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Foreword

	 

	 

	Thanks for picking up Shadow Bites. This is a free ebook designed to give people a taste of my work and hopefully entice them to seek out all my books and stories. Having reached a point in my career where I’ve authored or co-authored over twenty books, surely there has to be something for pretty much everyone by now. I thought this was a good way to showcase some of it.

	In here you’ll find one full novella (“Out On A Rim” from The Gulp), three entire short stories (“Crow Shine” from Crow Shine, “Simulacrum of Hope” from Served Cold, and “The Normandy Curse”) which should highlight a decent cross-section of my shorter fiction. You’ll also find the opening chapters of six longer books, to give you an idea of my novel-length work. You can start anywhere with my books—just grab whatever takes your interest—but I would recommend reading any series in order. You can find all you need to know about that stuff on my website: have a look here for a full overview.

	I’m a huge fan of the Octavia E. Butler quote, “No entertainment on Earth can match a good story compellingly told.” I have it printed out, in fact, and stuck to the bottom of my monitor. I’m looking at it right now. That’s my driving force. And if the stories I tell give folks something to think about beyond a thrilling yarn, that’s great too.

	So that’s why this ebook exists, and that’s why it’s free. I want as many people as possible to be entertained by the stuff I write. I think you’ll enjoy it. And if you do, I have many years worth of work out there for you to catch up on, and I can promise that I’ll continue to work my butt off to compellingly tell more good stories. I hope you’ll come along with me for the ride. I also hope you’ll tell lots of other people about my books—the power of word of mouth cannot be underestimated.

	Thank you, and I hope you have fun in the pages that follow.

	 

	 

	Alan Baxter, NSW Australia, 2021

	



	

Out On A Rim

	 

	 

	This is the first novella from the mosaic novel/novella collection The Gulp. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes four more interconnected novellas, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/the-gulp/ 
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	Richard Blake’s day had been deceptively boring. Tall, pale gum trees lined either side of the road, and spread thickly back into shadow. Late afternoon sun occasionally lanced through a rare gap in the canopy that closed over high above. Rich sat quiet in the passenger seat as George Grayson drove the Woolworths big rig along the single lane highway.

	“It’s like a tunnel,” Rich said eventually, leaning forward to peer out the windscreen. The road freaked him out. “Kinda claustrophobic.”

	George laughed. “You haven’t seen anything yet. It’s like this for nearly twenty minutes from Enden until the Gulpepper turnoff. It’s another twenty minutes from the turnoff on the other side too, until you get to Monkton.”

	“Nothing in between?”

	“Only bush and Gulpepper. And that’s ten minutes from the turnoff through nothing but more bush until you reach the coast.” He nodded out the other side of the cab. “That way is thick all the way to the freeway that bypasses all of this.”

	“It’s the only town there? No other villages or anything along the coast?”

	“Not between Enden and Monkton, nah. Just Gulpepper. A kind of big, natural bay with high cliffs either side. It’s quite a big town, but there’s fuck all else for miles around except bush and ocean.” George frowned out the side window towards the lowering sun. “We’re running too late. That traffic jam in Enden fucked up our schedule.”

	“Does it matter?” Rich asked the question despite George’s obvious discomfort. What was the problem, other than being a little late home?

	George glanced at the young man beside him and sighed. “I don’t want to be in Gulpepper at night. Listen, there’s some stuff you should know. You’re a good kid, you’ll be a good driver. I’m just sorry you’re inheriting this fucken route offa me. I’m glad as hell to be retiring, I tell you that. Pretty much everything about this gig is just fine, except once a week when you hafta come to this freaky fucken town. There’s one road in and out of Gulpepper. I hate driving down it and can’t wait to come back the other way.”

	Rich smiled. Old George reminded him of the conspiracy theory nuts who thought mobile phone towers were transmitting mind control. Rich didn’t buy into all that hokum.

	“I see you fucken grinnin’,” George said. “Trust me, you get in, make your delivery, and get right back out again. Once I stopped for lunch there. Never again.”

	“Why, what happened?”

	George frowned, swallowed. “I don’t wanna talk about it. Gulpepper is just… different, that’s all. And only outsiders use that name. Everyone who lives there calls it The Gulp.” He shot a sideways look at Rich again. “The place has a habit of swallowing people.”

	Rich laughed. “That what they tell you?” It’s not like Australia wasn’t riddled with remote towns. George was trying to scare him.

	“Mark my words, son, make this stop your quickest of the week.”

	They fell into silence as the gum trees blurred by on either side and the sun got lower. After the bustle of Enden, especially with the added excitement of the traffic accident, the empty, gloomy road seemed preternaturally quiet. It was ten minutes before another car passed them going the other way, the face behind the wheel a pale moon in the low light, staring dead ahead with intense concentration. Eventually George slowed, leaning forward over the big wheel.

	“Junction’s coming up,” he said to Rich’s questioning look. “And nowhere to turn a truck, so if you miss it, you have to go all the way to the outskirts of Monkton to turn around, which adds nearly an hour to your trip by the time you’ve finished fucking around.”

	“Seriously?”

	“I told you, son, there’s nothing good about this place.”

	George pointed ahead. “See the memorial?”

	Rich saw a white cross at the side of the road, a faded wreathe of plastic flowers hanging on it. Painted on the crossbar was Wayno. Right behind the cross a large gum tree had a huge scar in its pale bark. His stomach soured. Memories of watching Grant’s last drive were still fresh after all these years. His old school friend had a memorial like this on a road heading out of Sydney. They’d been racing, Grant was winning, until he misjudged the bend. Rich thought he’d never shake off the guilt. The image of Grant’s car disintegrating as Rich stood on his car’s brakes would never fade. “Yeah, I see it.”

	“It’s a good one to look out for. The turnoff is only a few hundred metres past.”

	Rich nodded. “Okay, good to know.”

	“Poor old Wayno. Probably aimed his car at a tree rather than have to go back to The Gulp.” Before Rich could address that particularly dark assessment, George pointed again. “See the sign?”

	On the other side of the narrow highway was a small green sign, pointing across the road. 

	 

	Gulpepper Road

	(Gulpepper 11km)

	 

	“Is that a skull hanging off it?” Rich asked as George slowed to make the turn.

	“Or a shrunken head. Kids, probably, mucking about with Halloween props. But with this town, you never know.”

	Rich laughed. The old man was laying it on a bit thick. He realised this was probably like when Rich got his first job out of school, at a factory in Bankstown. First day, the foreman sent him to the office to ask the manager for a long weight. The manager smiled and nodded, said, Sit there, son, and Rich was left for an hour. Eventually the manager came back out and said, Long enough? Off you go then! Rich went back to the factory floor among gales of laughter. But fair enough, he’d play along.

	The road into town was indistinguishable from the highway running between Enden and Monkton. One lane each way, thick bush either side. But even gloomier now, the sun behind them about to drop below the tree line.

	“We’ve left this much too late,” George muttered, almost to himself.

	Rich smiled.

	After a while the gum trees began to thin and a few farms appeared on either side. The houses were old, tin roofs and weatherboard walls, a lot of them with peeling paint and rust encroaching from all sides above. Tractors and box-back trucks were parked around, most of them at least twenty years old. Dogs ran up dirt driveways, barking at the large green and white Woolworths 18-wheeler as it bulled past.

	Another few minutes and regular houses began to dot the sides. Plenty of bush still around, but lawns with fences, trampolines and cubby houses, family cars. Then the side streets began, more houses with smaller plots of land. They passed a large building, lit up with neon, a big Tooheys New sign glowing out front. Illuminated letters above the double glass doors proclaimed, Gulpepper Bowlo.

	“Is there a town anywhere in Australia without a lawn bowls club?” Rich asked with a grin.

	“If there is, I haven’t been there,” George said, but his face was set. Normally the man had a good humour about him, crass and rough sometimes, but he was in his late 60s and that was only to be expected. Now though, he seemed entirely dour. Perhaps he really didn’t like this place.

	Either that or he was playing his role in this particular hazing with great skill. The road opened out and they came to the main street leading into town. A roundabout at the top of a hill had three other exits, one to the right was signposted to a leisure centre, to the left went towards more housing, and one dead ahead. They went straight across. The road sloped downhill towards the ocean that lay dark and grey across the horizon. From their high vantage point the town lay to either side in undulating waves of steep hills, covered in houses and shops, an industrial looking set of units off to the left. Rich caught a glimpse of the harbour, a small forest of white masts and all manner of fishing and leisure boats, then the road led down and he lost perspective on it. Far to the north and south the land rose steeply to cliffs thickly covered with gum trees and banksia.

	“If there was a bush fire, this place would be entirely cut off,” Rich mused.

	“It’s happened once or twice apparently. But given how often the rest of the country burns, this place has been pretty lucky.” George nodded ahead as he spoke. “Here we are.”

	They came to a large area on the left with a car park, half full of cars, and a big shopping complex behind. The huge Woolworths supermarket took up one end of the complex, and Rich spotted a baker, a reject shop, and a couple of other things on the far side. But George turned into the loading bay before the car park, leading him to the back of the supermarket. There was a big turning space and he nosed the truck in, then backed slowly and expertly along the narrow cement apron to big double roller doors at the supermarket’s rear warehouse. A few young people in Woollies uniforms stood waiting on the raised dock, looking bored.

	“Saw us coming,” George said. “Get this stuff inside and we’ll be out of here in under half an hour, we’re lucky.” He killed the engine and jumped down from the cab.

	Rich joined him at the back and they opened up the trailer. The teenagers and one grizzled older man began walking manual hand-held pallet jacks back and forth, ferrying all manner of grocery store items from the truck into the big warehouse. George leaned against the wall off to one side, squinting up into the darkening sky. It was indigo out over the water, pale grey and pink to the west over the bushland.

	“If this lot pull their collective finger out, we’ll be back towards the highway before the streetlights come on,” George said.

	“What happens when the streetlights come on?”

	George sneered. “This place is weird enough in daytime. I don’t wanna know what comes out at night.”

	“It’s just a harbour town,” Rich said with a laugh. “Tourist town.”

	“You see any tourists?”

	Rich grinned. Next week George would be retired and this route would be his. He’d have to do his best to make good time and take the opportunity to stick around for an hour or two after the goods were delivered, have a proper look at the place.

	At twenty-seven, Rich had started to feel like maybe he needed to broaden his horizons. He’d grown up in Sydney, but hadn’t been out of New South Wales except for one high school camping trip to Queensland. He became estranged from indifferent parents right around the time school finished and figured it was no great loss. He’d largely looked after himself since the start of high school anyway. University didn’t suit him, and after Grant died he decided to go somewhere else, forge his own way. The factory job didn’t last long, still too close to home, so heading south down the coast a few hours seemed like a good idea.

	He’d done a few different things over the years, mostly drinking his weekly pay cheque from various blue-collar jobs. He was happy enough for a while. He found a job at meat packing plant and thought it would do for a time until he saw a divorced workmate of only forty-two keel over dead from a heart attack. It was like a flare going off in his mind, seeing himself heading for the cold cement just like that poor bastard. So he decided to shake things up, look to a further horizon. He moved another hour south, studied and passed for his HGV licence, and got the job with Woollies. Better pay than the meat plant and cheaper rent too. Save up enough over the next few years, he’d decided, then leave not only the state, but the entire Australian continent behind, see the world. In the meantime, keep painting. He loved to make his small artworks, weird landscapes in oils on miniature canvases. It calmed him. A workmate in his last job had said he should get an Etsy shop or something, try to make some money from it. Maybe he would.

	“Stop daydreaming,” George said, punching Rich lightly on the arm. “Let’s get outta here.”

	He slammed the trailer shut, dropped the locking bar in place, then went back around to the cab. They headed away from the loading dock, and George made a sound of disgust.

	“This fucken dickhead!”

	A large white panel van was parked right in the entrance to the loading bay, blocking half the road. The gap it left was enough for most vehicles to get around, but not a truck the size of theirs. George blasted the horn a couple of times, several pedestrians turning with startled expressions.

	Rich leaned forward to peer at the van. “No one in it,” he said.

	“Fuck me dead.”

	George sat there a moment, knuckles white on the wheel. He blatted the horn again, this time drawing some shaken fists and choice curses from passers-by.

	“He surely hasn’t just left it there.”

	“Give it a minute,” Rich said. “He’ll probably come back.”

	“Fuck this.” George revved up the truck and crept slowly forward.

	“You won’t squeeze through there,” Rich said. His training and licence test were all still fresh. Widths and heights, load limits and speed limits, it was all branded on his forebrain.

	“Watch me.”

	“Nah, George, you’ll hit the van.”

	“Fuck him, shouldn’ta parked there.”

	“Don’t give yourself an insurance nightmare the week you retire, mate. You want a clean getaway don’t you? Just wait, he surely won’t be long.”

	George grunted in annoyance and edged the truck a little to the right. “I’ll get through.”

	Before Rich could say anything there was a bump and grinding crunch.

	“Fuck it!” George snapped. The cab tilted a little to one side, then bumped back down. “Fucken kerb. I didn’t see that.”

	They jumped out and saw the front right wheel had ground into the apex of a shallow cement curve, and the tyre was already half-flat.

	“Ah, shit. I done a fucken rim!” George said.

	Rich crouched for a better look. Sure enough, the wheel rim had bent up and out where it had pressed into the cement, the entire weight of the cab on top of it. Only a little, but enough for air to hiss from the gap it made.

	“There’s no driving on that,” Rich said. “We’ll have to call out for a new wheel.”

	“No shit, Richard! You think I was born yesterday?”

	Rich frowned at the man’s vehemence, but George was already looking nervously at the sky, then down along the main street. He pulled out his phone and rang a number. At least there was reception here. Rich checked his phone and frowned. He had no service at all. George must be on a better provider.

	“Nah, gotta be now. Can’t you send someone in from Monkton or Enden?” George’s voice was angry, but it was higher in pitch too. Scared? “Then what are we supposed to fucken do? Fuck! All right.”

	He hung up and the eyes he turned to Rich were haunted. “No one coming until the morning.”

	Rich’s eyebrows rose. “Overnight in The Gulp then?” It didn’t bother him, he had no one waiting for him. “Better ring your wife.”

	“I’m gonna back it up before all the air is gone.” George got back into the cab and lined the truck up along the left side of the loading bay, as neatly tucked against the supermarket as he could make it, leaving the damaged front right wheel easily accessible. He didn’t get out of the cab.

	Rich walked over, looked up as George wound down the window. “Where we gonna stay then? You know anywhere? Motel or something?”

	George barked a laugh. “Right here.” He held up an empty plastic two litre Solo bottle. The man chugged the stuff all day long. “I’ll piss in this and sleep where I sit. I suggest you do the same.”

	“I’m not sharing a fucking cab with you overnight, much less a bloody piss bottle, mate!” Rich gestured behind himself. “There’s a whole town out there. It’ll have pubs and motels and shit. Let’s have a feed, get pissed. Enjoy ourselves.”

	“Nah, no chance. I’m staying right here. You should do the same.”

	“You’re taking all this a bit far, George. I get it, I’m the new boy, wind me up. But this? It’s a bit much.”

	“You can do whatever you want, son. But I strongly advise you stay in here with me.”

	“No way, mate. I’ll find somewhere to stay in town. What time are they sending out a wheel?”

	“Said someone would be here by eight.”

	Rich nodded. “I’ll be back by eight then.”

	“If you’re not here by ten, I’m leaving without you. I’ve put in years and this is my last week. My last run to this place. I’m not being swallowed by The Gulp three days before I quit.”

	Rich laughed, twisted his face into something sardonic and said in a bad American accent, “I was three days from retirement, dammit!”

	“I am not kidding, Richard. Ten a.m. I leave, with or without you. Then I do my last two days of deliveries and I’m a retired old cunt with nothing but drinkin’ and moanin’ to do for the rest of my life.”

	Rich frowned, looking up at George, the sky above him darkening into night. “All right, mate. Whatever you reckon. I’ll be here by eight.”

	George nodded once, but his face was resigned, like Rich had suddenly become his biggest disappointment. Then he rolled up the window and was lost behind its dark mirror as a streetlight buzzed on and made a pool of weak yellow glow.

	“Crazy old man,” Rich said with a laugh. He turned and headed out of the loading bay, then turned left towards the harbour.

	The streets were wide, forty-five-degree angle parking bays along both sides, with deep stone gutters. It was relatively quiet, a handful of pedestrians wandering around, a few cars crawling by in the speed-restricted local traffic zone. Rich passed a Chinese restaurant, empty of customers, and a Leagues club that seemed quite busy, and crossed the road beside another roundabout, a neat circular bed of flowers in the centre. He entered the main street proper, surf shops and pharmacies, a Salvation Army thrift store, kebab shop, banks and a doctor’s surgery, a second-hand bookstore. The place was pretty nice, he decided, the architecture old-fashioned like so many country towns in Australia. There was a heavy air of colonial settlement in the style, the white man’s boot print heavy on the landscape. Again, like so many Australian towns. All of them, if he was honest about it.

	He came to a large park on his left, a big war memorial arch standing white and stark against the shadowy green grass. He frowned at a couple of piles of mushrooms, or were they toadstools? Normally you’d find wreathes of flowers placed against a war memorial, but this was the first time he’d seen fungus. And so deliberately placed. He laughed, kept walking. A children’s playground sat far back from the street in the middle of the park. It looked to be in pretty good condition, bright colours in hard plastic, rubberised crash matting underneath. Certainly the most modern thing he’d seen thus far in town. Streetlights beside a community centre next to the playground cast a wan orange glow across the play equipment, and Rich startled when he realised four people were sitting on the large double-sided metal seesaw. They were almost solid silhouettes with the weak light behind them, but they were clearly all watching him go by. He was a good fifty metres away, on the footpath raised a little higher than the park, but they stared up the slope at him with a strange intensity. Grown-ups too, not kids.

	Well, Rich told himself, teenagers more likely. There wasn’t much to do in country towns and kids tended to hang out in public places until they were old enough to drink, then they’d hang out in the pub. Rich was well past the hanging out stage of his life and most certainly headed for a pub. There had to be one. And it would hopefully have a bistro too. He was starved.

	He tore his eyes away from the curious teenagers and skipped sideways as a man with a dog walked right at him. “Scuse me,” Rich said, even though the man had made no effort to avoid a collision.

	He wore a heavy woollen coat, down to his knees, despite the late summer warmth. Rich was comfortable in cargo pants and a t-shirt, a light denim jacket clutched in one hand in case it got colder later. The dogwalker had a dark hat, a trilby or something like it, pressed down low on his brow, his face a dark shadow. His dog was a golden retriever, glossy in the streetlight, face split in a guileless grin.

	As they were almost side by side, Rich paused. “Actually, mate, sorry to bother you.”

	The man stopped and turned, streetlight splashing across his face under the brim of the hat. He had no nose, just two dark, vertical holes beneath his eyes. “What?”

	Rich swallowed, determined not to be spun out by the unexpected deformity. But George’s words slid across his hindbrain.

	Gulpepper is just… different, that’s all.

	“Well?” the man demanded. “I’ve got to be home, can’t be out when… got to be home.”

	His dog sniffed wetly at Rich’s hand and Rich absent-mindedly patted his golden head. It was damp, a little sticky feeling. He grimaced, pulled his hand away. “I was wondering if you could tell me where the nearest pub is?”

	“The Gulp’s got two. Gulpepper Inn about a hundred metres further along here on the other side, corner of Shellhaven Street. The Victorian Hotel is on the same block, diagonally opposite, corner of Tanning and Kurrajong Street.”

	Rich opened his mouth to says thanks, but didn’t get a chance as the man put his head down and walked quickly away. He was stocky and seemed to fill his coat strangely as he ambled off at speed.

	Rich walked on. After he passed the park he came to a large sandstone building, an old hall of some kind, now a museum. History of The Gulp was stencilled on the door. He might try to find time to spend in there when it was open, he decided. This place was certainly piquing his interest. And not in entirely good ways, but curiosity was a valuable trait, he’d learned. It tended to allay fears. Knowledge was power and all that.

	He looked over when he came to a crossroads, Shellhaven Street heading off up a fairly steep hill and whatever street this was continuing on further towards the harbour. Sure enough, across the road was the Gulpepper Inn, the name carved into the plaster façade of the second storey. Maybe they had rooms too. A sign in gold letters across the doors said Welcome to Clooney’s. Schizophrenic pub? A big sign in another window said Harbour Bistro. He imagined a line of sight right through the large block to the other pub the old man had mentioned and decided not to bother. No point in walking further when there was beer and food right here.

	Clooney’s, if that was its name, was a classic seaside town pub. Busy but not packed, a long bar all the way down one side with sets of beer taps at regular intervals. Shelves of spirits covered the wall behind the bar, a huge plastic marlin mounted above. No stools at the bar, but high tables with tall stools around them at the front, plenty of regular tables and chairs scattered around the back half of the long room, again a little more old-fashioned than might be expected in a city pub. All manner of fish and fishing paraphernalia adorned the walls, a huge net hung across the ceiling in the front corner opposite the door, filled with faded plastic fish and crabs. A few photos, some old black and whites, others in colour, showed locals with particularly memorable catches. A few sharks, some big fish Rich would never identify. One showed a young man with a lobster nearly as big as he was, but kind of wide and flat. Surely that was a fake.

	People stood around the pub in groups or sat at tables, most of them young to middle-aged, a fair mix of men and women. A few older people here and there, most notably a table of six grey-haired women who must have averaged at least 80 years old. They were raucous, laughing and rocking back and forth in their chairs, wine glasses in hand. A general hubbub filled the place, the murmur of conversation, music coming from somewhere, but Rich couldn’t see a jukebox. Eighties classic “Love is a Battlefield”, he realised after a moment.

	Deeper in was a corridor with toilet doors on one side, then a back door leading out to a courtyard and more tables and chairs. Smokers were busy drinking and filling their lungs out there.

	Rich went up to the bar, an older man and a younger woman serving behind it. The man ignored him and the young woman came over. She was beautiful, with a killer figure and long dark hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Maybe mid- to late-20s, perhaps a year or so younger than him. Rich threw his best casual, disinterested smile at her. “How ya goin’?”

	“What can I get you?” she asked. Cold, clearly not interested in a chat or telling him how she was.

	Never mind, he’d play nice and friendly and see if she thawed. Would be great to get laid tonight, an unexpected bonus to the night’s weirdness. “Schooner of Lashes, thanks.”

	She poured the pale ale and he handed over ten bucks. When she came back with the change he said, “It’s my first time here and I need a feed. Any recommendations?”

	She looked at him for a moment with a strange hardness in her eyes. “I recommend you check the menu and pick something you like.” She smiled then, and there was a hint of genuine humour in it.

	He couldn’t help his own smile spreading and opened his mouth to say more but she turned away. Not to serve someone else, she simply turned and moved a couple of metres off and stood looking out over the bar. Well, all right then, Rich thought.

	The food service area was at the end of the bar and he went along to look over the menu. All the usual culprits, schnitty and chips, steak, chicken parma, salt and pepper squid.

	“Anything but the seafood,” a voice said.

	He turned to look and one of the old women from the group up the back was moving past, heading to get a drink. It could only have been her who spoke, but she didn’t even glance back. He decided to take her advice anyway.

	The man from behind the bar approached this time. “What’ll you have?”

	“Steak, chips and salad, thanks. Sirloin, medium rare.”

	“Sauce?”

	“Pepper?”

	“Yep.”

	“Thanks.”

	The man rang it up and Rich paid, watching the fluorescent light reflect off the guy’s head through a wisp of thinning hair. He was a big fella, maybe only an inch or two taller than Rich’s six foot, but he was wide and looked fat at first. Closer inspection revealed barely an inch of fat over thick rolling muscle. He reminded Rich of the powerful dudes he’d seen in World’s Strongest Man contests on TV, genetic mutants who seem to naturally grow massive. He probably carried beer kegs around like it was no big thing. He held out a number on a metal stand in one meaty paw and Rich took it. Number 13. He nodded his thanks and turned away.

	He pulled out a chair and sat at an unoccupied table towards the back, stood the number in the centre, looked around at the varied clientele. It all seemed pretty normal to him.

	“You’re a fucken idiot!” one of four young men at the next table said suddenly, leaning back with laughter. His three friends laughed along, one looking a little chagrined as well. No doubt he was the idiot.

	The accuser glanced over and saw Rich looking. Rich nodded.

	“How ya goin’?” the man said through his nose.

	All four were maybe early- to mid-20s, jeans and work boots, t-shirts, drinking schooners of beer.

	“Pretty good, thanks,” Rich said. “You?”

	“Nice night for it.”

	Rich wasn’t sure what it might be, but he nodded again. “Sure is.”

	The guy kept staring, his face entirely neutral. His three friends watched too. After a couple of seconds the weight of their collective expressionless gaze became uncomfortable.

	“The steaks any good here?” Rich asked, grasping for anything to say to break the moment.

	“Better than the Vic but it’s a harbour town. You should eat the fucken seafood, hey.”

	“Didn’t think of it like that.”

	“See any fucken cows on your way in?” another of the group said.

	“Can’t say I did. Saw a few farms, but not what was, you know, on them.”

	“Fucken great ocean out there full of good tucker. No point eating shit that has to be shipped in from elsewhere.” The guy said elsewhere like it was a disease.

	“Good point.” Rich smiled. “I’ll try the seafood next time.”

	The four of them stared again, clearly happy to peruse without conversation. Rich began to feel like a museum exhibit. “You guys fish?” he asked.

	“Course.” The man gestured around the table. “The four of us here are the best rock fishers in town.”

	This elicited waves of laughter and guffaws around the table and a few choice comments from other patrons nearby.

	“Couldn’t catch a disease if he licked a dead hobo’s arsehole,” one older guy said. He was probably late-50s, iron grey curly hair and corded muscle along his forearms. “Hey? Who’re ya kidding, Troy?”

	“Fuck ya, Trev!” Troy said, but he laughed along.

	“Couldn’t catch a train at a single-platform station,” one of his mates said.

	“Couldn’t catch crabs in a one-woman town,” said another mate.

	Laughter ran long and loud, including Troy. He seemed like a good sport.

	“Where do you fish?” Rich asked, as the laughter faded.

	The four around the table fell suddenly serious, all the others around quietening down. The man with the grey hair tutted loudly.

	“Tryin’ a steal our spots, mate?” Troy said. 

	Rich had never fished in his life, had no idea what it even involved beyond a rod, a hook, and water. “Nah, nah. Just making conversation.”

	The expressionless gazes from before, which had become full of mirth, were now steely and hard, eyes narrowed. Rich swallowed.

	“Thirteen?” a voice said beside him.

	He jumped and looked up, saw a thin woman in the black and whites of a chef, long dark hair pulled into a greasy ponytail. She held out a plate.

	“Yes, thanks!”

	He took the plate, grateful for the distraction. The woman snatched up his number and walked away. The group of keen rock fishers were leaning into each other across their table again, talking quietly. The man with the curly grey hair had his back turned.

	Jesus, Rich thought.

	He kept his eyes down, concentrated on his dinner, which turned out to be really good. Except the dressing on the salad that seemed strangely bitter, with a tang he couldn’t quite place. Not unpleasant, just unusual. He cleaned his plate and felt a lot better for the feed. He drained the last of his beer and went back to the bar.

	“Same again?” the girl asked.

	“Yeah, thanks. I’m Rich.”

	“Are ya? Maybe I should marry ya. Then kill you for the money.”

	He laughed, but her face was a little too intense for his liking. “Short for Richard. I’m a truck driver, so my wealth is not extensive, sadly.”

	“Your wealth is not extensive?” She laughed. “Fucken hark at ’im and his fancy talk.”

	She poured the beer and took his money, but didn’t walk away this time.

	“I wasn’t expecting to stay overnight, but turns out I need a bed,” he said.

	“It won’t be mine, cowboy.”

	“No, that’s not what I meant.” He hoped, but it wasn’t what he’d meant. “Can you recommend somewhere? Are there rooms here? Nice harbour town like this must get a lot of tourists, yeah? So I figure there’s plenty of places to stay.”

	“Tourists? Nah, not really. Not the sort of place folks pass through and no one comes to The Gulp for fun.”

	“They don’t? Why not?”

