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Chapter 1 – An Announcement
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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 discovered I had a special talent. When most people met the supernatural, their brains either ignored it or translated it to look ordinary, but I saw it for what it was. Gran had wanted to train me, but she was no longer with us. I knew she was locked away in a place beyond time, holding a terrible monster at bay, but everyone else thought she was dead. Either way, she was not coming back.

One of Gran’s talents had been organizing people, whether they liked it or not. Before she departed, she had made arrangements for my continued supernatural education. Sadly, I had not been whisked away to a fantastic school, full of cool kids who were wizards. Instead, a large part of my education was ordinary subjects and took place at Clayfield Public School. It was the least magical place in the whole of Australia, and possibly the world.

On a Thursday morning in the last week of March, I was sitting in the back row of a hot, sticky classroom. The words of Romeo and Juliet flowed around me, but I hardly noticed them. The baking heat of the Australian summer should have given way to a milder autumn by now, but no one had mentioned this to the sun. Day after day, it beat down from a clear blue sky and crisped everything it touched.

I glanced at my watch for the third time in two minutes. It was a quarter to eleven.

“My mum says a watched kettle never boils,” Hoodie, who was sitting next to me, said. He shifted in his chair, which creaked beneath his large body. He had a lumpy, sweaty red face and limp curly brown hair.

“The time will go quicker, Paul, if you focus on what Romeo is saying,” Mr Rose said. He didn’t say it in a snarky way. It was more as if he was suggesting a thought experiment.

Mr Rose was our replacement English teacher. Our previous teacher, Ms Bartlett, had disappeared two weeks ago. The gossip was that the incident with the collapsing desks at the start of term had been the start of her mental breakdown. However, one of the girls in class spent her evenings stalking the teachers on social media. She said that before her disappearance, Ms Bartlett had been gushing online about a wonderful new man in her life. Her theory was that Ms Bartlett had run off with him. Poor old Shakespeare, not only was he dead, but he’d been dumped by his number one fan.

I was not the only one watching the time. At assembly that morning the headmaster, Mr Glover, had said we would return to the main hall for an important announcement at eleven. It was a spark of excitement in an otherwise dull morning.

I tried to concentrate on what Romeo was saying. He was banging on about how wonderful Juliet was. Jealousy stirred in my gut. He and Juliet only had their families to contend with; I had the supernatural. The problem was that when I saw the supernatural, I responded to it. A girlfriend without this ability would see me reacting to thin air and think I’d gone mad. The number of girls I’d met who could see the supernatural was zero, giving me a limited, to the point of non-existent, dating pool. A wraith in female form had recently tried to seduce me, but that didn’t count.

Not every girl noticed me, but some of them did. I was tall, pushing six feet and still growing. Mum described me as slim, but others would have called me scrawny. I ate a lot, but it only seemed to make me taller rather than wider. My hair was black and shaggy but not long; I didn’t do hairstyles. Mum said my brown eyes were my most striking feature. I’d inherited them from my dad. He had died in a car accident when I was three.

The school bell rang, summoning us to the hall. It was five minutes to eleven. Mr Rose had been right; thinking about Romeo had helped pass the time.
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We trudged behind Mr Rose along a passage with scuffed wooden floorboards and pale green paint peeling off the walls. Clayfield was famous for its bricks, at least in Clayfield, and the school had been built from them in the second half of the nineteenth century. The interior decoration dated from that time, too.

We entered the main hall through a pair of sturdy fire doors, wedged open with thick wooden blocks. Rows of blue plastic chairs faced a raised stage, on which had been placed a wooden podium.

We were one of the last classes to arrive. A buzz of excitement filled the room. A film crew had set up their gear on stage, including a camera on a tripod and one of those fluffy sound things on a long pole. Sunlight poured in through fly-speckled windows, but they were setting up additional lights focused on the podium at the front. The crew wore black tee shirts and jeans, and they talked into headsets. We wanted to be like them, doing cool jobs.

Gathered around the podium was a group of men in suits and ties and women in tailored jackets. One of them was our headmaster, Mr Glover. He was barrel-chested and looked as though he had been poured into his suit.

“Who are those people?” Gobba asked. He had a lazy eye, but it was easy enough to guess who he was looking at.

“Politicians,” Puke said. He had a flattened face as though he had run into a wall at high speed.

“I’ve seen them on TV,” Hoodie said.

“What are they doing here?” Gobba asked.

“Telling fibs,” Puke said. “You’ll know they’re lying when you see their lips move.”

We filed along our row of seats and sat, scraping the chair legs against the wooden floor as usual. Boys wore the school uniform of blue polo shirt and black shorts. The girls wore pale blue, checked dresses that reached below their knees. With so much blue in our uniforms, from the stage, we must have looked like heads floating on a lake. At least we were inside, so we didn’t have to wear our blue sunhats emblazoned with the school badge.

