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Chapter 1 - Study
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My name is Paul Blake and my adventures began the summer after I turned fifteen, when Mum and I came to live with Gran, in the Sydney suburb of Clayfield.

Gran had been forced into this arrangement because she had been diagnosed with lung cancer, and she’d need care during and after her treatment. She would have treated me as one more unfortunate symptom of her disease, except that I had demonstrated a special talent. Most peoples’ brains, when they met the supernatural, either ignored it or translated it to look ordinary, but I saw it clearly for what it was. This talent had resulted in a scary adventure at the end of which Gran had decided to teach me all she knew about the supernatural.

This was why, two days after that adventure had concluded, I was stuck in the lounge on Sunday evening, suffering extreme study, when the summer holidays still had two weeks to run.

You wouldn’t call me academically gifted, in much the same way as you wouldn’t call the sea dry, but Gran was not going to let that stop her. “Top shelf, third from the left, Paul,” she said, pointing to the bookcase in her lounge with her walking stick. The shelves ran from floor to ceiling and heaved with aging leather-bound books.

I stood on tiptoe and stretched my arm. I was tall, pushing six foot and still growing, but not tall enough. My fingertips brushed the bottom of the book’s spine.

“Use a chair,” Gran said, rolling her eyes. She wore spectacles with sturdy black frames and thick circular lenses, so it looked as though she scrutinized the world through safety goggles. Her helmet of thick gray hair now looked two sizes too big for her face, which had been thinned and lined by sickness. She was in her late-sixties but she looked closer to eighty.

I dragged over a chair. All the furniture in the room was of the heavy, old-fashioned sort that had been built to survive anything short of a direct hit with a nuclear warhead.

I climbed on the chair. The books were wedged in tightly and I had to pry out the one she wanted. It slid out with a squeak. The faded pink leather was soft beneath my fingers. Gran had assured me that no human skin had been used in binding the books, and in only a few exceptional cases had human blood been used as ink.

“This is Doctor Mordre’s famous work ‘Beyond Natural,’” she said, taking the book from me. “I believe it is the only copy existing in Australia.” She wheezed and her narrow shoulders shook as she stifled a cough.

I wasn’t convinced that a book with only one copy that no one except Gran had heard off could be described as famous, but she was talking about her own narrow field of interest. The only subject covered in her bookcase was the supernatural.

“I thought we’d agreed that you’d give me practical lessons rather than books to read,” I said.

“This has been the definitive field guide for over two centuries,” she said. She stroked the cover with her fingertips. She found it easier to be affectionate towards books than people.

I climbed down from the chair and she passed the book to me. As a training tool, I would have found it more useful if I’d been an apprentice bricklayer. I lugged it over to the coffee table and slumped down onto the sofa.

I flipped through the pages; they were thin like onion skin and made a crinkling sound as I turned them. “Ouch,” I said, sucking my finger. I had a paper cut. The pages might be thin but they were lethal.

“Use your gloves, you idiot,” Gran snapped. “I don’t want four centuries of knowledge being turned to mush by your sweaty paw prints.”

I pulled on a pair of white cotton gloves, one more item of clothing on a sweltering, summer evening. I was sweating in just a cotton tee-shirt and board shorts. The lounge was shaded by the verandah at the front of the house, but the sticky heat had still seeped into the room. Gran believed that air-conditioning was for wimps.

At least the book was written in English and had plenty of pictures in it. I stopped at a detailed line drawing of what looked like a wolf colliding with a man, and their organs splatting into each other. The page was headed “lycanthropes.”

Gran lowered herself gently into an armchair. “I want you to read the chapter on ghouls. The book is alphabetical.” In spite of the heat, she wrapped her black cashmere cardigan tightly around her.

I flicked back through the pages. The chapter before lycanthropes was on lurkers, whatever they were, and had no interesting pictures. I paused when I came across leeches. They had featured in my previous adventure.

“Ghouls, Paul,” Gran said. “Don’t take all evening.”

The large carriage clock, with the self-important tick, gave nine prim little chimes. It dominated a polished oak mantelpiece above an empty fireplace, which was surrounded by elaborately patterned tiles. Nine o’clock on a Sunday evening and Gran showed no sign of finishing our study session.

I found the chapter headed “Ghouls.” Below it was a vivid illustration. It showed ghouls, dressed in torn shrouds, dancing around a graveyard, leaping from tomb to tomb. They had long limbs, ugly faces, big feet and splayed hands with webbed fingers. I turned the page and flinched. Staring out at me, with wide bug eyes, was a drawing of a ghoul’s face. Its teeth were far too large for its mouth and had pulled its lips into a savage grin.

“Nasty looking creature,” I said. “How do you kill them?”

“Read the text,” Gran said.