	She smiled a little crookedly. “They just don’t. Some maps don’t even show us being here.”

	“Seems a little weird.”

	“The Gulp is a weird place. Blackfellas had the right idea.”

	“What?”

	“They wouldn’t settle here. One of the few places white settlers really did find empty, but for wildlife.”

	“Is that right?”

	She tipped her head a little to one side. “You walk down the main street to get here?”

	“Yeah, I was delivering to Woollies, but the truck… broke down. So I have to stay till morning.”

	“So you walked past the museum?”

	“Yeah, I saw that. It was closed.”

	“You’re so interested in The Gulp, you should go in.”

	Rich nodded. “Okay, I’ll do that.”

	“Ocean Blue.”

	“What?”

	“Motel. Up the top end of Tanning Street. We don’t have much call for accommodation, but there are a couple of motels, and a campsite with a caravan park. All of ’em spend most of their time empty. You could take your pick of any, but Ocean Blue is probably best.”

	“Right, okay, thanks. Why that one?”

	She shrugged. “Just probably best, that’s all.”

	“Do you have a number? Should I ring ahead?”

	She barked a laugh. “You’ll probably be the only cunt there. Just show up, Donny’ll give you a room. He’s in the office twenty-four seven. He lives there. Just ring the bell by the door.”

	“Okay, great. Tanning Street?” He’d heard that before, when the noseless man had told him about the two pubs.

	“When you leave here, turn right out the door. Get to the roundabout, big post office on the corner, turn right again, that’s Tanning. Long walk, it’ll take you probably fifteen minutes, but just keep going. You’ll pass the primary school on your left, then Ocean Blue is a bit further along on the same side. If you reach the servo you missed it.”

	“Easy as,” Rich said. “So what do you do when you’re not working here.”

	“Fuck’s sake,” she said, and for a moment he thought he’d annoyed her, then realised she was looking over his shoulder.

	He glanced around as a crash caught everyone’s attention, glasses shattering on the floor as a table went over. Two men, somewhere in their forties with beer bellies and chequered flannies, pushed and shoved at each other. One swung a fist in a haymaker that only skimmed the other man’s head from luck. That one grunted, staggered two steps sideways, then came right back, dukes up like a mockery of Queensbury Rules. The other one had his elbows out to either side, fists clenched in front of his chest, and they circled each other, work boots crunching on the broken glass.

	“Barry, Mark, will you two cut it out!” the bar girl yelled. “Or take it outside, at least.”

	They ignored her. The one with his dukes up skipped forward and fired two quick right jabs. The first didn’t reach, but the second caught his opponent by surprise. He cried out as scarlet flooded his face from a busted nose. That one swung haymakers again, from both sides. The rest of the pub had all turned to look. People jeered and cheered, elbowing each other and laughing, like they were making bets, all moving back to give the brawlers room.

	The bar girl stood with fists on her hips, scowling. “You’re paying for any damage, fuckers!”

	The men closed again, each throwing useless punches, then clinched and stumbled around in a clumsy wrestle. They bumped into the table Rich had been sitting at, and the four rock fishers at the next table jumped up, saving their beers, laughing as they sidled around to keep watching.

	“Chrissy?” the big barman asked.

	The bar girl shook her head, watching, scowling. Rich assumed she was the manager, given the big man’s deference to her opinion.

	The fighting men broke apart and the one with a crushed nose swung another huge haymaker. It missed by half a metre and he spun around a full three-sixty from the momentum. He was only saved from going down by his shoulder crashing into a column holding the roof beams up. A roar of laughter exploded. The other man tried to take advantage, skipping in again and raining rabbit blows all over the bleeding man’s head and shoulders.

	“Here she comes!” someone near Rich said, and he turned to see one of the old ladies from the group at the back striding across the pub like a woman half her apparent age. She held a wine bottle like a club, knuckles white around its neck.

	Just as Rich started thinking, Surely she isn’t– she did.

	The old woman brought the wine bottle around in a wide, flat arc and it rang as it clocked off the side of the man’s head. He’d had his back to her and it came out of nowhere. Amazingly the bottle didn’t break. He staggered sideways, almost falling, but somehow keeping to his feet. The man with the bleeding nose looked up to see where his opponent had gone just as that man turned to face his new attacker.

	“Maisie, fuck’s sake!” he said, and the woman stepped up to him and brought the wine bottle down in a massive overhand strike, right between his eyes. This time it did break and the big man dropped to his knees, wailing as blood flooded his face.

	“Fucking hell!” Rich said aloud.

	Cheers and applause exploded, the man with the bleeding nose joining in.

	“Greg, get a mop,” Chrissy said, and the big barman nodded once and moved away.

	The one on his knees had both hands to his face, blood streaming out around his palms.

	“You started this,” Maisie said to the other combatant. “Put him in your ute and take him to Doc Blaney.”

	“Aw, Mum!” the man said.

	The woman raised the jagged neck of the wine bottle, all that was left of her weapon. “You want this in your balls?”

	Mum? Rich thought, stunned.

	“Fucken hell.” Barry or Mark, whichever he was, lifted his recently felled foe with an arm around the back and walked him out of the pub. The hurt man didn’t take his hands from his face the whole time.

	He could be lacerated under there, Rich thought to himself. So much blood all down his front, all over the floor. Rich realised he was still holding his second beer, barely touched. He upended it, downing it in one.

	Greg appeared with a mop and bucket, started picking up tables and chairs. A couple of people helped by collecting the larger pieces of broken glass. All the other patrons had returned to their drinking and talking like nothing had happened.

	“Same again?” Chrissy asked him.

	Rich managed a weak laugh. “Nah, thanks. I reckon I’m good.” He checked his phone. Still not a skerrick of signal, and the time showed not even eight o’clock yet. He wanted to keep drinking, now more than ever, but he didn’t feel like staying in Clooney’s, despite the beautiful woman behind the bar. “You do off-sales?” he asked.

	“Bottle shop around the back, drive through.” Chrissy pointed.

	“Okay, thanks.”

	“See you again, hey?”

	He smiled at her, felt his lips tremble slightly as he did so. Violence wasn’t something he coped with too well. “Sure. See you again.”

	He left the pub, thankful for the fresh air, tangy with salt and seaweed. He walked around the Shellhaven Street side of the pub and found the drive-through bottle shop. He bought a six-pack of One Fifty Lashes pale ale stubbies and a big bag of salt and vinegar chips, then walked back around the pub heading for the post office and Tanning Street. He was looking forward to the long walk to the Ocean Blue motel.
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	George lay across the front seats of the truck cab, doing his best to ignore a stabbing pain in his hip and lower back. He thought it likely he wouldn’t be getting much sleep. In some ways he was glad young Rich had wandered off into town. It meant he could lay down, rather than try to sleep sitting up. That also meant he could stay hidden from view by the high dashboard and side doors. It made him feel safer. He just hoped he saw the new driver again in the morning.

	He pushed up onto an elbow and looked out across the dark car park. From his vantage point he could see maybe half the neatly marked parking spaces, and the footpath going along the side. Across the road was a coffee shop and a hairdresser’s, closed up and dark. The supermarket closed at 8pm and the last shoppers were straggling out, pushing trolleys or carrying bags. By a quarter past eight, the car park was empty.

	The arsehole’s van still sat parked at the entrance to the loading bay, though. George lay back down on his side, knees up and crammed against the gearshift because the cab wasn’t wide enough for him to stretch out straight. He shifted onto his back, knees up, but that was hell on his neck. He needed a pillow. There was a first aid kit in a padded case under the passenger seat. He sat up and shifted around to get to it. Movement outside caught his eye.

	Someone approached the van parked at the loading bay entrance. A tall, gangly fellow, with strangely long arms and fingers, that rippled like white seaweed as he walked. George had never seen such a pale person in his life, the guy was white like marble. Like chalk. He had a long face too, with dark eyes and a mouth that hung half open. He wore overalls, a tatty jumper underneath with voluminous sleeves that didn’t reach his thin wrists, and heavy black boots. He slid open the side door of the van then loped away again. George lost sight of him past the bushes and scraggly trees at the kerb where he’d busted his wheel rim.

	There was a temptation to hop out and look in the van, but George trembled at the thought of it. Nothing would get him out of this truck cab before dawn lit the sky. Not in this town.

	The tall, pale man came back into view, walking backwards. He carried something bulky, a large canvas bag. Another man held the other end. He was entirely normal looking compared to the first guy. This one had dark hair, jeans and jacket, running shoes. His face was twisted in something like disgust and he wouldn’t meet the pale man’s eye. They turned sideways and hefted the large bag into the van. As they did, it twitched and rippled, like something, or several somethings, were squirming around inside. It flexed and pulsed, then disappeared into the shadowed interior.

	The man in the running shoes nodded once, hurried away. The pale man slid the side door of the van closed, then turned and looked directly at George.

	George gasped and slumped out of sight behind the dashboard, knees cramped into the steering column. His heart hammered, his palms were cold and sweat-slicked. He licked suddenly dry lips and stayed still, waiting to hear the van start up. It didn’t. After several minutes, his lower back began to burn. Nothing for it. He had to move. Surely the guy had gone, maybe locked the van and wandered off again.

	George sat up and the pale man was right there, still staring. He hadn’t moved a muscle. His half-open mouth gave him the impression of being simple-minded, but his dark eyes were sharp and focussed. That mouth fell open a little wider. Is that a grin? George wondered, mesmerised. The man had no teeth.

	George nodded once, raised a shaking hand in a weak greeting. The pale man’s mouth opened even wider, a black chasm in his white face. Then he turned abruptly to the side and climbed into the cab of the van. George watched as it coughed and rattled twice before firing into life and the pale man backed away from the kerb and drove off.

	“This fucken town,” George said aloud, and scrunched back onto his side across the seats, pulled his jacket over himself. He squeezed his eyes shut, but sleep seemed a lifetime away.
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	Rich walked along Tanning Street, the plastic bag with his beers and chips bumping against his thigh. The road was long and straight, rising and falling, heading due south along the coast. The post office had been pretty cool, with a clock tower and everything. Large sandstone blocks and interesting architecture. He lamented they didn’t make buildings like that any more. On the other side as he’d turned the corner was the harbour, glittering in the moonlight. A large curve of stony coast with the cement berths and breakwaters further east as he turned south. He saw a lighthouse on the end of the furthest promontory of rock, its light circling, spearing through the night.

	He passed a couple of restaurants and takeaways, most with hardly any patrons. The Victorian pub on the diagonally opposite corner from Clooney’s had seemed warm and welcoming. More old-fashioned country pub, less weirdo sea shack. He’d paused briefly, looking in, part of him wishing he’d gone there instead of Clooney’s. Still, all country pubs were fundamentally the same under the veneer of their décor. He had his own beer now, and thought it wise to find somewhere quiet.

	He passed a doctor’s surgery on the right and another park and playground on the left, this one butting right up to a small beach and the ocean beyond. Low white caps of surf reflected light from the half moon. A surf lifesaving club building stood at the south end of the park, but it looked dilapidated, a couple of the windows boarded up.

	Tanning Street undulated lazily, rising twice to a roundabout crossroads, descending again in between. Left off the roundabouts were small headlands with houses, like the bigger headland that made the south side of the harbour. It seemed The Gulp had numerous small beaches and coves along its coast before the high cliffs to the north and south. The shops and services quickly gave way to houses after the small beach and park. He passed a big primary school on the left, Saint Augustine’s.

	Most of the houses were single storey, from at least the 70s if not older. A lot of weatherboard, a lot of metal roofs, some tiled. Low garden walls and neat lawns in front. As he approached one he heard a kind of low whistling sound, and lots of scuffling. He frowned, then saw the garden was full of cages. As he leaned closer, he realised the cages were full of whiffling guinea pigs. Dozens of them, at least ten to a cage, crawling over each other in a mess of straw and vegetable scraps. It couldn’t be right, keeping them so overcrowded like that. He grimaced and walked on.

	He passed a large funeral director’s on the right, a low building with a neat drive and well-tended shrubs. Let Us Care For Your Dead the sign said and Rich frowned. Hell of a way to phrase it.

	A little further on he saw the sign for the Ocean Blue Motel, a large white square lit up inside with fluorescent tubes that flickered slightly. A U-shaped drive had a single story of motel units all around it, twelve in all, with an office at the end. A car park space was painted on the bitumen outside each unit, but none of the spaces were taken and the only lights on were in the office. Reception, it said on the door. Rich walked up and peered in through the grimy glass. A rack of postcards and flyers stood just inside to the left, two old vinyl chairs on the other side, and a desk with computer on it against the back wall. A door led away behind the desk but that was closed.

	Ring the bell, Chrissy had told him. He looked for a button, then saw a weathered rope hanging down. The rope led up to a small brass bell that made him think of fishing boats. He let out a short laugh. “An actual fucking bell,” he muttered, and pulled the rope.

	The bell swung in its mounting and the high brassy ring was strident in the otherwise quiet night. Rich winced, glanced around. Not really anyone to disturb, he supposed. The nearest house was on the other side of the office and the motel seemed unoccupied.

	He waited, reluctant to ring again, despite the lack of people. He was also reluctant to try anywhere else. He’d had enough walking and needed a quiet spot. After the weirdness and mayhem of the pub he just wanted to be on his own and drink his beers. He raised a hand to knock when the door behind the desk popped open. He jumped, then gathered himself. A young-ish man came out, maybe mid-30s. He had on striped pyjamas and a black woollen beanie, oversized ugg boots on his feet. His hair hung long and greasy in brown and blond strands around a narrow face with the most hooked nose Rich had ever seen and a strangely prominent Adam’s apple. He smiled and nodded, pointed to his desk. Rich waited. Donny, Chrissy had called the proprietor.

	Donny dug in a desk drawer, then came up with a bunch of keys and unlocked the office door.

	“How are ya?”

	Rich smiled. “Pretty good, thanks. Donny is it? I’m Rich. Chrissy at the pub said you’d be able to fix me up with a room for the night?”

	“You’re rich? Maybe I should charge ya double, hey?” Donny hyucked a laugh.

	Why was everyone making the same joke, had they never met a Rich before? “It’s Richard, and I only have a card to pay with. No cash.”

	“That’s all right, we’re not entirely medieval here.” Donny leaned out the door and looked left and right, sizing up his motel. “Number six, hey?”

	Rich shrugged. “Sure, I’m easy.”

	Donny gestured inside and went back to his desk. He pulled out a large book and opened it. “Sign-in details here, please.”

	The page was otherwise blank, so Rich filled in the top line with his name, address and mobile number. He chose not to include his email address. He pointed at what he’d written. “My phone gets no service here.” He pulled it out to check again and it still had no signal. “Yep, not a thing.”

	Donny grinned, pulling the book back across the desk. “Only a couple of providers get any signal in The Gulp. The cliffs either side put the whole town in a kind of bowl. Don’t worry about it, just a formality. I won’t be calling you for a date or anything. What brings you here then? No bags?”

	“Unexpected stopover. Truck broke down, waiting for a repair in the morning.”

	“Right. Pain in the arse, hey?”

	“Yeah, I guess. Still, it’s given me a chance to check out Gulpepper. I’ve never been before.”

	Donny looked up from under the rolled over wool of his beanie, eyes narrowed. He licked his lips and nodded once, then turned his attention back to the book. What was he looking at for so long? There were only ten or so words written there. Donny sniffed suddenly and put the book away, then rummaged in the drawer. He pulled out a key on a ridiculously large wooden tag, shaped like a dolphin. It had SIX 6 burned into both sides.

	“Eighty-five bucks a night and we put a deposit of another hundred bucks on your card. That’ll get credited back right away assuming there’s no damage when you leave. Just one night?”

	“Yes, thanks.”

	Rich tapped his card, waited for the beep, then Donny handed him a receipt and his giant key fob.

	“No car?”

	“No, I walked up here. Truck broke down?”

	“Yeah, that’s right.”

	Donny sat, smiling up at Rich. His two front teeth crossed ever so slightly, making a slight ridge that pushed his top lip forward under his weirdly large nose.

	“Okay,” Rich said. “Thanks very much. I’ll, errr…” He gestured back over his shoulder.

	“Right-o,” Donny said.

	Rich turned away and was halfway out the door when Donny said, “How hot is Chrissy, hey?”

	Rich looked back. “She’s really good-looking, yeah.”

	“Good-looking? She’s a fucken cracker, that one. I’d love to...” Donny rocked in his chair, like he was trying to thrust his hips while sitting down. The chair creaked.

	“Ha. Yeah, I get that. Night then.” Rich hurried out and closed the door before Donny could share any other thoughts of what he’d like to do.

	The room smelled of dust and damp when he opened the door, a slightly off, briny smell no doubt from being so close to the sea. But it was clean enough, simply furnished. A double bed, desk and chair, small bar fridge in one corner with a microwave, kettle, tea and coffee stuff on it. A wardrobe with sliding mirror doors in one corner reflected Rich back at himself. He looked into the bathroom at the back. It had a sink, toilet and glassed-in shower cubicle. Simple and clean enough.

	“This’ll do fine,” he muttered and went back to close the unit door. He locked it and hung the chain up inside. An immense sense of relief fell over him once he felt enclosed and safe in his own space. George had been right, this was a weird town. But it was only isolated country people, nothing more than that. He went to the big front window and drew the curtains across. A large white van drove slowly up the hill outside, exhaust sputtering dark and smoky behind it.

	A small TV was mounted on the wall above the desk. He turned it on and was pleased to see it did get reception, albeit it grainy with a slight hiss to the sound. He tried other channels, but only the one working was ABC2, showing a British cosy mystery.

	“Good enough,” he said.

	He kicked his shoes off and sat on the bed. He opened the chips and a beer, leaning back against piled pillows that were ever so slightly damp to the touch, and watched the village drama unfold on the small screen.

	Five out of six beers and a couple more shows later and Rich was pleasantly drunk and overcome with fatigue. He staggered to use the bathroom, wishing he could brush his teeth. His breath would fell cattle in the morning. He stripped down to his boxer shorts and t-shirt and climbed into the bed. When he turned out the light, the room plunged into pitch darkness, the heavy curtains almost entirely blocking the watery glow of the streetlight and motel sign outside. It was wholly quiet. Alcohol helped sleep overcome him in no time.

	He walked along a dark street, gentle rain misting the air. Shadows moved across a green area where a swing set creaked, the seats penduluming with no one on them. A dog barked and a man with no nose leaned in close and whispered something. His breath reeked of fish but his words were unclear.

	“What did you say?”

	The noseless man spoke again, his voice a stinking hiss, the words still unintelligible.

	“I don’t understand!”

	A dog barked again, something cold and slippery pressed up into his palm. Why was the dog slimy? He looked down but there was no dog. The noseless man had gone. No one at all shared the street with him, all the buildings along one side were dark, the park on the other side empty. The swings went back and forth, back and forth, creaking. The rain became heavier, it hissed like the noseless man’s voice. A bell rang, repeatedly like a ship rocking on a rough sea, its brass clanging against the mast. He slipped and looked down to see slick seaweed underfoot, black and greasy. It smelled like rotten flesh and stuck to his shoes. The rain became heavier, soaking him, plastering his hair flat. He looked up and saw the ocean roiling, waves tumbling over each other, spray carried on a strong wind that blew the rain into his face. He turned and there was nothing but ocean and beach, littered with rotten weed, and seemingly endless bush behind. Tall gum trees, twisted banksia, thick undergrowth. He tried to move along the beach but slipped and slid on the fetid weed. He went down, landing heavily on his hands and knees. The stink of rotten flesh grew stronger as wetness splashed up into his face. He cried out, staggered to his feet, hands slicked with foul blackness that dripped from his fingertips. The smell made him gag and he turned, saw something huge rise and shift far back in the trees. It seemed to unfurl, arching up above the tree line like a whale’s back in the ocean, then sank away again out of sight. He turned a full circle, nothing but a rocky beach rising into high cliffs at either end, the impenetrable bush behind. “Where am I?” he yelled, but his voice came out like a seal’s bark, whipped away by the wind, lost in the rain and sea spray. Thick black clouds hung low and pendulous over the water, a deep crimson glow across the far distance like a giant wound in the sky. Things with wavering limbs tumbled from clouds, splashing into the waves, from nearby to far away on the horizon.

	“Got to be home,” a voice said. The noseless man stood there, looking up at him from under the brim of his trilby hat. His dog ran and jumped in the waves, barking at the falling creatures. “Got to be home!” the man said again, urgency in his voice. “I want to go home!” he suddenly yelled up at the night sky.

	Rich jerked awake in the motel bed, heart racing, gasping like he’d sprinted a mile.

	“Fuck me dead,” he muttered, trembles setting in throughout his body. He was damp with sweat, the sheets clinging to him. A desperate urge to piss became suddenly evident and he lurched up.

	As he came back from the bathroom, the dream fading, he saw a weak orange light behind the microwave. He frowned. That hadn’t been there when he went to bed, he remembered noticing how dark it was. His head was thick with the beer, that halfway state between still drunk and the possibility of a hangover. He went back to the bathroom and downed a tumbler of water. Then another. He came back and the light was still there, a soft glow. He moved nearer, leaned over the microwave to see, wondering if perhaps some light had activated on the back of the thing. Maybe he could unplug it.

	The light came through a small hole in the wall, a centimetre or so in diameter. Did that mean there was something in the wall or someone in the room next door? Rich stared for a moment, then curiosity overcame him. He pulled the plug out and lifted the microwave aside as quietly as he could, placed it gently on the floor. Then he crouched to peek through. There was a corner of white linen obscuring about a third of the hole. He realised that was a pillow on the bed next door. A similar bar fridge with a microwave on it sat against the far wall, the entire room an exact replica of his. He assumed all the rooms were largely identical. A man walked past the end of the bed and Rich startled backwards, then slowly looked again. The man headed to bathroom, a tap ran, the clink of a glass, sounds of drinking. The walls were thin, sound carried clearly. The man returned and sat heavily on the end of the bed. He was not especially tall, but he was broad, a blue King Gee work shirt stretched taut across his back and rounded shoulders. He sat there, elbows on his knees, unmoving. Was he waiting for something?

	Rich crept back to his bedside table and checked his phone. 2.10 a.m. Maybe the man had just got off a long shift and was doing that thing where the mind flatlines and you have to sit motionless, too tired to even go to bed. He wished the man well and started to climb back into bed when car tyres scrunched on the gravel of the drive outside and a bead of light briefly lit the edge of his curtains, then winked out. Car doors opened and slammed, several footsteps sounded, then the door to the next room opened and shut. Muffled voices came through the thin walls, talking low and somehow menacing. Then one cut through, louder, panicked.

	“I wouldn’t, Mr Carter! You know I wouldn’t!”

	There was a sharp slap and Rich immediately saw an open palm meeting a cheek in his mind’s eye. That sound couldn’t be anything else.

	Go to bed, Rich, he told himself. Leave the light off, get into bed, ignore everything.

	“Mr Carter, please!” Another slap, this one meatier followed by a rush of exhalation. Gasping sobs, more menacing voices, too muffled by the walls to make out clearly.

	Despite himself, Rich crept forward on hands and knees, then straightened enough to lean against the fridge and look through the small hole.

	“Get a chair for Daniel, please, Stephen.”

	The broad man in the King Gee dragged out the chair from under the desk and a young man, surely not older than 20, was sat heavily into it. He had shoulder-length dark hair and wild eyes, his cheeks wet with tears. He looked up in terror at someone Rich couldn’t see.

	“Mr Carter, please!”

	“Please what, Daniel?”

	The man moved into view. He was probably somewhere in his late-forties, maybe fifty, heavyset, but not bulky, black hair slicked back like a 50s rocker. He wore jeans and a black shirt with mother-of-pearl press stud buttons and metal tips on the collar. His face was hard, icy blue eyes over a lantern jaw. He held an old, stained Akubra in one hand. He leaned down to stare hard at Daniel.

	“Please what?” he asked again.

	“Please don’t hurt me, Mr Carter, I done nothing wrong, I promise.”

	“That so? Then why were you seen drinking with the Stinson brothers?”

	Stephen pulled the young man’s arms back and used zip ties around his wrists, securing them behind the chair. Are they going to rough him up? Rich wondered. I shouldn’t watch. Go to bed. But he kept looking.

	“Not drinking with them, Mr Carter. Same pub is all. I don’t usually go in the Vic, but Sal wanted a steak and says Clooney’s steaks are shithouse and insisted on the Vic and I thought it meant no harm so said yeah. We had dinner there and the Stinsons was in there, yeah, sure, they were, and I said hello, of course I did. Just courtesy. But I wasn’t with them, not drinking with them.”

	“But you stayed after your steak, didn’t you? You and Sal.”

	“Yeah, a little while, had a couple more beers, usual thing, you know same as Clooney’s only Sal insisted on the Vic this time.”

	“You’re beginning to repeat yourself, mate.”

	Daniel dragged in a ragged breath, staring up at Mr Carter, seemingly lost for words. Carter stared back. Stephen moved around the other side of Daniel’s chair and Rich saw his face. Eyes too wide apart, broken nose, flattened like a career boxer’s, dark stubble up almost under his eyes. He lifted the King Gee work shirt and unbuckled his belt. Daniel became suddenly aware of his presence and turned to look as the big man slid his belt from the loops on his waistband.

	Carter grabbed Daniel’s chin, twisted his face back, his fingertips making white circles, he was gripping so hard. “Never mind Stephen, son.”

	Rich grimaced, swallowing hard. What was Stephen going to do? Rich leaned back, started to turn away, but couldn’t tear his eyes from the scene. He slowly drifted close again as Carter said, “Those Stinson cunts have cost me dear, more than once. You know that.”

	“I do, Mr Carter, of course–”

	“Shut the fuck up. The thing is, I have reason not to trust you. I haven’t forgotten New Year’s before last. No, I said shut the fuck up, we’re not talking about that now, I’m simply illustrating a point. I wanted to trust you, Daniel, I really did. You seemed to be doing so well. Then you’re drinking with the fucking Stinsons in the Vic like you’re a wet-behind-the-ears fucking teenager. You should know better.”

	“I wasn’t drinking with them, Mr. Carter, just in the same pub. I told Sal we shouldn’t but she kept on about the Clooney’s steaks being crap.”

	“I suggest you stop bad-mouthing Clooney’s, Daniel.”

	The steak was pretty good, Rich thought absently. Maybe this Sal wanted to get Daniel into trouble. He half-smiled. This was better than the British cosy mystery he’d watched earlier. Was that big fella, Stephen, going to whip Daniel with his belt?

	Carter put his hat on the desk and pulled out a knife. Daniel stiffened. All good humour drained from Rich in an icy torrent. Stephen stepped behind the chair and his belt went over Daniel’s forehead. He pulled it taut above Daniel’s eyebrows and hauled back, the young man’s head pressed into Stephen’s large but incredibly solid-looking belly.

	“I suggest you hold very still,” Carter said, leaning forward.

	“No, no, no, please, Mr Carter!”

	The knife had a 10cm or so blade, sharpened on one side, and a bright green plastic handle.

	“I said hold still!”

	Carter put his free hand to Daniel’s throat and squeezed. Daniel gasped and gagged, eyes bugging. Carter put the point of the knife to Daniel’s left eye, just below the brow, and drove it in. Bile shot up into Rich’s throat, sour, as he watched. Daniel screamed, high and shrill. Carter dug with the knife, his expression one of concentration as blood sluiced down Daniel’s cheek. He thrashed and writhed in the chair, heels drumming against the tiled floor, as Carter drew the knife around, the young man’s head the only still part of him, locked into place as it was, his arms secured to the back of the chair.

	Carter popped Daniel’s eye out onto the palm of his hand, released the young man’s throat, and stood up, smiling. Stephen stepped back, began threading his belt back into his waistband. Daniel wailed, whipping his head left and right as blood poured from his ruined eye socket.

	“Let’s have a look then,” Carter said.

	With Daniel’s eyeball resting on one palm, he handed the knife to Stephen and then stuck the thumb of his free hand into Daniel’s empty, gore-soaked socket. As Daniel screamed, Carter tossed the young man’s eye into his mouth. He tipped his head back, chewing, swilling the contents around his mouth like a sommelier experiencing a particularly decent vintage. Daniel howled, Stephen held his head steady with one meaty palm, Carter’s thumb buried to the second knuckle. Rich shook all over, his skin wet and cold with sweat, bile burning his throat, threatening to burst forth.

