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Prologue

The air sizzled with the
sound of thousands of feet clicking as an army of scorpions
scuttled around the dimly lit cave. Fires burned, flaming torches
on the cool, dry walls. In the centre of
the cavern stood a stone-walled hundi into which the disciples of
Chelamma tossed gold, jewellery and other valuable items: offerings
to the Scorpion Goddess. Adjacent to the hundi was a shrine where
the priest stood and rumbled ancient incantations invoking the
life-preserving power of the immortal queen of scorpions. The
devotees wore their eternal friends, scorpions of many shapes and
sizes all over their bodies: living fashion accessories, their
eternal friends. Each one an embodiment of Chelamma.

As the ceremony continued,
Chelamma’s priest and followers were
unaware of the arrival of an unexpected visitor in their midst. A
red-eyed demon appeared within the subterranean temple and was soon
joined by another. The second arrival, also a red-eyed demon,
brandished glimmering twin swords. They were tall, imposing figures
who reeked of violent rage, but by the time the other occupants of
the cave realized they were there, they were already being torn
apart, flung aside and stomped on. The demons fought each other,
but the humans were caught in their crossfire. Survivors cowered in
dark recesses to avoid the fatal blows of these supernatural
warriors.

The priest raised his
voice, praying more fervently for protection, for deliverance, until a honed edge sliced open
his throat. Grasping at the wound as blood gushed out, he fell
headlong into the hundi while the demon warriors continued their
battle. The death blow dealt to the priest was accidental, as was
the ferocious demise of most of Chelamma’s disciples as well as
thousands of scorpions which were stamped out of existence by the
feet of the demons as they engaged in their vicious
dance.

Reasoning
they were safe if they stayed out of the
way, a number of the devotees held their ground, watching from the
shadows in terrified curiosity. For all but one, this was the first
time they had seen gods in the flesh. Even their beloved Chelamma
had never deigned to reveal the glory of her person to
them.

One who sought such refuge in the shadows was the eldest
among them, honoured for his age and wisdom. As a young man he had
once seen a demon: a rancorous and vengeful beast who had
slaughtered everyone in his village. The young man was returning
from a journey through the valley to meet a young lady with whom he
was enamoured when he heard the screams. As he approached the
village, he fought the urge to run, either away from danger or into
the village to see what was happening. Instead of running, he crept
with practiced stealth through the undergrowth, keeping off the
well-worn track. Nearing the perimeter of the village, the ghastly
sounds of suffering magnified, as did his fear. Yet he inched
closer to see. Closer. Until he spotted the marauder, through a
small clearing in the dense treen boundary of the village. At
first, he thought it was the fabled black tiger about which parents
warned their children. His first glimpse prompted the idea because
the beast was moving on all fours, leaping, pouncing. As he
watched, it stood upright, spinning around to look in his
direction. He froze. Held his breath. From behind its back, the
demon produced a long-bladed sword covered in the blood of the
young man’s people.

It stared directly at the
young man but did not move towards him. The death cries of the
villagers had abated to sobbing and moaning as the demon finally
lost interest in the possible witness in the jungle. It prowled
around the village, silencing the
tormented bellowing of the wounded by killing them.

The young man moved along
the perimeter of the village, following the demon as it finished
what it had begun. Anger replaced shock in the young man, as he
contemplated what to do. Obviously, he
would be no match for the supernatural invader, but his entire
village had been transformed into a mass open grave. He was alone,
except for the young lady through the valley. He paused. Uncertain.
Why had the demon done this? The village priest was an exceptional
servant of the gods as had his father been and his father before
him. The villagers maintained the ritual practices of offerings and
sacrifices as tradition dictated. Had they done something wrong?
Was this punishment for unfaithfulness? The young man felt an
impulse to march up to the demon and ask him. That would have been
suicide. So, he waited and wondered about this tragedy.