“You could just tell me.”

“I want you to practice the noble art of studying.”

I glanced at the writing. It was organized into headings and subheadings and sub-sub-headings and each was numbered. “It looks more like a legal contract,” I said. “Is there a summary?”

“That is the summary,” Gran said. “The full text is a twelve-hundred page hand-written book that dates from the fourteenth century.”

I groaned. “This isn’t playing to my strengths.” I dipped into a sentence and my eyes slid off the words and bounced back to the face of the ghoul.

The front door bell rang. We listened for the wind chimes. They never rang in the wind, but they always sounded when something touched by the supernatural was at the door. This was a little worrying as they rang when it was me wanting to be let in. The chimes were silent.

“It’s only me,” Mum called from the verandah.

“Saved by the bell,” I said, pulling off my gloves and grinning at Gran. “I’ll let her in.”
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I jogged to the front door, my bare feet slapping on the polished wooden floor of the hallway. I passed Gran’s metal walking frame, draped with a floral blanket so that only its legs were visible. She insisted it had been delivered by mistake and she managed fine with her stick. Next to the walker stood a hat stand draped with coats, umbrellas and a range of battered sunhats.

Gran was keen on security and insisted that the front door and back door were locked and bolted whenever anyone was in the house. It would have been unfair to describe her as paranoid; for all I knew the supernatural might be out to get her. 

I pulled back the top, middle and bottom bolts on the front door, and then unlocked and opened it. Mum edged past me into the hall. I was a head taller than her and looked down on her bleached blonde hair, which hung in curls over the collar of her sleeveless denim shirt. Neither of us had any spare flesh on us, but Mum was slim while I was skinny.

“I need to have a serious chat with you, Paul,” she said.

“Paul is studying,” Gran called out from the lounge. “It will have to wait.”

“This will only take a minute, honest,” Mum said.

I re-locked the door and pulled the bolts across. “Is something wrong?”

“Later, Paul,” Gran called out. She broke off into a coughing fit.

“I’ll fetch you a glass of water, Gran,” I said. I beckoned to Mum to follow me into the kitchen.
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Mum sat down on a wooden stool. She splayed her fingers across the kitchen table and chewed on her lip, leaving bright red lipstick marks on her white teeth. I had the feeling she was searching around in her head for the right words to begin with. “I won’t be angry with you, Paul, but I do want you to tell me the truth,” she said.

I knew for a fact that she would not be angry. She had lost that capacity. During my previous adventure, the wicked priests of Cthisseris had used special leeches to suck that emotion out of her. She remembered nothing about what had happened, but the absence of her anger must have nagged at her like the gap left by a missing tooth. I’d grown up with her losing her temper at least ten times a day, and I was struggling to adjust to this new non-angry version of her. It felt like someone had stolen the weather.

I filled a glass with water at the kitchen sink. “What’s this about?” I’d try and be honest, but I didn’t want to commit myself.

“Were you snooping around Scag’s house this evening?”

“What?” I put the glass down. “Why would I do that?”

Scag Brayshaw was stupid, violent, and worst of all, Mum’s latest boyfriend. He and Mum had gone to school together and according to Mum they had had a bit of a thing going between them. He still lived in the house he grew up in, having inherited it from his father, old man Brayshaw. When Mum and I arrived to look after Gran, he and Mum picked up where they had left off twenty years ago.

“Someone was lurking in the backyard,” Mum said. “We heard him.”

“It wasn’t me,” I said. “I’ve been studying all evening.”

“Studying is overstating his efforts and attention-span, but he has been with me in the lounge.” Gran hobbled into the kitchen. “I thought if I waited any longer for my water I’d die from thirst.” She took a sip of water, coughed and spat blood into the sink.

“It must have been a cat,” Mum said. She sounded doubtful. “I’ll get back.”

“Hardly worth it,” I said. “You might as well stay home now.”

“I told Scag I was just popping out,” Mum said.

“To check up on me,” I said. The idea of me spying on them was gross.

“I told him I was checking up on my sick mother,” Mum said.

“And you can disappoint the nasty little piece of work with the news that I’m still alive,” Gran said. She rinsed her blood and phlegm down the plughole. “Tell him I’m hanging on until he does an honest day’s work, which means I’m going to be immortal.” She gave a bitter laugh that ended in another bout of coughing.

“You’ve never given him a chance.” Mum sniffed, looking down at the tabletop. Her reaction was painful to watch. Until a few days ago, her fiery temper could have stripped the paint from the kitchen walls.

“If someone is prowling around you’ll be safer staying here, Mum,” I said.

“What’s important is that it’s not you doing the prowling,” she said. She came over to me, stood on tiptoe and pecked me on the cheek. “I’d best go. I promised Scag I’d only be a few minutes.” She turned and scurried from the kitchen.

