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Prologue 
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Early summer 1856, Vieux Carre, the French quarter of New Orleans. A black-haired man, tries to walk unnoticed through Jackson Square. However, when you are almost eight feet tall, it is difficult to simply just blend in with the crowd. Two children playing with their mammy in the warm evening, whisper to each other and point at the man as he turns down St Peters Street and heads for the river. A group of French sailors on the opposite side of the road stop and eye him in amazement as he ducks under a shop awning.

‘Ay monsieur, mind your ‘ed,’ one sailor jeers.

‘Oui, you might hit your ‘ed on ze moon,’ his friend adds.

‘Fais attention,’ the voice of a young French woman calls out from behind the tall man.

The man turns to see a tall, beautiful and by all appearances, wealthy woman in a dark blue silk dress and white bonnet walking a few steps behind him. 

‘Don’t you know who dis is?’ she addresses the sailors, but places a lace-gloved hand on one of the tall man’s enormous arms. ‘Dis messieurs, is the giant, Black Angus MacAskill. Tallest and strongest man in ze world.’

The man blushes, smiles and, with a nod, continues on his way.

‘I’ve heard ’e can carry a 300-pound barrel under each arm!’ a third sailor speaks up.

‘C’est des conneries!’ the first sailor calls out in disbelief. The lady in blue crosses the street to talk directly to the sailors.

‘It is true, I ‘av seen it at Barnum’s Circus.’ 

A young sailor with a blond moustache runs forward. 

‘Show me, monsieur, lift me up,’ he says.

Reluctantly, the man agrees and takes the sailor in his giant hands, lifting him onto his shoulder like a proud father with his infant child. Humid Mississippi delta air forms beads of sweat on his pale skin, but he moves on unperturbed. The crowd erupts into laughter and applause. The young sailor waves his hat in the air, ‘Allons-y!’

A second sailor runs forward and shortly a parade of people are following Black Angus, as he walks along the banks of the Mississippi, effortlessly carrying two grown men on his shoulders. The lady in blue leans against a discarded anchor, left to rust against a tree. 

‘Isn’t dis exciting,’ she calls to the sailors, removing her bonnet and letting her long red hair cascade down her back. ‘So, messieurs,’ she continues, using her bonnet to fan her face, ‘What shall we get ‘im to lift next?’ 
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Chapter 1
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Old Friends, New Enemies 

I hope your eyes tasted me, 

A taste worth the entry fee. 

But we will meet one night quite soon, 

I’ll bring my friend, the harvest moon.

––––––––
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‘You’re late!’ said the voice of a disappointed mother that Cinder had heard too many times to count. 

‘I was training,’ she replied. This made her mother look slightly less irritated. 

‘I’m glad you’re taking your training seriously, but you know I don’t like being kept waiting.’ Cinder could tell she was flustered because she was slipping back into her French accent. 

‘Yes, Mother. Sorry, Mother.’ Cinder tried her best not to sound sarcastic as she gave her standard reply to her mother’s reprimands.

‘I have someone waiting to meet you.’ These words made Cinder stop mid-stride. She felt like her heart was sinking into her stomach and she clenched her fists so hard that her nails almost broke the skin. 

‘Please not again, Mother,’ she pleaded, ‘you know I hate this.’ 

Her mother was a strikingly beautiful woman, tall and slender with sharp features; her long auburn hair, skin, and nails, meticulously kept by a team of people. Right then, however, no amount of external beauty could hide the foreboding anger rising quickly behind her eyes. She took Cinder firmly by her arm, forcing her to trip and fall uncomfortably against the wall. 

‘You will do as you’re told and you will earn your keep,’ she said, her eyes fixed on Cinder’s face, unblinking. ‘My friends pay handsomely for this opportunity.’

Loosening her grip on Cinder’s arm, she pushed her forward into a large, audaciously decorated room. The sitting room was just one of many in a house that, although it was one of the oldest remaining structures in the district, was still one of the largest. It was an impressive example of 19th-century architecture, built by one of the early settlers to show off the fortunes he had made on the goldfields. The original owner adding extra wings and buildings, each time he wanted to impress a new business partner or a woman he wished to court. Sitting high on a large outcrop, to the north it looked out on open green fields and forest that gradually inclined up from white beaches and out into the ocean. On the south, it looked down on the small coastal town of Heathcote. The house’s proper name was Berkley’s Manor, but now everyone, except her mother, just referred to it as The Big House. When her father was still alive, the sitting room was Cinder’s favourite place in all The Big House and for all intents and purpose, her favourite place in her entire world. Now that couldn’t be further from the truth. A gigantic, blindingly pristine white couch had replaced her father’s worn leather recliners, which made Cinder laugh to herself about a room that her mother did not allow most people to sit down in being called the sitting room. Paintings and wall-mounted maps had given way to gold, marble, and jade ornaments, and statues of all shapes and sizes. The smell of an open fire gone, now Clive Christian No. 1 hung thick in the air. Worst of all, the sitting room was the place where her mother introduced Cinder to her friends. 

Cinder walked out of the hallway, her arms crossed and her chin jutting forward. An old man with white hair and small dark eyes stood at the far end of the sitting room. Although he was a tall man, he appeared dwarfed by the high ceilings and sheer size of the room. ‘Good evening, Louvelle,’ he said. Cinder was unsure of which was more surprising–the man’s thick European accent, or that he referred to her mother by her first name. Most people addressed her as Lady Gevaudan or simply ‘My lady’. Her mother smiled and replied, ‘Good evening, Patru, a pleasure to see you again.’ This man must have been a close friend to dare to speak to her so informally.

Louvelle glided across the room, as if rehearsing a set of choreographed dance steps, motioning with her left hand for the old man to sit. Then she sat down herself; crossing her legs, hands crossed on her lap, and her spine perfectly straight. 

‘Could we offer you something to eat, Patru?’ she asked. Patru’s attention had shifted from Louvelle to Cinder.

‘No, thank you. I had some Chinese in the car on the way here,’ he replied, unblinkingly staring at Cinder. ‘You know how much I like everything oriental.’ 

Louvelle gave a polite laugh and nodded.

‘Yes, very well then. Down to business. This is my daughter, Cinder. I must apologise for her dreadful appearance; she has just finished her training for the evening.’ Louvelle turned her head towards Cinder and motioned with her hand for Cinder to move into the room. 

Understanding what they required of her, Cinder walked to a dark corner of the room and stood in front of a large window with her back to Patru. She pulled out a hair-tie that was holding her long red hair in a high ponytail. lifting her sweaty t-shirt over her head, she threw it to the floor. She then dropped her track-pants and stepped out of them, kicking them over to where she had dropped the t-shirt. Finally, she removed her underwear, added it to the pile of clothing, and stood staring at her toes. Louvelle rose slowly, walked to the end of the window, and opened a set of long white drapes. 

‘Come into the light, darling,’ she invited Cinder forward. Cinder paused for a moment, then followed her mother’s instruction. On the other side of the room, Patru coughed to clear his throat. His wrinkled mouth crept slowly into a smile, revealing moist, greying teeth. 

‘Wonderful.’ 