When the dawn greeted him,
he was lying on his side in the scrub, his head on a stone pillow.
The air was crisp and fresh. The sunlight
welcoming, comforting. Overcoming his reluctance, he walked slowly
into the village, listening for sounds of life or of the enemy. All
he heard was birdsong: happy chirrups and tweets as though they
didn’t care about the massacre, as though it had not happened. He
wept as he walked, and fell to the ground in a paroxysm of grief
when he reached his family home and discovered the dismembered
corpses of his loved ones.

As he lay on the ground
overwhelmed, he saw visions of the carnage: the blood, the torment, the red-eyed demon and his
sword. He cried until he was exhausted, then stood to his feet to
begin the journey back through the valley to his future. The young
lady, a follower of Chelamma like her whole village community,
became the young man’s wife. In time, he rose above his grief and
lived a full life, albeit one which was inevitably tinged with
sorrow.

Now in the cavern, the
temple of Chelamma, the man, a wizened
elder, watched the fight, studying the blade in the hand of one of
the demons. It moved so frequently it was hard to see it clearly,
but the man persisted with his efforts until finally rewarded when
the sword was knocked from the demon’s grasp by his opponent It
landed on the cave floor very near to the elder. Creeping forward a
little so he could read the inscription on the hilt, he saw three
fours written in Sanskrit. He gasped. He had seen this blade
before. Quickly and firmly cupping both hands over his mouth to
suppress a gasp, he backed away into the shadow as the disarmed
demon swooped down to retrieve his weapon.

The old man knew he was
vulnerable now: visible to the demon. He prepared for death,
unafraid, ready for the afterlife, but
the demon simply stared at him. Its red eyes bored into the old
man’s soul, reading his entire life like a book, before turning
away to resume his struggle.

After an eternity of
impossible violence, the demon with the
triple four sword hilt, the one who had butchered the man’s entire
village, was somehow subdued by the other demon with a final blow
which disabled it. The man watched as the loser was picked up and
dumped unceremoniously into the hundi. The victor cast rocks,
stones and curses into the ancient cash box until it was full. With
his sword held high, he uttered what the man presumed was a prayer,
before striking the hundi with his sword. In an explosion of
intense heat and light, the hundi was sealed. The man perceived a
wicked grin on the face of the triumphant demon just before he
disappeared, leaving the man alone in the eerie
mausoleum.

 








“Because we
focused on the snake, we missed the scorpion.”

-Egyptian proverb

 


“Even the hand
of compassion is stung when it strokes a scorpion.”

-Persian proverb


Chapter One

The world is replete with inexplicable phenomena, mysterious
things and unfathomable paradoxes, but none of that uncertainty
troubles Callum Steele. His intellect is razor sharp, and his
thoughts operate with military precision. Control is defined by his
name in the dictionary, with a lovely photograph accompanying the
entry. He is not mentally inflexible, or closed minded, but his
mind is a fortress, built for the business of war and there is only
a very small portion of the compound designated for leisure. He’s
comfortable with himself at one hundred and eighty-three
centimetres and eighty-four kilograms of reasonably well-toned
muscle and only a smidgeon of excess fat. Callum doesn’t like his
teeth, but other than that he’s very comfortable with himself. He
works as a hotel reviewer for a travel and accommodation service
called The Doghouse, and thrives in the individual nature of the
work, although he can be a team player when required and is not
altogether an unpleasant colleague.

“Cal, Cal, Cal,” said
Ande.

Callum groaned. Another
interruption. Didn’t this woman have any
work to do? He waited, pondering.