The group around the podium was full of smiles, mostly fake, but plenty of them. A woman with a headset gave Mr Glover a smile and a hand signal. He was headmaster, but she was in charge.

Mr Glover swept back his mane of white hair from his forehead and positioned himself behind the podium. “Clayfield School was built on this site in 1870,” he said. “We have seen many dramatic changes since then.”

“But not including air-con,” Hoodie whispered.

Mr Glover paused and swept his hooded blue eyes over the audience, trying to identify the source of the noise. We kept our faces blank.

“Today is a special day in the history of our school,” Mr Glover continued. “I’m delighted to welcome the minister today, to make a momentous announcement.”

A smug man with oily black hair strode to the podium and shook hands with Mr Glover before nudging him to one side. He smiled first at the camera then at us. We were unpaid extras in his movie.

“Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys,” he began, “our government is committed to opportunity. We’re working for a future filled with opportunity, your opportunity, your parent’s opportunity, a fantastic opportunity for everyone in this great nation of opportunity.”

He spent the next five minutes banging on about opportunity in the same way Romeo kept going on about Juliet, and it was even less exciting. Finally, just as I was about to fall asleep, he arrived at the reason for his speech.

He said: “The opportunities generated by the booming economy of Sydney have flowed through into the opportunity to develop high-density housing in inner-city suburbs like Clayfield. More people living here means we have the opportunity to enhance educational outcomes. My government will grasp this opportunity by using the derelict land behind the school to build additional school buildings.”

The minister beamed at us. Mr Glover applauded him and glared at us. We got the message and applauded loudly, too.

“No mention of air-con,” Hoodie grumbled beneath the din of clapping.

“They don’t want us to lose the opportunity to sweat,” I said.

“Thank you, minister, for that inspiring speech,” Mr Glover said.

“Old Glover is grasping the opportunity to grovel,” Puke said.

Mr Glover indicated another bout of spontaneous applause was needed from us, and we clapped again.

Shortly after that, we filed out of the hall. The smartly dressed smiling people were clustering around the minister, who was preparing to be interviewed.
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Lunchtime came, and we spilled out into the schoolyard. Blue canvas sails were stretched between steel poles to give shade. Most days Hoodie, Gobba, Puke, and I would have found a spot beneath them to eat our sandwiches.

Today was different. Even though the sun was blazing down, we walked around to the back of the school to look at the wasteland where the new extension would be built. Lots of other kids had the same idea. We joined them, peering through a set of green, spiked iron railings, which separated the school from a large rectangle of derelict land.

The wasteland had a posh old house on one side of it and a new block of apartments on the other. Both had put up high fences to separate themselves from it. On the far side, the wasteland was bounded by a street filled with parked cars.

The ground was littered with broken bricks, lumps of concrete, shattered tiles, and shards of glass. Sickly, yellow-green weeds grew in the debris and trapped old chocolate wrappers and bits of faded newspaper. The rubbish had blown there rather than been chucked. Bottles and cans were absent. No one had picked this empty block of land for a bit of drinking, which was strange.

The wasteland was flat except for a gently sloping pile of building rubble that rose in the center. My gaze slid away from it. It was a dreary view, but a warning bell rang in my mind. Supernatural things had a knack of persuading people to look the other way when they wanted to stay hidden in plain sight. I focused on the mound of rubble. My skin itched. A breeze sprang up, dancing across the dusty wasteland and blowing grit in my eyes. I blinked and looked away.

Was this place supernatural? I shared the question with Syd who was hanging around my waist.

Syd was a magical snake stick I had inherited from my gran. He had three settings. At the moment, I was wearing him as a belt, which was his default setting.

In his second setting, he slipped from around my waist and became a staff in the shape of a snake. His body stayed rigid, but his head moved. People with no supernatural ability only saw an ordinary stick rather than a staff with a snake’s head. The most important thing about this setting was that it allowed me to cast spells.

In his third setting, Syd became a real snake who could leave my hand and move with freewill and intelligence. Gran had talked about having a telepathic link with Syd, and it was slowly developing between us, in all three settings.

We sensed each other's emotions, and if I visualized a plan, Syd could play his part, but in many ways our link was still limited. When I asked Syd a question, he would reply with a feeling rather than words or images. Also, I'd never experienced the world through Syd's eyes.

At the beginning, we'd had a few issues with who was boss. The agreement we now had was that I chose what spells to cast and when, but if I were in physical danger, Syd would operate my muscles. I was faster and more agile with him in charge.

In answer to my question about the wasteland, Syd’s feeling was one of deep unease. Something about it was bad; it might not be supernatural, but it was definitely wrong.

I'd only recently arrived at Clayfield Public School and didn’t know what myths and legends had grown up around this patch of vacant land.

“How long has it been like this?” I asked.

“Since forever,” Hoodie said.