––––––––
[image: ]


Angus punched Dom in his left shoulder, causing Dom to drop his surfboard on his foot. Dom winced in pain momentarily, then quickly swung at Angus in retaliation. Angus easily sidestepped the blow with a laugh. As Angus removed his own, well-loved surfboard from the roof of his friend’s car, the last warm breeze of the day caressed his face, carrying the familiar saltiness to his nostrils and lips. He adjusted his wetsuit and tucked the board under his arm. Dom and Angus were often mistaken for brothers. Both men had the same mop of messy dark hair, pale skin, and tall, muscular frames. The fact that they were both wearing the same black wetsuit only helped to add to the similarity. Angus laughed to himself as he thought about this. Dom was not his brother, but they were related in some distant way that he had never cared to find out exactly. However, if there was anyone in the world he would choose to be his brother, it would be Dom. They had grown up together and shared every good day and bad day. As Dom inspected his foot and retrieved his board from the ground, a second car arrived. Gravelly rocks crushed underfoot as four more young men appeared from the car and greeted them.

They walked in single file, down a set of solid pine steps that cut their way through green shrubs and sand dunes. As the sound of the ocean crashing on the shore grew increasingly louder, they passed other surfers, leaving for the day. Both groups greeted each other with chin raising, but no words. Five years ago, when they first arrived in town, there were confrontations with the local surfers. The Heathies, as they called themselves, thought that night surfing was strange and stupid; making a point of letting the newcomers know this at every encounter.

For the first two weeks, Angus had convinced Dom to ignore the Heathies. But after three straight weeks of heckling, Dom snapped. When one of the Heathies pushed past him late one afternoon, calling him a ‘pale-skinned freak’, Dom grabbed the surfer’s board and forced it into his face; breaking his nose and loosening a tooth. A group of the Heathies came to help their friend, and a brawl broke out on the beach. Dom was only a teenager, but by the time Angus could calm everyone down, Dom had already knocked three grown men unconscious. After that day, there was no kissing and making up, but there was definitely a tone of mutual respect. Since then, the townspeople had come to accept these night-surfing, dairy-farming, day-sleepers, as just a bit different and not something concerning. Angus liked the anonymity that this kind of hiding in plain sight gave them.

The full moon was now shining over the tips of the waves out to the horizon, like millions of silver scales on the back of a black-skinned dragon, shivering in the cool of the evening. Angus caught himself holding his breath; his body’s way of stemming the flood of adrenaline. The sight of a full moon filled him with mixed emotions. It gave them light enough to surf well into the night, which was one of the few indulgences they allowed themselves. Unfortunately, it increased the danger and the likelihood of interruptions.

As the first wave crashed over his head, the dark cloud enveloped Angus’s senses, the chilling cold on his skin, and a muffled rumble in his ears. He imagined his anxiousness carried away behind him in the churning water and thrown onto the shore. Angus rose from his watery portal, transferred into another world, where all that mattered was him, his board, and the waves. Here, wrapped in this dark blanket, with his best friends – his family – it felt like all his concerns were half a world and a lifetime away. At first, he paddled out past the breakers and just sat floating with his feet dangling in the water.

‘You too scared? Need someone to hold ya hand, little girl?’ Dom had just caught one of the larger waves and had ridden it most of the way into shore with as many tricks and screams as he could get in – his usual attention-seeking way. He was now paddling quickly out towards Angus, with a stupid, large grin on his face. He continued the heckling. ‘Do you need some lessons? I’ll give a pretty thing like you the first two lessons for free.’ Although he would never tell him, Angus knew that surfing was the one thing that Dom really was better at than him. Dom had the right mix of natural agility, balance, and showmanship. And a general lack of fear. If they didn’t live a nocturnal life, Dom might have been able to make it onto the pro tour. Many an early morning drunken argument had started because of Dom’s desire to have a life beyond the one they had all been born into.

‘Are we surfing or what?’ Dom was now next to Angus, bobbing up and down on his board like some kind of crazy-eyed buoy. 

‘Just letting your head swell enough first so you’ll be easier to knock off,’ Angus quickly replied, before shoving him hard in the chest, sending him, arms and legs waving uncontrollably, splashing into the water. Angus then paddled as hard as he could to catch the next breaker and rode it in, laughing the whole way.

Angus had been surfing since he was ten years old, but he still marvelled at the feeling. Mother Nature freely giving up her power, wave after wave. Over the past few years, he had spent as much time riding these waves as he had spent with some of his closest friends. But just because this beach with its hills, paths, and dunes were like his second home, that didn’t mean he could take the ocean for granted. No wave was the same as the next. One moment he would fly across the ocean’s glassy surface, laughing into the wind as his hand trailed through the dark water towering beside him. The next moment he would be rolling around, churning in the foam, eyes stinging and lungs aching until he could work out which way was up. It had been a hot day, and the night was still warm. A gentle, off-shore breeze had been blowing all evening and cleared away any clouds – perfect conditions. As the hours drifted away, Angus spent less time watching the waves and more time watching the hill at the eastern end of the beach; he could see that Dom was doing the same.

Angus paddled out the back of the breakers, to a patch of calm water where Dom was floating face down on his board. Dom’s head was laying sideways on his crossed arms so he could see the top of the hill over the waves. ‘What time do you think it is?’ He called out to Angus when he saw him coming.

‘Maybe around 11:30,’ Angus answered, looking up at the moon. 

‘We might make it to midnight without interruption,’ Dom said. A small flicker of light appeared, momentary but bright, against the dark backdrop of the hill. Within seconds a warm orange glow was casting trembling shadows into the canopy of the hilltop trees.

‘You spoke too soon.’ Angus said, then stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly.

The fire signalled that it was time to go. With military precision, they were all out of the water, up the beach, and at the top of the stairs within a few minutes. They all quickly swapped the boards for balaclavas and weapons. Dom ran up beside Angus with a tomahawk in each hand, the moonlight glistening off the razor-sharp metal and his equally sharp smile. 

‘Okay, Black,’ he called Angus by his nickname, ‘time to go hunting!’

––––––––
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Cinder walked slowly back down the hallway with her head held high and her shoulders back, her face held resolutely in a look of complete disinterest. Despite her mother’s calls from the sitting room behind her, to not be ridiculous and get dressed, she was carrying her clothes bundled up under her arm. Her eyes were getting warm, but her determination held back the tears of rage; she did not want to show her mother any signs that might be mistaken for weakness. She made her way to the end of the hall before turning sharply onto a set of old cobblestone steps that curved down to a solid timber door. Cinder entered a large open space, which before Louvelle had it converted into a gym for Cinder’s training, had been the cellar. Louvelle sent Cinder here every afternoon, not that she minded. It was a place to escape and a good stress relief. Down here, she could also keep many of her father’s things, so it was the one place in The Big House she still felt at home. She dumped her clothes on a bench just inside the door and pulled on her t-shirt and track pants, before slamming the heavy timber door shut behind her. 

