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Derek Ericsson slumped at his desk, situated in the centre of a sea of grey cubicles in the northeast quadrant of the floor his soulless, heartless employer occupied.

Furthest from the convenience of the toilets, and the kitchens, but not far enough from the aromas drifting through the ventilation shafts.

Derek was in his forties, his balding pate inadequately concealed by his comb-over, with not nearly enough courage to shave his head and be done with it.

It was after six, and there was next to no one left in the office. He risked ducking down behind his desk to take a shot of vodka from the water bottle he’d decanted it into, and popped a mint in his mouth on the way up.

His bitch of a thirty-something overachieving boss would sack him on the spot if she knew about the day drinking.

And then he would be forced to stay home with his demon spawn children. Lucy aged three, T—

and Peter aged twelve.

As usual, he winced as he almost named Thomas. Beautiful, angelic Tommy who would have been ten this year, had he not been mown down on the sidewalk outside their home by a drunk driver when he was six.

Derek was haunted by the nameless, faceless driver who had never been found.

Lucy was his wife’s replacement child.

Somehow, she’d moved on, leaving him behind.

But he just couldn’t get past Tommy, the light of his life, now cold and alone in death.

“Derek, Derek, Derek,” she who shall remain nameless dropped down to his level in a cloud of some kind of musky perfume.

“What am I going to do with you?”

Derek slumped even lower, the picture of misery.

She put her palm on his shoulder and pushed him upright, “you know Wilkinson’s won’t stand for this.”

He refused to meet her eyes or say anything.

“Derek,” she shook his shoulder, “look, I like you. You’re reliable, and the best analyst in my team. I would hate to lose you.”

He risked looking up at her, to see her face full of compassion.

A tear leaked from his eye and fell on her knee.

She shook his shoulder again, gentler this time, “you have to get your shit together. I won’t be able to hide it forever.”

Another tear dropped, though his face remained passive and still.

“Take a month off. See someone.”

She stepped away and he heard her rummaging through a draw in her desk by the window.

In a few moments, she was back, pressing a crumpled business card into his hand, “see her. She’ll help. Now go.”

He dropped the card in his pocket without looking at it and scrambled to pick up his briefcase and leave before she changed her mind.

He risked looking back at the door as he left, “call her,” she shouted, “I’ll let her know to expect your call.”

And then he scuttled away as fast as he could.

«« • »»

Shirley Weaving, Private Investigator was at that moment enjoying an animated debate with Great Uncle Edward Weaving, her spirit guide about the relative merits of the old or new Magnum, and therefore which one to watch that evening.

Obviously, there was a clear divide between the living and the dead. They needed a circuit breaker, but then again, they often did.

Great Uncle Edward had insisted she take the old heritage-listed building with the grand façade, in a leafy main street of an older, well established southeastern suburb of Melbourne.

It was one of 25 shops running around the corner, along two sides of a large park.

Originally, shops had lined both streets, but these were all that remained, with larger modern constructions replacing the old before the heritage listing came through.

She, on the other hand, had been keen on the stark, ultra-modern office with the hip inner-city location.

But, she had to agree the location he’d chosen was delightful.

Her shop sat opposite the statue and garden commemorating the war dead, with a view through to the local sports ground.

The balcony of the flat above the shop had a good view of community activities all year round.

The shop front had beautiful stained-glass panels along the top, bottom and sides of the full-length picture windows. The wooden floorboards creaked reassuringly as she walked on them.

And her collection of random second-hand furniture collected from rubbish dumps and council collections somehow looked satisfyingly right in situ.

There was an excellent Chinese restaurant at one end of one leg, the post office at the other, and a magnificent bakery more or less in the middle. Not to mention a delicious café, small continental butcher, and an organic produce store. All the necessities of life nearby.

Within a five-minute walk of the tram terminus, and twenty minutes from the train station.

It was entirely possible Great Uncle Edward preferred this location as there was a “better” quality of ghost neighbours than the inner-city-working-class location.

The elderly owner died shortly after she moved in, and conveniently, the estate gave her the option to purchase the freehold.

She hated to say he was right, but she had to admit there was something slow and satisfying about the location, and her particular line of detective services flourished here.

Not that she made a big deal about that.

The day had been one of those slow days, the kind she usually associated with the calm before the storm. As if some beneficent entity gave her a quiet day to build her strength.

She’d caught up with all her filing, sent reminders for the overdue accounts, and in a burst of vanity, even cleaned the brass business plaque fixed on the pillar beside the door.

All the outstanding activities were taken care of, and there was nothing left to do.

She’d gratefully closed and locked the door, and climbed the wooden stairs to her apartment come storage unit above the office.

