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Pagan Apocalypse

Wrath of the Old Gods Book 1.5




 



For Cholly and Freddie.




From too much love of living,



From hope and fear set free,



We thank with brief thanksgiving



Whatever gods may be



That no life lives for ever;



That dead men rise up never;



That even the weariest river



Winds somewhere safe to sea.



 

Then star nor sun shall waken,



Nor any change of light:



Nor sound of waters shaken,



Nor any sound or sight:



Nor wintry leaves nor vernal,



Nor days nor things diurnal;



Only the sleep eternal



In an eternal night.



 

-Algernon Charles Swinburne, The Garden of Proserpine




Chapter 1

It was around eleven in the morning when the call for evacuation finally came but it was far too late. I had been sitting in my bedroom just staring at all the posters of my favorite cars that I had to leave behind and I was feeling rather gutted about it. I had two bags that were all packed up; I actually wanted to bring more but Dad said no, just bring what you could run with so I had one rucksack filled with my football kit along with my favorite t-shirts. The other gym bag was filled with two pairs of my best trainers and another pair of expensive inline skates (there was no chance that I would leave those behind) that I begged my mum to buy when we went shopping just two weeks ago when I turned thirteen. And finally my mini-laptop was strapped in on the bottom of the bag too. I had wanted to bring the two game consoles as well but Dad insisted we leave those behind. All that was left in the closet was my school uniforms and I most certainly wouldn’t be taking those filthy rags with me.

My dad started to shout at me from downstairs. “Steve, get down here, now!”

“I’m coming already,” I said as I ran out of my room and hurried down the small flight of stairs to the ground floor.

The two of them were just standing there near the front door, waiting. Dad was wearing a jacket over the wool sweater that my grandmother had knitted for him while she was dying of cancer in her hospital bed a few years back. My mother was wearing jeans and the blouse she usually wore at the office; her mascara had run down her cheeks and it was obvious she’d been crying. Both had on the rugged mountain rucksacks that Dad had bought for all of us when we went camping in Scotland last summer and it looked like they had filled them up with only the essential stuff.

It occurred to me that my sister wasn’t there. “Where’s Amy?”

They both looked at each other incredulously. Mum was wild-eyed; it looked like she was about to scream before she put her hand over her mouth.

Dad turned around and looked at me. There was a growing fear in his eyes. “I thought she was upstairs with you?”

I rolled my eyes. “Why would she hang out in my room all morning?”

Dad took off his rucksack and started to run upstairs, shouting some more. “Amy! Where are you?”

Mum’s chin was trembling as she placed both her hands on my shoulders. “Please tell me you saw her this morning, Steve.”

I couldn’t believe they thought she was with me. “I’m sorry, Mum. When I woke up I took a peek over at her room and she wasn’t there. The bed hadn’t even been slept in,” I said softly.

Mum put a fist in her mouth. “Oh my God.”

At that moment a loudspeaker could be heard in the street outside. “May I have your attention, please. The final call for the evacuation has begun. We have enough transports to take you all and you are advised to take only the items that you can carry. No pets will be allowed to join you. Can everyone please line up in an orderly manner so we can begin processing you now.”

Dad ran back down the stairs. His forehead was dripping with sweat. “Where the bloody hell is she?”

“Bill, we have to go,” Mum said to him as she tugged at my arm while opening the front door.

As the three of us walked out into the street we could see the whole neighborhood was there. Two military transports were at the end of the lane and it looked like representatives from the city council were there along with a squad of soldiers who were guarding everything. This was the first time I had ever seen armed men in full battle gear and it looked terribly exciting.

As we lined up behind our neighbors, the Tasker family, Dad turned around and looked at me. “Are you sure you don’t know where she went to? She seems to talk to you more than to us these days,” he said.

“I think I might know where she is,” I said.

Mum started to get hysterical again and several other families standing alongside us began to notice. “Oh my God, why didn’t you tell us! Where is she?”

I shrugged. “I think she might be with her boyfriend; his name is Mark, I think.”

Dad’s eyes widened like saucers. “How could she be with him at a time like this? Where does he live for God’s sake?”

I pointed to the other end of the street. “A few blocks down that way, just a few houses away from my mate Ray.”

Mum was livid. “So that’s why she didn’t complain when I asked her to make sure you didn’t walk alone to Raymond’s house—her boyfriend lived nearby and she never told us!”

Dad shook his head in disbelief. “I can’t believe all this. Why didn’t she ever tell us she had a boyfriend?”

“Perhaps because she thought you might not approve of him,” I said.

“Rubbish,” Dad said. “I’ve always been open minded about who she sees. She’s almost eighteen and will be taking her A-level exams next year.”

I winked at him. It was nice to see them squirming with worry for a change. They never used to ask for my advice on anything. “You do remember the last time she had a boyfriend, right? You almost threw him out onto the pavement.”

A city councilman at the front of the line was now standing beside us. He was busy jotting down names on a clipboard. “Okay, you’re next, can I have your names, please.”

“Symonds,” Dad said to him. “William, Emma, Amelia, and Stephen.”

The councilman checked off the page on his clipboard and then looked back up at him. “You gave me four names but there are only three of you.”

“Amelia’s n-not with us at this moment,” Mum said nervously. “But s-she should be here any minute now.”

The councilman shook his head. “I’m sorry but every slot in the vehicles must be assigned to the people that are here because we need to go right now.”

Mum was pleading with him. “Please, you can’t go yet, she will be here. I promise.”

A soldier who was standing beside the councilman began to point to the back of the lorry. “You need to get in there now, otherwise someone else will take your places, ma’am.”

Dad sighed as he took Mum’s bags. “Let’s just take our seats for now, we’re holding up the line.”

