s and to Gilliard's houses.

On the day scheduled, people arrived well before 4:00pm. They gathered around the main plaza. Contrary to what people were told, almost everyone arrived well-armed. Trust was out of the equation and one of the main concerns was getting food to survive. Almost everyone had visited the wall to verify that they couldn’t get out. It was real, the wall got higher as people tried to climb it.

At the scheduled time, the Sheriff and his two Deputies walked from the station to the hall, a ten-minute walk that with the low visibility felt like it took longer.

‘This is going to be tough guys. I’m sure that more than one person will be armed. We can’t let anyone carry a gun inside. Everyone needs to be searched, no exemptions, like it or not,’ the Sheriff ordered.

He kept giving orders and repeating them, a sign that he was feeling nervous. ‘Jason, you need to be at the front entrance with me. Ted, you will take care of the back entrance. Don’t let anyone go in. I don’t care what you have to do, but no one enters from the back, everyone has to be accounted for. Am I clear?’

‘Yeah, don’t worry,’ Ted responded for the third time.

‘Who is at the supermarket? the Sheriff suddenly asked as he had forgotten the arrangement made.’

‘Pete left his two sons are in charge. And his rifle,’ replied Jason.

‘For Christ say, I hope nothing happens while we are at the meeting,’ the Sheriff said, taking big breaths of air as they approached the hall. Now and then they saw people walking and murmuring. The Sheriff and the Deputies noticed that some looked as if they were armed but they were quick to hide in the mist.

Shop after shop appeared and disappeared into the mist. It was like an abandoned town with pieces of wood crossed on windows and doors to repeal any burgles.

When they got closer, they heard the voices of the people that were gathering around the hall. Some sounded loud, others sounded worried, but it seemed as if everyone was talking at the same time.

‘It is not even 3:30 and people are already here. Open your eyes for any suspicious actions, from anyone,’ the Sheriff instructed. ‘You have the right to shoot, I mean preventing shots, if necessary. This could get out of control. Ted, go to the back. Jason, you take the front door. I’ll go to where the noise is coming from and give them a warning. Be prepared,’ the Sheriff ordered for the last time. The Deputies looked at each other and smiled, rolling their eyes. Sheriff O’Connell was nervous, sweat drops in his forehead and marks under his armpit.

‘There he is,’ someone yelled when the figure of the Sheriff suddenly appeared out from the mist. People turned around and saw the Sheriff walking towards them. He looked bigger than ever, impressive, with a strong gesture in his face, carrying his rifle. People started to move towards him. He raised his rifle.

The Sheriff was confronted by a scary looking crowd. The majority were men wearing dark clothes from top to bottom. Their grey anguished faces resembled a vampire movie, like if something sinister was about to happen. He needed to be assertive to control the crowd.

‘Stop. Let me talk’. The noise was unbearable. Everyone was talking at the same time.

‘Shut up. Shut up,’ he yelled. ‘Shut up!!!’

The people continued to scream demanding answers to their questions.

‘What the fuck is happening?’ yelled a man. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ asked a middle-aged man.  ‘How are we going to survive?’ screamed an old woman. ‘What do you know?’ another man yelled. ‘Are we being attacked? What is the government doing?’ asked a man whose voice sounded drunk. ‘Are we getting help from the outside? Where are we going to get more food? asked a woman carrying a child in her arms. And so on. Questions coming from everywhere. It was chaotic.

‘Shut up and let me talk,’ the Sheriff yelled, trying to get his voice through the people yelling and making all classes of noises, some clear, but many indecipherable.

‘Shh, shut up, shut up. Let him talk,’ someone yelled, raising his arms. People started to echo in for silence until there was no one talking, until everyone was quiet.

The Sheriff was surrounded by twenty or so people. More were out of sight due to the mist. He waited until they stopped talking.

‘Okay. This is what’s going to happen. The Mayor will address you all and the members of the committee will give an update with what their role is and what we know so far. Don’t ask me now, I’m not going to respond to anyone. Is that clear?’ The Sheriff's voice was loud and stern.

They were all silent.

‘No one, I repeat, no one is going in armed. You’ll be patted down before entering. So, if you have any guns, it's better that you leave them outside. No one will enter with guns. Do you understand?’ his voice sharp and moving his eyes from right to left and back looking at all in the eyes.

Some murmurs were heard within the crowd.

‘People are going to enter one by one to ensure we don’t miss anyone. I have given instructions to my Deputies to shoot down anyone not respecting these orders, understood?’ The Sheriff wasn't really asking the question, rather stating the fact. More murmurs were heard but soon everyone settled.

‘Lastly. Spread the word. We don't want any problems outside or inside. The back door is guarded. Everyone will come in and out by the front door. That's it. We will open the doors at 4:00pm. Now don’t make any disturbance. I’m serious about it,’ as he raised his riffle.

The Mayor and the Doctor arrived together. Then CES Gary, later the Priest. The Sheriff stood at the front door with Jason. The door opened sharp on 4. People started to enter the hall, in total eighty-one people attended. All were patted down. No arms were inside. They were very noisy.

The hall could accommodate around one hundred people but had only around sixty seats so many attendees stood to the sides. At the front five chairs were reserved for the members of the committee. People tried to get closer to the front, but no one sat in the first row, not yet. Even people would prefer to stand rather than sit that close to the committee members.

Priest Glen was standing at the right side of the hall trying to direct people to sit as close as possible to occupy every seat, but some excused themself raising their hands or shocking their heads. This frustrated him as there were many empty seats.

Gary was already seated wearing his impeccable CES uniform next to the Doctor who looked very casual. Keven the Mayor was nowhere to be seen.

As soon as the people entered the hall, questions were coming from everywhere. There was no order, everyone wanted to ask something before the meeting even started. It was a chaotic scenario out of control. The only person quiet and sitting at the very front was John Gilliard. No one sat next to him, there were five empty seats and Priest Glen couldn’t convince anyone to sit next to him.

The Mayor opened the back door and made an entrance, like he always did every time he attended an event. He was a showman that wanted to be the centre of attention on every occasion. He was wearing an expensive suit that this time wasn’t noticeable as almost everyone in the hall looked the same due to the lack of colours. When people saw him coming, they didn’t quieten down, as he expected. On the contrary, more yelling, and loud voices welcomed him. The hall was out of control. Then a big bang was heard at the back of the hall. Everyone turned around. The members of the committee raised their eyes in the direction of the noise. It was the Sheriff slamming the door.

‘Everyone be quiet. We cannot start if everyone is going to speak at the same time,’ the Sheriff shouted looking from side to side. ‘CES Glen will be our moderator. He will give you the chance to ask any questions you have. This is the only way that we can get something from this meeting,’ he stated.

People reacted more to his rifle than to his authority. John Gilliard was the only one that didn’t turn around, he kept staring at the Mayor. The Sheriff walked to the front and sat next to the Mayor, the people followed his walk with their eyes.

Once everyone was seated and quiet, the Mayor started to talk but was immediately interrupted by John Gilliard.

‘Is it true that when you try to climb the wall it grows?’ a short pause before he continued. ‘I heard this when I was waiting outside. Is this true?’ John asked, keeping his eyes on the Mayor. Everyone was silent looking at the Mayor, you could hear the drop of a penny. There was a moment too long of silence before the Mayor reacted as he was upset by John’s interruption, he wasn’t used to being challenged. He was the maximum authority in the County, but John was the most powerful man. But before he could speak again, the crowd went ballistic.

‘Yeah, tell us the truth,’ one man yelled, and then more and more questions and yelling followed. John didn’t flinch to this, he sketched out a smile. ‘I tried to escape, and it happened,’ another man yelled. ‘Yeah, me too, I claimed the wall and it grew,’ a young kid screamed. ‘What is this?’ asked a woman pleading for an explanation. More and more questions were coming from every angle.

The Mayor looked at the Sheriff and he then looked at Gary that was standing in front of his chair. The Priest also stood up, but no one cared. ‘Say something,’ the Sheriff whispered to the Priest, but he shrugged his shoulders as he couldn’t control the crowd.

The Priest then stepped forward to stand in front of the other members of the committee and raised his hands, but people continue to voice their concerns. CES Gary moved next to the Priest and made him a sign for him to sit down, and he did, lowering his head. Out of respect to the well-known and respected by all in the community, people started to shh others and then others, you could hear shhs all around the hall, until hashing through the room that quieted again.

‘It will be better if you give our Mayor and the other members of this committee the respect and opportunity to talk before we get to the questions as many will be answered before you ask,’ CES Gary explained. ‘And that includes you John,’ he said looking at him. John smile back and calmly nodded.

He looked over the heads of the audience and when in silence, he turned to face the Mayor.

‘Mayor please,’ and he walked back to his chair.

The Mayor accommodated his hair and tie before standing up to address the people. ‘We are going to cut to the chase. We will tell you what we know and the support that we can offer. I, and the members of this committee, are going to be very open in the way we communicate now and, in the future,’ the Mayor started to say.

Some people were rolling their eyes while others were interested in what the Mayor had to say.

‘What we know is that the wall grows when people try to climb it. The Sheriff and I experienced it firsthand when all of this started.’ Murmurs were heard around the room.

‘This wall that surrounds the County is unbreakable and doesn't have cracks. It is a solid piece of whatever is the material made of. We don’t know what it’s made of.’ More murmurs, some people raised their hands around the hall. Priest Glen, flipped his arms and hands and made gestures indicating to be patient, addressed the audience to lower their hands and remain silent.

The Mayor resumed his speech. ‘The wall appeared overnight. How? We don’t know, there is no logical explanation to this.’ People again started to ask questions. ‘What the fuck are you saying?’ an old man sitting in the second row managed to be heard. ‘This is not from this world?’ said another man who looked like a black and white hippie.

‘We don’t know. It has some kind of energy, that’s why it hums,’ he continued to say. ‘We don’t believe it’s coming from another country or an enemy. Why in our County, there is no logic on this and how would they manage to build this overnight? Who knows,’ he said looking at John Gilliard who kept a frozen look on him.

A man from the middle of the room then yelled ‘Are you saying it is extra-terrestrial? Extra-terrestrials?’ he emphasised following by saying ‘Martians’ as he looked all around him with wide open eyes. Some people laughed while others nodded their heads in disapproval.

‘There is no technology known that could manage to create this wall in less than 24 hours. It is impossible,’ the Mayor stated, raised his hands and signalled everyone to sit back and be quiet. John Gilliard sitting at the front shook his head. The Mayor felt a flash of irritation looking at him.

‘How does it grow? We can’t understand it. What is it made of? We don’t know,’ he concluded, resigning his body. People started to shout their conclusions.

‘So, what the fuck do you know?’ yelled John. People quieted at his question.

The Mayor looked at the other members of the committee. They all unanimously nodded approving what was next to be said.

‘What we know is that on the other side of the wall, it is the same.’ After a moment of silence, were people digest what the Mayor just said, people reacted standing and screaming at the committee, not only to the Mayor.

The situation got out of control. Then a big bang reverberated the hall. It was the Sheriff who shot his gun up to the ceiling. It took all by surprise.

‘Be quiet,’ he yelled. ‘We found out that at the other side of the wall there is the same mist, there are no colours, it’s exactly like it is here,’ the Sheriff said. People started to shout again. The Sheriff raised his rifle and pointed it over the heads of the audience. ‘Next one to speak will be shot, I mean it,’ he threatened.

People sat down quietly. Then John Gilliard turned to face the crowd. ‘What a circus this is,’ he said. People laughed at his comment. ‘They know nothing. They’re clowns.’ People celebrated his comment.

He turned and faced the committee but addressed his question to the Sheriff ‘What do you mean by it is exactly the same?’

‘What you heard John. It is the same,’ the Sheriff replied. John held his hands to his hips. Challenging the members of the committee who blank looked at the audience.

‘So, what do we do?’ one of the citizens said standing up. ‘We are running out of food,’ another said. ‘Running out of beer,’ screamed another one and the public started to laugh again despite the seriousness of the situation and the surprise just unfolded.

The Mayor looked at the Sheriff and said: ‘this is pointless, what do we do?’ The Sheriff shrugged his shoulders making a frustrated gesture.

Chief Gary, that was seated crossed legs and arms looking at the audience reaction, stood up and addressed the public ‘No one is coming to us, and we can’t communicate with the outside. There are no planes flying above us, no helicopters coming to help us, no one is coming, no soldiers, no army. We are isolated, this is critical,’ he made a pause as people listened to him.

‘What do you want to hear? That we found a way to escape? We didn’t. That we are expecting some kind of help, from anyone? We are not. This is it. We need to keep calm and if anyone knows something new, to let us know.’ People were listening, some holding their heads understanding the seriousness of the situation.

He continued. ‘We have a roster to collect food and then after, we don’t know what is going to happen. There is no rain, no change in the temperature, day and night are the same. We cannot explain this. Can anyone?’ There was only silence in the room.

John Gilliard stood up. ‘We hear several shots being fired, but we don’t know where they are coming from. There is a murderer among us, they killed my son Tom. Does the Sheriff or anyone else know who the killer is?’ he asked, facing the committee then looking around the hall. Only silence. ‘I’m going to find out even if I must turn this town upside down. There will be no rock that I will not turn up. I want to find this out-of-town man named Rob to question him. If anyone can give me some information about his whereabouts, I’ll be very generous,’ he said and walked out of the hall. Several people followed him.

‘Fuck you all,’ a man shouted as he was leaving the hall. ‘Wasted our time you idiots,’ yelled another one. Many people were screaming as they left the hall.

‘We did our best,’ the Priest said. The members were all silent looking at the people leaving the hall.


*****

The mist

Doctor Ahmad was sitting in his backyard pensative and contemplating his garden when suddenly a realisation dawned that hit him like a storm. He stood up and walked through his garden. He started touching the trees, then kneeled and touched the grass. Then he walked to his vegetable garden and realised that all the vegetables were still growing, he looked right and left at his garden beds and pots shaking his head in disbelief of what was in front of him. “How can this be possible; they are not receiving any sun. The mist is all over us, how is this possible?” he questioned himself.

He was an avid gardener, so he knew about plants and vegetables. “Plants and trees need the sun.” Not only was his garden still alive, but it was thriving. “Flowers, plants and vegetables will wither after a couple of days without sun, that I know,” he thought. “The story about this mysterious woman that the Sheriff talked, must be true. I need to tell the others, this is unbelievable, this is unthinkable,” he concluded all excited.

When Dr Ahmad got to the Police Station, he opened the door to find the Sheriff sitting at his desk writing notes on a piece of paper. ‘Sheriff, I need to tell you something.’ The Sheriff had tired eyes, you could tell that he was under a lot of tension, his face was sweaty, unshaved and it looked as he was wearing the same uniform shirt for several days.

‘What’s up Ahmad? Another murder? Another problem to be solved?’ the Sheriff said as he crossed his arms behind his head and pushed himself backwards in his chair. His shirt had marks under the armpit, but it wasn’t from recent sweat, it was darker grey in contrast with the light grey of his shirt.

‘Nothing like that Sheriff. You told us about the story of the people that crossed to the other side and later their encounter with that mysterious woman from the forest.’

‘Yeah,’ Sheriff O’Connell replied and yawned this time exposing his tongue, that was unusual of him, as he was always mindful of his appearance and manners. In normal situations, he would cover his mouth out of respect to others. This was out of character and the Doctor noticed it but didn’t comment on it.

‘It must be true. The trees, the plants, flowers, vegetables, everything is still alive.’

‘So what?’ the Sheriff squeezed his eyes trying to get to the point that Doctor Ahmad was trying to say.

‘So, what!!!’ Doctor Ahmad exclaimed all excited moving forward, his walk was pumped as he was full of adrenaline. ‘They need the sun to continue alive, to keep growing,’ he added expecting the Sheriff get the point he was trying to proof.

‘What do you mean?’ this time he bent forward paying real interest in what the Doctor just said.

‘I mean, there must be something in the mist that’s keeping the plants alive.  It’s the only reasonable explanation that makes this happen, there could not be any other reason for the plants not to wizen after three or four days, and it has been a week since this mist started,’ he paused out of excitement. He inhaled a fair amount of air and continued. ‘All plants require light for photosynthesis. Is the way that plants process or convert light, oxygen, and water into carbohydrates, in other words energy.’

The Sheriff interrupted. ‘Yes, I understand, I’m not that ignorant,’ he stated, guessing the Doctor’s conclusion.

‘Well yes, without adequate light, carbohydrates can’t be manufactured, the energy reserves are depleted, and the plants, flowers and vegetables die. That is not happening. I checked everywhere in my garden and on my way here. All the flowers and plants are alive and growing,’ his voice sounded patronising to the Sheriff that made a gesture but said nothing. ‘How is that possible?’ he continued and brought his hands to his hips so not only his voice, but his entire body posture was now asking the question.

‘You know this mist is not humid, do you?’ The Doctor was surprised at his remark. ‘There is no humidity in the windows, no dew, no condensation so, do you think it must be the mist that somehow provides the energy the plants and flowers need in order to keep growing and blooming?’ Dr Ahmad nodded as that all made sense. It wasn’t a rhetorical question that the Sheriff asked as it was amazing that the mist could provide the energy the plants and vegetables needed to grow.

‘Yeah, that’s what’s happening, it must be the mist. The sun is not coming through,’ the Doctor excitedly bended forward, putting both hands on the desk as he continued. ‘As unbelievable as it sounds, the energy is still there but the source has change, from the sun now to the mist whatever it is made of,’ he paused. ‘That could be the same with the wall. Just think about it,’ his forehead brightened with sweat drops. ‘Where is all the energy gone. We leave in an electrified world. We use electricity for everything. How can all our electricity sources have disappeared overnight. It’s impossible. It must be the wall.’ Sheriff O’Connell raised his eyes confused at the Doctor’s statement.

‘Yes, the wall.’ Doctor Ahmad went on. ‘Somehow the energy has been converted into matter. That’s if the wall is a solid body. Who knows what components are in it? It’s possible that all the energy used by humans is still present, just in a different form, in a different composition. I know it sounds implausible but…’ he paused. ‘Finding if energy can be converted into matter has been a paradox to many physicians and perhaps that is what has happened in this instance. That explains why there is no electricity anywhere and why the fucking wall appeared overnight,’ he concluded. Sheriff O’Connell was processing everything said by the Doctor. It made sense even if it sounded coming from a science-fiction book rather than from a scientific paper.

‘We should talk to these people and the woman in the forest to find out more,’ Doctor Ahmad inferred, his voice firm. ‘What’s your intake from all this?’ he finally asked the Sheriff.

The Sheriff looked into the Doctor’s eyes but didn’t answer his question.

After a brief pause the Sheriff said: ‘Okay, you need to come with me,’ as he stood up from his chair, picked up his hat and opened the desk’s drawer. He shuffled a couple of papers and found his keys, then he started to walk out his office.

‘Where are we going?’ Doctor Ahmad asked, looking at the Sheriff who rushed past him. The Sheriff didn’t look at him, his fixation was on the keys on his hands.

‘I’ll tell you when we get there,’ the Sheriff responded, now playing with the keys in his hands. The Sheriff kept walking and stopped at the station’s door and turned around waiting for the Doctor to catch up with him. As he did, he warned the Doctor this time looking into his eyes. ‘You must not speak to anyone about where we are going. Do you understand?’ his voice was firm and sharp. The Doctor nodded as he walked out the station.

The Sheriff shuffled the keys before finding the one he was looking for. He turned the key right and left and shook the door to ensure it was properly locked. He raised his head and pulled the key out, turned around and walked towards his car parked in front of the station, not waiting for the Doctor who was standing on the side.

‘I won't tell anyone but where are we going?’ he asked as he followed the Sheriff who murmured something inaudible. The Sheriff didn’t respond, he entered his car and so the Doctor did.

Sheriff O’Connell drove to Rebecca’s house. He wasn’t sure if they were going to be there or not, but there was no other way of communication with people besides going to them.

Doctor Ahmad wasn’t too familiar with the road that the Sheriff took after leaving the station. He dared not to ask where they were going as Sheriff O’Connell seemed to be extremely focused on the road ahead of them. But, the Sheriff had also his thoughts on the interview with Lucinda and Lynda and the next steps to take.

As they got off the main road, they entered a dirt path and then drove up a gravel driveway. Rebecca’s house appeared out of the mist.

‘Wait here in the car,’ the Sheriff instructed. Doctor Ahmad recognised the familiar house.

‘Isn’t this Rebecca’s and Jerry’s house?’ he asked.

‘Yes, it is. Just wait. I’ll be back soon,’ as the Sheriff stepped out of the car.

Rebecca, Jerry and Rob heard a car coming up the driveway. They checked through the window. ‘It’s the Sheriff. There is someone with him. Why is he here, what could he want?’ Rebecca asked with an alarmingly loud voice.

‘We’ll find out soon,’ Rob answered, making a sign to Rebecca and Jerry not to get out of the house, to wait for the Sheriff to come to the door.

Sheriff O’Connell walked towards the house and turned around to ensure the Doctor was still inside the car before knocking on Rebecca’s house. He stepped back and stood in front of the porch to get his thoughts together. ‘Rebecca, are you home?’ The door opened and Rebecca came outside the house and walked to the edge of the porch. The Sheriff bowed his head as he took off his hat.

‘What brings you here Sheriff?’ Rebecca asked, pulling a friendly face and forcing a smile that didn’t last long as she was really concerned about the Sheriff’s visit.

‘I need to talk to you guys. Can I come in?’ as he stepped up to the porch and stood next to her before she invited him in. Rebecca moved to the side letting the Sheriff stand next to her.

‘Who is with you, who is sitting in your car?’ she questioned him, staring at the car, trying to recognise the shadowy figure inside the car but she couldn’t.

‘Is Ahmad, the Doctor,’ he answered. The Sheriff looked inside the house and recognised Jerry’s silhouette standing behind the door, blocking the entrance. ‘Hi Jerry, how are you?’

Rebecca turned around and made a gesture to Jerry that everything was okay. Rob was out of sight. ‘Yeah, let him in,’ she said to Jerry walking ahead of the Sheriff.

Rebecca pushed the door way open and welcomed the Sheriff in. Jerry moved to the side and Rob’s figure appeared behind him.

‘Did you tell the Doctor about what we found at the other side of the wall and about Grace and the forest?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Only the story but not where it’s coming from. First, I wanted to check it with you.’

‘Why?’ Rebecca asked as she rouse her hands and shook her head in clear sign of disapproval.

‘Well, the situation is not an easy one to digest or believe, but it’s true. Ahmad came with this theory that the mist has something to do with some type of energy that the plants, flowers and vegetables need to survive,’ he pauses and took some air to continue. ‘Because they’re not receiving the energy from the sun but they’re still growing, they’re not dying, they’re flourishing, not wizen,’ the Sheriff said.

‘That’d be amazing if it’s true,’ Jerry said all excited. ‘How does he know?’

‘Ahmad is a greenhouse aficionado, and he grows vegetables and plants at his home. He has a glasshouse built in his backyard, with all kinds of vegetables and herbs and he noticed that all are surviving. Ahmad said that after a couple of days, or maybe four, not sure, whatever, I’m not an expert, without any sun they start to wizen but you can see all around and you’ll notice that all plants and trees are not affected. For sure there must be something in the mist that keeps them alive, don’t you think?’ Sheriff O’Connell made his mind not to tell about Doctor Ahmad theory regarding the wall and the conversion of energy into matter just to get to the point he came for.

‘If that’s correct, what does it have to do with us?’ Rob shrugged his shoulders and asked the Sheriff.

Jerry was intrigued by the Sheriff comment, as he moved towards the window to check the flowers and pots on the porch. He realised that they were in full splendour. ‘Amazing’ Jerry said and turned to the group, his face alighted. ‘The gardenias don’t have colour, but they look strong and healthy. The Doctor must be right,’ he said. ‘The gardenias’ shrub with thick, glossy, dark leaves look healthy as anything, Jerry added.

‘So, what’s the deal here?’ Rebecca added to Rob’s question.

‘We want to find Grace and ask her if she knows anything about it. Don’t you worry, I haven’t told Ahmad that you guys crossed to the other side or met with Grace.’

‘Yeah, but by now he must have guessed it, you came to our place with him,’ Rebecca said. The Sheriff looked down and said nothing.

‘We can’t go to Grace,’ Jerry said. The three of them turned to Jerry who was standing by the window.

‘Why not?’ the Sheriff asked, taken by surprise by his comment.

‘Yes, why not?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Shit.’ Jerry realised that he had given away Grace's secret with him. ‘She’ll come to us when the time is right. Sorry, I shouldn’t say anything until she comes to us.’

‘How do you know that?’ Rob asked. ‘Is that what she whispered to you in the forest?’ he added.

Jerry hesitated a moment before responding. ‘She doesn’t want to be found,’ as he felt there was no other option but to tell the truth.

‘Well, we need to talk to her. She may help us understand what is happening here, she may know how to deal with this situation,’ the Sheriff added, licking his lips as all this tension was taking a toll on him and made him thirsty. By now he was sweating profusely. Rebecca noticed this but wasn’t ready to let it go.

‘And what about the Doctor? Why is he here?’ Rebecca asked.

‘He’s the closest we have to a scientist,’ the Sheriff responded.

‘Are you serious? You don’t listen!!! we told you not to tell anyone,’ Rebecca emphasised looking angry at the Sheriff.

‘I know, and I’m sorry, but this situation is getting critical. Next week is the last week of people getting their food ration. What do we do after that?’ the Sheriff sounded exhausted and apologetic.

Rebecca asked Jerry to get a glass of water for the Sheriff. Jerry left the room and walked straight to the kitchen. Rob looked at Rebecca and made a sign to end the conversation, the Sheriff was looking down and didn’t notice this interchange between them.

‘You are right, Sheriff,’ Rob said to Rebecca's surprise but then he continued.  ‘We need to do something. As soon as we come up with an idea, we’ll contact you,’ Rob stated firmly. ‘Things would not change if Grace doesn’t want to be found. She could be anywhere.’ Jerry appeared from the kitchen with the glass of water and walked straight to the Sheriff that appreciated the gesture.

‘Sheriff, we’ll let you know as soon as Grace contacts us,’ Jerry said as he handed him the glass of water. The Sheriff’s head felt crowded. His face was a flushed mess of broken veins and high blood pressure. The fresh water was a relief, he gulped the drink.

‘We don't have the luxury to wait till she comes. We need answers asap.’ The Sheriff looked down and fiddled with the glass.

‘You heard my son. There’s nothing we can do. Now please leave our property,’ Rebecca told the Sheriff and walked towards the door.

‘But we need to know now!!!,’ the Sheriff insisted, not moving from where he was standing. ‘We’re out of options here, we have to look after everyone in this County. If Grace can do something, we need to know Rebecca!!!’

Rob also moved towards the door. ‘You heard Jerry, there’s no point in looking for someone that doesn't want to be found, especially with this mist. Please go. And by the way, how did you go with the murder case? Rob asked.

‘In progress, it’s in progress.’ The Sheriff turned around and faced the door where Rebecca was standing waiting for him. He understood that it was time to leave. He slowly walked out of the house. Rebecca followed him. Rob stayed inside so the Doctor couldn’t see him, while Jerry walked only to the doorway.

As the Sheriff had one foot on the stairs, Rebecca asked him ‘Did you tell the Doctor or anyone else about Rob staying here?’

“No, I didn’t, and I won't but what’s the story with him, may I ask,’ and raised his eyes as he dropped the question.

Rebecca looked into the Sheriff’s eyes. ‘There’s no story here, he’s just a friend,’ and after a small pause she continued. ‘He knew my husband, Fred. From school days,’ she struggled to say, trying to sound convincing but the Sheriff guessed there was more to that story as he noticed Rebecca’s facial expression when he asked the question.

‘Oh, I see,’ and nodded his head. ‘Still keep an eye on him, I don’t trust anyone, and you shouldn’t either,’ he sounded apprehensive.

‘Surely I can’t even trust you, so I learnt.’ Rebecca stopped and turned around and walked towards her home not letting the Sheriff say anything more. It was something she wanted to say when she found out that the Sheriff brought the Doctor with him.

The Sheriff got to his car, he turned around to see Rebecca vanished before getting to her house entrance. “This fucking mist,” he thought.

‘What happened there? I only saw you talking to Rebecca. Are they okay? You don’t look that good Sheriff,’ the Doctor pointed out.

‘Yeah, they’re okay. I thought they knew more but it ends that that’s not the case. Let's go back, I’m feeling very tired and sorry I brought you all the way here for nothing.’ The Doctor ascended but in the back of his mind he knew there was something else that the Sheriff wasn't saying.

‘C’mon, you can tell me. Rebecca and her son are the ones that crossed to the other side. They are the ones that found and talked to that woman from the forest, is that correct?’ he questioned the Sheriff who had closed his eyes and made a pain gesture.

The Sheriff didn’t want to answer but it was obvious that that was the case. ‘I brought you here because I thought we could go and find this woman so you could ask her and find out more about what the fuck is happening and what we can do about this fucking situation,’ he answered before opening his eyes.

‘So, you trust them? Do you believe them?’ Sheriff O’Connell didn’t answer the questions. He started the engine and reversed the car before turning it and driving down the driveway out of Rebecca’s property.

‘Shouldn’t we follow them and see if they tried to find the woman?’ the Doctor added expecting an answer from the Sheriff.

‘According to them, if Grace wants to be found she’ll come out of the woods on her own terms, when she feels like it or when it’s the time to do so,’ the Sheriff responded, looking tired as he hasn’t slept for more than 48 hours.

Then he added. ‘And how can we follow them without being noticed, eh? With this mist we’ll have to be on their tails all the time.’ The Doctor realised his question was out of context and didn’t ask anything else.

‘You and I are the only ones that know about this so keep your mouth shut. I mean it. We don’t want people coming to Rebecca’s house asking questions they can’t answer. Do you understand me? You and I, the only ones,’ was the last thing the Sheriff said before driving all the way to the Doctor’s house. Then he headed to his house to rest, he felt a heavy pressure on his shoulders.

Back in the house, Rebecca and Rob cornered Jerry. ‘What else did Grace tell you?’

‘Nothing, nothing else,’ he responded not looking at their eyes.

‘Don’t lie to us,’ Rob said. ‘You can trust us.’

‘I swear to God, that was it,’ that time he fixed his eyes on his mum.

‘Are you sure darling?’ Rebecca asked, she was anxious for more answers from her son.

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ Rob winked at Rebecca and smoothly shrugged his shoulders. He was also feeling tired and wanted to rest.

‘Okay son, go to your room, we all need to rest, it has been a long day.’ Jerry walked to his room. Rob looked at Rebecca and asked, ‘Is Jerry telling us the truth?’

‘I think there is more, but I am tired. I want to rest. If you want, tonight you can stay here.’ Rob smiled.

‘It’s not what you’re thinking. You can crash on the sofa,’ she added, smiling candidly at him. Rob approached Rebecca but she stopped him putting her hand on his chest then pulled him towards her and whispered to his ears ‘not yet, I’m not ready,’ and pushed him away smiling again.

That night the Sheriff couldn’t fall asleep for a while, regardless of how tired he was. He was reconstructing in his mind the events of the last few days. “Why did Lucinda lie? What if she was having an affair with Tom? What about if the Mayor knew about it and decided to end it by killing Tom? That’s a possibility, there is a motive there, a strong one. So, everything is pointing to the Mayor and his family. But it could also be someone from outside who committed the crime and got out of town before the fucking mist and the wall. How are we going to get to the end of this?” he kept thinking. “And Rob? He can be lying. Maybe he constructed the perfect alibi. Killed Tom, spent the night in his car and booked himself at the Motel a day later.”

He was sweating, so he stood up and walked to the kitchen to get a beer. He opened the fridge and got a six pack, the last one he had. He sat looking out the window thinking how, at this time of the night, the outside looked the same as the day. “There is no difference between night and day. So, this mist has not only energy to keep the plants alive, but also somehow made the day and night have the same luminosity. Fuck, this beer is warm.” He didn’t finish the first one when his wife entered the kitchen and hugged him from behind. Her wife's hands played with his hair. It felt so good that he knew it was time to go to bed and rest the bones. He had too much in his mind and at the end, he fell asleep.


*****

Week 3

Monday morning. Third week since life changed in Belmore. It was also the last week of food supplies.

The town was awakened by several gun shots. It came from the centre of the county. I was Pete, the owner of the supermarket as some people tried to assault the store to steal the scarce goods available.
 
With the first ration, all the fresh food was gone. Only food in cans and soft beverages were on hand today. The second ration included the distribution of all other commodities, including biscuits, groceries, rice, beans, and a plethora of other things. The town's one and only grocery shop was unable to supply enough food for the 323 residents. Some families had extra supplies, but they won’t last for more than another extra week.

As though protecting themselves from a cyclone, the owners of the four coffee shops and two restaurants in town, secured doors and windows with wooden planks. A few days after the fog engulfed the town, those proprietors and employees removed all the groceries and food.

Pete had managed to get more goods than anyone else in town and why not, it was his store. He prepared the inventory and distributed the goods, always keeping something extra for his family and very close friends. But now, there wasn’t enough for the desperate demand. “What are people going to eat from now on? If they come again and try to vandalise my store, I’m not going to risk my life and of my sons,” those were the thoughts that were on his mind.

That morning, Deputy Jason was scheduled to guard the shop but arrived late at the supermarket. ‘Why are you so late? Some guys tried to assault the store,’ Pete attacked him and showed his anger after the events of the morning. He faced Jason, but he avoided him, walking to the side and covering his mouth. He smelled beer.

‘No shit. How many?’ Jason was still drunk. Last night, feeling the pressure of the uncertainty he had nothing better to do than getting drunk with some of the patrons at the town’s bar.

Pete saw Jason's injected eyes and decided not to question him. ‘Not sure. I saw just a couple of shadows trying to break in, so I shoot at them. They ran away and disappeared into the mist.’

‘Did you hit anyone?’ Jason tried to sober up, but he bubbled when he spoke, his voice trembled.

Pete took away his eyes from Jason, he didn’t want to embarrass him. He was a good young man and as all in town, was struggling with what was happening.

