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      Gold Coast summers are a little slice of Hades on earth. Endless weeks of scorching days and humid nights, the temperature pushing forty on the Celsius scale. A punishing, sweltering heat that makes you regret being alive, the moisture thick enough to chew up and spit out if you’re willing to risk prolonged activity. Then the tourists descend, a plague of biblical proportions: on the beaches; on the streets; constant treks across the mountains and constant theme parks. Tourists in the fucking Hell Bar, obliging me to deal with them every damned night.

      The holiday crowds reminded me why I first left all those years ago. Those self-indulgent fuckers got me think real hard about fleeing the Coast again, even if staying put was safer for a man in my situation.

      I was thinking all those kinds of thoughts the morning Holly Langford cornered me at my latest safe-house. I climbed out of a cab at four AM, crossed the sun-blasted grass that masqueraded as a yard. Didn’t spot Langford parked on the front step, dreadlocks pooled around her skinny arse. Killing time with a Winnie Blue she’d smoked down to the filter.

      I stopped short and wondered how the fuck I’d missed her. It wasn’t like Langford blended, not in the white-bread coastal suburbs pressed up against the shoreline. Six-three and stalk-thin, piercings through nose, lip and brow. Tattoos covering exposed skin long since worn to leather by hard living. Some of that ink I knew real well, tether marks that connected Langford to the other world and channeled the raw stuff of magic into our dimension. Other tats were decorative, or camouflage to keep the unwary from recognizing her as a sorcerer.

      Langford sucked on her cigarette and eyed my approach. “Took your time.”

      “Didn’t know about the meeting.”

      “You’re still late.” Langford exhaled a final cloud of smoke and flicked the butt across the yard. She hauled herself upright with the cast-iron railing and looked me over, blocking my path to the door.

      I halted at the bottom stop. “Thought I gave you the spare key?”

      “No smoking apartment,” Langford said. “And it would have fucked your wards. Of course, that would be a fucking a mercy killing, way you handle defenses. There’s a real strong argument for establishing protection that can actually keep threats out—you might try it sometime.”

      “And live in a world where you don’t show up, unannounced? Inconceivable.”

      “Funny.” Langford stepped away to allow me access the flat. “Just open the door, eh?”

      I stifled a yawn and obeyed. Twelve hours working the bar meant I wasn’t inclined towards visitors, but Langford wouldn’t give a crap. Refuse the people you owe debts to in my line of work and bad things happen, especially when you’re in so deep that paying it off was a pipe dream.

      My flat was a bare bones operation. One bedroom, ensuite bathroom, a small kitchenette. Habits of a lifetime meant I didn’t keep much there. A handful of clothes, four second-hand books, enough weapons to hold off a demon attack if I got very lucky. A go-bag, tucked beneath the bed, ready bail on the place in a hurry if the situation demanded.

      Langford flopped into the leather arm-chair while I headed to the kitchenette. The flat came with a bare minimum of cooking gear—one plate, two forks, a knife, three teaspoons. The kettle was an old, stove-top job barely up to boiling water, but I unearthed the last clean mugs and set them both on the bench.

      Langford rolled a cigarette and kicked a heel against the coffee table. “You look okay, considering.”

      “If you say so. Nescafe or English breakfast?”

      “Tea.” Langford touched a fingertip to the cancer stick and flame bloomed at the end. My wards surged, fighting to tamp down the flow of magic, but they weren’t up to the job. Langford was an experienced witch, highly trained and older than she looked. My own skills ran in a different direction and relied on 9mm bullets and a low-key gift for sensing the Gloom.

      I poured hot water over a Lipton bag. “How you take it?”

      “Black. Two sugar.”

      Langford studied my moves as I spooned things out, checking for signs the eye-patch was giving me trouble. Her lack of subtlety gave me the shits. “Depth perception was a bitch, the first three weeks, but I’m learning to adapt.”

      She perched on the edge of the chair like a falcon, ready to swoop in. I made the fucking tea, handed her the cup. Langford took it, sipped it. Nodded her satisfaction.