All three of us climbed up into the back of the military transport. Several of our neighbors were already sitting down in the rows as we took our seats and placed our bags in front of us. Mr. and Mrs. Tasker were there along with their great aunt, who had to be helped onboard because she was in a wheelchair. Leo Hill, the former footballer who retired a few years back, was also there along with his wife and four sons as well as the entire Patel clan; they occupied half of the forward compartment.

As more and more people slowly began to fill the back of the lorries, I had a strange feeling that I’d somehow forgotten something. That was when I started to rummage through both my bags. My curiosity soon turned to worry because I quickly realized that I had left my mobile phone sitting on my desk in my bedroom. It had all the emails and numbers of my best mates and we had made an agreement that we would contact each other as soon as we got to the safe zones. Without my mobile, there was only a very slim chance I would be able to hook up with them, if any.

Since the house was pretty close by and they were still loading people onto the transports I could still get over there and grab it. I quickly stood up and made my way to the edge of the lorry.

My dad noticed that I had gotten up and tried to grab my arm but he missed by a few inches. “Steve, what are you doing?”

I stole a glance at him as I sidestepped another old woman who had just been helped up into the lorry. “I’ll be back, Dad. I’m just going back to my room to grab my mobile.”

As I jumped out of the rear of the vehicle and started to run back towards the house my mother started to shout at me. “Steve! For God’s sake, come back!”

Another soldier who stood nearby noticed me and tried to pull me aside but I quickly shifted to the left as I narrowly avoided his grasp and continued to dash towards the house. It was less than a hundred feet away and I would have plenty of time to get back on the transports since there were still a few families being processed.

Grabbing the house key from my trouser pocket, I inserted it into the door and got it open in just a few seconds. As I ran up the stairs I heard my phone buzzing. Judging from the ringtone I knew that it was my best mate who was calling me so I swiped it from the table while leaping through the bedroom door and quickly activated it.

I placed the phone beside my ear. “Steve’s Skate Shop, how can I help?”

The voice that answered was definitely my mate, Raymond Lin. “Steve, they’re attacking us!”

I started to laugh. Ray was good at winding me up. “Bollocks. Come off it, Ray. I know you’re just taking the piss again.”

He sounded like he was running out of breath. “I’m not joking, mate! I’m running down the pavement away from my house! I need to get out of here!”

Now he had my full attention. “Ray? What happened? Where are you, mate?”

Ray’s voice was bordering on hysterical and I could hear him gulping air. “Those monsters attacked us just as we started evacuating. I think they got my mum and my dad. Oh my God!”

“Ray, where are you?”

“I-I ran away. I’m near Victoria Park. T-that old geezer was right.”

“What do you mean he was right?”

“Remember when you were at my place? The website that we looked at, remember? The old man who claimed to be a wizard, he was right about all this. Those monsters, they’re the Fomorians.”

“Ray, come off it—”

Just as I said those words the line went dead.

Bloody hell. I put the mobile phone into the right pocket of my hoodie and sighed. Just days ago my life was as normal as it could be. Now all of a sudden the world had gone topsy-turvy on me.

As I stood there dumbfounded I suddenly heard screams and shouting coming from the street below. When I looked down from the bedroom window I noticed that the few civilians left on the street were in a state of panic as they tried desperately to get onto the transports that were already moving away while the soldiers that were still on the ground were taking up firing positions. As I turned to look at the opposite end of the avenue I let out a cry of shock and surprise.

A horde of monsters was steadily making its way down the street. There must have been dozens of them and it looked like they were in all shapes and sizes. Some were walking on two legs while others didn’t have any legs at all and instead just used their hands while crawling on their swollen bellies or slithering forward using their snake-like torsos. A few had armored carapaces covering their insect-like bodies while others had a granite sheen on the blubbery folds of their skin. One of them had a single eye like a Cyclops while another had three. It was an entire gang of misshapen beasts that began to advance towards the panic-stricken people below.

I stood rooted to the spot, unable to move as I saw some of the soldiers open fire on the crowd of monsters while slowly retreating towards the end of the avenue. They were able to hurt a few of the creatures but their shots merely enraged the larger and more heavily armored ones. As the military transports were finally clear of the street the soldiers tried to get back into their Land Rovers but several of the creatures broke into a run and caught up with them. My mouth was open in shock and horror as I saw some of the poor soldiers being literally torn apart by gigantic claws and fanged maws. That was when one of the creatures turned and saw me staring back at it from my bedroom window. It hissed at me as it started towards the house.

I needed to do something, otherwise I would get eaten, just like in those zombie movies. I quickly got out of my bedroom and I remembered there was a small crawlspace in the corridor leading towards the stairs. A few years back I had found a panel behind the tub in the bathroom where I could move it and squeeze through. But that was when I was still a small child; I had gotten somewhat bigger since then. With no other choice I ran into the bathroom and closed the door behind me before opening the window. Then I thrust my hands into the back of the heater and pushed back the paneling behind it. Sure enough, the crawlspace was there. Hearing the creature coming up the stairs, I clenched my teeth as I started to squeeze myself into the narrow opening between the metal heater and the hole in the side of the wall. There must have been a nail sticking out the back end of the crawlspace because something sharp ripped through the back of my hoodie and cut into my skin as I got stuck. The pain was pretty bad but I held my breath and stopped myself from crying out; I heard the creature outside the bathroom door, beginning to smash it down.

There was no chance I could squeeze into that tiny space so I had to make a quick decision before I got turned into mincemeat. Looking up at the ceiling, I remembered a scene from a movie that I could possibly do. Just as the door was about to give way I climbed up on top of the sink before stretching my body out just below the ceiling. My hands were pushing on one side of the bathroom wall as I stretched my legs out and pushed as hard as I could on my feet on the opposite side so that my body was completely horizontal and I lay suspended right below the ceiling. I managed to get myself into position just as the monster burst through.