“Since when has he been so important,” I called after her. I didn’t want to leave Gran, who was doing a good job of coughing up her lungs.

We heard the front door open and close. “Bolt the door,” Gran wheezed.

I marched down the hall and slammed the bolts home.

***
[image: ]


Gran’s coughing fit subsided and we returned to the lounge. The book “Beyond Natural” lay open on the coffee table and the face of the ghoul grinned up at me. Below it, section 2.5.27 was headed: “Additional points of clarification with regard to the ambiguities arising from the ethical consumption of dead material that has hitherto been identified as at one time comprising a part or whole of a living and sentient organism.” My life was filled with more fun than I knew how to cope with. I shut the book.

“You need to learn to concentrate,” Gran said, standing in the doorway, leaning on her stick and glowering at me.

I ignored her. I had other things to think about. Mum might have lost her anger but she still had her wits. She was not easily spooked and if she thought someone had been prowling around Scag Brayshaw’s house then the chances were she was right, and I had an idea who that person was. His son Charlie or what was left of Charlie had come home.

Charlie had been the local bully, about my age, a little shorter but a lot beefier. The same wicked priests of Cthisseris who had sucked out Mum’s anger with special leeches had gone even further with Charlie. The leeches had sucked out everything, leaving him like a life-size plastic doll. When Gran and I had escaped with him from the priests, he had been sprayed with the milky fluid that the leeches produced. This milk had the effect of making him more Charlie-like, but that had been two days ago. How long did the effect last?

“I’m worried about, Mum,” I said.

Gran hobbled over to her armchair. “Worry won’t help her.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m going to have a look around Scag Brayshaw’s place. I think it’s Charlie who is lurking around there.”

“I don’t recommend it,” Gran said. The body of her walking stick shimmered and writhed, and its handle twisted towards me. It was a snake’s head. Two cold black eyes stared at me and a forked tongue flicked from its mouth.

Gran’s stick was supernatural and had what I thought of as three settings. Most of the time it functioned as an ordinary walking stick; however, in this second setting the handle became a snake’s head while the rest of the stick had a snake’s body that stayed rigid, only the head moved. This was the setting that she used when she recited magical chants. In this setting, most people still saw it as an ordinary stick, but people with supernatural ability like me were able to see the snake’s head. In the third setting, the stick became a real snake, which was able to leave her hand and move independently. The way she described it, the snake had its own free will and intelligence, but a kind of telepathic link existed between it and her.

Gran stroked the snake’s head with the tips of her fingers. “And what would you do if you were right about Charlie?”

“Help him,” I said. 

“You don’t know how to.”

“I’m not turning my back on him.” I leaned forward. “He’s our responsibility.”

She raised her snake stick. “I can prevent you from leaving.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “If you do, I’ll never read another word from any of your books.”

“You are a foolish, headstrong boy.” She frowned and lowered the snake stick. “Talk to Charlie if you find him, but don’t try to tackle him on your own.”
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Chapter 2 - Stakeout
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I paused on the wooden verandah at the front of the house, letting my eyes adjust to the dark. It was a clear night, and a half moon had risen together with a sprinkling of stars. Behind me, on the other side of the door, I heard Gran slide the bolts home. I jogged down the twisting brick path that led to our front gate. The lemon tree in the front garden flavored the heavy, baked air with the sharp tang of ripe lemons.

At the gate, I glanced back. Gran’s house was single storey, narrow but extending a long way back. It had been built long ago with red bricks from the Clayfield kilns. A concrete driveway ran down one side and on the other side a narrow weed filled gap and a wooden fence separated it from its neighbor.

I checked the street in both directions. An old man walked by with his head lowered and a small white dog, like a mop-head, waddling behind him. A car drove by and its headlights illuminated us for a moment. I had to remember this was Clayfield, an ordinary Sydney suburb. If I acted like I was a secret agent on a special mission, I would draw attention to myself.

I strolled down the street in the direction of Scag Brayshaw’s house. My feet crunched on a shard from a broken beer bottle, and I was glad I’d taken the time to put my trainers on before leaving. I had the lights from houses and the puddles of light from the streetlights to see by.

The houses on our street, Warbler Street, had sprung up at different times and each had evolved in its own way so that no two were the same. I knew when I’d reached Scag Brayshaw’s house by the trucks and the smell. His father, old man Brayshaw, had built his business out of rubbish, according to Gran. He had charged people to collect it from them, and then he resold anything of value and dumped what was left in the local creek. Scag Brayshaw had taken over the business and he had two trucks, both white beneath the dirt; one was parked in his driveway and the other one on the street. The summer had been hot and dry and the use of hosepipes had been banned. The unwashed trucks smelled like a huddle of tramps in a doorway.