Ande is very loud, and not
at all shy. You can see her chomping at the bit, bouncing in her
seat as she forestalls her impatience to participate in a
conversation, any conversation. She’ll
happily dive right into the middle of a discussion, without
bothering to ascertain the facts already stated, and simply inject
her two-cents’ worth. She rubs people the wrong way, but she
doesn’t mean to. She’s just a little overbearing at times. Callum
prefers to think of her as over enthusiastic. Ande’s heart is huge.
If it’s true what Jesus said about the mouth producing words which
overflow from within then, Ande needs an equally large mouth and
the brass to use it. Inappropriate or not. Sensitive or otherwise.
If Ande has something to say, and you are within earshot, you will
know all about it. There’s honesty in that approach. Callum
certainly appreciates that, but there is also a bluntness which
disavows intimacy. Perhaps that is Ande’s intention: to frighten
people away with her abruptness. Men, especially, were to be
treated with contempt according to Ande. Callum recalled a
conversation he’d had with her not long after they first met. She
joined The Doghouse as a junior writer, but Ande presented as a
seasoned professional.

“If any fool tries
anything with me,” said Ande, with a fire glowing in her black
eyes, “he will know new varieties of pain.”

Callum flinched at the
hateful glower and the acrid tone. Bravely, he ventured a
question. “Have you had some trouble with
a man?”

“Trouble?” said Ande, her
eyebrows exploding towards her hairline. “Trouble is a seven-letter
word, and that ain’t the half of it.”

“So, there’s another
seven-letter word meaning the same thing for worse
trouble?”

Her smile was so bright
and genuine that Callum could scarcely believe it was the same
woman standing before him, who had, moments before, been
splashing misandrist vitriol all around
the room. She couldn’t have hated men that much.

“I don’t need a man in my
life,” said Ande calmly. “I don’t want a man. I’ll just concentrate
on me, and all those two-legged dicks can chase
canaries.”

“Sound like there’s a good
story there,” said Callum, after he had settled his laughing
fit.

Ande’s turn of phrase was something else. It was unclear
whether what she said was a poor translation of an adage from her
native language—which he realized he didn’t know yet—or an invented
expression. Either way, it sounded funny. However, Callum did not
miss her point. In fact, it pierced his side, causing him some
considerable pain.

“Where are you from,
Ande?”

“Melbourne.”

He should have known
better. “I’m asking about your ethnicity.
Your parents?”

“Oh,” said Ande, as if she
had not deliberately misinterpreted his question. “My mum and dad
are Congolese. I was born in Kenya. We migrated to Australia when I
was eight years old. Anything else you’d like to know?”

Ande’s akimbo stance and slightly cocked head cautioned against
further intrusions, so Callum wisely backed off.

“What do you want,
Ande?”

“Huh?” She
frowned.

“You rushed over all
excited, calling my name,” said Callum. “Did you want
something?”

Ande laughed and palmed
her forehead. “I forget.”

She left him then, but
thoughts of her remained. Such an interesting person.
She was forthcoming on most issues, but her
family was evidently a touchy subject, as were her origins. She
considered herself as Australian as any other native-born person
did. Her accent was a mixture of broad Australia English and
something else: a strange bastardization of the odd vowel here and
there, along with a touch of foreignness in the cadence of her
speech. Clearly, she looked African. As far as many of the ignorant
Caucasian masses knew, Africa was a country and it was foreign.
Enough said. She didn’t fit in. Ande obviously had issues with that
kind of prejudice as well. Truth be told, the total package she
presented, screamed “chip on the shoulder.” Ande had been trying to
prove herself good enough since the first day she walked into
Wattawa Heights Primary School, and all the other children stared
at her. Her personality won her just as many friends as enemies.
She and her family had been subjected to racism for over twenty
years. So, Ande was no shrinking violet when it came to standing up
for her rights. Callum recognized her potential as a fiercely loyal
friend, as well as an awful and relentless enemy. As peacemaking
was one of Callum’s goals in life, he decided to tread lightly with
Ande, allowing her to set the pace of revelation, if there was
indeed to be any.