It shambled into the bathroom less than a foot below me. I clenched my teeth as my knees and arms began to buckle from the strain of keeping myself aloft. The creature looked like something out of a horror movie but it was totally real. One of its arms was longer than the other and both ended in long, black-clawed hands. Its pale head was a flat oval with round eyes shaped like an amphibian’s that were situated in the front part of its hideous face. It had a snake-like tongue that slid out and about as it tasted the air while its short, trunk-like legs ended in webbed feet. It smelled of rotten flesh and blood.

The creature hissed and snorted as it took a look at the open window. The pain in my arms was so intense that I felt like screaming but I bit my lip and closed my eyes. After a few seconds that felt like an eternity, the creature finally turned around and waddled out of the bathroom. As I heard it moving back down the stairs I finally let go and was able to get my feet back on top of the sink as I took in a deep, silent breath while rubbing my sore arms.

Just to be sure I was alone I waited for almost an hour, ready to wedge myself back up towards the ceiling if it came back but thankfully the house became quiet once more. The sun was beginning to set as I carefully made my way around the house and made sure that none of those monsters were still around. As I got to the edge of the front door I carefully looked out into the street. Save for a few corpses lying around it was now largely deserted. I carefully closed the front door and locked it before going back to the bathroom upstairs. Since there was still a sharp pain across my back I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and took off my hoodie and then my shirt before twisting my torso so I could have a look at my back. Sure enough, there was a long cut where the nail had sliced across my back; it had stopped bleeding and it resembled a stylized crimson-colored lightning bolt across the back of my body. I remembered what my mum used to do when I got cuts so I took some antiseptic from the mirrored cabinet and used some of her cotton balls to absorb the medicine before using them to swab my back. Almost immediately I regretted doing that because it sent a burning pain all over the back of my body and I nearly screamed due to the agony. I made a makeshift bandage with what was left of the cotton balls and some electrical tape; when I was done my back looked like some sort of weird modern art exhibit but it was better than nothing. I went back to my bedroom and pulled out a new hoodie from the closet and put it on. My best clothes were in my rucksack, still sitting at the back of the lorry that had hopefully taken my parents away from this mess, so I had to make do with the ones that I really didn’t want to wear anymore.

I tried my mobile phone again but now all I got was a static line so I turned it off and put it back in my pocket. Trying to gather my thoughts while sitting on the edge of my bed, I fought off the urge to cry. I was now alone. Of all the stupid things I’ve done in my life this was by far the dumbest and I had a feeling that I might actually die soon.


Chapter 2

Two days before all this happened I was in my best mate’s bedroom just mucking about. We had just come back from the skate park and it was almost time for afternoon tea. While lying on the floor by his bed I was leafing through some of his car magazines while Ray was sitting on his bed, busy playing on the videogame console in order to best my top score on Zombie Killer.

Raymond Lin had been my mate for two years now. His family was originally from Hong Kong but his parents left soon after the former British colony was finally handed back over to the Chinese. Ray was an only child who had mostly grown up in London and since his dad owned several Cantonese restaurants all over the city his house was much bigger than mine. His family was very posh and they had a holiday cottage in Jersey. With his round, black-rimmed glasses and deep dark hair, Ray looked like a Chinese version of that popular boy wizard that everybody talks about; in many ways we were exact opposites since my hair was fair and I didn’t need to wear glasses at all. He was also one of the brightest in my class and I teamed up with him every time there was a group activity and the class would divide itself into teams to take each other on. With Ray’s talent for solving tricky equations in maths along with his fountain of knowledge about all things, it seemed that I learned more from just talking to him than I did from listening to the teachers at school.

Ray was busy clicking away on the console pad but it seemed like he was chatting online as well. “Oy, Steve, have you heard about those weird weather patterns developing all over the world? The other players in my European league are saying it’s never ever happened before.”

I was busy concentrating on the specs of the newest Ferrari model that was coming out this year so I just grunted in reply as I kept staring at the pages of the magazine.

Ray frowned as he kept his eyes glued to the TV monitor. “You didn’t even listen to a word I said, did you?”

“Sure I did. You said something about weird players on the other side of Europe and their world playing patterns that are beating your top score every time.”

“Typical Steve, you just listen and whatever comes out of your mouth is utter tosh.”

I placed the magazine down on my lap and looked at him. “You’re just ticked off because I did the acid slide twice on the half pipe and you couldn’t.”

Ray just shook his head. “I already admitted to you that you’re a better skater than me, you tosser. I was talking about all this stuff that’s happening all over the world. The whole Internet is going mental just talking about it.”

“Yeah, I might have read about that on the chat rooms last night. Something about a massive country-wide sandstorm in the Middle East or something like that.”

“It’s more than just a sandstorm, mate. They are saying that the Iraqis and the Americans have lost contact with all of their troops north of Baghdad. I looked at some other websites and quite a few of them are saying it’s the end of the world.”

“Bollocks,” I said. “Sandstorms happen in the desert all the time. We learned that in school last year. Don’t you remember?”

“It’s not just the sandstorm; all the weather experts are also saying a massive cold front, with snow, mind you, is moving in from the Arctic in the next few days.”

I started to laugh. “Well, so much for all that global warming nonsense.”

Ray sighed. “You never take anything seriously, do you?”

“What’s there to be serious about? It’s summer now and school’s out! I think I’ll stay home this time and just mess about in the skate park all day and game all night.”

“Your dad likes camping, doesn’t he?”

“Yes, he had plans to rent an RV for a cross-country camping trip around central Europe but I told him in no uncertain terms that I won’t be going. I doubt if my sister’s going either.”

“Amy? I heard that she’s got a new boyfriend again.”

“Yeah, she’s seeing that Mark Loman fellow. That’s why every time my mum has asked her to accompany me when I go over here she always says yes now, because her boyfriend lives down your street.”