“It’s an old aboriginal burial ground,” Gobba said.

“Rubbish,” Puke said. “They burn their bodies. It stops the dingoes digging them up.”

“Does anyone hang out there?” I asked. “What about druggies and winos?”

“Too spooky,” Gobba said.

“Do kids ever go in there?” I asked.

“Sometimes a ball will get kicked over the railings,” Hoodie said. “Whoever kicked it has to fetch it.”

“And they come out alive?” I asked.

“They’re fine,” Hoodie said, “but it’s not a place you want to hang about in.”

“You’re scared,” a sneering voice cut uninvited into our conversation. It belonged to Guy, who thought he was the class cool kid.

“Yeah,” Gobba said. “It’s an old ...”

“We’re not scared; you’re scared,” Puke cut in. Gobba’s honesty was embarrassing at times.

Guy was joined by his two comrades Jeremy and Bryce. They were like the three musketeers, only losers.

“Bet you’re too frightened to go in,” Jeremy said.

“I’ve been in,” Hoodie said. “I kicked a ball over last year.”

“I’m amazed,” Bryce said. “They let you join in a game?”

“Where’s Rob?” I said. “Oh look, he’s talking to those girls over there.” Rob had been the fourth member of their group, but he had recently discovered girls, and they had discovered him, but not Guy, Jeremy, or Bryce.

Guy scowled at me. He was struggling to build into his worldview the fact that girls thought Rob was cooler than him by a factor of several billion.

“I bet you won’t go in there at night,” Jeremy said, pointing to the wasteland.

Gobba was about to agree, but Puke silenced him with a hard stare.

“We’re not scared,” Hoodie said.

“Prove it,” Bryce said. “Go in there tonight.”

“You do it,” I said.

“We dared you first,” Guy said.

“We’ll do it,” Hoodie said.

“Don’t let him pull your strings,” I said.

Our little group was a democracy, but I thought of myself as the unofficial leader. I was uncomfortable with Hoodie taking charge, but I tried not to give Guy and his mates extra ammunition by showing it.

“What time?” Jeremy asked.

“We want to watch you chicken out,” Bryce said.

“Are you in, Paul?” Hoodie asked.

“I’m studying,” I said.

“Studying to be a chicken,” Bryce said, squawking and flapping his arms.

“What time do you finish?” Hoodie asked me.

“Half past eight,” I said.

“Let’s do it at nine,” Hoodie said.

“Yeah,” Puke growled.

Gobba mumbled something, which might have been ‘yes.’ His lazy eye was staring out over the wasteland. I followed his gaze. Bad things had happened there. It was a place people avoided without being aware of it.

My friends were idiots for being tricked into going in there. I hooked my thumbs around Syd. At least, I had the power to protect them and keep them safe on this fool’s errand.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s do it.”
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Chapter 2 – A Forced Confession
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After school, I went straight home. I’d promised to meet my friends at nine that evening on Finch Street, the road that ran on the other side of the wasteland to the school.

I had inherited Gran’s house, her extensive collection of books on the supernatural, and Syd. Nothing comes free in life, and the price of my inheritance was that I had to study the supernatural in addition to all my ordinary school work.

While many people had called Gran a witch, mostly as an insult rather than a job description, her house did not reflect this. It was not gloomy and gothic or made from gingerbread. Its single story had been built long ago with red bricks from the Clayfield brickworks. The house had a narrow front, but it extended a long way back. A concrete driveway ran down one side. On the other side, a narrow gap and a wooden fence separated it from its neighbor. Usually, the gap was damp and filled with lush green weeds, but the hot, dry summer had killed them off.

Gran’s house had one magical feature, a spell she had cast on it called a warding. It acted as a barrier that stopped creatures both ordinary and supernatural from passing through it.

Wardings came in different shapes and sizes. Our house had a complex one that protected us on two levels. The first level was that Mum or I had to invite a visitor in. Beyond that, a second level came into play: the house also judged whether to let the visitor enter. If it didn't trust a living thing, it would block entry without hurting them. It was harsher on the non-living and zapped them.

So far the only creature to defeat the warding had been wearing a fourteenth-century, plague doctor’s outfit that repelled magic. I had captured the outfit and kept it inside the house. No one else was going to use it to gain entry.

I unlatched the front gate. A brick path curved across the lawn and skirted the lemon tree. The grass was short, crunchy, and yellow. The long dry summer had resulted in a hosepipe ban and fines for anyone caught watering their garden. I had offered to urinate around the base of the lemon tree, but Mum said the front garden was too exposed.

The Beast, our large, roomy, red station-wagon, shaped like a shoebox on wheels, took up most of the driveway. It had been our constant companion, and occasional home, for the last ten years. Mum had flirted with buying a new car now we were financially buoyant with Gran’s money, but she did not have the heart to go through with it. Gran had turned our lives upside down, and we both wanted to hang onto this last piece of our past.