As a co-worker, she was
great: Friendly and helpful, a real team
player, always heartily engaging in team meetings. As a travel
writer she was on the rise, fast winning fans and followers around
the world courtesy of her aforementioned frankness. Naturally,
those unfortunate hotels, motels and the like which did not meet
her expectations were less than pleased with the verbal denigration
she delivered. It was not true that any publicity was good
publicity. With customers becoming increasingly choosy, and able to
access information on an unprecedented scale, a word or two of
warning about a particular establishment from one of the respected
reviewers at The Doghouse was enough to cause them to continue
their search. Customer reviews were ubiquitous, but the clout
behind an official review was not to be underestimated. Ande and
Callum were The Doghouse’s two most popular reviewers.

She waltzed
back to his desk, only slightly more subdued.
“I’m going to kick your arse in Thailand.”

“It’s not a competition,”
replied Callum. “We’re doing the same job for the same
company.”

Ande snorted, albeit in a
remarkably ladylike fashion, and replied, “If you say so, Cal.”

“This upcoming Thailand
special gives us an opportunity to travel and work together out of
the office, but any rivalry will surely create tension between us.
And we don’t want that, do we?”

Observing her casual
expression and shrugging shoulders led Callum to speculate she just
might be the most ambitious person he had ever met. Ambition could
be a good thing, but as with all good things, it could quite easily
be twisted into something far less
pleasant. People who obsessed about success invariably lost track
of things like friendship and loyalty. To those so possessed,
fellow human beings became stepping stones. Ande didn’t seem the
type to fall into the folly of infatuation, nor did she strike
Callum as malicious, but one never knew.

“Quite right,” said Ande.
“I look forward to working with you in Thailand. We’re heading
north right?”

“Yes. It’s bit of a
nostalgia-loaded trip for me really.”

“How so?”

“My mother was born in Mae
Sai.”

“She’s Thai?”

“Burmese. Kareni, to be
precise.”

“Ah-ha,” said Ande, with a
knowing smile. “So, your dad must be a Scot then.”

“Aye,” replied Callum in
his best Scottish brogue.

A falling KISS coffee mug
interjected itself into their conversation by virtue of a
swan dive from the table to the floor during
which the contents of said mug splashed all over the floor and
Ande’s leg.

“Watch it, Cal!” she
cried.

Stunned, because he knew
he was nowhere near that mug, Callum smiled awkwardly.
“Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know how that
happened.”

Ande grabbed a handful of
tissues from the box on Callum’s desk and
began to wipe coffee from her shoes and lower legs.

Callum tried not to watch
her. “I’m really sorry, but that was
just…”

“I’ll need some water.
It’ll ruin my shoes,” said Ande, spinning around and marching away
as if Callum had insulted her somehow.

It’ll ruin my
shoes, said Callum to himself. He checked
his own shoes and discovered they survived. It was also fortunate
the coffee was not hot. Callum loved coffee, but often lost
interest after the first few delightful sips. In a competition
between eating, drinking or working, culinary pursuits ran a poor
second.

He picked up the mug,
which his sister had given him for
Christmas one year, and smiled. It came with a matching T-shirt and
a pair of socks: all with the famous rock band logo on it. Callum
had loved KISS since he was a boy. He missed the big wave of KISS
mania which swept Australia in 1979 with the release of
Dynasty and
their two highest charting hits, I was Made for Loving You and Sure Know
Something, but he soon caught up.
Revenge was
the new release he bought in 1991 and from then he was hooked. With
the back catalogue quickly acquired, he did everything but join the
KISS army. There was, of course, plenty of competition for his hard
rock and metal inclinations. Grunge had been born in Seattle in the
nineties, and he’d still never heard a better song than
Smells Like Teen Spirit.

“Here, I brought you
another cup of coffee.”

Callum looked from his mug
and floated out of his reminiscing to see Ande’s huge toothy smile. “Thanks. You didn’t need to do
that.”

“No hard feelings, right?”
She gestured to her feet. “And no permanent damage to my shoes. Do
you like my shoes?”

Although quite indifferent
to shoes, and feet for that matter,
Callum knew it wouldn’t hurt to demonstrate suitable gratitude.
“Lovely.”