“I know Mark’s dad, he came by our house a few times. Mark’s mum is Jamaican, I think.”

“Dad doesn’t like Amy’s choice of boyfriends,” I said. “The last one she brought over, he got mad and nearly hit him. I think Amy’s learned not to even tell them about who she goes out with now.”

“I don’t think your dad’s going to like Mark either; he does pot among other things, and he’s part of a gang that hangs out near the park.”

I shrugged. “I don’t care who she sees. It’s none of my business anyway.”

“That reminds me,” he said, giggling. “You remember the second to last day of school?”

“I remember Nigel and Dan getting into a fight, yeah. I can’t wait to see those two gits next term.”

“Oh, there was so much that happened that day. You’re not going to believe who I saw in the toilets.”

“Tell me then.”

“Alasdair and Ryan. They were in the stall together.”

“Alasdair? Your mate from scouts? I’ve forgotten who Ryan is.”

“Yeah, Alasdair the scout. Ryan’s the boy who always goes around by himself, remember? The emo kid.”

“Oh yeah, I remember now. What were they doing?”

“They were snogging in the stall.”

“Snogging?”

“Yeah, you know, making out, like kissing and all that.”

“I know what it means. Bloody hell, I didn’t know they were gay.”

Ray laughed. “All the girls were talking about it afterwards. Seems the word spread rather quickly.”

“Funny I never heard about it till now.”

“That’s because all you ever cared about was skates and gaming, you moron.”

“Piss off,” I said. “What other people do is none of my business anyway.”

“That’s just typical of you, just like you to be totally clueless about everything that’s happening right now.”

“What’s happening right now isn’t affecting me so shut up.”

“You’d better hope that all this stuff on the news is nothing. But if it is something then you’ll be sorry for not heeding their warnings.”

I smirked. “And just who are they exactly? Who’s making these warnings?”

Ray quickly pointed to his desktop computer before resuming his struggles with the console pad. “Get on my desktop, I bookmarked the website.”

“Alright then, I will,” I said as I got up, moved over to the chair and activated his computer. “What’s the password for your PC anyway?”

“It’s RAYISGOD, all caps.”

“If you were a god, you’d be the god of the loo,” I said.

Ray went back to playing on his console again. “Shut it. If you were a god, you’d be the god of dicks thanks to your little dick.”

“My dick’s bigger than yours,” I said as I waited until the computer was fully booted up before typing in the password.

“Your dick would get bigger than mine if you snogged Alasdair, I bet.”

“Spare me your gay inner desires and fantasies, Ray.”

“Spare me your inadequacies, Steve.”

I finally got the web browser to work. “Is this the one in your bookmark? The website of Amicus Tarr, the exiled wizard?”

“That’s it.”

“Okay, I’m having a look now,” I said as I began to scroll through the pages of text and pictures. “A lot of his stuff is pretty amateurish; I could design a better website than this. And I think I did just that in our computer class last term.”

Ray was furiously pushing the buttons on his console pad as he fought off an infinite number of zombies in the game. “Don’t bother about the web presentation, you knob. Read what he has to say; he’s had over a million hits on his site in the past twenty-four hours alone.”

I rolled my eyes as I continued to go through the web pages. Ray’s Internet seemed quite slow, as if there was some sort of traffic backlog that was affecting his bandwidth. “It says here that he’s predicting a cataclysmic event in Stonehenge by tonight. He also says that England will be invaded and occupied by a demon army within the next few days. This old geezer is completely mad.”

“Didn’t you watch the news this morning? There’s quite a crowd of people that are now over at Stonehenge.”

“Nope, didn’t bother. All I did was wake up and have my brekky before meeting up with you in the skate park.”

“You’re worse than a hermit, mate. You’ve got the telly and the Internet at home yet you don’t even bother with it unless you want to watch movies and play games.”

“That’s because I’m absolutely not interested,” I said. “Okay, I’ve read through most of his stuff and I think he’s completely mental. The millions of people who have gone over to this site of his must also be nutty, and that includes you.”

“As I said, if all of that comes true you’ll be sorry.”

I laughed again. “And what if it does come true? He doesn’t say anything about what to do if it does. He probably set the whole thing up in Stonehenge or something. Probably needs some money to remodel his old cranky website, I bet.”

“Well it does give his address on it,” Ray said. “Maybe we can head over to his place if the whole mess gets any worse.”

I turned my head and looked at him. Did he truly believe this? “Okay, so he lives not far from here, just over in Highgate. So what? You honestly believe he can put a stop to that sandstorm in the Middle East or maybe restore communications with Ireland again?”

“Ah, so you did watch the news then!”

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “I heard my mum and dad talking about the communications blackout with Ireland just before I headed over to the skate park, that’s all.”

“Did you read about what that wizard is saying about it?”

I turned my head back and scrolled down for the entry on Ireland in the old man’s website. “It says here that he claims that it’s the Fomorians that are doing the conquering and they will be here soon. What’s a Fomorian?”

“Don’t you remember the class we had two terms ago when our teacher was telling us about the myths of Ireland?”

“Two terms is too long ago for me to remember. Fill me in, please.”

“You really are a knobhead. Anyway, the Fomorians are supposed to be mythical creatures; they are a race of monsters that originally inhabited Ireland before the Irish gods defeated them.”

“So they’re like giants then? Like the enemies of Thor and the other Norse gods?”

“From what I’ve read they come in all shapes and sizes. Some are giants and some are dwarves. Some can fly while others crawl.”

“Well good luck to them. We’ve got the best military in the world; we’ve never been defeated in battle. The Germans and the Argies tried fighting us and we ended up winning in the end so all this doesn’t bother me at all.”

“Our military may be good against other people but these Fomorians aren’t people, they’re demons.”