‘No, I didn’t. Well, at least I don’t think I did. This mist is too thick, you can’t see too far, but if I did, they'd be dead by now. But these fucking bastards will come back. I’m going to the police station to get the Sheriff before people come to collect their supplies. This is not going to be easy, there isn’t much to give to the families.’

When Pete opened the station’s front door, he saw the Sheriff sitting at his desk. ‘Sheriff, we may have problems today. The families are coming to get their last supplies and there isn’t much to give them, they’re not going to be happy. Why will they be if it won’t last for the entire week and then what? Early this morning I had to shoot at some guys that tried to break into the store.’

‘What? What happened? Was Jason there? It was his turn to be at the store,’ the Sheriff put away the papers he was working on and collected the keys to lock the station.

‘Yeah, he's there. The bastard came late,’ Pete was following every movement that the Sheriff did.

‘He is always late. Did you hit anyone?’ the Sheriff paused a second to look at Pete before continuing with what he was doing.

‘No, I didn’t, but this is going to get worse. We need you with us before something bad happens.’ The Sheriff released a deep breath released that no one was hurt.

‘Do you have the schedule for today?’ the Sheriff asked, looking again at Pete that got more agitated as seconds past.

‘Yes, there is a schedule, but I don't think people are going to adhere to it. This is their last supply and then what? How are people going to survive?’ Pete questioned the Sheriff showing his frustration and discomfort as he walked from one end of the station to the other, his pace was faster.

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,’ the Sheriff said, not thinking of the words that came from his mouth. He paused for an instant and that made Pete stop walking.

‘Okay, let’s go to the store, I’ll give you a hand, there’s no need for me here at the station.’

‘Thanks, we need all the help we can get. This is the last supply for all of us and people are not just going to be asking questions, they may want to steal from each other, how else are they going to survive,’ his anxious face and open eyes was a frightening reflection of his troubled state.

‘Fuck, yeah, that could happen,’ the Sheriff put a face before putting the keys inside his pocket. Peter's face was telling a chill story.

‘Could? It is happening. They tried to enter my store,’ Pete said, raising his voice.

‘Settled down, is better if we are all calmed. Let me take my rifle. Do you need one?’

‘I have my own,’ Pete replied.

‘Yes of course. I’ll take one for Jason,’ as he took another from the cabinet. He then opened the draw and took two boxes of bullets.

It was a short walk to Pete’s store. They were walking on the right side of the road. All the small stores and coffee shops, one after another, were closed and some vandalised. Some of the pieces of wood nailed to protect the shop’s doors and windows were on the floor among pieces of glass from the broken windows. Inside things were turned apart or on the floor. Clearly whoever looted the shops wasn’t after money or valuables, they were after food.

When they got close to the store, they could hear people shouting at Jason. He had cornered himself at the store entrance waiving his gun to the people from one side to the other. No one dared to approach him, but the shouting and glass banging was extreme.

Jason saw, looking over the black silhouettes of the people he was pointing at with his handgun, the figures of the Sheriff and Pete that appeared from the mist carrying rifles that reflected like the wins of black angels to the rescue. As the Sheriff and Pete approached the entrance, people started to quieten.

‘Thank God you guys are here. People are very agitated. They don’t want to wait. They want to take anything they can. A couple of minutes more and I would have to shoot them,’ Jason said, his eyes wide open and injected. His black eyes and veins, in contrast with the white of his eyeball, gave him a demonic scary look.

‘We want our food now, we are starving,’ people were shouting, banging on the windows and doors. Inside the supermarket it echoed like if a hurricane was hitting the store.

The presence of the Sheriff restrained many, but the shouting didn’t stop. ‘Sheriff, what are we going to eat?’ a young woman cried. ‘This isn’t enough,’ an old man showing his empty hands yelled. ‘How are we going to survive? I have a family to feed,’ another man shouted from behind the crowd. ‘What are you guys doing? Did the committee find out what is happening, it has been three weeks,’ a loud voice was heard. ‘I have a big family, this is not enough,’ the man at the front kept repeating.

The situation was chaotic, so the Sheriff raised his rifle above the heads of the people, this deterred those closer to the entrance, so they stepped back.

‘Okay, okay, okay. We need some order here. We have a list, the one on the window, that we are going to follow,’ he pointed to the exact location of the list, his voice was loud and intimidating.

‘We are going to follow the exact order to enter the store. Pete, bring me the schedule,’ the Sheriff ordered. People backed up as the Sheriff and Jason made signs for people to move to one side of the store. Pete entered the store and disappeared to the back office looking for the schedule.

‘I’ll stay here outside. Jason, go inside but be close to the entrance just in case I need your help. Give Pete a hand with the groceries. Keep your gun ready, if anyone tries to steal groceries or take more than what they deserve, shoot them. I am serious,’ he said louder so people could hear him.

‘Okay boss, just shout if you need me here.’ Jason entered the store and stood near the entrance. Pete came from the back office with the schedule.

The Sheriff addressed the people outside the store: “Okay, this is how it’s going to work. I’ll call your name and only one person per family will go inside. Don’t force yourself to enter or I’ll shoot you,’ he paused to make sure people understood him. ‘When inside, just collect the box from Pete. If you try to get more than your ration, we’ll take the food from you. I don’t care who you are. I’m serious. Keep order or I’ll shoot you,’ he reinforced his message threatening people with his rifle. He meant it, no games there.

Fewer people at the back continued screaming.

‘Morrison family, you’re first.’

From behind the crowd, an old man pushing himself, came to the front. ‘I am Morrison.’

‘Hi Nick,’ Sheriff O’Connell recognised him. ‘Okay, go in and just collect your goods, don’t mess around,’ as he gave space to the man to enter the store.

‘Everyone moves further to this side of the store,’ the Sheriff said pointing with his rifle to the left side of the store. People moved and gave way to a young man who stated that he was next.

After a few seconds, Nick Morrison came out of the store holding his box with both hands. ‘Let him pass, no one gets close to him,’ the Sheriff instructed. Nick Morrison was directed to walk to the right and after some twenty yards away, a family person waiting for him approached to help him with the box. They walked ahead and then the two silhouettes disappeared into the mist.

‘Glover family, you are next,’ the Sheriff yelled. A young fellow approached the entrance. ‘Hi Joe, get in and hurry up,’ he said.

People at the front of the queue were pushed from behind and before they mounted against the entrance, the Sheriff brought his arms to his chest and holding his rifle he pushed them back. ‘That’s enough,’ he yelled and walked to the side this time pointing his rifle to the people standing in the queue until they formed a line. It worked as people understood that there was no gain if your name wasn’t called.

After a while, several families got to collect their goods and left the city as soon as they could to avoid any confrontations with other people who may try to steal their goods.

There were around twenty people left waiting their turn to be called when a car stopped and parked in front of the store. They were the Gilliard’s. John and the twins had arrived to collect their goods.

The three of them got out of their car and went straight to the front door. The twins ahead of John. ‘We’re here to collect our goods,’ spelled Rony, his head raised, looking at the people in the queue and confronting the Sheriff that was blocking the entrance.

‘You have to wait for your call like everybody else,’ the Sheriff warned Rony.

‘We don’t wait,’ Rony said and pushed himself to the front, now facing and challenging the Sheriff.

The Sheriff raised his gun and pointed to Rony. ‘You wait for your call like everybody else or I'll shoot you in between the eyes,’ his voice was intimidating as he had enough of the Gilliard's attitude and arrogance.

‘Stop Rony,’ John said and pulled his son to the side walking straight to the Sheriff's face. ‘Where is the killer, where is he? Did you find him? I want him, it has been more than two fucking weeks,’ John’s looks and voice were condescended towards the Sheriff who stood in his place, not intimidated by his close presence.

People whispered as they witnessed the confrontation. The twins kept looking at the Sheriff without paying attention to what people were murmuring. Jason’s figure appeared at the other side of the glass door. John noticed Jason’s reflection without taking his eyes from the Sheriff. He was made aware that he had a rifle in his arms ready to be used.

‘He isn’t the killer John,’ the Sheriff replied, fixing his eyes on John’ eyes. He wasn't frightened by the Gilliard’s.

‘So, you found him. Give him to us and you’ll see how he confesses his crime to us.’ John clenched his jaw tied, gritted his teeth, and squeezed his knuckles, he looked exasperated, his tone of voice sounded angry and threatened.

‘I said he’s not the killer. He wasn’t in town when your son was murdered,’ the Sheriff said, switching his eyes between John and the twins.

‘My boys searched everywhere. They asked everyone and nobody knows where he is. What are you saying? Why is he hiding? He must be the one.’ John muffled his words.

‘I’m not going to tell you where he is. I believe he is an innocent man just caught in the wrong place, at the wrong time,’ the Sheriff challenged. John didn’t even blink at his statement.

‘So, you do know where he is then!!!’ the Sheriff didn’t flinch at John’s remark.

‘You are believing he’s innocent, that’s not good enough you bastard,’ John continued to challenge the Sheriff in front of the out lookers that were perplexed at the interchange of words between those two.

‘Dad, there is only one place where he could be hiding. Rony and I can go now while you collect the goods. That bitch must be fucking him,’ Phil said his eyes wide open with excitement and exasperation. People around them started to murmur.

‘My sons have looked everywhere for this criminal and there’s only one place left that they didn’t find anyone.’

‘It’s not what you think John.’

‘And how do you know what I am thinking? Are you a mind reader now Sheriff?’

‘We must be sure we get the right suspect before we take any action. Am I clear on this? Nobody is going to take the law in their hands,’ the Sheriff emphasises, his voice firm, and eyes on the twins and on John. He was ready of anyone ‘s reaction.

‘The law? Look at the people. This is a jungle. There’s no law, they’re waiting for the opportunity to kill each other. There’s no more food left for anyone; can’t you see?’ John said, turning his face to the people waiting in line.

‘Dad, we can go now,’ Rony insisted.

‘No, we’ll go all together,’ John yelled with authority. ‘I want to be there when we find him,’ he spatted on the floor, ensuring his sputum got onto the Sheriff boots.

The Sheriff didn’t even flinch at John, he just pointed his gun to his chest. ‘Don’t make me take you down John. I will. And you know I will.’

John turned around and looked at the people queuing for their goods. They moved to the side to give the Gilliard’s the front of the line. The three of them walked towards them and positioned themselves at the front. All people were silent.

‘Dunker family,’ you’re next, the Sheriff called...

Meanwhile, the Boss, Alejandro, Priya and Nev found the creek and followed it till they came to a bridge where the main road to the city centre crossed.

‘There we go, we found it. Now we must follow the road to the city and get some rest, food, and water,’ the Boss said, smiling at the group and blinking at Priya who avoided returning the gesture.

‘Which way do we go, Boss? Which way to the city? Right or left? Alejandro asked.

‘Not sure. I guess we go down to the right. That way the ground seems going downhill and before we haven’t been walking uphill so that is my best guess,’ the Boss projected assurance in his response.

‘That’s why you are the boss, Boss,’ Alejandro responded. Priya and Nev looked at each other, they didn’t care, they just started walking in the direction that the Boss suggested. Priya and Nev were tired, especially Priya, her legs were hurting, she wasn’t used to walk that much.

‘As soon as we get to the city, we’ll split and leave them, we’ll go our own way. I promise it,’ Nev quietly said to Priya. She just nodded; she knew Nev was no match for the Boss. And the Boss wasn’t going to let them go. They knew too much about what they did at the other side of the wall. She wasn't a criminal like the Boss or Alejandro or even Nev, who killed an innocent old man for food.

Meanwhile, Rebecca and Rob were ready to go to the city to get the food supplies and then look for Grace, but Jerry was disinclined to do so, he knew that Grace was going to be found only if she wanted to, that’s what she told him, that and more.

‘Why are we going after Grace? If she wants to be found, she’ll come to us,’ Jerry said reluctantly as he wasn’t keen on looking for Grace.

‘We need to find out why she’s the only person that isn’t affected by this mist and the lack of colour and smell, and to let her know that the Sheriff and also the Doctor know about her,’ Rob said.

‘But she doesn't want to be found, she told me that,’ Jerry exclaimed looking at them, craving for their understanding.

‘Yes, but we need to talk to her son. She may be the only hope we have to survive if this mist continues,’ Rebecca added calm and soft as she perfectly understood her son’s dilemma.

‘And she may help others as well,’ Rob added.

‘I still don’t think that we should look for her,’ he pledged, shaking his head and switching his eyes between them both to get their consensus. Rob pressed his lips, lowered his head and looked at Rebecca for her to say something.

‘We can continue this discussion in the car. Let’s go to collect our supplies before someone questions why we didn’t pick them up,’ Rebecca was determined to get their goods as soon as possible and avoid any people’s conjectures. The three of them jumped in the car. The arrangement was the same, Rob will have to hide in the back while Rebecca and Jerry collected the supplies for the week.

They left the property and set off towards the city town. It should be a forty minutes’ drive and Rebecca was emphatic on Rob being hidden all the way. The previous encounter with the twins was on her mind and she wasn’t keen on another encounter, she didn’t want anything to do with those two.

The Boss and his group walked around twenty minutes when Alejandro, who walked at the rear of the group, heard a car coming from behind.

‘Hide, a car is coming,’ he yelled to the group. The four of them hid on the side of the road when Rebecca’s car ran down the road. Nev was close enough to the edge of the road to see the passengers.

‘Those are the guys that crossed to the other side, the ones that told us about the creek,’ Nev said. Priya nodded.

‘Good, that means that we are on the right track, let’s follow their track,’ the Boss ordered as he got out of his hiding place. The rest followed.

When Rebecca recognised the entrance to the centre of the town, she slowed down and didn’t need to look at Jerry nor Rob to let them know it was time to act as planned. Rob lowered down behind the front seats and covered himself with a blanket. Jerry sat straight in the passenger seat ready to jump and collect the goods.

‘Something is not right here,’ Rebecca said, sounding alarmed. ‘Don’t move Rob,’ she turned around to ensure Rob was properly covered, then she looked at the rear mirror to check if anyone was behind them, the only thing she could see was the mist.

As they drove closer to the supermarket, they saw the queue of people waiting to collect their goods. People turned their heads to the road, as Rebecca’s car appeared out of the mist, to check which car was coming through the road. The Gilliard’s were at the front of the queue. Rony pointed at them. John and Phil followed them with their eyes.

‘Shit, we can’t go back. Rob don’t do anything. Jerry act as if nothing is happening,’ she said when she recognized the Gilliard’s.

‘Okay, mum.’ Rob wasn't moving a muscle and was only listening. He began to perspire as the strain increased, and his nervousness caused his breathing to become warmer.

Rebecca parked the car just far enough so she and Jerry could walk to the store and keep an eye on the car just in case anyone approached it. People would also be able to see her car, this way there was no reason to suspect that anyone was hiding in it.

‘I’ll go with you Jerry,’ she said as she turned off the engine. ‘Rob, don’t move.’

They opened the doors and jumped out and walked towards the supermarket giving no time nor reason to anyone to approach the car.

Sheriff O’Connell raised his hand to welcome Rebecca and Jerry.

‘Hi, just in time, you’re next on the list,’ the Sheriff said even if it wasn’t their turn. Rebecca smiled at him ignoring the Gilliard’s and anyone else on the queue.

‘We went to check your property and you were not there. Where were you?’ Rony asked abruptly, getting away from the queue as he clenched his fist, struggling for control.

‘You were lucky. I told you, next time I’ll shoot you. Don’t come to my house, you have nothing to do there,’ Rebecca responded, ignoring him as she was focussing on the Sheriff.

‘Where were you?’ Rony demanded, spitting on the floor, and moving forward to cross her path.

‘Fuck you,’ Jerry said back getting ahead of his mother so Rony couldn’t get to her.

‘Everyone calms down,’ intervened the Sheriff.

‘We’re looking for a dangerous criminal, the one that killed my son Tom,’ John said, his voice sharp and loud. There were murmurs among the people waiting for their turn. The tension was building up.

‘And what does that have to do with us?’ Rebecca asked, turning her head to face him. She was defiant, she meant business. John admired that on a woman, but it wasn’t the time or the place to pay any compliment.

‘That criminal must be hiding somewhere. My sons checked every property, twice, and they couldn’t find him, but they couldn’t check yours,’ John pointed his finger at Rebecca, he could barely restrain his anger and frustration.

‘As I said, they were lucky that we’re not there, otherwise you’ll have no sons left,’ Rebecca challenged John. John’s face was ready to explode at her comment, he was angered by her terse answer.

Rony walked towards Rebecca ‘You piss of shit, you should be back at your reserve…’ he said, his blood boiling as she rubbed up the wrong way. Rebecca eyes exploded with anger at his racist comment.

‘Easy Rony, step away,’ the Sheriff warned, pulling his handgun out. He knew Rebecca’s comment ruffled their feathers, her attitude was driving the Gilliard’s crazy, and anything could happen.

‘She’s fucking him,’ Phil murmured from behind, full of hostility. His comment got under her skin, but she decided to ignore it.

‘We’re not afraid of you,’ she said, looking at John. ‘And we’re not scared of you,’ ended Rebecca looking at Rony as she turned to face the Sheriff and walked ahead.

‘Okay, it’s your turn, go inside and please don’t take too long,’ the Sheriff said, keeping an eye on Rony and John.

‘Jerry, go in and collect our goods and let's get out of here,’ Rebecca ordered Jerry as she stood next to the Sheriff who still had his gun in his hand. He was annoyed at Rebecca’s interchange with the Gilliard’s, but he admired her strong stand up against the County’s more powerful family. Not anyone would be that brave.

No one noticed but Lucinda had joined the queue at the back. “Who’s this person that they’re talking about? The Gilliard’s accused this stranger to be the one that killed Tom? And that he’s a dangerous criminal,” she puzzled after listening to the interchange of words that just happened.

Everyone was quiet now. Jerry came out of the store and joined her mum. Rebecca gestured a thankyou face to the Sheriff and walked next to Jerry back to the car, turning a blind eye and deaf ear to the Gilliard’s that followed them with their eyes.

‘By sunny fag boy,’ Phil said loud enough for them to hear him as they walked away. The twins looked at their dad and laugh. People murmured but no one said a word. The Sheriff looked at John with disapproving eyes, but he didn’t flinch at all.

Sheriff O’Connell noticed Lucinda standing at the back of the queue, but she made a gesture, her expression told him it was better not to address her as the Gilliard’s were very disrespectful towards her and her family. He looked at the list and even as the Gilliard’s were not next, he called their names so they could collect and get out of the city before they caused more incidents.

‘Gilliard’s, you’re next,’ he called.

John and the twins tried to enter the store together, but the Sheriff held them.

‘Only one person per family is allowed to enter the shop,’ he said, gun in hand and looking at John.

Rony confronted the Sheriff. ‘What's your problem Sheriff? Are you afraid of us robbing the shop?’ He challenged the Sheriff as he came very close to him.

‘Only one,’ the Sheriff repeated, still looking at John. His message was straight and simple, he knew that the twins would do whatever their father said.

John made a gesture to Phil to enter the store while Rony was still chest pumping the Sheriff. ‘Let's get out of here,’ John told Rony and pulled him from the shoulders. ‘We have to find the killer, as the Sheriff here is good for nothing,’ he said. Rony smiled at the Sheriff’s face, backed down and walked back with his father.


*****

The crow

After collecting their weekly goods, John stayed behind to talk to a couple of his old friends from town. Despite everything that the Gilliard’s represented in the community, his buddies Mark and Lee knew that John was a loyal friend. His twins were the problem.

When Mark and Lee learned that Tom, his younger son, had been shot in the back and died, they became upset. They said they would get back to him if they heard anything or learned anything about that man. One of his closest pals added, "Be sure we'll tell you John, we'll help you catch that bastard," before he went back to line to get their weekly supplies.

‘What are we going to do?’ Phil questioned Rony who was having serious thoughts on the interchange that happened with Rebecca and his son Jerry. He wanted to give them a lesson. ‘We can’t afford our dad to find this person before us. We’ll end up in trouble,’ Phil added while using his pocketknife to trim his nails.

‘Don’t worry. I’m sure that this guy hides at Rebecca’s house. We’ll pay them a visit but this time we’ll surprise them. As soon as we leave dad and the groceries at home, we’ll pay a visit to Rebecca and his little son.’ Both smiled.

‘But dad wants to come with us,’ Phil voice sounded worried at the idea of his father coming to Rebecca’s place and finding Rob.

‘Leave it with me. Dad is not coming. We’ll figure something.’

Meanwhile, the Boss and his group walked towards the city. They ducked to the side of the road when they heard another car approaching. It was Rebecca’s car coming back the other way. ‘I have a bad feeling about this town,’ Priya whispered to Nev’s ears. Her pensive mood constantly changed but, in all the different scenarios pictured in her mind, she knew that it was safer for her to get away from these guys including Nev, he couldn’t be trusted. She didn’t bank on any of them, how could she? They all killed innocent people. For now, she was protected but at the first opportunity, she knew she got to get away or be killed.

They walked another twenty minutes or so when they heard another car coming down the road.

‘Be quiet. I can hear another car coming. Hide again,’ the Boss signalled for them to hide, not looking back to the group. Nev and Priya moved to the right of the side of the road while the Boss and Alejandro went to the left. But as Alejandro was getting off the road, he stumbled and fell backwards towards the incoming car. Next you heard tires screech. It was a dark SUV. In the interior were three men. It was John and the twins. John saw a shadow falling ahead of them and braked hard to stop the car. Alejandro was confronted by that car with three guys inside.

The twins were quick to get their guns ready. Rony opened the passenger door, jumped outside, and pointed at Alejandro. Phil opened the back door on the other side holding a rifle in his hands. Not even a couple of seconds had passed, and the twins were ready to confront the stranger. The twins were at each side of the car while John held the steering wheel.

Alejandro raised his hands in a friendly manner and stood up very slowly, fixing his vision on the guys in front of him. He knew the Boss was hiding ready to shoot, if necessary, he could back up on it. The Boss was always ahead of any situation.

“Who the hell is this guy?” John asked himself. “He looks like a commander, what the hell?” he thought. ‘Stay calm,’ he ordered the twins. Alejandro was standing up raising his left arm while the right hand got closer to his back where he had a handgun. There was no point in trying to get his automatic machine gun from the ground, he wouldn’t have a chance before he would be shot by one of the men in front of him.

Alejandro didn’t say a word, all his senses were focussed on any suspicious movement from those men. He was ready to react, but his chances were not good. Rony and Phil were in the same dilemma, both pointed their guns to that man, a soldier or they believed so.

A loud bang cut the silence.

Phil was the first to go down. Blood exploded from his head; it was a deadly shot that came from nowhere. The man in front of them didn’t make the shot.

‘Phil,’ John screamed from the inside while grasping the steering wheel, he held it firmly when he saw his son down on the floor.

After the first shot came, the gunfire started. Rony drew with his left hand another revolver from his holster while shooting Alejandro with his right hand, who, at the same time shot back at him. Both went down. Alejandro continued to fire at Rony and at the car while Rony held his stomach in pain unable to shoot back. Another bullet hit Rony in the shoulder, he went down.

John called Rony’s name and saw through the rear-view mirror a shadow out of the mist coming and shooting at his son. He called Rony’s name before he put the gear in and drove ahead. After a couple of yards, he ran over Alejandro. He continued to drive the car while looking at his rear-view mirror. Alejandro didn’t move, he was flat on the road. He saw the other man shooting at Rony at a close range. He was enraged, he turned his eyes to the road and saw a tree coming towards him. He turned the steering wheel, but it was too late, the car was out of control. The car spun and went off the road turning to the side. John was unconscious.

Priya and Nev, hiding in the bushes, witnessed the shooting. It was the Boss who started the shooting without giving Phil any chance to react. They saw him killing Rony who was agonising, short of breath. They heard the car spinning and crashing, but from where they were hiding, they couldn’t see it.

The Boss moved towards Alejandro. He was lying dead with open eyes, he kneeled and closed Alejandro’s lids shut, then he stood up and walked in the direction where the car crashed. The Boss walked slowly and cautiously. He got to the car and saw that it had rolled on its side. There wasn't any movement inside.

‘Come let’s go. This is our chance to go our own way, this guy is a criminal,’ Priya pressured Nev as she pulled his shirt to run away. Nev held Priya’s arm and didn’t move. He wasn’t looking at her, he was focussed on the Boss that disappeared into the mist.

Nev hesitated before responding. ‘No, not yet. He needs us and we need him. He lost his guys,’ he responded and stood up and walked towards the three bodies. Priya didn’t want to see the dead bodies; it was too much for her. She sobbed.

Another shot gun was heard. Priya ran ahead and grabbed Nev's arm who stood still. ‘Oh my God, what’s wrong with you? Why don’t we run away, please.’

‘Shh... Be quiet.’

Both fixed their eyes to where the car drove to. They were scared, holding each other. Nev was sweating profusely. Priya was shivering. The Boss’s figure appeared from the mist. ‘It’s all over. We can continue now. There is food in the car. Get it and come back. I’ll move the bodies away from the road. Don’t even think in getting away, you’ll pay dear if so’.

Nev and Priya remained still, paralysed, their legs shaking. Both were numb and perturbed by what happened in front of them, unsure on what to do and what could happen next.

‘Move!!!,’ the Boss shouted. ‘What are you waiting for, we must get to the city if we want to survive,’ his diabolic face scared the shit out of Priya and Nev.

They were petrified, they couldn’t react. The Boss moved towards Nev and held him from his shirt.

‘Stop being a sissy, now I need you, do you understand,’ he yelled and pushed him away.

Nev stepped back, pivoted, and proceeded in the direction of the vehicle. With his wide eyes open and confused gait, he resembled a zombie making his way toward the mist.

Priya confronted the Boss. ‘You’re a criminal. Why did you start shooting at them? Why? We didn’t know what they wanted or what they were going to do.’

The Boss grabbed Priya by the neck. ‘If you don’t want to be next, do as I say,’ and pushed her towards Nev. ‘Go and bring the food.’

Priya caught up with Nev who walked in a zigzag way. ‘Come on, it’s going to be okay,’ she said as she rubbed Nev’s forehand. ‘I told you to run away,’ she added, looking at him nervously.

Nev turned his head to face Priya. After a short pause, he reacted from the shock he was in. ‘No. Where? Where to? Let's get the food, we’ll have our chance, I promise,’ and walked forward. Priya followed him.

They got to the front of the car. The front window was smashed. Lying on the side was John’s body. They walked around and saw John’s body with a bullet through his head. ‘He’s an animal,’ Priya said. ‘I’m scared.’ Nev hugged Priya, pulled her next to his body and walked to the back of the car. They tried to open the back door. It was stuck.

‘Come help me Priya, we need to open the backdoor to get the food bags.’ They forced the door, but it didn’t open. Nev moved a step back, kneeled and picked up a rock from the side of the car, then smashed the back window. ‘Here, we can grab the bags,’ he said.

‘Look, there’s a gun,’ Priya pointed at it. Nev grabbed the gun, hold it with his two hands, he inspected the gun and then put it inside his pocket.

‘Do you know how to use it?’

Nev looked at Priya. ‘Yes, don’t you remember that I needed to use a gun before. C’mon, let's get the food and get out of here before the Boss comes looking for us.’ Priya held her lips as she remembered the shooting of the old man to steal his food.

Suddenly, they heard a noise coming from above. Both turned their eyes up and saw a big black crow in a tree looking down. The crow cawed again and then flew away not the mist. They didn’t realised but that was the only bird they saw since the mist started.

Priya thought to herself “That’s a bad sign.” Was it?

Meanwhile, after driving out of the city, Rob checked the food supply collected by Rebecca. There was a packet of soda crackers, a packet of dry fruit, four cans of tuna, a large package of salted chips, four packages of instant noodles, a bottle of green olives and a bag of marshmallows.

‘Is this all what the families are receiving for this week? How are they going to survive?’ Rob asked.

‘That’s only for the two of us and sure people have more at home as we do, but you’re right, it will not be enough,’ Rebecca replied looking at him from the rear-view.

‘And then what?’ Jeff asked looking at the outside.

Rebecca looked at Rob through the rear-view mirror. ‘I don’t know.’

Rob was silent, pensive, thinking what Rebecca was thinking. After a while he said, ‘We need to find Grace. It’s our only chance to survive.’

‘She doesn’t want to be found. She’ll come to us when she decides it’s the right time,’ Jerry added.

‘How do you know that? Rob asked. ‘We need her.’

‘Yes, we do, we are driving there,’ Rebecca ordered.

‘But mum.’

‘No buts, we’re going.’ All when silent.

Rebecca drove the car to the same spot where they stopped before and found Grace, she remembered the way there.

‘We are here. Get ready. Jerry, you can guide us,’ she said.

‘I’m not sure if this is a good idea,’ he was reluctant to betray Grace.

‘We don’t have any other option,’ Rob said. ‘We must find her, we don't have any other option to survive,’ his voice pledged for Jerry’s understanding who felt trapped between Grace’s confidentiality against what his logic mind told him it was the right thing to do.

They secured the car and walked the familiar path as before, but something was different.

‘Are you sure this is the way?’ Rob asked. ‘Looks a bit different. The terrain is harder.’

‘Yes, it is. I know this is the path,’ Jerry responded.

They walked a couple of yards more when they were confronted by a dense bush.

‘This is impenetrable, are you sure?’ Rebecca asked.

‘One hundred per cent,’ Jerry said as he scrutinised the forest around them. He knew it was the same path that they followed before to meet Grace, but that time it was blocked.

‘We can’t go any further,’ Rob said.

‘I told you guys, but you didn’t believe me.’ Was this what Grace told him? That they wouldn’t be able to find her.

‘What exactly did Grace tell you Jerry?’ her mum questioned him anguished by what the future may be if they didn’t find Grace.

‘That we won’t be able to find her. That no one would be able to enter the forest,’ Jerry said feeling guilty to betray Grace. She’ll let us know, well me, when it is the right time. That is all I know.’

‘And how will that be?’ Rob asked.

‘Am I not sure, she just told me that.’

‘What exactly did she say Jerry?’ Rebecca scolded.

‘Fuck, nothing else. Somehow, I’ll know.’

Rob looked at Rebecca and made a gesture to go back.

‘Okay, let’s go back to the car. I’m afraid that the Gilliard’s are coming to visit us. We’ll be ready waiting for them,’ Rebecca said.

They drove back to the house. There were no signs of the Gilliard’s.

‘Jerry, leave the food in the kitchen and bring the rifle to the front porch. Rob, you are staying inside, away from the window. I’m going to the shed to fix it, so it doesn’t look as if someone has slept in there, Rebecca said as she walked towards the shed.

That night, Rebecca, Jerry, and Rob stayed at the family room waiting for the Gillard’s to appear, but it didn’t happen.


*****

Top of the list

Juana and Pablo waited impatiently the return of John and the twins from town after they went to collect the supplies for the week. All their senses were focussed on the mist and the short view they had of the driveway to the Gilliard’s mansion. They couldn’t hear a sound, not insects bussing, no birds screeching, all quiet. 

‘Pablo, what has happened, the patron and the kids are not back with the food? I’m worried for them.’ Juana asked anxious as it had been several hours since they left to town.

‘They went to the city to collect the food. But, I also heard that they were going to look for that stranger, the one they think killed joven Tom. Maybe something happened to them. They mentioned that he is dangerous,’ Pablo replied, his voice sounded concern as he avoided looking at his wife so she couldn’t see his nervous expression. Juana knew Pablo very well and if he was avoiding looking at her, she knew the reason.

‘Maria purisima, hope nothing happened to señor John and the kids,’ she prayed.

‘Where is señora Mary? She hasn’t come downstairs. Is she still in her bedroom? Should we check on her?’ Pablo asked trying not to sound worried, but inside he had the same premonition as his wife, “that something wrong has happened.”

‘I don’t know Pablo. I’m worried. I’ll prepare some cold tea and take it to her room. You go up to the road and see if you see them.’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea Juana, the señora must be worried. Poor woman, she is going through so much with the murder of joven Tom,’ as he put on his peasant hat, ready to go outside, even if there was no sun to protect from. He always wore his old hat, no matter what, the only times he didn’t wear it was inside the Gilliard’s house or back inside their quarters.

Juana went to the kitchen and in no time, she was upstairs with a cold jar of tea. She knocked on Mary’s door before she entered her room. 

‘Señora, have this tea, it’ll help you.’ Mary was laying down in her bed. Her facial expression showed the sadness she was going through. Tissues were all over her bed and on the floor. A couple of empty medicine bottles by her night side table.

‘Are they back?’ Mary asked, cleaning her eyes with a tissue.

‘No señora’, Juana lowered her eyes and walked into the room and offered the tea to Mary.

‘Just leave it on the table,’ Mary said pointing to the side table.

‘Señora this is good, please drink it, you haven’t tried any food since yesterday,’ as Juana noticed the empty bottles. She knew about them, but they were always hidden in Mary’s bathroom, but not today. A bad sign. In the past, Juana had discussed that with Pablo, bud he said that they were helping señora Mary with her pains, even if they knew they were some kind of drugs that she took combined with other natural medicines given by the town’s local Doctor.

‘Something’s wrong Juana, something’s wrong. I have this feeling inside me.’ Mary sounded broken. Juana extended her hand to Mary who held it and brought it to her chest smiling at Juana. Juana bended towards Mary. Mary’s eyes and looks reminded Juana of the days when Mary got very sick.

‘Pablo is going up the driveway to check for any signs from señor John and the kids,’ as she gently rubbed Mary’s hand and smiled at her. From the corner of her eyes, Juana saw, by the side of the bed, a bottle of bourbon half empty, but she couldn’t smell any alcohol on Mary’s, so she didn’t think or worry about Mary drinking and taking that strange medicine that she knew she took every day.

‘With this mist he can’t see too much. I’ll get dressed and drive to the city. Get Pablo. You’re both coming with me,’ as she sat in her bed. Mary felt her head spined for a second or two before regaining composure. Juana noticed this and held Mary by her shoulder. ‘I’m okay, I just felt dizzy. Get Pablo, we are going.’

‘But what about if señor John and the kids come, and we are not here señora?’

‘They can wait,’ Mary smiled. ‘You are coming with me. Go get Pablo.’