A patched and worn boxing-bag hung from a joist in the middle of the large room. Her anger at boiling point, and hands deliberately glove-free, Cinder made straight for the suspended mass. Flesh pulled tight over knuckles, she pummelled the collection of faces mentally imprinting on the dark leather. Louvelle, Patru, Louvelle again. Then a collection of faces she had no name to put to. Stopping to catch her breath, she wiped the sweat and tears out of her eyes with the bottom of her t-shirt; as she did, the face of her father came to mind. She stood for a few seconds listening to her racing heart, her eyes closed to concentrate on his face, his smell, his voice. A small smile crept into the corners of her mouth. As much as she wanted it to stay, her father’s face slipped away, replaced by another. A face that woke her in the late hours of the night, with sharp blood-stained teeth, a monster with dead eyes, dark and emotionless like Patru’s. Now Patru’s face was back. She attacked the bag with increased vigour. The skin on her fingers cracked, leaving small splatters of blood on the bag. The bolt holding the bag to the roof was starting to creak under the strain. 

Suddenly, Cinder became aware that someone was coming down the steps into the gym. She wiped her face again with her t-shirt and on seeing smears of blood, realised just how much damage she had done to her hands. ‘Oh shi...’ 

‘Language please, Cinder,’ her mother had just entered the room. ‘A foul mouth is not becoming of a lady, and neither are bloodied hands. How many times have I told you, girl? Wear the gloves. It’s imperative that we maintain our outward appearance. Speaking of which, I do wish you would do something with your hair. It’s your one redeeming quality when you let Simon do it. Anyway, come over here and let me fix up your hands. We have some things to talk about.’ She took Cinder by the elbow and led her over to an old couch that Cinder sometimes used as a bed, even though she had a giant, four-posted bed in her room on the top floor. ‘Sit.’ 

Cinder flopped down on the couch as Louvelle retrieved a warm, moist rag and some bandages from the other side of the room. On her return, she propped herself up on the arm of the couch and began dabbing at Cinder’s hands, shaking her head and clicking her tongue. 

‘Now, my dear, I’ve come to give you some important news. I need to go away on business with Patru and I’ll be gone all month. That means that you will be in charge. Now listen carefully,’ She squeezed Cinder’s hand and moved her face in close to Cinder’s. ‘It is very important that you keep going with your training and that you don’t do anything... silly. I’m placing a lot of trust in you, do you understand?’ Cinder nodded. ‘Tell me,’ said Louvelle, raising her left eyebrow. 

‘Yes, Mother, I understand.’ 

‘Good. Now my car’s waiting, I’ve given everyone their instructions and you have my number if you need to call me.’ Her mother got up and hastened towards the door, wiping her hands on the rag before dropping it in a bin. Turning to Cinder one last time before leaving, she added, ‘Don’t do anything stupid.’ Leaving the door open, Louvelle disappeared up the stairs.

Cinder sat quietly, wrapping her hands in the bandages, glowering at the blood smears on her t-shirt, waiting for her mother to get out of earshot. When she was sure her mother had gone, she leaped to her feet and ran screaming at the boxing bag, crashing into it with such force that it snapped the chain holding it and came crashing to the floor under her. Cinder rolled off, slightly winded, but now even angrier. Rolling back onto her left side, she continued thumping the bag with her right hand. New, light red blood started seeping through the white bandages. Cinder let out high pitch grunts with every punch, like two tennis players volleying for match point. 

‘She forgot your birthday again, right?’ Someone was standing right behind her! Instinctively, Cinder spun her body around, throwing out her leg to try to knock the intruder off their feet. The other person was too quick however, and simply jumped her leg, sending Cinder spinning and ending up on all fours facing an expensive pair of black leather ankle boots at the end of two long, tanned legs. ‘Hey, I’m on your side, sweetie,’ came a voice from above. A dark-haired woman with blue eyes bent down to bring her face closer to Cinder. ‘Maybe I should call you sweaty, have a look at you.’ 

Cinder took a moment to catch her breath before answering. ‘I should have known it was you Marraine, you’re the only one around here that can sneak up on me.’ 

‘You know me, sneaky-sneaky,’ Marraine said, reaching down to help Cinder stand.

Marraine was Cinder’s godmother; Cinder was not sure how old she was. Although she could pass for a woman in her late twenties, she had been friends with Cinder’s mother when Cinder was born, so she must be almost in her forties. ‘How do you know she forgot my birthday?’ Cinder said once she was on her feet again. 

‘Well,’ Marraine continued, frowning at Cinder’s hands, ‘she’s going away for a month and your 21st is in two weeks, so doing the maths she forgot your birthday, again.’  

‘How do you know she’s going away? I just found that out.’ 

‘Like I said, sneaky-sneaky. But don’t worry, I didn’t forget, I’m taking you out.’ Marraine skipped to the couch and slumped herself down with an expression of smug satisfaction.

‘Out! What do you mean out? She won’t let me out by myself.’ Cinder sat down on the fallen boxing bag, nursing her injured hands. 

‘You won’t be by yourself. You’ll be with me,’ Marraine replied, batting her long eyelashes. Cinder smiled at this and gave a little laugh. 

‘I think that’s worse.’ 

‘Besides,’ Marraine continued, ‘her ladyship won’t be here and, even though she’s forgotten, you’re going to be 21; she has no say in what you do.’

‘But I don’t have anything to wear. These were my best pants and now they’re, well, a bit spotty.’ Cinder looked down at her blood-splattered legs.

‘I have an entire ensemble picked out for you already.’

‘But...’ 

‘No buts, I’ve already organised for Bob to drop you off. My place, Friday fortnight, 5:00, bring some of mummy dear’s good wine. Maybe her 1907 Heidsieck – that would be fun.’ With that, Marraine got up and sauntered out as silently as she had entered.

The door to the farmhouse flung open. Dom was the first to stumble through, followed closely by his 16-year-old sister, Torry. 

‘Hi, Dad,’ they said in unison. A large man with greying black hair was sitting on an old brown leather armchair in front of an open fire. His kind, bushy-browed blue eyes hung heavy with sleep as he finished packing tobacco into a pipe with broad, calloused hands.

‘Hi, Uncle Gunn,’ Angus said, striding casually in after them. Gunn glanced over his shoulder, then went back to searching for a matchbox in his shirt pocket. He quickly took a second look, jumping out of his seat in alarm. Blood dripped from Dom, Torry, and Angus, covering them from head to toe. Their teeth and eyes, looking abnormally white through their dark red coating. 

‘Are you hurt? Where are the others? What happened?’ Gunn grabbed their arms and inspected their bodies for the source of the blood. 

‘It’s okay,’ Torry assured him, ‘it’s not our blood.’ 

‘Maybe just a little of it’s mine,’ interrupted Dom, with as much of a laugh as he could muster. ‘One of them got my leg pretty good.’ 

Angus moved in closer to the fire and found a tiled section of the floor to sit, making sure not to drip blood on the floor rug. ‘We all made it back fine. The others are getting cleaned up in the shed and the bungalow.’ Gunn’s expression of concern had now turned to one of confusion. 