Ande smiled.
“Lovely.”

A strange silence
prevailed as Callum sipped the coffee he did not want and
Ande continued to admire her shoes.
Didn’t this woman have any work to do? Seriously. “Well,” said
Callum finally, “I have work to do, so if you’ll excuse
me.”

He turned his back on her
to face his computer screen. “Damn!”

“What’s up?”

“I can’t wake my computer
up.”

“Probably just a loose
wire.”

Go
away, Ande. “Yes,” he said simply, almost tersely.

Callum stood and leaned
over his monitor. While toggling every cord and cable he could
find, he thought about the coffee mug and now the
computer, musing how occasionally funny
little things happened, and they often occurred in strings. Dad
always talked about good things coming in threes, and Callum
recalled his mother always countering that positive platitude which
she incidentally insisted was incorrect, with the one about bad
things. Both his parents were superstitious people, who while
otherwise quite intelligent and rational, were capable of believing
in ridiculous things. Evidence not required here,
thanks.

Callum could feel Ande
still at his back, and it bothered him. He devised a ruse to get rid of her. Not because he didn’t
like her, but because she was just too much to take in anything
other than very small doses.

“Ande,” he said without
turning around. He had finished his toggling and was convinced
everything was in order. There was no apparent reason for his
computer not to be working. “Could you go and check your computer
to see if it’s working normally?”

She stood and stared at
him as if he had asked her to
dinner.

“Please,” said
Callum.

When she left in a cloud
of murmured complaints, Callum resumed his seat then glanced around
to make sure she had gone. He bumped his mouse and the monitor came
to life, displaying the login page. He started work
immediately, researching hotels in Chiang
Rai. Ande did not return to report on the state of her computer,
and as his was working, Callum was well pleased with that. She must
have become sidetracked or waylayed by another colleague. Good.
There were over a hundred hotels to choose from, but many of them
were only hotels by name, and not the kinds of accommodation he
would be availing himself of, or reviewing. Callum was not exactly
a five-star-only traveller, but not far from it. Certain basics of
cleanliness and comfort could be provided by any number of resorts,
guesthouses and the like, but Callum was after something a little
special. The extra luxuries which made an overseas holiday more
than just a budget holiday in another country. He spent half an
hour scrolling through the list on booking.com before making a long
list of ten possibles. An hour later, he shortlisted several
properties, including The Legend Chiang Rai Boutique River Spa and
Resort, which was the longest hotel name he had ever seen, The
Imperial River Resort House, and the very cutely named De Hug
Hotel. Eventually he settled, by using his gut, just like his
father had taught him, on The Legend, but he made a note that a
visit to De Hug was necessary to satisfy his curiosity.

By the time he had made
the booking at The Legend, a much easier-to-handle nickname, and forwarded the details to his
supervisor, Ande returned with the startling news that her computer
was working very well.


Chapter Two

Ron sat glumly in a dark
corner of a dark room in a dark house,
mystified by Callum’s inability to connect with the supernatural.
Perhaps it was unwillingness. Perhaps he was being too subtle: the
flying coffee mug just another in a series of mischievous pranks.
Ron had to adhere to the rules of engagement, even though he was no
longer officially in the troop, battalion or whatever it was
called. Banished for his indiscretion, he nonetheless felt obliged,
compelled, to continue to fight the bad fight. To continue to
soldier for his master, Sludgeslick, regardless of the latter’s
intense distemper towards Ron.

Why were so many people
blocked off from the unseen world, even considering the very idea
to be ridiculous? People who believed in
such things were the objects of scorn, no matter how hard or how
persistently they pressed their evidence. It was, after all, only
experiential. Nobody in their right mind accepted unquestioningly
the opinions or beliefs of another based solely on their experience
and the fleeting subjectivity of emotions. No one. Concrete
evidence was required to convince the sceptics, but they said no
such proof would ever be found because the tightly held beliefs of
the supernaturalists were based on fantasy. Outlandish inventions
of fertile imagination.