‘Yes señora.’ Juana lowered her eyes and walked backwards trying not to make any noise, she was very respectful to her patrons and always tried to pass unnoticed. Mary smiled at her. She knew they were simple people; she knew they were good people.

‘Tell Pablo to get the car ready,’ Mary forced a smile and told Juana as she was leaving the room.

‘Si señora. Pardon.’ Juana excused herself and walked out of the room. She didn’t like going to town. You could finger count the times she had been into town in the many years that they’d lived with the Gilliard’s. She crossed herself in the chest. “Santísima madre ten piedad,” she prayed.

Pablo came back to the house and found Juana waiting at the entrance of the mansion. ‘There are no signs of them, Juana,’ he said as he took off his hat.

‘La señora wants to go to the city and wants us to go with her,’ Juana said closing her eyes and shacking her fingers.

‘But why? What are we going to do there? I don’t like going to the city. I don’t like how people look at us. They have mean eyes,’ Pablo said as he shook his head.

‘I know, but the señora wants to take us. I’ll change my dress. Get the car ready Pablo. Let's do what the señora wants.’ Both entered the house and walked towards the kitchen, they use the back door of the house to get to their quarters.

Pablo picked up the car keys from the hood and followed Juana. ‘We have food for another week or so. With the food that señor John and the kids will bring, we’ll have two weeks of food and then what?’ he questioned her.

‘Ay Pablo, you only think of food. You silly man, go get the car ready, the señora is getting ready. Don’t make her wait. Go.’

‘Do you think they went after that criminal?’ he asked in a soft voice almost murmuring.

‘Shh, callate Pablo. The señora could hear you.’

‘Okay, okay,’ Pablo mimicked Juana being hysterical. ‘I don’t like anything that’s happening here. We haven’t heard anything from the Cartel either.’

‘Shh… go get the car Pablo. Don’t be silly.’

‘La señora is upstairs, not ready yet. You know the bad guys could be coming for all of us,’ Pablo commented as he widened his eyes trying to scare Juana.

‘Haven’t you heard about the wall? The twins said that no one can get out or in,’ Juana replied holding her hips with both hands, she was annoyed by Pablo’s comments.

‘I don’t believe that,’ Pablo said sarcastically not looking at her wife.

‘I don’t know, you silly man. I’ll be back in a minute.’ Juana ran to their quarters. Mary looked at them from the stairs but couldn’t hear what they were discussing.

Pablo looked up and saw Mary. He crossed himself “Ave Maria,” he prayed.

When Mary drove towards the city, Juana and Pablo were silent and amazed at the mist. They could hardly see the bushes at the edge of the road. This was their first time outside the Gilliard’s property since the mist started and couldn’t believe how thick it was and how little they could see. Mary was the same, but she didn’t say anything, she was finding it hard to concentrate on the driving, she was a bit snoozed from the drugs she took that morning.

‘Señora, is it true that there’s a wall and nobody can come or leave this town?’ Pablo asked. Juana kicked Pablo's foot for asking.

‘Yes, it’s true. I haven’t seen it, but my husband and the twins did,’ Mary said not looking at them, she was focussed on the road ahead.

Juana and Pablo looked at each other. ‘Where did it come from señora, do you know,’ Pablo asked to Juana’s disapproval.

‘Don’t worry, everything’s going to be fine,’ added Mary, seeing their worried faces through the rear-view mirror.

Juana and Pablo didn’t take their eyes from the bushes. They couldn’t believe it. From not smelling nature, with no birds and insects around, and not having colour vision and the mist, they were surrounded by a wall!!

‘This is the devil’s doing,’ Juana warned.

‘Oh no devil Juana. This is not the devil. This has nothing to do with the devil. If the devil wanted, we would all be in hell by now,’ Mary said as she heard what Juana said to Pablo.

‘Do you think it’s the government señora?’ Pablo asked as he received another kick in his foot. Mary realised what was happening behind her between those two and smiled.

‘No one knows Pablo,’ Mary replied. Juana crosses herself murmuring something in Spanish.

All of a sudden, Mary saw on the side of the road what looked like a car flipped on its side. She braked abruptly. Juana and Pablo held hands and gasped. They haven’t seen anything, so were not aware of why Mary stopped the car. Juana held Pablo’s hand and squeezed it hard.

Mary opened the front door and asked Pablo to follow her.

‘Pablo, follow me. I think I saw a car.’ Pablo shook his hand away from Juana and opened the door.

‘Si señora,’ Pablo opened the back door and got out of the car. Juana tried to follow him. ‘Stay here,’ he ordered her.

‘No, no, don’t let me along,’ and pushed herself out of the car.

The three of them walked towards the flipped car. They got close enough to see it.

‘Oh my God,’ Mary yelled. ‘It’s John’s car,’ her voice trembling as she covered her mouth.

‘Jesus, Maria y Jose,’ Juana exclaimed. Pablo was astonished.

‘John, John,’ Mary screamed. ‘John. Rony. Phil,’ she continued to scream their names. Juana was holding herself from Pablo’s arm. Pablo had fixed eyes on the car.

Mary continued to scream their names and looked around for any sign of them. Mary's face moved from side to side but couldn’t see anything. Only bushes and the wall of mist.

Pablo walked towards the front of the car and Mary rushed behind him. There was nobody inside the car. They looked all around the car. Nothing.

‘What happened here? Where is John? Where are my boys?’ Mary exclaimed and started to cry. By then, Juana had caught up with Mary and her husband and started to sob.

‘Dios mio, Dios mio,’ Juana implored in a loud voice, tears falling down her cheek.

Pablo moved back to the front of the car and noticed what looked like liquid on the driver’s seat. He touched it and immediately knew it was blood.

‘What is it?’ Mary asked who had followed him. ‘Is it blood?’

‘Not sure señora. Without colours I cannot say,’ he lied.

‘Must be. Oh my God what happened here, where are they?’ Mary was looking all around, her neck veins inflated, her eyes wide opened.

‘John. Rony. Phil,’ she kept yelling. Juana continued to sob and then started to pray in Spanish. “Dios te salve Maria, llena …….”

Pablo noticed a couple of holes in the back door. He knew they were bullet holes but said nothing. Mary didn’t notice it as she walked around the car trying to find her husband and sons, walked as far as she could but not to get too far away from Juana and Pablo.

After a while, the three of them stood next to John’s car. Mary and Juana were crying while Pablo was embracing them.

A few minutes later, Pablo calmed down at the severity of the situation. He needed to do something about it, there were no good sign at the scene, but also nothing else that they could do there. They couldn’t go any far with the mist surrounding them. He knew they could find Mary’s car that was parked just ahead of them but out of their vision. ‘We should go señora,’ Pablo said. ‘There’s nothing here. They must have walked away.’ Mary looked at Pablo in the eyes and put her hands on his cheeks.

‘Something bad happened here Pablo. John wouldn’t drive fast with this mist. How could he crash the car? Something really bad happened here.’ She looked at Juana and lift her hand to her cheeks and thanked her for being there. ‘You have always been here for me Juana, and you too Pablo,’ she said as the three of them embraced again.

‘We should go,’ Mary said after a couple of seconds and walked towards the car. Juana and Pablo followed Mary. Juana couldn’t stop crying. “Virgen santisima, why is this happening, why are we being punished?” she whispered to herself.

Back at his house, Sheriff O’Connell had a drink looking at the ceiling pondering who could killed Tom. He had three main suspects. Lucinda, Lynda and Keven, the Mayor. All from the same family. His instinct told him that Rob wasn’t the murderer. He didn’t have an alibi that he could confirm but, he didn’t have a motive, and he didn’t look like the typical hit man or someone who killed for money or kill an unknown person for no reason. But the other three could somehow be involved in some torrid emotional or sexual drama.

Lynda was trying to run away with Tom so out of the three, she was the most unlikely to be the one. Why her? She could just turn around and say something like “I’m not leaving” and, end of the story. But the Mayor and his wife, that was a different story. Lucinda lying, what secret did she have?

“If she got involved with Tom, as they worked together and she was a very attractive woman, surely Tom would get in trouble for dating her daughter at the same time. And if Keven found out about that, he could get blinded by rage and who knew what he was capable of doing. A cheated husband and, to make matters worse, by the same man that was fucking his daughter. What a scandal, so wrong, so immoral and to make it worse, it was the son of his worst enemy. It is outrageous. His political career would be over, and the Gilliard’s would win over whoever they supported in the next election. Bye bye Sheriff O’Connell, bye bye Gary Chief of ES. Total power. No one would be able to stop the Gilliard’s,” he concluded.

“I need to interview Lucinda again. I need to find out why she lied to me. Why did she lie about working close with Tom if nothing happened there? I’ll put Lucinda at the top of the list. If she found out that Tom was involved with her daughter when she was having an affair with him, that would be the reason to end it all in a bad way.” The Sheriff was exhausted, his shoulders felt heavy. He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind and thoughts. He needed to plan his next move.

When Mary, Juana and Pablo entered the town it looked abandoned, a desolate area. The mist covered the side streets. Now and then, they could see the shops and cafes looking like ghost shops, nothing on display, some shops vandalised with the doors and windows broken.

Mary drove the car to the front of the Police Station. You couldn’t tell if it was open or not. There were no signs of life inside, not anywhere. No one walked on the streets, no sounds. They stayed in the car for a few seconds before opening the doors.

‘Okay, let's go inside. Juana, do you want to come with us?’ Mary asked, smiling at her, she knew that Juana feared the unknown and the uncertain. In this world, Juana only trusted her husband Pablo and señora Mary, no one else.

‘Yes señora,’ she answered as she opened the back door, she was afraid of staying alone in the car. Pablo was still looking everywhere, from side to side. There was nothing like what he remembered being the centre of the town, not that him nor Juana came to the city many times, but he recalled that there were always people walking, talking, a noisy place, but not then, nothing.

Mary gently held Juana’s shoulder and pushed her towards the front door. She looked at Pablo and made him a sign to follow them.

Jason was caught by surprise when three people entered the station.

‘Hi there. How can I help you?’ he asked as he saw the three grey figures walking towards him. He recognized a familiar face but not the other two.

‘Where’s the Sheriff?’ Mary asked checking the office from top to bottom, the station had an awkward darker look.

Jason stood up and fixed his shirt. ‘He’s away, I don’t expect him till another…’ he stopped and checked his watch, ‘four hours or so. What can I do for you?’

‘Do you know who I’m?’ Mary asked him, looking and sounding serious. Jason was fixated on the other two people trying to identify them. They looked darker than anyone else in town, their shapes somehow were different, but he didn’t hesitate in responding to Mary.

‘Yes. Mrs Gilliard isn't it?’ he gulped before gaining composure. “What is this woman doing here?” he asked himself.

‘Yes, and you know my husband and my sons, don’t you?’ she asked as she walked closer and closer to Jason. Pablo and Juana were standing behind Mary.

‘Yeah, sorry about what happened to Tom Mrs.’ he made a sorry gesture but inside, he didn’t mean it, he hardly knew Tom and he disliked John and the twins, they always created problems when in town.

‘Thanks. How can we contact the Sheriff? I need to talk to him. It’s an urgent matter,’ Mary stepped close enough to Jason to made him feel discomfort at her enquiries. She was the wife of the most powerful man in the County.

‘No ma'am, unless you drove to his house, but then, not sure if he would be there.  But can I help you?’ he asked politically.

‘My husband and my two sons, Phil and Rony drove to town to collect our weekly food ration.’

‘Yes, we saw them. That was hours ago. They came, collected the food, and left town. Is there something wrong, did something happen to them?’ he asked and shifted his eyes to the two strangers behind Mary looking for any suspicious movement or clue if there was something that worried Mary.

‘We found John's car down the road. It was flipped on its side; they had an accident. But no one was near the car, not that we could see much because of this mist. They’re missing. My husband and my two sons,’ Mary started to cry.

‘Please have a seat Mrs Gilliard. I’ll get you some water. May I ask you who are these people with you?’ Mary was sobbing, unable to respond.

‘My name is Pablo, and this is my wife Juana. We work with the señores Gilliard at their house,’ he responded as Juana held Mary's arm to comfort her.

‘Oh, okay. Please ma’am,’ Jason said as he gave Mary a glass of water and pushed a chair for her to sit. ‘Do you think something bad happened to your family ma’am?’

Mary took a sip of water. ‘I’m not sure, that’s why I need to talk to the Sheriff.’ she said as she dried tears from her face. Juana came close to Mary and put her hand on her shoulder. Mary raised her hand and placed it on top and held it there.

‘Well, what I can do is to take some notes and wait for the Sheriff to come back for his roster. As I said ma’am, he could be home or somewhere else. I’m not sure.’

‘This is urgent!!! My husband is missing, and you want to take notes,’ Mary showed anger at him, her teeth were clenched, tightened jaws and gave him a restless savage look.

Jason struggled before he articulated his answer. ‘Sorry ma’am, what else can I do? I can’t leave the station unattended. I must wait for the Sheriff to come back ma’am,’ his voice was soft, excusing himself.

Pablo put his hand on Mary’s other shoulder. ‘Señora, he can’t do much. Maybe señor John and the kids are back at the house,’ he said trying to calm Mary who was showing her frustration and despair at the close end with not much help from Jason.

‘Yeah, maybe. Maybe they needed to walk back if they had an accident,’ added Jason with a hopeful voice putting a friendly smiling face.

Mary looked at Jason with disapproving eyes and screamed. ‘You can’t get the man that killed my son Tom and now you can only take notes, you bloody idiots,’ she yelled in a loud voice and raised her fist to Jason face level.

Juana was caught by surprise by Mary’s yelling and jumped, truly scared. Pablo stood still where he was standing while Jason went speechless.

After a micro silence that felt too long, Jason stepped back from Mary. ‘Mrs Gilliard, this is very difficult for everyone in town. There’s no way in or out and now that we know that on the other side of the wall it is the same, people are confused to say the least,’ he emphasised his words drawing attention from Juana and Pablo.

‘What do you mean that it’s the same. Did someone get out,’ Mary asked, taken by surprise by Jason's statement.

‘Sorry, I thought that your husband had told you about it. He came to the meeting the other night and people were stunned by the news. People were informed and they discussed the options…’ Jason said, but couldn’t complete his sentence, his voice questioning Mary’s surprise. ‘It was very confronting for everyone in the hall. The Sheriff needed to enforce authority to retain control, people became extremely anxious to find that,’ he added, this time he felt unease as he spoke, his mouth felt dry.

‘John didn’t say anything like that, not to me, not to my boys.’ Juana and Pablo were also confused at what they just heard. This matter was so significant, and John decided not to tell anyone. Why? Why was he hiding this from the family? To protect them, to stop the twins from going wild, in a violent and uncontrollable manner as he knew they would. But why?

‘Is the other side of the wall just as dark as this one?’ Pablo asked, sounding shocked by what Jason had just informed them. His expression conveyed how uncertain it was.

‘Indeed, it is,’ Jason said, shaking his head and wiping his forehand from perspiration. He was anxious with Mary’s questioning.

‘Madre santísima.’ Juana exclamad. ‘Apiadate de nosotros, el fin del mundo,’ she said in a lower voice. She was trembling and crossed her chest several times.

‘Callate Juana, callate,’ Pablo said, putting on a face and opened his eyes to ensure Juana be quiet. Jason raised his arms and shagged; he didn’t know what else to say. Mary looked at the ceiling looking for an answer from above. She wondered the whereabouts of her husband and sons. Everyone went silent.

After a while, Mary stood up and stormed towards the door. ‘Let's go, there’s nothing to do here,’ her voice was broken. She wanted to show composure, but she was struggling on the inside.

On the way home, Juana didn’t stop praying in Spanish. That time Pablo sat in the font to ensure Mary was okay.

The Gilliard’s mansion looked empty when the three of them entered the house. Tom was dead, John and the twins were missing, the house was deserted. To Mary, life felt meaningless without her family.

‘You can do whatever you want or go wherever you want. I’m going to my room. I won’t need anything more from you. Juana and Pablo, you have been a blessing to this house. You have done so much for me and my family. More than twenty years with us. I have no words to thank you for all these years. Be safe please, God bless you,’ as Mary hugged them before going upstairs to her room.

Juana whispered to Plabo’s ears. ‘Is the señora saying goodbye.’

‘Shh… she’s very sad. It’ll pass when señor John and the kids come back, ya veras,’ he reassured his wife, but he wasn’t convinced at all that they would come back. Too many bad things were happening, and he was losing faith after Jason’s comment regarding the other side of the wall.

‘And if they don’t come back, what do we do Pablo?’ Juana asked, scared at the uncertainty of the situation, her hands were shaking, and her body shrugged.

‘Don’t say that. They’ll come back. Let's go to the kitchen and prepare la señora something to eat. She needs to get strong. Too much is happening in her life. We don’t want her to get sick again, not now.’

Later, Juana went upstairs to Mary’s room with a tray filled with biscuits, chocolates, croissants that were Mary’s favourite, and a cold jar of tea. That was all she could prepare, the provisions were running low, they desperately needed the new supplies from John and the twins.

‘Señora, señora,’ she called as she gently knocked on Mary’s room door. ‘I prepared you something to eat. Please señora, you need to eat.’ Juana tried to open the door, but it was locked.

‘Go away. I don’t need anything. You and Pablo leave. Leave now,’ she heard Mary's tiered voices slurring her words. She waited a bit longer, ears on the door, but Mary didn’t make a sound.

Juana left the tray outside the door and walked away. Pablo waited by the stairs.

‘What happened?’ Pablo asked.

‘La señora didn't open the door, she just said for us to go away. What do we do Pablo?’ Juana had tears in her cheeks, she was struggling, she often looked up for help from the heavens but today, nothing would calm her.

‘We’ll wait for señor John. He knows what to do. C’mon let's go downstairs, that way we'll know when they come.’ as he held Juana and helped her down the stairs. On the inside Pablo was confused but needed to show composure to help his disturbed wife.

After a couple of hours, Juana went upstairs and saw that the tray was in the same place where she left it. She knocked the door but no reply from Mary. She did check twice more but the tray was still untouched.

‘Pablo, el señor John and the kids aren't back. What do we do?’ Juana’s voice was fearful, she was uncontrollable.

‘I don’t know if they’re coming back. I saw a couple of bullet holes in señor John’s car. I didn’t say anything to señora Mary. I didn’t want to scare her.’

‘Ay Maria purisima. What if something bad happened to them? What do we do?’ Juana was close to crying again, her anxiety causing spasms. Pablo had never seen Juana so scared; her behaviour was causing him to panic. He was alarmed at Juana’s wild agitation.

‘You heard what the officer said. ‘That all it’s the same at the other side of the wall. I don’t know what to do. This is bad,’ he also sounded alarmed. They were always under the protection of the Gilliard’s and now, they were by themselves in very uncertain circumstances.

‘We have the señora’s car Pablo, so we can drive somewhere. Look for help. You know how to drive,’ she managed to say. That brought some calmness to Pablo who knew he had to do something and quickly to help his wife.

‘Yes, I do. Let’s wait longer. Check again if señora has eaten. Knock on her door again,’ he said while he thought what to do next if the patron didn’t come back.

Mary hasn’t eaten anything. The food was still intact. Juana knocked on the door, but Mary didn’t respond. Juana put her ears to the door but couldn’t hear a noise, nada. She tried to open the door, but it was locked.

Several hours passed. Pablo and Juana decided to leave the house. They were very scared, but they knew they needed to do something. Señor John and the twins were not back. Something bad has happened to them.

‘We must leave Juana. Señor John is not coming. La señora Mary is too sad. She doesn’t want to live anymore.’

‘Pablo don’t say that. Dios is going to punish you.’

‘That’s the truth. We need to get out of here or we’ll also die. We’ll take all the food left and plenty of water.’

‘We can’t. It doesn’t belong to us Pablo. That’s a sin.’

‘Not anymore. To leave the food to rot is a sin. God will understand. Let’s go.’


*****

Apocalypse

It was a mild summer night in Washington DC when the mist struck the city. It covered the entire city in a matter of seconds. It came from nowhere. People tried to check the weather and news channels but there was no power, no satellite’s signal and no internet. People that worked shift rosters were the first to be alarmed when they realised that their colour vision was gone, and that all electrical equipment shutter down and no power couldn’t be reinstated after. All emergency services collapsed, as people confronted by that phenomenon away from home or in the middle of the street, far from their residences, decided to go to the nearest police station, fire station or hospitals around the city.

People who worked on high rise buildings were trapped as lifts didn’t operate. All Radio Stations and TV channels, that transmitted 24hrs nonstop news, couldn’t broadcast any. It was chaotic everywhere in the city.

All public transport came to a sudden stop. The Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport and the other two main airports in the DC region were shut down with many aeroplanes still in the air with no place to go or land, their navigation systems were out of order. Thousands of big and small passengers and cargo planes crashed. Without visibility they didn’t have a chance to land anywhere. The Washington Network Metro and Regional trains were stuck wherever they were caught up. On the roads, traffic chaos put the city on a stand still. The city was on high alert.

‘Mr President, Mr President,’ the White House’s butler awakened the President of the United States.

‘What, what is happening?’ The President pulled off his sleeping mask from his face. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked, confused at the alarming voice from his butler.

‘We have a situation, we need you urgently,’ the President could see the worried face of his butler as he cleared his eyes and looked for his glasses. The butler was quick to hand them to him.

‘It better be something urgent to wake me up this early, it’s Saturday. Why is it so dark here? Can you turn on the lights please, the President asked.

‘That's the problem. We have no colour vision sir. The lights don’t work sir,’ his voice sounded alarming.

The President looked at his hands. Then he looked at the man in front of him, he could hardly recognize him. He shook his head in disbelief, his eyes went all around the room. ‘Why is everything so dark, there are no colours,’ he said as he stood up from his bed.

‘Yes sir. This morning everything went black and white. We lost all connections with the outside world. We are surrounded by a thick mist sir.’

‘Where is the first lady, where are my kids?’ the President asked as his eyes resorted the entire room, turning his head from right to left, up and down and back again. He was looking at all the room’s walls and picture frames, they all looked so different, black, and white.

‘They are okay sir, they are still in their rooms. They’ll be awakened very soon sir.’

‘Did you say that we are disconnected from the world?’ the President asked, not sure of what he just heard.

‘Yes sir, nothing is working. No phones, no internet, the secure network is not working. All systems are down,’ the butler informed, unsure if the President had taken everything he was throwing at him. The President looked puzzled processing the info.

‘Are we under attack? The Russians, the Chinese? The North Koreans?’

‘We don’t know sir. You better come,’ as he handed the President his clothes. The President was perplexed at the look of the entire room, his body and the agonising butler that was getting his clothes together.

The President walked towards his bedroom’s window. Opened the curtains and stared at the scene in front of him. All he could see was a grey wall of mist. He moved closer to the window. He couldn’t see the tall green trees, nor the garden with multicoloured flowers and roses or the bushes that surrounded the White House that he always appreciated first thing in the morning. Being summer or winter, it was always a spectacular view. But not today.

“What the hell is happening?” he thought as he pushed his face to the window to get a more panoramic view of the outside. He couldn’t believe what he was looking at. He had never seen a mist or fog as dense as the one outside. He turned around to see the incredulous look of his butler.

‘Did you call the Vice-President and the Defence Minister?’ he asked in a more serious tone.

‘We can’t Mr President. We can’t connect with anyone outside the White House sir.’

‘That's Impossible. What is happening with our emergency systems?’ he spelled out.

‘Sir, nothing is working.’

He turned around to face the window again. ‘Where are those noises coming from? Are they people screaming? I can’t see, this mist is too dense.’

‘Sir, they’re some of the administrative staff. They’re trying to get out of the White House compound. Everyone wants to go to their homes,’ but the guards aren’t letting anyone in or out. Instructions given by the White House Secret Service, sir.’

The President walked back to his bed and put on the shirt handed by the butler. His pants were on top of the bed together with socks and clean underwear. He threw his pyjamas on the chair next to his bed.  ‘How did this happen? Has to be an attack, has to come from one of our enemies,’ the President asked as he adjusted his shoes.

He stared at his hands, his legs, his toes, his shoes. ‘No colours…it’s impossible,’ he exclaimed in a loud voice.

The entire city was under that heavy mist. The city was brought to a halt. Traffic jams in every street. People running, screaming. The trains stopped where they were, passengers panicked as they left the carriages and walked down the rails. Planes couldn’t land or depart, they went down and crashed after they ran out of fuel. Ferries lost their direction, they stopped in the middle of the harbour, they couldn’t see where they were going. The city was in chaos.

The police couldn’t control anything. People went out to the streets and after panicking about the situation, they started to loot every shop they came across. The army, the navy and the air force were on high alert but nobody could give clear orders on what to do. They were completely disconnected from each other. No personnel were allowed to make any move, they were ordered to stay stationary where they were. Orders were passed by word of mouth.

Soon hospitals were inundated by people suffering from panic attacks. Ambulances couldn’t go anywhere, nurses, doctors and paramedics couldn’t cope with the demand. Firefighters were standing outside their Fire Stations looking in disbelief at what was happening around them, unable to go anywhere.

A complete city immobilised, under a heavy mist, with no colour vision. A bomb waiting to detonate.

What they didn’t know, not yet, was that the rest of the world, in Europe, in Asia, in Africa, everywhere, it was the same. Mist, no colour vision, no smells, no insects or birds and to make it worse, all cities big and small, towns and villages were surrounded by a humming wall. All disconnected, all by themselves. The end of the world!!!

Admiral Green, the most decorated marine ever, was in command of the aircraft carrier USS Gerald R. Ford, the most powerful ship in the world, capable of winning a war by itself. With all the nuclear weapons, nuclear reactors, and advanced technology on board, they didn’t know where they were.

He was at the control tower looking at the mist trying to figure out how it was possible that they lost all communication with the external world. They couldn’t work out how it was possible not to get a signal from anywhere on the planet. They could survive for six months or so, but they couldn’t navigate anywhere. There was no way to pinpoint their exact location. They couldn’t even read the sky to triangulate their position. They were sailing like a dinghy at the mercy of the sea currents. Ironically, the most powerful and advanced ship ever made was in the middle of the ocean at the mercy of the sea.

Down in Fort Knox, in Kentucky, the most well-known symbolic security place in the USA was under chaos. People, soldiers, policemen and civilians were running from one end to the other not knowing what to do. Orders were given and then retracted.

The Pentagon was in lockdown, no one could leave or enter the building. Orders were passed by word of mouth. Orders were questioned by higher commanders.

NORAD Command Bunker in Colorado Springs, with the ability to withstand a nuclear attack of up to 30 megatons, and ready to receive the most important leaders of the USA was in complete disorder and confusion.

Air Force One, the most secure aircraft on the globe that could fly halfway around the world with a full tank and with the ability to repel missiles using built-in flares, was sitting on the tarmac, ready to fly at any moment, but for the first time ever, it was isolated from the rest of the world. Nothing was working. One of the most secure USA structures could not even be able to tax through the runway.

The ADX Florence Prison in Colorado, with more than 14,000 remote controlled doors of solid steel, that was home to some of the most dangerous serial killers, kingpins and terrorists was in disarray. Turmoil, anarchy and rots at the Alcatraz of the Rockies was unthinkable till then. The mist and the lack of electric power created a real pandemonium.

The disciplined Chinese people believed that what was happening in their city was another lockdown similar to the Covid pandemic some years before, but this time, somehow the Government managed to create a mist so nobody could get out. All completely isolated. But little by little, they were mesmerised in not seeing any authorities or health personnel on the streets.

In Moscow, the Kremlin was on high alert. The then old President Putin was ready to attack all western countries but was stopped by his Generals as they couldn’t operate or manage their nuclear missiles. Their attack and defence systems were worthless without satellites. No one could explain what was happening. All army, navy and air force were disconnected from each other.

A similar situation was happening with the other countries with nuclear power. India, Pakistan, North Korea, Iran, France, and England, all were on high alert and defenceless if any other nation attacked them. They couldn’t know where it was coming from, there was no way to defend their cities.

All countries in the world, powerful or not, were in the same position, attack-less or defenceless. All faced the same scenario.

Everybody in the world, including the scientists, the educated and the powerful couldn’t figure out what was happening with the world. No money could help anyone, they were isolated wherever they were caught by this phenomenon, unable to establish any connections. This new reality would become from now on, their own small world.

The entire planet was encapsulated under a heavy mist, surrounded with no way in or out. As you can imagine, a world with no electricity would regress for many years.

What happened later in the cities was apocalyptic. People starving, stealing, dying, killing each other, criminal gangs, chaos. Extermination!!!


*****

Illumination

Rob spent the night in the living room with one eye open just in case the Gilliard’s came looking for him. He couldn’t figure out why they’ve concluded that he murdered one of them if he, for a start, didn’t know that they exist. Rebecca didn’t have a deep sleep either, for the same reason, but rested enough for the new day, ironically speaking as day and night were the same.

Jerry on the contrary, had a very deep sleep and had a dream, more like a revelation during the night. It was the message from Grace. It was time to go back and look for her.

In the kitchen, Rebecca opened some tuna and beans cans and put them on the table. Afterwards, she went to the living room and saw Rob talking to Jerry.

‘What are you two talking about?’ she asked, feeling exhausted after a not so good sleep.

‘Jerry got a message from Grace. We should go and look for her,’ Rob’s voice was full of excitement. The news invigorated him as he was sure that finding Grace was the only way out of this calamity.

‘A message? How is that?’ Rebecca was genuinely intrigued as she stepped closer to Rob who was all smiles with the good news.

‘It was more of a revelation mum. Grace came to me in a dream and told me where to find her. We must go and look for her,’ he said full of enthusiasm to see her again. In no time he and Grace had this bond that he didn’t know yet but would help all of them.

‘Wow. And? What? That was it? In your dream, she just told you to look for her. Huh? And where should we go young man?’ she asked, coming closer and smiling at Rob. For no reason Rebecca’s and Rob's presence made them both feel in a good mood. Their closeness was creating this hollow of positive energy that embraced both.

‘We’ll know when we get there,’ Jerry responded, noticing the good vibes between those two, something that he was accepting more as time went on.

‘Fine, nothing surprises me anymore. Let’s eat some crackers with tuna and beans. My speciality these days,’ she joked as she moved towards the kitchen, keeping her smiling face all the way.

‘Can wait,’ Rob said at Rebecca’s spontaneous comment. Rebecca turned her face back and quirky smiled back at him while kept walking. Jerry rolled his eyes.

At the Police Station, before leaving after his shift, Jason updated Sheriff O’Connell with Mary Gilliard’s account of events.

“John and the two twins are missing. Fuck of a day to have,” the Sheriff thought. “I have a murderer on the run. Lucinda, the most respectable woman in the County, is my main suspect that killed Tom, and now John Gilliard and his twins are missing, suspected to have been in a car accident. Shit.” The Sheriff raised his arm and stretched before yawning and closing his eyes. He was feeling overcome with everything that was happening around the County. He wanted to drop everything and just go home and be with his family.

Suddenly some shots were fired out of town that interrupted his short, pleasant thoughts. His calm deserted him. It woke him up. He was on alert again. ‘That’s all we need now. People to start shooting at each other,’ he said in a loud voice as he came back to reality.

The Boss, Nev and Priya arrived in the city just to find it isolated, deserted. No cars or people on the streets. All the shops were empty and vandalised. They also heard the shots and went for cover to one side of the road.

‘What do we do Boss?’ Nev asked, his voice was tired and nervous. He wasn’t sure on leaving the Boss. He could be his protector or executor, depending on his mood, while Priya insisted on leaving the Boss at the first opportunity they had, but she was also worried about being on her own.

‘Just keep walking, we need to find where the people are and what are they doing. Those shots aren’t that far from here,’ he responded, spitting to the floor and looking at Priya in the eyes as he suspected that she would run at the first opportunity she got. He was unsure on Priya’s and Nev’s relationship as they never showed any affection towards each other.

‘We must disappear now,’ Priya whispered to Nev. ‘Let’s go now,’ as she grabbed Nev’s shirt.

Nev paused and let the Boss move a couple of steps ahead of them before addressing Priya.

‘Priya, somehow I feel more protected with this animal than going by ourselves,’ he whispered back, making sure the Boss was unaware of their intention.

‘What the fuck do you mean by that? He is a criminal,’ she questioned Nev’s thinking.

‘I know, but at least he has guns and knows how to use them,’ he replied and started walking. Priya followed him but, in her thoughts, she knew she had to get away if she wanted to survive, but for how long? She didn’t have an answer but hiding in town would be the perfect opportunity for her.

‘Yes, grenades, explosives and automatic gun machines. That isn’t what we need. He can use them against us. He didn’t even blink when his men died. He doesn't give a shit about us,’ she said looking angry at Nev. Her face showed irritation, she was breathing deeply. Her heartbeat was strong and fast. She felt a rise on her body temperature, all her body became wet, her movements fidgety.

‘Hey, what are you two guys talking about? We need to find the people in this town. Keep walking and all ears and eyes on the road,’ the Boss ordered, looking threatening at them.

They kept walking and without noticing it, they walked in front of the Police Station. Inside, Sheriff O’Connell was checking them as he heard their voices before they appeared out of the mist.

‘Stop,’ the Boss said when he saw the Police sign and pointed at the other side of the road where the Police Station was. ‘Don't even think about it. Keep close. Let's keep moving,’ he ordered. He couldn’t see if anyone was inside the station or not, he just wanted to find people and to find out what they were doing. It could be the difference between surviving or dying sooner or later of starvation. If he was able to get a gang of people back in Carrington, for sure he would be able to do the same in this small town and get rid of those two weak companions. He needed tough guys to control the town and take advantage and impose his law.

The Sheriff hiding behind a curtain, recognised one of the bags carried by the woman. “That bag is from Pete’s supermarket, it belongs to someone from town. How did these strangers get one?” he contemplated. “And how did they get in here? Is the wall down?” he asked himself.

When the strangers were out of his vision, the Sheriff stepped back to his office and picked his handgun and a rifle. “Who are these guys and where are they coming from? How did they get that bag from Pete’s store? I have to find out,” was now in his mind. They looked tough, especially the one ahead of the other two and, if he wasn’t mistaken, he was sure one of them was a woman, hard to tell as everyone looked the same in black and white.