	“I see,” Carter said, slurred slightly by his mouthful. Jelly leaked over his bottom lip. His head was still tipped back, eyes closed, thumb shifting about in Daniel’s face. “You went out into the courtyard for a cigarette and that’s where you had your conversation. A shame there’s no sound with this show, eh? But I see it all. I see you taking the money from Craig Stinson.” He shifted the chewed eye in his mouth, sucking it back and forth across his front teeth. “I see the younger Stinson cunt, William. What’s he giving you there, eh? Wrapped up pretty well, isn’t it. Looks interesting, Daniel. Very interesting.”

	Carter smacked his lips and swallowed, opened his eyes to look down at the bloody-faced youth. He pulled his thumb free with a wet slurp. “What was in the parcel, Daniel?”

	Daniel shuddered and tipped sideways, taking the chair over with him.

	“Out cold,” Carter said. “Not to worry, we’ll bring him to the farm anyway. I’ll put him in the car.” He turned and pointed straight at Rich. “You go and get that one.”

	Rich stumbled back from the hole with a gasp, heart hammering. He turned to one side and vomited, but was already up and moving, the puke catching along his arm and left foot. He grabbed his cargo pants off the back of the chair. An identical chair to the one he’d just watched Daniel tortured in. Surely that fucking guy couldn’t see what Daniel had seen, what the fuck? Doesn’t matter, pants on, grab the phone and fucking run!

	He got both legs into his pants and snatched his phone off the bedside table. He jammed it into his pocket as his unit door crashed inwards, splitting right through the middle and breaking in half. The top half swung hectically from a bent hinge.

	“Fuck!” Rich yelled.

	The big silhouette of Stephen filled the doorway. He was a similar height to Rich, but twice as wide. Rich turned, ran to the back of the room, but it was just a wall. He pushed into the bathroom. There was a tiny window with sliding panes of frosted glass. He wasn’t sure he could fit through, but he was going to try. He stood up on the toilet and hauled back a fist to punch the window out, heedless of any cuts he might get, but Stephen was already there. One thick arm went around Rich’s waist and pulled him back.

	Rich slammed left and right with his elbows and fists, fighting like a man possessed. Every glancing blow he got to Stephen’s blocky head was like hitting a rock. Stephen planted him on his feet, spun him around, and slapped him hard across the face. Blackness whined in from the edges of Rich’s vision, stars sparkled all around. The world tilted sideways as Stephen picked him up. He tried to struggle, but his body was loose, unresponsive. His head throbbed. He smelled oil and dirt a moment before something hard slammed into him and he realised he’d been thrown into the boot of a car. The lid slammed down, plunging him into darkness.
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	George twisted around in the front seat of the truck cab, trying to align his dick with the neck of the two-litre plastic bottle. Why did something so simple in principle prove to be so difficult in practice? He’d put it off as long as possible, but the need was too great to ignore any longer. He finally managed to get things lined up, using the wrist of the hand holding his dick to press his gut out of the way so he could see the bottle he held in the other hand. It took a few seconds to relax enough for the flow to start and his knob immediately skipped in his hand as it did so, the firehose stream of piss shooting right over the neck of the bottle and soaking hand, his pants leg, the floor of the cab.

	“Fucken shit and fucken!”

	He clamped tight inside, wincing as he held back the flow. With an incoherent curse, he unlocked and opened the door and half fell out to the cement below, damp trousers around his ankles. Regardless of spying eyes, he turned his back to the road and pissed with abandon, head tipped back, sighing as he painted the road of the loading dock. 

	When he finished, relief a warm glow through his abdomen, he pulled his pants back up. They were wet, but not as soaked as he’d feared, mainly one patch the size of his palm. He looked into the truck and the puddle on the vinyl matting was already spreading out and he decided to ignore that. He held up his wet hand and looked at it. There should be a service tap somewhere around, but he couldn’t see one. And he wasn’t about to go searching around in the dark. He already felt vulnerable, simply being out of the cab. He had some baby wipes in the glove box and he climbed back in, found them, wiped his hands, had a half-arsed go at the floor, then threw the handful of wipes out the window.

	Once everything was closed and locked up again, he felt secure once more. His watch said two-forty a.m. and he was fairly sure he was yet to sleep a wink. Fatigue hung off him like weights, though, and perhaps if he lay down again… At least he wasn’t busting for a piss any more.

	He had a bad feeling about the kid, imagined Rich somewhere out there in The Gulp. Where was he? What was he doing? George didn’t hold much truck with psychics or any of that malarkey, but he felt deep in his gut that something was wrong.

	He curled on his side across the seats and dragged the coat back over himself, praying for unconsciousness until dawn.
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	Rich blinked as the boot was opened, a porch light of some kind directly above him. His head swam. Stephen reached in, grabbed his upper arm in an iron grip and hauled him out. The man’s strength was insane, made Rich feel like a child.

	The drive had been only about ten minutes or so, smooth at first with a few turns Rich had quickly lost track of, then boneshakingly rough, an unsealed road that seemed to travel up quite steeply, switching back on itself a couple of times. As Stephen planted Rich on his feet he saw back down the long dirt road, white-fenced paddocks on either side, the town of Gulpepper a blanket of undulating lights down below. The view from so high was wild, over the paddocks and thick bushland the ocean glittered in the light of the half-moon. A naturally level area of land, it had the look of somewhere that had been farmed for generations. The bush rose steeply behind against the night sky thick with stars.

	Stephen turned him and pushed, made him stagger past the car which he’d parked in a car port next to a large federation-style farmhouse. White painted weatherboard, russet-painted metal roof, stained glass panels in the old-fashioned windows. A deck ran all around the building. Beyond it were a variety of sheds and barns, tractors and threshers and other equipment scattered about. A Toyota Hilux crew cab ute was parked just beside the car port. Carter climbed out, then opened the back door and dragged Daniel off the seat. The young man hit the dirt with a grunt and rolled up onto his hands and knees. Blood dripped heavily from his face.

	“I won’t tell anyone anything,” Rich said, appalled at the slur in his voice. The after-effects of the beers combined with the mighty slap from Stephen had left him thick-headed.

	“Course you won’t,” Carter said. “Bring him.” He dragged Daniel up with a hand under one arm and pushed him ahead as he walked past the Toyota.

	Stephen’s hand on Rich’s right shoulder was a painful clamp the big man used to guide him. Wearing nothing but cargo pants and t-shirt, the cool night air made his skin stipple with gooseflesh. He needed to find a way out of this, any way, it didn’t matter. Just get out. He’d make a bolt for the bush if the chance arose, take his shot there. The reassuring pressure of the phone in his pocket gave him some hope. With any luck they wouldn’t notice he had it, and maybe up here he’d catch a signal when he got the opportunity to try. Comply in the meantime, he told himself. Be compliant, let them concentrate on Daniel, the poor bastard.

	They walked past a double garage filled with a mystifying array of tools and an old ute up on blocks, then between two open-front hay sheds into a wide field with fencing in the distance. This seemed to be a pretty big property, the bush cleared for several acres in every direction. Cattle, black and white Fresians and a few Jerseys, stood around in the paddock off to the right and Rich thought he saw the silhouettes of horses far to the left. The field they walked across was empty, sloping gently upwards, with thick bush on the far side that rose steeply to a ridge line, black against the sky.

	The moonlight held back the darkness enough, Rich’s eyes adjusting to see where he walked. The stars were a thick blanket, not an artificial light source for kilometres around to dim them, just the speckles of light down in the town below.

	Then he saw the large hole in the dirt.

	Ice chilled his veins. The hole was about two metres long and one wide, a perfect black rectangle in the grass. A pile of dirt stood in a mound beside it with a shovel stuck in the top. A large wooden board lay beside the dirt.

	“Mr Carter, don’t, please,” Daniel said, voice half lost in sobs. He’d been quietly stumbling along until that moment, but now he became animated, struggled against Carter’s grip. “What do you want, Mr Carter? Hey? Anything you want, Mr Carter, I’ll do it. Anything!”

	“What I want, Daniel, is a more peaceful life. What I want is people I can rely on. What I want¸ you fucking cunt, is people who don’t blab and deal with the fucking Stinsons!”

	“Mr Carter, please, I–” 

	Daniel’s sentence was lost in a cry of alarm as Carter shoved him forward and he staggered and fell into the hole. Stephen held Rich firmly, a few feet back. The hole wasn’t as deep as Rich had thought, Daniel finding his feet and standing up, the edge of the hole at his chest. He put both palms on the damp grass and made to push himself up, but Carter swung a booted foot and clipped him under the chin. Daniel yelped and went back down. He moaned weakly, out of sight.

	Carter walked around the hole and picked up the large piece of wood. Several planks fixed together with crossbars, Rich noticed. A lid. A coffin lid.

	“You disappoint me greatly, Daniel,” Carter said and dropped the lid down into the hole. He took the spade and began shovelling dirt in. It thumped onto the wood, the sound more muffled each time. Then a banging started, Daniel yelling, calling out Carter’s name over and over again, begging please, please, please. But the dirt kept going in, the sounds more muted by the minute.

	Rich stood stock still, aware his mouth hung open in a gape, his knees weak. But he didn’t dare make a sound. Stephen’s vice-like grip never left his shoulder. It took about ten minutes for Carter to refill the hole completely, then he walked back and forth over the dirt, pressing it down, sweat sparkling on his brow. Daniel’s muffled cries still came faintly from below, punctuated by weak blows against the wood.

	Carter finally looked at Rich, for the first time. He smiled warmly, gestured back towards the farmhouse. “Shall we?”

	Stephen turned him and they walked back, Rich’s legs rubbery.

	“Did you enjoy what you saw at the motel?” Carter asked as they walked.

	“No, Sir, I did not.”

	“Why’s that?”

	Rich licked dry lips, lost for words. He shook his head. “I won’t tell a soul,” he said eventually. “I promise.”

	“You had so many choices,” Carter said. “So many chances. You could have ignored the light. You could have gone to bed. So many times you could have turned away, but you didn’t.”

	How did he know?

	“Why didn’t you turn your back, hmm?”

	“I… I didn’t know,” Rich said weakly. “I couldn’t believe it.”

	Carter sucked his teeth, let out a sigh. “Such is life, hey? So many don’t believe. Too many people have lost touch with the old ways. Everything so modern.” He turned and pinned Rich with his icy blue gaze. “No respect for the numinous any more.”

	Carter couldn’t have seen what Daniel saw. Someone in the pub saw, told him about it. He tortured Daniel to scare him. But why? He brought Daniel to the farm and obviously planned to let him die anyway.

	Carter led Rich back between the hay sheds as another car pulled up along the dirt road. A small hatchback. It parked, the engine went off and the headlights with it. A woman got out.

	“Hello, darling,” Carter said.

	Chrissy walked into the light of the car port, came to meet them. She wore the same clothes she’d had on in the pub, but her hair wasn’t tied back any more. It hung over her shoulders in a wave that shone with reflected light. “Worked out all right then?” she said.

	Carter laughed. “Yep. Donny put him in room six like you told him to, and the poor lad couldn’t help himself. Curious as the proverbial cat.”

	Chrissy smiled, wide and filled with teeth. “I thought it too good an opportunity to pass up.” She moved to Carter and they embraced, kissed long and deep. The man had to be at least twice her age, Rich thought numbly. He tried to swallow, but his throat was thick with fear.

	“Daniel?” Chrissy asked, once their sensuous kiss finally ended.

	“Dealt with,” Carter said. He turned his attention back to Rich. “You’re new here.” Statement, not a question or guess. “But why did you come, hmm? No one passes through The Gulp. You came here.”

	“I’m a truck driver. I deliver to Woollies. The truck broke down–”

	“It didn’t break down, your friend fucked it.” 

	How did he know that? 

	“But that’s not what I meant. Why did you come here, hmm? At this time? Wheels and machinations, son. There are reasons.”

	“It’s a new job, that’s all. I’m in training, to take over George’s routes. The last couple of weeks he’s been showing me the…” Rich’s voice petered out under Carter’s witheringly disdainful gaze.

	“You won’t let it in, will you.” Statement again.

	“Let what in?”

	“You dreamed of it. The before time. Everyone who sleeps in The Gulp dreams of when they fell at least once.” Carter moved to put an arm across Rich’s shoulders. Stephen let go at last, the skin burning where the pressure was finally released. Carter turned Rich to face out over the view of the town below. “You have to embrace The Gulp. You do what it wants or it swallows you. What’s your name?”

	“Rich. Richard Blake.”

	“You can call me Mr Carter. You’ve already met Chrissy.”

	“Let me go, please! I won’t tell anyone anything.”

	“You will though, won’t you?”

	“No! I won’t–” 

	“Oh, you might not tell any authorities. But you’ll tell the story. People always tell stories.”

	“Fuck you, man! Let me go!”

	“Let’s not be unpleasant to each other. You’re with me now.”

	“What do you mean I’m with you? I’m not with you! You have to let me go!”

	Carter tipped his head to one side. “Do I though?”

	“Please!” Rich said, hating the plaintive tone in his voice.

	“There’s some better manners already.” Carter took out a cigar, lit it from a brass Zippo, then slipped the lighter away into his shirt pocket as he puffed acrid smoke into the air. “Now then, let me give you your choices. For one, I can dig another hole next to Daniel. He’ll go quiet soon. So that’s one choice. The other is that you work for me. You do as I say, and make yourself useful. Accept the fact you’re in The Gulp now. We could develop a wonderful working relationship together, you and I. There is great potential in you, I see it. You came here for a reason. And I am, as you know, in need of a new employee.”

	“I don’t want to!” Rich internally cursed the tears rolling over his cheeks, but he couldn’t stop them. “I want to go home. I’ll never come here again, I won’t tell a soul anything. I’ll quit the job, never drive another truck for the rest of my life! Please, just let me go.”

	Carter sighed, shook his head. “I gave you your choices.” He puffed on the cigar, then smiled again. “Your personal life, family situation, it’s suited to The Gulp finding you, no?”

	Rich swallowed, mind adrift, desperate for purchase. “What?” he managed.

	“You have your choices. I’ll give you some time to think about it.” Carter smiled. “Welcome to The Gulp, Richard Blake.”

	Rich flinched as something sharp scratched his neck. He looked to the side to see Chrissy step away, a syringe in one hand. She wiggled the fingers of her other hand in a wave as Rich’s vision closed in from all sides. His tongue felt suddenly swollen, then everything went black.
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	George’s head pounded from lack of sleep. He’d maybe caught an hour or two of fitful dozing here and there, but it amounted to nothing really. He was too damn old to stay up all night any more. He remembered the long benders of his youth, all that drinking, carousing, womanising. He didn’t miss those days, if he was honest. They had been where he’d found his wife. He couldn’t wait to see her again.

	The day was bright, harsh against his gritty eyes as he sipped the coffee and ate a croissant from the bakers. The Woollies precinct opened at eight, allowing him a leisurely piss into an actual urinal, rather than the debacle of the night before. His body ached in every place he put his mind to, but the night had passed. That was the main thing. Still no sign of Rich though. Until ten, he’d told the kid. He intended to stick to his promise. He would wait, but he’d leave without Rich if necessary. A big tow truck pulled into the loading bay, gleaming chrome and bright decals. The driver gave George a wave.

	It took over an hour, disengaging the trailer, jacking up the cab, changing the wheel, putting it all back together again. But it was finally done by 9.15. George went inside for another coffee and then sat in the cab drinking it. The minutes ticked slowly by.

	“Come on, kid,” he muttered aloud.

	It was ten minutes past ten when he finally called it time to keep his promise. He rang in the problem, told the office the new driver had gone out on the town and not come back. They told him to try ringing the kid, which he had about nine o’clock, then again at nine-thirty, but it went straight to voicemail.

	“He said he had no signal in this arse-end-a-nowhere town,” George told his supervisor.

	“Can you wait for him?”

	“Already did. I told him last night I’d wait until ten, he said he’d be here by eight. Still no sign, though.”

	“Give it a bit longer?”

	“And then what?”

	There was a pause, muffled conversation, then the supervisor came back on. “Look, we’ll try to raise him too, see if he catches some reception. Can you wait a little longer? If he’s not there by eleven, head out and the fool will have to hitch out to Monkton or Enden or something when he wakes up.”

	George looked at his watch. Forty-five minutes more in The Gulp. He sighed. “Okay, I’ll give it until eleven, then I’m out.”

	He stayed in the cab until a few minutes past eleven, then started up the truck. Still no sign of Rich. George shook his head, easing the big rig out of the loading bay and turning right to head for the main road back to Enden.

	“What the hell did you get up to, kid?” he said as he went around the roundabout by the leisure centre. “Or what the hell got to you, eh?”

	He didn’t look in the rear view mirror once until he turned right onto the highway, thankful to be leaving The Gulp for the last time.
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	That was the first novella from the mosaic novel/novella collection The Gulp. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes four more interconnected novellas, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/the-gulp/

	 

	 

	



	


Crow Shine

	 

	 

	This is the first story from my short story collection, Crow Shine. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes 18 more short stories, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/crow-shine/

	 

	 

	Clyde drove his old Ford through dense trees, Robert Johnson on the stereo battling the knock and growl of the almost-dead engine. Tires crunched gravel and hard dirt on the narrow road. When the track ended, Clyde pulled up and left the motor running, enjoying the meagre efforts of the air-conditioning for a moment longer.

	He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a pack of gum, stared at it in disgust. He hated the stuff. If only he had the courage to ask Melanie out, rather than simply buying shit he didn’t need from her over the pharmacy counter. She always looked at him so sly, little tip of the head. She knew, for God’s sake. Why was he such a coward? He threw the junk into the passenger footwell.

	He’d keep learning from Grandpa, absorb that legendary blues prowess. Then maybe Clyde would feel he had something with which to impress Mel, that made him special enough for her attention.

	He killed the engine and stepped from the car into the cruel bayou heat, glanced up into the twisted branches of bald cypress trees, hung with veils of Spanish moss like old men’s beards. Sweat instantly trickled down his back.

	He reverently lifted Grandpa’s rosewood guitar off the back seat, fret-stoned and restrung, fresh from the music store – there was no instrument on God’s earth more beautiful – and stalked off through the trees.

	As he got close, he smelled wood smoke on the air, thought momentarily about Grandpa’s tin and copper still, but the aroma was wrong. His breath caught at the sight of blackened, smoking stumps on the water’s edge, a skeletal parody of what had once been his grandpa’s secret place. He broke into a run.

	Everything was silent devastation, twisted metal and blackened remains, burned almost to nothing. Stark, broken bones jutting from the tranquil water. Clyde desperately hoped the old man was somewhere else. 

	Movement not a yard away caught his eye as hot sun glanced off the satin sheen of dark feathers and a glistening eye tipped left then right. Clyde frowned at the bird, perched on one sooty stub, disturbed by its calm, its indifference to his proximity. He waved a hand and the crow flapped its wings in response, and cawed. Clyde took a heavy step forward and the corvid hopped to a higher piece of burned wall, out of reach but not much farther away.

	“Goddamn you, creature.”

	Insects buzzed and ticked in the humid air, other wild things whistled and hooted. Nothing else for miles around. Even his daddy didn’t know about this place. Clyde himself wasn’t supposed to, except for the day after his eighth birthday when he’d followed Grandpa, sneaking and scurrying in pursuit as the aging bluesman ambled out through the bayou.

	Then Grandpa had spotted him and his creased face had folded up in a scowl. “The hell you doin’, Clyde?”

	“Sorry, Grandpa, I was just curious.”

	“Can’t a man have any privacy?”

	Clyde had hung his head and one perfect drop of contrition had hit the scuffed and dirty toe of his sneaker.

	“Don’t snivel, you’re here now,” Grandpa had said. “Come on in. You tell a soul about this place and I’ll have your hide, you understand?”

	Clyde had kept that secret for fifteen years, and learned guitar at the man’s knee. But he had never shared the crystal clear moonshine that made his grandpa famous. He would sit and watch the old man get drunk while playing the most moving blues in the state. Everyone agreed, no one could hold a candle to Moonshine McCreary.

	Always sipping from a clay bottle while he picked the songs of melancholy angels from that rosewood guitar, his voice a gravelly resonance from somewhere beyond this world. The man had skills, but Clyde knew the real power was in the ‘shine.

	“I shouldn’t play for you, boy!” Moonshine would bark, as Clyde would gasp at the drag against his soul. But he’d play on, take a bit more from his grandson, before yelling and sending the young man off home.

	“This is my shame, boy,” Grandpa had drunkenly slurred late one night, gesturing with the bottle as pale smoke wreathed his grey curls. “When I’m gone, you don’t ever let it be yours, you hear? My recipe dies with me.”

	But Clyde had long since figured it out, and secretly pencilled his notes and sketches, spying as the old man brewed.

	He stepped carefully onto the porch of the shack, hoping he didn’t go through the burned wood into the swamp beneath. His heart stuttered when he snagged sight of a scorched foot sticking out of burned up denim. He moved around and the rest of Moonshine McCreary was slowly revealed. Clyde jumped as the crow squawked its laughter at him, and then he was crying.

	“Grandpa!”

	Loss was a tornado through his chest. Despite all the old man had taken, there was no one Clyde loved more. He crouched by the corpse and it was not a pleasant sight. What flesh remained was bubbled and blistered, parts of the man, including his lower jaw, were nowhere to be seen.

	The crow hopped down and Clyde tried to shoo it away again, but it danced back out of his reach. Clyde surged to his feet and hollered, swung a foot to kick the foul carrion eater. As it leaped skyward he tripped and fell, but managed to hold the guitar high, away from damage, and scuffed his cheek a little on the floorboards.

	He sat up, rested the instrument across his lap, saw his sweat-sheened face mirrored in the deep red, polished surface. His mind drifted to his notebook in the glovebox of his crappy car. Lots of Moonshine’s songs, lyrics and chord progressions were in there, along with little scraps of his own inspiration he meant to work on further. And on the front page, a list of ingredients, times, temperatures. The thing Grandpa had guarded with a furious passion. There was a sketch of the still, particulars of its haphazard construction. Clyde knew its energy only worked for the old man, but now he was gone… Well, now maybe it belonged to Clyde.

	He was guilt-ridden, considering his inheritance not two yards from Grandpa’s blackened corpse, but at last it was his turn. He pictured Melanie’s smooth curves and a smile tugged his lips. He glanced across at the gruesome remains. Honestly, if Moonshine was going to go, this was probably the best way, accidentally blowing himself to pieces with his secret still.

	Clyde knew it wouldn’t take much to rebuild and take on the making of Moonshine McCreary’s signature blend. He had to hope its power would come to him. The dark bird, high on a blackened beam, laughed and ducked, almost as though it approved of his silent resolution.

	Clyde headed carefully off the smoking wreck and made his way back to the car to call the police and his father. Pa wouldn’t give a shit, he never wanted anything to do with Moonshine, and gave up warning Clyde away years ago, but he had to be told. People needed to know the legend had died. The blues community state-wide would be in mourning.

	 

	 

	 

	The funeral was a circus of local media and milling hangers-on. Everyone wanted to say they’d been there the day they put Moonshine McCreary in the ground. Clyde was seething by the time it was over, but the wake was a much quieter affair. Only family and their closest friends were invited, the location kept secret until passed around by word of mouth at the graveside. Marie’s, one hour.

	Clyde sat in the small lounge room, the smell of coffee and bourbon and Alice’s cakes redolent through the house. Fans turned lazily, but did little to push away the heat. He lifted Grandpa’s rosewood guitar, that he had refused to relinquish since that dark day, and put it across his knees. The room hushed.

	“I’m happy to play for y’all,” Clyde said. “I’m nothing like the artist he was. No one was, is or ever will be, but I’ll do all I can to bring some honour to his memory.”

	His fingers caressed the strings and he sang three of his Grandpa’s favourites before tears stole his voice.

	He endured the hugs and assurances of love, grateful for them though all he really wanted was solitude. As soon as it felt reasonable, he excused himself to go and continue the rebuild in the bayou.

	 

	 

	 

	Even before the still was fully reconstructed, Clyde found some courage to talk to Melanie more often. She was so very sympathetic for his loss and, though he lacked the mettle to actually ask her out, he felt they grew closer over time. He continued to be plagued by a mild guilt as the shack was returned to its former glory, and the still reconstructed. Fresh copper pipes and a new stainless steel boiling vessel were held together by bits of tin and garbage, even some of the scorched remains of its original design. And Mel herself asked sidelong about the old man’s famous brew, probing with the curiosity everyone shared; how much did Clyde know? And she even seemed to hint that perhaps he should leave it well alone. But Grandpa’s legacy was more important to him than anyone’s conservatively cautious mindset.

	While he worked in the heat, that damn crow – could it really be the same one? – beset him every day, ducking and dancing, shouting for attention. He began to think perhaps Grandpa had tamed the creature and it was used to human company. But he wondered why he’d never seen the bird before.

	“You miss him too?” he asked it one hot afternoon, and it cawed a sad and lonely note.

	The ingredients of the ‘shine were tricky to source, his income from working the rail maintenance yards and a handful of gigs playing to rowdy bar crowds not likely to make him rich any time soon. Especially hard to find were the strange herbs Grandpa only ever whispered about. He finally discovered them in the third town he tried, nearly an hour’s drive from home, in a small, gloomy store where the aged proprietor frowned and scowled as he paid.

	 

	 

	 

	The first day the ‘shine was ready, Clyde was filled with nerves. He knew Grandpa’s nectar would have been no rotgut. No throat-searing jet fuel. The man surely made ‘shine as fine as his music and Clyde wondered if his own effort would be as far from Grandpa’s as his guitar picking was.

	He sipped and paused, and then a wide smile split his face. It tasted better than the most expensive booze he’d ever had. It was perfect. Crow sat on one curling copper pipe and bobbed his head in agreement, croaked a song of celebration. Clyde turned his grin up to the bird and said, “He’d sure be proud of us.” And he drank again.

	Something snaked through him from his legs up into his groin and gut. A creeping, subtle touch like slipping into a warm creek in high summer. The spread of warmth added power to his mind, seemed to caress him, hold him tight like loving arms. It was more than simple alcohol and Clyde leaned back and sighed. Crow chuckled laughter and Clyde realised he was mimicking perfectly his Grandpa’s reaction to the day’s first sip. He remembered a conversation from years past.

	You always look so damned relaxed when you take that first hit, Grandpa.

	The old man had looked serious down at him and said, It’s my curse, son. Don’t be fooled.

	Clyde suffered a moment’s fear, took one shuddering breath, but Crow laughed again and he shrugged, let the puissant heat envelope him.

	After a few more sips, he picked up Grandpa’s old rosewood guitar. So relaxed, he had never played as well before, never made the instrument sing like he did that night as his fingers danced and swept with ease. He sounded a lot like Moonshine McCreary as he sat playing into the russet smudge of dawn while Crow bobbed and laughed along.

	 

	 

	 

	Clyde began to get better gigs in bigger venues. Places with posters of the greats who had played there before him plastered on the walls, instead of hub caps and beer stains. Where people came from far out of town, drawn by the talent on offer. And he finally balled up the courage to ask Melanie to come listen to him play.

	“Well, finally!” she said, smiling at him over the counter.

	“I just… I guess…” He kept his eyes on hers, resisting the temptation to stare at her full curves.

	“It’s fine. You were scared and that makes me feel special. But I’m glad you finally asked me out. Just promise you’ll take me for pie or something afterwards.”

	Clyde felt red surge up his cheeks and she giggled. “Of course!” he assured her.

	“I can’t wait to hear you play. You must be much improved since the school band.”

	“I play a lot better since…” He wasn’t sure what he almost said. Since Grandpa died? Since I drank his ‘shine? “Since then,” he finished lamely.

	“I’ll bet you do. Now get, I’ve customers to serve. Pick me up?”

	“I will. At seven thirty.” He turned and smiled an apology to the grinning, red-haired woman next in line.

	She winked and actually pinched his cheek.