Yet, in the face of such
aggressive opposition, the believers stood fast, firm in their
convictions and happily dismissing challenges to what they knew to
be true. Ron knew there was such a thing as absolute truth, but it was a dangerous commodity, a weapon
of potentially great destructive power. Lies were easier and more
comforting. Lies greased the axles of society. Deceit.
Disingenuity. These were the bread and butter of the legions of the
damned among whom Ron still counted himself. Ron bit his lower lip
until it bled, then licked at the claret-coloured liquid life
force. He had to get Callum. Had to hook him, then mess him up.
Tease and torment him. Send him to the edges of sanity. That was
what Ron had to do. Turn his world upside down. Thus far, all he
had achieved was burgeoning frustration. Callum was switched off.
Blind. Worse, he was a nice person. Honorable, respectful and
generous. These goody-two-shoes types were the hardest to corrupt,
which was perhaps why Ron had been assigned to Callum. The harder
the challenge, the greater the prize and the greater the reward.
What reward was he seeking? Re-admission into Sludgeslick’s inner
circle. It seemed his master had thrown him a bone. Either that or
he had consigned him to the doom of perpetual vexation.

Being alone, excluded from
the pack, made Ron feel very insecure, and although he trusted in
his own strength, as all proud creatures should do, there was
certainly strength in numbers as well. Besides it was more fun. Ron was not a very funny demon. He
couldn’t even make himself laugh. Laughing was good. Shrieking,
howling, cackling. Lovely sounds made all the more devilish with
practice.

Suddenly irritated, Ron
stood and stretched his legs, arms and
wings. This house was quiet. Not nice. Ron liked noise, but no one
lived in this house. No living beings, nor dead ones, nor any other
of his demonic brethren. Just this spiritually dense human called
Callum Steele. It was time to get back to work.

A sharp crack wrenched him back into soldier mode. His eyes
darted around. His body motionless. Concentrating. Watching.
Waiting. Another crack. A flash of light, and the wall beside him
exploded into a cloud of dusty debris. From the haze appeared a
demon Ron did not recognize, but who evidently recognized
him.

“There you are, young
fella,” said the visitor. “Found you at last.”

“Who are you? And what do
you want?”

“Who I am is of no
consequence,” she said, stepping forward cautiously. “What do I
want?” A snarling sneer tore across her countenance. “I want to rip
your head off…but the reward for your living body is great, so I’ll
go for that instead, and simply find some other poor useless loner
to murder.”

Ron quickly decided
against any further banter with this antagonist, so he thrust
himself forward with fists extended, and
knocked her back through the hole in the wall. When momentum
released them, Ron grabbed her head with both of his hands and
snapped her neck. After dumping the listless body on the floor, Ron
examined her. Shame he had to kill really because she was quite
beautiful: Her skin was an appealing shade of grey, her jaw square
and formidable, her eyes set very close together, just the way he
liked it. He stared at her. Was she an ex-girlfriend? Although she
meant him harm, and there had been nothing for it but to protect
himself, it was a shame. The fast strike was just one of the many
tricks of war he had learned in Sludgeslick’s company. If his would
be captor had trained under Sludgeslick, he would have recognized
her. Neither would she have wasted precious time with predictable
and unnecessary dialogue.

In any case, Ron had
another notch in his belt, and expended minimal effort
for his victory. Speed had been his
weapon. More importantly, why had a random demon come looking for
him? Now he regretted not finding out some information from the
demon before he killed her. Who sent her? He really should have
asked her that at least. She may not have answered, but he should
have asked. Now he would never know. Was her attempt to capture him
a one off? Were there others coming after him for the reward she
mentioned? Hundreds of questions lined up like Boxing Day sale
shoppers in the city. Never mind that now, he told himself. Never
mind.