Priya trembled inside. Her body temperature kept raising, she was heavily perspiring. She felt her pants and blouse stick to her skin. She looked at Nev and knew that he would stick with the Boss to the end. The Police Station wasn’t that far behind. If she did separate from those two, she could make it there. She was fond of Nev, but she knew he was bad news. He killed that old guy and, even if she wasn’t a criminal, she would get somehow involved in it.

Priya kneeled.

‘What are you doing?’ Nev asked.

‘Just tying my shoes. Don’t lose the Boss. I’ll catch up shortly.’ Nev walked a couple of yards more before turning around and he couldn’t see her anymore.

‘Boss, stop. I can’t see Priya,’ he called the Boss and walked backwards.

‘Fuck, where is she?’ the Boss asked, walking backwards.

‘Priya, Priya,’ Nev called out and after a couple of steps he stopped. Priya could be anywhere, not even too far from them, and they wouldn’t be able to see her thanks to the mist.

The Boss walked back to Nev. ‘That bitch, she ran away. I told you to keep an eye on her,’ his eyes were injected and his face ready to explode. Nev avoided looking at him but felt his anger in the air.

Nev walked back but the Boss stopped him before he called her again. ‘Shh, we don’t want to be heard, we need to have the upper hand when we find the people. That bitch is gone. I thought you were a couple.’

Nev hesitated before he responded to the Boss. He could feel his eyes over him. ‘We pretended so. We met when all this started. She was scared and alone, so we got together and that was it. I don’t know her from before,’ Nev responded, not looking at the Boss.

‘And now you say so,’ his voice was full of anger. The Boss was furious. If he could, for sure he would put a bullet in between Nev’s eyes but for now he was the only man he had. He’ll fix him later. ‘I hope she doesn’t betray us and go to the Sheriff,’ the Boss warned before signalling to go ahead.

They continued to walk when they heard voices coming from the mist ahead.

‘Stop, I can hear voices,’ the Boss said and raised his arm on Nev’s chest to stop him.

‘Yes, I can hear them also.’

‘Take this gun,’ the Boss said, handing Nev the gun. ‘Don’t think or do anything stupid,’ he looked at Nev with angry and threatening eyes. ‘Do as I say. Do you follow?’ he added.

‘Yes,’ he held the gun in his right hand. His left hand went to his jacket pocket to ensure he had the other gun they found at John's car. It was there.

They continued to walk slowly. The voices were getting louder.

‘It’s a bar. It’s a motel,’ said Nev when the sign of the Belmore Motel appeared in front of them.

‘That must be the name of this shitty town,’ the Boss said. ‘We have to be cautious. We don’t know who is inside. It sounds like the locals are having drinks,’ added as they approached the front entrance.

Meanwhile, Priya had run back to the Police Station when she was stopped by the commanding voice of the Sheriff.

‘Stop there,’ Priya heard the order. The figure of the Sheriff was imposing out of the mist. Priya froze.

‘Who are you? Who are the guys with you?’ The Sheriff was pointing his rifle at the figure that just appeared from the mist. It was the woman. She looked scared and kept looking behind her.

‘Sheriff, my name is Priya. We came from the other side of the wall. I have nothing to do with these guys. I’m afraid of them.’

‘No one can come or go, we are surrounded by a wall,’ the Sheriff said lowering his rifle.

‘Yes, we know. We came through a creek. A couple and a kid from this side told us how to come. They were from this side of the wall,’ her voice was trembling and her eyes watering.

“So, the story that Rebecca and Rob told me is confirmed,” the Sheriff thought for a split second. ‘Where are the other guys? Are there anymore?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think they follow me. The vision is not good, and I don’t think they want to be close to the police.’

‘How many?’

‘Only those two. We lost two others on our way here.’

‘What do you mean lost?’

‘Sheriff, very bad things have happened. I’ll tell you everything that I know. I don’t want to be with them. They’re bad guys. The one we call Boss was the leader of a gang, but when the shooting started, they left the rest and brought us to come here. Back in Carrington, they didn’t kill us because we told them about the couple and the kid that came from this side. So, he was interested in coming this way. Back there, they started shooting at each other. But now please help me. If they find me, they’ll kill me,’ she pledged, getting close to the Sheriff but looking behind her to see if either or both Nev and the Boss followed her.

‘Okay, come with me. I’ll take you to the station, but first I’m going to check if you carry any guns. Why are you guys dressed like commanders?’ the Sheriff was suspicious about this woman.

Priya raised her hands, and the Sheriff frisked her.

‘The Boss took us to a shop and got grenades, guns, ammunition and stole these uniforms. He is a former army soldier or something like that. The two guys that we lost called him Boss. I believe they were together in the army.’

‘You keep saying you lost two guys. What do you mean by that?’ The Sheriff felt more relaxed as he finished checking her for guns. “This woman is really scared, shaking and sweating and she wouldn’t play of any trick on me,” he concluded.

‘One of them, Pot, was taken by the forest. I saw it with my own eyes. He went after a wild pig that he shot and when we found him, he was surrounded by these leaves that were strangling him. The Boss and Alejandro tried to cut the branches, but they were strong like steel. They had very big and sharp knives and they couldn’t even scratch the branches. Then little by little the thorns penetrated his body and then disappeared in front of our eyes, the bushes took him. We couldn’t do anything. He was gone,’ as she related this event, the Sheriff noticed Priya’s voice broke a couple of times and her eyes watered. She was telling the truth regardless of how far-fetched it sounded.

‘Okay. Let’s go to the station. I want to know everything about these guys. Did you say that one of them was with you before joining the gang? Tell me about him.’

Priya and the Sheriff entered the station. ‘Have a seat here,’ he said, pointing to a chair.

‘Thanks.’ Priya was uneasy looking at the front door to see if Nev and the Boss were coming after her.

‘I’ll take notes of your story. I want details. Don’t worry they won't come to the station, they don’t know what they could find here,’ he assured her keeping his handgun close to him.

‘Sure,’ Priya fixed her hair and shirt touching it as she felt it greasy as she hasn't had a shower since they crossed the creek days ago.

‘Start with the guy you were with, what’s his name? And then how did you join this man called the Boss?’

‘His name is Nev. We met soon after the mist started. I left my house in the countryside looking to get to town to check what was happening when on the road this guy came from nowhere and made me stop the car. I almost crashed into him,’ she paused waiting for the next question.

‘Was he alone?’

‘Yes, he was. I have never met him before, but he is from Carrington, he told me that.’

‘And then what happened?’

‘We drove toward the city, very slowly because of the mist. This was three or four days after the mist started. We didn’t know about the wall. He mentioned that he was starving so he asked me if I had any food, which I didn’t. After a while we saw this gravel road on the side of the main road, and he asked me to drive in. At first, I refused but he insisted so we drove in.’

‘Was he armed?’

‘I didn’t know then but later I found out that he had a revolver. He shot an old man to take his food.’

‘Jesus. To take his food?’ the Sheriff eyebrows raised in shock.

‘Yeah, the old man refused to give us any food, so they argued. I was sitting in my car. He followed the old man to his house. I didn’t know what to do.’

‘What next?’ the Sheriff asked as he continued to take notes.

‘I stepped out of the car and walked to the house. They were still arguing. Then I saw how Nev shot the old man. The noise was pretty loud. I was petrified. Blood was coming from the man’s head, like a sprinkle. Nev realised I was standing at the door. He walked towards me and took me from the arm and pushed me to the kitchen. It was horrible. I was in shock. He grabbed a box and opened the fridge. It was almost empty. Then he asked me to open the pantry. There was dry food, cans, biscuits, rice, and other food, not much. We emptied the pantry.’ Priya’s hands were shaking.

‘Was he pointing the gun at you?’

‘No. I was scared; I just did what he wanted.’

‘Okay continue please.’

‘We went back to my car. He said that it was in self-defence, that the old man pulled a gun, but I saw everything. There was no reason to shoot the old man, no reason at all,’ Priya became emotional, tiers dropped down her face. The Sheriff passed her some tissues.

‘What did you do after that?’ He understood he needed to calm her, so he gently reaffirmed his control.

‘We drove to town. We ran out of gasoline, so we had to leave the car behind and walk. That’s when we met the couple and the kid. They took us by surprise. I think it was lucky, otherwise I don’t know what could have happened to us. I didn’t know if Nev would do something bad to them. He was carrying the food box when they appeared out of the mist. They had some food, not too much and their clothes were wet.’

‘Wet did you say?’

‘Yeah, wet. They told us that they came from the other side of the wall. We didn’t know what they meant. We didn’t know anything about a wall. We spent no more than five minutes with them when we heard gunshots. They decided to go back. Nev looked at me and he asked me to follow him. He had a gun, so I didn't want anything to happen to these guys, so I followed him.’

‘The couple and the kid were unarmed?’

‘I believe so. Not sure but they looked very normal, I mean friendly,’ as she shrugged her shoulders and stretched her neck.

‘Okay, what’s next?’

‘When we got near the city. A group of guys stopped us. They had barricaded the road. They were carrying guns. One of the guys, named Pot, the one that disappeared into the bushes, asked us to step aside. They were looking for food. They took the box from Nev and then Pot frisked him and found the gun.’ Priya was feeling more relaxed and stopped checking the front door of the station.

‘How many guys were there?’

‘They were six, all heavily armed.’

‘So, they took the food and then what?’

‘They took us to the one they called the Boss. An ugly guy, bigger than the others and the most brutal man I have ever seen. He was in command; all were afraid of him. Priya started to cry. ‘Sorry it’s just he’s an animal.’

‘Here, have some water,’ the Sheriff inclined his chair to grab her a glass.

‘Thanks,’ she took a sip of water. ‘The Boss interrogated Nev and I and we told him about our encounter with the couple and the kid. He threatened us not to tell anyone else about the other side. So, we didn’t.’

Priya took another sip of water.

‘After two days with these criminals, we heard that they assaulted people to steal their food. Then the Boss and the other two guys, Pot and Alejandro, took us apart from the rest. They told us to take them to the creek where the others crossed to this side. On the way, we stopped at a gun’s shop and then we headed to the creek. It took us hours but thank God, we found it. We wouldn’t be alive if we didn’t find it.’

‘So, are you telling me that on the other side people are shooting each other for food?’

‘That’s what's happening. Gangs everywhere. Even the Boss and the others commented on that. They mentioned other gangs that they needed to be alert off. We heard lots of shots when we walked to the creek. We were scared.’

‘Did you and Nev have a close relationship?’

‘No, we were together and bonded with each other to survive. That probably saved both of us, so I believe.’ Priya took a sip of water and paused for a second before she continued. ‘He killed a man. I’m not a criminal. I just don’t know what to do. I asked him to run together, to run away but somehow, he felt safe with the Boss.’

‘Okay, I got the message. Please continue,’ as he flipped his notebook.

‘After we crossed to this side, we encountered the car twice with the couple and the kid in it. Going and coming I assume to and from the city. I didn’t see them, but Nev did, and he told the Boss. So, the Boss assumed that we were on track to get to the next town. Then the shooting happened.’

‘What do you mean, what shooting?’

‘We continued walking and we hide when a car was passing by, but Alejandro fell onto the road, and they stopped. There were three men. An old man was on the wheels while the other two got out on each side of the car. The Boss was hiding in the bushes, same as Nev and I. Alejandro raised his hand. There were two young men and an old man. Then the Boss from nowhere shot one of them. Following, Alejandro and the other young men shoot at each other. Both went down. The old man yelled their names, Ron and Phillip I believe. But as the Boss came after the older man, he drove away but crashed and the car turned on its side. There was no reason for the shooting.’

‘The Gilliard’s,’ murmured the Sheriff.

‘What did you say?’

‘Never mind, please continue.’

‘Okay. The Boss then walked to the car and killed the old man. He’s an animal!!! Then he ordered us to take the food while he hide Alejandro’s and the other three bodies. It was horrible. I’m so scared of this man.’ Priya couldn’t stop shacking while she was recalling the vents of that day. The Sheriff became aware of Priya’s constraints and became sympathetic towards her. His many years of experience and cross-examinations conducted, told him that her behaviour and body language were legitimate, she wasn’t lying or exaggerating.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. Do you know where they are heading to?’ he asked and raised his eyes to see Priya’s reaction to be sure that she was not lying.

‘No, I don’t. We just came to this town to check what is happening. He's bad news, Sheriff. Ah, and Nev has a gun,’ she recalled. ‘We found it in the car. The Boss doesn’t know about it. Nev pocketed it before the Boss realised it. It was inside the car.’

The Sheriff took a deep breath and pushed himself back into his chair. ‘I’m going to drive you to a safe place. Don’t worry, you’ll be safe with these people I’m taking you too,’ the Sheriff closed his notebook and went pensive before addressing her again. ‘I’m going to get my Deputies and search for the Boss and Nev,’ he reassured her and smiled. She nodded in agreement.

Rebecca, Jerry, and Rob were ready to go to look for Grace. They were walking outside the house when they heard a car coming up the driveway.

It was the Sheriff. ‘Stay inside, don’t get out,’ Rob said to Priya as they walked back to the house but at that same instant, Jerry got out of the house and closed the front door, it was too late to hide inside. He was surprised at Rebecca and Rob storming back to the house.

‘What’s happening, who is coming?’ he asked as they all looked at the Sheriff’s car.

‘Fuck it’s the Sheriff, what does he wants now?’ Rob asked the rhetorical question. He shook his head and looked at Rebecca making a sign for her and Jerry to stay still.

Rebecca and Jerry stood on the porch carrying a bag each. Rob dropped his bag and walked towards the car. ‘Stay here I’m going to find out what he wants.’

The Sheriff parked the car and saw the three of them. He stepped out of the car and put on his Sheriff hat.

‘Hi there,’ the Sheriff said, looking at Rob and giving Rebecca and Jerry a wave.

‘What brings you here Sheriff?’ Rob asked.

‘I see you’re ready to leave.’

‘Not of your business Sheriff.’

‘No need to be so rude Rob,’ and walked through him towards the house.

‘Ma’am, Jerry,’ the Sheriff greeted them.

‘How are you Sheriff, what brings you here?’ Rebecca asked, sounding polite and friendly but her face told a different story.

Rob noticed there was a person inside the car. He hesitated for a second but then he turned around and followed the Sheriff.

‘We have a situation in town, and I need your help. Some bad things may happen. I’m on my way to get my Deputies and…’ he was saying but was interrupted by Rebecca.

‘And what that has to do with us may I ask,’ Rebecca changed her initial friendly approach to question the Sheriff's motive for his visit.

‘There’s a person in my car that I need to leave with you. For her safety,’ he said taking his hat off.

‘We don’t need that,’ Jerry said.

‘I’m not asking,’ the Sheriff said, looking at Rebecca.

‘Who is she?’ Rebecca understood the Sheriff’s intention.

‘Her name is Priya, she’s from out of town. She may be in danger. I’m going to leave her with you for her safety. No one knows she is in town and…’ he was again interrupted.

‘You cannot impose her on us,’ Rob said from behind.

The Sheriff turned around to face Rob. ‘Listen Rob. Things are very tense around here with everything that’s happening. She’s staying. That’s it. Do you copy?’ he didn’t wait for an answer, he turned around and looked at Rebecca.

‘Bullshit,’ Jerry yelled.

The Sheriff looked at Jerry and then back to Rebecca. ‘Sorry to do this to you, I hope you’ll understand. I really need to go.’

They were silent.

‘Okay fine, bring her up,’ Rebecca said after pondering her options.

‘Mum??’

‘It’s okay son.’

‘No, it’s not fine, we have to go, we must go.’

‘Take her with you wherever you are going, don’t leave her alone,’ the Sheriff said. He put on his hat and walked back to his car.

‘What are we going to do with this woman?’ Jerry whispered to Rebecca’s ears so the Sheriff couldn’t hear what he was saying to his mother. ‘We need to find Grace.’

‘We will, we will. We don’t want the Sheriff to suspect that we are going back to the forest to look for Grace. Be quiet,’ she whispered back.

The Sheriff opened the back door and Priya came out.

‘Isn’t that the woman that we found at the other side of the wall? Remember the couple we came across?’ Rob said after he hesitated for a second or two as she was wearing a commando uniform.

‘Yes, you’re right. What’s she doing here? Did they follow us?’ Rebecca said as she glanced over Rob’ back.

‘No, they didn’t follow us. They must have come later,’ Rob affirmed, he was staring at Priya.

‘Fuck, this isn’t good,’ Jerry said, his voice sounded frustrated as they now would need to take this stranger with them.

Priya walked towards the house. The Sheriff got inside his car, reversed in the driveway, then turned around into the mist and disappeared.

Priya recognised the trio standing at the porch of the house. She was looking down. She was feeling very uneasy, but she didn’t have any other choice.

‘Hi,’ Rebecca said.

‘Hi,’ Priya was feeling short and looking down as she walked towards the house.

‘I’m Rebecca, this is my son Jerry, and he is Rob.’

‘Hi,’ Priya felt shy at this awkward encounter.

‘We’re on our way out. You’ll come with us,’ Rebecca told her. Rob and Jerry looked at Rebecca with disapproving eyes. Priya noticed that.

‘We can't take her with us,’ Rob said.

‘She is coming,’ Rebecca said as she pulled her bag. ‘Are you hungry? she asked Priya.

‘Yes ma’am.’

‘You’re Priya, correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay. Have this,’ Rebecca extended her hand to give her a pack of biscuits.
‘We must go.’

The four of them got inside Rebecca’s car. Jerry and Priya sat at the back.

‘Where are we going?’ Priya asked.

‘You’ll know when we get there,’ Rebecca answered. ‘Do you have a pair of sunglasses?’ she added.

‘Sunglasses? What for?’ Priya dubiety at Rebecca. Rebecca didn’t answer. Priya understood it was better not to ask again.

‘Drive Rob, let's go,’ Rebecca told Rob, holding her head with her hands squeezing her fingers as if she had a headache.

The four of them were silent all the way. Jerry, at every opportunity he could, he checked on Priya but trying not to get caught. Priya sensed it.

Rob drove the car until Jerry gave the signal to stop.

‘Stop, stop here,’ Jerry said moving forward and indicating Rob the exact location where to go.

‘How do you know this is the right place?’ Rebecca asked.

‘I just know,’ he answered.

‘I don’t believe in telepathy but who cares. Let's hide the car,’ Rob said as he turned the car to the side of the main road.

‘Telepathy works,’ Priya said and lowered her eyes. Jerry smiled at her comment. Rob ignored her remark.

‘I’ll just follow Jerry’s intuition or Grace’s telepathic message. What the hell,’ Rebecca said in a soft voice.

‘Who is Grace?’ Priya asked in a low voice.

‘You’ll find out soon,’ Rebecca answered. Priya rolled her eyes. Jerry smiled at her gesture. Priya also smiled.

Rob drove the car into the bushes, away from the main road.

He parked the car and Jerry jumped from the back seat. ‘Yes, this is the place. We must go into the forest. Grace will direct us.’ The parking spot looked like any other. Surrounded by black and white bushes and trunks. The mist wasn’t that dense, but they didn’t realise it.

Rebecca passed a heavy backpack to Rob with some clothes and other things that she had packed for the trip.

‘For Christ sakes, what’s in here? Rob asked.

‘I packed things that we’ll need.’

Rob looked at Rebecca in the eyes. He felt the need to protect her, but how?

As Jerry started to walk into the bushes, he gave out instructions. ‘Follow me, this is the way.’

The terrain in front looked more difficult to the eyes than it was as they started to get into the forest. Their visibility was low.

No noises were heard, only their footsteps. No animals or insects were seen or heard. No smells coming from the bushes and trees.

Jerry walked with confidence, like he knew exactly where to make the next turn, where to take his next step. Rebecca, Rob and Priya followed his track, close enough not to lose his vision into the mist. The three of them were silent, concentrating on the path they followed. They walked for an hour before they stopped to rest.

‘Jerry, Jerry, please stop, I need to rest,’ Rebecca said.

‘We’re not even halfway mum.’

‘Jerry, stop. Your mum needs to rest. And me too, this bag is heavy. How’s your leg?’ he asked, looking at Rebecca. Priya kept to herself.

‘It’s okay, I’m just tired. That heat rub works magic. And the massage,’ she said smiling at Rob. He smiled back. Priya looked at Jerry and raised her eyes, Jerry shook his head and closed his eyes. Priya got the message.

‘We’ll not need the bag when we find Grace,’ Jerry commented.

‘Maybe, but for the time being, this is all that we have, and we aren’t going to let it go,’ Rebecca replied, making a face to Jerry not to argue anymore.

Rob dropped the bag and Rebecca took her shoes off. Jerry sat down where he was and kept looking ahead of where they were going to follow.

Priya walked and sat next to Jerry. She looked into his eyes. ‘I’m not a bad person. I didn’t ask to be here. Things just happened this way. I’m not going to disturb you or the others. Who is this Grace person that you guys are talking about? Has she something to do with what is happening?’

‘You ask too many questions. You’ll find out when we get there,’ Jerry replied, noticing Priya’s unbuttoned shirt leaving enough space to check her breast.

‘Okay, I’m just curious,’ she said and smiled at him. She saw him looking at her breast.

After resting, they started walking. Jerry and Priya ahead, Rebecca and Rob behind.

‘How do you know where to go?’ Priya asked amazed at how Jerry knew where to step next.

‘I don’t know. I just know this is the way. It’s like if Grace is guiding us.’

‘Is that what Rob said about telepathy?’ she fixed her eyes on Jerry.

‘I don’t know. Maybe. I had a dream and knew it was time to go. That’s when the Sheriff came with you. Why are you here? What happened to your partner?’

‘He isn’t my partner. His name is Nev. We met just after the mist arrived. I didn’t have anyone else. I felt safe with him but not anymore. He’s not a good guy.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s not good, that’s all you need to know.’

‘Are you in danger?’

‘Not anymore, I’m with you now.’

Jerry smiled at her. Inside he felt something special with Priya’s comment.

‘What are those two talking about? They look like they are having fun,’ Rebecca said to Rob.

‘They’re okay. Why are you asking? Are you jealous?’ he smiled, almost laughing at her.

Rebecca kicked him in the ribs. ‘Me, jealous? Don’t be silly. We don’t know this woman. We don’t know why she needed to be safe,’ she replied abruptly.

‘Just saying, don’t get mad at me.’ Rob said defending himself. He couldn’t stop smiling at her.

‘I’m not mad, I just don’t trust her, who knows what she's done,’ as she gave him a little push.

After resting for a while, they walked for another two hours or so. Jerry then stopped.

‘We’re close, we should wait here,’ Jerry said.

‘Close to what?’ Priya asked.

‘Close to where we should be,’ Jerry replied.

Rebecca and Rob caught up with them.

‘Put on your sunglasses.’ Rebecca ordered. Priya looked at her in disbelief.

‘Sunglasses? You must be kidding? There is no light,’ Priya stated.

‘Here, have this one. Luckily, I brought a spare pair,’ Rebecca said as she handed the glasses to Priya.

‘I’ll wear mine, thanks,’ Priya opened her pants pocket and took a pair of designed sunglasses that Jerry appreciated.

The forest started to become alive. Branches were moving ahead of them. Then bird noises.

‘Here it comes,’ Jerry said. Priya held Jerry’s arm; she didn’t know what to expect as she felt the noises intimidating.

‘What’s happening?’ Priya’s voice sounded nervous.

‘Get ready. You’ll see.’ Priya pressed her body to his as she didn't know what to expect. Jerry felt Priya’s breaths against his arm, he liked it and moved his arm to feel more of her.

Then the light hit them like a storm. They all looked at their surroundings, then their hands. Light and colours like they had never seen before. The forest came alive.

‘This is beautiful,’ Priya said, her eyes wide open. She couldn’t believe how pleasing it was to feel the sun's ray on her face. To see colours again, to hear the forest’s noises. She got closer to Jerry and put her hand in his chest. Jerry noticed it, it felt nice to be touched. ‘Is this Grace, is she coming?’ she asked, Jerry was having an erection, his hormones were playing again.

Then Grace's figure appeared. Just like before, it looked as if she was floating in the air, like the ghost they thought they saw the first time.

‘Hi all. I see you got my message Jerry. Who’s this lady next to you?’

‘Her name is Priya. We needed to bring her with us. Hope it’s okay with you.’

‘Yes, it is. I can see that she is okay with you. She’s a nice person,’ Grace replied smiling and giving a cheeky winked at Jerry. Priya smiled back. Jerry felt embarrassed.

Grace moved next to Priya and looked into her eyes. ‘You’ve been through a lot, young lady. Now you are in a good place. There’s nothing you have to worry about, you’re among good souls,’ Grace said as she smiled, bend her head and sideway looked at Jerry. Priya smiled back and shrunk her shoulders.

Priya felt pleasant and calm at Grace’s words and gestures, she felt like in a state of harmony, like floating in a nice happy bubble. Rebecca and Rob smiled at each other at Priya’s sudden change of mood, and Jerry’s embarrassment, his cheeks were pink.

‘And how are you two love birds going? I can see that you got to know each other better,’ Grace addressed Rebecca and Rob that were standing fixated at Priya’s and Jerry’s interaction.

Rebecca blushed and Rob smiled. ‘There is nothing to be blushed,’ Grace said, looking into Rebecca’s eyes and then smiling at Rob. She knew there was some resistance and doubts from Rebecca that time would dispel.

‘Jerry, we have plenty to do but first you must rest. I’ve collected some fruit for you four,’ as she turned and smiled back at Jerry not switching the pleasant energy among them four.

‘How did you know we were four?’ Priya asked.

‘They told me,’ pointing at some birds on the tree.

‘How would ….’ Jerry interrupted Priya raising his eyebrows. ‘Don’t ask,’ and smiled at her.

Priya made an ironic grimace; she got the message.

After resting and eating the fruit. The four followed Grace through the forest. Priya pointed at the path that was opening in front of Grace.

‘I know. Don’t ask,’ Jerry said before Priya could open her mouth.

They walked till they got next to a pond. ‘If you want you can submerge yourselves in the water, it’s very refreshing, revitalising. I will,’ Grace said but she didn’t.

Priya was the first to get to the edge. She kneeled and took a sip of water. It tasted like heaven. Fresh, pure, energising. Rebecca followed, then Rob and Jerry.

Priya was the first to take off her clothes, she felt the urge need after all her sweating since she crossed the wall. With just her bra and undies she walked into the pond. Jerry couldn’t take his eyes off her. “Priya has a beautiful figure, and her smell is captivating,” he thought. When Priya emerged and turned to face them, she saw Jerry looking at her body. Jerry felt embarrassed and looked down. Priya noticed this and gave him a cheeky smile. Jerry returned the smile back but blushed, somehow, he felt ashamed of getting caught checking on her. “My God she has beautiful breast,” he thought. Priya’s nipples were hard from the fresh water. She felt so revitalised and started to paddle inviting Jerry to join. Jerry was fixated on Priya’s amazing body; her back was a dream for him. He needed to get to the water and quick before his erection was too noticeable.

Rebecca was uneasy about taking her clothes off and going into the pond, but it looked irresistible, inviting. She felt more uncomfortable thinking what her son would think of her undressing in front of Rob. Rob didn’t think twice and stripped down to his undies and jumped into the pond. Jerry followed.

Before they knew it, the four of them were in the middle of the pond. All smiles, splashing water to each other. Jerry and Priya exchanged inviting looks. Rebecca and Rob gave flirtatious eyes to each other. It was captivating to see them. Grace was fascinated by the four of them. She looked at them the same way she did to the children in the park. She knew she made a good choice…


*****

Escape, the way out

Vic and the regular patrons were sipping warm beer from the kegs when the Boss walked into the pub. They were averaging one keg a day since the beginning of the unexplained events involving the County. Even at room temperature, no one could turn down a free beer. Vic took the precaution to keep all other beverages, including wine, spirits, whiskies, bubbles, and some soft drinks, in a safe location. He was aware that the day would come when desperate individuals would do anything to obtain those drinks.

Everyone turned their heads to the bar’s door when they heard the Boss enter the bar. All went silent when they saw this black and white army commander, guns in hand. They didn’t realise that Nev had entered the bar from the back.

‘Hi there, how can I help you?’ Vic asked from behind the bar. The Boss scrutinised the bar and got everyone on site under his radar.

‘Can I have a beer please,’ the Boss replied. Vic moved to the side of the bar where he kept his gun.

‘It’s not cold, but it is free.’

The Boss focussed his eyes on Vic movements. ‘Free?’

‘Yes, I’m not charging anyone for the beers thanks to the generous kindness of our Mayor.’ The patrons started to laugh and celebrate.

‘Yeah, he got our vote pal,’ someone said. They all laughed.

When Nev became visible at the back of the bar. Again, everyone went silent.

‘What’s this? What are you guys up to? Vic asked. ‘We don’t want any problems here,’ Vic lowered his arms behind the bar.

‘Don’t you worry. We’re just passing by,’ the Boss said, scrutinising the surroundings one more time to make sure there were no surprises from anyone, but keeping an eye at Vic’s movements just in case he tried something. He raised his machinegun with a soft movement of his arms that Vic noticed and understood that that guy was ready to react. “Better not to get my rifle. I don’t have a chance against those guns,” he thought wisely.

‘Where did you come from? You guys aren’t from this part of the world,’ Vic asked as he moved away from his rifle.

‘We walked for days and couldn’t see anyone. We thought this town was abandoned,’ replied the Boss walking towards the bar. Nev was silent, he didn’t know what else he was supposed to do or say.

‘Abandoned? Ha. We can’t get out. The bloody wall is everywhere. How did you come through?’ Vic asked moving back to where his gun was as he saw that that man was a bit more relaxed.

‘Don’t try anything stupid,’ the Boos said to Vic with injected eyes. ‘Where we came and how isn’t important. Where we came from is the same as here,’ the Boss answered as he stepped forward. He knew Vic had a gun behind the bar, as many bar owners did.

‘Yeah, that’s not new pal. We’re all struck here,’ a patron said, and everyone laughed again.

The Boss smiled, but he meant business. ‘We are running out of food, do you have some?’ he asked this time looking at Nev for him to get closer. Nev instantly did so.

Vic looked at Nev before responding. He knew the one in charge was the man asking the questions, so he switched his head back to him. ‘Just enough for a couple of days,’ he said shaking his head. He wasn’t going to share the short supply of food with those strangers.

‘But you have free drinks here,’ Vic offered, facing the patrons.

‘Yeah,’ many patrons exclaimed at the same time and raised their glasses and went back to where they were before. They were too drunk to care about anything else but to continue to drink. The Boss looked at Nev and made a sign to follow him. He picked up the jar of warm beer that Vic just poured and two glasses. They walked to a table near a corner.

Nev was unsure of what would come next. ‘What do we do Boss? These guys are going to drink to death or die of hunger,’ he said in a quiet voice so no one could hear him.

‘Yeah, let's have a drink and then we go and look for food somewhere else, it’s pointless to try to get food from them, these guys are too drunk and are too many to handle,’ meaning shooting them.

Meanwhile, the Sheriff was back from Rebecca’s house, and went to pick up Ted and Jason, the two solitary souls with nothing much to do.

When he knocked on Ted’s door, he thought he saw, through the side window, the shadow of two men moving inside. He knew that Ted was single and was always alone, so he was taken by surprise.

‘Hi Ted, who’s with you? He asked Ted when he opened the door. Ted’s behaviour was strange, a bit tense, Ted didn’t allow the Sheriff to look inside his home, he was quick to block the entrance, he was hiding something.

‘No one,’ Ted abruptly responded. The Sheriff noticed Ted was behaving nervously, gulping, and swallowing saliva. ‘I’ll be ready in a couple of minutes,’ Ted said standing his back to the door and waiting for the Sheriff to move away from the entrance. It was obvious for the Sheriff that Ted didn’t want him to look inside his place or enter as he did many times before. He was hiding someone, but whom?

The Sheriff moved backwards as Ted entered his house. ‘I’ll be waiting in the car,’ he said trying to look over Ted’s shoulder, but he blocked his vision. The Sheriff stepped backwards, turned around and walked to his car. He listened Ted’s door closing. “He’s hiding someone, I know it,” he presumed inside his car waiting for him to come out. “Who can it be? And why, why he doesn’t want me to see who is inside?”

The drive to Jason’s house was quick, as he didn’t live far from Ted’s place. On the way, Ted was quiet, avoiding any eye contact or conversation. “I have enough issues for me to find out who Ted is hiding and why. Fuck him,” Sheriff O’Connor thought.

The Sheriff knew, even before Priya told him her detailed account of what happened in the last days, that these out-of-town guys could only bring problems to his town.

On the way to Jason’s house, Sheriff O’Connor told Ted that he would explain the reason he was picking them up after they pick up Jason, so he hasn’t to repeat himself. Ted moved to the back sit when they arrived.

The Sheriff knocked on Jason's door who knew straight away that something was going on for the Sheriff and Ted to show up at his house. He opened the door and before he could tell him about Mary’s visit to the station, the Sheriff asked him to get ready to go to town, turned around and walked back to his car not waiting for any word from Jason. Jason went inside and two minutes later he came out.

As Jason sat in the front seat, he said hello to Ted and aimed to tell the Sheriff about Mary’s visit. He wasn’t sure if the Sheriff read the note he left in his office. The Sheriff didn’t.

Jason started to talk but he was interrupted by the Sheriff. ‘We might have a tough time ahead of us. They're two heavily armed guys in town. They killed the Gilliard’s.’

‘What? Rony and Phil?’ Ted asked, he couldn’t believe what the Sheriff just told them. Jason was speechless, he dealt with Mary just the day before and now he found out that her family were dead.

‘And John,’ the Sheriff added, looking at Ted in the rear-view who was shaking his head.

‘Fucking hell,’ Ted swallowed his saliva nodding his head. ‘I can’t believe the Gilliard’s are dead. First Tom and now his brothers and his dad are dead. Fucking hell. Is the Mrs still alive? you know who I’m talking about’ he asked.