	 

	 

	 

	Melanie beamed and nodded encouragement from the corner of the low-ceilinged bar. The heat was close, and beer and whiskey filled the air with their tantalising aromas. Cigarette smoke curled and lazed around the crowd, catching here and there in the downlights, then lost again in the gloom as Clyde warmed up with a couple of songs of his own composition. But he intended to transcend his former self with this performance.

	“My next song is an old favourite,” he said, reaching into his satchel at the side of the rickety wooden stage. He pulled out a clay bottle and lifted it in a toast. A ripple of laughter and soft applause travelled the crowded bar. “My Grandpa made this famous.” He swigged. “And this song too!” He stared past the bright lights along the stage edge, into the sea of expectant faces. The world only extended as far as the wooden walls, microcosm, nothing beyond. He took another hit, gestured again with the ‘shine, and grinned.

	Another swell of appreciation swept the room and, as the heady liquor found his gut, Clyde experienced that warming flush once more. His put the bottle at his feet and began picking out the notes of Grandpa’s “Black Wings of Loss”, and the sensation flooded his fingertips and his guitar, and rolled out across the patrons like a wave.

	Faces in the audience tipped back in rapture, silhouetted bodies swayed and rolled in the darkness, and Clyde bathed in their adoration. It was a palpable thing, thicker in the air than booze and smoke, every bit as physical as the ‘shine that warmed his throat and stomach. His guitar sang like the Heavenly Host and his voice was low and perfect. That sensation of drag against his spirit he felt whenever Grandpa had played for him flowed back now, multiplied a hundredfold and more. Everything he gave to the people at his feet they fed back to him amplified and purified, and he rode it like the surge of the finest cocaine. Every nerve thrilled and sang to his ministrations, every soul in the room vibrated in time with his, and fed him.

	Before he knew it, three hours had passed, his clothes stuck to his skin with sweat, and he was through his repertoire and gently free-styling a last few melancholy licks. He smiled and let the music slip away. The clientele seemed to rise as if from a dream and they threw rapturous applause at him. He thanked them and sipped more ‘shine only to find the bottle empty.

	A voice from the crowd called out, “You were the ghost of your Grandpa tonight!” and the applause redoubled.

	When he stepped from the stage, Melanie looped her arms about his neck and breathed hot against his throat. “I don’t want pie,” she whispered. “Take me somewhere private.”

	 

	 

	 

	The shack was the only place he knew. He couldn’t take her home where his pa would be full of rancour and questions, and his car was too seedy for the space he felt they needed. When they reached the wooden veranda, Melanie jumped and cried out in surprise.

	“Don’t mind Crow,” Clyde said. “He was Grandpa’s pet. Guess he’s mine now.”

	Crow dipped his head and his obsidian eyes glittered in the night.

	 

	 

	 

	The more Clyde played, the better he got, always fuelled by Grandpa’s secret blend. And the people’s love for him grew, but none so much as Melanie’s. As his star rose, the ‘shine took back so much more than he ever gave out. Over time, the example of Mel right before him made his choices impossible to ignore. He watched her wither as she loved him, lose weight, lose interest in all other things. He didn’t send her away in anger as his grandpa had him, though he knew full well he should. Her love was sweetest of all and he simply couldn’t stop.

	The bars filled up with adoring fans, crowded ever tighter in the hot, aromatic darkness. Every gig had queues of folk disappointed outside, turned away from a venue already breaking safety codes with numbers. People drew comparisons between his skills and Moonshine McCreary ever more regularly, and soon began to accuse him of being even greater than that great man. He moved from bars to theatres and the lights grew ever brighter.

	Articles state-wide lauded his virtuoso talent. A national magazine ran a feature article on the boy who played with a skill and maturity unbelievable in someone only twenty-four years of age. He often cited his losses – mother at age five, grandfather so recently – both such great influences on him, as informing his grasp of the soul of the blues. But he knew it was a lie.

	And every time he played, every time he basked in that adoration, he ignored how much it was costing them. Whatever the ‘shine catalysed in his spirit, that drew such sweet energy from the crowds, it didn’t come without a price. Every little bit of succour he received was a sliver of their very souls, made so clear by Melanie’s constant waning presence at his side. Yet he gladly played on.

	She quit her job, as he was making good money, playing every night. She talked of marriage and how she had to make sure he stayed hers forever, even while her forever became a shorter and shorter span of time. He knew when she finally creased up and gave the last of herself to him, he would simply find another. He could pick and choose from fawning women, currently held at bay only by Melanie’s constant, scorching gaze. He knew too he should resist that, but the ‘shine was blinding to his morals even as it was nectar to his soul.

	He remembered Grandpa’s words as he sipped that day’s first draft.

	It’s my curse, son. Don’t be fooled.

	Grandpa had insisted his family not come to all his shows, not put themselves out, and he had steadfastly refused to play at home except in the most exceptional of circumstances. When I’m home, just let me be a man, not a bluesman.

	All those times he had played for Clyde and then grown angry, sent him away with shame in his eyes. Why did Clyde not do the same with Mel?

	So many past comments from family about how Clyde must have the metabolism of a racehorse, given all he ate yet remained as thin as rope. But now his body began to fill out even as Mel’s continued to waste away. What soul remained untarnished in Clyde ached with the knowledge that everything he built was blacker than Crow’s glossy wings.

	But still he could not stop.

	Until Melanie finally died.

	She had insisted he play for her some more after a particularly crowded gig. “Something just for me, sweetness?” she cajoled on the porch of his shack.

	And he played. Not for her, damn his soul, but because he knew the sweet perfection of her spirit would be drawn into him and make him even higher. And as she slipped away, as his fingers coaxed the music and the last of her swept into him, her finality hit him like a wave. Crystalline, jagged grief momentarily made him pause, sliced through the velvet redolence of his ‘shine-induced delirium. As she expired, Clyde tipped back his head and howled. And Crow laughed.

	Clyde carried her skin and bones to his car and hurried to the hospital, but she was cold when he got there. The staff wanted to know what she had taken and he assured them nothing had passed her lips but a bit of liquor. They called the police, who took his statement and then sent him away.

	“Go and sleep, Clyde,” the sergeant said, one warm, reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You need to rest. Big show at the Emporium tomorrow, right?”

	 

	 

	 

	While grief still fired his soul, Clyde powered through benighted streets and out into the swamps. He grit his teeth and growled against the physical drag that tried to cease his actions. He grabbed one clay bottle and jammed a rag into its neck. Flame surged into the darkness and he launched that bottle into the shack’s open door. Fire blossomed and Clyde ran for his car as the stockpiled liquor blew with a soul-shattering blast. All the ‘shine he had went up and the reconstructed still went with it.

	As he drove for home, a weight lifted from his soul, but a terrible guilt settled in his mind. He had taken too much for too long, and it had cost Melanie her life. But at least it was ended now. If nothing else, her loss had given him the brief clarity of grief and thereby the power to act. He lamented his Grandpa with a bleak stain of disappointment. That man had enjoyed his ‘shine and his success for decades. Clyde wound down the window and sped along the empty highway, revelling in the bright, fresh sensation of new-found freedom as tears for Melanie streaked his cheeks.

	A flurry of black feathers burst into the window and battered his face, sharp beak and claws sought his soft flesh and eyes. Crying out, one arm striking at the bird, he tried frantically to steer with the other. His tires hissed and skidded and began to slide on roadside gravel. He screamed as the car lifted and spun sideways, then everything was whining metal, smashing glass, and fire.

	 

	 

	 

	A shiny crow hopped around the twisted wreckage at the roadside as it burned. The night-black creature skipped sideways towards the flames and plucked once, twice, three times, at something on the edge of the carnage.

	As blue and red lights appeared over the horizon, the crow dragged a scorched and tattered notepad free of the crash and left it in plain sight on the edge of the blacktop. Then it flew up into the cypress branches above to wait.

	 

	 

	 

	That was the first story from my short story collection, Crow Shine. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes 18 more short stories, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/crow-shine/

	 

	 

	



	


Simulacrum of Hope

	 

	 

	This is a story from my second short story collection, Served Cold. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes 15 more short stories, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/served-cold/

	 

	 

	I heard the argument from my room and tried to ignore it, but thin walls mean there are no secrets in this house. Last night was a bad one. Right before the front door slammed a little after midnight, Mum spat, “I wish I’d never met you. I wasted my life on you!”

	I heard Dad crying, thought maybe I should go and hug him or something. But I’m the kid here. I’m Beau’s older brother, sure, he’s only nine. I hug him when he cries. At twelve I’m not about to pretend I’m an adult. Dad should be the strong one. I guess he never really was.

	I let him cry and he got quieter and then it felt like I was the only one awake in the house. The only one awake in the world, except perhaps Mum driving down the dirt road to the highway and then what? Left or right? Inland or out to the coast five hours away? I wonder if she’ll come back, and can’t decide if I want her to or not. I hardly slept, and Dad came in at seven, forcing a cheery smile.

	“Breakfast, Adso?”

	“Don’t call me that.”

	His smile faltered and I felt bad for a moment.

	“Sorry, Adam,” he said. Whimpering even to me. “You want breakfast? I made scrambled eggs.”

	Guilt trod over me. “Yeah. You make the best eggs!”

	His smile broke out again, and that was okay because I wasn’t lying. His eggs are great.

	“Where’s Mama?” Beau asked over his plate of toast crumbs.

	I was surprised it had taken him that long to question it. I guess even he knew something was up. Was he awake and listening last night too?

	“Mum had to go away for a day or two,” Dad said, trying to sound all casual and upbeat. I could see his throat gulping as he held back emotion.

	“Where to?”

	“She just needed space, Bucko. She’ll be back soon.”

	Beau stared at his plate. Silence grew, became a thing with weight that pressed against our backs, made us hunch over the remains of the meal. A single tear dropped onto Beau’s plate, and Dad shattered the stillness with a scrape of his chair as he stood up too fast.

	“We need to chop wood and feed the chooks, lads. Come on, just because it’s Saturday doesn’t mean we can be lazy.”

	 

	 

	 

	Mum didn’t come back Saturday or Sunday. Dad kept checking his phone, going to the kitchen window and staring up the driveway to the gate, which he’d left open. He never does that. It’s not like Mum doesn’t know how to open the damn thing. I think he was maybe trying to draw her back in. It didn’t work.

	On Monday he left for work early and I helped Beau get ready for school. Normally Mum would be there with us, Dad always left before six. I knew the routine, and so did Beau. We walked out of the house, up to the end of the dirt road in silence. The day was already hot, late autumn heat where you can feel the change of season coming, but it’s not quite ready yet. It takes about fifteen minutes to walk from the house to where the bus picks us up and in all that time Beau never said a word. Then when we were standing there, kicking at the dust, swinging our bodies to make our school bags flap side to side on our shoulders, he said, “She’s not coming back, is she.”

	It wasn’t a question and something inside me cracked at the tiny voice he used. Like he was admitting it, not asking it. And I didn’t want to lie to him. Among everything else, he and I had to be together. “I don’t know, B-boy.”

	He looked up at me, eyes wet but defiant. His cheeks were smeared with dirt. We’d only walked up the drive, how the hell was he dirty already? “She’s not.”

	I shrugged. “We’ll see.”

	“What’ll we do when she doesn’t come back?”

	“We’ll be all right, little bro.” And I meant it. He and I, we’d be all right. Somehow.

	“And what about Dad?”

	That was harder to answer. But I’d promised myself I wouldn’t lie to him. “I don’t know,” was all I could think to say.

	Thankfully the bus appeared over the hill then, trailing a rooster tail of red dust, old Mrs Peabody’s squinty face framed in the glass as she hunched over the wheel.

	 

	 

	 

	We got home from school both wondering if we’d find Mum in the kitchen, cold lemonade in a jug, asking how our day went. Neither of us said so, but the hope hung heavy and thick. As we walked through the open gate the house was still closed up like we’d left it and our shoulders sagged.

	I went in and made lemonade anyway, Mum had shown me how. We sat on the front porch, where it’s shady in the afternoon because the house faces east towards the ocean so far away. And as we sipped lemonade, enjoying the freedom of no more school until the next day, a woman came walking along the dirt road.

	Something stuttered in my chest when I saw her, she was so familiar and such a stranger at the same time. Maybe mid-twenties, long blonde hair in a wavy fall over her shoulders, narrow face with high cheekbones. Slim, walking confidently, her face opened up in a smile as she saw us there in the shadow of the house.

	“My boys!” she said, just like Mum used to, and then I realised why she was so familiar.

	Her picture was all over the house. Her and Dad in Sydney in the nineties, wearing denim and looking crazy at some grunge festival. Another of her standing beside a new car in the main street forty kilometres from here. Another of her in a big white dress, standing beside Dad, laughing as confetti fell all around them outside St Mary’s Church.

	“Who is it?” Beau whispered, and my heart was hammering because it was her but it was impossible.

	Mum was forty-four years old, she’d had a party in town about a month ago. Sarah from the property next door had come to babysit. Then her and Dad got home late, drunk, and there had been another of those venomous arguments. Except that time Mum slammed her bedroom door and Dad slept in the spare room. This woman walking towards us was Mum, but half a lifetime ago.

	Her eyes narrowed as she got closer, the smile faltering when she saw my face. I guess I looked terrified.

	“What’s the matter, you two? Everything okay?”

	Beau leaned right close to my ear and said, “Is it Mum?” His voice quavered with the same confusion and fear that rippled through me.

	“You don’t recognise me?” she said. Beau and I exchanged a glance and she laughed. “I’ve only been away a couple of days, do you forgive me?”

	“You look different,” Beau said.

	She smiled again. “I feel different. I feel fresh and renewed. I just needed a little break.”

	“Where’s your car?” I asked.

	She frowned at that, like she was trying to think of something. “It broke down in town. I got a lift with… Joe. He dropped me at the end of the road. What are you drinking there, it looks good.”

	“Lemonade.”

	“You made it?”

	“Yep.”

	She beamed again. “You’ll have to show me how.”

	Beau stood up, angry and confused. “You know how! You taught Adam!” He looked at me then back at Mum, belligerent with fear.

	She paused, eyes moving rapidly like she was having a tiny seizure, then the smile broke out again. “Of course, silly me. I remember. Let’s go inside and I’ll make some more.”

	“We’ve had enough!” Beau turned and ran to his room.

	Impossible young Mum looked at me. “You want some more?”

	“I have to feed the chickens.”

	I walked away, not sure what else to do. I heard Beau’s door slam and knew he wouldn’t open it again any time soon, so I figured he was safe. I kept one eye on the kitchen window as I poured grain into plastic feeders. The young woman sat at the Formica table in there and stared straight ahead, patiently waiting for something.

	After the chickens were sorted out I went down the back paddock to the dam and stood staring across the big pond of muddy water. I skipped a couple of stones, noticed the level had dropped a bit, but it was still full enough from the rain last month. Dad once said he wanted to put some fingerlings in and we could sit on the short wooden jetty and fish for them and Mum had called him an idiot. Said nothing would survive for long in there. I wish she hadn’t said that even if it was true. She never even came down here. I kinda wish we were fishing off that ridiculous little jetty now, with it’s half-rotten planks. You had to jump over the fourth and fifth ones, they were no better than balsa wood. Dad kept saying he would fix them, but never did. This dam needs some better memories.

	We used to have a dog, a sandy mutt called Rex who was the friendliest creature you ever saw. One day he chased a roo across the back paddock and the roo bounced real fast into the dam. I thought it was going to drown, but Rex went right in after it and the roo turned around and grabbed hold of Rex and held him under the water until he drowned. I was too little then to do anything but stare in horror and scream. My dad came running, even brought the old shotgun we hardly ever used because my screams were so pitched. But it was too late, Rex already floating and still, the fur of his back rippling on the surface. The roo scrambled out the other side of the dam and I wanted Dad to shoot it anyway, but Dad said no. It’s sad but just nature. I cried for a week. Apparently roos do that, my dad said. They run to water and drown things to protect themselves. Clever, ruthless bastards. I still miss Rex so much it hurts.

	I couldn’t think of anything else to do, and staring at the dam only made me feel worse, so I snuck past the kitchen and went back inside, and into Beau’s room.

	“I don’t like this,” he said, understating everything. I just agreed with him and tried to distract him with games and comics.

	I wanted Dad to come home, he was the grown up. He’d have to do something, he’d have an explanation.

	 

	 

	 

	When we heard Dad’s car pull up, we hurried into the hallway. Not-mum was still sitting at the kitchen table, exactly as she had been two hours before. Silence fell as Dad turned off the engine and she looked out the window. A smile grew across her face.

	We both held our breath as Dad walked into the house and into the kitchen. He stopped dead when he saw her, kind of shuddered on the spot in shock. His eyes went wide then narrow, his mouth opening and closing like those stupid fish that would never be put in the dam.

	“Katy?” he managed at last.

	She stood up and went to him, draped her arms around his neck. “Let’s not fight any more,” she said.

	Dad shook his head, pushed her back away from him. I smiled, here it came. Here’s where Dad demanded to know what the hell was going on.

	“Katy, is it really you?”

	What?

	“Of course it is. You don’t recognise me?”

	“You look…” He shook his head again like he was trying to clear some kind of ringing in his ears. “You’re young.”

	“Only one year younger than you.”

	“No, you look like you did… Like… How can this be happening?”

	She stood back, tilted her head to one side like a confused puppy. “What are you saying?”

	Dad stepped back into the hallway and grabbed pictures off the wall. One of the wedding with the big dress and the confetti, the other from last Christmas. In the second one Mum was fifteen kilos heavier, those high cheek bones lost under starting-to-wrinkle flesh. The long blonde hair from the wedding day had been cut short, a severe and pugnacious cut Dad had called it when he first saw it.

	He waved the Christmas photo. “This is you now. But you look like this again!” And he waved the wedding photo.

	She looked from one picture to the other and back, her eyes doing that juddering thing. A crease between her eyebrows came and went a couple of times, like she was trying to remember something. Then the smile spread once more, her face softening into its youthful beauty. “I guess the break did me good.”

	“Two days, Katy! You can’t lose all that weight, grow all that hair in two days.” Dad shook his head, face creased with conflicting emotions. “You’re young again. How..? How can it..?” He fell silent, staring.

	Beau looked up at me and I looked down at him. I shrugged. It was all too confusing, I had no idea what was happening.

	“It’s a miracle, I guess,” she said. She moved forward and put her arms back around Dad’s neck. She pressed her body hard against his and kissed him.

	He was stiff for a moment, resistant, then he seemed to flop against her. I felt a kind of charge in the air.

	“I don’t want us to fight any more,” she said. “Let’s go back to what it was like before, yeah?”

	There was a tear in Dad’s eye and I hated that little gleam of light. How could he be so weak and useless?

	“I want that more than anything, but…” he said.

	She kissed him again and he was even floppier. What was she doing to him? This wasn’t right, wasn’t a miracle, there was something horribly wrong. Then Beau was running from my side and into the kitchen.

	“Mummy, is it really you?”

	“Yes, darling, it’s me.”

	Beau looked to Dad and Dad was smiling, almost laughing. “Yes, it’s your mum,” he said, sounding drunk. “I don’t know how, but it’s your mum, as vibrant and beautiful as I remember her.”

	She kissed him again. His eyes were glazed over when she moved away. “I’ll make dinner!” she said. “A big family feast!”

	Beau stared hard at Dad for another moment, making sure it was okay for this to be all right. He was too young to understand how weak our father was. He needed stability and safety. He looked at me and I shrugged. After a moment he jumped up and down. “Yay!”

	She crouched and kissed his cheek then gestured to the table. He and Dad sat down. She paused and looked down the hallway to me, one eyebrow popping up. I stared back, refusing to offer any kind of expression. She smiled then, like she’d won something, and turned away to the fridge.

	 

	 

	 

	It was a good dinner but tasted like dirt in my mouth nonetheless. Dad and Beau were happy and laughing, she was all smiles and gentle touches to their hands. At one point Dad turned to me, took in my sour expression.

	“Can’t you just be happy for me?” he asked dreamily.

	For him? It was all about him. I pushed my plate away. “I’m full. I’ve got homework.” And I went to my room, not listening to whatever he said next.

	A half hour later Beau came in, looked at me with those innocent brown eyes. “It’s okay, right?” he asked.

	What could I say? He needed to feel safe. “Sure it is, B-boy.”

	“So why aren’t you happy? Dad’s happy, so’s Mum.”

	“I know. I’m happy for them too.”

	“So it’s okay?” he asked again.

	It hurt, how much he trusted me. How much he needed to hear this from me. It pissed me off that he couldn’t be looked after by his mum and dad. Well, by his dad at least, because I was pretty sure our mum had gone. Whoever that was in there, it wasn’t her. But our dad was useless and no one was going to look after me, so I had to look after Beau. “Yeah, it’s okay.” I forced a grin and ruffled his hair.

	He slapped my hand away with a laugh and for a moment we wrestled like everything really was okay. He turned the wrestle into a hug, which wasn’t something he ever normally did. Then he was gone, out the door, and in a few minutes I heard him splashing in the bath. Her making silly noises and joking with him.

	Dad looked around my door. “You okay, Ads?”

	“Are you?” I asked, sarcasm heavy in my tone.

	He stared at me for a moment, couldn’t hold my eye. He looked down at the floorboards, then turned away, quietly shut the door. Weak fucking prick.

	The noises coming from my parent’s room an hour later, clear through those thin walls, made me grind my teeth. She cajoled, the bed creaked, Dad grunted and gasped, said, “Oh my god!” so many times.

	The last sound I heard before everything went quiet was a soft chuckle from her. It sounded somehow accomplished.

	 

	 

	 

	I woke before dawn, torn with worry, the house dark and still. Then I heard movement and Dad was up and making tea, shaving, eating toast and marmalade. The same routine he followed every weekday. The same one he’d followed my whole life. But there was added soft humming this time, jaunty little tunes escaping him. They made me furious.

	After I heard his car pull away, I crept along the hallway, looked into their bedroom. She lay there on the bed, head on the pillow, face towards the door. As I watched, her eyes popped open. Twice. First the eyelids, then some kind of thin nictitating membrane slid back from beneath them. In the low light her pupils seemed to be shaped like Xs before filling out to black circles. I gasped, took an involuntary step back. She smiled without moving anything but her mouth, stared at me, unblinking. Too much time passed while I waited, stupidly, willing her to blink, to move some other part of her body, but she was still as rock, eyes wide.

	Biting back a sob I went to wake Beau and get us off to school.

	 

	 

	 

	On the bus coming home, I suggested that Beau go and play at Charlie Baker’s house. They were good pals, and Charlie’s mum always met him at the bus, one stop before our place. Beau was cool with it, so was Charlie. Mrs Baker said, “I’ll have Joe drop him home after dinner.”

	“What about a sleepover?” I suggested.

	Mrs Baker smiled. “Not on a school night. Maybe this weekend?”

	“Okay.”

	The bus had gone and I had a two kilometre walk home from Charlie’s stop, but was okay with that. It gave me time to think. Two Ks later I still had no plan. What the hell was I supposed to do? What can a twelve year-old do about anything?

	I walked down the dirt road to our house and she was in the kitchen window, staring without blinking.

	“Where’s Beau?” she asked.

	“Hanging at Charlie’s. Charlie’s dad’ll drop him home after dinner.”

	“Why did you do that, Adam?” Her voice was dangerously low.

	I didn’t really know why I’d done it. I just wanted Beau somewhere else, but I’d only bought him a few hours.

	“Don’t you want us to be a happy family?” she asked.

	“You’re not our family.”

	Her eyes darkened, a flash of what looked like pure hatred passed over her face. Suddenly nauseated, I ran to my room and closed the door.

	 

	 

	 

	Dad came home happy, like everything was just dandy. I stayed in my room, starving but refusing to emerge for dinner. Dad suggested to her that maybe I was becoming a surly teen a little early, like I was the one with the problem. Beau got back over-tired and went pretty much straight to bed. When Joe dropped him off I asked quietly, “Did you drop Mum home from town on Monday?” He frowned and shook his head.

	The noises from their room were the same as the night before, appalling, frantic. When everything went still I crept to the kitchen and made sandwiches with leftovers in the fridge, my stomach churning.

	When I turned back to the table, there she was, standing in the doorway, naked. I yelped, nearly dropped the food. My whole body began to tremble.

	“You won’t spoil this. I won’t let you.”

	I stared, mouth dry, lost for words.

	“I won’t be here long anyway.” She gave me a vicious smile and turned away, making absolutely no sound as she slid back into their bedroom.

	My appetite was gone, but I forced the food down anyway because I felt like I might need the strength it would give me.

	 

	 

	 

	In my room, I sat in the dark, wide-eyed, unable to sleep. Through the thin walls I heard a sound I didn’t recognise. At first I thought it was snoring, but it was wetter than that. Unable to ignore it, I snuck along the hallway and peeked through the small gap where my parent’s door stood ajar.

	She crouched over my dad as he slept on his back, her spine arched unnaturally high, lumpy ridges of oversized vertebrae showing through taut skin. Her arms were too long, her arse a pointed jutting of bone covered with stretched, grey flesh, legs stick thin. Her tits hung down like deflated inner tubes, brushing my father’s chest as she sucked at his mouth. Her neck rippled and gulped.

	I held in a terrified sob and hurried silently back to my room and cried into my pillow until sleep took me.

	 

	 

	 

	I got up when I heard Dad moving around the next morning, going through that infuriating, undeviating routine. I met him in the kitchen and he looked over at me and smiled. There were dark bags under his eyes, his cheeks a little hollow. He looked like he’d lost a couple of kilos, his eyes still glazed.

	“Hey, Ads.”

	“You okay, Dad?”

	He nodded, smiled. “I’m really tired this morning for some reason, but I’m good. Question is, are you okay? I need you to be okay with this.”

	He needs it. Doesn’t want me to be okay, doesn’t hope I’m okay. It’s what he needs from me. I looked over his drawn frame, remembered her words, I won’t be here long anyway. He had no  idea of the manipulation going on.

	I should let his weak ass suffer, let her have him, but then who would pay the bills? I didn’t want to go into care, I didn’t want Beau to lose everyone. But what the hell could I do?

	“I’m fine, Dad.”

	He smiled again, raised his mug of tea in a toast. “Thanks, Champ.”

	Fucking loser. I went back to my room.

	 

	 

	 

	After school I tried to send Beau off to Charlie’s again, but he told me Charlie had family visiting. As we trudged through the afternoon heat, kicking up dust, I said, “I need you to go to your room when we get home, okay? Stay there for a little while.”

	“Why?”

	“I need to talk to Mum about some stuff.”

	“What stuff? You still don’t trust her, do you? Don’t spoil things, Adam, she’s finally happy again.”

	I squeezed his thin, bony shoulder, so tiny under the pale blue school shirt. “It’s okay, B-boy. I just want to ask her some stuff.”

	He stared up at me for a moment, then nodded, kicking stones as we carried on home. When we got there, Beau went to his room like I’d asked. He was a good boy all the way through. I stopped by the chook shed, tipped some grain into the feeders, and grabbed a roll of wire we use to repair the fencing. I stuffed the wire into the back of my pants then went inside.

	She was in the kitchen, unnaturally still in that way of hers she hid from everyone except me. Without moving any other part of her body, her eyes swivelled to me as I entered. Those nictitating membranes blinked across from either side and back again, mocking me.

	“What are you planning, little monkey?” she asked.

	I took a deep breath, tried to ignore the vibrations in my heart. “I get it, okay. But I need to show you something.”

	A smile spread across her face like blood soaking through a white shirt. “That right?”

	“Please? I need you to understand something about us before I let him go.”

	She tipped her head to one side, unblinking. Eventually she stood, sudden enough to make me dance backwards. “Okay then.” She waited.

	Swallowing hard I turned and walked from the house, out across the yard and down through the back paddock. Afternoon sun glittered off the brown water in the dam as we approached and I stood on the hard mud at the start of the pathetic little jetty. I gestured to it.

	“After you.”

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Her eyes were narrowed, but still unblinking. “You’re a child.”

	It was an insult and the truth. What the fuck was I thinking? But I had to do something.

	They do that. They run to water and drown things to protect themselves.

	“After you,” I said again.

	She shrugged, a mocking half-smile hitching up one side of her young, perfect mouth. She walked along the jetty confidently, then cried out as she went right through the fourth plank.