‘But this much blood! You didn’t kill any of them, did you? You know that’s the first rule, we can’t have bodies turning up and police sniffing around.’ Dom muttered some indecipherable curses under his breath. Gunn turned quickly and looked his way ‘Be careful boy, my eyes might be failing me, but my ears are still sharp.’ Angus got gingerly to his feet. 

‘You can have the bathroom, Tor,’ he called out. ‘I’m going out the back to get cleaned up. And don’t worry, old-man, no bodies.’  

‘Old man! I can still kick your ass,’ Gunn said as he made his way towards Dom, rolling up the sleeves of his worn flannelette shirt, exposing broad tattooed forearms. ‘Now let’s have a look at this leg.’ He crouched down, pulling some thick black-rimmed spectacles from his chest pocket, placing them on the end of his nose.  

‘I have no doubt you could kick my ass,’ said Angus with a cheeky smile. ‘But with the way I’m feeling, I think Dom could even kick my ass with that sore leg.’  

‘What are ya talking about, princess? I could take you on a good day with two sore legs and my arms tied behind my back,’ Dom yelled at Angus as he left the room.  

Gunn took off his spectacles and rubbed his forehead with his thumb and index finger, as if he was trying to rub away more wrinkles before they formed, then looked seriously into Dom’s blood-stained face. 

‘So boy, why so much blood?’  

‘There were just so many of them. There must have been three or four of them to every one of us. I’m glad I talked Black into letting Tor come along tonight. It might have been too much. You did a great job tonight.’ He turned and winked at Torry, who had been standing in the same place since they entered the house, partly from shock and partly from fatigue. 

‘Thanks.’ She mustered a smile as she left. 

‘They were hungry too,’ Dom continued. ‘A lot of this is cow blood. We must have lost a few dozen of the girls tonight. At least that will make the milking quicker for you. Ouch!’ Gunn had pushed on the cut on his leg.

‘Go get yourself cleaned up and then come back here, that’s going to need some stitches. Oh, and I don’t want Tor to go out for a while, till things calm down. All right?’ Dom nodded in agreement and limped out of the room. Gunn slumped back into his chair, wiped his hands on his handkerchief, lit his pipe, and squinted his eyes as the first light of the day flooded in through the windows. He let out a long breath of smoke and watched it rise to the ceiling. ‘I don’t think we’re ready for this again.’

There were always dozens of people at The Big House. Besides the cleaners, grounds staff, and two chefs, there was also Louvelle’s security and countless others that came and went for business. Cinder had learned to trust some of them, but most of the time she felt that there were always prying eyes watching her. Luckily, The Big House was just as the nickname implied, big. The principal building spread out over two wings with three storeys. There were also four more peripheral structures scattered around the hilltop property and over a hundred rooms in total. Over the years, Cinder had learned how to move about the property unseen if she wanted. With her mother away, everyone appeared more relaxed and there were fewer people around for Cinder to avoid.

Louvelle had been on trips before, but never for so long. Cinder started the week keeping up with the normal routine of training and eating how her mother expected, but as the days went on and Cinder’s anger at her forgotten birthday increased, she became more and more unmotivated. By the second week, her 5:30 wake time had crept out to 9:00, her morning training hour was non-existent and her evening two hours of training was barely thirty minutes long. She had convinced the chef to replace her protein shakes with regular full cream shakes. 

The entire household was under strict instructions to not allow Cinder to leave the property without her mother’s permission and a security detail. Feeling particularly noncompliant because of the forgotten birthday, Cinder made plans for an outing. She organised for one of the staff, a man called Bob, to cover for her. Other than to be around to grovel for Louvelle, Cinder wasn’t sure what Bob’s job actually was. What she did know about Bob was his infatuation with Marraine. He was often eager to bend the rules for Cinder when she promised to put a good word in for him. Like everyone at The Big House, Bob was afraid of Cinder’s mother but had demonstrated many times over the years that Cinder could trust him. 

On Wednesday morning, she sent her tutors away, claiming she was sick. With Bob as her lookout, she rode her bike – unescorted – into town and bought herself chocolate and soft drinks with some money she had taken from her mother’s safe. She regretted this the next morning and had to send her tutors away again, as she had actually made herself feel sick. By Friday, she decided to eat more responsibly and attended her lessons. She was, however, too nervous about going out with Marraine that night to pay very much attention.

The people in the surrounding districts all knew that there were certain places in the forest that you never ventured after dark. Myths and legends had passed from father to son, mother to daughter, older sibling to younger sibling, and classmate to classmate. The tales that had evolved over recent decades were part of the local DNA. For the people of Brookesmarsh at the east end of the Alexander State Forest, it was a family of pumas, kept as mascots at the army base, released in to the forest at the end of World War Two. Further west it was the same story, but with bears, not big cats. And in Heathcote, every school kid knew the tale of the beast and Mr. Loo’s chickens.

That being said, it was no surprise that earlier that week when Angus and Dom found themselves standing in the silver glow of a crescent moon filtering down through the trees at the eastern boundary of their property, that there was no sign of any other people. It was also no surprise that the sounds of something large moving and breathing in the shadows was causing them a great deal of apprehension.

Angus turned to look at Dom and seeing the look on his face, asked, ‘Are you okay?’ Dom didn’t take his eyes off the tree-line.

‘I don’t know’. 

‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘One of them licked me!’ Dom was holding his two tomahawks in his right hand while he raised his left hand to his cheek. ‘It licked my face.’  
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


New Friends, Old Enemies
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Angus wiped perspiration from his brow with the back of his hand. A busy mind had woken him earlier than usual that afternoon. The strange night they had had and the memory of past conversations with Gunn warning him about being cautious when things changed were running through his head, making it impossible to sleep. Deciding some physical activity might clear his head, he made the short walk to a shed at the rear of the property. They had converted the unused building to a gym. There was no electricity, so it was nothing fancy, just a few old boxing bags, a mountain of free weights of all different shapes and sizes, and two large tractor tyres.

Angus dried his hands on the front of his pants, then jumped, taking hold of a length of two-inch pipe, mounted between two of the shed’s uprights, and began doing chin-ups. ‘One, two, three,’ he counted, each number coming out with his breath as he reached the top. ‘Four, five, six.’ 

‘Eleven, twenty-six, three,’ Dom had just entered, calling out random numbers to make Angus lose count. 

‘Eighteen, nineteen, twenty.’ Angus lowered himself down and dropped to the dirt floor. 

‘Why are you up so early?’ he asked Dom as he bumped past him with his shoulder. 

‘Who could sleep with you out here, moaning and groaning and huffing and puffing?’ He mimicked someone struggling to do chin-ups. 

‘One oh, two ooow. I thought Tor had bought one of her friends home from school, but then I realised she wouldn’t even be friends with someone that pathetic.’ 

‘Ha ha. You should do stand-up, funny guy,’ Angus answered, as he squatted and lifted one of the tyres onto its side.

‘Why? Cos I’m such a stand-up guy.’ Dom had a goofy smile on his face. ‘Thank you, thank you I’m here every night, tell your friends.’ Angus rested his arms on top of the tyre and shook his head from side to side before dropping the tyre to the floor again. Dom picked up a long metal rod with leather bindings that was sitting on a table in the corner. 