‘Yeah, she’s still alive, I think,’ Jason said and paused and took a deep breath before continuing. ‘She came yesterday to the station looking for her husband and two sons. She was worried that something bad could had happen to them as they didn’t return after collecting their goods for the week and found their car sideways on the road. She came to the station with two servants that I had never seen before,’ he added, fired up by the news. He couldn’t sit still, moving forward and backwards in the front seat. Ted also couldn’t be still moving and turning around. After a brief pause, ‘What the fuck happened to them?’ Jason asked.

‘I can believe the entire family has been killed,’ Ted added.

‘They have many enemies. They are bastards,’ Jason stated, then he paused before he added, ‘many would like to see them dead, for sure.’

“C’mon guys, enough of this. We need to find those guys before it gets worse. What I know is that they have grenades, machine guns and pistols. We must be very careful. They’re up to something.’ The Sheriff held tide to the steering wheel and kept an eye on the road ahead. Jason for once sat still and went pensive thinking on Mary’s premonition that something bad happened to her family. She was right.

‘Where are they?’ Jason asked after a long pause. He was digesting the news.

‘I saw them walking in town. But they can be anywhere. Open your eyes. If you see anything suspicious on the road, be prepared to shoot. Understand?’ the Sheriff warned.

‘Yeah,’ both responded in unison and positioned their rifles through the windows ready to engage if necessary.

While in the forest, after having a very refreshing swim in the pond, Grace offered fresh fruit to Rebecca, Jerry, Rob and now to Priya, the newcomer.

‘Wow, this is delicious,’ Priya said, enjoying the juicy peach. ‘I’ve never taste something so nice and juicy in my life,’ she said, juice dripping from her lips.

Everyone laughed. ‘What? Did I say something funny?’ she looked at them and to Grace, a bit confused.

‘You’re a good soul,’ Grace said and winked at Jerry, who turned his face as if he disapproved Grace's gesture. Grace smiled. She knew Jerry liked Priya and that she was bonding on him.

‘What are you carrying in those bags?’ Grace asked, pointing at the bags they brought with them.

‘It’s all the food that we could collect. There’s no more food left in town. People are going to struggle to survive,’ Rebecca said, proud of being ready for every occasion.

‘The time of change has come. I know what’s happening in the world,’ Grace said.

‘Did you say the world?’ Rob asked, eyes white open as he was hoping that this phenomenon only affected Belmore and a couple of nearby towns.

‘It’s all over the planet. Too much damage has been done. It's time for nature to revitalise. All the plants and animals know this, but the humans don’t. They lost their close connection with nature. It’s sad. There’s no other way,’ she said in a soft and patronising voice while she looked all around them appreciating the beauty of the colours of the forest and the singing of the birds.

‘Is this for real?’ whispered Priya to Jerry’s ears, who was amazed with everything that she has experienced in the last days.

‘I believe her, what is happening is not normal,’ he whispered back smelling at her neck. Her natural fragrance was captivating. She shivered slightly at Jerry’s advance. She didn’t mind it, she liked it.

‘Yes, it is real,’ Grace said and looked at Priya, noticing the interaction between those two. She was delighted to see them getting alone.

Priya smiled back to Grace and held Jerry’s arm. ‘How did you know what I whispered to Jerry,’ she questioned, now turning her gaze to Rebecca and Rob.

‘There are things we all need to learn. Words are only a medium to communicate.’ Rebecca and Rob smiled at each other and at Priya.

‘Grace, are you telling us that the entire planet is under this mist? That people can’t see any colours? And that there are walls everywhere?’ Rebecca was surprised and intrigued by Grace’s comment. It didn’t land well on her that the whole world was under this incredible mist that stopped people from smelling nature and having colour vision as they used to have. Not to say that it also stopped all possible communications through any known electrical device.

‘Nature works in extraordinary ways. Humans are too busy and careless and continue to damage the planet. They’re all talks but nothing real has been done to protect the planet,’ Grace said when she was interrupted by Priya.

‘But some are trying, there are lots of people working towards having a greener planet. There are hundreds if not thousands of organisations working on making the world a better place,’ Priya exclaimed, sounding anxious at Grace’s statement, her face showed excitement as she spoke, and a pink coloured skin that Jerry couldn’t stop looking at.

‘Hasn’t been enough and it won’t be enough. The damage is beyond the human’s capability to repair the harm done to the planet. It’s getting worse by the minute, not better. There are many vested interests in place with all those organisations that try, and some pretend, to do good, but it’s not enough to protect the environment,’ Grace paused then continued. ‘There is hope. Life will continue but not as we know it. I know you’ve been trying Priya, I can see that in you. But it’s not enough, time has come for nature to protect itself,’ Grace told them. The four of them were mesmerised at her narrative.

‘You speak as nature has the intention and found a way to destroy the world as we know it,’ Rob said questioning Grace’s last comment.

‘If not, humans will continue to destroy the planet beyond repair,’ Grace responded.

‘How do you know all of this if you live here in the forest, you are isolated from the world?’ Rob asked.

‘As I mentioned before, I don’t need the words. Nature finds a way to communicate with all creatures that are open to listen, that are open to read and understand the signs nature gives us. It’s plain and simple, we must care about the environment, and care about each other. Not destroy it.’ Rebecca was reflecting on Grace’s words nodding in agreement with what she had said.

‘But cities grow and there are more people every day, there’s no stopping this over population,’ Jerry added, feeling excited at Priya’s warm hand on his arm.

‘Of course, but nature always gets the right balance, it always does, and it will.’

‘Are you saying that this is a cycle in human existence?’ Priya asked. ‘Has this happened before?’ she asked.

Grace looked up at the sky before she responded. ‘The planet has never encountered anything like this before. The level of destruction created by us, humans, has never happened before and maybe will never happen again. We need to learn from our mistakes. Nature does. Nature evolves. Nature accommodates to new conditions, but the unbalance created by all of us is not sustainable anymore. Something must be done, and humans are not able to do so. There’s too much in place for humans to take real action and change. It’s too late and nature knows that.’

‘You talk as if nature was a thinking entity, capable of, I don’t know, reprogramming itself?’ Priya questioned Grace.

‘There are things that we’ll never understand but, because we don’t understand them, we don’t have the right to destroy them.’

‘How do we get ahead; how do we move forward?’ Rob asked.

‘We are moving forward, with the help from nature,’ Grace responded.

‘Are we the chosen ones?’ Priya asked.

‘That’s an interesting question. Nature decides that, not me or anyone else. Nature decides which creatures survive, which ones evolve, and which ones won’t. It’s always been the same and it will continue to be.’

‘There’s no place for God?’ Jerry asked.

‘There is a place for God. The question is if God exists? We can certainly believe in God. Any cosmos can be thought of as being consistent with God because science by itself can’t explain it. The Universe has a purpose, but we can’t understand it.’

‘And what about religion? Rebecca asked.

‘Religion not only wants to prove the existence of God but also wants to convince people to follow it, and that’s where the problem with religion arises. The religious people aren’t consistent with their creed. Religious’ beliefs and faith, as they manifest it, is about persuasion, affiliation, fraternity, brotherhood and sisterhood, and salvation. The way to heaven.
All of this is a mind-bending, a narrative that’s hard to understand, very questionable, very doubtful,’ Grace concluded.

‘Is there an answer? Priya asked.

‘The answer is within you. Everyone knows the difference between right and wrong, but few follow the morally good, the right way. Not of their fault, but of the society where we live, the one that humans created, and now it’s the time for change.’

‘Change, you mentioned it a couple of times. Is extermination the change we can expect?’ Rob asked.

‘Absolutely not. Not extermination, but a total new balance with nature. A sustainable and healthy balance on the planet, the way it should be. And there is no definition for this. Nothing is faultless, nothing. We humans decide the way to go. We humans are predominant on this planet, and we’ll continue to be.’

They kept talking and asking question to Grace, at the end, Rebecca, Jerry, Rob, and Priya felt enlightened by Grace’s comments and analysis of what was happening in the world. The way she talked about the state of nature, life, existence and values and beliefs was awakening.

Meanwhile in town, the Sheriff and his Deputies were back at the station.

‘We don't know where these guys are. They could be anywhere. They are dangerous so be prepared to go to extremes for no reason,’ the Sheriff warned his Deputies.

‘Sheriff, how do you know this?’ Ted asked.

‘That’s not important Ted. What’s important is to find them before they kill anyone else, as they have done before.’ As usual, the Sheriff sounded convincing. He was sharp on the orders. Jason and Ted had a blind faith in him, a true leader, above any doubts.

‘Should we knock on doors and ask if anyone has seen them? Jason asked, ready for action. Ted double checked his rifle and handgun.

‘If they’re looking for food, the first place to go will be Pete’s place,’ the Sheriff said. ‘That’s the first place we should check.’

‘But there’s nothing there,’ Jason said, looking at Ted to ensure they were on the same page.

‘Yes, but they don’t know that. Another place to check is Vic’s motel,’ Ted said.

‘That's right. We must stay together. They’re well-armed. It’ll be difficult and dangerous to confront them,’ the Sheriff affirmed, convinced of the dangerous strangers. Jason and Ted both made signs to the Sheriff that they and their guns were ready for action.

The three of them left the station. They had fully loaded handguns and rifles and wearing bulletproof vests.

‘Ted, walk to my right and Jason you to my left. Walk at my pace. Together we have a wider vision, make sure you don’t lose me into the mist. Keep talking,’ the Sheriff instructed. Both nodded and started to walk.

‘Ted, you are now close to that store. Check it out. Jason, come my way.’ They were moving in zigzag checking every shop and coffee shop as they walked down the street.

The scene resembled one of those TV Cowboys series of the sixties. The Tales of The Texas Rangers were the sheriff, and the deputies appeared on the screen walking down the road in perfect synchronisation.

‘There is no one here, Sheriff. The shop is empty and locked.’ The three of them got close to the glass doors. ‘Yeah, it looks empty.’

‘Okay, let's keep walking and checking every premise until we get to the motel.’ They separated like before and started walking down the street. They checked the bank, post office, stores and coffee shops on their way. The pace was slow, but they didn’t leave any premises unchecked.

‘Can you hear that noise? Patrons are inside,’ Jason said as they approached the Belmore Motel. Vic’s supermarket was a couple of blocks down the street. The Sheriff made a sign to them to be quiet as they approached it.

‘Jason, go through the back entrance. Ted, stay here at the entrance. I’ll go inside. Open your eyes and ears. Be careful,’ ordered the Sheriff before stepping into the Motel.

‘Sheriff, what brings you here?’ Vic asked when he recognised his figure entering the motel/bar.  Everyone inside the bar stopped drinking and chatting and looked at the Sheriff. ‘We’re here drinking till we die,’ Vic said. Everyone celebrated the witticism and started chatting again.

‘Have you seen a couple of strangers coming here?’ The Sheriff asked, raising his voice so everyone could hear him. Most of the drinkers raised their eyes but kept drinking.

Jason made an entrance through the back. People turned their faces when they saw him coming in.

‘Do you mean the commandos?’ Vic said, making a tough funny face. Everyone started laughing again.

‘I’m serious. They killed at least three people that we know,’ the Sheriff raised his voice again and looked all around the bar. People went quiet.

Vic put down his drink and started to swap the bar, the Sheriff meant business when he addressed them. ‘They were here Sheriff,’ Vic responded now in a serious tone of voice. He was drunk but he understood the seriousness of the situation.

‘They had a beer and left some twenty minutes ago,’ he said while cleaning the bar with what looked like a kitchen cloth. He turned to the patrons, so they kept silent while talking to the Sheriff.

‘Do you know where they went?’ the Sheriff asked, picking his nose even if he couldn’t smell the usual bar’s smell of beer and urine. He did it instinctively as his eyes adjusted to the condition of the pub. Half empty glasses everywhere, ashes and cigarette buds on tables and on the floor.

‘No, Sheriff. They drank the beer and left; Vic answered now drying glasses on top of the bar as he always did even if they were already dry.

The Sheriff looked around, so everyone paid attention to him. ‘They’re criminals. Don’t engage with them, understand?’ he said in a commanding voice, but he knew that those guys were off limits with their drinks.

All patrons looked down and drank in silence, at least for a while.

The Sheriff and Jason walked out the front door to meet Ted. They looked at how filthy the place was. Trays of dirty cups, glasses and empty bottles were on the tables, something he didn’t pay attention to when entering the pub but now it was very obvious. “Vic and these guys have been drinking for days,” he thought.

Ted was waiting at the front as instructed, he had his handgun in one hand and his rifle in the other, ready for action as he was warned by the Sheriff. ‘Those guys were here but left some thirty minutes ago. They can’t be that far with this mist,’ Jason said looking at Ted that was relaxing his arms.

‘What now Sheriff,’ Ted asked. ‘What now?’

The Sheriff spat on the floor to take out the bad taste off his mouth. Again, he did it instinctively as there was no bad taste in his mouth. ‘Not sure. They may be breaking into houses to steal food. They could be anywhere. Let's go back to the station,’ he said. ‘If they where are the supermarket, for sure they left by now,’ he added.

Meanwhile, after drying in the sun, Grace’s presence made Rebecca, Jerry, Rob and Priya feel at peace. The way she moved, the way she looked at them, her smile, the way that she enjoyed her space was captivating. The wild animals and birds were not scared by her presence, they continued with their own business as if she was part of their huddle, their animal inner circle, in total harmony.

‘Grace, how do we get ahead, how do we survive if the mist is all over the planet, how if we can’t go to places because of the wall and how do we get our colour vision back?’ Rob asked. He kept thinking about Grace's comments from before as he was a practical and analytical person always looking for logical answers to everything that happened in his life.

Grace looked at the sky and focussed on the birds flying around. ‘When people realise that they shouldn’t abuse and waste what nature offers, to make the change that’s needed, that’s when everything will be back to what it should be,’ she answered smiling at the bris coming from the forest bringing a fresh aroma to the group. Every time it happened, they all felt revitalised as if the air brought them new energy.

‘But how do we do it?’ Rebecca asked, following Rob's question.

‘The day of change is near us. Cities will flourish again but not as we know them today. People will live close to nature as they did before. 
I don’t know how the wall was erected. I know why. I don't know where the mist came from. Again, I know why and, when it's gone, the planet will be as before only more balanced.’

‘Grace, it’s hard to understand what you say,’ Jerry said looking and smiling at Priya. Grace noticed how fond was Jerry towards Priya. Sensing their vibes, made her smile. Their connection was obvious to her.

‘It may be, but that's the way it would be. We must make the change now or humans will not be part of this planet anymore.’

‘So, the green movements and naturists around the world were right,’ Priya commented feeling Jerry’s look, and smiling accomplice with Grace.

‘I don’t know anything about green movements or naturists, but I’ll assume that similar to religious leaders and followers, the people involved didn’t achieve the balance needed, so nature is taking care of it. For good,’ Grace responded to Priya’s comment, switching her eyes to Jerry and then back to Priya, who smiled at her glance.

‘Grace. We don’t have the capacity to understand what to do next. Can you guide us?’ Priya pledged.

‘I’m not a leader. I’m a simple woman that lives in perfect balance with nature. I see and appreciate what’s around me, that’s all I do. I respect all that is around me. That’s all I do.’

Priya closed her eyes and inhaled air before addressing Grace again. ‘Yes, but people don’t live like you, they live in cities, they can’t survive like you collecting fruits. People have families, they live in communities, societies, for Christ say, they live in cities and cannot go hunting,’ Priya replied, shaking her head, and turning to the others that were listening to Grace’s and Priya’s interchange of words and thoughts.

‘And they’ll continue to do so. Nature will provide the tools for all of us to survive. Humans will be able to farm and fish like they did before but not damage forests and animals as they’ve done.’

‘And what about technology? What about electricity, computers, and the internet, Artificial Intelligence? Would they work again?’ Jerry asked.

‘I’ve never used them before. I know about electricity but nothing about computers and the internet or Artificial Intelligence, you said. Humans would be able to advance and create things. We have the capacity to do so, but it shouldn’t be done as we did before.’

‘Sounds like we’re going back in time. Not sure how it’ll work with the amount of people on the planet and all the technology that we currently have. I can’t imagine a world without guns,’ Rebecca said.

‘And what about the advances in science, in medicine and healthcare, the hospitals?’ Jerry added.

‘And the other good things created for the comfort and happiness of people?’ Rob added.

Far from feeling overwhelmed by their questions, Grace continued to be calmed. ‘I’m not sure of what humans may or may not need of what we would have after the change,’ Grace continued to elaborate.

‘What do we now, Grace, how?’ Priya asked.

‘Stay with me. You still have some food that you brought. We have fruits and vegetables. We can get eggs and milk. We have plenty of water. We have all that we need for now.’

‘Looks like we're stuck here,’ Rob said.

‘You are free to go if you want too. Please don’t feel that I’m trying to keep you all here.’

‘Oh no, sorry, it was just an expression, Grace,’ Rob was quick to amend his comment.

‘I’m staying,’ Priya said.

‘Us too,’ Rebecca said, holding Jerry to her chest.

‘And me too, I didn’t mean it any other way,’ Rob added.

‘Good, there’s so much we have to do,’ Grace concluded with a big smile to all.

Down in the County, people were panicking about the future and what would happen when they ran out of food. Some decided to stay in their homes while others decided to go to town. Priest Glen started to receive visitors who wanted to stay at the church. They only get “Close to God when Scared” he knew, but he had to accommodate them. Sinners, congregational and non-believers…

Pete, the supermarket owner, and his two sons have more food than any other in the County, but they knew that sooner or later they would run out of it. His two sons had girlfriends that they wanted to bring them to live with them, but he convinced them not to as their girlfriends had families and all town would know what he did with the food distribution.

Doctor Ahmad closed his medical practice; he ran out of medicines and pills to give to the anxious and depressed sufferers. No one was coming to the Doctor’s room. In case of an emergency, he left a note with his home address, only to leave another note at home stating that he could be contacted at the church in case someone needed some emergency treatment.
Before he went to church, he had visited the Priest and arranged for some equipment to be installed as an emergency room, only basic stuff as no electronic equipment would work. He was able to contact the nurse to update her with the latest arrangements, but she didn’t turn up to the church, not yet. Who could blame her.

The old Chief of Emergency Services, Gary, decided to stay at home and wait for the worst. He had only his wife and his daughter that run away many years ago and never heard from her again. He had no other relatives alive nor his wife, only some old friends who rather not visit. He felt tired, with no energy or desire and not interested in what could happen next. The lack of food made him weak. He struggled after the first and only meeting held by the committee. He knew there was no escape to whatever was happening in the County.

When he heard that it was the same at the other side of the wall, he knew it was all over for him and his wife. A phenomenon never seen or heard of before. He had been in so many critical situations, but nothing like this, so he knew that that was out of this world. “See you in the afterlife if any,” were his latest thoughts and discussions with his younger wife, a very conservative woman with a big secret that would take it to her tomb before disclosing it. She didn’t want to hurt her husband, so she decided to stay submissive to him for life. In her mind it was a sin with no forgiveness, regardless of what the priests preached.

After getting to the limit of the city, the Boss and Nev were unsure how to proceed. The empty shops and houses in town, the ones they were able to check, were worthless. No food and no people inside. ‘Boss, we need shelter. This food would last for a couple of days and then what?’ Nev sounded alarmed as they were unable to find more food at the stores and houses that they broke into.

‘We need to do whatever it takes to last longer, Nev. Surely that something will happen that’ll change all of this and hopefully back to normality. For now, let’s visit more houses and see what we can find.’ Nev suspected the worst.

“Why didn't I listen to Priya and leave this guy. Fucking bitch,” Nev thought and regretted not running away like Priya did. Now it was too late to escape. Then, being with the Boss was safer, so he thought. Was it? Or things could go bitter staying with him?

They were at the edge of the town. ‘Nev, this is the last house we can visit. If anyone is at home, I’ll take care. We can stay here and rest,’ ordered the Boss.

They approached the house making no noise that would alert anyone inside. It was an old late 19th century house that had seen better days. The Boss went up the porch and knocked on the front door, always checking the windows for any suspicious movement. ‘Anybody home?’ he asked.

After a couple of seconds an old lady came to the door. She saw this enormous man in uniform standing on the porch.

‘Soulik, Soulik, the army is here, we are saved.’ Soulik, her husband, came to the front door.

‘Are you the only ones here at home?’ the Boss asked.

‘Yeah, we’re all alone,’ Soulik responded.

‘Oh, thank God you came to save us,’ the wife said standing behind her husband.

Soulik had another look at the Boss and looked at his sinister eyes. ‘They’re not here to help us darling.’ He tried to walk back and lock the door.

‘What do you mean? They are here,’ commented the wife, not realising what was going to happen next. The Boss kicked Soulik in the face with the butt of his gun and the old man went down heavily. The wife was petrified looking back at the Boss. She couldn’t understand what was happening.

‘Go inside before I shoot you,’ the Boss ordered.

‘Honey,’ she kneeled to help her husband. ‘Honey, honey,’ as she tried to help him up, but the old man was heavy and in a bad shape, nevertheless he tried to get on his feet. She looked up. ‘You mad man. Who are you? What do you want?’ the woman reprimanded at the big guy that knocked her husband down.

‘My name is Adam, and we want your food,’ the Boss responded before he shot the old man. The wife was frightened, unable to move, terrified by the loud noise of the Boss’s gun. She looked helpless at her man bleeding to death. His partner for sixty years was lying on the floor. Before she could say any other word, the Boss shot again. This time at the wife’s head.

Nev who witnessed the shooting from the site of the house was horrified at the scene. ‘Why did you kill them,’ he confronted the Boss. ‘There was no need. We could’ve taken the food and leave,’ he said.

The Boss turned around and pointed his gun to Nev’s face. ‘Next time I’ll kill you. You do not question my actions.’ Nev felt impotent against the Boss. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said as he retrieved.

The Sheriff and the Deputies heard the gun’s shots.

‘Where did the shots come from?’ the Sheriff asked, pulling his handgun. The Deputies did the same.

‘They sounded from the end of town, Sheriff,’ Ted said.

‘C’mon, get ready, let’s go,’ ordered the Sheriff and hurried them out. Ted and Jason picked up their rifles and walked out the station, the Sheriff followed. He locked the door. ‘Be alert. We’ll walk as we did before, so we have a wider view of the street and houses, he ordered as he stepped to the middle of the street.

At the bar, Vic and the patrons heard the shots. They went silent. ‘What do we do Vic?’ asked one of them.

‘Jim, lock the doors,’ Vic said to one of the patrons as he pulled his rifle from under the bar. ‘If those guys come back, I’ll shoot them. Everyone be silent and alert. We don’t want any surprises,’ he told them.

‘Vic, I can see Ted walking down the road,’ Jim said as he looked out the front door.

‘Is he alone?’ Vic asked.

‘I think so, I can’t see anyone else. Fucking mist.’

‘Is he coming this way?’

‘No, he’s going down the street. Now I lost him in the mist. I can’t see him anymore.’

Nev and the Boss moved the bodies inside the house and locked the door.

‘Look for food and anything else that can be helpful,’ the Boss ordered. ‘We must get out of here. The neighbours must have heard the shots,’ the Boss continued to give orders to Nev that he obeyed without questioning as he was in shock. He couldn’t believe what just happened in front of his eyes.

Nev ran to the kitchen. It was a small house. Not much furniture. Only a TV set in the middle room, an armchair and a sofa with some blankets on top. That’s where Soulik and his wife spend most of their time.

‘This is all they have Boss,’ as Nev showed a small bag of crackers, with some chocolates and cans of food.

‘Okay, let's go through the back door,’ the Boss pointed at the back door of the house.

‘Where to?’ Nev asked.

‘Away from this house. As far as we can but not too far from this shitty town,’ the Boss replied.

One of the neighbours saw Ted walking in front of his house.

‘Ted, Ted,’ he called.

Ted turned around and almost shot him.

Then the Sheriff appeared out of the mist followed by Jason.

‘Oh Sheriff. The shots came from Soulik's house. The house at the opposite corner. We haven’t seen anyone but for sure the shots came from Soulik’s house. Hope he and his wife are okay,’ the man said pointing in the direction of the house.

‘Thanks Marti. Go inside and don’t come out for any reason,’ ordered the Sheriff.

‘Com’n boys. Don’t lose sight of me. Let's go,’ the Sheriff ordered his Deputies.

They walked towards the south corner of the street. Jason had a view of the house.

‘Talk to me Jason,’ the Sheriff said.

‘I can see the front of the house, Sheriff. No one is there.’

“Okay, Ted, come closer towards me. Anything Jason?’ the Sheriff asked pointing his gun 180 degrees from right to left. Ted was doing the same movements. Was a tense moment.

‘Nothing. I’m walking up to the porch.’

‘Okay. You’re at our sight,’ the Sheriff and Ted had now a view of the house.

‘Sheriff. There is something on the floor. Looks like blood,’ Jason said.

‘Check the window. Be careful,’ the Sheriff instructed Jason.

‘Ted, check the other window,’ he turned around and moved his head towards the direction that Ted needed to move,’ as he still was turning 180 degrees guns on hands.

The Sheriff caught up with Jason at the porch. ‘Yeah, looks like blood,’ then he checked the window.

He made a sign for Jason to open the door. Jason tried to turn the nob. ‘It’s locked, Sheriff.’

The Sheriff walked towards the door and kicked it, breaking part of it. Then he jumped against it and entered the house. Keeping his rifle pointing ahead, he walked into the house. He looked down and saw the two bodies.

‘Jason, check if they’re alive.’ Jason kneeled and put his fingers on Soulik’s neck, then the wife.

‘Both are dead, Sheriff.’

Ted entered the house, and he was confronted with the two bodies, people he knew all his life. ‘What the fuck!!!’

The Sheriff made a sign to Ted to follow him as he walked to the adjacent room. He came out and signalled Ted to enter the opposite room as he walked to the back of the house.

‘All clear,’ said Ted. The Sheriff entered the kitchen.

‘All clear,’ he said and relaxed the rifle. ‘No one is here. They must have left,’ he said and walked to the front of the house where Jason was with the bodies.

‘And now what?’ Jason asked.

‘They’re not here. They must have gotten what they wanted and left,’ remarked the Sheriff.

‘What do we do with the bodies?’ Ted asked.

‘Nothing we can do now. We can’t bury them.’

‘Sheriff we can’t just leave the bodies here,’ Jason said.

‘There’s nothing we can do Jason. We must chase these criminals before they kill someone else. We’ll secure the house and go back to the station and let the Priest and the Doctor know about this couple.’

The Boss and Nev were hiding in a barn outside the town. ‘Nev, now we have food for another three days. We should go after the people that crossed the creek, maybe they know more than can help us.’

‘That's a long walk, Boss. We have to go through the city to get to the other side of the road. It will take us all day to find where they live. We aren’t sure where they came from,’ Nev replied, avoiding the boss’s eyes who was eating chocolate and crackers.

‘It can’t be that far away from where we saw their car and, on the way, we may stop and visit some other houses. Do you know what I mean?’ said looking at Nev with depraved and malicious eyes.

‘Yeah, I got the message,’ he responded. “This animal is a black-hearted,” Nev thought.


*****

New beginning

After spending the day with Grace, the four of them were to go back to the County to pass the message to the people. Their time with Grace had been very illuminating with insights into the ways in which humans could be saved. They learned the way that the new life should be shaped in balance with nature. They needed to explain in a broader context the significance of the message from nature. People will be informed and educated to progress in a different way so the planet could survive and not make the mistakes of the past.

The Boss and Nev managed to cross the city without any problems as they didn’t cross paths with no one. They walked for hours till they got to the first driveway out the main road.

Nev was the first to come upon it. ‘Boss. this could be the entrance that we’re looking for.’ They would find out soon enough that it wasn’t.

The Boss squeezed his eyes and asked Nev to stay where he was, not to enter the property, not yet. ‘Yeah. Let's be careful, we don’t know what we are going to find out here. Stay behind me,’ the Boss warned as they walked into the property.

Before getting to the house, a couple of shots were fired into the air.

‘Who are you?’ a male voice asked. ‘What do you want here?’

The figure of an old man appeared as the Boss raised his hands. Nev was out of vision. The Boss whispered to him. ‘Stay behind, they haven’t seen you.’ Nev stood where he was and let the Boss move to the front of the house.

‘I’m looking for a young couple and their son. Please don’t shoot,’ as he continued to walk towards the house.

Nev walked by the side, out of vision, when he came across two cars parked at the side. ‘They aren’t the couple’s, Boss. These aren't their cars,’ he whispered to the Boss. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

‘Shh. Wait there, let me check on this guy,’ he whispered back.

‘Are you alone?’ asked the male from the house, the shadow figure had a rifle and was pointing at the Boss.

‘Yes sir, I’m alone sir,’ he responded, in a strong military voice to sound convincing. The Boss scrutinised the surrounds.

‘Are you in the military?’ What is the purpose of your uniform? The old man questioned. He was confused by the uniform's lack of colour, but he knew from his years of duty that that kind of attire was only worn for assault, for combat.

The Boss stopped as the old man raised his rifle. ‘Yes sir, I am. We’re checking all properties. Do you live by yourself sir?’ the Boss asked, to check if someone was inside the house.

The old man hesitated before responding. ‘No, I have a sick wife inside. She can’t walk. She is very ill.’ The Boss smiled.

‘Do you mind if I approach?’ as he moved forward.

‘Why? Why are you here?’ the old man suspected something wasn’t right.

‘As I said, just checking on the residents,’ and kept approaching the old man.

‘Yeah? Why are you alone? Where is the rest of you troop?’ The old man tested the Boss as he became more suspicious of that man approaching him.

‘Oh, they are on the main road sir. With this mist we must be careful not to lose sight of each other.’ The old man hesitated and after a couple of seconds relaxed his arm at the Boss. The Boss continued to walk towards the house.

The Boss got close enough to the old man who then realised what he was suspecting. ‘That’s not an army uniform, who are you?’ The man tried to raise his rifle, but it was too late. The Boss jumped on him and threw him to the floor. Another gun shot was fired. The bullet hit the side of the porch’s fence. The man was no match for the Boss and shortly after he was disarmed.

‘Ruben is that you Ruben. Are you okay?’ A strong southern accent female voice came from the inside.

‘Shh, or I’ll kill her. Do you understand?’ the Boss warned the old man that nodded back in agreement.

‘Ruben, what’s happening, are you okay?’ the female inside the house asked again.

The Boss pointed his handgun to the old man’s face, his eyes became diabolic, injected with anger. ‘Answer yes,’ the Boss said in a threatening and quiet voice. ‘Is she armed?’ he asked again as he pointed his pistol to the man’s head.

‘Yes darling, all okay,’ the man responded to his wife. ‘She is not armed,’ the man said in a low voice. But she was.

The Boss helped the man to stand up, always pointing his pistol to his head. ‘Don’t try anything stupid, do you understand?’ the man nodded, his eyes wide open, he was frightened.

Nev, appeared out of the mist. The man looked frightened as another commando figure appeared from the mist. He started to tremble, afraid of those two strangers.

‘Please don’t hurt us. Take whatever you want. We are not telling anyone. Please,’ pledged the man.

Nev walked up the three steps to the porch. ‘Who’s in there?’ he asked in a quiet voice.

‘Just an ill woman. She’s not armed,’ said the Boss, still pointing his gun to the old man’s head.

‘Tell her that we’re coming in,’ said the Boss, grabbing the old man from the shoulder.

‘Darling, we’re coming in,’ his voice was trembling. The old man was shaking.

The Boss pushed himself while holding the man in front of him. Nev stood by the door.

‘What’s this, what’s happening? Who is that?’ the woman asked as soon as she saw her husband and the Boss coming through the door.

She realised by the look of fear on her husband that something was not right and from underneath her blanket, raised a handgun and shot in the direction of the Boss. The Boss shot her back in the chest. He was hit in the arm. The man ran to his wife.

‘Darling, darling,’ as he rubbed his wife’s head. She was dead. He turned to the Boss.

‘You bastard,’ and went towards the Boss. One punch was all he needed to throw the man unconscious to the floor.

Nev entered the house. ‘What happened? What the fuck,’ Nev yelled surprised at the scene.

‘The woman shot me Nev. It was in self-defence. And she hit me, look,’ as he showed his arm. Nev stood angry before realising it was an old woman in a wheelchair lying dead. Next to her on the floor was the old man unconscious. He couldn’t believe what just happened, another killing, it was an innocent old woman lying dead.

‘Look for something to stop the bleeding. There must be some first aid kit or something in the bathroom,’ the Boss standing next to Nev instructed. Nev looked at him in frustration and walked to the bathroom.

Seconds later he came back with a towel, a bottle of alcohol and a bandage.

‘Here, this is all I could find. What are we going to do with this man? Are you going to shoot him as well?

The Boss just looked at Nev and said nothing as he rolled up his commando jumper sleeve and poured alcohol to his wound. Then he cleaned with the towel. ‘Help me put the bandage on.’

When the man woke up, he saw the two guys sitting in front of him. He saw his wife dead in her chair.

‘Sorry that this happened. It wasn’t our intention to hurt anyone,’ Nev apologised.

‘You said that she was unarmed, but she shot me, it’s your fault. What did you think was going to happen?’ the Boss incriminated the poor old man who was crying.

‘You killed my wife, you killed my wife,’ the old man yelled as he stood up and walked towards his wife's body.

‘We’re sorry man,’ Nev said again as he approached to console him. The old man turned to face Nev.

‘We’re good people, we are old, we don’t hurt anyone. Why did you kill her?’ as he tried to jump and get to the Boss. Nev stopped him and the old man started to cry on his shoulders. ‘She’s all I had, why, why?’

Nev felt sorry for the old man. The Boss didn't move at all, he kept holding his injured arm.

‘C’mon man. Let me help you. It wasn’t our intention to be here. I’ll help you to carry her,’ his face was full of anger and frustration towards the Boss.

‘No. You don’t. We have no time to waste,’ the Boss said.

‘Try to stop me,’ Nev confronted the Boss, looking at him with defying eyes.

Nev stood firm at the Boss, then he turned around and approached the man and tried to comfort him. ‘He killed my darling. I’m going to kill him.’

‘He is a dangerous man. Let's take care of your wife. C’mon,’ Nev said as he held the old man in his arms. Nev’s eyes were watered, he felt sorry for the man, his voice was broken and apologetic at the pain of the old man.