	She thrashed, past her waist in the water, mud sucking at her feet. Her eyes flashed fury, but amusement too. I raced forward, reached down with the wire, looped it around one of her wrists. She hissed as I hauled on it, biting into that fake flesh. I wrapped another loop around her other arm as she reached up, elation starting to rise like sun over storm clouds, and I held her arms up over her head, bound her wrists together. Maybe this would work. I jumped up and came down on the rotten boards, went right through and crashed into her back, smashing her down into the water. She went under face first as I drove my knees into her back, pushing against the jetty above.

	“Drown, you fucking beast!” I yelled, tears pouring over my cheeks, lost in the churning brown dam water.

	Then her arms extended backwards, against nature, and she popped that wire apart like it was cotton thread. Her shoulders rose up out of the water and her head swivelled too far around to look at me, laughing, those pupils back to Xs, pulsing with a sickly green luminescence. I screamed as she took hold of my arms and flipped me over, then dragged us out from under the jetty towards the middle of the broad dam. Her shoulders and neck rolled and popped and she took on the semblance of normal shape again.

	“You’re just a child!” she said through incredulous laughter. She drove me down, brown water closing over my face, the sun a hazy, indistinct blur making her a silhouette that shivered with the swell and churn. My lungs began to burn, then she pulled me up again. I gasped in air, tasted dirt and silt.

	She sneered, then dunked me under again. I thrashed and kicked, could only think of poor Rex and how he’d done the same, to no avail. I remembered his fur moving softly once everything else was still and Dad wading out to collect his body.

	She pulled me up again, face split in a too-wide grin. “I’ll make this last!” Then her head exploded in a red mist and a fraction of a second later my ears, roaring with my blood, registered the boom.

	She toppled over on me and I squirmed out from underneath her suddenly lax weight, coughing up water. Beau sat on the muddy bank, crying as he held his shoulder where the shotgun had kicked back and flattened him. I rushed over as the thing’s blood fanned out into the dam, her body drifting slowly towards the other side.

	“I knew it was too good to be true,” Beau sobbed as I gathered him in my arms.

	He cried into my soaked shoulder as I held him and stroked his hair. “You saved my life, B-boy.”

	We sat together, shivering in the afternoon heat, and waited for Dad to get home.

	 

	 

	That was a story from my second short story collection, Served Cold. If you’d like to read the whole book, which includes 15 more short stories, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/served-cold/
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	Here are the first two chapters of Bound, book one in my dark urban fantasy/horror trilogy, The Alex Caine Series. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:
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	A distant roar rose and fell, rose again. Dark grey concrete underfoot, bloodstained, hard. Alex circled to the left. He peripherally registered each panel of chain-link, each steel upright, never taking his eyes from the figure in front of him. The man known as Bull Finley.

	Below a heavy brow Bull stared back, cautious. But not scared. He exuded feral, predatory strength, a calm resolve. His hands, raised before his face, were calloused and rough, like Alex’s. Bull’s energy pulsed. Alex watched the man’s shades, the aura of his intentions, shifting around him, saw purpose swell, muscles bunch. One of Bull’s meaty hands swept within an inch of Alex’s nose, breath grunting out between clenched teeth, forward momentum carrying him through. Alex let him go by, twisted, gathered and whipped out a leg in a turning kick to the ribs.

	Bull’s exhalation finished its escape in a rush, his face registering shock more than pain. Alex pressed the advantage, following in, hands a blur of strikes and counterstrikes. Bull blocked well, but not well enough, his upper lip and nose flowered scarlet.

	His intent changed, a slight desperation entering his mind. Alex saw the shades move, felt the man’s desire to grapple, take the fight down to the hard stone floor. He disengaged, slipped out of reach even as his opponent made the conscious decision to grab. That surprised expression again. Confidence to surprise, surprise to concern, concern to fear, fear to defeat. A journey Alex had seen play out time and again. His opponent’s eyes widened slightly, the corners of his mouth twitching downwards. Surprise to concern. Alex smiled inside. So it begins.

	For several seconds they circled, the roar rising, falling, rising, falling. Bull’s bulky frame heaved with his breath. Alex, leaner, more athletic, waited. He was calm. Bull looked for an opening, a gap that wasn’t there. Alex feinted in and out, his opponent flinching, lips tight. Concern to fear.

	The tension grew. Alex drew his breath in deep, sank his energy low, gathered himself. A deliberate drawing away, taunting his opponent to follow him in, to attack. Fear brought with it a lack of focus, lack of patience, a desperate desire to take back control. That desire pulsed off Bull like a wave. Alex moved in and to one side exactly as Bull made his assault. A clumsy move, all physical strength, no breath, no finesse. The man closed the gap to where Alex had been, launching fast punches. Alex exhaled, struck back across Bull’s arms, drove a knee up hard and sharp. The big man’s nose and ribs cracked almost simultaneously, pain escaping in red and black waves. As his opponent stumbled, Alex whipped in one last punch and a kick to finish him. Broken and unconscious, Bull collapsed against the chain-link fencing as though his skeleton had been removed.

	Alex turned away as the dull roar boomed into his ears. He honoured his opponent by not relishing the defeat as he let the rest of the world back in. The stench of steel and concrete, blood, sweat and popcorn. The glare of overhead halogens, the stamping of hundreds of feet on wooden stands, hundreds of throats screaming approval, baying for blood. A loud, brash voice burst over loudspeakers and Alex walked past the man with the microphone, as he always did. A gate swung open and he let the darkness of the tunnel to the dressing rooms swallow him away from the spectacle.

	 

	 

	 

	Alex pulled a T-shirt over his sweat-slick chest, ran a hand over his close-cropped dark hair. He stretched as event officials jostled around him in the tiny room. A clipboard was thrust under his nose, accompanied by a chewed biro. He signed without reading, knowing the agreement by heart.

	‘Way to go, Alex. Man, how are you so fast?’ He ignored the question, kept his head down, resumed his stretching. ‘Ha! You’re a legend, man, a fucking legend!’

	The man with the clipboard scurried away. A doctor tipped Alex’s head back, shone a tiny light in each eye. ‘Anything?’ Alex shook his head. The doctor nodded once and left, scribbling on a clipboard of his own.

	Alex rubbed his face and hair with a towel and concentrated on his breathing and stretching as the activity around him faded. He heard movement in the hallway, a voice raised in concern. Another voice, angry, and a man walked into the dressing room. The man was big and ugly, a product of mean streets and bad attitudes. An obsequious little rat scurried in behind. Alex sighed. ‘Go away, Eugene,’ he said. ‘You too, Karl.’

	Eugene sneered. ‘You gotta fight for us, Alex Caine. The boss won’t have it any other way.’

	‘Your boss can kiss my arse.’

	‘You can’t talk like that about King Scarlet,’ Karl said, his voice piping.

	Alex laughed. ‘Really? Still calling himself King Scarlet? It’s like a bad Saturday morning cartoon. Fuck off, the pair of you.’

	Eugene took a step forward, meant to be threatening. Alex watched his shades, saw the nerves and concern drifting off him like a bad smell. He stood quickly, took one fast step forward. Eugene staggered back, sudden concern clear on his face. He bumped into his insubstantial friend, sent Karl bouncing off the doorframe.

	‘Fuck off,’ Alex said again.

	Eugene waved one finger. ‘You do what King Scarlet wants, Caine. Or else.’

	Alex raised his chin. ‘You threatening me, Eugene?’ He made the man’s name sound like a disease.

	Eugene shoved Karl ahead of him out the door. ‘This isn’t over.’

	Alex ignored them, let them leave. Finally everything was silent and still.

	A moment later, a quiet presence moved just outside the door. Alex sighed. No peace at all tonight. ‘Can I help you?’ he asked, not looking up.

	‘I know your secret.’ The voice was soft and friendly, with an upper-class English accent.

	The man in the doorway was elderly, though vibrant looking, well dressed in an old-fashioned suit and waistcoat, impeccably polished shoes. ‘My secret?’ Alex asked.

	The old man gestured back over one shoulder. ‘Problems?’

	‘Nothing I can’t handle.’

	‘You know, you really are very good.’

	‘I’ve done it for a long time.’

	The man considered Alex for several seconds. Alex let him, wondering what this man could want. People always wanted something. He read the man’s shades and saw nothing but calm curiosity.

	‘Why here?’ the Englishman asked eventually. ‘Aren’t there organised events held all over the world? Big promotion, massive prize money, fame and glory? Better rules and protective equipment? Legal?’

	‘You’ve just listed all the reasons I’m not interested.’

	The old man’s eyebrows raised. ‘Even the money?’

	There was a cough and movement in the corridor. ‘’Scuse me.’ A small, gruff-looking man with a shiny bald head pushed into the room. ‘Shit, Alex, one of these days you’re gonna at least get hit, aren’t ya?’

	Alex smiled. ‘I get hit pretty often, Gary. Just not tonight.’

	Gary let out a strangely high laugh. ‘Thanks for stepping in at such short notice.’

	‘No problem. Your other fighter going to be okay?’

	‘Yeah, just a training injury. He’ll be fine.’

	‘Glad I could help. Thanks for the chance.’

	‘Any time. Dunno what I’d do without ya.’ He handed over an envelope and slapped Alex heavily on the shoulder.

	‘You still want me in next week?’ Alex asked.

	‘Ah, give it two weeks.’

	‘Sure. But I’m going to fight in London next month. Might stop in LA on the way back.’

	‘Don’t be out of Sydney too long.’ Gary turned, nodded at the old man before slipping back out the door, yelling to someone down the hallway. Alex held up the envelope with a half-smile.

	‘Is it as good as the mainstream prizes?’ the old man asked.

	‘I get by.’

	‘Which brings us back to my original point.’

	Alex leaned back against the wall, annoyed. ‘Which is?’

	‘I know your secret.’

	‘Right. So what secret is that?’

	‘I see what you see. Not nearly so well, I think, but I see it.’

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘Patrick Welby, by the way.’ The Englishman extended a hand.

	‘Alex Caine.’ He shook the man’s hand, noticed manicured nails and very soft skin. He did his best to be polite, but wondered why he was bothering.

	‘I know. It took me a while to find you. These dos are a bit hard to track down.’

	Alex ran out of patience. ‘That’s kinda the idea. Listen, I don’t have time for chitchat.’ He gestured at the door.

	Welby’s shades became urgent. ‘You fight for money, away from the limelight, you live quietly in the country and have very little interaction with anyone.’

	‘So?’ Alex said, hiding his concern at the extent of the stranger’s knowledge.

	‘Am I right?’

	‘I trained to fight and never really had much interest in anything else. I don’t play well with others.’ He gestured at the door again. ‘Now, out.’

	The old man held up both hands. ‘Please. I’ve been seeking someone like you for a long time.’

	Alex pushed down his anger, but let it burn gently below the surface. This old man bothered him. ‘Someone like me?’

	Welby took a long breath. ‘I know that when you fight you see what people intend to do before they do it.’

	Alex raised one eyebrow, spooked. ‘Is that right?’

	He had never really been able to explain his abilities, even to himself. He sensed a change in the shade of the air around a person, a sensation most similar to vision, but not something he actually saw. Sometimes that sense would blossom into waves of colour at powerful moments. He could read it and know what people intended to do. In the scenario of a fight it became particularly clear, less so in other aspects of life. ‘I’ve been told I was born for fighting,’ Alex said. The old pang of grief cut through as he remembered his Sifu’s words.

	Welby’s face was sympathetic. ‘Is that why you don’t play well with others?’

	Alex shrugged. ‘The more you get to know someone the easier they are to read. Sometimes it’s better not to know.’ He cleared his throat. ‘You need to leave, now. I’ve got nothing for you.’

	Welby’s shades became agitated again. ‘You can’t go on making a living like this forever.’

	Alex moved to the door. ‘My house is paid for and I don’t get hit often. You have no idea what I can or can’t do.’

	‘But I can show you so much more, help you understand yourself.’

	‘What’s in it for you?’ Alex asked.

	Welby smiled broadly. ‘Good lad! Always the most important question. Well, I think that you’ll be able to read a book that I can’t, and I really want to know what this book says.’

	‘That’s it?’

	‘This particular book requires something special. I can pay you with knowledge you wouldn’t find anywhere else, or money if you’d prefer. Or both.’

	Alex stared long and hard at Patrick Welby. Something was certainly being held back, but it was unclear. ‘No, man, sorry.’

	Welby frowned. ‘I can show you wonders. There are things you should know.’

	‘I don’t need any complications.’ He held the door open.

	The old man reluctantly stepped out. ‘You like to stay in control, don’t you?’

	‘Who doesn’t? I just make sure of it.’

	‘You’ll lose that control.’

	Alex hardened his expression. ‘That a threat?’

	‘No. Just knowledge.’ Welby’s shades fluctuated between defeat and hope. And something else fluttered like a dark moth, unreadable. ‘If you change your mind …’

	‘I won’t.’ Alex closed the door, alone at last.
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	Alex walked along a dim alley, heading for the main street and a taxi to his hotel. He always treated himself to a fancy suite after a fight, a good room-service feed and a big bed. The two-hour drive home in the morning was easier that way. Two silhouettes stepped into his path, one large, one small. They held long heavy weapons, bats or bars of some kind. Alex sighed. This is getting old.

	‘Piss off, you monkeys!’ he shouted. ‘I don’t work for anyone.’

	‘The King thinks differently,’ Eugene called back. ‘You cost him a lot of money tonight.’

	They faced each other, thirty metres apart. Alex read their shades, recognised the shifts and colours as nervous, especially the little one, Karl. But they both intended to do their boss’s bidding. There would be a fight here. Alex shrugged his sports bag off his shoulder, put it down out of the way. ‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘Bring it!’

	The shades throbbed and swam around the men as they raised their weapons and rushed him. Baseball bats, he noted. These guys were gorillas, street thugs using intimidation and numbers to win fights. They were no threat at all, even with bats. As the gap closed, Alex danced between them, striking out as the bats whistled past. Two strikes each and it was over, the men squirming on the bitumen, groaning in pain.

	A third man, not ten metres away, pointed a revolver. Alex cursed. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

	‘You’re costing the King money, Caine. We can’t have that.’

	Alex frowned. ‘Your king should start betting on me instead.’

	‘Doesn’t work like that. He controls. You’ll work for him. Or you’ll die.’

	Alex vaguely registered a car slowing at the mouth of the alley. ‘I don’t work for anyone.’

	The man gestured with his gun. ‘You are in no position to negotiate. Come with us now or I kill you right here.’

	Alex tried to figure the best angle to move. The man knew what he was doing, positioned close enough that he would be unlikely to miss, far enough away that he would be hard to reach without getting a shot off. Alex centred his breath, about to launch forward, and a bright orange glow erupted over the man’s shoulder. He yelped as flames licked the side of his face. He frantically tried to beat at his back, Alex and the gun forgotten. Alex rushed, wondering if more guns were trained on him from the car parked at the end of the alley. How the hell did he catch alight?

	The man dropped and rolled, trying to smother the flames, and Alex leapt over him. He skidded to a halt when he saw Patrick Welby’s face smiling through the window of the car. ‘Need a ride?’ the old man called out as he pushed the passenger door open.

	Alex jumped in and Welby peeled away as the man with the gun staggered, smoking, to his feet. A concussive crack followed them as he squeezed off a shot.

	‘What was that?’ Alex said angrily.

	‘Looked like you were about to be shot.’ Welby’s hands were steady on the wheel, a slight smile played about his lips.

	Alex scowled. ‘I don’t fucking need your help.’

	Welby said nothing and they drove in silence. Alex thought over the events. Why was nothing ever simple? Always someone trying to get a bite of your pie. The image of the flames bursting across the gunman’s back returned. Welby slowed for a red light. ‘How did you do it?’ Alex asked.

	‘Do what?’

	‘You know fucking well what.’ He caught his breath, catching his anger with it. ‘Did you throw a petrol bomb at him or something?’

	‘Never so ham-fisted.’

	‘So how?’

	‘I simply threw fire at him.’

	‘Threw fire?’

	‘Can I buy you a drink?’ Welby asked. ‘I’d really like to talk with you some more.’

	Alex felt his world spinning, his control slipping away. He refused to let other people dictate his life. ‘No, you can’t. Just take me to my hotel. I’m at the Four Seasons.’

	Welby lifted a hand from the wheel, wagging one index finger at Alex. ‘How many people have you told about your … ability? The things you can see?’

	‘My life has nothing to do with you, Welby.’ Alex’s anger burned. ‘Stop the fucking car, I’m done here.’

	‘I can help you!’ Welby said, desperation in his tone. ‘You don’t owe me anything, but at least talk to me until I get you to your hotel. Please? How many people have you told?’

	Alex ground his teeth. There was no point in denying the obvious. ‘None really.’

	‘Why?’

	He saw where the old man was heading with this. ‘Because in the first instance it’s very hard to explain and in the second, it’s unlikely anyone would believe me.’

	‘And why wouldn’t they believe you?’

	‘Because it’s a hard thing to prove.’

	Welby grinned. ‘Exactly. But who has the better understanding of reality? You? Or them?’

	Alex chose not to answer. Rhetorical question. Let him blather on, he didn’t really care. He wanted to be in his hotel room, alone.

	Patrick Welby said nothing for a few blocks. Then, ‘Your talent could be far better. If you can see as you do, that means you have the ability to do all kinds of other things most people would consider supernatural. Magical. You just need to know how.’

	Alex smirked. ‘Magical? I’m an open-minded guy, I know most people wouldn’t believe me about what I can see, but it’s not magic.’

	‘Isn’t it?’

	‘Mine is just a well-developed natural aptitude,’ he said. ‘Empathy.’

	‘Why do you resist the truth?’

	‘Resist?’

	Welby pulled the car over to the kerb. They were nowhere near the hotel. ‘What are you doing?’ Alex asked.

	Welby took a bottle of water from the back seat. ‘I want to show you something.’

	He unscrewed the cap and raised his right hand before his chest, palm out, holding the bottle in his left. Alex watched the old man’s hand curiously. Welby gestured subtly with his chin, drawing Alex’s eye to the bottle. A sensation of static rose, coppery, tickling across the skin. The air seemed to swell slightly and he saw subtle shades shifting through the space between himself and Welby. The water shivered. Then it rose in the centre, a finger of clear liquid standing up through the bottleneck against gravity.

	Alex jumped like he’d been stung. Welby curled his fingers slightly and the column of standing water twisted in a graceful spiral, glittering in the light from the dashboard. Welby gestured again and the spiral of water unwound, stood taller, and fell back with a soft splash. Alex stared, his eyes hard.

	‘You felt it too, didn’t you?’ Patrick Welby said quietly. ‘You didn’t just see it, you felt the magic.’

	Welby was patient as Alex pondered. Some kind of trickery? He had been less than two feet away and watched everything in crystal clarity. He had felt the swell of something in the air between them, the charge of something preternatural occurring. And he knew he had felt it before. Fucking magic? Really?

	Welby screwed the cap onto the bottle. ‘I realise all this is a lot to take in, but you really deserve to know the potential you have. It deserves to be nurtured.’

	Alex pursed his lips. ‘And you want me to look at this book,’ he said.

	‘You use your vision in a very practical way. I’m aware of my limitations. I think you’ll be able to see what I can’t.’

	‘What’s so special about this book?’

	‘There are many in the world that are powerful. The contained knowledge makes any book a magical item. Do you like to read?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Some books are designed to be specifically magical — grimoires that impart arcane knowledge, ancient secrets, dangerous truths that men have killed and died for.’ Welby reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, leatherbound tome. It looked like an extra-thick address book, but for the weathered age of its cover and the edges of its pages. As soon as Alex saw it, he knew it was something infused with more than the leather and paper and twine of its construction. ‘You can feel it, can’t you?’ Welby said. ‘Already you’re learning. Just by knowing there is more to know, you are improving.’

	Alex said nothing. He saw slight shifts in the shades around the small book. If he concentrated, he could see them gently moving up over Welby’s hand, up his arm and sleeve, like questing tendrils of translucent smoke. As if the book not only had some kind of power, but the power itself had a presence. A simple sentience that sought its own experience.

	‘This is a potent little item,’ Welby said. ‘It contains secrets of the elements, of air, water, earth, fire. It teaches methods of drawing on those elements. There’s some commanding knowledge in here, more than the trickery I just demonstrated.’ He reached out, offering it.

	Alex didn’t move. ‘I’ll take your word for it.’

	‘You don’t want to see? You don’t want the understanding?’

	He was certainly curious. So much so that he physically ached to open it up and read. But the way the book’s magic slipped and slid around Welby’s hand gave him pause. ‘Can’t you see it?’ he asked tightly.

	‘The magesign? Does it bother you?’

	‘Is that what you call it?’

	‘It has many names. Everything magical gives off ’sign. That’s the name the ancient magi and wise men used. You could call it an aura or energy field or whatever you like.’

	‘It’s like the way I see people, only so much clearer, more intense.’

	‘Yes. Arcanes, magical folk, have an aura like a lighthouse on a dark night. The more powerful they become the brighter they shine, so they learn to mask themselves. That’s something you’ll need to do. You shine quite brightly. It’s something I can teach you.’

	Now Alex knew why Welby’s shades seemed obscured. The old man masked himself. ‘It’s creeping around your hand. As if it’s trying to escape and climb up your arm.’

	Welby cocked an eyebrow. ‘Is it?’ He looked down curiously. ‘You truly have a clarity of vision.’ He held out the book again. ‘Really, it’s harmless. Some ’sign can carry dangerous energies, but that would be very obvious, especially to you.’

	Alex took the book. It buzzed between his fingers, the magesign even clearer now he held it, swirling around lazily. But the sensation of sentience had passed. It seemed no more malevolent than the steam from a kettle, a simple by-product of the thing itself. His head ached as he tried to take everything in.

	He flicked open the cover. The page was dense with tiny characters and diagrams, the writing unlike anything he had seen before. ‘This looks like a tough language to learn,’ he said, trying to discern the swirls and ellipses of the text, like a strange kind of Arabic or Sanskrit, complicated and beautiful. He read a line that poetically described the personality of water. With a start he looked up sharply.

	The old man was pleased. ‘It’s an eldritch language. A magical language. Those with talent can learn to read it. I must say I’ve never seen anyone decipher one quite so quickly.’ Welby’s face was alight with an almost childlike joy. ‘You can hang on to that,’ he said through his mirth. ‘A token of my goodwill. It’s worth a fortune and it might teach you some useful skills.’

	Alex closed the book, his heart racing. ‘This isn’t what you wanted me to look at?’

	‘No, just an example. A way to show you the method of looking. I thought you might need a bit longer to get the idea but your skill is remarkable. What I need your help with is far older and more obscure. It’s about the oldest and most powerful book I’ve ever seen, but I can’t read it. No one I know can. The language is intricate and dense, something only someone with a rare clarity of vision could decipher. Which is why I’ve spent so long seeking someone like you.’ He sat back.

	Alex’s curiosity burned. ‘All right. So you want me to look, and then what? Translate it for you? Do you have it with you?’

	Welby shook his head, becoming serious. ‘No, I don’t. It’s not actually in my possession. It’s owned by … an acquaintance of mine. I’m hoping if I take you there to see it, and if you can read it, that he’ll sell it to me. Perhaps I’ll have to agree to share the information with him, I don’t know. I wanted to find someone capable of reading it first. Will you come with me?’

	‘Where is it?’

	‘A small place in London.’

	‘London?’ Alex laughed. He held out Welby’s gift. ‘Take me to my hotel.’

	Welby’s face fell. He pushed the book back. ‘Please, Alex. Aren’t you fighting soon in London anyway? I overheard you in your dressing room. You’re facing a bit of trouble here right now too. Perhaps a sojourn might be a good idea, till the heat’s off.’

	‘The heat? This King Scarlet fool is going to continue hounding me. I can’t just run away.’

	‘That man was prepared to shoot you. To kill you.’

	‘But he wouldn’t have succeeded.’

	Welby’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you really so in control of everything around you?’

	‘Yes, I fucking am. Take me to my hotel.’

	Welby sighed. He pulled away from the kerb and they drove to the Four Seasons without speaking. Alex sensed the old man’s frustration. He felt sorry for him, but not enough to upend his life. Too much had happened tonight, way too fast, and he had his own problems. He had contacts. He needed to get home, make some calls, sort out this King Scarlet thing.

	They pulled into the driveway of the hotel and Alex recognised two of Scarlet’s goons from previous encounters. They loitered just inside the lobby. ‘Shit!’

	‘What’s the matter?’

	‘How did he know where I was staying?’

	‘This Scarlet fellow?’ Welby asked.

	Alex gestured to the hotel. ‘Two of his men are in there. Maybe more I can’t see.’

	Welby slowed the car to a crawl. ‘He’s not playing games, is he?’

	‘No.’

	‘You can stay at my place,’ Welby said. ‘I have a flat here in Sydney.’

	Alex stared through the tall, plate-glass windows, his brow furrowed. ‘My stuff is in my room, my car parked underneath.’

	‘I daresay they’ve got that covered. He seems to have some influence.’

	‘Drive into the car park. There’s not much in my room, I was only going to be here overnight. Fuck it. I’ll drive myself home now and sort things out tomorrow.’

	Welby nodded and headed for the garage doors. He used Alex’s room key to access the basement car park and drove down the winding concrete path. As they reached the second level, Alex cursed when he saw his car at the other end, the tyres slashed, lights and windows smashed, ugly scratches scarring every surface. Two men in suits stood nearby.

	Alex slipped out of his seatbelt and dropped into the footwell, curling up out of sight. ‘Keep driving,’ he hissed.

	Welby said nothing. He reached back and pulled a jacket off the back seat and dropped it over Alex. From under its edge Alex watched his face, impassive as he drove by. At the end he turned and the car began travelling up, spiralling back towards street level. ‘We’re clear,’ the old man said.

	Alex sat up into his seat. ‘My car! What the hell is wrong with these people?’

	‘You must be costing this Scarlet a lot of money. He’s taking things very seriously.’

	‘Maybe you setting his man on fire hasn’t helped!’

	Welby looked contrite. ‘I’m sorry. I was trying to save you.’

	Alex sighed. ‘I know, I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.’

	‘You want to go to my flat while you decide what to do?’

	‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Alex’s fury boiled deep in his gut. ‘Thanks,’ he said through gritted teeth.

	 

	 

	 

	The flat was stylish. ‘Can’t be cheap to keep a place in Double Bay,’ Alex said.

	Welby closed the door, dropped his keys into a bowl on a mahogany bookshelf. ‘I’m very fortunate when it comes to money. Old family fortunes and all that.’

	‘How long have you lived here?’

	‘Oh, I don’t live here. I have a few places around the world. I tend to travel a lot. People pay good money to lease places like this for a few days or a week at a time and it gives me somewhere readily available when I need it. They pretty much pay for themselves.’

	Alex made a noise of derision. ‘If you have the money to get them in the first place.’

	‘Well, yes. But let’s not talk about money. It’s an ugly subject.’

	‘Fair enough.’

	Welby seemed uncomfortable. Alex let him wallow in it. Given how strange this evening had been already and how freaked out he was by it, he certainly wasn’t about to make things easy for this weirdo. He realised on some level he wasn’t being fair to Welby, but nothing seemed very fair right now.

	Welby cleared his throat nervously. ‘Listen, Alex, I am sorry. I’m aware this whole turn of events must be incredibly unsettling.’

	‘You could say that.’

	‘What do you plan to do?’

	‘It’s late and I’m tired. If you don’t mind me crashing here, I’ll make some calls in the morning. I’ve had enough for now.’

	‘Not a problem. And please, consider my offer to come to London. I mean it when I say you have much to gain from this. Knowledge is the most valuable thing in the world and I can give you a lot of it.’

	Alex made a wry expression. ‘Knowledge can be a dangerous thing.’

	‘Of course. I’m going to go to bed now, leave you to think and have some space. That door leads to the guest bedroom. Make yourself at home.’

	‘All right then.’

	Welby pointed to the pocket of Alex’s olive-green combat surplus jacket. ‘Have a look at that grimoire before you go to sleep. Read about the elements.’

	‘Maybe I will.’

	‘Good. Night then.’