What should he do with
Callum? Strange noises. Eerie smells. Spooky telekinetic
activities. All of these had failed to attract
Callum’s attention. With every carefully
staged event, he had either not noticed at all or simply dismissed
it like one would dismiss a beggar on the street. He was so fixated
on the ephemeral and mundane present that supernatural events did
not register.

Now Callum was going to
Thailand, to his mother’s birth town of
Mae Sai in the north. Ron knew the area as he had done some work
for Sludgeslick in the Queen’s Summer Palace at Chiang Mai.
Thailand was a country he liked and a people he could work with.
Very spiritual people. Very respectful of their venerable gods. Ron
had served as house spirit for a number of homes in the northern
region of Thailand over many years. He had some associates still
stationed in Chiang Mai but was uncertain whether he should attempt
to contact them. If they were loyal to Sludgeslick, Ron would be
committing suicide by contacting them. No, better to continue to
work alone. No one could be trusted and if there were more like the
attractive assassin who now lay dead on the floor, then he would
need to retain his wit. He needed an edge as well. Something
different, unusual and more powerful for his arsenal.

At
Callum’s house, Ron transformed into a
vapour, wafted under the door and into his bedroom where Callum
slept soundly. His bags were packed and ready to go so Ron seeped
into the Samsonite case and waited. Although he could not stop
time, he could control his perception of time which helped a great
deal, and as far as demons went, he was a model of patience. In
black silence he waited for the dawn and his trip with Callum to
Thailand. To pass the time he dreamed up ways of annoying and
frightening the passengers on the plane, wracking his mind for a
solution to the impenetrable fortress of the Callum problem.
Occasionally, he drifted in pitiful reflection on his fallen
state.


Chapter Three

Flight QF 444 was one hour
late taking off from Kingsford Smith International Airport in Sydney. The captain addressed the
passengers five minutes before the scheduled departure time telling
them there had been some paperwork problems, a computer glitch or
something which had resulted in the passengers’ manifesto being
incomplete. After apologizing, he attempted to cheer the displeased
passengers by assuring them that when they finally did get under
way, he would fly them across Australia, Indonesia and Malaysia as
fast as he could.

“Please put your seat all
the way forward, sir.”

“What?” said Callum, in
confusion, feeling for the seat adjustment switch. “I haven’t
touched my seat.”

After settling in the
unfortunate bolt upright position demanded of passengers on
aeroplanes, Callum surveyed the cabin. The flight attendants moved
deftly and surefootedly along the aisle,
checking overhead compartments, seat positions and shutters. One of
them, a little larger than the average attendant, had perfected a
wiggle of the hips which enabled her to avoid hitting anyone’s
shoulders. Callum noted the extra care she had to take with her
large breasts as well when she leaned across passengers. She seemed
quite comfortable, moving smoothly and efficiently carrying out her
duties. Callum admired the gentleman and ladies who had chosen this
occupation which appeared at once to be both easy and glamorous,
but was no doubt also tedious and tiring at times.

A voice announced loudly
from a speaker under which he sat that the flight attendants were
about to begin their safety presentation. She requested
everyone’s attention, even those frequent
flyers like Callum who had seen the presentation so often they
could easily present it themselves. Dutiful by nature, Callum was
happy to obey as long as what was asked of him was not inordinately
arduous.

The aforementioned flight
attendant began to struggle with one of the overhead lockers which
refused to stay shut. With experienced fingers, she applied the
correct amount of pressure to engage the latch, but the door popped
open. After repeating the procedure
several times, her patience wore thin, and she pressed harder with
each successive attempt until the press became a push and finally a
slam. Then she swore. The silence in the cabin was awesome. Just
for a moment. Every conversation cut off, every wandering mind
arrested, every eye fixed on the expletive producer. Her colleague
hurried down the aisle and gently took hold of the arm which was
poised to strike another almighty blow at the offending
locker.

“Jill honey,” she said.
“Calm down. Let me help you.”