“Ooh, I’m so bloody scared.”

“You better be because otherwise—” Ray stopped in midsentence. I peered over and noticed his game had frozen A few seconds later the screen reset and a message came up: YOU ARE BANNED FOR CHEATING, PLEASE CONTACT CUSTOMER SUPPORT.

I saw what had happened and started to laugh.

“What the bloody hell—” Ray said as he fumbled with the console settings. “But I didn’t cheat! How could they ban me from the game server like this?”

My howls of laughter were now so hard that my ribs were hurting and I could barely stay seated on the padded office chair.

Ray turned to look at me. His glasses were starting to steam. “You were playing on this console before I did, what did you do?”

My laughter was slowly winding down to a giggle or two but I kept at it. “I uploaded a targeting hack on your console so I could get the high score.”

Ray’s eyes widened. “A hack? You mean a cheat? You stupid bloody idiot! Now they’ll think I was the one who did it and they’re going to ban my account! You bloody arsewipe!”

I looked up at the ceiling while giggling. “I couldn’t very well put that hack into my console at home now, could I?”

“Why you—” Ray said before throwing himself at me. We both ended up on the floor as he tried to punch me but I was able to hold onto his wrists as we both started tussling and tumbling about on the carpet.

There was a short knock on the door as it opened and Ray’s mom peeked inside. “Okay you two, tea’s downstairs.”

My fist was suspended in midair and was just about to strike at Ray’s nose when I looked up at her and smiled. “Thanks, Mrs. Lin.”

 

Ray’s mother served us some crispy chicken wings along with steamed dumplings. We both wolfed it down and drank the hot, steaming Chinese tea. Ray kept looking at me with silent menace but most of his anger had pretty much subsided at this point. I always preferred to eat over at Ray’s house for tea because his mother was such a brilliant cook. My mum would usually just serve a chip butty with jam or ketchup for tea.

“Really good food, Mrs. Lin, it’s the best tea I’ve ever had,” I said to his mother, who was doing the dishes in the sink.

“Why thank you, Steve,” she said without turning around. “Will you be staying for dinner?”

I grinned. “Yes, please.”

Ray leaned closer to me. “You owe me twenty quid to get a new gaming account, you numpty,” he whispered.

I stifled a giggle as I sipped the rest of my tea.

There was a knock on the door. Mrs. Lin turned off the taps and dried her hands with a towel near the sink before heading off to the living room to answer it. As soon as she left the dining area Ray punched me in the arm so hard that I nearly dropped the tea cup I was holding. I quickly put it on the table before taking a swing at his shoulder but he leaned back the other way and so I missed.

Just as I was about to get up and have a go at Ray my sister Amy entered the kitchen along with Mrs. Lin.

“I’m really sorry for bothering you, Mrs. Lin, but my parents want us back home right away,” Amy said to Ray’s mother before turning her head to look at me. “Steve, Dad has been ringing your mobile for the past half an hour, why didn’t you answer it?”

“Oh,” I said as I took my mobile phone from my front trouser pocket. “I had it on silent mode since we were busy gaming.”

“You’re going to be in trouble when we get home.”

“Do we have to go home now? It’s not even dark yet.”

Amy crossed her arms in frustration as she glared at me. “Dad’s orders, come on!”

I sighed as I got up. “Terribly sorry I can’t stay, Mrs. Lin.”

Ray’s mother just smiled as she took my plate away. “It’s okay, Steve, you’ll always be welcome anytime.”

Ray just rolled his eyes. “Not bloody likely.”

“See you later, Ray,” I said as I accompanied my sister towards the front door.

“Don’t forget the money you owe when you come back!” Ray shouted from the kitchen area just as I closed the front door to his house. As I turned towards the street I saw Amy standing there and hugging a tall, tanned man with curly hair who looked to be in his twenties. He had a leather jacket on and wore a black baseball cap that was turned backwards on his head.

I walked over and stood beside them. Amy noticed me and she gave the man a kiss on his lips before letting him go. “My brother’s here, I need to get going.”

The man looked at me and held out his hand. “I’m Mark.”

I shook it. “Steve.”

Mark turned back to my sister. “You sure you don’t want me to walk with you?”

Amy just gave him a slight smile. “You’d better not for now. Anyway, the house is less than a mile from here.”

Mark held her arms for a short minute before finally letting go. “Alright then, remember what I told you.”

Amy waved at him as he started walking away in the opposite direction. “I shall. See you later.”

As she started to walk back towards our house I moved alongside her. “So that’s your new boyfriend then. Mark, is it?”

She turned and gave me a serious look as she kept on walking. “Steve, please don’t tell Mum and Dad about him, we’ve just started seeing each other and I don’t think they’re ready for the news yet.”

I snorted. “Since when have I ever told them about anything that’s a secret?”

“Alright, that’s good,” Amy said. “Let’s just keep this between ourselves for now.”

“You owe me one though.”

She laughed. “Alright, I owe you one.”

“Twenty quid, to be precise.”

“What?”

“I’m sure you’ve got that, your allowance is more than mine.”

“What do you need twenty pounds for?”

“Just because.”

Amy frowned. “Alright, I’ll see what I can do. I’ll just ask Mum and Dad for it because I don’t have any money on me right now.”

“That’s fine, just tell them you need to buy a new lipstick or something like that.”

“Don’t be cheeky, Steve.”

“I know girls spend a lot more than men just on trying to look good and all. The world wouldn’t be in such a terrible state if women just scaled down on their makeup and hair and stuff.”

“You’re getting to be a real pain, you know that?”

We got home about ten minutes later. Dad was waiting as we rounded the corner and he opened the door and quickly ushered us inside. Mum was sitting on the couch and watching the news on the telly.

Amy took off her jacket and hung it on the coat rack by the door. “Why did you want us back so early? It’s still light out.”