	Welby turned and strode across the room, disappearing behind a dark oak door. Alex slumped down on the soft leather sofa. A remote sat on the coffee table and he reached for it, flicked on the oversize television. A few channel skips found a mindless late night American chat show. He watched vacuous Hollywood celebrities trying to convince an equally vacuous audience they really did have causes they believed in. Empty programming that gave him something to stare at while his mind ticked over.

	This situation had become serious, but there was nothing to be done right now. Some calls would hopefully start to put things right. Perhaps he would have to avoid Sydney for a while. There were plenty of other venues. It pissed him off that Scarlet was making his life difficult.

	His thoughts drifted back to Welby’s water trick in the car, the uncanny, beautiful moving sculpture the old man had conjured. It was mind-blowing. Something seemingly simple that obviously wasn’t stage trickery.

	A new part of him had woken up. His ability seemed so much more than he had ever imagined. And the fact he knew, absolutely, positively knew, that he had felt people practising magic before, weighed heavily on his mind. He hadn’t recognised it for what it was. What else did the world have to offer? What else had been concealed under this patina of normality? He remembered his father, sitting with him in a sunny garden. It had been mid-summer, hot and bright. He had been barely in school. This world is an amazing place, son, full of fascinating things. Take a moment once in a while to look around and take it all in. His father spoke a deeper truth than either of them could have realised at the time. The familiar old rock in his gut grew heavy, as it always did when he thought about his parents. It brought with it the usual melancholy and cold rage.

	He pulled his leatherbound book from the pocket of his jacket. Welby was certainly trying to buy his favour. For a long time he held it, watched the drift of magesign around it, gently swirling and twisting, mesmerising. He realised there had been times in the past when he’d seen magesign, only he’d had no idea what it was. And not knowing meant he hadn’t really seen it properly, hadn’t focused on it. The thought made him uncomfortable, made him feel like a fool. Perhaps the world was peppered with people laughing at folks like him, Look at the blind idiots, stumbling through life. But he wasn’t blind any more. A veil had lifted. Now he planned to spend every minute with his eyes wide open.

	He turned to the first page and began to read. It took a moment for the words to become clear, like adjusting a pair of binoculars until the image sharpened, but once through it stayed. He read it as easily as a newspaper. It described the nature of the elemental forces in the world, the physical and magical properties of water, air, fire and earth. It talked of their personalities and how they could be manipulated, conjured, controlled with the fifth element of will. Magic.

	He read for a long time until his eyelids grew heavy and he began to blink long and slow. He was keen to read on, but his tiredness outgunned his resolve. The knowledge seemed to settle deep in his brain, more than words, mere information. He realised the book contained more than the script on the pages. It imparted magic directly to the reader. ‘Fuck me,’ he breathed.

	 

	 

	That was the first two chapters of Bound, book one in my dark urban fantasy/horror trilogy, The Alex Caine Series. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/bound/
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	This is the first chapter of my urban horror novel, Devouring Dark. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:
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	Matt McLeod knew the old adage, that light is supposed to push away the darkness. But he also knew it wasn’t true. Light sits on top, like a film of oil on water. The dark is still there underneath, deep, permanent, waiting. And usually it’s enough, that surface skein of brightness, to keep a soul from the yawning black abyss below. But once the cracks appear, the fall is inevitable. And the darkness devours.

	Knowing this truth, Matt often wondered how long he had left. Though he was convinced time was largely irrelevant. He was already falling, had been for years. How much damage he could do on the way down, who he could take with him, those were better concerns.

	He killed the engine of his battered old car and silence descended. The dashboard glow winked out, leaving him in inky shadow, just the streetlights refracting through raindrops on the windscreen for company. Cold and wet, a classic London night. The alley across the quiet road glistened, like a throat ready to swallow. Sullivan would be along any time now.

	Matt rolled a short, thin joint, just a sprinkling of weed to take the edge off. He didn’t particularly enjoy being stoned any more, but the process hurt a little less if he was buzzing. Not really high, that would dull his reactions too much. It was a balancing act, like everything in life. Just enough self-medication, but not so much as to cease being what they call a fully functioning adult. Whatever the fuck that really meant.

	The bluish smoke drifted lazily around Matt’s head as he watched the alley, and then there Sullivan was, entering from the other end, parkland gloomy and dripping behind the silhouette of his bulk. Shit, but he was a big bastard. Not that size really mattered, muscles being no match for the dark.

	Matt drew deeply of the spliff and it singed his fingers as it crackled away to almost nothing. Pressing the tiny roach into the car’s ashtray, he readied himself, then opened the door and stepped out. The cold and persistent drizzle bit instantly through his warm comfort and only on leaving did he realise how safe and embracing the car had been. Another metaphor for life right there. He headed across the street for the alley, aiming to meet his target halfway down.

	John Sullivan, thirty-nine, single, worked by day as a used car salesman—which made him a scumbag already—but his extracurricular activity was of far more interest to Matt. And why Matt was here. Sullivan paid no attention to anything as he trudged through the rain, hiding under a flat cap, hunched in a trench coat. Large industrial bins lined one side of the alley, various detritus, rubbish bags, broken bottles, littered and glistened among the puddles on the rough asphalt underfoot. Sullivan tramped through it all. When Sullivan was in the shadows just over halfway along, Matt stepped from the eyes of the street into the privacy of this ignored corner of the city.

	“Mr. John Sullivan.” Matt’s voice was strong, not showing the nerves that rippled through him.

	The man paused, looked up quickly, a moment of shock passing over his face before he settled back to his default of belligerent bastard. “What? Who are you?”

	“I’m your comeuppance, old son.”

	The big man’s eyes narrowed and he tipped his head to one side. A slight smile started and Matt could not stand for that. He began the litany. “Jeremy Roberts, aged eight, violated in the change room at the football field at Edgware.” The man’s smile faded. “Tony Small, aged seven, same location. Justin O’Leary, aged eight, ran into you in the public toilets at the Argyll shopping centre and was never the same again.”

	“Who the fuck are you, ya short-arsed Jock?” Sullivan’s demeanour wavered between horror and anger, his East London accent heightened. “What are you talking about?” He was confused by Matt’s confidence in a frame only five feet nine and thinner than some lengths of rope. He must be sure he could shatter such a skinny body, but the things Matt was saying were discomfiting to him. As they were intended to be.

	“Aye, you know exactly what I’m talking about,” Matt said, letting his Scottish accent out more as it seemed to annoy the guy. “Shall I go on? Stuart Glenn, aged nine, your nephew’s birthday party at your own brother’s house.”

	Sullivan roared and rushed forward, anger winning. Matt braced and let the man grab him by the lapels of his thick, black donkey jacket. Matt’s shaggy hair, soaked now with rain, fell across his eyes as he was slammed into the grimy wall, his scuffed black combat boots swinging a good two feet off the ground. The air rushed out of him and his vision crossed, but his hands found the big bastard’s wrists and wrapped around them, skin to skin. It was all he needed.

	The cracks opened, like Matt’s bones were splitting and his flesh peeling off, and the dark came through. Even stoned it was agony. Matt grimaced, wondered why he never seemed to get used to it, but instead it hurt more every time. Short-term agony for long-term relief. But how long until he couldn’t bear it?

	“Dark attracts itself like iron filings to a magnet, mate,” Matt said through clenched teeth.

	Sullivan stared at his hands curled into Matt’s jacket, trying to make sense of the blackness that swirled like ink in water through his skin. His forearms were exposed a few inches and the dark went that way, swimming up his arms, snaking towards his heart. “The fuck is this?” he managed.

	“Ah, but it hurts, does it not?” Matt asked him.

	Sullivan shook, his legs weakening. He staggered back, dropped to his knees, hands losing their hold on the coat, but Matt kept his grip on the thick wrists. Matt’s breath was ragged as he let the darkness through, let it reach up from whatever nether region it inhabited. When his vision started to fail from the pain of the transfer he let go and stumbled away. The pain didn’t ease.

	The dark stretched between them, palms to arms, like tar. Matt backed off far enough to sever it and it writhed in the air like cut worms before it soaked back in. He forced it down, closed the connection, denied it the further release for which it yearned, his teeth gritted against the agony in his bones. He would have peace from it for a few months again now, assuming he could get it back under control.

	Sullivan sat back on his heels, staring at his withered, blackened hands, like a crone’s claws. He tore open his shirt to see the stain spreading across his chest as the skin sank tight over his ribs, up his neck, to engulf his face. His eyes filled up like empty vessels accepting oil, and those sightless black orbs turned briefly towards Matt before he shivered and collapsed face-first into the rain. His clothes, soaked, settled around him and clung to a suddenly wasted, skeletal frame. He twitched once, then stilled.

	Matt sank to his knees, desperate to breathe away the pain through his body. The cost of his ability was getting higher, the hurt more intense and long-lasting. He needed to drag the body away to his car, take it somewhere and hide it. It was easy enough to break up those brittle remains, smash them into unrecognisable dust, but his hands shook, his legs trembled. He couldn’t lift a kitten, let alone a man, even one withered by the darkness. For several minutes Matt gasped for air, wishing the pain to ease, and it finally began to settle just a little.

	He couldn’t stay long, someone might come any moment. Already he had pushed his luck too far. One of the large industrial waste bins stood nearby, half-open, and he knew there were no cameras here. He had done his homework, not only on the man himself, but on the chosen location of his comeuppance. The idea of hauling the corpse out to his car was too much, but Matt dredged up the strength to shoulder it off the ground. Though it was only bones in blackened skin, wrapped in sodden clothes, its weight was almost too much for him to bear. He had never been this weak after a delivery before. He managed to tip it over the edge into the skip. He snapped up the long limbs, folded the whole mess in on itself, then dragged cardboard and other detritus over the top to conceal it. Finally, he slid the cover fully closed, gasping for breath, and collapsed back to his knees, vision swirling and swimming. It would have to do. With any luck the body wouldn’t be noticed until it went up into a garbage truck and got dumped to rot at the local tip. Hopefully it would never be seen again.

	Tears streaked Matt’s cheeks, lost in the rain. He looked to the black, rain-filled clouds and whispered, “Another one for you, Tommy. I’m so sorry.”

	He staggered to his car, turned the heater up full and drove for home. His hands shook like he had a palsy as he weakly gripped the wheel, willing the hurting to ease, his bones to close together again. Surely he would not be able to do this for much longer. The next one, maybe the one after that, must certainly kill him too. He drove slowly and carefully, in need of a large scotch and a hot bath.

	 

	 

	 

	Clancy Turner stood in shadows at the end of the alley, his tall, wiry frame easy to conceal in the dim corner, and watched the small Scotsman drive away. He realised his mouth was hanging wide open and snapped it shut, wiped a hand over his dark face to brush the rain away. What the holy hell had he just witnessed?

	He replayed the video he had shot on his phone, cursing the weather that soaked his track suit and stuck it to his skin. It was all there. He thought he would be videoing a fight, something funny for YouTube, but had got so much more. He tapped up the notepad app and quickly wrote down the licence plate of the Scotsman’s car before he forgot it. Then he cautiously approached the broken-up corpse lying in the bin and dragged aside the rubbish concealing it. Wincing, shaking his head in pointless denial, he nudged it with an empty glass Coke bottle. It shifted and settled back, like so many old branches wrapped in a trench coat. The head was still obvious, black, old leather stretched tight across the bone. It reminded Clancy of photos he’d seen of mummies in sarcophagi, ancient and desiccated. But he had watched this man walking just minutes ago, followed him through the park, wondering if he might be a good mark for a mugging. The guy had been big and strong-looking, Clancy was reluctant to chance it, even with the good knife he carried. Then, still undecided, he’d stopped at the sight of the small man’s appearance. And everything he had seen after that still seemed dreamlike. Impossible. But right there in the dumpster was proof that he wasn’t crazy.

	Clancy smiled and snapped a few photos. This was some proper horrorshow shit. The Boss would be very interested in it, he was certain of that.

	 

	 

	That was the first chapter of my urban horror novel, Devouring Dark. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/devouring-dark/
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	This is the opening section of Manifest Recall, book 1 in my supernatural noir novella series featuring haunted protagonist, Eli Carver. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:
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	“The souls that throng the flood

	Are those to whom, by fate, are other bodies ow'd:

	In Lethe's lake they long oblivion taste,

	Of future life secure, forgetful of the past.”

	The Aeneid (Book VI), Virgil, 19 BCE

	 

	 

	I bought a used car off a woman as thin as her hand-rolled cigarettes. “It’s a good price,” I told her. “Why are you selling?”

	“Last year,” she said, beginning to tremble, “I had a business and a husband. Now I have neither. I can’t wake up in the middle of the night any more, unable to breathe, panicking about debt.”

	I remember that clearly. Her wide, bloodshot eyes, her stained teeth and rat-tail hair. I feel it like a weight on me, my sympathy for that terrible, mundane predicament. It’s indelible that memory. So I know exactly who I got this car from, even if I have no idea where it happened. Or when. Or where I am now.

	Or who the hell this shivering girl beside me might be.

	Her knees are pulled up to her chest, dirty bare feet on the seat, arms wrapped around her shins. She’s wearing her seat belt, and her hands are secured together at the wrists with a black plastic cable tie. All that I see from the corner of my eye. I dare not turn to look directly at her. Not yet. She stares ahead through the windshield, unmoving. Her face is almost as dirty as her feet and she’s wearing an oversized T-shirt. Whether she has on shorts or only underwear underneath, or even nothing at all, I can’t tell.

	The road ahead is dark, no streetlights, only the car’s headlights spiking onto the grey, dirty asphalt. Trees flicker by on either side, occasionally a glimpse of stars in the night sky when the canopy over the road briefly breaks.

	Where the hell am I?

	I feel as though I’ve just been switched on, like a light in an old house, flooding a room with illumination for the first time in years. Or ever. A flicker of story from Greek mythology comes to me. Lethe. One of five rivers in the underworld of Hades, the river of unmindfulness. The shades of the dead were required to drink its waters in order to forget their earthly life. Maybe I've died and drunk a gutful of Lethe and this is some strange Hell.

	I need to take it back a bit. Instead of trying to figure out why I can’t remember all this stuff, let’s see what I can remember. Can I remember anything?

	My name is Eli Carver.

	I’m twenty-eight years old.

	I killed a man in New Orleans and it made me vomit.

	Jesus fuck, I put that gun against his ear and pulled the trigger and his head exploded like a fucking watermelon. I can still see my hand trembling as I did it, recall the wash of terror and disgust. I didn’t want to do it, but something made me. Someone made me. It was a hot night, a warm breeze blowing gently across that balcony overlooking Bourbon Street, carrying the aromas of fried food and cigar smoke. My knees were knocking like saplings in a gale. But I did it. I killed him.

	“You back, you fucking weirdo?”

	Her voice startles me out of my thoughts and the car weaves slightly left and right.

	“Don’t drive off the fucking road and kill us now, you dick.”

	She’s still staring straight ahead, still clutching her knees. Her voice is hard, hateful. 

	I glance across at her, she can’t be more than eighteen or nineteen. “Back?”

	“You’ve been a robot since Vernon’s, man. You gotta pull it together.”

	She clearly knows more than I do, but I can hardly ask her to fill me in. Can I? She’s the one tied up and filthy. I’m driving. Have I kidnapped her? I suck a long breath in through my nose and try to stay calm, act like I’m not a blank page in an empty notebook. Vernon’s, she said. Do I know any Vernons?

	“Can you at least turn the damn heater on?”

	It is cold in the car and I’m wearing jeans and boots and a short denim jacket over a black T-shirt. No wonder she’s shivering. I crank up the heat and it blasts from the vents in an instant, warm and musty, stinking of burned oil. Maybe this car isn’t what it used to be. In the memory of buying it, the thing was almost new, smelled of air freshener and the seats were clean. That must have been a long time ago and I obviously had some money back then. I’m not sure what’s in my pocket now.

	And it’s cold, but the night I shot that guy was warm. How much time has passed? He was the first, I realize, long ago. But not the last. He was the catalyst, the one who changed me. Here and now, this night, this dark road, was kick-started that night as I turned and vomited into a potted palm on that sweaty balcony. Someone laughing, saying, “Damn, kid, I didn’t think you had it in you. Thought we’d be burying two bodies tonight.”

	And through the haze of my vomit tears I see the broad back of a man with a bald head, trailing acrid cigar smoke, walking back through double leadlight doors into the house. His shoulders move as he’s still laughing to himself. Vernon. Vernon Sykes, mobster extraordinaire. Of course. That’s him, but I can’t see his face. Still can’t remember that. Two burly guys clap me on the back, one says, “That puking will stop. You’ll get used to it.”

	It’s not something I ever want to get used to.

	“We got this,” the other says. “You’re done for tonight. Go and get drunk, get laid. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

	The first one leans in, dark skin glittering with a sheen of sweat. “But this is your virgin special. After this you take care of your own stiffs, you get me?”

	I just nod, catch a glimpse of the dead guy’s head smeared up the wall, his neck leaking ichor onto the white deck, half his face staring back at me with a blank eye, and I turn and puke again.

	Michael. His name was Michael Privedi, he was a rat, and Vernon had me take care of it, because he thought I was a rat too. But I wasn’t.

	“We need to stop before I piss my pants,” the girl says.

	So she’s wearing pants then. “You just want to run away.”

	“Fucking right I do!” she spits. “You’re gonna get us both wasted! But out here in nothing but a T-shirt and panties? I’d be dead before morning. How about you stand beside me and hold my fucking hair while I squat? That work for you? I just need to piss.”

	She is so angry, and I can’t blame her. But she’s clearly terrified too. Not even twenty years old. Something jolts through me. Twenty years old. That’s how old I was when I shot Michael in New Orleans. I don’t know how, but I know I’m twenty-eight now. Why do I remember that and so little else? Eight years ago. No wonder the car looks crappy. I pull over to the shoulder and get out, go around to her side and open the door. She looks at me and then tips her head towards my hands.

	“I don’t want to hold your hair. Just stay nearby.”

	She makes a hissing sound of disgust and moves a yard away to the edge of the trees. It’s awkward for her to pull her underwear down with her hands bound up in front, but she does it, sits, and a stream of steaming piss hits the dirt. She really did need to go. It makes me want to go too, so I move away and piss into the trees with my back to her.

	“You really know how to take a girl on a date, Eli,” she says, and there’s a tone of amusement in her voice, the anger a little dissipated.

	I can’t help laughing a little. “I bring all my girls to this stretch of highway for a piss.”

	She huffs, half a laugh, and I hear her scuffling around as I zip up. I expect her to be hightailing it into the woods as I turn back, but she’s already back in her seat, pulling the car door closed. I get back into the driver’s seat, start the engine, pull away again, the dark highway sliding by. As dark as my still empty mind.

	“Where do you think we’re going?” she says.

	I don’t even know her name. “North.”

	“North? How much further north can we go? There’s nowhere you can go and outrun Vernon.”

	Michael leans through the gap between the front seats, one side of his head and half his face a ragged, bloody mess. “She’s right, man. You know she’s right.”

	I scream and the car swerves, gravel sprays from the tires. The girl slams her hands to the dashboard to brace herself. “What the fuck, Eli?”

	My heart is hammering, my throat feels swollen with it. In the rearview mirror, the back seat is empty. I twist around to see and there’s no one there.

	“The fuck is wrong with you?” She glances back too, smooth brow creased in a frown.

	Man, she’s beautiful. It’s like I’m only just noticing that, but I’ve known it for a long time. I’ve known her since she was a child, ten years old, maybe less. As she got towards thirteen and fourteen, I hated myself for the carnal thoughts I had. Then she got to sixteen and seventeen, started looking like a grown woman, and everyone agreed she was a stunner. Long, black hair with a soft wave, startling green eyes, smooth skin. The body of a dancer and a heart-shaped face with full lips.

	Her name rises up like a bubble through tar. Carly. Oh shit. Carly Sykes.

	I’ve got Vernon’s daughter.

	“If you hadn’t smashed my phone we could find out where the nearest motel is,” she says after a few miles of silent driving.

	“Motel?”

	She looks at me, her gaze searing as I drive and I refuse to take my eyes off the road. “You were blanked out for a long time, Eli. You really scared me.”

	“How long?”

	“You don’t remember?”

	“It’s a little blurry.” Understatement of a lifetime.

	“Fucking days, man. You remember driving for two days with me in the trunk?”

	I can’t help looking at her and my shock must be written across my face, because her own hard gaze softens.

	“You really don’t, do you? You were like a zombie. You didn’t even feed me for the first day and a half, or give me any water.”

	I lick my lips, shame burning my cheeks. “I’m sorry, Carly.”

	She shakes her head, stares down into her lap. I catch the glint of a tear reflecting the dashboard lights as it falls to her thigh, soaks into the dirty T-shirt. “I thought you were going to kill me too.”

	Who else did I kill?

	“I guess there’s a part of me that wouldn’t blame you.”

	I remember I have a bag behind the passenger seat with a couple of changes of clothes, some cash, a few other survival bits and pieces. For whenever I found myself out on the road for a day or two, unexpectedly, sent on some mission for Vernon. I could maybe give Carly something else to wear from there. I get a flash of her standing in that oversized T-shirt, clean but shocked, the room around me drenched in blood. I gasp and my brain shuts down on the recollection.

	“Hey! Hey, asshole!”

	I blink and shake my head, turn to look at her.

	“Don’t you blank on me again, man. I need you to hold it together. I’m so hungry and so tired, and so fucking filthy. We have to rest. Find a motel, get ourselves sorted out. You stink, man. You need a shower too.”

	I let my eyes roam over my hands, realize I’m dirty as hell. There’s dried blood on my pale knuckles, and jammed under my nails. A sidelong look at the rearview mirror shows my face is smeared with dirt like hers, more blood there too. Pretty sure none of it’s mine. My green eyes are hooded, my dark, curly dark hair matted and greasy. I have a hell of a bruise across my right cheekbone, swollen and yellowing around the edges of a midnight blue lump.

	“Okay.” I know she’s right. We’ve been driving like this two days? Surely there’s enough space and time for me to catch up, figure shit out. “No names, no credit cards.” The words come to me as easily as breathing. I know I’m good at this stuff.

	“Like I’ve got those any more than I still have my phone.” She leans back, gestures at herself with both hands. “Maybe I can at least get some fucking shoes?”

	I grind my teeth. I have to stay in control of this. “No phone calls. You stay in the room.”

	Her eyes flash fury, she opens her mouth to speak. But I interrupt before she can get going.

	“You give me your sizes, I’ll get us both new clothes and whatever else we need. Meanwhile, I might have something here you can use.”

	She presses her lips together, staring daggers at me, but I keep my eyes on the road. Eventually she subsides, slumps back down into her seat, staring balefully out at the night.

	Nothing more is said for over an hour and the whole time I’m searching the blank cavern of my brain, but all I come up against are dark walls. Except for one thing. My second kill
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	Steven Hines listened to the city and the city spoke.

	Its streets whispered secrets its curtains tried to hide. Its walls, damp with rain, hinted at lives their occupants were embarrassed to admit. Hines let the undercurrent of over four million lives piled one on top of another wash through him.

	His was a jealous city. He had always loved her, but had no idea until far too late that she loved him back. His city was a psychopath. Death walked its byways, hatred roamed its corridors, murder stalked its alleys. Their closeness afforded Hines unique skills and he was intrinsically tied to Cleveport.

	His mind drifted like a dry leaf on a cold wind, searching the buildings and alleyways, as his fingers rubbed the clothing the client had sent him. He sensed hints of people almost like the one he sought everywhere, but nothing close enough to give him hope. From the relative safety of his apartment in a small brownstone on a quiet edge of town, he stared through the grubby glass pane and astrally slipped from window to window, swept the usual haunts, the drug corners and sex worker hangouts. Ten dollar blowjobs and fifty dollar baggies were the currency of the street and if he found this kid anywhere, it would probably be in that economy.

	The sprawl of the city was overwhelming, impossible to cover in several nights of searching. But the client had paid and he would do his best. He would seek more as he was out and about, the legwork of the mundane PI tied together with his particular talent.

	With the quarry’s psychic signature floating in his mind like a scent he searched for a match in the rain-slick thoroughfares. He toured missions and soup kitchens, trawled a dozen seedy bars and twice as many clubs, and his back began to ache from immobility in the scruffy armchair. His right knee throbbed, the old injury never letting him fully forget its existence.

	The phone rang, momentarily startling in Hines’s small, gloomy home. It vibrated insistently across the coffee table.

	His voice was rough, like the sleep-thickened tones of a smoker in the morning, though he hadn’t touched a cigarette in years. “Hines.”

	“Mr Hines, it’s Mrs Parker. Any news on Grant? Anything at all?”

	“I’m working on it right now, but I’m afraid I don’t have anything for you yet.”

	“Nothing?” Her tone was strained with the inevitability she refused to admit. Always there was hope, until a corpse proved that hope dead. If there was a corpse. More often than not there was no closure at all.

	Hines favored her with a gentle smile she couldn’t see. “It’s not easy, Mrs Parker. Missing persons are tricky at the best of times, but a city this size... Leave it with me. I have a lot of possibilities to investigate.” He stretched out his right leg, wincing at the painful stiffness in his knee.

	Parker’s crestfallen silence spoke volumes.

	He opened his mouth to offer further empty reassurance when she said, “You’ll call me though? With even the smallest news?” Grief were obvious in her voice.

	“As soon as I know anything. And I’ll check in from time to time.” She already knew his strike rate was low, he’d been honest with her.

	“Thank you.” Parker sighed. “Grant’s just a kid, Mr Hines. Lost in the big city.”

	“We’re all lost in the big city, Mrs Parker.”

	The phone clicked dead.

	As dead as his chances of finding Grant Parker, most probably. Although he meant it when he said he wouldn’t give up and he had found people before. It was what he did and where his reputation set him apart. Most PIs didn’t have the ability to search the way he did. Trouble was, most people who went missing for more than a few days were either long dead by the time he discovered anything, or had no desire to be traced. More than once he had found someone who resented his success. He’d had to tell those clients he couldn’t give any details on the missing person’s request. Which hurt more than the dead, the lack of closure always worse than grief for those left behind.

	Hines sank deeper in his armchair, dragged a hand across his face. Just once it’d be nice to land a result quickly and clearly. Something in the aether this night gave his talent a potency he wasn’t used to. Perhaps he was in the zone, could maybe give Mrs Parker good news yet. But seventeen, fatherless, drug-user, this city. The odds were not in young Grant Parker’s favor.

	The telephone rang again. He scrabbled for it, found his glass on the way and picked that up too. He sipped burning scotch and checked the screen. Abby. “Hey, buddy.”

	“Too busy masturbating to answer right away?” she asked.

	He grinned, swirled the amber liquid in the tumbler in his hand. “Just seeing a client out, actually.”

	“Sure.”

	There was a moment’s pause. Steven sensed some discomfort. “Everything all right?”

	“Yeah, it’s a work thing,” she said, reluctantly.

	“Oh, and here was me thinking you wanted to go out for a drink and a bite to eat or something.”

	“We could do that. My date last night was a disaster anyway.”

	He was genuinely sad for her. This last guy had seemed like a decent sort. “What happened?”

	“Fucking married.”

	Hines barked a sound of disgust. “Scumbag.”

	“Why do I get all the fuckknuckles, Steve?”

	“It’s not you. Pretty much everyone is a fuckknuckle. You notice because you’re one of the few who isn’t.”

	She laughed and he felt better, like he’d relieved her melancholy, if only briefly. He really cared about Abby, had done since they met in school at eight years old. He was an orphan, growing up in care, and ridiculed for it because kids are mean; she had a West Indian mother and red-haired Irish cop father, which made her exotic to some, but not enough of one or the other to most. Their mutual dislocations drew them close and the bond never broke. It pissed him off when the world was cruel to her.

	“So I might need to ask you some stuff,” she said.

	“Sure, shoot.”

	“Off the record. The department can’t know I’m divulging...”

	“Yeah, yeah, usual rules apply. What’s the deal?”

	There was a pause. He heard a clicking, knew she was nibbling at her thumbnail, like she always did when she was worried, indecisive. He let her think.

	Eventually she said, “Fuck it. You wanna get pissed?”

	He grinned again. “You never have to ask me twice.”