The old man rubbed his dead wife’s head. Next, both carried the wife’s body to the back room of the house. From the window, Nev saw the family cemetery that became uncovered from the mist. Nev focussed his vision. It looked creepy, then he walked to the back door and opened it and walked towards the tombstones. Nev looked at the other graves. The names of what he assumed belong to the parents of this old couple were visible. Almost all of those people were dead before the 1950's. The Boss stayed inside drinking a bottle of bourbon he found in the kitchen.

Nev picked up a shovel and started to dig a hole in the ground. After a couple of hours digging, he was exhausted, sweating from head to toe. The old man was next to his wife’s body while the Boss continued to drink at the front of the house. Nev took the opportunity, when he saw the Boss enter the toilet, to pass the man the pistol that he was hiding all this time.

The man pocketed the gun and thanked him with a gentle gesture. ‘Rest in peace my love. I always adored you. Soon I’ll be at your side again,’ were the final words from the man before they walked back to the front of the house. Tears flowed from Nev's eyes. He dried them before the Boss looked at him.

‘We have to go,’ the Boss said, not looking at the old man.

‘I’m going to the toilet,’ Nev said. As he walked to the bathroom, he looked at the man’s eyes. The old man understood that this was his opportunity to kill the Boss.

Nev was looking at himself in the mirror questioning how he got to this point in his life when a gun shot was heard. He closed his eyes, pursed his lips and walked back to the family room.

The old man was lying on the floor, still breathing. The gun next to him.
‘Surprised?’ the Boss asked. Nev didn’t understand what happened. He looked at the Boss and then back to the dying man.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘You fucking bastard. How did this man get a gun, eh? How?’ the Boss yelled at Nev pointing his gun at him.

‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’

‘The gun. How did the man get a gun?’

‘I don’t know. What? Why are you looking at me like that? Do you think I gave it to him?’ he said, challenging the Boss.

The Boss was pointing his gun to Nev ready to trigger it. He hesitated. He wanted to shoot Nev, but not now, he needed a helping hand to keep going. He needed him.

‘Swear to God that I’ll kill you Nev if you try it again,’ he threatened him.

‘Try what again? To kill you? I could do it at any time you fucking bastard. Half the time you can’t see me.’

The Boss was furious. ‘Let's get out of here.’ Nev helped bandage the Boss’s arm. It wasn’t that bad, the woman’s bullet had an exit orifice, no major damage to that tough guy.

Both left the house. The man’s dead body was lying next to his wife as Nev took the time to carry the old man’s death body so they could be together again.

Once at the main road they continue to walk looking for the couple’s house.

‘I hope you don’t kill anyone else. We’re looking for the couple and the kid. They know something they’re not telling us. It’s our only card to survive,’ Nev said walking up the road.

‘I give the orders here. Do you understand? Do you have any problems following them?’

‘This isn’t the army, and if it was, your soldiers are all gone.’ Nev was playing with fire, and he knew it. He was sweating profusely, and his body temperature was skyrocketing. He never felt so much anger in his life.

The Boss cocked the gun, he pulled the bolt to the rear of his gun. ‘Are you done?’

‘Yes, I am,’ he challenged the Boss who was ready to kill him, but Nev knew he needed him alive if he wanted to find the couple and the kid. Nev’s heart was pumping high, he felt it in his chest, in all his body.

The Boss put the bolt back down, then slowly pulled the gun down looking at Nev in the eyes. “I’ll kill you later, fucking useless,” was the furious thought in his mind. Nev somehow got the message. It’ll be him or the Boss. From now on, he’ll be on the alert to any move from the Boss.

Meanwhile, at the house, Rebecca, Jerry, Rob and Priya felt revitalised. The time spent with Grace stimulated them. Rebecca got clean sheets and dropped them on the couch. Rob looked at Jerry. He blushed out, turned around and walked to his room. Priya saw the scene and smiled not looking at anyone, but she fantasised about Jerry. She knew he was going through puberty and for sure she was in his daydream thoughts because of the way that he looked at her in every opportunity he had. Without realizing, Priya felt seduced by the idea of being seduced.

‘Rob, you’re back to the shed,’ Rebecca said as she threw a pillow and sheets his way and smiled at him and looked at Priya signalling that the couch was for her.

Rob wasn’t impressed but didn’t protest, he understood the situation. Back in the shed, he was so relaxed that he fell asleep in no time. Jerry did the same while Rebecca and Priya drank some cold tea and chatted before going to sleep.

The Boss and Nev entered the next driveway they came across in the hope that it was the couple’s house. They separated so they could have a wider vision of the property and the entrance.

‘Boss,’ Nev called him. ‘That’s their car, this is the place.’ The Boss signalled Nev not to move as he got closer to Rebecca’s car.

‘Yeah, we’re in the right place. Look there’s a shed there, go and check it. I’ll walk to the front,’ the Boss ordered and signalled Nev to go to the shed.

‘Okay,’ he whispered and disappeared into the mist.

Rebecca was having a second cup of tea when she and Priya heard a knock on the door. ‘Shh, someone is at the door. Don’t say anything, go to my room, at the end of the corridor, the one on the left, Rebecca instructed Priya.

Priya did so. Rebecca walked to the door. ‘Who is it?’ She was confused that someone was knocking at their door and that they didn’t hear any car approaching her house.

A male voice was heard. ‘Please open the door, I’m from the Army. I’m lost and walked up your driveway. I need your help.’

Rebecca hesitated but opened the door and found this big guy dressed as a commando with a bandage around his arm.

Rebecca blocked the Boss’s vision by walking towards the porch. How can I help you?’ The Boss moved backwards and inclined his body pretending to be tired and in pain.

‘Are you hurt?’ she asked as she approached the man. The Boss looked as if he was returning from battle. All sweaty, unshaved, she could see what it looked like dirt in the face of this stranger and a darker tone of grey in his eyes. Rebecca got closer to the Boss as he looked as being in pain, he bent forward and held his stomach and grumbled something ineligible.

In a split second, the Boss surprised Rebecca and held her from her neck despite being bandaged and pointed his gun to her head.

‘Where are the others, your partner and the kid?’ he asked, threatening Rebecca who was in shock. ‘Don’t try anything stupid, do you understand?’ The Boss turned Rebecca and now was holding her from behind. Rebecca could smell his sweat and body odour that was unpleasant, his breath smelled of tuna.

Rebecca was confused. “How did this man know about Jerry and Rob?”

‘Who are you, what do you want?’ she managed to say gasping in horror at the sight of the Boss reflected in the house side window. The dark figure of the Boss was frightening.

‘Where are they?’ he yelled as he squeezed his arm around Rebecca’s neck. She struggled, she just managed to catch breath.

‘My son is inside, and Rob is in the shed,’ her voice sounded painful, her neck was hurting.

‘Call your son. Don’t say or do anything stupid or I’ll kill him.’

‘Jerry, Jerry. Come outside.’

Jerry had fallen asleep, but he heard the call from his mum. He opened his bedroom door and walked down the stairs and saw the front door opened. He thought it was unusual, so he walked towards the front of the house. On his way, he noticed that Priya wasn’t resting on the couch.

‘What is it mum?’ Jerry asked and as soon as he crossed the door frame he stopped and got petrified when he saw the man holding his mum.

‘Mum, are you okay? Who is this man? Don’t hurt my mum,’ was all he could say,’ standing under the door frame.

‘Where is the other guy?’ But before they answered, Nev came out of the mist pushing and pointing his gun at Rob.

‘Boss I found him. He was in the shed.’

The three of them turned around and saw Rob’s arms raised with Nev pointing his gun to his back.

‘He was sleeping in the shed. He’s the partner. I found this rope, we can tie them up,’ Nev said as he raised his other hand where he held the rope.

‘What do you want?’ Rob asked the Boss that had his eyes on him. The Boss was scrutinising Rob as he did whenever he encountered any stranger to identify any possible weakness or danger. He always focussed on the eyes to see if the men were tough or not.

‘Shut up.’ The Boss pushed and let Rebecca go. With a sob of despair, she threw herself on to Jerry. ‘Don’t move or I’ll kill you all.’ Rebecca broke down and started to sob.

‘What do you want? We don’t have much food if that’s what you’re after,’ Rob said looking at Rebecca and Jerry’s eyes wide open, his face constricted.

‘Silence. I’ll ask the questions here,’ the Boss’s voice was sharp.

‘You’re the man from the other side,’ Jerry said when he recognised Nev.

‘Shut up I said,’ the Boss yelled and pointed his gun to Jerry’s head.

‘Don’t hurt him,’ Rebecca said trying to protect Jerry with her body.

The Boss turned around and kicked Rob in the stomach. He bent forward in pain, short of breath.

‘Put your hands in the back,’ he ordered Rob who was in pain. ‘Nev, tie him up,’ he ordered. Nev did so with the rope found at the shed.

The Boss pulled up Rob and pushed him towards Rebecca and Jerry. ‘Is someone else here?’

‘No, there’s no one else here,’ Rob responded.

‘Let’s go inside,’ the Boss ordered as he looked through the side window. He couldn’t see anything suspicious.

Jerry was the first to enter the house followed by Rebecca and then Rob. Nev stood at the front door. The Boss eyed the room. Nev did the same but didn’t go inside.

‘Where did you go? Tell me,’ the Boss asked pointing his gun to Rob.

Rob was confused, he didn’t understand the Boss’s question. ‘What do you mean?’ Rob responded. The Boss kicked him again in the stomach. In pain, Rod bent forward again.

‘I said, where did you go?’ this time he yelled looking at Rebecca and then at Jerry.

‘We went to town to collect our food,’ she responded. She was now more self-controlled after the initial scare.

‘Bullshit. You drove the other way. We saw you.’ Nev was static at the step door not saying anything, just looking at the scene. Then he went two steps backwards not knowing what to do. It was too much for him. He didn’t want more killings. He was struggling.

‘What do you know that you’re not telling us? Do you know how to escape from this mist?’ the Boss asked them, switching looks and waiting for an answer from any of them. He didn’t realise that Nev was off the scene, outside the house on the porch.

‘We’re stuck here like anyone else. We can’t get out,’ Rebecca answered.

‘You’re lying. You have plenty of fruit in your car. I saw it. Where did you get it from?’

No one responded. ‘I’ll kill him.’ The Boss moved to Rob’s back and pulled his head up. He raked his gun.

A loud shot was heard, a sordid shot that froze Nev.


*****

Interrogation part 2

Juana and Pablo left the Gilliard’s mansion unsure of what to do or where to go. They tried several times to get to señora Mary, but they got no responses. When leaving, they tried for the last time and, after knocking her bedroom, an agonising pledge “Go away. Leave. Try to survive,” was all they heard.

Juana left a tray of food and a jar of water before leaving the house. They were scared to death to take one of the cars as if when señor John or the twins were back, they would get in trouble for taking the car without their permission.

They decided to drive away from the town as the conversations they heard between their patrons were only bad news. They heard that the city was being vandalised and that the murderer that killed señor Tom was on the loose.

They drove not knowing where they were going to land but anything away from the house was their best chance to survive. They drove all the way to the wall.

When at the wall, Juana didn’t want to step out of the car, she was too scared and felt more secured inside the car. Pablo inspected the wall but never got too far as he wasn’t going to leave his Juana alone in the car.

‘What is it?’ Juana asked when Pablo returned to the car.

‘It’s the wall of the diablo. It is like a rock but different. Has a noise, a vibration, like if it’s alive. We better get out of here Juana,’ Pablo sounded nervous. Juana crossed her chest and started to pray in Spanish.

They drove down the main road, this time in the direction of the city when they heard the shot gun.

‘Ave Maria purisima. Pablo, that was a gunshot.’

‘Yeah, it was. Should we go and check what is happening?’ Pablo asked as he already made his mind to check it out.

‘Are you crazy? They could be bandidos killing people and stealing their food, Pablo.’

‘We need to stop Juana, we don’t have gasoline, I don’t know how far the city is and what we’re going to find there.’ Juana didn’t want to listen, she continued to pray, turning her head on him.

After driving a while Pablo knew they weren’t going to make it alone. ‘I don’t know Juana, but we alone are not going to make it. We have food for three or four days and then what. Did you leave some food for señora Mary?’

‘Of course I did Pablo, but you know, señora Mary had all these pills next to her bedtable and who knows what they do to her, she always stammers after taking many pills. I think she doesn’t want to live. She lost everyone. She didn’t have time to unwind señorito Tom’s death and then the rest of the family disappeared. That’s bad Pablo, very bad,’ she sobbed.

‘We don’t know what happened to señor John and the kids. They never came back from the supermarket and their car was abandoned. That’s not good Juana. There was blood. Maybe they are dead.’

‘Pablo!!! don’t say that. God is going to punish you for saying these silly things.’

‘They are dead Juana. I can feel it and also señora Mary. Hope God has them in their kingdom.’ Both made the sign of the cross.

Pablo stopped the car. ‘Look, there is a driveway. We should investigate.’

‘I’m not sure Pablo. I am scared. Who knows what we are going to find up there,’ her panic eyes troubled Pablo, but he knew there was no other way if they wanted to survive.

‘We don’t have many options, Juana. We need help. C’mon Juana, let's go.’

Pablo parked the car on the side of the road. ‘I’ll hide the food behind that rock Juana. If something happens to either of us, or if someone finds the car, we know we still have some food there.’

‘Ay Dios mio. Don’t say things like that Pablo.’

After hiding the food, Pablo went back to the car. Juana was a sea of cries. She held her before pulling her out. ‘Okay. Ready. Let's walk up the driveway, be silent.’ Both started to walk up to the house but not through the driveway, but on the side just in case there was danger ahead of them and needed to hide. Juana was visibly shaken and upset. Pablo wanted to show composure but shivered at the unknown.

‘Look there's a car and a shed Pablo,’ Juana said pointing her finger to the grey shadow that just came visible from the mist.

‘Yeah, I can see them. Be quiet.’ They walked ahead.

All of a sudden, a man came running down the driveway. It took them by surprise. They froze. The man had a gun in his hands. He stopped as soon as he saw those two people and pointed his gun at them.

The man hesitated and continued to run down the driveway not saying a word. It was Nev.

‘Ay Dios mio. Who was that?’ Juana asked.

‘Don’t know. He looked very distressed and agitated. He’s frightened as if he has seen the Diablo Juana.’

‘He had a tormenting look, Pablo. That man has seen very bad things.’ They continue to walk.

Then out of the mist, the house became visible.

‘Pablo,’ Juana said pointing at the house.

‘Shh. I can hear voices.’ They both stood still not knowing what to do.

Inside the house, Priya held the rifle in shock. The Boss's body was lying down, blood coming from his back head. Jerry was untying Rob. Rebecca was giving instructions that no one was following.

‘There’re people outside,’ Priya said, looking through the open door. She saw Nev running away and then those two figures appeared from the mist.

Rebecca turned around and saw the two people in the driveway. She took the rifle from Priya’s hand who was lethargic and walked out to the porch. Jerry was still trying to untie Rob.

‘Rebecca, be careful,’ Rob said.

Rebecca pointed the rifle at the two figures outside.

‘Stop. Don’t move. Who are you?’ she yelled at the darker figures.

‘Don’t shoot señora, please don't shoot,’ Pablo said. Juana went to her knees and cried. Pablo also started to cry. ‘Please don’t shoot, please.’ They looked and sounded desperate; they were shaking and sobbing. You could see that they were struggling. They were holding each other, shaking not knowing what to do or what was going to happen to them next.

Rob appeared on the porch and saw the scene. He approached Rebecca from behind. Rebecca stood immobilised; she was frozen pointing the rifle at those people.

‘It’s okay, give it to me. It’s okay,’ as he gently took the rifle from her hands. Rebecca didn’t let it go but little by little turned her head towards Rob and started to sob on his shoulders.

‘I was going to shoot them,’ she sobbed.

‘It’s okay, it’s all over,’ he gently said, keeping an eye on the strangers kneeling down.

Jerry was inside hugging Priya and then he moved her away from the living area into the back of the house. Just minutes before, when the Boss arrived, and Jerry came outside of his room, he showed Priya where the rifle was and put his finger to his lips singling Priya to be quiet. Priya took the rifle and stayed inside. The Boss and Nev didn’t know she was hiding in the house.

‘Who are you?’ Rob asked this time.

‘My wife Juana and my name is Pablo. We work at señor John and señora Mary back in their house. Please don’t shoot us, we don't know what is happening. We are good people. We don't understand what is happening, señor.’

‘Which house again?’ Rob asked.

‘They work at the Gilliard's,’ this time Rebecca answered more composed.

‘Yes, we do señor. With the Gilliard’s, they are our patrones.’

‘So why are you here?’

‘Something very bad has happened to the family. We are driving around, and we don't know where to go. With this mist we don’t know where we are señor.’

‘It’s okay Rob. They are afraid. They look like good people. They must be from the other side of the border,’ Rebecca said after gaining some calmness after everything that they been through.

‘Mexicans?’

‘Yeah.’

Rob whispered in Rebecca's ears. ‘There’s the body of that guy in the living room. What do we do?’ She didn’t answer.

‘Why did you come here?’ Rebecca asked the two strangers.

‘We drove the car and found a wall, so we drove back towards the city, I think, but we ran out of gasoline. We saw this driveway, so we just came up.’

‘And we heard a shotgun señora,’ Juana said. ‘And a man was running out as if the diablo was following him,’ she added.

‘Okay, we can talk later. Do you have any arms?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Oh no, Dios mio, no señora,’ Juana responded, she sounded scared but sincere.

‘No, no señora, we don’t have arms. We don’t know how to use them. Never, never used a gun señora,’ Pablo reaffirmed in an honest tone of voice.

‘Where are your patrones, where are the Gilliards?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Something very bad happened to the familia, señora. To all of them, including señora Mary,’ Pablo answered.

‘What do you mean by that?’ Rebecca asked again.

‘Something bad, señora,’ Pablo took a deep breath as he was getting calmed. ‘Señor John’s car was down the road. They had an accident. There were bullet holes and blood in the car and señor John and the two kids are missing.’

‘That doesn’t sound good,’ Rob said.

‘And what about Mary Gilliard, where is she?’ Rebecca asked.

‘We left her at the house. She was in pain. I believe she doesn’t want to live anymore. Not after all that has happened to her. First señor Tom was killed and then her husband and the two twins are missing, maybe they are dead too,’ Pablo responded.

‘Pablo don’t say that. You don’t know,’ Juana said looking at him with accusing eyes.

‘Okay. We’ll give you some water and we can talk about it later,’ Rebecca said knowing that these two were desperate and afraid not understanding what was happening all around the County.

‘We can’t, we have that body in the house,’ Rob whispered to Rebecca’s ears.

‘They look like good people,’ Rebecca whispered back.

‘But.’

‘No buts. Trust me. Let's deal with the body first. We’ll put it in the shed.’

‘Okay, I’ll go inside and move it with Jerry. You make sure they don’t look at it.’

‘Okay, go ahead. I’ll bring them from the back,’ as Rebecca approached the couple and signalled them to follow her. ‘Come, follow me. We have some water for you,’ Rebecca moved them away from the front of the house.

Juana and Pablo looked at each other and then followed Rebecca. Rob walked towards the front of the house. When he entered, the Boss's body was lying in the living area but no signs of Priya nor Jerry.

‘Jerry,’ Rob shouted.

‘I’m here, in my bedroom,’ Rob went up the stairs.

‘Jerry, I need your help,’ he said as he opened the door and found Priya and Jerry hugging. Priya was crying in Jerry's arms.

‘We don’t have time for this,’ he said, looking at both. ‘I’m sorry but Jerry, you need to come with me. I need your help.’

‘Can you see? Priya just shot a man. She killed a man,’ Jerry’s voice was soft as he gently rubbed Priya’s head.

Rob approached both. ‘It was the right thing to do Priya. I know it's hard and I’m sorry but, you saved our lives. However, now I need you, Jerry,’ as he urged Jerry to follow him. ‘We have another two people downstairs,’ he said. Priya pressed her body to Jerry’s. ‘It’s okay, they are not bad people. Jerry please, follow me, we must move that body to the shed.’

Rob and Jerry went downstairs and wrapped the Boss’s body in the stained carpet and pulled it all the way to the shed.

While this drama was revolving at Rebecca’s house, the Mayor was planning what to do next. They had enough food for three max four days and then what? How would they survive? He needed to do something and soon. His wife was depressed, she didn’t want to get out of her room, and his daughters were somehow distant from him.

‘I’m going to town to talk to the members of the committee, we need to do something about our supplies, it’s been more than three weeks and we’re getting nowhere,’ he told his wife.

‘Okay darling, do whatever needs to be done. Anyhow, you always get what you want,’ Lucinda answered, sounding disinterested. He thought she was passive aggressive and for no reason. He was trying to help.

‘What do you mean by that,’ he asked approaching his wife that was sitting in the bed wearing a nightie that she had been sleeping on for the last four nights, something she has never than before as she was very meticulous about not wearing pj’s for more than two days.

‘I mean that, that you always get it right,’ she said, not looking at him.

‘Are you being sarcastic?’ he tried to get her attention, but she kept gazing at the floor.

‘You are the Mayor, the powerful man of the County, not counting the Gilliard’s, of course,’ Lucinda said, balancing her head from side to side and mocking a face and grimace in disguise.

‘I don’t like what you’re saying Lucinda, I try to do the right thing for our family, and…’ he was interrupted by Lucinda’s loud voice.

‘Just go, I don’t want to talk. Just go,’ as she raised and started waiving her hand showing him the bedroom door in a clear message to leave her alone.

‘You’re not the same since the Sheriff talked to you and the girls. Is there something I need to know?’ He confronted his wife stepping forward and standing in front of her.

‘What do you mean by that?’ Lucinda got angry and raised her eyes to face her husband.

‘I mean since that day you hardly come out of your room. The girls need you.’

‘They are fine, they are grown up girls. It’s this confine we are in,’ she nagged at him.

‘What the fuck? we’re dying here, everyone is dying. There’s no food, things will get worse, and you are just sitting in your bed for Christ’s sake,’ he raised his voice out of frustration.

‘Oh, c'mon. Leave me in peace. Just get out. I don’t want to talk anymore,’ she yelled back glancing at him.

‘Chances are we’re not getting out of here; don’t you realise what is happening? We’re disconnected from the rest of the world, the world as we know is inaccessible,’ he got grumpy.

Lucinda lost it. ‘Get the fuck out of my vision. I don’t want to talk to you. I don’t want to see you. I don’t love you anymore, get out,’ she yelled, her eyes irritated with anger, something very unusual on her, fixated at him. If looks could kill, that was one.

The Mayor walked out the room and slammed the door. The words resonated in his mind. His two daughters were in the corridor listening to their argument.

‘I don’t know what is happening to your mother, she is unrecognisable,’ he said as he walked down the corridor and down the stairs. The daughters look at each other, they couldn’t believe what they just heard and witnessed. Their father always kept composure, at least at home.

‘What’s wrong with mum? She isn’t the same. Did something happen with the Sheriff? Jenny asked Lynda who shocked her head and shrugged. ‘She is not the same,’ she added.

‘I don’t know, lately she has been so distant from all of us, always working on her project with Tom,’ Lynda said shaking her head and holding her sister’s hand.

‘Yes, she is secluded, out of her way, always in a hurry, always going to work at her office,’ Jenny said. ‘Work, work, work, that’s all she does,’ she added.

‘Do you think something wrong happened with Tom? I mean with the Gillard's?’ Jenny asked.

‘I’m not sure, Tom didn’t want to talk much about the project. Sometimes I felt he was also a bit distant, but he was the one that proposed me to run away from everything, before he was killed.’

‘Do you think mum or dad had something to do with his death? I mean, the Sheriff was asking you both about Tom,’ Jenny questioned her big sister that was always there for her, her bastion, her support since little girls.

‘Don’t be stupid. Mum? Dad?’ she left go her sister hand.

‘I know, I know but,’ her angelical look brought a smile to Lynda’s face.

‘Come sis, let’s find something to eat. I’m hungry. Our parents aren’t the same, not anymore,’ Jenny said and stepped backwards towards the stairs.

‘Yeah, let's. I’ll ask mum if she wants something to eat.’

Jenny went downstairs. Lynda knocked and entered her parent’s room.

‘Mum. Are you okay?’ Lynda asked looking at her mum lying down in bed that resembled an ill sad woman. Lucinda was looking gloomy but forced a smile to her daughter.

‘Yes. Why do you ask darling?’ and sat on the bed facing her daughter.

‘We heard you and dad discussing and we wondered what is happening,’ she asked playing with her fingers, she didn’t know how to approach her unhappy mum.

‘Oh no, it was nothing. Just your dad being your dad, annoying, you know,’ as Lucinda faked a smile.

‘You said that you don’t love him anymore mum. We heard you,’ Lynda pointed.

‘This lonesome is getting the worst of everyone darling. It's worse than the Covid lockdown. The mist, the wall, no electricity, we don’t have food, and your dad is getting irritable. There’s nothing to be worried about. Trust me darling,’ Lucinda said and extend her hand to her daughter.

‘Yes, but you said that you don’t love him anymore, Lynda lowered her eyes and didn’t face her mother, her eyes became watery.

‘I said it without thinking, just words Lynda. I love your dad,’ as she gently rubbered her daughter’s hand trying to comfort her.

But love went out the door many months ago. Lynda knew it and so did Jenny. They noticed the change in their recent cool and detached relationship, and lately behaviour. They knew their parents were pretending but they were much apart than ever before.

Meanwhile, the Sheriff got ready to visit the Mayor's house to interview Lucinda again. His years of practical experience and observation of facts and events, alerted him that something wasn’t correct with Lucinda’s statement. Why did she lie? What is that she was hiding from everyone?

The Mayor drove his car to the city, speeding and driving carelessly. The mist was heavy, even for him who knew the road like the palm of his hand. He was upset by his wife's behaviour.

The Sheriff while driving he mentally prepared how to approach Lucinda and the Mayor. He couldn’t give them any warning that he was coming for a second interview when he crossed paths with the Mayor.

“Fuck, what is he thinking driving like that in this mist,’ he thought looking at his rear-view mirror as the Mayor’s car disappeared into the mist.

“That was the Sheriff, what the fuck. Is he driving to my house? He better not” the Mayor thought as he slowed the car thinking what to do next. “Fuck I’ll keep driving to Gary’s house and deal with this idiot later. We need to do something about the food.”

The Sheriff checked his rear-view mirror waiting for the Mayor’s car to appear at any second but it didn’t happen. He got to Lucinda’s house.

Lynda heard a car coming up the driveway and went to check it from her bedroom window. “The Sheriff, what does he want this time?” she thought.

‘What’s up sis?’ Jenny asked finishing the last chocolate biscuits left, her favourites.

‘Is the Sheriff, he is outside.’

‘The Sheriff? What does he want this time?’ she was liking her fingers away from her sister that found that repulsive, so did she, but being the last chocolate biscuit…

‘Don’t know. I hope he has some good news. Dad isn’t here. I have to change this pyjama. Can you open the door sis?’

‘Yes, I’ll. Look at me, I have nothing under my blouse,’ Jenny said before going downstairs.

‘You cheeky one, he would like that,’ and both laughed.

The Sheriff walked up the stairs and pressed the ring but then realised that it didn’t work so he knocked on the door.

Jenny opened the door. She looked stunning.

‘Hi Sheriff, what brings you here?’ Jenny made sure he noticed her hard nipples as she played it in her mind. She got excited thinking on the Sheriff’s face looking at her. It worked; the Sheriff couldn’t resist looking at her blouse.

‘Hi Jenny, how are you?’ he said, smiling at her, and taking off his hat.

‘Good Sheriff, good. What can I do for you, do you want to talk to Lynda? She is getting ready,’ she smiled at him as she slowly moved her torso from side to side playing with the softness of her blouse. She was aroused.

‘Oh no. No. I want to talk to your mum. I need to ask her a couple of questions. Is she available?’ he sounded apologetic trying not to look at Jenny’s fascinating breast. ‘Sorry I couldn’t give her any advanced notes, you know, no phones,’ as he raised his hand to his ears and mimicked as if it was the phone.

‘Yes, I understand but I’m not sure she will receive you, she hasn’t been herself lately and my dad isn’t here either,’ she said and seductively smiled at the Sheriff who looked at Jenny’s half open blouse. He also noted her hard nipples. For a split second, he lost concentration.

‘Yes, I crossed him while driving here,’ he managed to say but what he was thinking was how exciting Jenny’s teats look in black and white. Jenny knew he was daydreaming, at least for a couple of seconds. Lately, she got that from every man she talked to, young or old.

‘Yes, he left a few minutes ago. Come in, Sheriff, have a seat. I’ll see if mum is well enough to see you,’ she smiled and gave the Sheriff space to move in. He couldn’t smell Jenny’s fragrance, but somehow his brain did it and brought that fragrance back to his nostrils. He could taste it in the back of his mouth as he gulped and played with his tongue.

‘Thanks Jenny,’ he said as he entered the house. As always it looked impressive, even in black and white.

Jenny went up the stairs shaking her body and looked over her shoulder at the Sheriff that was fixated at her figure going up. She gave him a cheeky smile to let him know she was aware of his thoughts. She played in her mind every movement she did. Lynda was coming out of her room and before asking anything Jenny told her that he wanted to talk to their mum.

‘Talk to mum? Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jenny said, fixing her blouse and giving her sister a cheeky smile. Both smiled.

Jenny knocked on her mom's bedroom door before she entered. Lucinda was now sitting in her chair. ‘What darling?’

‘Sheriff O’Connell is here. He wants to talk to you. Should I tell him that you are not well?’ Jenny said looking at her disconsolate mum.

‘Talk to me? Is your father here?’ Lucinda was genially surprised. She thought they were very clear with the Sheriff that he wasn’t welcomed anymore.

‘No, he left. Are you okay mum?’ Jenny put a sad face as she had never seen her mother look so depressed.

‘Yes darling, I’m okay. Just tell him that I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’ll be okay, I’ll get ready.’

‘Okay mum.’ Jenny closed the door and walked down the corridor. Lynda asked in a low voice if she was okay. Jenny asserted and went down to meet the Sheriff fixing her blouse showing her nipples to her sister. Both sisters laughed at each other, they love those seductive games with men.

“What he wants now, why he has to come again?” was on Lucinda’s mind as she looked herself in the mirror. She couldn’t believe the image reflected. Her dark eyes, bony face, messy hair, it wasn’t the Lucinda that she saw any other day. She picked up her makeup, lipstick and the brush and started to fix herself. She got her face close to the mirror and opened her mouth and checked her teeth, they looked so white in contrast with the tone of her face and the entire room. “Bloody lack of colours how is anyone going to fix themselves to look nice without colour vision to get the right contrast. Hell!!!” she thought after quickly brushing her hair. “I don’t want to get dressed, bloody Sheriff,” she exclaimed as she opened her wardrobe to get a blouse and a pair of jeans. “That it’s, I’m ready,’ she turned around to check her butt before leaving the room. “I still have it, she thought as she pulled up the jeans to enhance her silhouette that everyone admired.

Jenny raised down the stairs looking at her breast bouncing up and down. She smiled. ‘Sheriff, my mum will be down in a few minutes,’ Jenny said ensuring the Sheriff had a good look at her. Jenny intentionally was showing him all her splendour.

The Sheriff struggled not to look again at Jenny’s breast. ‘Thanks, I’ll wait here,’ he said smiling at Jenny.

‘Can I offer you a glass of water, or something stronger?’ she said, giving him a seductive smile and walking in circles around him. The Sheriff’s head kept turning around following Jenny’s dance and trying not to look at her open shirt.

‘No, I’m fine, thanks,’ the Sheriff said as he gasped.

‘Okay,’ she said and smiled at him and turned around walking towards the kitchen.

The Sheriff took a good look at Jenny’s figure as she walked away and sat and checked the pictures and trophies on the walls. “They look so unreal. This can’t be normal. Something has happened to our eyes, why will the pictures and the inside of the houses lose colour,” he was mesmerized.

After a couple of minutes, he heard footsteps coming down the stairs. It was Lucinda. He took a good look at her and the first thought to came was about how elegant this woman was. “She is captivating. Can she be the killer?”

‘Good morning, Sheriff O’Connell, how are you today?’ She looked amazing.

‘Good morning, Lucinda, I’m okay and how are you?’ “I have to focus on the investigation,” Sheriff O’Connell reminded himself.

‘Very good sir. Are you after my husband?’ Lucinda’s voice wasn’t friendly, but her face expression wasn’t amiable.

‘Not really. I need to ask you a couple of questions about Tom’s murder. Hope you can clear some things for me, for the investigation.’

‘I thought it was over with us Sheriff. Not sure what else we can do for you,’ she gave him a nasty look.

‘Do you want to talk here, or do you prefer to go to Keven’s office?’ the Sheriff asked, he knew how to get the ball rolling asking open and prove questions. 

‘There’s no one here, Sheriff. My daughters are upstairs. We can talk here.’ The Sheriff last saw Jenny walking towards the kitchen so he wasn’t sure if Lucinda was right, but he decided not to tell.

‘Okay. The last time I asked you about your project with Tom, you stated,’ looking at his notes, ‘that you met him a couple of times…’

‘Yes, I did mention that, why, is there a problem?’ she questioned him with both arms on her hips, looking straight to his eyes.

‘Well yes, I believe that you and Tom were working on a big project and that you met with Tom more than just a couple of times. I believe you met every week, several times. That’s more than a couple of times Lucinda,’ he asked as he raised his eyes to check Lucinda’s reaction.

‘Yes, it is a big project and maybe it took us more than a couple of times, you know, it is just an expression,’ she tried not to give importance to the Sheriff’s question.

‘So then, you meet with him once or twice a week?’ he asked straight forward.

‘I’m not going to accommodate any of your insinuations, Sheriff,’ her answer was sharp.

‘Lucinda, meeting Tom several times for weeks end is not just a couple of times.’

‘Okay, maybe I did, so what. What know, am I a criminal?’

‘I’m not saying that. I need to have a clear picture of yours and his movements till the day that he was killed,’ he pointed.

‘I’m not happy with your questioning Sheriff,’ Lucinda got upset at the inquisitive nature of the sheriff’s questions.