Dad just shook his head. He was still wearing his suit from the office. “Something’s happening and I need us all here. I was calling you both on your mobiles for over an hour!”

That was when I noticed that our driveway was empty. “Dad, where’s your car?”

Dad looked down. “I had to leave it on the motorway. The traffic has been jammed up for miles in every direction. I had to walk back home and it took me over an hour.”

Amy looked confused. “What is it, what’s going on?”

Mum said nothing; instead she just pointed to what was on the telly. The screen showed lines of abandoned cars in almost every avenue in the city and news footage was being shown live from Amesbury, less than a hundred miles away. There were droves of people wearing white sheets and they seemed to be in some sort of trance as they slowly walked along the jam-packed motorways, heading for Stonehenge, the Neolithic ring of standing stones that served as a tourist attraction and an archaeological site. It looked like the Metropolitan Police had their hands full.

Dad sat on the armchair while Amy and I joined Mum on the couch. The newscasters were trying their best to explain the situation but they were just as confused as we were as to what was truly going on. One of the pundits who was doing the live commentary said it was apparently some sort of mass hysteria while the news anchor in the studio wondered if it had anything to do with the situation in Ireland. Just yesterday a massive cloud of fog had moved over the entire island and all communications with both Ireland and Northern Ireland were all of a sudden cut off. British authorities had stopped all air and sea traffic to the emerald isle for the time being as they tried to assess the situation. A Royal Navy task force had been dispatched to find out what was going on but they too had disappeared.

As the four of us just sat there trying to take it all in a strange thought occurred to me as I remembered the website that Ray had told me about. It seemed that the so-called old wizard had been right after all. I quickly got up and headed towards the stairs leading up to my room.

Dad turned and looked up at me. “Steve, where are you going?”

“To my room, Dad,” I said as I ran up the stairs. “There’s something on the Internet I want to look at.”

“Just don’t leave the house, please,” Mum said absentmindedly as she kept her eyes glued to the telly.

As soon as I got to my room I sat down beside my desk and turned on my laptop. Within a few minutes I was searching for that old man’s website but for some strange reason my Internet speed had slowed down to a crawl. It took several minutes of waiting before I finally got the address for his website using the search engine and then a few more minutes as I waited for his home page to load up. But the moment I finally got to see his website all I saw was a big black background; three words were all that was left on it: I WARNED YOU.

Right at that moment my laptop crashed. I let out a short curse as I rebooted the computer but after a few minutes I could no longer get any bandwidth on the Internet even though it still stated that my connection was valid and working. It seemed that the entire Internet was dead.

I took my mobile phone out of my pocket and started to call Ray’s number.

“Hello,” he answered from his mobile.

“Ray, I tried to get onto that old wizard’s webpage but all I got was three words on a blank screen. Then my Internet went out.”

“Same thing happened to me, mate. I couldn’t log onto any online game servers and now even my web browsing is shot. I called up Neil from school and he couldn’t get online either.”

“My parents are downstairs watching the news on the telly. Something’s going on in Stonehenge. Lots of people in a trance and there seems to be rioting too,” I said.

“I told you that this might happen just an hour ago and you didn’t believe me, you git.”

“Okay, I believe you now, you knob. The question is, what do we do about it?”

“I think if we get the chance we ought to go to that old wizard’s house. He predicted this would happen and would probably know what to do.”

“That’s a stupid idea, he will probably just tell us off or something.”

“You got a better idea then?”

“No,” I said. “Okay, let’s assume that yours is a good plan—how do we know where he lives when I can’t even look at his site anymore?”

“Hold on,” Ray said. “I think I can retrieve the original page in my temporary browsing folder. Give me a few minutes.”

“Just text me his house address, alright?”

“Right.”

“Talk to you later then, bye.”

“Bye.”

I put my mobile phone on my desk and shook my head. This whole situation was bloody mental. But then a part of me thought that maybe this would all be back to normal by tomorrow so I decided to play a game on my laptop that didn’t require an Internet connection.

For the next few hours I created whole armies of tanks and sent them out against the computer-controlled opponent as I started racking up my high score. Every time I started playing these games I would lose track of the time and that suited me just fine. There would be quite a few more years before I turned into an adult so I was determined to make the most of whatever time I had left as a kid by just mucking about and having some fun.

While playing my fourth game I hardly noticed that the sun had gone down and night had finally descended. Just as I was about to muster a new army on my laptop I heard both my parents cry out. Startled, I jumped and the mouse flew from my hand and landed on the floor. After pausing the game I quickly ran down the stairs to see what was going on.

The living room was empty and the telly was showing nothing but static snow. As I looked around I saw that the front door was open so I ran outside. There were people from all over the neighborhood just standing on the street while looking and pointing up at the sky. My parents and Amy were standing just outside of the house.

I walked over to them, crossing my arms. “What was all that shouting about?”

Dad said nothing but just pointed up at the sky. As I looked up I saw massive beams of scintillating light that seemed to flow upwards into the dark sky like gigantic shooting stars. It was coming from the west.

It was then that I started to get concerned. “What happened?”

“Stonehenge,” Dad said as he kept looking upwards. “There was a commotion in Stonehenge and then the telly went blank. Then we heard shouts from outside of the house and now those streams of energy are coming from over there.”

Amy was trying to keep herself from crying. “But what does it all mean?”

“The end of the world,” Mum said softly.


Chapter 3

The next day I woke up to find my dad just sitting on the side of my bed. The lights that were coming from Stonehenge had continued all of last night but I was getting tired so I decided to just stop staring at the sky and go to bed. But now, seeing Dad just sitting here this morning, I was starting to get worried again because this was the first time he had ever done this.

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “Dad, is everything alright?”