I’d expected Mum to be sitting on the verandah in the shade, but she was not there. The wind chimes tinkled as I approached. They responded to the presence of supernatural things, which included Syd and me.

The heavy wooden front door, with an impressive lock, was shut. I guessed Mum had gone out or she would have left it open on a hot day like this. I was too lazy to rummage around for my door key. Syd changed into staff form, and I held his head to the lock. He flicked out his tongue, and the lock clicked. I pushed the door open.

I stepped into the hallway. The air was thick and hot like boiled syrup. We had more than enough money to install air-conditioning, but I had argued against it. I was worried that it might weaken the warding. In the past, Mum would have said I was as crazy as my gran. However, a recent adventure had convinced her that the supernatural was real even though she could not see it.

I jumped when Mum poked her head out from the kitchen. “Lock the door behind you,” she said, looking anxious.

I did as I was told then placed my school sunhat on the hat stand by the door.

Mum glanced back into the kitchen then slipped into the hall, closing the door behind her. She beckoned me, and I came over.

I was a head taller than her and looked down at her bleached blonde hair. She'd had it cut short and spiky with highlights in it. Neither of us had any spare flesh on us, but Mum was slim while I was skinny. She had not yet turned forty; she and Dad had married young, and I'd arrived soon after.

She hugged me, holding my arms in a tight grip, and standing on tiptoe to kiss my cheek.

“Are you okay, Mum?” I asked.

“It’s Scag,” Mum said, whispering and pointing to the kitchen. “He has a problem, but he won’t talk about it.”

Scag Brayshaw was Mum's boyfriend. They had been a couple at school together but lost touch soon after when Mum left Clayfield. Their relationship had reignited when we had returned here a few months ago. Scag's biggest problem was that Mum was far too good for him.

“He was fine this morning,” Mum said, “but he came here this afternoon, just after two, and he looked as if something had knocked the stuffing out of him. I can’t get him to say a word.”

“Why would he talk to me?” I asked.

“Use your magic to hypnotize him,” Mum said. Now that she believed in the supernatural, she had no qualms about putting it to work for her.

I frowned. “What if he says something embarrassing? He might be planning to dump you and six other girlfriends and run off with a jackaroo from Jindabyne.”

“Stop being silly, Paul,” Mum said. Her voice held no trace of anger. She had once had a fiery temper, but during one of my first supernatural adventures, she had lost her capacity to be angry.

“I mean, what if what is bothering him is private,” I said. “He might not want you to know, and he definitely won’t want me to be in on it.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Mum said. “Scag is scared, and we need to help him.” She took my arm and led me into the kitchen.

Scag was sitting at the kitchen table, staring at its surface, an untouched mug of coffee by his right elbow.

He had been a bad-tempered, violent man, barking and snapping like a rabid dog. My gran had changed him, using supernatural means, removing his ability to feel anger. Overnight, he had become placid and calm. It didn't make him likable, but it meant he was easier to deal with. On the surface, he and Mum were now a perfect match for each other, but they shared the same vulnerability. Sometimes anger was a useful emotion.

Scag’s body was pear-shaped. He had a powerful chest and arms but a thick, bulging ring of fat had settled on his belly and sagged over his hips. His upper half was draped in a loud colorful shirt that looked like a collision between a flock of parrots and a basket of tropical fruit.

“Hi Scag,” I said.

He said nothing and didn’t look up.

I picked up an empty mug from the workbench. I focused on Scag and flicked the rim with my finger: clink, clink, clinkety, clink.

Syd joined in, hissing: sssh, sssh, ssshety, sssh.

“Look at me, Scag,” I said, keeping the clink, clink, clinkety, clink going.

He raised his head. His eyes were set deep in the hollows made by his thick forehead and his fleshy cheeks. They had always looked like two cold gray stones at the bottom of a pond, but today that pond was extra deep. He looked lost.

“What upset you this afternoon, Scag?” I asked.

He swallowed once then spoke. His voice was slow, and the words dropped from his mouth like heavy stones. “I was working on my truck. I had the radio playing. The news came on. I heard the announcement. It upset me.”

“What was the announcement?” I said.

“They’re going to build on the wasteland behind the school,” Scag said. “We dumped rubbish there.”

Scag’s father, Old-Man-Brayshaw, had built a thriving business on rubbish. He had charged companies to collect it from them, reselling anything of value and dumping what was left, usually toxic, in the local creek. It sounded as though it wasn’t only the creek that they’d poisoned. After Old-Man-Brayshaw had drunk himself to death, Scag had continued to run the business in the same way.

“When did you dump it?” I asked.

“I'd just left school,” Scag said. “Dad was showing me the ropes. We had a truckload of rubble from an old factory that was being knocked down. It was the middle of the night, and we'd covered
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