
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Fear Collectors

Lauren E. Mitchell

 



Shooting Star Press

First published in Australia in
2019

by Shooting Star Press

PO Box 6813, Charnwood ACT 2615

info@shootingstar.pub

www.shootingstar.pub

ABN 63 158 506 524

Copyright © 2019 Lauren E. Mitchell

The right of Lauren E. Mitchell to be
identified as the author of this work has been asserted by them in
accordance with the Copyright Amendment (Moral Rights) Act
2000. All rights reserved.

Other than brief extracts, no part of
this publication may be produced in any form without the written
consent of the Publisher. The Publisher makes no representation or
warranty regarding the accuracy, timeliness, suitability or any
other aspect of the information contained in this book and cannot
accept any legal responsibility or liability for any errors or
omissions that may be made.

A catalogue record for this book is
available from the National Library of Australia.

MITCHELL, Lauren E.
The Fear Collectors
ISBN: 978-1-925821-19-2 print

ISBN: 978-1-925821-20-8 ebook

Edited by Katie Taylor

Typesetting by Debbie Phillips, DP Plus

Publication design by Wolfgang Bylsma


Contents

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Epilogue

About the Author






 



For Danny, who keeps my nightmares at
bay.

 



Prologue

 The man in the
white coat dusted his gloved hands together as if brushing away a
fly, letting out a sigh just loud enough to let his colleague know
how he felt.

‘It’s the third time in six
months. People are going to start noticing, no matter what steps we
take to cover up. If there are endless “equipment malfunctions”,
then sooner rather than later someone is going to be out here
poking around, trying to discern the cause of the malfunction, and
they’re going to find out.’

His colleague placed a hand on
his shoulder. It was not intended to comfort him so much as it was
intended to remind him that, if anything happened, they were in the
same boat and would sink together. ‘Don’t let it raise your stress
levels,’ she said. ‘That’s not in your job description.’

He laughed in surprise.

‘Everything will be all right.
I have the PR department working on it already.’

‘You don’t mean you have so
little faith in me that you couldn’t wait until she was dead before
you acted?’

‘No. We merely need to be
prepared for every contingency, every situation that may arise.
There is nobody better placed to react swiftly than we.’ She
squeezed his shoulder and then moved away, stripping off her gloves
and flicking them expertly into the disposal unit by the door,
which immediately roared into action, chewing the latex into
nothingness. ‘Besides, there is a convenient difference with this
one,’ she added, as her eyes went to the screen to the left of the
door.

‘Oh?’

‘The family is dead. Killed in
a car accident. PR informs me that they were on their way here. The
accident has not yet been noted. It will be simple to turn it into
a car accident on their way home from collecting their
beloved daughter.’

The man in the white coat
looked down at the pale form lying on the stainless steel table.
Eyes closed as if asleep, she appeared untouched. ‘Was there a
fire?’ he asked softly.

‘If you like.’

The man in the white coat
selected a scalpel from the tray of instruments beside the table.
‘I’ll hurry.’

‘Take your time,’ his colleague
said, eyes fixed on the lines of text scrolling on the screen,
updating the situation. ‘We’re sending someone straight there to
conceal the evidence of the incident until you’re ready to make
your contribution.’

‘I like it when you give me
good news,’ said the man in the white coat, using the scalpel to
remove the dead girl’s nightgown with minimal fuss.

‘I’m going to go on down to Six
and see—’ Her words were cut off by the sound of a scream coming
from the speaker mounted over the screen. The view abruptly changed
from the lines of scrolling text to an image of a white room. A
young man was standing in its centre, screaming for no immediately
apparent reason.

Get them off me! Get them
off!

‘His stats are soaring,’
said the woman.

‘Not another one so soon.’

The screaming spiralled up,
peaked, and then cut off. The young man in the picture collapsed,
sobbing, to the floor. Seconds later a nurse entered the room. He
raised his head, managing a watery smile as she spoke
soothingly.

‘I think I’m getting better at
coping,’ he told the nurse, his voice tinny through the
speaker.

The man in the white coat
looked at his colleague. ‘Perhaps you’d better go down there after
all. He’s a healthy specimen. He’s bound to be ready for the next
stage.’

They both smiled.


Chapter One

 ‘Erica, can you turn
that down, please?’