“The government has declared a state of emergency,” Dad said softly. “They told us to prepare for a possible evacuation.”

I scratched the top of my head. “Evacuate? Where are we supposed to go?”

He put his hands over his face and rubbed it. “I don’t know. But you need to pack your kit. Use the rucksack we bought for camping and just fit in the essentials, please.”

“Did you get your car back?”

“No, it’s still stuck on the motorway; they told everyone to stay in their homes for the time being and wait for the evacuation convoys.”

I reached over to the table beside my bed. “I’m going to call Ray and ask him what’s up.”

Dad stood up and walked towards the door. “I’ve tried calling the office and there’s no phone service for landlines and mobile phones are spotty- sometimes they work and sometimes they don’t. Internet and the telly are down too. All we’re getting now is a repeating message on the radio from the government.”

“Bloody mental,” I said as I finally got out of bed.

After a quick shower and a change of clothes I walked down the stairs and saw Mum preparing some food. She had a worried look on her face. Dad was standing outside in the street with his hands on his hips, talking with one of our neighbors.

“I’ve made some butties, they’re on the table,” Mum said softly. “If you need to eat something just help yourself. There’s a tin of biscuits in the cupboard as well.”

I grabbed one of the sandwiches off of the plate and smiled as it had bacon in it. “Mum, are you alright?”

She just shook her head. “I wanted to go to the supermarket but now they’re telling everybody to stay put. We don’t have much food left right now.”

I took a bite of the bacon butty and sat down as she poured me some tea. “Don’t worry, Mum, we’ve got the best army in the world and we’ve never lost a war; this will all be over quickly.”

As I finished half of the sandwich I turned and saw Amy coming down the stairs. She was fully dressed up in jeans and a jacket along with her red plimsolls. “Mum, I’m going out,” she said as she started for the door.

“You can’t go, Amy,” Mum called out after her. “There’s a state of emergency that’s been declared.”

Amy stopped in front of the door and turned around. She had an incredulous look on her face. “What? But I’m just going out to see my friends!”

Dad walked in through the slightly open front door as he heard the conversation. “Your mother’s right, Amy. We’ve all been told to stay put. I can’t even go to the office.”

My sister threw her arms up. “But this is ridiculous! My friends are less than a mile away! I’m still going to be close by. It’s not like I’m going very far. Come on, Dad.”

My dad bit his lip. “Amy…”

Amy’s face was now contorted in a mixture of anger and frustration. “I can’t stay here all day! There’s nothing on the telly and the phones don’t work! Please, just for a few hours. I’ll do anything you want me to!”

“We need some supplies, such as more food,” I said while stuffing the last of the sandwich into my mouth.

My mum looked at my dad. “I guess we could send them out for just an hour to get some shopping,” she said.

My dad shook his head. “The supermarket is at least a couple of miles away. That’s too far. If there’s trouble then they need to get back here in a hurry.”

“The corner shop is just down at the end of the street,” I said. “We could pick up some stuff from there.”

Dad frowned but I knew he would listen to reason. After a few seconds he sighed and pulled out his wallet. “Alright, Amy, take your brother and get some supplies for us at the corner shop. You can go see your friends but only the ones close by. And you both have to be back within an hour. Your mum and I will start packing and I’m also waiting for a call from the office so I can’t go with you.”

Amy and I looked at each other and grinned as we ran over to dad and took his money.

“We need bread,” Mum said, “at least two loaves and a pint of milk plus some tinned beans, please.”

“Don’t worry, Mum,” I said. “I will make sure to buy every single can of beans, beans, beans, beans, beeans, beautiful beans, smashing beans!”

“Now remember,” Dad said as we started for the door. “Keep close to each other and at the first sign of trouble you both come right back.”

Amy waved goodbye to them as I was first out of the door. “We will, Dad, thanks!” she said.

As we started walking down the pavement Amy handed me most of the money that she had taken from Dad.

I took it and put it in my trouser pocket along with the rest of the cash. “What’s all this?”

“I need you to cover for me,” Amy said. “I’m going to see Mark so you can just go ahead and buy what Mum needs at the corner shop, and we’ll meet back here in a few hours.”

“Oh, so you want me to do all the work now, do you?”

She sighed. “I’ve given you more than twenty quid there so you ought to be happy about it. Now you can buy whatever it is that you want.”

I took out the wad of cash from my pockets and started counting it as we kept walking. “Dad gave us a total of about twenty-five pounds so if I take the twenty there’s hardly enough money left for Mum’s shopping.”

“You’re starting to get annoying again, Steve.”

“Annoying is my middle name, you know.”

“Well, do you really need the full twenty quid right this minute?”

I grinned at her. “Not really, no.”

Amy’s cheeks went beet red. “I’m gonna slap you, Steve!”

By the time she was ready to hit me we were able to get to the front of the corner shop. Although the nearby supermarket had taken most of its business away, this was still the place to get some quick sodas, crisps and candy if you needed them at the last minute. There was a large group of people milling about and a long queue had formed since it seemed that everybody was stocking up on food and all.

I looked at the long line of people with my mouth open. “Bloody hell, we’re going to be here all day!”

“Right then,” Amy said as she pointed to the end of the line. “You need to queue up now. Mark’s place is just on the other side of the street so I’ll see you later.”

Now it was my turn to get angry. “Noo! I don’t want to stand in line for hours like this!”

“Well somebody’s got to do it and since you’ve got the money it’s your duty.”

I walked over to the end of the queue but I grabbed her arm to make sure she was with me. “If I’m standing in line then you’re standing here with me!”

She twisted her arm away from my grasp. “Steve, can’t you just stay here for a bit? Mark’s house is so close now.”

I frowned. “But standing here is just so pathetic! If you’re going to your boyfriend’s place then I’m heading over to Ray’s.”

“But if we both go then there might not be any stuff left to buy later.”