I noticed a car parked on the opposite side of the street, facing me, positioned midway between the streetlights. I recognized the shapes of the car’s two occupants. Filling up the driver’s seat was a large woman with spiked hair and a fleshy, cube-shaped head perched on top of a cube-shaped body. This was Betty, a brick wall on legs. In the passenger seat, her face illuminated by the blue glow of her computer screen, was a slim lady with fluffy white hair. This was Marj, who had the knack of being able to access useful data from private databases; hacking was the technical term for it.

Gran, Betty and Marj were the last remaining members of the Clayfield Ladies Historical Society. The society was a cover for this group of elderly ladies to study the supernatural and to police it. I considered myself an honorary member.

Betty was looking in my direction and she put a phone to her ear. I pretended I had not seen them, but I wondered what the Ladies Historical Society was up to and why they had not involved me. After all, I was younger and fitter than any of them.

With Betty and Marj out the front, it made sense for me to take up position at the back of the house. I thought that was the more likely direction for an intruder to come from.

I studied the house. It consisted of two floors; the lower floor was red brick and later someone had used wooden timbers to add on the upper floor. The roof was corrugated steel. The front garden had been concreted over and was lit by a light above the front door. This was a useful safety feature as the garden was strewn with a stack of mattresses, a broken washing machine, a steel sink and a portable toilet lying on its side.

I slid along the driveway in the shadow of the truck. A padlocked wire gate barred access to the side of the house. It rattled as I climbed over it and dropped down on the other side. I had been cross when Mum had accused me of snooping and lurking, and now that was exactly what I was doing. If they caught me I would have some explaining to do.

Crouching down below the level of the windows, I sneaked along the concrete drive that ran beside the house. The blinds were down and only a little light seeped out. I edged around a large air-conditioning unit on a concrete slab that was working hard to keep the house cool. The sound was like a plane’s engine just before takeoff. I grinned. It would cover a lot of my noise.

I reached the back of the house and surveyed it from the shadow of a rainwater tank. The back door opened onto a brick patio with a plastic awning. Beyond this was a washing line with a single pair of limp, sagging boxer shorts pegged on it. The driveway ended in a garage wide enough for two cars. The rest of the yard was concreted and separated from its neighbors by a battered wooden fence. It was home to piles of junk.

I sneaked between a stack of weathered old bricks and a car engine. A complete tiled fireplace lay shrouded beneath white plastic sheeting. I slipped past a line of three porcelain toilet bowls and a pile of roofing slates before squatting down next to a stack of timber covered by a blue tarpaulin. From this concealed vantage point, I had a view of the back of the house and anyone entering the backyard.

I waited in the darkness. The back of my neck tickled. I scratched at it. Something scurried across my fingers and down my arm. I flapped at it and bruised my knuckles on the timber next to me. Whatever it was, it had gone. I took a deep breath and counted to ten, letting myself relax.

I scanned the junk piles. A plump-bellied spider was building a web between the handles of a rusty lawnmower. It had its anchor threads and a frame in place. I watched fascinated as it shuttled around filling in the rest of its net.

A light came on in the back of the house. The pane of wavy glass in the back door glowed yellow and spread a little light onto the patio. To the right of the door a set of blinds across a window let out thin horizontal stripes of light. I heard voices from inside the house. I leaned forward, almost able to make out the words. The plumbing gurgled as water drained through it, drowning out the voices.

I wanted to sneak closer and listen in on their conversation, but I reminded myself that I had come here to keep an eye out for Charlie, not to lurk about behaving like a nasty little snoop. The pipes stopped gurgling and once more I heard the voices, a deep-voiced man, louder than before, and a softer woman’s voice, Scag Brayshaw and Mum.

I sat back on my haunches determined not to listen. From the corner of my eye, I saw a movement off to my right. I jerked my head around and almost over-balanced. A pair of green eyes stared at me then the outline of a cat ran along the top of the fence and jumped down into the backyard, without making a sound.

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. I had a feeling I was being watched. It’s the cat, I told myself. The feeling remained. I slowly turned my head, staring hard as though I could peer through the piles of junk. Had the layout of the shadows changed? Was that area between the garage and a stack of clay pipes darker than before? I strained my eyes. Was that the outline of an arm draped across the pipes? Could that be a head turned in my direction?

“Charlie, is that you?” I whispered.

A skittering sound came from the plastic roof of the patio. I glanced in that direction then looked back at the pipes. Was the arm still there? It was. Had it moved?

“I’m here to help you,” I hissed.

A bird flapped its wings and took off from the patio roof. From below came a soft mew of disappointment. 

“Just shut up.” A man’s voice, loud and angry, came from the house.

“Calm down, Scag. You’re
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