Erica Sayle looked up from the
computer monitor. Missy stood in the doorway, one hand on the frame
as if for balance. ‘Huh? Oh, sorry, possum, I didn’t realise it was
so loud.’ She lowered the volume. ‘Better?’

‘Yeah. I could hear it from my
room.’

‘How’s the studying going?’

‘If I ever see another maths
practice exam I’m going to set it on fire.’

‘I know what you mean,
jellybean. Those things are hell in the form of paper and ink. Did
you sleep okay last night?’

‘Sort of. I only woke up three
times. But …’ Missy hesitated. ‘The nightlight was
flickering.’

‘Oh, possum, it’s probably just
the globe. Do you want me to change it for you?’

‘I can change my own globe. I
did it yesterday morning, because it blew during the night. It’s
not the globe.’

Erica paused the DVD and
swivelled around on her chair to face her sister. ‘You don’t think
something’s doing it on purpose, do you?’ Missy shrugged. ‘If it’s
not the globe, then maybe the wiring’s going. Get Dad to look at
it.’

‘Okay. I mean, I know that it’s
not really something there—’ Missy’s thoughts failed her and she
flapped one hand helplessly. ‘That’s just stupid. But sometimes it
doesn’t seem stupid.’

‘Go study, possum. Big week
coming up.’ Erica watched her sister go back down the hallway to
her own room. Missy seemed so fragile sometimes, as if she would
snap in half if anyone touched her. The skin under her eyes was
frequently touched with dusky purple from lack of sleep; it made
her face look even paler, hollowed, as if the skull underneath had
surfaced. Her white-blonde hair fell fine and wispy around her
face. Ghost hair.

Stop it!

Erica unpaused the DVD. She
really had turned it up too loudly. Even if Missy weren’t so
constantly jumpy, the shrieks and howls from the movie would be
distracting. Erica sometimes forgot how hard high school could be;
it was long behind her now. And besides, Missy had that other thing
to worry about on top of exams. The most Erica had had to worry
about in the last week, other than her sister, was whether or not
the photocopier was out of toner.

Great. Now she felt guilty for
not having enough problems.

She watched the rest of the
movie, tipped back in her chair so far that she nearly overbalanced
it. She could occasionally hear the lawnmower going outside as her
father neatened up the back yard, and if he was out there then her
mother was probably out there too, weeding or trimming or doing
some sort of spring cleanup, ensuring that the dead dry plants were
well away from the house before bushfire season started. It was a
nice day, though she’d closed the blinds partway to cut the
sun-glare on her monitor. Maybe they’d fit in a swim later on if
the evening stayed warm, and if the pool lights were working.






Missy woke her up at three the next
morning, screaming. Erica stumbled down the hallway and into
Missy’s room, snapping the overhead light on. Missy was curled into
a ball against the head of the bed, staring at nothing, hitching in
a breath for another scream. The nightlight had burnt out again.
Erica sat down on the edge of the bed and put her arms around her
sister, holding her close. Missy’s hair still smelled like
chlorine. It was the one note that convinced Erica that she was
actually awake.

‘What if I put the hall light
on?’ she suggested. ‘That should be almost as light as your
nightlight, then, and you’ll be able to see.’

‘You hate having that light
on.’

‘I can put the door snake down
and the light won’t come in. It’s okay.’

‘Is everything all right?’
Their father stood just outside the doorway, hesitant.

‘It will be,’ Erica said. ‘I
mean, this time next week, exams will be over. I know they gave
me nightmares.’ She felt rather than heard Missy giggling.
It was good to know that she could still laugh even after freaking
out like that.

‘As long as you’re
sure …’

‘I’m going to put the hall
light on. Dad and I are going back to sleep and I suggest you do
the same,’ Erica said firmly. ‘I’ve got to get up soon.’ She kissed
the top of Missy’s head and stood up. ‘We all do.’






Four hours later, Monday morning didn’t
seem any less surreal. She was getting used to sleepwalking through
the first hour or so, and she spent most of that on the bus into
work anyway. Missy’s first exam wasn’t until the afternoon, so at
least she got to sleep in. The one thing that Erica could
clearly remember about high school and most of university was that
all of her exams had been morning ones.

Doubtless she’d been meant to
be learning something from all of her years of schooling beyond the
concept of morning exams sucking gnarled hairy monkey balls, but it
had all gone right out of her head.