	“I’ll meet you at Murphy’s in an hour. I can ask you about this stuff then.”

	Steven nodded, then felt foolish because she couldn’t see it. “Sure thing,” he said. “And when we’re loaded we can track down this married fuckknuckle and kick his ass.”

	Her laughter came again. “I love it when you get all big brotherly.”

	“I might not be your big brother, but I do see it as kinda my job.”

	“I know.” Her voice was suddenly soft. “I appreciate it. See you in an hour.”

	She hung up and he cradled the phone for several moments while he sipped twelve-year-old malt. Like a big brother. He really did feel that way. Perhaps that’s why the brief fling in their late teens had felt so weird and they’d gone straight back to being buddies. They’d needed to try the lover thing, it became unavoidable, but it had been a fumbling comedy of errors and just not right. If you know someone long enough, they’re as good if not better than family. Steven and Abby worked best that way and it was something they both valued pretty much above all else.

	Knowing Abby’s appetite for drinking, he decided he’d better line his stomach. Thankfully Maeve Clemens had been by the day before. His friendly neighbor, her tiny body preceding her round behind everywhere she went, like she was a half-human, half-bumblebee. She was the sweetest woman Hines had ever known, and often “accidentally” made too much of one meal or another and dropped the leftovers by. Yesterday it was chicken and rice, and it served him well as ballast.

	He smiled as he ate. He was the youngest resident in the building by a good thirty years, not yet forty, though he was showing a little gray in the tight curls above his ears, bright strands against his dark skin. But he liked what Abby called his old folks’ home. It was peaceful and he was looked after.

	He finished the food, downed the last of the glass and stood, limped to the door. He tied scratched and faded Doc Martens to his feet and dragged a long, dark coat over his jeans and dark blue, heavy-knit sweater as a shield against the autumn cold and seemingly endless rain.

	Janusz was in the lobby checking his mailbox as Steven headed for the doors. The old man’s papery white face was screwed up, a dripping cap clutched in one gnarled hand.

	“Hell of a day to be going out,” Janusz said.

	“Ain’t it always?” Hines asked with a grin.

	He left the Pole’s wheezing laughter behind and paused at the top of the short flight of stone steps leading to the street. He flexed his right leg a few times, warming it up for walking. Sometimes it was worse than others, but just lately all the wet weather seemed to be making the old injury more of a hindrance than ever. Well, he didn’t need to hurry and he’d still get to Murphy’s well before Abby. It was better than drinking in his apartment alone.
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	A dank, slick alleyway on the edge of Cleveport City. Rain drips from fire escapes, runs down the walls in grimy sheets. A man, wrapped in ragged, filthy coats and socks but no shoes, stumbles into the gloom between the tall buildings, seeking oblivion. His grizzled face is twisted, permanently on the verge of collapsing into hysterical tears. He shakes the brown paper-wrapped bottle in his dirty hand. It sloshes encouragingly.

	In the deepest shadows at the alley’s end he finds comfort on piles of broken garbage bags, vomiting their contents onto the old cobbles. He sinks to the ground, stifles an insistent sob, swigs. The cheap liquor burns and the pain begins to numb. He swigs again. And again.

	His blurring gaze falls on a dark greenblack patch among the trash, shimmering faintly. The man leans forward, blinks. The patch is a miniature phosphorescent sea with a strange forest of minute mushrooms gently waving on dark stalks mere millimeters tall. The man cocks his head, his tired ears catching a sound like bells, like the distant voices of angels. The bottle clinks dully against the cobbles, forgotten, as he moves forward on hands and knees. He leans in, the softly glimmering domes draw him forward with glowing green, with mysterious song.

	The man cries out as every mushroom top bursts, his face scant inches away. Clouds of swirling particles swarm up through the air like green smoke and engulf his head, invade his mouth, nose, eyes, burn his skin.

	He stumbles backward, wailing softly as he claws the flesh of his cheeks, gouges knuckles into eye sockets. He collapses onto the garbage sacks, more rotten detritus pulsing out. For a moment, he’s still, but for the rapid rise and fall of his chest as he gulps shallow breaths.

	He calms, a smile flickers the corners of his crusty lips. His eyes blink open, solid greenblack glistening orbs in a pale, filthy face. He pulls himself to his feet, strips off layer after layer of clothing until his scrawny frame stands naked in the gloomy rain. He laughs, deep, phlegmy. He stalks out into the night, a hunger like he has never known even in his deprived lifetime chewing at his soul. Car horns blare and people shout and laugh as he staggers across the road and into a small side street, hidden from the crying night again in the shadows of tall buildings.
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	“Come on. Show yourself, my darling.” Steven Sweeney crouched in front of the monitor and gazed at the tiny screen displaying the feed from his underwater camera. He saw nothing but murky water with flecks of silt suspended in front of the lens. This was proving to be a waste of time. How many nights had he sat here waiting for something, anything, to happen? Too many to count and too much money wasted. “Sorry, Melanie.” The ghost of a smile played across his face as he whispered his ex-wife’s name. “No alimony payment again this month.” Not that she cared. Her new boyfriend was taking better care of her than Sweeney ever had, as she loved to remind him.

	Sighing he stepped out of the tent, stretched, and knuckled the small of his back. If anything did appear on-screen, he’d see it later when he reviewed the recordings, though his hopes weren’t high on that score. In any case, he could take no more sitting around. It was time to take an active approach, even if it proved equally fruitless. He strapped on his headlamp, set the light to red, and took a walk along the shoreline.

	He’d come to Lake Kaarme with such high hopes. His research had been solid and the tales spun by the locals were consistent enough to encourage him, yet with enough variation that it didn’t sound like a false mythology crafted to draw in tourists. Leave that foolishness to Loch Ness. Of course, Kaarme could hardly be called a tourist town. Three gulps into his first ale at the local pub he’d learned he was the first out-of-towner to visit in weeks. Apparently the occasional tourist bus would pass through, sometimes stop for one night and move on, but not often. He’d overcome the locals’ suspicion of his motives by posing as a professor who collected stories and legends. That usually went over better than “cryptid hunter”. 

	He continued along the shore of the lake, which loomed before him, a dull slate gray beneath on overcast night sky. Somewhere behind the blanket of clouds lurked the full moon. The stories held that this was feeding time for the creature that skulked within the dark waters.

	After twenty minutes of walking, he stopped to rest on a rocky shoal. The cold stone sapped warmth from his flesh, but he didn’t care. The feeling of hopelessness made him hot under the collar. As he took deep breaths to restore his calm, he let his head fall. Had he failed again? It certainly looked like it and, if so, his investor would not be pleased. Sweeney had poured so much of his own finances into the project, so sure he’d be able to reclaim it all from the rich benefactor once he had evidence. It was a dangerous game. The man had the power to utterly destroy Sweeney if he wished.

	It wasn’t just that he hadn’t yet found the proof he was seeking. The problem was, he hadn’t found anything at all. He’d dug up a few nuggets of information from the town’s odd, white-haired storyteller, and even pried a couple of details from the resident cryptid hunter, or troll hunter as he called himself, who seemed to know what Sweeney was about, but that was it. He buried his face in his hands and let out a small groan. What was he going to do now?   

	He opened his eyes and scanned the sandy, rock-strewn shore. He sat up straight. There was something about the lay of the land just a few feet away that caught his attention. Heart racing, but afraid to get his hopes up, he stood and took a few tentative steps closer.

	Here, the shore had been smoothed out in the shape of a large, shallow bowl. His eyes traced the smooth bottom where stones the size of lemons had been pressed down into the soft ground by something extremely heavy. On the far side, a wide track, more of a scrape, led back into the water.

	“Oh my God!”

	He’d found a wallow, and a huge one. So big he’d looked right past it before. Whatever had left these marks was larger than any creature known to live in the lake. Unable to believe his luck, he pulled out a small Panasonic Lumix digital camera. It was a pocket model, designed for holiday snaps more than anything else, but it would do for now. He’d return to camp, retrieve his Canon 5D, and come back for some serious pictures in the morning. He began to take a series of shots, moving all around, careful not to tread on the marks, taking photos from all angles. Each click felt like money in the bank. Regardless of what happened during the rest of his time here, this would serve as the proof he needed to keep his investor at bay. He might even be able to sell the images to some of the more esoteric publications. Even the online ones would pay for quality photos. There was his contract to circumvent, of course, but he could find a way around it. If nothing else, he’d use a pseudonym.

	He paused, thoughts of a bank balance of more than three figures setting his thoughts spinning. He smiled, but it quickly dissolved as the gentle breeze carried a familiar smell, metallic and slightly sweet, to his nostrils. Blood.

	He switched his lamp to full beam and looked around until he spotted the source. A deer carcass lay ten paces away. More accurately, a deer head and neck lay in a dark patch on the ground. Sweeney didn’t need to take a closer look to see that it had not been severed cleanly from the body. The flesh was ragged, as if it had been ripped away.

	He took a step back, and then another, sudden fear clouding his mind, considering the amount of force that would be required to do such a thing. He mentally scrolled through his list of theories regarding the source of the legend of the lake, and none of them fit the bill. This was interesting.

	A sharp chill jerked him out of his moment of panic and he realized with chagrin that he’d stepped back into the water. His flesh tingled from the lake’s chill touch. 

	“Well, that’s refreshing.”

	He didn’t bother to wade back out. As long as he was already wet, he might as well get a few shots of the wallow from this angle, and then move on to the carcass. He raised his camera but lowered it immediately.

	He had neither heard nor seen a thing, but felt as though something were suddenly amiss. The cold sensation in his legs climbed to his chest and with it the conviction that he should not be here.

	“You’re being a child, Sweeney.”

	The sound of his voice in the quiet night gave him a measure of courage. Again he raised the camera and resumed his work.

	The sensation hit him again and this time he knew exactly what it was. The water was moving, swirling about his calves. He looked down to see ripples, as if from a boat wake, wash onto the shore and begin to fill the wallow. But what could cause such a disturbance on this calm night? There was no wind. If there were boats, he’d have heard them.

	A soft splash behind caused him to whirl around, camera held out in front of him like a shield. Every fiber of his being told him to scream, but the sound was trapped in his throat with his breath. All he saw was a gaping deep red maw, long, curving teeth, and cascading water. And then there was nothing but pain.
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	Sam Aston checked his watch, wavering sunlight from the surface glinting across its beveled glass. Fifteen minutes before noon. He looked up through the stream of bubbles rising from his respirator and the crystal clear water above him to the shadow of the boat’s hull, floating about fifty meters west of his position. Visibility was good to the coral horizon, shimmering the palest blue. It would be hot as hell when he got back up there. If he got back up there.

	He shifted position in the narrow wedge of reef, careful not to cut himself. Coral wounds could get infected quicker than a croc could snap its jaws shut. And in the Far North Queensland climate, infections were more dangerous than most anywhere else in Australia. But truthfully, the real threat to Sam Aston right now was the tiger shark circling not twenty feet away. Its bluish skin and white underbelly made it an excellent predator, allowing it to circle above its prey, blending into the sunlit waters just below the surface. This creature’s trademark stripes were faded, marking it as well into adulthood.

	It flicked its tail to jet past for the twentieth time. There was no way he could out-swim it to the boat. He might have spent most of his adult life in the water, a marine biologist since university, and he might be in great shape, but not great enough to tussle with a hungry tiger shark. Other predators were around, white- and black-tip coral sharks, but they were no threat. And even they kept their distance from the striped killer, which was well known to eat pretty much anything, even its own kind on occasion. And this was a big one. The species could reach sixteen feet and this fine specimen had to be at least two thirds of that maximum—about  twelve feet, which made it twice as long as Aston himself. And his fast reducing air bubbling upward was keeping it interested. The professional scientist in him couldn’t help but marvel at its beauty, the perfection of its evolution. But the man, the soft, vulnerable, fleshy individual that was Sam Aston, became increasingly concerned.

	He looked to the mesh bag hanging from his weight belt and the gold glinting within. It was not unusual for him to supplement his marine biology with a little relic hunting, not to mention the occasional less than mainstream dalliance with nefarious folk. The sciences were his first love, but they paid poorly, and a bit of freelancing helped cover the bills. And just at the moment, he had a few big bills outside the norm, due dates were drawing ever closer, and a violent penalty awaited if he didn’t pay on time.

	If he dumped the bag of gold coins he could certainly move faster, but still not fast enough to beat the hungry throwback to prehistory circling above. But perhaps the sovereigns could help in another way. The thought pained him, but better to live poor than die with a fortune clutched in cold fingers. He unhooked the bag. The netting was thin stainless steel filament, designed not to tear and split on coral or rocks. The weave was fine enough to keep the coins in, but wide enough to let water flow freely so the bag didn’t billow and drag. He hefted it in one hand and drew his calf-strapped knife with the other. He only had four minutes of air left. Now or never.

	Holding the glittering bag in front of himself, he kicked up from the narrow gap as the shark passed by. Paddling furiously backwards, his long fins dragging hard on the water. He held the bag in two hands, his knife gripped firmly against it. As the tiger shark switched and shot forward, Aston drove the bag of coins hard at its face. The temporary shield wedged deep against the back of the shark’s jawbone and its many rows of sharp needle teeth in their swollen pink gums slammed down on the sack of metal. Aston felt his entire body wrenched as the beast thrashed its head from side to side, thinking to rend its victim’s flesh. But its prey was hard and inert coin. Its jaw worked up and down with relentless vigor, and the netting of the bag hooked inside its maw. Aston’s shining prize temporarily gagged the beast. 

	He struck hard with his knife, slicing the creature’s snout just below its eye. Even though it wanted him for dinner, he was reluctant to kill the endangered animal. Besides, he was not entirely he could inflict damage accurately enough through the predator’s tough hide to do it in, and he didn’t have time to line up a good killing blow.

	As the shark flinched away from the sudden pain, twisting its head about in a convulsive attempt to spit out the blockage entangling its teeth, Aston turned over and swam hard for his boat. Halfway there he chanced a glimpsed back and winced at the sight of golden rain falling through clear water down to the white sand below, the bag finally giving in to the shark’s powerful jaws. The tiger flicked its tail and burst forth through a cloud of blood, locked on like a missile to Aston’s trail.

	Heart hammering, Aston kicked vigorously and clawed through the tropical sea. The current fought against him, pushing him back toward certain death. A moment of fear swept over him as he considered that these might be his last moments on earth, and then his hand struck something solid. He grabbed the dive platform at the back of his boat and hauled himself up. Something snatched his leg, yanking down with such force that he felt it all the way up to his hip, and dragged him back into the water. He had only a moment to cry out in alarm, and then he was free. He spat out his regulator and scrambled up again, one fin lost to the carnivorous hunter below. He frantically checked his leg and counted his toes. The bastard had only got a mouthful of rubber. That was about as close as he ever wanted to come.

	With the threat of mortal peril in his rear view mirror, he spared a moment to consider what he’d lost, remembering the coins falling like golden petals. It had taken him months to locate the sight of the downed aircraft and eventually recover the cargo nobody believed existed. Organized crime proceeds, lost to the deep. All his tips and searching had finally paid off. But only for a few moments.

	Aston had kept one foot in the seedy underworld of Australia’s less than lawful citizenry since he was a teenager. Even as he made a name for himself through university and then on some of the country’s leading scientific endeavors, he had always enjoyed a disreputable, secret second life. But that life came with its own risks and he’d had the answer to all his problems in his hand only to have to feed it to a goddamned shark in order to survive. There was something analogous to life in general in that snapshot of Sam Aston’s existence.

	He supposed he could always come back another time and try to collect the scattered coins, but even now the tides would be sifting soft white sand to hide them. He might never find the exact spot again, but he would most certainly try. He wasn’t giving up thirty thousand dollars worth of gold sovereigns that easily.

	With thoughts of his dire financial straits filling his mind, he began weighing the possibility of making an immediate, reckless attempt at recovering the treaure right then when a distant sound caught his attention. The rumble of an engine approaching carried across the glassy ocean. On the horizon, a sleek boat hoved directly towards him.

	Had Chang’s people tracked him down already? Debt collectors, especially those who worked for people like Chang, were resourceful and relentless.

	He climbed into the berth and shucked off his tank harness and remaining fin, then slipped a cap over his sandy hair to shield his eyes. The pilot pulled the boat up alongside Aston’s craft and killed the engine. Two men were on board. One waited at the wheel while the other moved to the side. Both were dressed like typical boaters out for a pleasure ride. They certainly didn’t look like the sort of men Chang would employ, but Aston wasn’t banking on stereotypes.

	“Tell him I’m getting his money,” he called out, pre-empting the situation. “There’s no need for this sustained harassment. It’s only keeping me from working and earning.”

	“What money?” The man on the passenger side tilted his head a notch, dark hair moving over a strong, clean-shaven face. And his navy blue polo-style shirt and khaki cargo pants looked like they’d been starched to military standard. Or bought fresh from a high street store that morning. He had a strong American accent with the nasal twang of the Northeast. Boston or New York, perhaps. Aston could never tell the two apart.

	“You’re not Chang’s debt-collectors then?” he asked.

	The man took off his sunglasses and swiped the back of his forearm across his sweaty brow. “I don’t know any Chang and I’m not here to collect a debt. In fact, I’ve got a job offer for you.”

	“Is that right?” Aston seriously doubted the man had anything worthwhile to offer.

	“I was afraid I wouldn’t have the opportunity to extend the proposal. You’re a hard man to track down.”

	Aston grinned crookedly. “And yet you found me out here in the middle of the bloody sea.”

	The man nodded. “My name’s Greg. I represent a businessman by the name of Ellis Holloway. Have you heard of him?”

	Aston frowned, trying to recall why the name was familiar. “Holloway? Oh, he’s that lunatic who mounted the failed Sasquatch hunt last year. Made all the papers for a little while.”

	Greg shook his head. “The papers made him out to be a bit of a nut job, but he’s actually a smart guy, Mr Aston. And a very wealthy one, too. He’s a successful entrepreneur who built his own multi-billion dollar fortune from scratch.”

	Aston had no interest in the guy’s life story. “If you say so. What does that have to do with me?”

	“Mr Holloway is putting together a team of experts for a new venture and he really wants your help. Your reputation is global, you know.”

	Aston grimaced. “Not always for the best reasons.”

	“Maybe so. But Mr Holloway wants to buy your expertise for a while and he’s willing to pay you well for your efforts.”

	“I don’t know, man…”

	Greg held up an envelope. “In here are some details and a letter from Mr Holloway himself. The letter, in part, promises you a base payment of twenty five grand, U.S., for your services, payable upon completion of stage one of the enterprise. And that’s only the beginning. Plus all expenses paid from day one, of course.”

	“Of course.” Aston looked down into the water, and watched the large shadow of the tiger shark cruise by again, down near the sand. He imagined scouring the seabed for coins, keeping one eye out for that predator. He looked up, eyes narrowed. “Twenty five grand, eh?”

	Greg smiled, probably knowing that if he hadn’t yet hooked his prey, he at least had Aston nibbling at the bait. “First payment. More to come.”

	Aston moved to the gunwale, leaned over, and held out a hand. “Let me have a look at that letter.”

	 

	 

	That was the opening 2 chapters of the first Sam Aston Investigation, Primordial, a monster thriller co-authored with David Wood. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/primordial/
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	Prologue

	 

	Near the City of York, Kingdom of Northumbria, England

	October, 867 CE

	 

	Leather-armored men with bloodstained hands forced Aella to his knees, raised his arms wide and high, and tied his hands to posts of weathered wood. They used knives to strip away his remaining clothes, and left him shivering and naked, kneeling on the wet grass. Aella lifted his head to stare into the face of Ivar the Boneless as the huge, muscled son of Ragnar Lodbrok approached, and poured all his hate out through that steely blue gaze. Fear knotted Aella’s stomach, made his veins run with ice, but he would be damned before he would let Ivar see that terror.

	“I am a king!” he roared.

	Ivar bared his straight, white teeth and shook his head slowly. His long braid hissed against his leather armor with the movement, audible despite the crackling fires all around. “Not for much longer.”

	The Northman’s breath steamed in the cold autumn air, the night sky a vault of glittering stars without a single cloud to mask them. Sparks and smoke spiraled up into the night, twisting in the frozen breeze, the fire-glow competing with silvery moonlight that bathed the grass all around.

	Aella’s hair hung unbound, disheveled and filthy as it lay draped around his bruised face, his beard matted with blood and dirt from the beating he had sustained. But his pride remained intact.

	Dozens of men and women milled about, Aella’s own people also on their knees, in the custody of Ivar’s men, or dead at the hands of those same warriors. Aella smiled crookedly, proud of his own forces, who had stood and fought and died, and now stood before the gates of heaven, their sins washed in the blood of their noble sacrifice against the pagan invaders. But he was beaten, he knew that, his land wrested from his grasp. His people would be released soon enough, to carry on serving under a new king, but Aella himself would not live to see it. All that remained for him was how he died. And he would die a warrior’s death, strong and defiant.

	“You have two choices, Highness.” Ivar, his voice strident to draw the attention of all, twisted the honorific into mockery.

	The crowd of warriors closed in, leather and mail glistening with blood and sweat in the firelight, blades of swords and axes glinting. Their mutterings and conversations faded to silence, enthralled now to watch a king beg for his life. 

	Aella’s smile deepened, despite the terror twisting his heart and gut. He would not give them that pleasure.

	Ivar tipped his head back and laughed. “You face your death stoically, I’ll give you that. But it can be swift.”

	“Make it as slow as you like,” Aella growled. “I. Am. A. King!” He gritted his teeth, against the fear more than the cold, hoping his trembling could not be seen.

	Ivar’s face twisted in rage. “You murdered my father!” he roared. “You threw the mighty Ragnar Lodbrook into a pit of snakes to die in writhing agony, denying him the glory of a death in battle. You will die slower and be equally denied! While you’ve squabbled with Osberht over this land, my Great Heathen Army, as you call us, has only grown stronger. While you’ve lounged in that great city of York, growing fat and lazy with the blood of Ragnar Lodbrok on your hands, I have marched. My father’s revenge will finally be found. You are no longer a king, Aella.”

	Aella swallowed the rising bile of terror. He had no fear of death, but was not ready to go yet. Life became suddenly the most precious thing in the world and he despised this Ivar who stood about to take it from him. Not to mention the method, which was truly frightening. “Your father knew the risks of his actions. Ragnar Lodbrok was twice the man you’ll ever be.”

	“And yet here you are on your knees before me.” Ivar smiled again, controlling his anger. “But like I said, this can go one of two ways. You know the blood eagle torture, Aella? I will open your back with knives and lay aside the flesh. I will use an ax to separate your ribs from your spine and pull your lungs out to lie upon your shoulders like an eagle’s wings. And you will live through it all to die in slow agony and suffocation.  I would warn you that if you cry out even once you will be denied entry to Valhalla, but you are no Northman. Your Christian god died his own pitiful death, so perhaps your screams will be pleasing to your god.” Ivar leaned in close, his sour, ale-soaked breath hot on Aella’s cheek. “And you will scream, Aella. You will scream.”

	Aella met the other man’s gaze and bared his teeth in a wordless snarl, not trusting his voice to be strong if he spoke.

	Ivar stood straight again. “But there is another option. Just tell me where it is and your death will be swift. Valhalla’s doors will stand open for you, welcoming.”

	Temptation rippled through Aella, the thought that all this could be over with one swift stroke of an ax and his soul set free. But he could never possibly let Ivar find what he sought. He only hoped God would forgive him for being tempted by the power. In the end, he had given it up. That had to count for something, didn’t it? He found his voice and was pleased it came out strong. “You can do your worst, Ivar, you fetid dog. I will never tell you where it is and I will never scream.”

	Ivar’s eyebrows rose. “Truly, little king? You really think so?” He leaned forward again. “Tell me where it is!”

	Aella gathered saliva and blood in his mouth and drew all his breath to spit it full into Ivar’s face. Ivar roared again and dragged the back of his hand across his nose and mouth. He pulled a long, gleaming knife from his belt and strode around behind Aella. 

	The deposed king gritted his teeth as cold steel bit into the flesh of his back. Hot fire lanced down his spine and the pagan horde inched closer, eager to watch the bloody spectacle.

	“Tell me where it is and this ends quickly.” This time, a touch of urgency tinged Ivar’s words-- one final chance to get the information he wanted.

	Aella forced a laugh. “Take your sorry time, son of Lodbrok!”

	With a hiss of rage, Ivar drew the knife point down. Aella ground his teeth together and promised himself he would not scream.
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	London, England. 

	 

	Danny Bedford walked with Alice In Chains blaring in one earbud. He’d kept the other ear free of interference since a close call with a speeding taxi some months before. It didn’t pay to cut off one of your most important senses, even on a quiet night when a person might expect to have the city to himself. He wore a black woolen cap pulled down tightly over his shoulder-length coppery red, curly hair, and kept his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his puffy green jacket.

	Tiredness clawed at him, hung heavy off his eyelids. He appreciated the extra income from double shifts at Great Ormond Street Hospital, but the work of an orderly was physically demanding, and wearing him down. Still, he had two full days off coming up and he planned to spend them on the couch mainlining seasons of television shows he’d got stacking up on the hard drive.

	He turned off the main street into an alleyway that stank of stale urine and rotting garbage. A streetlamp at the far end illuminated the wet cobblestones underfoot, made them glisten like eyes staring up from the dark road. Clouds had closed over the night and Danny smelled more rain in the air. He didn’t mind that, the city of London needed to be washed regularly, in his opinion.

	The thought brought to mind his tub and the idea of a hot bath. His aching muscles would appreciate that. Footsteps echoed off the building walls either side of him. Danny stopped, glanced back. No one there. It was late, the streets mostly deserted on his walk home as they often were when he finished a late shift in the early hours of the morning. He pulled the ear bud free to listen with all his hearing, looked up and down the alley again. Nothing. With a shake of his head he continued on, but his ears were alert, the tiredness pushed away by a slight surge of adrenaline that made him suddenly jittery. He had nearly reached the end of the alley when the footsteps came again, perfectly matching his own tread.

	Danny spun quickly around, mouth already opening to issue a challenge. No one. He swallowed, licked strangely dry lips, looked up and down the narrow gap between the tall buildings. He was completely alone.

	“Hello?” His voice sounded childish, fearful. He felt five years old and that in turn made him angry. “Who’s there?”

	Of course no answer came, and Danny huffed a short grunt of annoyance and carried on along his way home, walking at a determined pace. He stepped out of the claustrophobic alley and turned left along Southampton Row, heading for the bus stop and the night bus that would take him slowly through the brightly city toward his home in Shepherds Bush. Traffic moved along the busier road, the comforting signs of life altogether more obvious, and the quiet pursuit in the alley became an instant memory, some strange dream moment trapped between the obvious waking hours of Danny’s life.

	He shook his head, put the earbud back in and began nodding to the opening strains of “Heaven Beside You”. As he passed Catton Street on his left an arm shot out of the shadows and grabbed him. The man hauled hard and Danny staggered, unable to prevent the motion, and stumbled into the shadows under a stand of unhealthy city trees. Cars crawled by not ten feet away, their drivers and passengers oblivious as four angry-looking men thrust Danny up against the worn, grubby trunk of a tree. They wore blacks and grays, faces partially concealed by hooded jackets casting deep shadows.

	“What do you want?” Danny asked loudly, his voice high with panic.

	“Just stay calm,” one man said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

	Danny drew breath to scream, to yell for help, but the cry stuck in his throat. Who would hear him anyway? Who would help if they heard?

	The man stepped forward, his fingers digging painfully into Danny’s arm, and another man took hold of the other side. They spun him around, pressed his face up against rough bark. A series of rapid, terrifying thoughts rushed through his mind, horrible possibilities of what they might be about to do to him. He thrashed desperation breaking through the bonds of fear, and yelled out. “Get off me! Leave me alone! Help!”

	Someone cuffed Danny across the temple. Dizziness swept his brain. His knees buckled and he probably would have gone down if the two men weren’t holding him up. A third set of hands grabbed at the back of his jacket and hauled it up, along with his shirt tail. Cold night air swept across the bare skin of his back. Despite his giddiness, Danny thrashed again and drew breath to scream, when the man said, “Yep, he’s the one.” He let the jacket drop back down.