      The apartment seemed to bother her though. “I see you’re settling in for the long haul?”

      “It is what it is. Old habits.”

      Langford tapped a finger against her occipital bone. “The eye isn’t—”

      “I’m doing okay.” I dropped an ashtray in front of Langford, went to claim my mug. Then we stared at each other, waiting, assessing. That wouldn’t end well for me. You don’t win staring matches against a witch.

      Langford ashed her cigarette and grinned. “I’ve got a situation.”

      “Right,” I said. “The fun kind, or the other?”

      “The other. You’d call it an old-school type of party.”

      Which meant Langford had need of my former profession, and the skills picked up before I managed a bar frequented by creatures who go bump in the night. I took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.”

      “No questions?”

      “Not how this works. You require a contract done, I do it.”

      “It’s not—” she hesitated. “Shit, Murphy, I’m not fucking Roark, demanding you jump on command because the crusade is all that matters.”

      “Debts get paid off. First rule of the game.”

      Langford raised an eyebrow. Truth is, I would have taken the job even without the debt. Hell Bar wasn’t a bad gig, but I’d spent the better part of a decade hunting things that go bump in the night—demons and warlocks and rogue entities from the Gloom. Not the smartest deal for a mortal, but practice ensured I got pretty good and my boss Danny picked up the slack.

      The Hell Bar was just the stop-gap after that gig crashed down around me, courtesy of a hit Danny Roark and I fucked up down Adelaide way. Bar service and handling payroll didn’t exactly satisfy me, not after all those years of taking down monsters too dangerous to leave walking free.

      “The job,” I said. “Tell me.”

      Langford screwed up her face, stared at her mug of tea. She wasn’t comfortable giving orders yet. “I got a friend, Gareth Cottee. He works up at the university. Good bloke, once you get past his talent for talking shit and insistence on poking his nose where he shouldn’t. Took it upon himself to monitor some local Other, up Brisbane way. Says it’s reaching a point where there’s a dark influence in need of curbing. I never bothered policing that crap, but since you’re around and looking for things to do…”

      “You require a trigger man.”

      Langford worried at a knuckle. “Maybe.”

      “All I have to hear,” I said. “Tell me about the target.”

      Langford tossed a flyer onto the coffee table. It promised a thing called Rampage Pro was heading back to the Nundah Community Hall, headlined by Rocky Malice versus Eddie Coltrane. Glossy photographs of the two men sat underneath the logo. Malice wore black trunks and painted his face like Bruce Lee’s kid in The Crow. Coltrane was a chubby bloke, the fold of his gut hanging over his jeans, greasy hair dangling over his Cheshire-Cat grin.

      The other names on the card were equally improbable, but at least they spared me the photographs. One name circled in red pen: Ketch.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Pro-wrestling?”

      “I don’t pick where the target works.”

      My eyes dropped to the flyer. “So long as your friend ain’t the fucker in the face-paint.”

      “That’s not Cottee’s scene. He’s more an observer.”

      “By observer you mean fan?”

      “Researcher. Specializes in semiotics and cultural studies up at uni.” She waved her hand towards the door, like the campus was just outside. “Pop culture as modern mythology, all that kind of bullshit.”

      “He knows magic?”

      “Nope. Interested amateur. Sufficient knowledge to find trouble, but—”

      She stopped, took a short breath. “Look, he knows stuff. Enough that I take his concerns on board. Isn’t the first time Gareth’s mentioned this problem, but he’s getting a little urgent about it. Insists I check out the show and give my two cents on proceedings.”

      “So we’re going?”

      Langford grinned. “You’re kidding, right? It’s a goddamn wrestling show.”

      A bunch of things clicked into place for me. “Ah,” I said. “So I’m your proxy.”

      Langford tapped the side of her nose. “Investigate. Assess. Come back and get me if Cottee’s stumbled across a big-bad in need of killing.”

      I picked up the flyer again. Saturday night.