Erica got off the bus and
bought a newspaper on her way to work from the bus stop, tucking it
into her bag as she crossed the road. She went into work, twitching
at her shirt collar and smoothing the train-seat-rumples out of her
skirt as she walked through the automatic doors. One of the program
directors was looking for a PA, and if she was lucky, the interview
would be today. If she was unlucky, then she’d spend another six
weeks loading printer paper and answering the phone before
something else came up. Not that she minded doing office work. She
was putting most of her money into a savings account anyway. She’d
worry about getting a classier job when she could afford to move to
a suburb where there were classier jobs. Although PA to a
radio station program director sounded all right, the fact that it
was a country radio station that had reception in only a small area
made it less impressive. Still, she was lucky enough to have
parents who didn’t mind her staying at home until she had the money
to go where she wanted to go, and there was usually enough left out
of her pay each fortnight to buy a new DVD or book.

She’d bought a lot of DVDs and
books in her time, as a matter of fact. The walls of her bedroom
were lined with shelves piled high with Stephen King novels, Dean
Koontz novels, the entire Fear Street series (from her younger
years), and dozens of horror DVDs. Erica was a horror fanatic, and
Missy was her exact opposite. Erica had never been able to plough
through The Lord of the Rings even once, making it as far as
the Council of Elrond before slamming the book shut in disgust, but
Missy reread it once a year, always in winter, curled up on the
floor near the central heating duct in her room with a doona and
pillows making a nest. Erica’s winter reread was The Stand,
because it added to the atmosphere during flu season. And she
always looked forward to October, when the horror movies hit the
cinemas for Halloween, whereas Missy liked nothing better than to
dress up for the Harry Potter movie opening nights.

Erica dropped her bag behind
the reception desk and spread out her newspaper, then went back
into the tearoom to get a cup of tea. She had an hour before the
front door would open, and it wasn’t as if they got many visitors,
but there might be phone messages to note down off the answering
machine.

Brad from the morning team was
in the tearoom, shoving coins into the vending machine as fast as
he could as an ad for a car dealership played over the speakers
that were everywhere in the building. He gave her a quick wave and
smile as he scooped up his bag of cheese and onion chips and
hurried back to the studio. For a small radio station, everyone got
a lot of bustling around done. Except Erica. She sometimes wondered
why they bothered having a receptionist.

Tea made, Erica sat down at her
desk, started the computer, and checked the machine for messages.
One message, but the caller said nothing—it sounded like they’d
been standing in a high wind, and maybe they hadn’t heard the beep
or something. Erica deleted it.

That was about the most
exciting thing that happened all day. She didn’t get her interview,
which meant that she was going to have to keep dressing up until
she did. She wrote job ads in her head:

Wanted: Someone who will sit
behind a desk all day, answer the phone twice, and otherwise be
bored out of their skull. Must be willing to clean the coffee
machine, including the skanky milk hoses, and consequently smell
like off milk for the rest of the day because the soap dispensers
in the toilets didn’t get refilled again. Must also like
photocopier toner, especially having it all over their hands.
Willingness to smile and nod when the program directors stop by
your desk to talk about ‘nash’ and ‘reeg’ ratings because they’re
oh-so-hip optional. Salary package: might not be big bucks, but you
get Internet access and it almost never gets checked because
everyone else in the office is computer illiterate due to being
older than God.

Maybe she could just talk Missy
into doing her job over summer and worry about replacing her when
the next school year rolled around. Except Missy already had her
own job; she was a counter girl at the local chicken shop. Damn.
She’d have to leave it up to the company to replace her. If she
ever got promoted, that was. If she ever got out from behind this
desk.

Erica had been working
reception for almost a year, since she had finished her degree and
immediately started job hunting and gotten lucky because the
previous receptionist had quit in a fit of boredom. She was
beginning to understand just how unsatisfying getting paid to sit
around all day doing nothing actually was. The bright side was
that, since she spent all day at work online, it freed up time at
home to watch DVDs and read books. Not to mention that there was a
certain degree of satisfaction in job-hunting from a work
computer.

Five o’clock rolled around just
as Erica was contemplating how damned shallow she could be at
times. She shut the computer down, turned the answering machine on,
and stuffed the newspaper back into her bag; the usual sequence of
mundane events got her home, where Missy was telling their parents
excitedly about how well her English exam had gone and the whole
house smelled of roasting chicken.