‘So, can I have a play with your stick?’ 

‘What?’ Angus nearly dropped the tyre that he had started to lift again. ‘Oh, it’s not a stick, it’s a naginata.’ 

‘It’s only a naginata if you get your blade out.’ Dom held the two middle sections of the rod and twisted them in opposite directions. A thirty centimetre double-edged blade shot out of one end. Angus rolled the tyre over one more time. 

‘The blades are only for emergencies.’ 

‘Maybe you should just give this to me if you’re not going to use it properly,’ Dom continued as he twirled the naginata around between his hands. 

Angus dusted his hands off on the back of his pants and sat down on the tyre. 

‘You’d miss your tomahawks. You can’t exactly go throwing that around... Shit!’ Angus ducked with his hands over his head. Dom had just thrown the naginata like a javelin. It stuck out horizontally from one of the shed’s timber supports, half a metre away from Angus’s head. 

‘I don’t know, that seems to work fine,’ Dom said with an evil grin. Angus pulled his naginata out and retracted the blade, placing it back on the table. 

‘So anyway,’ Dom continued, pretending not to notice the unimpressed look on Angus’s face. ‘Talking about never getting your blade out, that’s why I wanted to find you. I’ve got a plan for Friday night.’ 

Angus picked up a dumbbell in each hand. 

‘I’m sure I’m going to regret this later, but please go on. What’s your plan?’ 

‘Well,’ Dom sat on the tyre, resting his elbows on his spread legs, ‘there’s a new moon Friday so we won’t need to patrol, and as things have been so weird, I think we’ve earned a break. So... the boys and I are going out in Heathcote, and you’re coming.’ 

Dom could see the look of concern on Angus’s face, so he quickly continued. 

‘Don’t think about it, it’s just one night. I’m sure you can forget about being “Mr. Serious” for one night,’ 

Angus reluctantly nodded. 

‘Okay.’

‘Okay?’ 

‘Okay. But what’s this got to do with me getting my blade out?’ As Angus asked this, the childish look on Dom’s face helped him to understand the innuendo. ‘You’re disgusting. You know that, right?’ 

‘You love me. Actually, is that why you’re not interested in girls? Sorry, but you know there could be no future for us?’ Dom walked over, placed his hand on Angus’s shoulder, and gave him a mock look of concern. 

‘I like girls fine,’ Angus replied, as he pushed the dumbbells into Dom’s chest, making him take them. ‘I’m just a little more picky than you.’ 

‘I’m picky!’ Dom said, feigning offence. ‘They need to be female, human, and between sixteen and sixty.’ 

Angus just smiled and shook his head. 

‘Okay Mr. Picky, we’re going to make a deal,’ Dom continued, ‘let me know four things you like in a girl. If I can find a girl like that Friday night, you have to talk to her.’ 

Angus thought this over. 

‘Alright,’ he said reluctantly, ‘you know I like girls with red hair and green eyes. That’s two things.’ 

‘No way, that’s only her looks so that only counts as one thing, you’re not getting out of it that easy.’ 

‘Okay, well, she’d need to be tall, so I didn’t feel like a giant around her. She’d need to make me laugh, that’s three and four, um four, I know, she would need to like surfing.’ 

‘Alright then, a giant, Ranga comedian who has spent too much time in the sun. Easy,’ said Dom, putting down the dumbbells. ‘Let’s shake on it.’ They shook hands, then Dom jogged out of the shed, stopping to pummel one of the boxing bags. 

‘Yes! I’m so psyched, this night’s going to change your life man. I can feel it.’

––––––––
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Cinder sat staring at the girl in the mirror in front of her. She had similar features, but other than that, she was a stranger. After days of feeling both excited and anxious, Friday afternoon had come. She had just spent the last few hours being attacked by a lovely woman called Tina and a strangely feminine young man who referred to himself as “The Shaz”. They had come at her with tweezers, scissors, brushes of all shapes and sizes, and all sorts of lotions and potions. In the meantime, Marraine had fluttered around her flat, calling out instructions and encouragement, a glass of red wine in one hand and the other hand occupied by sorting out the multitude of outfit options that were now scattered unceremoniously over bed, bench tops, and furniture. Cinder was at least glad that The Shaz had left her hair long. Her mother had cut it off after her father died and she had spent the last three years refusing to have it cut. The Shaz had told her he was just going to layer it and give it some body and shape. Cinder was unsure what that meant, but was happy with the result. Not quite as happy as The Shaz appeared to be, who was now crying with joy into a large purple handkerchief. 

Tina had used mascara and a pallet of pencils and paints to magically double the size of Cinder’s eyes and eyelashes. She put the finishing touches on Cinder’s lips. 

‘There you go, beautiful, all done.’ 

Cinder stood up with difficulty. The boots Marraine had picked out for her had much taller heels than she was accustomed to. Marraine signalled for her to turn around. Sheepishly tucking her hair behind her ear and biting her now French-polished nail, she did a slow turn. The other three smiled and nodded in approval. Marraine had finally decided to put her in a long black fitted dress with three-quarter length sleeves and a high-low hemline. Cinder wasn’t sure about having almost all of her left leg showing, and the scoop neckline revealed more of her chest than she thought was necessary.

‘You look amazing, sweetie!’ Marraine whispered reassuringly, noticing Cinder fidgeting with the hem at her thigh. ‘There’s just one more thing I need to give you, to finish off your look.’ Marraine disappeared into her room. She returned a moment later, holding a small black box tied with a red ribbon and bow. ‘This is your birthday present.’ 

Cinder noticed some tears welling in Marraine’s eyes as she handed her the box.

‘Thank you.’ Cinder unwrapped the ribbon and slid off the lid. Nestled inside was a round pendant, just slightly smaller than Cinder’s palm. It looked very old but well cared for.

The pendant contained three principal parts: a silver loop around the outside, a tree made from seven gold strands intertwined, the roots wrapping around the bottom of the loop and spreading out into seven swirling branches at the top, and a full moon carved from a red garnet, suspended in the branches. Cinder lifted it out of the box, a long silver chain slithering out behind it. 

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said.

‘It was your mum’s,’ Marraine said. ‘She gave it to me when you were born and asked me to give it to you, when you were ready, and now you’re all grown up.’ Marraine choked on her words. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and said, ‘Let’s see it on.’ Careful not to mess up Cinder’s hair, Marraine placed the chain over her head and sat the pendant just below the neckline of Cinder’s dress, rubbing her thumb lovingly across it. ‘Okay, let me look at you.’ Marraine took a step back. ‘Perfect, you look just like a queen.’ She dabbed away another tear. ‘Okay, time to go before I wreck my make-up.’

There was a car waiting for them outside, but Cinder took no notice of what kind it was. She couldn’t stop looking at the pendant and moving it between her fingers. Not only was it the most beautiful gift she had ever received, it was also the only thing of her mum’s that she hadn’t had to steal and hide away.
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The chosen destination for their night out was a place called Paddy’s. There were only two real nightspots in Heathcote and Paddy’s was far more popular with the tourists and under-thirties. Paddy’s, was a two-storey bluestone building. Built towards the end of the 19th century. Its original name was St Patrick’s Guest House. After being vacant for some years, an investor converted the guest house into an Irish pub. Its position at the top end of the esplanade and uninterrupted views over the Heathcote pier made it an overnight success with the tourists that tripled Heathcote’s population over the summer months.