      “Best see if Price can manage the bar for me. Seems I’ll be busy.”
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      Gareth Cottee proved to be a tall, heavy guy built like a wheelie bin: long frame, thick shoulders, plenty of girth to go along with them. He showed up dressed in a dark-green Ninja Turtle’s tee and camouflage-pattern Chucks which had seen better days. The knot of the flannel shirt tied around his waist disappeared beneath the overhang of his gut, and a thatch of lank hair and untamed beard invited speculation about whether his neck existed underneath. He parked an SUV at the top of the Broadbeach mall and bounded over to my park bench with the eagerness of a hyperactive spaniel. “So you’re Keith Murphy?” he said. “I’ve heard brilliant things about you, sir.”

      Those weren’t words I’m used to hearing from strangers. “Brilliant?”

      “Holly speaks highly of you, says we owe you big for stopping some kind of apocalypse.” He nodded enthusiastically. “I make a point of paying attention when she mentions contacts like that. It’s a rarity, since she stopped taking an active interest in—”

      Shit. I cut him off. “Mister Cottee, I—”

      “Gareth, please.”

      “Gareth, this isn’t—”

      “Oh. Yes, of course. Say no more.” Gareth Cottee winked and broke out an eager grin. The intensity of his good humour infused his gaze, a stark contrast to his large frame. Like glimpsing an unfocused-but-brilliant intelligence in the eyes of a wooly mammoth. His attention darted to the next idea: “Discretion. Discretion. One reason Holly never deployed in the field. Never stopped me, you understand, but—”

      “Gareth?”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “We’re running late,” I said. “Perhaps we should get moving?”

      “Oh,” he said. “Right. Of course.”

      

      It’s a long drive to Brisbane, from my neck of the woods. Longer with a man like Cottee at the wheel, working his mouth at ten clicks a minute while he wove through the highway traffic. He shared things at a pace that left me feeling dizzy: thirty-four years old, lecturing in cultural studies; interested in folklore and semiotics and other shit I barely understood, which is how he fell in with Langford in the early days of his degree. Held forth on the artistic importance of the Bee Gees as we took the tunnel to Brisbane’s north side.

      I stopped listening, chimed in with a nod or a-huh every few minutes. I’d worked with men talked compulsively before, back when me and Danny Roark still traveled as a team. You learn the art of faking interest and getting ready for a job.

      I’d like to say it taught me I shouldn’t dismiss guys who deployed conversation to burn off nervous energy, but truth is, Gareth Cottee gave me the shits. By the time we hit Nundah, I was daydreaming about leaving him in a ditch.

      We pulled up out front of the Nundah Community Hall. Dinky little building nestled up against a cricket pinch, a handful of pine trees marking out the edge of the car-park crammed to capacity. A small crowd queued up against the wall, standing by for doors to open. Maybe two hundred people, all walks of life: fathers with their kids, out for an evening’s entertainment; small clusters of goth-faced teens in black jackets and fishnets; sullen men in their thirties who could have raided Cottee’s wardrobe. Island boys, dressed in baggy jean and tight tees, tattoo sleeves on display as they talked shit from their place in the queue. A couple of obvious gym-bunnies, muscles pumped up like balloons. Lots of them talking like they knew wrestlers personally, a friend and family crowd.

      Cottee and I fell in at the rear. He twitched with nervous energy, eager to be inside. He said: “You’ve not done this before, right?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “This?”

      “A wrestling show.”

      “Not here for the wrestling.”

      “Yeah,” Cottee said. “Your enthusiasm shows.”

      I shrugged. “Always struck me as ten kinds of stupid.”

      Cottee nodded. “I get that. Heard it a lot, when I first started writing papers about it. Like most things, it gets more interesting when you pay close attention.”

      “I’ll take your word on that,” I said, hoping to stall the conversation.

      Turns out, I wasn’t that lucky. The doors swung open, and we shuffled forward, tickets in hand, and Cottee blathered on. “I got interested in my undergraduate, reading Roland Barthes. He wrote an essay about the semiotics of a wrestling match, the way each man embodies notions
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