She sat by Missy’s bed that
night and talked to her about the exam and about Saturday. Missy,
in her own quiet way, was getting quite hyped up about the
appointment. The Centralia Fear Clinic was relatively new—six
months or so—and they had waited until they had heard favourable
reviews of the work done there before making Missy’s preliminary
assessment appointment.

Doctor Chapman, the woman who
had taken Missy’s details, had seemed very optimistic about Missy’s
potential for treatment.

‘Fear of the dark is more
common than most people realise,’ she had explained, sitting behind
her wide wooden desk and smiling across it at the family. ‘It’s
even got multiple names, although the one we generally use here is
nyctophobia, because it so frequently goes hand in hand with
a fear of the night.’

She went on to say that she
understood that Missy wasn’t really afraid of the dark so much as
she was afraid of what might be in the dark. She said
nothing about it being silly for a seventeen-year-old to be afraid
of the dark, as one of the other therapists Missy had seen implied.
In fact, flipping through the pamphlet provided by the clinic,
Erica had seen that quite a lot of the patients who had written
anonymous recommendations were even older than Missy, and some of
them had phobias that she’d never even imagined. Rats and spiders
and snakes were a given, but puppets? Telephones? Frogs?

Yes, Missy was hyped; thrilled
at the idea of being able to find some sort of cure, at the thought
of being able to sleep through the night without waking the whole
household by screaming her head off in terror at some imagined-real
threat.

‘Possum, you’re not going to
get to sleep tonight if you don’t calm down,’ Erica
said.

‘I will. Really. I wore my
brain all out studying for English, but it was worth it.’

‘Good. Goodnight.’ Erica went
to her own room, wondering what time she’d be woken this night.






To her surprise, Missy didn’t bring the
house down that night. Or the next, or the next. It seemed as if
the hope of a cure so close had taken the edge off her nightmares.
She breezed through her exams one by one, until at last it was
Friday night and she pushed her chair back from the table after
dinner and blithely announced, ‘I’m going to a post-exams
party.’

‘Where?’ their mother
asked.

‘Aaron’s place. He’s invited
everyone over.’

‘Aaron as in Aaron Noonan or as
in Aaron Robertson?’ Erica asked.

‘Noonan.’

‘I can drive her over and hang
out with Toby for a while and bring her home if you want,’ Erica
offered to her parents, who were looking dubious.

‘Really? That would be so
cool!’ Missy said. ‘I didn’t really want to ask, I was going to get
the bus over, but that would be cool.’

‘Oh, all right,’ their mother
said. ‘Just be home by midnight—we have to be at the clinic
tomorrow, don’t forget.’

‘Mum, the appointment’s at
four,’ Missy said.

‘Midnight,’ Mrs. Sayle
repeated.

‘Fine!’

Erica cleared the table while
Missy bounded upstairs to get ready to go out. She was showing more
exuberance than she had in weeks, probably due to the end of exams;
she had months to go before she had to start her final year of
school.

It was only a short drive to
the Noonans’ house, but on foot it would be a long way on dark
streets. In the car there was music, and the lights from the
dashboard, and company. As they passed looming trees and dark
driveway entrances gaping between them like toothless mouths with
long dirt tongues, Erica could almost see why Missy got so
afraid.

Not to mention that the bus
stopped at the end of the Noonans’ driveway, which was convenient.
But then it would be a five-minute walk up said driveway, which was
not at all well lit, with branches that waved in the wind, reaching
out and scraping along the side of the car when Erica drifted too
far to one side. All in all, she was glad that at least it wasn’t a
Halloween party. Missy didn’t do too well with those.

Erica parked the car to one
side of the wide gravelled turnaround so she and Missy could walk
to the front door together. Inside, Missy vanished into the gaggle
of kids crowding the living room, while Erica headed straight
upstairs to Toby’s room.

He was sitting by the window,
staring into the night, a notepad resting forgotten on his
knees.

‘Hey,’ Erica said.

‘Hey.’ He turned to face her.
‘Tonight would be a great night for a bonfire.’

‘Isn’t it a total fire
ban?’

‘Not yet. I’m sure my brother
will get it organised before long.’ Toby put the notepad on his
desk and tucked his knees closer to his chest, making space for
Erica on the window seat. She sat without having to be asked.