As they walked towards the door, Cinder started to grow nervous again. ‘Stop,’ she said, grabbing Marraine’s arm. ‘I don’t think they’re going to let me in. I don’t have any ID and everyone always tells me I only look about 16 or 17.’ 

‘They won’t even ask us,’ Marraine reassured her and placing her hand on the small of her back, lead Cinder in through the door. 

Just inside the doorway was a very large Samoan man wearing black jeans and t-shirt. He was sitting in a booth that was almost too small for his very broad shoulders. 

‘Good evening, ladies,’ he greeted them with a nod.

‘See, nothing to worry about,’ Marraine said after giving the doorman an appreciative smile. 

‘But how did you do that? I feel like Mother uses mind-control on her men, but not on ordinary, everyday men.’ Cinder looked back at the doorman in confusion as they walked further into the already crowded pub. 

‘Believe me, sweetie, you have all it takes to do a bit of mind-control on most ordinary, everyday men.’ Cinder looked back at Marraine, still puzzled. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Take a look around,’ Marraine moved Cinder’s head by cradling her cheeks. ‘All those eyes aren’t just on me. You’re a beautiful young woman! A sexy lady! A hot chick!’ Cinder pulled Marraine’s hands off her face and held them. 

‘Thank you for saying that, but I’m not. I know I’m not.’ 

‘Who says?’ 

‘My mother, at every possible opportunity.’ 

Marraine gripped her hands tightly and looked angrier than Cinder had ever seen her look. 

‘You listen to me. That woman has not acted like your mother since your father died, so I’m putting a ban on you calling her mother for the rest of the night.’ 

‘What should I call her then?’ 

‘I have a few suggestions,’ Marraine smiled, ‘but maybe it’s best if we don’t talk about her at all.’

Paddy’s was about two-and-a-half times as long as it was wide, with a high wooden bar that ran along the middle half of the south wall. There was an open section near the front windows, with a view out onto the beach. Upturned wine-barrels sat around the polished timber floor for the patrons to use as tables. Although it was still early, many locals and tourists already occupied the stools at the tables and bar. Marraine led Cinder to a spot against the wall opposite the bar, then went to order some drinks.

Cinder looked around the room, smiling nervously at anyone that made eye contact with her and adjusting her dress. Out of the corner of her eye, Cinder glimpsed a group that had just entered the pub. A group of seven men who were noticeably taller than most. One of them in the middle particularly caught her eye. Something in Cinder noticed straight away that he was the leader of the pack. She had had little experience with men her age. The look of his face and the shape of his body was pleasing to Cinder, but it wasn’t until she noticed others following him with their eyes, that she realised she was feeling attraction. She became conscious that her heart was now beating a little faster, and her cheeks and her chest were feeling warm. As he came closer, she became even more uncomfortable. He walked tall and confidently through the crowd with his entourage in tow, but he was always at the centre like a sun at the centre of his own solar system, Cinder thought to herself, unable to take her eyes off him, with the others like little planets caught in his gravity. She laughed to herself. There’s Mercury staying nice and close, then Venus, Earth, and Mars together against the wall. And Jupiter and Saturn further out, moving towards me. Oh, no! Cinder realised that the entire group was now drifting towards her. 

Cinder felt like everything had slowed and grown dark – everything except him, the sun. Now she was being pulled into orbit. He was looking straight at her; there was no mistaking he was coming over. I’m like the next planet now. What’s its name? Her brain spun. He was only a few steps away now. I’m like... I’m like... Now he was leaning in to talk to her over the music. Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, and I’m like? 

‘Hi, I’m Angus,’ the sun had spoken.

‘I’m like Uranus,’ the words escaped uncontrollably from Cinder’s mouth.  

‘You like my what?’ Angus asked, a cheeky smile creeping across his face.

‘No!’ Cinder blurted out. 

‘No?’ Angus had a mock look of hurt on his face and turned to look at his backside. 

‘No, it’s fine, very fine,’ she stammered. ‘I... the planet... I... I have to go talk to my friend.’ 

Cinder turned and hurried away, feeling extremely angry with herself. How could she have let a man make her feel like this? She was the strong, intimidating one. She spotted Marraine by the bar and hurried over.

‘He’s gorgeous. Why are you coming over here? I thought you were making a friend.’ Marraine looked over Cinder’s shoulder, took her drink from the bar, and raised it in the air, giving Angus a quick wink.

‘Don’t,’ Cinder said through her teeth, as she pulled Marraine’s arm down. ‘I told him I like Uranus.’ 

‘Wow,’ Marraine giggled, ‘I do have an exceptional butt, thanks, and talking about another woman’s body is defiantly a good way to get a guy’s attention.’ 

‘No, he thinks I meant his butt.’

‘Well, do you like it? Because it looks pretty good from over here.’ She took a sip of her drink, holding her straw with her thumb and index finger and waving at Angus with the remaining fingers. 

‘No!’ Cinder said again, moving in front of Marraine. ‘I was talking about the planet.’

‘Oh?’ Marraine’s giggle had now grown into a laugh. ‘Probably best to steer clear of the science stuff first up,’ she said, leaning in closer. ‘Well, whatever you said seemed to work,’ she nodded towards Angus. Cinder glanced over her shoulder. 

‘What do I do?’ she asked, seeing him coming towards her.

‘Don’t worry, just get him talking about something he likes.’ Marraine put her drink down on the bar and took a step towards Angus, stretching out her hand to shake his. ‘Hi, I’m Marraine, I think you’ve already met my friend Cinder, she’s into astronomy.’ She turned with a flick of her hair and a quick wink before returning to her drink. 

‘Nice to meet you, ladies. I’m Angus. Cinder was it? I’m interested in the night sky too. I like to keep track of the moon cycles.’ Cinder swallowed hard, her mind racing for a reply. 

‘I prefer the stars,’ she said after a brief pause, ‘I prefer when there’s no moon.’ Get him talking about himself, Cinder thought to herself. ‘What else do you like to do when you’re not moon gazing or meeting strange girls in bars?’ 

Angus could feel himself staring into Cinder’s eyes, but he couldn’t help himself. He had never seen eyes that deep shade of green before. Now those eyes were staring back. She’s looking right at me, oh that’s because she said something to me! Angus’s brain was playing catch up. What did she say? ‘I like surfing,’ he said after what he hoped was only a short time. 

‘I love surfing,’ Cinder called out excitedly. ‘Well, that is to say I love watching others surf, I can’t swim and I’m terrified of water, but I love to watch. There’s a surf beach called Tallo’s Bluff just down the coast from my house, do you know it?’ 

‘Yes, I’ve heard of it. We never go that far north, but yeah, I know where it is,’ Angus replied, beaming. 

‘So, I use my telescope to stargaze at night, and to watch the surfers during the day,’ Cinder continued before catching Marraine out of the corner of her eye, shaking her head from side to side. 