Once there, she opened a bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon, microwaved some leftover Chinese and opened a dialogue about whether to watch the old or new Magnum P.I..

Edward had to be convinced, if not, he simply cut the power. As he’d done with John Wick, claiming it wasn’t suitable viewing for a young woman.

She’d been forced to watch it at her friend Gabrielle’s place and had conveniently forgotten the small brick fragment she generally carried to permit him to visit locations with her.

“Someone’s coming,” he said, breaking into her point of Magnum proof.

She dropped her hand, letting the remote fall to the floor as she turned to look towards the window overlooking the park.

Not that she could see the street from the flat upstairs, but she could feel a tangled mess of black, orange and red moving along the sidewalk toward her. Its cold, sucking energy seemed to draw her in, and Edward put his hand on her shoulder to hold her steady.

“Whatever that is,” she said, “is like a black hole sucking all the life and energy of everything around it into itself.”

He grunted in agreement, “perhaps some kind of grief eating monster.”

She snapped her fingers, and a halo of gold-tipped white and yellow sprang up around her.

“It’s right outside the shop,” he said, gripping her shoulder more firmly.

They watched it looking in the office for a while before it turned and walked back the way it had come.

She let the halo dissipate and flopped onto the couch, “I’m exhausted!”

Edward sat beside her and grunted in agreement, “I wonder if that was the Ericsson guy Gabrielle called about.”

“I’d say so. She said we’d know what to do when he got here.”

“Some kind of exorcism?”

“Well,” she let out a sigh, “I can already tell there’s some massive thing eating away at him, but until we meet him, I won’t know what it’s going to take to strip it away.”

“No...

“I think maybe I might need to ask around my fellow guides...”

She took advantage of his preoccupation to start watching the new Magnum. When he realised, the lights started flickering, but then he subsided to the couch and enjoy the show.

The next morning, she prepared for the visit of the owner of the black aura by burning clove oil to purify the space, calm the owner and enhance her gifts.

She filled up the coffee machine ready to go, put the kettle on in case he wanted tea, and opened a fresh packet of chocolate biscuits.

As part of her preparation routine, she put on Never Mind the Bollocks, Here's the Sex Pistols, and jacked up the volume. Jumping, headbanging and dancing to dissipate the stress and tension that had been building since the visitation last night.

And to prevent it from getting worse.

What could the owner of such negative vibes need with her services?

Shirley was a fully licensed Private Investigator, and did all the usual kind of investigations; background checks, computer and phone forensics, missing persons, surveillance.

It was just, well, she had outside help.

So far out, it was from the Other Side.

From Great Uncle Edward.

Who added an unearthly dimension to the investigations.

She felt it approaching again and allowed the fear to shift her perception a little higher, before turning to look out the window.

Without her third eye, she would have seen a perfectly ordinary white, middle-aged man. Receding hairline, expanding waistline, bowed and exhausted by the weight of something.

With her third eye, she could see the monster he was carrying on his back. An awful, ugly, bloated monster. It looked kind of like a diseased, bloated corpse, crossed with an insanely large slug whose rows of sharp teeth were firmly locked on his neck.

No wonder he looked kind of wasted and greyed out with the weight of the monster.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” he said as she opened the door for him.

A crackle of energy heralded the arrival of Edward, “what in the name of all that’s holy is that thing?”

<I’m not sure,> she thought back.

As if the creature knew it was talking about it, it kind of twisted its head without moving and focused its small and beady eyes on them.

<What the fuck!> she thought.

“Indeed,” Edward said, and after a short pause, as if he’d just realised, “language!”

“Why don’t you come in and tell me about it,” she said, taking a step back and indicating a translucent folding screen with an oriental pattern, behind which a couple of cosy chairs were visible, but obscured.

“Sure,” he said and moved forward. He looked as though it was taking a lot of effort as if he was walking waist-deep through water.

She tried to keep her face impassive as the creature appeared to be trying to make him turn around and walk out again.

“Here sit down,” she said, “would you like something to drink? Tea? Coffee? Water?”

The creature recoiled, as though something had poked it. It writhed around on the man’s neck, and somehow, pulled itself inside the man’s body.

It seemed the clove oil was working, though not exactly in the way she’d intended.

“Coffee please. I feel like I need the kick.”

Edward turned the machine on, and the man turned to look at it.

“It’s on a timer. Milk and sugar?”

“Milk and two sugars,” he replied.

She’d previously noticed people relaxed when they watched a woman bustle in a kitchen, so she asked, “why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you while I make it?”

He slumped in an armchair and sank into himself.

“My name’s Derek Ericsson.”

Definitely Gabrielle’s guy.

She knew the nub of the
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