‘How’s the writing?’ Erica
asked.

‘Slow, but I don’t mind.
Deadline’s next Friday. I’ve got forever.’

‘You’ve got a week,’
Erica corrected.

‘It’s not as if I can’t whip
something up at the last minute if need be.’

Erica rolled her eyes. ‘I
haven’t forgotten that you’re the local boy wonder reporter.’

‘Did you read the article I did
about the housing zoning plan down near—’

‘Yeah, it’s not good for any
residents who aren’t ducks, I got it. I was looking for real
estate for us.’

‘The big city,’ Toby said
dreamily.

‘Bigger and better job
opportunities.’

‘No greenery, though.’

‘And people assuming we’re a
couple. Let’s table this discussion for another three months.’

‘We can’t wait much longer; I
think Mum wants me out of home before I turn eighty.’

They sat in companionable
silence, looking out of the window at the party-goers as they
swarmed out of the house and into the backyard, building a stack of
wood that would throw an endless flame into the sky if it were lit
carefully. Erica could see Missy directing the stacking of the
wood, forming it into a chimney that would funnel the flame upwards
until it collapsed in upon itself.

‘She didn’t learn that from
Guides,’ Toby commented.

‘No. She learned how to make
neat campfires for cooking over from Guides. She learned how to
make big bonfires from you.’

‘I am a man of many talents.’
Toby winked. ‘What time’s the appointment tomorrow?’

‘Four. Although looking at the
way she’s doing now, it’s hard to believe that there’s anything
wrong. She’s just so confident.’

‘She’s staying within reach of
the veranda lights, though,’ Toby pointed out. ‘She’s not going
into the shadows for wood.’

The flame roared up through the
piled branches; Erica could faintly hear the kids cheering. Someone
ran into the house and re-emerged with a bag of marshmallows.

‘Apparently they have a really
high success rate.’ Erica twisted a strand of her hair around her
fingers. ‘I’d settle for knowing that she’ll be able to sleep
through the night, every night.’

‘There are people who don’t
sleep through the night every night who don’t have crippling
phobias.’

‘Toby …’

‘I know, I know. I’m glad that
there’s someone who can help Missy. I just wish that someone could
help Mum. She always looks so exhausted, and she’s defending some
scumbag at the moment and she’s sure he’s guilty, but she has to
act like he’s not. It sucks.’

Erica reached out and patted
his hand. ‘I can always ask when we go up there tomorrow if they
know anyone who deals with insomnia. We thought there was nothing
left that could help Missy, and then this turned up.’

‘Good. Yeah. Thanks.’ Toby
rubbed breath-fog off the window. ‘I think we should go down
there.’

‘Oh, I think they’re pretty
responsible. Don’t you?’

‘Yeah, of course. But I could
really go a marshmallow or two right about now.’ Toby got to his
feet and held out a hand to Erica, who took it and got up. ‘Come
on, or all the pink ones will be gone.’


Chapter Two

 The car crunched on
the gravel driveway in front of the single-storey white building,
pulling into one of the parking spaces near the sign with the red
arrow pointing to RECEPTION. Their parents got out first, walking
straight to the front entrance of the clinic. Missy hesitated, one
hand on the doorhandle, the other drumming against her denim-clad
knee.

‘Come on, possum,’ Erica said.
‘Glory awaits.’

Missy gave her a wavering smile
and opened the car door. Her confidence of the previous night had
burnt out like the bonfire; she walked to the clinic’s entrance
with her head down. Erica slid out of the car, slammed her door (it
sometimes didn’t shut properly), and followed.

The first part of the clinic
was familiar from their last visit. The front door opened onto a
long hallway with doors at regular intervals, but immediately to
the left was the waiting area, with soft cream leather couches that
had to cost a fortune just to keep clean, and the long polished
wooden reception desk. The walls were the exact same shade of cream
as the couches. Erica imagined that every colour, every piece of
furniture in the place, had been especially selected as the most
soothing option, to calm its fearful clients.

Even Cynthia, the receptionist,
was soothing. Comfortably round in face and body, she had brown
hair and eyes that sparkled when she smiled her warm, inviting
smile. Erica smiled back. So did Missy. So did their parents.

‘Melissa Sayle
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