‘Do you ever go to the beach or just watch from a distance?’ Angus asked, looking puzzled. 

‘No, I don’t get out much and like I said, I’m scared of the water,’ Cinder replied as Marraine put her face in one hand and took a long drink with the other. 

‘You should come watch us some time,’ said Angus.

‘We’d love to,’ Marraine interrupted, coughing slightly as if choking on her drink.  

‘Well, we won’t be going for a few nights now until the moon’s back out, but sure come along then.’ As soon as he had said this, Angus realised his friends would not like the idea. ‘I’ll just go let the others know, and then I’ll come back and work out the details.’ He turned quickly and walked off to find Dom. What are you doing? He thought to himself.

Cinder turned on Marraine with an accusatory look. 

‘What?’ said Marraine as she flashed her perfect teeth and battered her eyelids innocently. 

‘What!’ spat Cinder, ‘We don’t even know these people, and did you hear him? What kind of people surf at night?’ 

‘Exciting ones. And very good-looking ones, apparently.’ Marraine’s response just angered Cinder further. She could feel her ears and cheeks getting hot. 

‘And the moon will be out!’ she continued. ‘My two biggest fears, the ocean and being stuck outside in the moonlight. What are we supposed to do, just hide somewhere and hope for the best?’ 

‘Shhhhh,’ Marraine interrupted her. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got an idea, you just worry about enjoying yourself birthday girl, which reminds me, you don’t have a drink.’ Marraine turned back to the bar and signalled to the bar staff.

In the meantime, Angus had found Dom sitting at a table at the far end of the bar with Duncan and Blair. Duncan, at twenty-nine, was the oldest of their group and at seven foot two, he was also the tallest. His bald head and bushy brown beard help to add to his commanding presence. Blair, on the other hand, had a cleanly shaven face and light brown shoulder-length hair pulled back in a ponytail. Blair was of average height but looked dwarfed by the other three. ‘Did you set this up?’ Angus said, giving Dom a friendly punch in the shoulder. Dom looked puzzled as he put his beer down on the table. 

‘What?’ 

‘I’ve just been talking to a very nice, tall, red-headed girl, who has the greenest eyes I’ve ever seen and who says she likes surfing.’ 

‘Nothing to do with me, mate, I swear, but well done.’ Dom raised his glass to Angus. 

‘What are you doing over here with us then?’ Blair interrupted. 

‘Um, well, I thought I should let you all know that I invited her to come watch us surfing.’ 

Dom, who had just taken a sip of his drink, spat some of his mouthful out and started choking on the rest. 

‘Ya what? Invited some girl you just met to come watch us, even I know that’s a bad idea and you’re supposed to be the smart one.’  

‘She’s got a friend,’ Angus stepped out of Dom’s line of sight and pointed towards the two girls at the bar. Marraine was now sitting cross-legged on a barstool. She pushed her hair behind her ear, laughing at something Cinder had said.

‘Great holy mother father!’ Dom exclaimed. ‘Of course, it’s always good to make new friends. In fact, I think we’re being very rude leaving them waiting over there.’ Dom jumped off his seat and put his arm around Angus’s back, patting him on the shoulder before walking off towards the girls, then remembering to grab his drink, said, ‘Come on.’

Angus caught up with Dom just as he reached the two girls. 

‘Marraine, Cinder, this is my friend Dom. He’s very excited that you’re coming to watch us surf.’ 

Dom did not attempt to hide the fact that he was looking Marraine up and down. 

‘Bonjour, mademoiselle,’ said Dom, cutting Angus off.  

‘Bonsoir. Est-ce que vous parlez français?’ asked Marraine, raising one of her eyebrows sceptically. 

‘Oui,’ replied Dom confidently, moving his gaze from her eyes to her lips. Marraine ran her tongue slowly along the front of her teeth and leant closer to Dom. 

‘Êtes-vous un cochon stupide?’ 

‘Oui,’ Dom replied again, moving over to lean on the bar in front of Marraine. She looked at him and rested her hand on his. 

‘Allez-vous continuer à dire oui, dans l'espoir qu’on aille chez vous?’ she asked. 

Dom now looked far less confident. 

‘Um... arr... Oui.’ 

‘Interesting,’ said Marraine, turning around on her stool to give her attention back to Angus. ‘So, Angus, Cinder was just saying she wanted to ask you about your tattoo.’

‘Oh, okay,’ Angus turned over his right arm to reveal a black anchor that took up most of the space between his palm and elbow on his muscular forearm. Cinder felt slightly embarrassed and could feel her cheeks turning red again.

‘It’s an anchor obviously, but what does the writing say?’ she asked as she took hold of his arm and moved in closer for a better look. Angus’s dark stubbled cheeks were now also turning rosy. 

‘Pride before your pride.’ Cinder read aloud the words on a banner that wound its way down the length of the anchor. ‘What does it mean?’ she asked, looking up into his dark brown eyes. 

‘I’m going to get some drinks and find us a table,’ interrupted Dom. ‘What can I get you, ladies?’ 

‘Red wine, please,’ replied Cinder, not taking her eyes off Angus. 

‘Surprise me,’ said Marraine, flicking her hand in the air as if to swat away a fly. Dom, looking dejected, disappeared to the other end of the bar. Angus looked over at Marraine. 

‘J’espère que... er... le loup ne vas pas faire envoler... la maison,’ he said. 

Marraine laughed. 

‘Oui,’ she replied, nodding at Cinder, ‘I like this one, handsome, funny, and smart.’ Cinder shot a look of concern at Marraine, but she was listening to Angus continuing about his tattoo. 

‘The first pride is like a lion’s pride. You know your family, friends, loved ones, the people that are important to you. So, it means putting the needs of all those people before your own glory. Your Pride before your pride.’ 

‘I like that. But why the anchor?’ Cinder asked, absentmindedly running her finger down Angus’s arm. He swallowed hard before continuing. 

‘My family has a long history of making mistakes while showing off. I’m actually named after one of them, Angus MacAskill is my full name, but Angus MacAskill or Black Angus was the world’s tallest natural giant, and some say the world’s strongest man. He was seven foot ten and could carry a full beer barrel under each arm. Unfortunately, one day he got too cocky and took a bet to lift a three-thousand-pound anchor. He slipped while he was putting it down and broke his ribs and shoulder and was never the same again. So, the anchor’s there to remind me to always make good decisions and not let arrogance get the better of me.’ Cinder, who was still holding his arm and looking into his eyes, suddenly realised what she was doing and put Angus’s arm down next to his side.

Dom returned with the drinks. ‘So, Angus, how did you meet these lovely ladies?’ he probed as his eyes traced the shape of Marraine’s legs.

‘Cinder told me I have a nice bum,’ Angus joked. Cinder’s eyes widened desperately.

‘No!’ she called, pointing a finger at Angus, and then, ‘No!’ again, as she pointed at Marraine, whose lips had curled into a grin. ‘I was talking about the planet Uranus,’ she clarified with Dom. ‘I’m into astronomy.’ 