Jill, in the throes of
great ire, was implacable. Her friend was firm and insistent,
gently authoritative, eventually moving her out of the way. Jill
fumed, heaving chest and smoke from her ears, as she watched the
other flight attendant successfully close
the locker with a typical application of pressure. She stared at
her colleague.

“How did you do that? It
wouldn’t work for me, dammit. You saw how many times I
tried.”

“Keep your voice down,
Jill. It’s okay.”

The passengers resumed
their activities. Some read, some talked,
some stared, some ate, some slept. The show was over, and Callum
reflected on the extraordinary display. He was curious, as always,
about what could have caused the flight attendant to fly off the
handle over an overhead locker. Did the latch malfunction? Latches
didn’t suddenly stop working. There were signs of wear over time
which a regular user could pick up on. Perhaps she had something
else on her mind and the miscreant locker simply presented itself
as the cynosure of her anger. A fight with her partner? Some bad
news? Who knew? Callum wanted to know. He always wanted to know the
why because the why was the only question that really counted in
his book.

Jill and her savior walked
away to the front of the plane where the
latter was seen to be still attempting to pacify the former with
light pats on the shoulder and sympathetic nodding.

“Aaahhh!”

This cry of shock came
from a male passenger in the middle seat of row G on the left of
the plane which was not far from Callum.
He saw the man’s head pop up above the headrest of the seat, then
his body followed as he sprang from the seat into the aisle
frantically brushing at his clothes with both hands. Callum could
not see anything on the man, yet he continued to scrape and flick
as though he had woken up in a nest of biting ants.

For as second time the
passengers were silenced by a bizarre display of
inexplicable behaviour. Flight attendant
number two, the calm one, rushed down the aisle. “What’s the
matter, sir? What’s wrong?”

He stopped, staring at her as if her voice had instantly
remedied whatever affliction possessed him. Callum saw his mouth
open and close several times without producing anything audible, at
least not beyond the man’s immediate vicinity.

“Sir?” she questioned him
again, lowering her head to try to catch his eye, hear what he was
saying, or both. Her hand was on his shoulder, and for a moment the
cabin lights glinted on the clear lacquer covering her
fingernails.

The man adjusted his
clothing, which had become dishevelled
during his attempted purging of his self. He straightened his tie
and tucked in his shirt, shifted the belt buckle into its correct
central location. Fiddled with his tie once more, smiled awkwardly,
then announced he was fine. Sheepishly, he glanced around the
cabin, then mumbled an apology before resuming his seat.

Flight QF444 had not even
left the ground yet, and already there
had been some very unusual occurrences. If this was a sign of
things to come, this flight to Thailand might well turn out to be
one of the more astonishing journeys of his life and he had taken
many.

Callum’s love affair with travelling had not diminished at all in
the twenty-five years he had spent travelling all over Australia
and the world. It began with his emigration to Australia with his
family when he was four years old. His parents had attempted to
build a life in his father’s native Scotland, but his mother had
never managed to find any peace there. It was simply far too
different from her home, and although that would probably have been
the case regardless of where they settled, it troubled Callum’s
father that he could not make his wife happy. She said she was
okay, but he knew she was not. Eventually, when the company he
worked for offered him the chance to relocate to Australia, it
seemed the perfect opportunity to start again. He had heard
wonderful things about Australia from his brother who had moved
there several years earlier following the loss of his supervisor’s
job at a manufacturing plant in Aberdeen.

John
Steele, his wife Fern, and their two
boys, Callum aged four and Liam aged two, arrived in Sydney on a
bleak winter’s day in June. They later discovered it was a
twenty-year-record low temperature, but they were from Scotland
where the summer average was only nineteen degrees so they were
well accustomed to the chill. The Australian summers, however, were
a blessing, as both Fern and John loved warmer weather. With the
assistance of John’s company, they found accommodation in
Sutherland, a southern suburb of Sydney. Fern quickly connected to
the local
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