‘Lucinda, I’m not here to make people happy. I’m conducting a murder investigation and on my list of suspects are your husband, your daughter Lynda and you,’ he threw it straight to her.

‘My husband, my daughter? Who do you think you are? Wait till I talk to my husband about your stupid suspicions,’ she emphasised. The Sheriff could see her distress. He was also not having a good time asking those questions, but it needed to be done.

‘Yes, your husband. I almost crashed with him while driving here. He looked very distraught, speeding like a maniac with all this mist around us. Is there something happening here that I should know?’

‘Certainly no. This is over, Sheriff. You’re not welcome to my house anymore,’ her eyes were full of anger, her jaw clenching, her grey pale face colour got darker, and she tightened her fist.

‘Lucinda, I’m trying to make things easier for all. Next time, we’ll interrogate you at the station, so it’s better for you to collaborate with this investigation,’ he was being assertive despite how uncomfortable the conversation turned around.

Lucinda took a deep breath before continuing. ‘What else do you want to know? If I slept with Tom? That's what you are asking me?’

‘Your words, not mine,’ the Sheriff knew that would trigger Lucinda, his years of experience told him that, and maybe something knew would come a float.

‘You are pathetic. Ask me and I’ll tell,’ she crossed her arms.

‘Did you. Did you sleep with Tom?’ he asked with an accusing tone of voice.

‘How can you think that? I’m a respectable woman,’ Lucinda responded. “That’s not a no,” the Sheriff quickly noticed.

‘I know, but things happen, sometimes without thinking,’ he knew he was getting somewhere with his questioning. Lucinda didn’t say a categorical no for an answer.

She ignored his comment. ‘Anything else?’ she asked.

‘What was Lynda’s relationship with Tom?’ He changed his tactic. Lucinda uncrossed her arms and played with her tongue, a clear sign of nervousness.

‘I know they met a couple of times, so what?’ her voice serious, her eyes narrowing, her forehead creased with a line between her eyebrows, not looking at his eyes when she answered that question.

‘Again those words - a couple of times – ’ he pointed while looking at his notes. ‘Last time you said that there was nothing between them,’ as he looked at Lucinda over his notes.

Lucinda didn’t respond. She felt a drop of sweat coming down her back head and scratched it. Her body temperature was rising. Her face was burning, small drops of sweat built up under her eyes. She was losing control. And the Sheriff noticed that.

‘Did Keven know about Tom and Lynda?’ again another straight question.

‘No, he didn’t.’

‘But you did?’

Lucinda when quiet. She was feeling trapped.

The Sheriff continued. ‘Are you saying that you never discussed with Keven about Lynda going out with Tom?’ he asked as he moved his head to the side and raised his hands.

‘No, we didn’t know.’

‘But you just said you knew.’

‘You’re making me dizzy with all this questioning. I’m not feeling well. I have to ask you to leave. Please.’ Lucinda raised her arm and showed the door to the Sheriff. A clear sign for him to leave.

‘Happy to accommodate you Lucinda,’ as he stood up, picked up his hat as he got ready to leave. He got more than what he expected. He knew that Lucinda knew more than what she said. Next, he’ll interrogate Lynda, but it would be at the station.

‘Before I go. I need to ask Lynda some questions, but not now. Can you tell her to come to the station? This afternoon or tomorrow morning will be fine,’ he respectfully said slightly bending his head.

Lucinda opened her eyes, surprised at the Sheriff's request. ‘I don’t think so. I’ll see what I can do, Sheriff,’ Lucinda was sharp, and didn't want to talk with the Sheriff anymore. That conversation was over.

‘This request is official Lucinda,’ he stated and looked into Lucinda's eyes. She avoided his look.

Lucinda went pensive for a second or two before she answered. ‘I’ll ask. You know your way out,’ as she pointed him to the front door. The Sheriff knew that he would have to come back if he wanted to interrogate Lynda. He would.

The Sheriff turned around and walked to the front door. He knew Lucinda had more to tell and if he put pressure on Lynda maybe she would crack down.
But having an affair doesn’t make her a killer, but there was a motive and that is what resolved most cases.

All that time, Jenny had come out of the kitchen and stood close enough to hear the conversation. She was in shock that her mum had lied about meeting with Tom. She knew her mum had several encounters with Tom.

“What did mum lie, they met every week and more than once, what the hell?” she thought. Jenny felt perplexed about her mum and dad not being in a good place, so why not be open about it or there was something else? She wasn’t sure about telling her sister Lynda what she just heard. “Was her mum having an affair with Tom?” that thought came into her mind. “And why did the Sheriff ask if my dad knew? My dad wouldn’t do something stupid like killing Tom, would he?” she thought.

Jenny came out of the kitchen and avoided her mum. She went upstairs to her room, locked it and jumped to her bed. “What the fuck is happening here?” she thought, looking up at the ceiling.


*****

Week four - the beginning of the end

Rebecca, Jerry and Rob with Juana and Pablo arrived at the city; it resembled a ghost town. The city was deserted. The roads were deserted. No stores were open some had smashed doors and windows. There was nobody to be seen. Pablo and Juana nervously looked at the city as if it was from another planet. They hardly ever visited town and today it had a spooky, unsettling image due to the mist and lack of colour. Priya stayed at home, she didn't want to leave the house, she was having troubles dealing with the Boss's killing, and she didn't want to run into Nev.

As they drove through, they passed by the supermarket where the doors were wide open, nothing inside. It had been vandalised. Pete and his two sons abandoned it once the food distribution was completed. There was nothing to protect as nothing else could be stolen.

Rebecca and Rob kept their eyes on the streets to see if they could see anyone, while Jerry had his mind on Priya, his hormones were playing up and he had fantasies about her. Every second minute he had an erection thinking about her. His thoughts on those images back in the pond were playing in his mind. Priya’s touching and fragrances went around and around in his head.

The bank’s office was smashed. Same as the post office. They arrived at the motel. They heard some voices inside, so they decided to park the car to check it out.

Rebecca took a deep breath before fixing her hair. ‘Let’s get out of the car. Pablo and Juana, do you want to come with us, or do you prefer to stay in the car?’ Rebecca asked.

‘Whatever you want, señora,’ Pablo responded. Juana kept quiet, she didn’t say a word since they left the house, she was praying in silence for the souls of Mary, John, and the kids and for the new people they’ve just met. Juana was a true believer in the power of prayer.

Rebecca looked at Rob who made a sign for them to come. ‘Okay, come with us. We should all stay together,’ she said and for the last time, she looked at herself in the rear-view mirror. Rob smiled at her. Jerry was submissive in his own thoughts.

Rebecca opened the front door and that brought Jerry back to reality. ‘What about Rob? Is he going to be okay?’ Jerry asked.

Rob looked at Rebecca and made an uncertain gesture. ‘We’ll see once we’re inside. C’mon follow me.’ Rob rolled his eyes and winked at Pablo and Juana.

The entrance to the motel was macabre. Broken glasses, smashed chairs and tables. Wrecked pots and plants. The floor was wet and sticky. No one said anything but you could see that it was urine and vomit that added to the lack of colour and smell gave it an eerie look, it was revolting.

As soon as they entered the bar, they saw some drunk patrons. Some were sleeping on the tables, others on the floor. There were glasses of alcohol everywhere. No one had cleaned the bar for days.

‘Ssstop there. Don’t move.’ Vic had his rifle pointing at Rob. ‘Put youuuur hands up.’ His voice was bubbling. He was waisted, very intoxicated. He was so plastered that the rifle was balancing in his hands.

‘Vic, put that gun down,’ Rebecca said. Some of the patrons woke up and looked at them but didn’t bother to pay much attention. Some had another sip of their drink and went back to sleep. You could tell that they have been there for days.

Vic cleared his eyes. ‘Iiii said hands up. Youuuu’rrrre a wanted man,’ sketched out Vic.

‘Ay Dios mio,’ Juana said as she grabbed Pablo. Jerry was still, not moving, just looking at the appalling scenario. He recognised some of the patrons but today, they looked like zombies. They hadn’t had a shower for days, were unshaved and their clothes looked dirty.

Rebecca raised her arm to Rob’s chest to protect him. ‘The Sheriff already checked him. He’s okay Vic,’ Rebecca said.

‘Heeee’s the muuuurderer,’ Vic struggled to voice his words and burped noisily and tumbled on his feet. ‘Paaaardon me,’ he said, wiping his mouth as he focussed on Rebecca.

Rebecca took two steps forward towards the bar. ‘He wasn’t here when they killed Tom. You know that,’ Rebecca said, pointing her finger at Vic, her voice firm and sharp, very convincing.

Vic hesitated for a second or two then he lowered his rifle. ‘Okay, what the heck. Weeee’re all dying here,’ Vic said, rolling his eyes and moving his head around to encircle the patrons. His eyes were out of focus darting left to right.

Rebecca paid a close look at the people near the bar. ‘No, we don’t have to. There is a way to survive,’ Rebecca said as she looked from side to side. She realised that there were more people than she first thought including women. A couple of patrons heard what she said but shook their heads and continued to drink.

Vic eyes were blurry, he took a deep amount of air, it looked as he was going to vomit. ‘Get the fuck out or I’ll shooooot all. Geeet out. And take thiiis man with you aaaand don’t come back,’ Vic babbled and raised his rifle.

Rob grabbed Rebecca from behind, he worried that Vic’s rifle could trigger unintentionally. ‘Come on Rebecca. Let's get out of here, before this gets nasty,’ Rob said. ‘There’s nothing we can do for these people, they’re all wasted,’ as he turned his head and raised his eyes at Pablo who nodded back and pushed his wife back to the door.

The five of them walked out of the bar.

‘But we know how to survive Rob. We can’t let these people die,’ she said walking out the door.

‘I know Rebecca. We better deal with the Sheriff and the committee, that’s our best chance to help everyone. Let's go to the Station and look for him,’ he hurried Rebecca out of the motel.

‘Yes mum, Rob’s right. These people are lost.’ Juana and Pablo didn’t say a word, they just followed the group. Rebecca took a deep breath, shook her head and moved forward. Rob was right in that there was nothing she could do to help those people.

When they got to the station it was locked, no one was inside.

‘What do we do now?’ Rebecca asked looking at Rob for comfort.

‘Let’s leave a note to the Sheriff so he could contact us,’ Jerry said.

‘Good idea. Do you have a pen and paper?’ Rob asked.

‘We’ve in the car. My dad always said it was a good idea to have a pen and paper in the car, just in case it’s needed,’ Jerry replied smiling.

‘He was right,’ Rebecca smiled and scratched Jerry’s head.

‘Your father was a wise man,’ Rob added. Jerry smiled back at him. Rebecca blinked her eyes at Rob who smiled back. Pablo and Juana witnessed the scene not saying a word, they just wanted to get out of town.

Jerry went back to the car while the rest waited at the Station’s door. He felt good at Rob’s comment about his father. He hurried back to the station.

He passed the pen and paper to his mother. ‘Here, write something mum.’ Rebecca grabbed the pen and paper and passed them to Rob. ‘You do it.’ Rob did.

Back by the car, they thought it was a good idea if they could visit some of the houses and talk to people, but all the sudden gunshots were heard close by.

‘What’s happening?’ Rebecca asked as he grabbed Jerry. Juana and Pablo hugged each other.

‘This is dangerous, we better get out of here,’ Rob said and signalled all to go inside the car. More gunshots were heard.

Meanwhile Sheriff O’Connell, driving back to town from visiting Lucinda, was uneasy with the developments happening with Tom’s Gilliard murder investigation. “What if Lucinda got somehow involved with Tom and then found out about Lynda and Tom…? That is the most feasible scenario. And the motive to end her relationship and of her daughter could end in the murder of Tom,” he thought.

‘I need to be careful how to handle this with Keven. If it wasn’t about his wife and daughter, he would agree with me that Lucinda is the main suspect,’ he concluded.

“If I’m correct, and I believe I am, I have to involve Lynda to a point that Lucinda will have to speak out and confess. I’m coming back tomorrow,” he ascertained as he doubted that Lucinda would ask Lynda to go to the station.

When the Sheriff arrived at the Station, he found Rebecca’s note. “Why would they need to talk to me so urgently? Fuck, these days if I need to talk to anyone, I have to go to their place. Fucking misses the telephones.’ He entered the station and got into action to plan how to incriminate Lynda so Lucinda would have to confess. “I truly believe that Lynda is not the criminal. I would be surprised if that is the case. Or even Keven. It must be Lucinda. But how can she do something like this. To kill a man? Fuck,” he reluctantly concluded.

Was he right? Or his mind was playing out scenarios to solve the murder?

Meanwhile in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, Admiral Green in command of the Aircraft Carrier USS Gerald R. Ford, couldn’t establish any communication with the other ships part of the carrier’s strike group. In total one air carrier, two cruisers, two destroyers, one frigate and a submarine, were completely disconnected and lost. He knew they were in formation when the mist appeared, and the satellites and all other types of communication systems went down. But then, after four weeks of isolation, he wasn’t sure of where the rest of the squad was. They shot their guns to send signs to the other ships, but nothing was heard back from the other ships.

After four weeks, the Admiral wondered why the other commanders hadn't contacted his mother ship and if they themselves were in a similar circumstance. Two of the ships were capable of conducting offensive operations and firing cruise missiles, but not a word from them.

Under his direct command they sent two boats to search for the other ships just not to see them again. Were they lost, captured or sunken? Nobody knew.

His command officers were escalating the concerns from the more than three and a half thousand men and women on board, including marines, pilots and civilian personnel. They were desperate to communicate with their loved ones on land but nothing, not a single sign of life outside their ship. Many doubted that they wouldn't be able to get in touch with the outside world and tried to go over the lines of command and get to the control and communications boards, before being either arrested or warned. Things on board were starting to get out of control. It’s estimated that the aircraft carrier USS Gerald R. Ford has on board resources to survive for five to six months without the need to have an on-sea replenishment or touch port for resupply. Time was running out.

Back in homeland, the most secure places in US territory were in chaos. No one could get in or out of any bunker. The President was taken to the Presidential Emergency Operations Center, the bunker underneath the East Wing of the White House, that serves as a secure shelter and communications center for the most powerful men and women in the USA Government at that time within the White House compounds.

Air Force One, the presidential aircraft, a Boeing 747-200B assigned to the Presidential Airlift Group part of the White House Military Office, was on high alert but unable to depart. Taxed at Andrews Air Force base in Maryland, near Washington, both the Presidential and Deputy Presidential pilots, Colonel Timothy Brown and Lieutenant Colonel Johnny Tudela were waiting for the President and their entourage to appear at any time, but it didn’t happen. After several days, they abandoned the plane and went in search of their families. Few will make it to their home’s miles away. Just getting out of the base was complicated, the airport was under surveillance 24/7 and getting in or out was almost impossible without the clearance required. At the end, it was an abandoned base as no planes would depart or arrive at the base. Except for the main officers in charge of National Security and their guards, everyone else left the base.

At NORAD, the Command Bunker located in Colorado Springs of the North American Aerospace Defense Command, Lieutenant General Alan Vaucluse was secluded inside the Cheyenne Mountain with his three hundred and fifty personnel unable to communicate with any external sources. The Air Force Space Command, The U. S. Strategic Command, The National Security Agency and more U. S. government defense-related agencies were trapped inside with supplies for months in case of a nuclear attack on the United States, but at this stage, nature played a key role not anticipated by anyone in the world. Their batteries and reserves would last for a number of months but sooner than later they would depend on external factors to continue operations. Without satellite signals, they were disconnected, unsure of the next step to take. This wasn’t a nuclear attack, and they couldn't synchronise any defence on this unpredictable phenomenon that they didn’t understand. Nobody understood what was happening.

In another extremely secure building in the United States, the ADX Florence Prison in Colorado, the Alcatraz of the Rockies, United States Penitentiary Federal Prison, a Maximum Facility and the only federal supermax prison, Warden Andrew Molto was coordinating the custody of the most dangerous inmates in the United States.

Unsure of the next step to take as they were isolated from the rest of the world and located in the middle of Fremont County, a small rural town, he needed to plan what to do with the more than three hundred and sixty of the country’s most high-profile criminals like El Chapo, Mexican kingpin; Ramzi Ahmad Yousef, one of the World Trade Centre bombers; Mamdouth Mahmud Salim, Al-Qaida cofounder; and other serials killers, terrorists, mobsters, cult leaders drug kingpins and those deemed too violent to live among a general prison population. Those prisoners were in isolation 23 hours a day but now it would be for the entire time, as the highly technical equipment would only operate until their reserves ran out, which without the outside support, would be a few months if not weeks. Something never tested for longer periods.

At Fort Knox, in Kentucky, the Home of the Armor Cavalry since 1918, Brigadier General Austin McNamara was worried about the protection of the United States Bullion Depository custodian of the gold reserves of the USA and protected by the U.S. Mint Police under Commander John Blakely.  It was home to more than one hundred and forty-seven million troy ounces of gold with a market value of more than two hundred and ninety billion dollars (more than half the total gold reserves of the United States). The most highly secure vault building in the world and protected by highly prepared personnel, now were questioning where the next meal was coming from. What a debacle.

At that stage, even if it was the most heavily guarded place in the world, they were unable to offer more than armed soldiers to protect the building from any attack. The majority of their sophisticated armament were useless without electricity and internet and satellite connections, something unthinkable till then. It’s the most secure building in the USA and of the world, and then it was isolated like any other building. McNamara knew that it was impenetrable but being completely disconnected from the rest of the USA created uncertainty among their custodians.

And then, he faced even a more immediate problem. Lack of food. “How am I going to keep my troops, their family members and civilians, in total more than twenty-six thousand people, in guard and in their posts if they don’t have anything to eat? No supplies are coming, and we have had almost no food for a week,” was on his mind.

He discussed and planned with Commander Blakely to send personnel in search of supplies but what was available nearby, wouldn’t be sufficient, not even for a day. He knew that he was unable to content anyone that wanted to get out and try to survive by themselves. They had plenty of water but no food. There were babies and children trapped within their compounds. A city within the fort with all the facilities that you could imagine, was a time bomb ready to explode.

At the Pentagon, Defense Secretary Lloyd King faced a similar situation. As soon as the mist appeared and the communications went down, he declared a complete lockdown of the Pentagon. Total immobilisation. But then, there were people leaving every day, every hour. Four weeks was too much for anyone.

At the start, there were many arrests but the volume of people trying to get out was unmanageable. Close to three thousand people were within the compounds of the Pentagon at the time of the lockdown. How to stop them? You couldn’t even see the other winds of the building; the mist was too thick. They had families outside and who knew what was happening to them. No news from the outside. There were talks that the entire city of Washington was surrounded by a wall, something that couldn’t be confirmed. The information came to them by people that came to the Pentagon looking for protection as there was complete anarchy in the streets of the capital city of the United States.

They could hear bombs exploding and gunshots every minute of the day and night. Not sure of what was happening outside the Pentagon. Defense Secretary King was not prepared to let people go. Not yet. They didn’t know that that anarchy was happening in every minor and major city of the world. In small towns like Belmore, in villages around the world, even small communities.

Everywhere, in every corner of the world, people were killing each other for food. The world’s food dependency, from major and minor distributors, came to a stop as soon as the crisis arose. The entire world population of the planet was starving. Millions would die in the first weeks and billions in the following days. Gangs took control of cities and suburbs, but now they were also running out of food supplies. Desperate and unable to control their gangs, it became a war. It was everyone against everyone.

Ironically, what was a credible dilemma and world problem, the possibility of scarce water, wasn’t at the end the real problem. Sadly, it was the lack of food. The big cities quickly succumbed to the short supply of food. People armed with guns went to the streets in search of food for themselves and their families just to encounter violence and vandalism around the corner. With such a short visibility, if you were by yourself, you didn’t stand a chance of surviving. Bad and violent guys were able to get together and form gangs and assault the main supermarkets but that was also coming to an end.

Back in Belmore, when Sheriff O’Connell stopped by the church, looking for Priest Glen, he was surprised to find many people sleeping inside the church. Some were camping next to the chapel. They all look tired, with deep dark eyes from lack of sleep and hunger. ‘Where is Priest Glen?’ he asked one of the patrons. ‘Inside, in his cameras, he is helping some injured people. He is with Dr Ahmad,’ the man responded.

“Oh, that’s great. Both are here. I only need to find Gary and then go to Rebecca’s place,” he thought as he was anxious to find out what was all about. The note from Rebecca said URGENT, death or life situation. “Maybe they found a way to deal with this crisis,” was in his mind as he walked to the entrance of the church.

He entered the chapel. People were laying down anywhere they could. He recognised many. They had blank eyes, covered with blankets, even if it was mid-summer. “Must be the lack of food, they look vulnerable,” he thought.

He entered the church’s camera. Two people were laying down. The Dr was cleaning their injuries. ‘Hi Glen, what happened here? Hi Ahmad.’ Both turned around, when they recognised the Sheriff’s familiar voice.

‘They have been shot, assaulted,’ the Priest replied.

‘We have some dead people, Sheriff. We couldn’t save them.’ Dr Ahmad added, his scrub was stained, presumable blood.

‘My God, what is this becoming? A war zone?’ the Sheriff exclaimed in a loud voice.

‘Yes, people are desperate for food and are assaulting houses in search of it. It’s out of control,’ Priest Glen responded.

‘Yes, I know, I heard several shots. Listen, we need to talk. I have something important to discuss. Is there a private place where we can talk?’ he said looking at the Priest.

‘Yes, follow me to the sacristy.’ Dr Ahmad palmed the head of the injured woman he was attending. ‘I’ll be back, try to rest,’ he sketched a smile.

Sheriff O’Connell had never been inside the chapel’s sacristy or any other sacristy. He saw the vestments and ropes used at mass. All in white, grey and black colours. Very different to what he remembered from attending church when he was required to make a presence at a wedding or a funeral.

‘I received this note from Rebecca. They came to town when I was away and left it on the front door at the station.’

‘They?’ the Doctor asked.

‘Rebecca, Jerry and the guy from out of town, Rob, is his name.’

‘The suspect. Who killed Tom?’ asked the Doctor raising his eyebrows and sarcastically smiling at the Priest.

Sheriff O’Connell raised his eyes. ‘No. I don’t believe that he’s the killer. He was out of town when they killed Tom,’ he replied.

‘So, who’s the murderer then?’ the Priest asked, intrigued.

‘I don’t know yet. I’m still investigating it. But we need to go. Rebecca wrote that it was urgent, so we better go now.’

‘I can’t leave my patients Sheriff,’ said the Doctor.

‘They’ll have to wait. Rebecca said that it’s a very important issue, a matter of life or death, and she needs all of us. C’mon, let's go,’ he hurried both.

‘Are we going to the Mayor's house?’ the Doctor asked as he was aware of the difficulties that those two were having.

‘No, I just came from his place, and he wasn’t there.’

The three drove to the house of the Chief of Emergency Services, Gary. When they got there no one was answering the door.

‘Is he here?’ Dr Ahmad asked.

‘Sure, he is. His car is outside. He must be sleeping,’ The Sheriff answered as he continued to knock on the door.

‘I can see a shadow moving inside,’ the Priest said who was looking from the front window.

‘Gary, Gary,’ the Sheriff called. ‘Open the door.’ A few seconds later Gary opened the door. The smell of liquor was obvious. Gary looked like a living dead person. Unshaved, dirty clothes, no shoes.

‘What happened Gary, are you okay? How is your wife, is she okay?’ the Sheriff asked.

‘What do you want? You are still alive. We all are going to die,’ Gary replied.

‘Gary, what’s wrong?' Priest Glen asked.

‘We are all going to hell, this is punishment from the guy upstairs. You should know,’ he responded.

‘C’mon Gary. Why are you like this?’ the Sheriff asked.

‘Get out of my property. Leave me alone. No one is going to save us. We all are going to die.’

‘Yeah, you said that before but…’ Gary slammed his door. ‘Get the fuck out of here or I’ll shoot you. Let me die in peace.’

‘What do we do? Priest Glen asked. ‘We can’t leave him like this.’

‘He is in bad shape,’ Doctor Ahmad answered.

‘We have to go,’ Sheriff O’Connell added.

‘We cannot leave him like this,’ Priest Glen repeated.

‘If we have time we’ll come back for him,’ the Sheriff said when a gunshot was heard from inside.

‘Fuck. Gary. Gary!!!’ The Sheriff shouted while punching his way in and knocking down the front door. The three rushed inside. Gary’s body was lying dead in his rocking chair next to his wife's dead body, blood dripping down his head, his eyes opened. He killed himself, Gary was dead.

‘Fucking hell Gary, why?’ the Sheriff yelled. ‘Why?’ he repeated while Dr Ahmad checked Gary’s pulse. ‘He is dead, there’s nothing we can do.’

‘Maybe he is right, maybe we all are going to die. We ran out of food, what is the point?’ the Doctor said frustrated with everything that was happening in town. People were killing themselves not to suffer or killing others to steal food.

‘We can survive. This is not God’s wish or punishment. This isn’t doomsday. God is not so cruel,’ the Priest said while giving Gary the holy saint oil and praying in a low voice.

‘What? God is not cruel? Have you forgotten how violent, brutal and cruel the Bible is?’ the Sheriff pointed out. ‘The bible is full or violence not only coming from humans but from God himself.’ The Priest looked at the Sheriff but said nothing, he was right, in the Old Testament the brutality was described in such a way that would scare anyone reading it. He continued with the sacrament and prayers.

Dr Ahmad stood next to Gary’s wife, his face showing sorrow, he shook his head at the scene. ‘I think this old woman didn’t suffer when she passed away. It looks as if it was a hard attack on her sleep.’

Dr Ahmad walked to the entrance of Gary’s house and stood at the door frame. He turned around and looked at the Sheriff that was silent looking at Gary’s body. The Priest finished with his prayers and made the sign of the cross. ‘We still have time ahead of us. Remember the rule of threes. Three minutes without air. Three days without water. Three weeks without food,’ Doctor Ahmad stated. The Sheriff and the Priest looked at him.

‘What did you say? If I'm not wrong, you just said that we have another three weeks before we all die?’ Sheriff O’Connell clarified Doctor Ahmad's statement.

‘At least,’ the Doctor responded and exhaled deeply before he got composure and shrugged, he had no more to say.

The three were looking down at the floor. They went silent before they all raised their eyes looking blank ahead.  ‘There’s nothing we can do here. Let’s go and see Rebecca and the others,’ the Sheriff broke the silence.

‘We can’t leave Gary like this. This is inhuman. He deserves to be buried,’ the Priest said.

‘For Christ sakes, we don’t have time. We’ll come back and deal with Gary’s body later but first let’s go to see Rebecca,’ the Sheriff insisted, and then all walked outside the house. But they never did. Gary, as many people around the County, just died and were never buried. Many committed suicides. In the weeks to come, husbands killed their wives and their children before killing themself, so they didn’t have to suffer any more.

They left the house and drove down to Rebecca’s place. The drive was slow and creepy, no one said a word. When they entered Rebecca's house driveway, Jerry was waiting for them outside the porch. He signalled where to park the car.

Jerry walked to the car. As they stepped out, he sensed some discomfort among them, they were not saying a word just nodded at him and walked towards the house. ‘We’re waiting for you. Mum is inside with Rob. They’re preparing some things that we’ll need to take with us.’ Jerry said from behind.

The three stopped when they heard Jerry’s comment. ‘To take? To take where?’ the Sheriff asked, looking curious at the other two. “What’s all this about?” he thought.

Jerry hesitated a bit. ‘You’ll see. Mum will explain it to you,’ and got ahead of the group, he increased his pace and didn't look back at them.

They walked towards the house. Jerry in front, the Sheriff just behind him and the Doctor and the Priest walking back side by side.

‘Mum, they’re here,’ Jerry yelled. Rob was the first to appear on the porch smiling at the group, but his face changed when he saw the serious faces coming, including Jerry's.

‘Welcome Sheriff, where are the others?’ he asked as he was expecting five people to come as he was told by Rebecca.

No one answered his question, they just kept walking towards him. ‘Is the Mayor here?’ Rob asked as, apart from the Sheriff, he didn’t know who was who and who was missing.

‘No, we couldn’t find him,’ the Sheriff answered, looking down.

‘And where is Gary? Jerry asked, standing at the door.

‘He couldn’t make it.’ The Priest and the Doctor looked at each other. Rob and Jerry understood not to ask anything else.

‘Welcome gentlemen,’ they heard the voice of Rebecca from inside the house. ‘Please come in.’

They entered the house and saw that Rebecca had some boxes and bags ready.

‘Are you going somewhere, Rebecca? The Sheriff asked, confused at the scene, pulling his hat down out of respect.

Rebecca was beaming; she hadn't had guests around her house in a long time. When she shook hands with the Priest and the Doctor, she noticed that she was a little nervous since her palms were perspiring. ‘Come, please sit down.’ She inhaled deeply and made an effort to maintain her composure, ‘We need to talk,’ she said as the visitors squeaked onto the couch and forced a smile. Jerry and Rob took the other two available seats. There were no extra seats for the Mayor and Gary, someone would have to be standing, probably Jerry and Rob, if they came.

Meanwhile, everywhere on the planet, people were fighting for food. Famine brought the worst of humanity. The world population was in a stand-still trying to survive, not knowing what was next. Hunger was making everyone weak and sick.

Small farmers and individuals who relied on the land, including islanders and people who lived off the land, had no idea where the mist came from, why there was no colour or fragrances, and why the birds and insects had vanished.

People found walls enclosing their farms, towns, and community settlements. They observed how their produce was squandered due to no one coming to collect them. How the farmers lost their animals after their animals vanished into the mist. Their equipment was no longer operable because they ran out of gasoline and couldn’t get anymore. Their backup batteries ran out of power, and their generators were unable to produce power anymore. The mist prevented sunlight from reaching the solar panels, so they could no longer charge their batteries. Also, they were cut off from the outside world and from one another.


*****

Confession 

Lucinda struggled with life. She couldn’t sleep or even rest thinking over and over what was happening with her life. Her affair with Tom was so intense that it left deep scars in her heart. The lack of love from her husband, the man that adored her and had eyes only for her, and the suspicion around her daughter Lynda on Tom’s death was too much. She couldn’t rest nor eat. She hardly left her bedroom. She didn’t want to talk to anybody.

The Mayor didn’t know how to respond to her moods nor what to say to help her, they were apart. He asked his daughters to look after their mum, but they were too frustrated with her. There were empty bottles of tranquillisers in Lucinda’s bathroom. They didn’t tell him just to ease things, they were unsure how their father would react if he knew that his wife was abusing them.

Meanwhile, Rebecca, Jeff, Rob and Priya gave an extensive compilation of the information received from Grace. Sheriff O’Connell, Priest Glen and Doctor Ahmad were incredulous and sceptical. There was no scientific explanation to what was suggested, but was there anything scientific to what was occurring in the world in the last four weeks?

‘I'm not convinced about what you just told us, Rebecca. I know that nothing makes sense, but this? please,’ Doctor Ahmad stated as he felt suffocated seating between the Sheriff and the Priest, his legs were sweaty, and his pants were stacked below his knees, his body temperature raised, it got worst as he struggled between standing or staying seated on the couch.

Rebecca made an effort to explain the situation and the way out of it to the guests, but she found it challenging because it didn't make sense at all. ‘Doctor, we don't need any scientific justification. Absurd is what is happening now. What is taking place has never happened before,’ she emphasised, looking at Jerry and Rob for support. ‘We have this only chance to survive,’ she added feeling a bit frustrated at their reaction.

‘I know it sounds incredible, but we have seen it with our own eyes,’ Rob added to Rebecca’s comment looking at Jerry and Priya who both nodded. He also felt down at their reaction but how couldn’t if the answer was so implausible, against any logics. ‘There are no other options, it has been four weeks, and the situation is getting worse, not better,’ he added.

‘Listening to what you just said, I pondered on the credibility of what Grace tells. We know nothing about this woman. Where she lives, where she is coming from. What her intentions are. Could be evil,’ Priest Glen said but his last comment didn’t sound that convincing to the others. Grace being evil? that was out of place, it was stupid to say, and he felt it at the shaking of heads and sarcastic smiles from the group. There was no place for religion in that discussion.

‘She’s not what people said about her. She’s not a witch. She’s a good person,’ Jerry advocated for Grace standing up from his chair and walking around the group. The Sheriff shook his legs. In his mind was the dilemma about if Lucinda could be the person who killed Tom Gilliard, something that no one in town would believe. She having an affair was unthinkable.

After a short break in the conversation, the Sheriff knew he had to leave and soon.  ‘Let’s assume that Grace is correct. And let's assume that we follow her advice. How are we going to convince people to follow us to the forest and start again? Asking people to abandon the city, to forget about the past, their life, to leave their house for what? To go back to the stone age?’ Sheriff O’Connell asked, raising his hands, and looking up at the ceiling imploring as if it was an impossible task. He was also struggling with the discomfort of seating next to the Doctor, he felt his arm stack to the back of the seat.

‘Grace mentioned that only a few will follow. The people have the right to know and make their own decisions, Sheriff,’ Rebecca said, focussed on his eyes to try to convince him. The Sheriff put on a face and made an unconvincing gesture breathing profusely.

‘We have to think carefully, especially before making a decision or reaching a conclusion,’ Doctor Ahmad said and moved forward on the couch and looked at the group. Their body language showed that they were getting in a circle with no end to the discussion, they were back to the same discussion as before.

Rebecca shook her head ‘We don’t have any other option. Time is running out, look at what’s happening. Crimes, killings. It’s going to get worse,’ she looked down at the floor in frustration and doubt. Jerry moved to where his mother sat and held her shoulder in support. She appreciated his gesture. Rob nodded approving all she said and shrugged in clear sign of frustration.

‘Well, you’re right, we don’t have any other option,’ Sheriff O’Connell said as he looked at Doctor Ahmad and Priest Glen. Both were speechless, looking down at the uncredible story. ‘We must get the people together and discuss this with them. I’ll drop you both in town. Glen, can you visit anyone nearby and let them know to go to the chapel, let's say in four hours. Ahmad, take your car and go south. Be careful, it could be dangerous. I’ll go to the Mayor's place and get him to help us. On my way back to town, I’ll talk to anyone that I can visit. We have four hours.’ All nodded.