	Confusion killed Danny’s cry before it even began. “What is this?” Something cold and wet slapped over his face, covered his nose and mouth. His eyes went wide, real panic setting in as a sharp, cloying chemical odor flooded his senses and then everything closed to a dark tunnel and went black.
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	Natural History Museum, London

	 

	“As you can imagine, many mythologies and superstitions have arisen around birthmarks over the centuries, from the comedic to the malevolent. They have been considered marks of luck and of evil, of witches and of prophets. As with many things slightly to the left of what most would consider “normal”, there are almost as many varying stories surrounding them as there are people to tell those stories.

	“Take this human skin, for example, preserved in the permafrost of Siberia and recently on loan to this special exhibition. That birthmark is unusually dark and some consider that it might be the reason why the body was interred in such an extravagant grave, that perhaps the mark gave the person special standing in their ancient society.”

	John Crowley zoned out while the museum guide continued her monologue to his class of fourteen year old history students. He let his gaze roam the “Blue Zone”, the Human Biology section of the Natural History Museum. A giant model of a human cell, a journey through reproduction, birth and growth, all kinds of interactive displays. He loved this place, had since he was a kid. The building itself mesmerized him, a mixture of Gothic Revival and twelfth-century Romanesque-style architecture, in line with Museum founder Sir Richard Owen’s vision of creating a ‘cathedral to nature’. Inside, the exhibition spaces were wonderfully high, serried arches and vaulted windows, bright skylights, wide staircases and shining marble floors. And the museum’s contents were truly mind-expanding. Taking his classes on field trips here was probably the most satisfying part of his often thankless job.

	The group shuffled forward and Crowley’s eyes returned to the museum guide as she continued her guided lecture. He drank in her shining black hair in a neat bob, her smooth, lightly ochre-tanned skin. She was clearly of East Asian extraction, but Crowley thought maybe half-Chinese and half-white European. He enjoyed guessing the heritage of people and was right more often than not. She stood a little taller than he considered most Chinese, though several inches short of Crowley’s firmly muscled six-foot frame. And she looked fit and strong, lines of muscle clear on well-formed arms, hard calves showing beneath a straight skirt. She was quite a stunner, and clearly as smart as any university lecturer. Her delivery was alive and passionate, far from the rehearsed speeches so many guides went through in robotic fashion day after day. Then again, this woman wasn’t just a guide, but an employed historian at the museum, taking time out from a busy research program now and then to talk to interested groups. Crowley was pleased his students might benefit, perhaps absorb some of her enthusiasm for the subject. Then again, maybe not. Teenagers had a strange resilience against things they might learn from unless it was something they chose to investigate. History rarely fell into that category.

	Crowley permitted himself a moment’s fantasy, imagined walking arm-in-arm with the beautiful historian, a fine contrast to his perpetually pale skin and slightly angular features. As the thought drifted through his mind her eyes locked with his for a moment and he had the strange sensation she could hear his inappropriate desires. His cheeks flushed hot and he thought he saw the slight twitch of a smile on her mouth as she looked away, not breaking stride with her lecture for a moment. She was saying something about fertility rites and one of his less focused students, Maxwell Jenkins, made some ribald remark about the rites he was planning to take out on some poor hapless female classmate. She snapped a justified obscenity at him and Maxwell’s perpetually obsequious friend barked a dutiful laugh. Neither lad realized Crowley stood directly behind them until he clamped a hand to each of their shoulders and steered them away from group.

	Sometimes Crowley wished he was still in the army, so he could slam them down and give them fifty push-ups on the spot, while he yelled at them about respect and not being smartasses. But as a teacher, main force was not an option. His military training often helped, the voice he had developed along with his impressive physical presence meant he had a much easier time keeping his students in line than many teachers did. And there were other ways he could make these two boys suffer later on.

	“Aw, Sir, I was just joking,” Jenkins complained, his outrage slightly marred by the cracking of his puberty-stricken voice box.

	“And you know very well I won’t stand for that kind of talk, in class or out of it,” Crowley said. “When we get to rugby training after school this afternoon, the three extra laps of the pitch and subsequent push-ups will be down to you. You’ll be kind enough to let the rest of the squad know that, won’t you?”

	“Sir, that’s not fair!”

	“Life isn’t fair, Jenkins, but it’s a lot easier if you don’t act like an animal. You’re smart boys underneath all that testosterone, so maybe the extra rugby training will help to reveal it, eh?” He enjoyed being their rugby coach as well as their history teacher for the variety of influence it provided him. They weren’t bad kids. Just teenagers.

	Jenkins and his friend screwed up their faces in disdain but were smart enough to keep their mouths shut. Crowley pushed them back to the group as the guide was finishing up her talk.

	“No matter what superstitions and stories are told around subjects like these,” she said with a smile, “here at the Natural History Museum we focus as much as we can on facts. But check the information panels by the exhibits as there are some fascinating stories that have been corroborated and are well worth your time.”

	“You’ve all got fifteen minutes,” Crowley called out, his strident voice ringing in the large space. “Do not leave this area and we’ll gather by the blue whale at exactly eleven forty-five. Off you go. Try to learn something!”

	The students drifted away in their cliques and groups, chattering about anything except the exhibition and what they had just heard. Crowley approached the guide, offered her a warm smile. “Thanks very much. Great talk.” He saw her name badge read Rose Black. She noticed him glancing at her chest and he quickly lifted his eyes, offered his hand to shake. “You’re Rose,” he said lamely, trying to explain why he had been looking down. “I’m John Crowley.”

	She flashed that subtle half-smile again, and shook his hand. Her touch was soft and warm, a tingle of something quickly passing between them. Or was that just wishful thinking on his part? “Nice to meet you, John.” She nodded back toward the milling students. “I’m really never sure how much attention any of them pay.”

	Crowley was pleased she had smoothly changed the subject from his embarrassment. “You know what, the ones who are genuinely interested take it all in quietly and the others do tend to absorb more than you might imagine. Either way, this is a particularly interesting special exhibit. I never realized there was such a history to something as simple as birthmarks!”

	Rose nodded and glanced around the space. “They’re anything but simple, really, in a historical context. And as part of the greater history of human biology they’ve had some interesting effects on society.”

	“You have any birthmarks of your own you’re hiding?” Crowley asked, and instantly felt like a fool. Who was the idiot teenager here really?

	A strange expression flitted across her face, partly concern, partly curiosity. Then that soft smile was back. “You know, you should at least buy me dinner before asking a question like that.”

	Relief flooded Crowley that she wasn’t offended and he took a deep breath and dove all the way in. Fortune favors the bold and all that. “That’s a tremendous idea,” he said. “It’s a date. Are you free tonight?”

	 

	 

	That was the prologue and opening 2 chapters of the first Jake Crowley Adventure, Blood Codex, an occult action thriller co-authored with David Wood. If you’d like to read the whole book, you can find it here:

	https://www.alanbaxteronline.com/my-books/blood-codex/

	 

	 

	



	

The Normandy Curse

	 

	 

	This is a short story originally published by Does The Dog Die In This, through Beneath Hell Publishing. It will be included in a future collection.

	 

	 

	Clancy James had no idea how much longer he could resist death.

	For so long it hadn’t mattered. Then age began to show itself and he’d wondered about the past. Then infirmity kicked in and the fear came with it. Now there was no doubt, and he thought perhaps it was purely terror keeping him alive.

	He stared at the coruscating colours where the wall should be. The flexing shadows. The ink dark tendrils questing forward, reaching, writhing. Clancy put one hand to his toast rack of a chest, felt the hammer of his heart through the papery skin. His breaths were shallow and ragged.

	“Not now,” he muttered. “Not yet.”

	But how much longer could there be? Just turned 96 years old, alone and unnoticed, it had to be weeks now at best, not months or years. And this, whatever this was, would be waiting. As promised.

	Henry bounced forward, front legs stiff, his hackles a ridge of fur from under his collar to the base of his tail. He barked, deep and threatening, his most serious voice. Grey around the muzzle, a little tight in the joints himself, but always young at heart.

	“Henry!” Clancy gasped. “Back up, boy. Back up!”

	Henry glanced quickly at his master, then back to the impossible portal. He barked once more, sharp and angry, but did as he was told.

	“Good boy,” Clancy said, bony fingers with swollen knuckles scratching deep into the brown fur of Henry’s rump. With his other hand, Clancy shook out one of the small white heart tablets, managed to put it on his tongue with shaking fingers. He gulped cold tea from the mug beside the chair where he’d fallen asleep, only to wake with tautness in his chest, sharp pains in his arm, shortness of breath.

	“Not yet,” he whispered again. “Not yet.”

	He forced himself to breath deeper, will the darkness away.

	“This old carcass can’t have much left, eh, Henry?” He scratched the dog’s soft, hanging ears as the stretched reality where the wall should have been slowly faded back to grubby plasterboard. “This old heart is nearly spent.”

	Henry whined, put his soft, warm chin on Clancy’s bony knee. Clancy stroked the smooth dome of the Labrador-cross’s head and smiled. “I know, you old mongrel. Love you too.”

	 

	 

	 

	It started in 1944 when Clancy was 19 years old. 

	When the ramp from the troop carrier hit the water and sand shortly after dawn on that dreary June day, Clancy looked into the mouth of hell. Men screamed, some cried openly, as they ran and splashed through the shallows up onto the Normandy beach. The gunfire that met them was indiscriminate and appalling. The sea was cold, but moments after reaching the sand, the spray Clancy felt was warm across his cheek as a man named Parker’s head peeled in two and he ran four more steps before pitching forward. Mines sent body parts spinning through smoke-filled air, screams of fear turning into wails of agony. A sea of men poured up the beach, leaving the ocean behind them. A man Clancy had never seen before fell sideways blood across his chest. He reached up, eyes beseeching, but Clancy ran on.

	Strong winds had blown the landing craft of the five sectors – Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword – east of their intended positions. Utah and Omaha, it seemed, had been affected the most and Clancy’s fellows in Omaha fell under a rain of fire from gun emplacements overlooking the beaches. Something snagged at his leg and Clancy realized he’d stumbled into rolls of barbed wire. Sobbing, gasping, choking on the swirling smoke, he yanked his leg free, felt his skin tear. The man beside him struggled and lost his footing in the loose sand, fell with his hands forward into the wire.

	“Help me!” he yelled, eyes rolling like a terrified cow. Burton was his name, they’d trained together.

	Clancy reached down and Burton jerked and ragdolled as bullets tore his shoulder off, punched through his neck and chest. The heat of rounds tore past Clancy’s face and he threw himself sideways and down, over the rolls of wire. For a second he held his breath, tensed, but no further pain blossomed. Had he avoided being hit?

	Self-preservation was all he could think about and he scrambled forward, coughing on smoke, spitting out sand. Three men sprinted by him, shouting incomprehensible curses, firing as they ran. Two were raked to bloody pulp by gunfire and the third sprinted on into roiling clouds of smoke, his scream continuing long after Clancy had lost sight of him.

	Time stretched into irrelevance. All that existed was noise and pain, smoke and fire, the stink of metal and gunpowder and blood and shit. Clancy dragged himself forward through the sand, not daring to climb to his feet. His hand slipped sideways, slick with something warm and wet. He looked up into the terrified eyes of a man younger than himself. Private Dan Kelly, always making a joke, always getting yelled at by the Sergeant-Major. Kelly cried as he gathered his intestines and tried to cram them back into his lower half. His legs were nowhere to be seen.

	“Sand on it!” the young man wailed. “Got sand on it!”

	He looked at Clancy, ropes of pink and red around his fingers, and his eyes began to glaze.

	Clancy was vaguely aware of vomiting, of gasping, acid and bile in his mouth, eyes streaming. Something hard hit his knee and as he turned to look at what it might be an explosion only a few feet to his right deafened him. Flesh in smoking green canvas spattered around him, something heavy and wet hit the back of his head. He surged to his feet and ran, knuckles white around his weapon. He hadn’t fired it once.

	Bitumen under his feet and he realized he’d reached a town. Had it been minutes or hours? How far had he come? Bursts of gunfire and shouts confirmed he was still in the heart of the fighting, allied soldiers gunning down a squad of Germans right in front of him. He saw a German uniform, the man’s eyes meeting his, the man’s weapon rising. Clancy screamed and fired, red sprays bursting from the grey jacket, and he realized this wasn’t the first man he’d killed. How many now? He couldn’t remember how long he’d been fighting. Sobs erupted from him, hitching his chest, tears blurred his vision.

	Someone barked orders and he blindly followed. An explosion blew a shower of glass into the street and the man who had given the order turned, his face a shredded mess of blood. One eye spun hectically in the socket, the other a flood of red, exposed cheekbone profanely white. As the man collapsed, Clancy ducked and ran.

	Minutes or hours later he found himself in the blown out shell of a house, alone, hungry, exhausted. Things had quietened down, whether because the fighting had stopped or he was too far away he didn’t know. He shuddered, his body jelly and shock. His eyes flickered closed and he fell into a fitful doze.

	A voice woke him hours later, full dark outside peppered with distant stars. The words weren’t English. They weren’t German either, or French. They were unlike anything Clancy had ever heard.

	 

	 

	 

	“Mr. James, you’ve been keeping up with your medication?”

	“Of course. I rattle when I walk and hiss when I piss.”

	The nurse grinned, then did her best to suppress it, but failed. “You won’t consider moving into care?”

	“You know the answer. I’m a stubborn old man.”

	“And you know I have to ask.”

	It was Clancy’s turn to smile. He liked Nurse Chapman, and didn’t begrudge the high expense of in-home care. He had money to burn and no kids to leave it to, so why not make the most of it? Besides, if he moved into a home, how would he explain the nights when death came near? When the awful gate opened. One day he wouldn’t be able to resist it any longer. He would die at home, he was sure of that.

	Nurse Chapman’s smile softened, her eyes too. She tipped her head a little to one side. Clancy liked the warm brown sheen of her skin, she was a beautiful woman. The name Chapman, he’d suggested once, didn’t seem to match her appearance. She’d explained she was Sri Lankan, but had married an Englishman.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	“Tired.” He shrugged. “Bad night.”

	“More and more often lately, huh?”

	“Yeah. Not long left, I guess.”

	Chapman tutted. “You’ll smash through your centenary and keep going, Mr. James. You’ll still be here when I’m in aged care.”

	Clancy barked a laugh. “What are you, 25?”

	“You’re very kind. I’m 32.”

	“Still a long way from aged care.”

	“I hope so.”

	Clancy had been 32 when he’d set up on his own, started the company making bolts and fittings that ended up netting him a small fortune. Taking over post-war industry had worked out well for some. He’d been 34 when he met Sandra, 36 when she’d died taking their unborn child with her. He’d never been able to love again. Back then he’d suspected the curse from that horrible day in Normandy. But it didn’t fit. Just terrible luck, or lack of it, in this godless world. Godless in the biblical sense, at least. Things were out there that might as well be gods, but they weren’t benevolent or kind.

	His wife and child dying, that was just bad luck. But something was coming for him now. Something promised all that time ago.

	“What are you thinking about, Mr. James.”

	He jerked in the armchair, startled by Nurse Chapman’s presence. He’d drifted off, forgotten she was there. “Are you a religious person?” he asked her.

	She frowned, lips pursed. “My mama is a Hindu, which isn’t all that common in Sri Lanka, and my husband’s family love Jesus in every cliched way.”

	Clancy let a half-smile lift one side of his mouth. “That doesn’t answer the question. What about you?”

	“I guess not. If I’m honest, I never really understood it. My mama’s zeal, I mean, or my in-law’s. So no, I don’t think I am especially religious. But I’m not not religious, if that makes sense. I guess it doesn’t matter to me. I do my best to live a good life and be kind. I figure that covers everything, right?”

	He wanted to tell her it did. Because it should. Gods and devils, churches and synagogues and mosques and all the rest, it was all so much man-made bullshit. Kindness should be the only thing anyone ever needed. And a part of him, some sliver still left untarnished, believed that to be the case. But there was more. Things capricious and chaotic. Things malevolent and mean. No amount of religiosity would change that. Or irreligiosity for that matter, so maybe kindness to each other was all they had left. “Yes,” he said. “I guess that does cover everything.”

	Chapman looked down as Henry came over, leaned his heavy brown body against her leg.

	“Hey, dawg,” she said, scratching into the thick skin of his neck. His tail thump-thumped into the side of the couch behind her.

	Henry pushed up into her hand, his grey snout split in a doggy grin. Chapman dug around in her pocket then looked up at Clancy, one eyebrow raised. He nodded. She pulled a Schmacko treat out and gave it to Henry. He huffed and chomped, happiness embodied in fur.

	“Okay, Mr. James, I’d better be off. I’ll be back to see you safely into bed, okay?”

	“I’ll see you at nine.”

	She let herself out and Clancy clicked the TV on. Henry came and curled up at his feet, let out a deep sigh.

	“Maybe tonight, eh, old pal?” Clancy said quietly. He was so damned tired. He felt like one of those flat Lunaria seed pods, empty and translucent. There couldn’t be too much of him left in this world. “I don’t want to go, Henry. I’m scared.”

	The old dog lifted its head, turned to look up at him.

	Tears breached Clancy’s eyes, ran through the deep wrinkles of his cheeks. Henry clambered to his feet, a little slow, a little stiff, and put his soft chin on Clancy’s knee. Clancy stroked his head. “Sorry, Henry. Didn’t mean to make you get up.”

	The dog sat, leaned against Clancy’s calf, and shut his eyes as Clancy’s liver-spotted hand continued its rhythmic petting.

	 

	 

	 

	The voice that night in Normandy continued its strange lilting cadence for a moment, then silence. Clancy hunched down in the deep shadows that concealed him as two men came in through the blown out wall, backlit by starlight. One wore an English Army uniform, and Clancy almost called out, but the other man gave him pause. Black leather coat, a peaked cap, and something glinting silver in the light. A badge, like a circular sun with many crooked arms. But in the centre, a Swastika. A Nazi symbol? What else could it be?

	“Is this okay?” the man in the English uniform asked.

	“Yes, it will do.” The other man’s English was clear, but his accent definitely German.

	What the hell was this? Nerves began to ripple through Clancy and he tried to still his breathing, desperate to not be seen.

	The German crouched and laid a few items on the rough ground, brushing aside debris to make room. Strange items that reflected the starlight. “You have the list, yes?”

	“Yes, yes. Here.” The Englishman handed over a note, dirty and torn. “Each of those generals will be instrumental in coordinating the invasion. Your work with the weather is quite something, but they’ve still landed. Don’t underestimate their ability to rally. But you take out these men and the Allies will be rudderless.”

	Clancy swallowed, his nerves ratcheting up. This bastard was a spy? In league with the Nazis? And what did he mean about the weather?

	“And the possessions?” the German asked. “I need something from each of them, something personal.”

	The Englishman dug in his pockets. “I did my best. Here’s a hip flask from one, a comb from another, a notebook, a pen, and a pair of eyeglasses.”

	The German nodded, lips pursed. “Maybe enough. I don’t know about the pen…”

	“Surely if your demons take out even just some of them, maybe not all, it will be disruptive enough?”

	“Perhaps. We will have to see.” The German looked up. “And not demons, Mr Clarke. Nothing so… human as that. But best you don’t know too much, eh?”

	Clarke nodded, wringing his hands together. “Of course, of course. And my money?”

	All this for money? Clancy thought, appalled. The entire war effort compromised for money?

	“Yes, yes, here.” The German reached inside his leather coat and drew out a Luger pistol. He levelled it at the Englishman’s chest and fired.

	Clarke staggered back, sat down hard. He stared at his blood-soaked jacket, then back up at the German.

	“Thank you for your service,” the German said, and fired again. The back of Clarke’s head sprayed up the broken wall and he slumped sideways.

	Clancy sat frozen in the shadows, hands shaking, eyes wide. Could he really be seeing this? The German paused, scanned around the night-darkened ruin. Clancy held his breath as the man’s eyes passed right over him, but he went unnoticed. The shadows he sat in must be truly ink-black.

	The German sniffed, then crouched again before his items. He spread them out, took a handful of small black candles from his jacket and lit one beside each of the things the Englishman had delivered. He muttered to himself in German, then began that strange lilting speech again. It wormed in Clancy’s ears, made him feel nauseated. Before he could allow himself to think much further, he glanced down to make sure his weapon was ready, then sucked in a long breath. As his chest filled, he stood, levelled the rifle, and fired.

	The German cried out as his shoulder exploded with blood, the thick leather of his coat flaring out like a flower. He staggered sideways from his crouch and sprawled on the ground, turning to look with shock and pain as Clancy stood over him.

	“You scum!” Clancy yelled, and levelled his weapon to fire again.

	The German held out one hand, palm forward. “Wait, you don’t understand!”

	Clancy was pretty sure he understood more than enough. And this was war. He saw the German’s other hand inching towards the Luger that lay only inches away, where he’d put it down after shooting the English spy.

	Clancy yelled incoherently and fired again. The German’s chest spouted blood and he slammed back onto the cement ground. Clancy crept forward, looking to see if the man was dead. The German’s eyes were open and he stared up with undisguised hatred. Through blood-spattered lips he spat words in that foul tongue and Clancy felt himself struck, as though a strong wind had gusted cold rain onto his skin, despite his clothes.

	The German’s mouth split in a bloody grin. “You have no idea what you’ve done, but you’ll pay. When you finally die, whenever that might be, they’ll have you. You’re marked for them now. They shall have you and all you will know, forever, is pain.”

	“What?” Clancy managed.

	“You couldn’t even conceive of them, but you’ll suffer forever. Enjoy whatever life you have left!”

	The German’s eyes glazed over and he fell back. Clancy stood and stared for a long time, before he finally ran.

	He saw many other atrocities during the war, and still thought of that night often, but his life moved on. He only started thinking about the German’s words again, that strange sensation of cold impact, when his life moved on far enough that death once more became an ongoing concern.

	 

	 

	 

	Clancy lay in his bed, staring at the coruscating colours on the wall. Henry stood at his master’s feet, hackles up, growling.

	The curse that man had put on Clancy in those ruins had turned out to be real enough. Now Clancy’s age and infirmity were real enough. Even Nurse Chapman had kissed his forehead as she left, something she’d never done before. “Good night, you old rascal,” she’d said.

	Clancy had replied, “Goodbye, Nurse. And thank you.”

	She’d smiled and left without another word. She knew, and she knew better than to bullshit him. Clancy’s chest hitched with short, shallow breaths. He felt as though an anvil sat on him, its weight constricting every vein.

	“I got nothing left, Henry,” he said, a wheezing whisper. “I’m all done.”

	The old dog turned and trotted up the bed. He leaned in, gave Clancy a lick across one cheek.

	“I love you too, old boy,” Clancy said, then gasped, his heart stuttering. Blackness rippled in at the edges of his vision. He felt both heavier than lead and lighter than moonlight. Dizziness swept through the fear as colours rippled across his face.

	Whips of night writhed forward from the impossible portal on his wall, reaching for him. Henry began to bark and leap, running side to side on the carpet between the bed and the wall, snapping at every squirming arm of night that reached for Clancy. With each bite, the dark tentacle burst apart like smoke, retracted and swirled back into rippling colours of the irregular oval leading to even the gods didn’t know where.

	Through occluded eyes, Clancy marvelled as Henry showed a vigour and athleticism unseen for years. The old dog jumped, snapping and snarling. The dark tendrils took more cohesive form, became twisted parodies of people, their limbs unnaturally elongated, reaching, grasping. Clancy saw a hellish simulacrum of young Private Kelly, then Henry hit the apparition with his front paws. The young soldier swatted and struck at the dog, Henry yelping in pain, but his jaws, foam-flecked, ripped and tore. Kelly dissipated into black smoke. Clancy’s heart clenched tighter as he saw Sandra, still as young and beautiful as she’d been when she died in childbirth, but her face was a mask of rage, twisted in hate. She stretched and lunged towards him, but Henry worried her leg, dragged her back. He whined in pain as she hammered at his old brown head, but he surged up, tore at her throat, and she burst into clouds of billowing black.

	More questing tendrils, more slow and broken formations of people he had known, trying to get to him, their faces nothing but fury and hate. Henry let no apparition, no questing tendril of darkness, by him, biting them all into smoke. He staggered and yipped, blood tinged the foam at his jaws pink, but he was relentless. Repeatedly the dog glanced back, checking on his master, then danced side to side again on shaking legs, attacking the darkness.

	He's saving me, Clancy thought, incredulity pushing through incessant pain under his ribs. Old Henry, he’s letting me go without these things getting me.

	A twisting rope of darkness mutated into an arm, a hand, and slipped by the dog, wrapped swiftly around Clancy’s bare and bony wrist. Its touch was ice cold, and it sucked, drew Clancy towards the bottomless opalescent gateway. Everything that made Clancy who he was stretched and began to tear, eternal ice consuming him. A howl of triumph rose up, inside and outside Clancy’s head. Then the bed shook, Henry’s jaws snapped right by Clancy’s arm, sharp pain in his thin skin, and the coldness slipped away. Clancy felt himself untethered again.

	Thank you, Henry!

	The dog twisted and jumped, leaped back into the fray, biting, panting, growling, snarling. He began to stumble, old limbs exhausted, fur lost in patches, blood from his nose and mouth, an ear torn, but he didn’t quit.

	Untouched, unmolested, Clancy slipped from mortal pain into peaceful darkness, alone.

	 

	 

	 

	Henry the dog had no idea how much longer he could resist death.

	For so long it hadn’t mattered. Then age had begun to show itself and he’d wondered, would he live longer than Clancy? The master’s kind were close to immortal, after all, but eventually they too left for the shadowlands. He’d seen that before in the master’s friend, Bill. But Clancy was plagued by something and Henry refused to go until he’d seen the master safely on first. In his heart, he knew that was his duty. Clancy had saved him, when he was a puppy, taken him from that place of cold cement and metal fences. That place where he smelled chemicals and fear. That bad place. He refused to let the master go anywhere as bad.

	He stared at the coruscating colours where the wall should be, watched them slowly fade away. He sensed great anger and frustration, fading along with the gateway to the bad place.

	Panting, pain in every joint, Henry tried to rise, but collapsed back to the carpet. He let out a soft whine, so many hurts in so many places. He’d lost a couple of teeth, maybe something unfixable had happened to one leg. His breath was sharp and made his insides pulse with points of agony. For a while, he just lay there.

	Eventually he managed to clamber shakily to his paws, climb the three steps the master had put at the end of the bed when jumping up had become difficult. He staggered along the mattress. Clancy had gone on now, peacefully beyond into the shadowlands, where he should be. Henry had done his job. Clancy would have told him he was a good boy, and that was all that ever mattered. He only ever wanted to be a good boy.

	He lay and put his chin on the master’s unmoving chest, tried to get his own breathing back under control. His old bones ached, everything hurt. But he would be okay, he thought, for a bit longer. Perhaps the nice nurse would take him with her tomorrow, now the master was gone. She was always kind. Henry would be happy doing his best to be a good boy for her in whatever time he had left.
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Afterword

	 

	 

	I hope you enjoyed those various bites of my work. With any luck you found something in there to appeal to your reading tastes. With any luck you found a lot in there to appeal to you. Remember that Octavia E. Butler quote? “No entertainment on Earth can match a good story compellingly told.” I hope I manage that more often than not.  Thanks so much for reading. If you want more, head over here: Read more from Alan Baxter

	 

	 

	



	

About Alan Baxter

	 

	 

	Alan Baxter is a multi-award-winning British-Australian author of horror, supernatural thrillers, and dark fantasy. He’s also a martial arts expert, a whisky-soaked swear monkey, and dog lover. He creates dark, weird stories among dairy paddocks on the beautiful south coast of NSW, Australia. The author of over twenty books including novels, novellas, and short story collections, you can find him online at www.alanbaxter.com.au or on Twitter @AlanBaxter and Facebook. Feel free to tell him what you think. About anything.

	 

	 

	Read more from Alan Baxter

	 

	 

	Join Alan’s email newsletter

	 

	 


cover.jpeg
A HORROR SAMPLER
| NOVELLA
3 SHORT STORIES
& 6 NOVEL EXCERPTS

ALAN BAXTER





images/image-2.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg





images/image.jpeg