‘Hey, I hear you. That’s cool with me,’ Dom answered, leaning on the bar next to Marraine. ‘I like watching heavenly bodies too.’ He handed Marraine her drink. ‘I could stare at Uranus all night.’ Marraine studied her drink, unsure of what the liquid under the mess of straws, umbrellas, and fruit actually was. 

‘I hear they’re looking for people to go to Mars. It’s a one-way trip, maybe you should volunteer, do the world a favour.’ 

‘Touché,’ Dom replied, smiling and handing Cinder her wine.

‘Oh wow,’ said Marraine, holding up her glass. ‘A French word he actually seems to know the meaning of.’ 

‘All right, all right.’ Dom flung his arms up in surrender. Angus and Cinder started to laugh.

Dom suggested they sit at the table with the others. As they all agreed and started moving off, Cinder pulled Marraine aside with a look of concern on her face. ‘My French isn’t very good, but I’m sure I heard Angus say something about a wolf, did he?’ Marraine placed her hand reassuringly on Cinder’s shoulder.

‘It’s okay, he just made a joke.’ Marraine said. Cinder looked puzzled. ‘I may have referred to the obnoxious one, as a pig who was just interested in getting me into bed.’ Marraine nodded her head in Dom’s direction. ‘Your boyfriend there,’ she looked at Angus, ‘said he hopes that a wolf doesn’t blow his house down.’

‘Oh,’ said Cinder, a smile creeping into the corners of her lips as they continued walking over to the table. ‘Hey!’ she said, after thinking for a moment. ‘He’s not my boyfriend,’ she called to Marraine as she moved off in front of her.

‘Okay good, you won’t mind if I take him home with me tonight then,’ Marraine replied with a cheeky wink. 

‘I... um... I,’ Cinder didn’t know how to reply.

‘Come on,’ Marraine said, walking backwards with a wide-eyed smile and her hand in front of her face, her index finger moving back and forth, beckoning Cinder forward.

Cinder was above average height, and in heels would usually look down on most men, but as she approached the table and Angus’s friends rose to offer their seats and introduce themselves, she couldn’t help noticing how tall they all were. ‘So?’ she said as she sat down on a stool that was still warm from Duncan’s rather large backside. ‘Are you all related to the other Angus, the giant, um, the anchor man?’ She asked. Dom, Blair, and Duncan burst into laughter simultaneously. Duncan’s wide chest heaved in and out and a wide smile appeared through his black beard. 

‘Did you hear that Black, do ya want us to start calling ya ‘Anchorman’?’ he called to Angus.

‘I’ve been calling him something that rhymes with anchor for years,’ blurted out Dom, in between laughs. 

‘Yes,’ interrupted Angus, shaking his head back and forth slowly, ‘unfortunately, this comedy trio are all my very distant family.’ 

‘Some of us are more distant than others, aren’t we hey?’ Duncan piped in, whacking Dom on the shoulder and continuing to laugh.

‘So, you’ve all got a bit of giant in you?’ Cinder continued when the laughter died down. 

‘We sure do have a little bit of giant in us. Would you like a little bit of giant in you?’ Dom asked, turning to Marraine. 

‘The giant bit sounds intriguing,’ she replied, while reaching out and playing with his top button, ‘but your little bit isn’t coming anywhere near me.’ She pulled her hand slowly back, wiggling her little finger in the air. The entire group erupted with laughter again, even Dom.

‘Are any of you strong like the other Angus?’ Marraine asked, looking Duncan up and down. 

‘Yep, I’m most likely the strongest one in here, strong enough to pick you up,’ Dom said as he grabbed a stool from another table and wedged it in beside Marraine’s. 

‘Um I think your aftershave’s probably the strongest thing in here actually,’ she replied while crossing her legs the other way and turning her shoulders so that her back was to Dom. ‘What does he do, bath in it?’ she asked Blair who laughed and nodded in agreement. Dom pinched his shirt and pulled it up to his nose, giving it a few good sniffs before shrugging his shoulders.

Cinder didn’t know if it was the joking, or the alcohol going to her head, but she was really enjoying herself. 

‘I’m... I’m really... strong...’ she called out in a voice much slower than she had expected. ‘TOO!’ she finished with a giggle. ‘Even stronger than Dom’s aftershave, which is very nice, so don’t listen to her.’ She leant across the table and patted Dom on the chest. 

‘Alright then, prove it,’ said Dom, grabbing her hand. ‘Let’s arm wrestle.’

‘I wouldn’t want to hurt you,’ replied Cinder, trying her best to keep a straight face. 

‘Hang on, hang on, the other boys’ll want to see this,’ Duncan called out before putting two fingers in his mouth and whistling loudly, waving with his free arm to the others, who were on another table a few metres away.

‘C’mon boys Dom’s gonna get ‘imself beat by a girl.’

A few minutes later, a small crowd had gathered around the table, all making pretend bets of one, two, or five dollars. Dom and Cinder sat opposite each other, hand in hand, with their elbows on the table, staring fiercely at each other. Blair stood behind Dom, massaging his shoulders, whispering words of encouragement into his ear. ‘Don’t hurt him, missy. He’s got to work tomorrow morning, and he’ll use any excuse to get out of it,’ Duncan called across the table. 

‘Okay, on the count of three. One, two, three, go.’ 

To begin with, Dom was merely playing with Cinder. He was smiling, laughing, and making mock grunting noises. Shortly though, Dom fell silent, his smile replaced by gritted teeth and a furrowed brow. Marraine, noticing that Dom’s hand was slowly but surely moving towards the table, sauntered behind Dom. She placed one hand on each of his shoulders and leant in very close, her lips just centimetres from his right ear. She whispered something that only Dom could hear, before running her tongue around the edge of his ear, from lobe to top. Dom sat up straight and his eyes looked as if they might pop out of their sockets. As he did, Cinder pushed his hand down to the table with a thud and rattle of empty glasses. Cheers and laughter erupted from the small crowd of onlookers. 

‘That’s not fair, not fair!’ Dom tried to call over the crowd. Angus came over and patted him on the back. 

‘You know what they say. All’s fair in love and war,’ he said. Dom looked up at Angus, smiling. 

‘Yeah, but I’m not really sure which one of those I’m in.’

‘What did you say to him?’ Cinder asked as Marraine sat back down next to her. 

‘I told him if he won, you and I would kiss.’ Cinder flashed red again. 

‘I... I wouldn’t... I... haven’t.’

‘It’s okay,’ Marraine assured her, laughing and poking Cinder’s side with her elbow, ‘I know you don’t kiss girls, I was just joking.’ Cinder looked down at her feet and then leant in to whisper in Marraine’s ear. 

‘I’ve never kissed anyone.’ Marraine started to laugh again, but when she saw the look on Cinder’s face, she realised she was serious. 

‘I guess I suspected that, but I had hoped things weren’t that bad. We need to fix that, sweetie. Come on, we’re dancing.’ With that, Marraine took Cinder’s arm and pulled her towards the front door of the pub.

In the front right corner, there was a small stage, and an area left free of tables for people to dance. A duo was playing music. A man and a woman in their mid-30s, dressed in all black. He had dark hair, wore a pair of thick-rimmed
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