Rebecca smiled at the Sheriff and squeezed Jerry’s hand that rested on her shoulder and turned to Rob to say thanks with her eyes. Priya had been very vocal when she told her encounter and experience with Grace, but decided to be quiet as she wasn’t too fond on discussing it as she felt as the outsider, and thought it was better for Rebecca, Jerry and Rob to take control and deliver the news. Somehow, she was now more convinced that Grace’s was right and that it was the only way to survive. The bond she had established with Rebecca, Jerry and Rob was strengthened after their recolletion of events and the discussion they had with the Sheriff, the Doctor and the Priest.

‘I’ll do the same, Sheriff. We’ll contact anyone we can before going to the chapel,’ Rebecca said and stood up thanking them for coming and listening to what they had to say.

‘Thanks,’ Sheriff O’Connell, Priest Glen and Doctor Ahmad said. Even if they weren't that convinced, they appreciated it.

‘I have to say it again. We must be careful. People are desperate and scared,’ ended the Sheriff before standing up and walking out of Rebecca’s house. Doctor Ahmad and Priest Glen followed him after excusing themselves from Rebecca and the others.

As they walked out, despite the Doctor’s and the Priest’s comments about the discussions at Rebecca’s house, the Sheriff's mind was on how to approach the Mayor, Lucinda and Lynda. He had thought thoroughly but he felt rushed, and even if he wanted to plan it, there was no time for it. He would have to rely on his experience and instinct, he needed to get to the end of the investigation then.

Rebecca, Jerry, Rob and Priya were unsure of the possible effect that their story would have when meeting the county’s people, but they knew it had to be done and hoped for a better outcome at the chapel. Rebecca asked Juana and Pablo to join them as they were all that time sitting quietly in the kitchen listening to the discussion. They understood almost everything that was discussed and made their minds to believe everything that was said by their new protectors. They were to follow to whatever Rebecca would say or ask.

That time, as a precaution, they decided to go in one car just in case things got unsafe and they couldn’t return home. Jerry didn't complain at all when the six of them ride in the car and Priya had to sit on top of him. She didn't complain either.

They loaded the car with the essentials that they would take, mainly clothes as food was scarce and going to be provided by Grace, or so they thought, and drove away visiting few neighbours to let them know about the meeting. Wasn’t an easy task.

The members of the committee were quiet when they left Rebecca's house. They scrutinised what they were exposed to, something that in normal times would be considered far-fetched. ‘What do you think about this story Glen?’ Doctor Ahmad asked, breaking the silent journey back to town.

‘I’m not sure. I have too many doubts. We’re waiting for something to change but it has been four weeks now and nothing, not a light of hope. I suppose I’m confused as we all are,’ Priest Glen responded.

‘That’s not very reassuring coming from the man of God,’ Doctor Ahmad said, intaking a great amount of air.

‘God knows what he’s doing Ahmad,’ replied the Priest.

‘So, you think this is God’s doing?’ Ahmad challenged him. The Sheriff was quite immersed in his thoughts.

‘I don’t know what to think anymore Ahmad. I’m not sure about going to the forest. How are they going to find us or if something happens, how do we get out of it with this mist.’

‘You’re quiet Sheriff, what’s on your mind? Do you believe the crazy woman? Do you think we should go to the forest?’ Doctor Ahmad asked him.

‘I’m not sure. I don’t know what to think anymore. Nothing makes sense. I’m tired of saying this. Let’s just do it and see what happens after. Whoever wants to go can go,’ he said as he strongly grabbed the steering wheel and pulled himself forward to accommodate his body in the seat.

‘Oh wow, you’re a bit tense Sheriff,’ Priest Glen said, rolling his eyes at Ahmad who smiled at his comment.

‘My name is Leroy. I’m Leroy O’Connell,’ the Sheriff said, his tone of voice sharp enough to make them understand that he didn't want more questions.

They continued to drive to town but this time no one spoke. You could tell that they were so immersed on what they heard and what was needed to do and plan, that they not even discussed the fact that a man was killed at Rebecca’s house. They knew that he was a criminal that killed the Gilliard’s, a very dangerous person, so his death was a relief for everyone in town. End of the story. No more to say about his murdering.

Three or four days ago, a raid happened in town. Front shops, the bank, the post office, the medical centre, the supermarket and other shops and cafes were vandalised by people looking for food. Shots were fired but no bodies were found. Since then, you could hear continued gunshots out of town.

Many people found refuge at the church. Others were too scared to go out of their houses. Some were just waiting for someone to come and help them. Others resigned and were preparing for the worst. Even at the Motel, patrons were running out of spirits after consuming all the tap beer left in the cases.

The committee had a difficult and dangerous mission. To encourage people to attend the meeting was just the beginning, but to convince them to leave everything behind and go into the forest was entirely something else. The Sheriff, the Doctor and the Priest were not totally convinced that going into the forest would save them. After leaving the doctor and priest in town, he drove to the mayor’s place but first stopped at his place to tell his family about the meeting and the option discussed.

When Sheriff O’Connell entered the Mayor’s driveway, he was stopped and confronted by the Mayor. He had his rifle pointing at him.

‘Why are you here?’ he asked pointing his rifle at the Sheriff.

The Sheriff rolled his car until he was next to the Mayor. He lowered the driver’s window to speak to him. ‘There’ll be a County meeting in about three hours. Rebecca has something very important to tell us all. You and your family should attend,’ he said looking at the Mayor’s hand on the trigger.

‘We’re not interested. Get off my property. Leave now.’

‘Keven, we’re informing everyone we can about this meeting. Everyone has the right to know. I’m ….’ he was interrupted by the Mayor.

‘Do you understand what I’m saying? Not interested, please leave now, I don’t want to shoot you,’ the Mayor’s face told it everything. He had been drinking.

The Sheriff hesitated for a couple of seconds, but he knew what he needed to do. ‘Keven, I also need to talk to your daughter Lynda and I’m not leaving without talking to her.’

‘We have nothing to say about Tom’s assassination. I had enough Sheriff. Get out or I will…’

‘What? Are you really going to shoot me? That’s where we are Keven?’ the Sheriff challenged the angry Mayor.

‘If he doesn’t, I will.’ They heard Lucinda’s voice coming out of the mist carrying a rifle.

‘What are you doing here? Get inside the house. I’ll fix this.’

‘Lucinda, I told you that I need to talk to Lynda. There are things that I need to ask her,’ he said as he got out of the car.

‘No, you don’t. As my husband said, we’ll shoot you.’ The Mayor and the Sheriff had never seen or heard Lucinda like that before. Her voice was a bit blurry, and her eyes injected. She had a very serious look. Indeed, it was a threatening figure of Lucinda that no one had never seen before. Lucinda was high with all the tranquilizers in her system, a very dangerous mix of tranquilizers, pain killers and sedatives.

‘Did you know that Lynda had a steamy relationship with Tom?’ Sheriff O’Connell asked the Mayor not looking at Lucinda. His heart bid increased, the adrenaline kicked as he knew he was getting into dangerous territory by involving Lynda. The Mayor was staring at his wife, but pointing the riffle to the Sheriff.

‘You know nothing Sheriff,’ Lucinda screamed, now looking more distressed after the Sheriff’s question.

The Mayor turned to face the Sheriff. ‘My daughter!!!, no she didn’t. Not with a Gilliard, never,’ his mouth was full of saliva like an aggressive dog.

‘And that they were planning to run away,’ the Sheriff said.

‘What the fuck are you saying?’ the Mayor asked. Squeezing his face ready to shoot the Sheriff.

‘I need to ask Lynda what happened the last time they saw each other. And if she knew about you and Tom.’ This last comment surprised the Mayor. He looked at her wife confused and in disbelief. He was ready to pull the trigger.

‘Were you having an affair?’ the Mayor became furious, blood raised to his head.

Lucinda dropped the rifle and started to cry. ‘Not my daughter, not her, she has nothing to do with it. It was me. I killed Tom. I loved him.’

Suddenly a gunshot was fired. The Sheriff dropped to the floor. Smoke coming from the Mayor’s rifle. He shot him in the chest. He had a blank look in his eyes.

Blood poured from the Sheriff's chest as he held his chest in pain. ‘Why?’ he asked Lucinda, surprised and in agony laying on the floor.

‘He didn’t want to end his relationship with my daughter. We were in love. You don’t understand. I asked him to finish it but when he told me that they were going to run away, I couldn’t let them go. Not after what we had.’

The Mayor was paralysed. He was perplexed. He just shot the Sheriff, out of fury, and now his wife was confessing her affair with Tom Gilliard. He approached the Sheriff and, as he looked into his eyes, the Sheriff took his last breath and said, ‘I’m sorry Keven,’ and dropped dead.

Lucinda went hysterical, crying and looking at his husband who just killed an innocent man. The Mayor turned around, faced his wife and walked past her towards the house saying nothing. ‘Keven, Keven please…’  she begged her husband as he passed through her not stopping. A few seconds later, Lucinda  walked back to the house.

What they didn’t realise is that Lynda was close by hiding in the mist while all that happened. She heard everything. She was in shock. Tears flowed down her face. Her mum had an affair with her boyfriend and killed Tom, and her dad just shot dead the Sheriff. She didn’t move for a while, then she rushed inside the house straight to her room.

Jenny was confused and scared after she heard the gun shoot and stood up the stairs. First her dad entered the house and went straight to his studio and locked from the inside. Her mum was next rushing up the stairs, not saying a word and locking herself in her bedroom, and now Lynda was coming looking disturbed and crying.

‘Sis, what happened? I heard a shot, what happened?’ Jenny asked her sister trying to understand what the hell just happen. Sobbing, her voice fragmented, Lynda told her sister that their father shot the Sheriff dead. ‘OMG!!!’ Jenny exclaimed and covered her mouth with her right hand. Next Lynda told Jenny that her mum had an affair with Tom and that she shot him dead at the creek. Jenny was in shock now holding her head with both hands. She couldn’t believe what she heard from her sister.

‘Tell me that what I’m hearing is not true. Please,’ Jenny shook his head looking at her sister in disbelief. Tiers were coming from Lynda’s eyes, she was gasping for air as she continued to tell her sister what just happened.

‘What are we going to do?’ Jenny asked, now crying together with her sister, and holding her.

‘I don’t want anything to do with this family. How could they, how? Lynda managed to say,’ while sobbing uncontrollably.

‘OMG, what are we going to do, it’s mum and dad …’ Jenny tried to make sense but was interrupted by Lynda.

‘I heard the Sheriff say something about a meeting in town. Something very important that we all should go. Something that Rebecca knows,’ Lynda managed to say in between her painful cries.

‘What are you talking about,’ Jenny was confused.

‘I don’t fucking care. Pack something and let’s get out of here. I don’t want to see my parents ever again. Let’s get the fuck out of here. We are going to die anyway,’ as Lynda packed some clothes in a backpack. Jenny rushed to her room and did the same, but she was unsure of what just happen. It was too much to process, but she knew she couldn't leave her sister alone.

Jenny rushed back to Lynda’s room, ‘I’m ready,’ she said and closed the door behind her. Lynda was hysterical, walking around her room with the backpack in her hands.

Lynda embraced Jenny. ‘Come, I’ll tell you everything that I heard on our way.’

‘Tell me now, what the fuck is happening,’ Jenny insisted.

‘I heard my mum say that she was in love with Tom. And I saw our dad shooting the Sheriff. Let’s get the fuck out of here, I don’t want to see them again. I hate them.’ Lynda grabbed a jumper and opened her room’s door. ‘Come, they are not here. We’ll take mum’s car. Take a jumper and change your shoes, wear runners. C'mon.’

Both left the house and got in the car. Lucinda and Keven were not on sight. Lynda was driving. When they passed near the Sheriff’s car, Jenny saw his body on the floor. She couldn’t believe it. “My dad killed the Sheriff, what the fuck. And my mum was fucking Tom,” was all that was in her mind. She couldn’t stop sobbing.

While all that was unfolding, people came to town to listen to what the committee had to update. Many haven’t eaten for days. You could see in their eyes the call for help, the anxiety they were facing. No one had come to help the town. There was no food anywhere, except in Pete’s house for him and his two sons. Without him knowing, the boys were supplying some groceries to their girlfriends who promised not to tell, and they stuck to their word. Pete and his two sons were the first to arrive at the meeting. The girlfriends also arrived but without their parents.

A couple of hours later, Rebecca and Jerry entered the church together. Priya, Juana and Pablo stayed outside. Rob stayed in the car and waited until it was safe to make an appearance. Rob was considered by many to be the guy who killed Tom Gilliard. People were unaware of the latest developments. Many people were amazed and angry to see their little town vandalised. That made them feel insecure.

Doctor Ahmad arrived with his wife Shalini and their four children. Fatima, Farah, Saad and Malik. Priest Glen was standing at the entrance welcoming everyone that had decided to attend the meeting.

Inside the church, apart from the ones that refuged days before, more or less thirty people arrived at the meeting. There were few entirely families as many had decided to leave their partners and children at home for fear that something bad could happen to them. The Deputies tried to keep order as their boss hadn’t arrived yet.

Rebecca asked Doctor Ahmad if the Sheriff and the Mayor were inside.

‘No, they haven’t arrived yet. Neither Gary. Also, the Gilliard’s are not here. Should we wait?’ Rebecca pressed her lips and decided not to tell the lates news that John and the twins were dead nor that Mary had decided to stay home taking who know which pills as told by Juana and Pablo. 

‘Yes. Let’s wait a bit before we start. Rob is waiting in the car just in case something happens.’

‘Do you know if anyone is armed?’ Rebecca asked.

‘I don’t know. The deputies are checking. I hope no one is,’ as Doctor Ahmad crossed his fingers in the hope no one was.

‘I doubt that. Jerry, stay here just in case something gets out of control and you need to call Rob. I’m going in.’

‘Welcome Rebecca,’ Priest Glenn addressed them at the entrance.

‘Hi father, how are you?’

“Please call me Glen, no need to be that formal.’

‘Glen,’ the Priest nodded and smiled at her and showed the way in.

As Rebecca entered the church, people went silent. All eyes were on her. She knew what to say but was nervous on how people would react.

She went to the front and took a seat near other people. She wasn’t looking at anyone, but she felt the look of all. People started to whisper. She knew it was about her.

Ten minutes later, people started to get impatient. Priest Glen went inside and approached Rebecca.  ‘What’s happening? When are we starting this meeting? People are impatient. C’mon guys, start the meeting,’ the Priest insisted.

Doctor Ahmad sat next to Rebecca. ‘We better start now, people are getting impatient,’ and he eyed the Priest who nodded. At that moment, Jerry had entered the church after the Deputies controlled the entrance and there was no one else coming. He sat next to his mother.

‘Is the Sheriff here, what about the Mayor?’ she asked.

‘No, they haven’t arrived yet.’ Both turned around to look at Ahmad. He shrugged his shoulders. The Priest shook his head, took a large amount of air and walked to the altar.

Rebecca and Jerry were holding hands. ‘Jerry, are you staying here? I need to go to the altar with your mum and Priest Glen, we can’t wait any longer. We need to start this meeting before it gets out of control,’ Doctor Ahmad warned both.

‘Yeah, go ahead Doctor,’ Rebecca said. ‘I’m ready,’ and smiled at her son. He smiled back at her. Rebecca stood up and walked to the altar.

Ahmad followed Rebecca and got next to the Priest. Everyone in the church was muttering. ‘We must start now. Priest Glen, you start, I’ll stand next to you,’ Doctor Ahmad said.

‘Okay, we can’t wait any longer,’ the Priest agreed.

When both stood up, Lynda and Jenny made an entrance. “Why aren't Keven and Lucinda with them? Wow, both look dismayed,” Dr Ahmad thought.

Priest Glen smiled at both. Lynda and Jenny stayed at the back of the church. People turned around and noticed their presence. Whispering started again.

‘Okay people let's start this meeting,’ the Priest addressed the audience. But before he started, someone asked for the Sheriff.

‘Yeah, where’s he and where’s the Mayor?’ an old man sitting in the middle of the church asked, turning around to see Lynda and Jenny. ‘Yeah, where are they?’ a woman standing on the side also asked. ‘Why are they not here? The same woman asked turning her head towards Lynda and Jenny and then back to the Priest. Suddenly people were talking over each other.

‘Please, please. Keep quiet. I understand that everyone has many questions to ask but we must start this meeting and hopefully the Sheriff and the Mayor will arrive at any moment,’ Priest Glen said in a loud voice trying to calm the audience. People shh themselves till they were silent. Lynda and Jenny were staring at the front of the church and didn’t make any eye contact with anyone.

‘There have been some developments lately that can change our current situation. What we know for sure is that there’s no one coming from the outside to help us,’ the Priest started to address the audience. Immediately people started to voice again. Some raised their hands and stood up from their chairs.

‘Calm down, calm down please,’ the Doctor tried to alleviate the situation, but it was getting out of control. Jerry decided to go and bring Rob.

Rebecca stood up and went next to the Priest and the Doctor. ‘Listen. Listen,’ she yelled but no one did, they were all talking at the same time.

‘People be quiet please,’ Ahmad yelled, but no one was listening.

Then, Jerry and Rob entered the church. When people realised it, there was a moment of silence until someone shouted ‘Murderer. He is the one that killed Tom Gilliard.’ ‘What is he doing here?’ a young man yelled. ‘Get the fuck out of here,’ a man shouted standing and pointing at Rob. ‘Murderer, murderer,’ people screamed.

Lynda stood up from her seat and walked towards Rob and stood in front of him. People went quiet. Rob didn’t know what to do. She looked at Rob's eyes and then turned to face the people. ‘He didn’t kill Tom Gilliard. I heard that from my father and the Sheriff. This man isn’t the killer. We better listen to what Rebecca has to say.’ People muttered for a couple of seconds but then went quiet.

‘Everyone takes a seat, thank you. Rebecca please,’ Priest Glen addressed the audience.

‘Hi everyone. What I’m going to tell you could be very confronting to many of you. It was hard for me to make up my mind but what I witnessed helped me not to understand what is happening in the world, but what to do about it.
I’m sure that many, if not all of you, heard about the wall and how we can’t get out of our County. The same is happening to others, they can’t come to us.’

Rebecca paused before she continued. ‘Is this happening all around the world? We believe so,’ she questioned herself before she was interrupted.

‘How do you know; how can you be so sure?’ a young woman sitting at the front asked.

‘To be frank, I’m not sure but there’s no other explanation for being disconnected from the rest of the world. We don’t see or hear any planes flying around our County as we use to. The mist can stop our vision but if they were flying, we would hear them.’ Murmurs from the people started again, some people nodded.

‘What have you seen?’ someone asked from the audience.

‘With my son Jerry and Rob, standing there at the back, we encounter Grace in the forest.’

‘Who is Grace?’ asked the same woman asking questions before interrupting Rebecca.

‘I’m sure you all heard about Grace, not by name but perhaps you’ve seen her sometimes sitting around in the park,’ Rebecca tried to make people to remember the gentle woman that sat watching the kids play.

‘Do you mean that crazy woman?’ someone screamed. ‘She is a witch,’ another man yelled. The room was filled with murmurs.

‘She’s not a witch or a crazy woman,’ Rebecca yelled furiously. ‘She is a gentle soul, doesn’t do anything bad to anyone,’ as she tried to explain Grace’s good will and care, but she was interrupted by the crowd.

‘Yes, she is, she is a bloody hippie for Christ’s sake,’ another person screamed, and the room went ballistic.

‘Silence please. SILENCE!!!’ Priest Glen yelled standing and raising his arms for people to seat down. His voice sounded strong through the whole church. No one ever saw or heard him to be so upset and screaming that loud. The room went silent again.

He waited until everyone settled down. ‘Please Rebecca, continue,’ he said, looking at the people with serious eyes and holding forward his hand as if he was going to pinpoint the next person that moved or said something.

‘First, we saw Grace at the forest and around her there was no mist, there was light, colours and the birds and other animals were all around. You could smell the forest. It was like, normal, like it used to be. This was the first time we saw her.’ You could hear the wows coming from the audience. Some people had a hope look, eyes wide open, small smiles in their faces, while others had long faces in disbelief of what they were told by Rebecca.

Rebecca continued to address the audience. ‘That first time we couldn’t talk to her, but we went back to the forest a couple of days later and that time we met her. She was surprised when we told her about the mist, our black and white vision, how the animals were missing and the wall. She couldn’t believe our experiences. She asked us to walk her to the wall.’ People were silent listening to Rebecca’s recollection of events. ‘She didn’t know there was a wall. She didn’t know about the mist, the lack of colours and smell, because everything around her was normal, like if nothing was happening around her.’

‘Yeah, because she is a witch. She has done something to all of us,’ a woman cried out loud. ‘She is the devil,’ the woman continued. ‘Yeah,’ someone else added. Priest Glen stood up and walked ahead but was stopped by Rebecca. She went silent for a minute until the murmurs stooped. It was an odd silent moment before she restarted. 

‘Grace had a revelation of something like that after touching the wall, she…’

‘Bullshit. You’re a fucking idiot. You’re as crazy as that bitch,’ screams restarted from the audience. ‘Idiot.’ ‘Kill that bitch.’ ‘We don’t believe you.’  ‘Let’s get out of here,’ and people stood up and started to walk away.

‘Wait. Wait,’ Rebecca yelled but people kept walking away. Half the room left. Rob and Jerry let the people pass ahead. Many made angry looks at Rob who ignored them.

‘That didn’t go well,’ Rebecca said to Priest Glen who shook his head and exhaled a deep amount of air.

‘It’s okay. These are hard times for everyone, Rebecca. You tried your best. Is difficult for people to understand what is happening. They don’t know what to do.’

Once the room was silent again, Lynda and Jenny walked to the front. ‘Can you continue please,’ Lynda asked.

‘Yes of course,’ Rebecca took a deep breath, before she could put her thoughts together.

‘Grace touched the wall, and it was as though she went into trance for several minutes. Then she came out of her daze and told us that she knew what was happening and what to do.
She said that it was the nature’s reaction to the abuse caused by humans. A reaction to the way we treat plants and animals, the environment, the sea, the planet. The pollution we have created and the lack of responsible response to the climate crisis.’

Rebecca paused before she continued. ‘At the beginning it was hard to believe or even understand that. How could nature do that? But when you think about it, the wall is not man created, not in one night. The mist no one knows where it’s coming from. The lack of colours and smells is not something that can be explained. Animals just disappearing from our sights never happened before. Who can explain all of these. Who?’ Rebecca felt getting her message going through as people left in the hall were coming forward and nodding their heads.

People at the church paid attention to every word that Rebecca said for more unbelievable that it sounded. ‘Grace told us that. And then that the  way for things to go back to normal, but not as they used to be, is to start again. We need to do things better.’ She took a deep breath. ‘With the knowledge that we have as humans, it’s our chance to save the planet and save our species. Grace told us that the current environment is not sustainable anymore and that nature is taking care of itself. Something that had never happened before because the planet is now unbalanced.’

Priest Glen who was standing next to her had his doubts and expressed them. ‘But how can that be? It’s like if nature has a mind of its own, that’s impossible,’ he said.

Rebecca turned to the Priest and then back to the audience. ‘Everything that’s happening sounds impossible, but the facts are there. The wall appeared in one night, and it grows!! We don’t see any colours, we can’t smell things, the mist is around everywhere,’ Rebecca replied.

‘And the plants are not dying,’ Doctor Ahmad added supporting Rebecca’s tell. ‘I understand that this is very difficult to follow but what other choice do we have? We don’t any food left,’ he said looking at Rebecca. Then he added, ‘Remember the rule of three: 3 minutes without air; 3 days without water; and 3 weeks without food. And then what?’ he asked the audience.

Priest Glen was taken by surprise by the Doctor's words, he thought they were on the same page, but Doctor Ahamad had changed his mind after discussing it with his family. Then the doctor faced the audience. ‘I know this sounds crazy. They are asking us to go into the forest and start again. That sounds crazy, no? To leave our city, our house, our pass. For what?’ he said looking at the audience, but no one dare to ask or answer his questions.

Rebecca regained composure after Doctor Ahmad’s words. ‘I’m not going to force anyone to follow us. We have made our decision and whoever is ready and willing to follow us, they are welcome,’ Rebecca pointed to the crowd. ‘Your decision,’ she ended.

‘How are we going to survive in the forest? From plants and vegetables?’ Lynda asked.

‘Let me answer that Rebecca,’ Rob said from the back.

‘We can rebuild cities, we can rebuild roads, we can farm again and eat meat if we want to. We’ll be able to continue to fish if that’s what we want to do. We’re not going back to the cave age. No one is taking our knowledge and experience away. We can do many new and old things and continue to do them but in balance with nature. Nature isn’t going to police humans. We continue to have our freedom, but we are given a second chance, we are given the opportunity to start again but in a sustainable way. Not abusing the planet's resources, not polluting the sea, the air, and the land. We may get it wrong again and that will be next generations’ problem but what’s happening now has never ever happened before.’ After listening to what Rob just said, Rebecca smiled and felt something special for this man that she didn’t trust before. She felt disarmed.

Jenny stood up next to her sister. ‘It’s hard to believe it Rob, but as Rebecca said, there’s no logical explanation to what is happening to us. Do you think that we’re the only ones alive?’ she asked.

‘That we don’t know. Neither how things are going to change,’ he responded. ‘What we know is that people in Carrington are killing themselves for food, something that has happened here as well.’

Rebecca was feeling energised by Rob’s statements. ‘Finally,’ she said, and people turned to face her. ‘We’re going to leave tomorrow morning. Anyone willing to follow us should come to our property with only essential things as we must walk into the forest carrying our things’, she said as her body posture indicated that there wasn’t anything else that she would say. A couple of people left the meeting shaking their heads in disbelief of what they heard.

‘Thanks for attending. Please pass the message to anyone you can,’ Priest Glen ended the meeting.

He turned to Rebecca who was ready to leave in hand with Jerry. ‘I’m not coming with you Rebecca. I’ll stay here in my parish to help anyone in need.’

‘Are you sure Glen, you would be of great help to all of us,’ she replied looking with gratitude at him, her eyes full of hope, giving him a warm smile and lightly bending her head to one side.

‘Thanks Rebecca but they need me here. Good luck,’ as he turned around and when back to his doings for the suffering.

Lynda wasn’t going back home after what she found about her parents. After her initial shock to find that her mum had an affair with her boyfriend and killed him, and then that her father killed the Sheriff, was too much for her. Jenny wasn’t that sure; she was too confused to make a sound decision.

Lynda sensed it. ‘Sis, what are you thinking? What's wrong with you? Don’t you realise what just happened to our family? What are you thinking? Do you want to come to the forest?’ she asked Jenny who shrugged.

‘It was mum, it was mum who killed Tom,’ Lynda started crying. ‘She was fucking my boyfriend,’ as tears kept dropping on her face.

‘And dad?’ Lynda grabbed her sister by the shoulders. ‘She shot the Sheriff, I saw it, Jenny. I saw it with my own eyes. I saw the Sheriff dead on the ground. You saw him on the floor.’

Jenny was unable to think clearly, she was bewildered. Very puzzled with everything that was happening to her. ‘I can’t believe my mum killed Tom. I can’t believe she had an affair with him,’ she managed to say in between sobs.

‘She did, she was having an affair with him. Our mum…can, can you believe it?’ as both embraced and cried.

‘Sis, those were her words, she confessed to the Sheriff before he was shot dead. Our dad was there,’ Lynda repeated herself and pulled her sister to herself.

‘What the fuck. Our mum with Tom, your boyfriend?’ Jenny questioned her sister before she continued to talk to Lynda’s ears. ‘And dad just shot the Sheriff. What the fuck? My mum and my dad killed people. I can’t believe this, are you sure? Not my mum, not my dad,’ she sobbed as she couldn’t content her cry.

‘No, no. I have to talk to my mum and dad, where are they?’ Jenny said as she pushed away from Lynda.

‘I don’t want to see them. Come with me. Please. I need you.’

‘But.’

Next morning, Lynda and Jenny were the first to arrive at Rebecca’s place. They’ve spent the night sleeping in their car. Doctor Ahmad and his family were next. Also, Vic’s son and their girlfriends. They had run off from home as Vic didn’t want anyone to join Rebecca, but they were willing to take any chance to get out of this shitty place as they called their town. They both didn’t want to take over their dad’s business. Convincing the girlfriends was easy as they also wanted something more. In total twenty-five people appeared at Rebecca’s place.

Deputy Ted also joined the group; they were surprised that he came and introduced his boyfriend. A young man from Carrington that was trapped when all that happened.


*****

New start

Admiral Green authorised for an aircraft to depart and fly at low altitude and manoeuvre close to the carrier. ‘I don’t want to lose any more of my people,’ he told his officers who insisted that something needed to be done as everyone on board was getting frustrated and angry by not being able to get in contact with anyone on land. They lost two boats weeks ago when they tried to contact the other ships from the squad, ten men were lost in the sea unsure if they survive.

It didn’t work. After flying in circles for thirty minutes, the pilot and the navigator ejected the plane and let it crash as close as they thought they were to the aircraft. Two brave men were lost in the sea. The thousands of men and women on board could survive for another four to five months if they didn’t kill each other. The situation on board was very tense and would only get worse as time passed.

Back at Rebecca’s place, everyone was ready to go into the forest and look for Grace.

Rebecca was pleased to see the Mayor’s daughters but was concerned that their parents were not with them. The girls that were always immaculate, looked distressed. ‘Where are your parents, are they coming? I was surprised that your dad wasn’t at the meeting?’ Rebecca asked the girls; she didn’t know that they spent the night in their car close to the church.

Of the two girls, Lynda was more anguished than Jenny. The way that she looked, and her manners were hard to describe as you have always seen her elegant, fresh and in fashion, a real gem. But not that day. Jenny didn’t look that great, but her juvenile and seductive figure were noticeable. 

‘They are staying, they’re not coming,’ Jenny answered a bit short of words. 

‘Are they all right?’ Rebecca asked. Lynda was looking down and didn’t make any eye contact with her.

‘Yeah, they’re alright. Let’s not talk about them. We’re ready when you are,’ Jenny said. Rebecca knew there was more to that. The girls looked very disturbed; they were hiding something. “This is not good, but this is not the time to confront anyone, we must go,” she decided.

Rob took the initiative to check everyone’s belongings. Many things were left behind. The trip into the forest wasn’t an easy one and he knew some people would struggle with heavy bags. They were ready to board into the new journey with the hope not only to survive but to start a new life. Some people held onto their jewellery and what they considered to be important documents and photos, there was no point in convincing them to leave them back.

‘Okay, let’s go,’ Rob said, and they all drove out of Rebecca’s place into the new world.

What happened later was amazing. When they got in touch with Grace, their world turned back to what they considered before to be normal.

They established a community where everyone was equal and supported each other, even when many of them kept secrets and scars from their previous life, that sooner or later would surface to shadow them again.

When they started farming in a responsible and sustainable way, they realised that the wall moved further away. The more they worked and cared for the land, the further the wall got. Life wasn’t easy but with the knowledge that they had from the past, things got better.

What then was going on in the rest of the world? To put it in a simple way, Grace wasn't the only Grace in the world. There were countless communities, thousands of them, all across the world. These were obviously places where people used to live in peace with the environment and in secluded communities. A significant number of people managed to flee the major cities, yet billions of people perished from starvation or at the hands of other people. However, gangs also endured, especially those that found a way into the world's largest food storages and warehouses. Furthermore, strong and insane generals and troops from the armed forces also remained, with the will for things to return to the way they were before all started.

The planet recovered its balance. The land, the sea and the air got healthier, free from pollution, like when it happened during the Covid shutdown.

New communities and with time, new cities and facilities as we knew them before, started to emerge. The big old cities stood still and with so many resources and things available left behind, made life easier than expected. But, like the Aircraft carrier USS Gerald Ford, other military facilities and compounds were still operating for many months. Life in some parts of the planet wasn’t all that great.

So, what happened next?

Did the new world develop like before? Did people learn their lesson? Did we mess it up again?


The END

More to come (season 2)

What would happen when Rebecca finds out that her husband is alive, and Rob kept it a secret way form them? Would that be the end of their relationship? How would Jerry come to terms finding that his dad is alive?

What would happen if Fred, Rebecca’s missing husband, survives and tries to reunite with his wife and son? Why did he went missing in the first time?

What drama would be unveiled when Gary’s (Chief of Emergency Services) daughter reapers after disappearing many years ago? She and her parents were always invited at the Mayor’s celebrations and parties. Why did the Mayor was so fond on her? Why and how did she survive?

What happens when the Aircraft carrier USS Gerald R. Ford beaches after months of being adrift in the Pacific Ocean? Do they know where they are? What do they find? Can they survive?

Would all the surviving communities be led by people like Grace? Or would some communities come under the control of leaders or gangs with personal interest and power?

How would communities interact with each other when the balance with nature is restored, and their borders extend, and the walls disappear?

What would people do when they return to their old cities and energy could be reinstated as before? Would they build the new world, or would some try to reinstate their old lives? Would they be able to restore technology as it was before as the knowhow and knowledge is there?

What would happen to the people that survived in sustainable cities or communities within big cities?

What happens with all the powerful defensive and attacking weapons of mass destruction? Would some high ranked military survivor initiate any defensive or attacking actions? Against whom?

Would the planet’s balance be in danger again?

For how long would survivors believe in the planet’s balance before their ambition becomes too much to handle? How would people deal with change? Would everyone adapt?

How is justice reinstated? Who is the judge, what order is imposed? How is it enforced? Who police who and how?

Is there a place for religion? Which religion? A new religion?

…(season 3)

Was energy materialised? Was the humming wall made of energy transformed into mater, something that science doubts? Was nature really the cause of what happened to the world, something very unreasonable to believe?

Will the rise and rise of AI and biotechnology surface again and transform the world? Will the superhumans be begotten, will a new dish generation conquer the planet?

Would AI predict the future as it was before the events that balanced the planet? A ripple effect? How to prevent it?

Will a robotic reality be in place? Is the future for the human species to succumb to technology?
2