I drew in a deep breath. “I can do without beans. Let’s just tell Mum and Dad that the place was ransacked and there was nothing left.”

Amy rolled her eyes. “And what if Dad asks the other neighbors who are here right now? And what if we run out of food before the evacuation order?”

I was trying to figure out a good answer for her when I saw Mark Loman on the other side of the street.

He waved his arms and called out to her. “Amy!”

Amy smiled and waved back at him before turning to look at me. “Mark’s here, just stay in the queue for a bit while I think of something. Be right back,” she said to me before running over to where Mark was standing.

I bit my lip. Now I was stuck in this long line of shoppers while my older sister was going to have fun with her new boyfriend. As I sighed over my obvious predicament, an old woman who was standing in line in front of me suddenly turned around and stared into my eyes. I was startled and immediately took a step back and nearly collided with a woman and her baby who were standing behind me.

“Hello, Steve,” the old woman said softly while she grinned. Her stained yellow dentures and purplish gums were in slight contrast to her pale, wrinkled cheeks and the shock of silvery hair on her head.

It took me a little while to get over the sudden fright but I quickly recognized her. “Oh hello, Ms. Faulkner. How are you today?”

Ms. Faulkner was an old spinster who lived nearby along with her sister. My mum would sometimes invite them over for tea and they would talk endlessly about just how much things had changed and all that. I didn’t really know them that well but we always greeted each other politely when walking by.

She pointed a crooked finger at me and cackled. “You will journey to the land of the dead quite soon, lad. The Fomorians will not be too happy with you.”

What? I just stood there with my eyes wide open like saucers. “W-what d-do you m-mean, Ms. F-Faulkner?”

Her withered old hands grabbed me by the collar of my shirt as she leered at me, her face inches from mine. Her breath smelled of preserved fruit and ash. “Beware of the exiled one!” she hissed.

I cried out and nearly fell backwards before some helping hands in the queue held me up and supported me. Ms. Faulkner’s sister, Sylvia, took her by the arms and moved her away from me.

“Margaret, what is wrong with you?” Sylvia said to her before turning to look at me with obvious concern. “I’m so sorry about this, Steve. She has been hysterical for the last two days. I took my eye off of her for just a few seconds and now this has happened. Please forgive me.”

I forced myself to smile as I nodded in thanks to the other people in the line who had helped me. “It’s okay, ma’am. She just startled me is all, no harm done.”

“Oh dear, I’m so sorry,” Sylvia said as she took her babbling sister by the arms and led her out of the queue. “I need to bring her back into the house now. She needs some rest.”

Several other people asked if they could do anything for her but Sylvia politely declined as the two old women walked off and disappeared behind the small crowd. The woman standing beside me asked again if I was okay and I answered in the affirmative and thanked her. At that moment I saw Amy running up alongside me accompanied by Mark.

My sister placed a hand on my shoulder. “Steve, what happened? I saw a commotion just as we were about to leave and I thought you got into some sort of trouble.”

“No, it was nothing,” I said. “Ms. Faulkner just got hysterical for a bit but her sister took her away. It’s over now.”

Amy still seemed concerned though. “I’m sorry for leaving you like that, Steve. Mum and Dad would kill me if anything happened to you.”

“Well you could thank me by staying in this queue so that I can go.”

She was taken aback by my obvious ploy and quickly got angry again. “Steve, you annoying little—”

Mark put his hand up and she stopped talking. “If you’re both looking for supplies I think my dad has some stuff that he stashed away over at my house. I’ll give some to you so that you won’t have to queue up here anymore. Anyway by the time you get your turn all the essentials will have been bought out already.”

Amy grinned and hugged him. “Oh you’re a lifesaver, Mark! Okay, Steve, let’s meet back here later and I’ll bring the groceries since Mark’s already got them.”

I started to smile as well. “So this means I can go then?”

“Yes, off you go. Let’s meet back here in a couple of hours,” Amy said as Mark put his arms around her and they kissed.

Not wanting to witness any more of their spectacle nor of the crowd I immediately bolted and headed for Ray’s house. Since it was just another half a mile it wasn’t much of a sprint to get there and I arrived within a few minutes. The streets were mostly deserted as most everyone was just staying put, anxiously waiting for word from the government as to what to do next.

When I did get to my best mate’s house I noticed that his dad was putting a number of boxes into the boot of his car. Mrs. Lin was helping her husband with the stack of containers just beside the front door.

“Hello, Mr. Lin. Hi, Mrs. Lin,” I said to them as I stood in front of the door. “Is everything okay?”

Ray’s dad just grunted in reply since he didn’t speak a whole lot of English while his mum looked somewhat stressed but she smiled politely at me as she took another box in her arms. “Hi there, Steve. Ray’s inside but we’re all a bit busy, I’m afraid,” she said.

I looked down. “Oh, I’m sorry for bothering you then.”

“Not at all, you can come in, Ray’s over in the kitchen. There’s food on the table if you’re hungry.”

“Thank you.”

As I went inside I noticed that they had somehow packed up most of their belongings and almost everything was in boxes. Ray was indeed in the kitchen as he was boxing up a stack of tinned meat.

He looked up at me and paused for a bit. “I thought you’d be back home packing just like everyone else.”

I shrugged as I walked up beside him. “I would be doing that if my dad hadn’t left the car on the motorway. Now they just wanted me to buy some groceries at the corner shop. I think we’ll be hunkering down until the government brings in some transportation. At least that’s what we’ve been told.”

“Well, my parents have decided to leave right away. That’s why we’re packing everything we can into the car.”

“Good luck with that. I heard all of the motorways into and out of the city are jam packed with cars.”

Ray sighed. “That’s what I told them but my dad insisted we pack anyway. It seems he thinks that this is Hong Kong all
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