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Prologue
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“No more pushing books around that bloody library.” Mikayla nodded, convinced she’d made the correct choice. “If I see you again, OpenFields, it’ll be too soon. Maybe I’ll head to Brisbane, it’s only 200 miles away. Ha, only.”

Long shards of light stretched across the town in pinks and oranges, fading into bruises of purple and black. The fingers of light pulled away as the sun slipped further behind the buildings and sank over the horizon.

As night claimed its time, Mikayla Smith took a deep breath and stepped over the boundary of the town and out into the big wide world. The sign that screamed in large red letters that she was leaving OpenFields and to come back soon wasn’t the only indicator of this bold step. One moment her steps were cushioned against the soft carpet of moist and nutrient-rich grass, the next dead, dry crunching beneath the soles of her shoes.

Three steps and Mikayla paused. She closed her eyes, waiting. Liquid lightning continued to run beneath her skin, and she reached her mind out toward the surrounding earth. Brown blades swelled and softened around her black, thick-soled boots. The magic lingered there, she could feel it just as strongly as in town. She smiled and hope bloomed inside her chest.

“A few more steps?” Mikayla muttered to herself. 

She had decided; she was saying goodbye to the magic to sate her wanderlust. 

But the magic was supposed to end at the town’s sign. It was what they had all been taught, what she had always known.

Green luscious grass cradled her steps, the magic fizzing out of her, feeding her surroundings, like static raising the hair on her body when she dragged her feet through the carpet in the town hall, the hub of all OpenFields activity.

She gasped as a shadow, tall and featureless, detached from the ragged shrubs at the side of the road.

“Hello?” Mikayla’s voice cracked, her heart speeding beneath her chest.

The shadow moved toward her, smooth and soundless.

Her breath caught, her heart pumped faster, the magic raced to an aching pulse beneath her skin. She turned back toward the safety of her town. The spotless sign beckoned: Welcome to OpenFields.

Run!

The shadow’s presence, black and sharp like metal on the back of her tongue, slowed her steps. Mikayla had never been in quicksand, but she had an inclination of what that might feel like. Beads of sweat collected on her forehead as she forced a step toward home and safety. With trembling legs and aching arms, she collapsed to the soft ground of promise inside the sign and boundaries of OpenFields.

Her breath swayed the green grass in front of her, and tears stung the corners of her eyes. The night noises of the town were drowned out by the roar of blood in her ears while her nose filled with the richness of wet dirt and summer heat.

Time was irrelevant. It had been ten minutes or two hours when Mikayla pushed herself to her feet. Spider legs of anxiety creeping up her spine. She turned around. She had to know. Using the edge of the town’s sign to keep her throbbing legs from collapsing beneath her weight, she stared out past the town and its safety.

Mikayla saw nothing. No detached shadows or spikes of adrenaline raising the hairs on the back of her neck. If she could, she would have put it down to her overactive imagination, but she was born and bred in OpenFields, Mikayla wasn’t delusional. She knew the touch of magic all too well.

With a small shake of her head, a shudder in her shoulders, and a small laugh that sounded like a scream in the still darkness, she turned around, back to her town.

The scream choked in her throat.

The shadow stood in front of her. Inside of OpenFields.

“No!” The word came out small and rough.

The black cowl that covered the head nodded slowly up and down.

Death? The Grim Reaper? He doesn’t belong in OpenFields. He has no power here!

But the cowled figure stepped forward, the blades of grass parting to the pressure of his boots.

Not death.

Hands, pale and soft in the moonlight, reached toward Mikayla.

Run!

Before she could move a step, her legs gave way as coldness washed over her. It started in her hair and splashed down her neck. It froze the breath in her lungs and turned her stomach into sharp tipped icebergs. Life and colour drained from the surrounding grass, the blades turning brown as her fingers trembled and reached for them.

Not-Death stepped forward, and those fingers fluttered down and lifted Mikayla’s chin until she was looking into the dark depths of the hood. Unshed tears pricked at her eyes as the hands cradled her head, palms warm against her skin.

The roar of blood screamed in her ears and Mikayla didn’t notice the stillness of the world around her, the silencing of life.

With a strength the softness belied, the hands tightened and with a sharp jerk snapped Mikayla’s neck.

***
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THE SHADOW WATCHED, waiting until the body crumpled into pure stillness before scooping it up into powerful arms that shone pale beneath the shifting cloak.

Death had arrived in OpenFields.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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M

agic existed in OpenFields. And the magic was a drug. Once you tasted it, the craving was always inside of you. You did stupid things for your next hit. 

Adie loved the town and her love hate relationship for the magic itself had always been enough to keep her from leaving.

She scowled and gave the finger to the camera up in the corner of the room. The one they used to watch her sleep. She shifted her gaze to the wall of books. They were piled up on top of each other, second-hand volumes pilfered wherever she could find them. 

The pages were filled with adventures of those braver than herself. She had wept promises to characters that meant more to her than any of the town’s residents. Promises that one day she would find that strength to leave. 

She wasn’t sure what her house had originally been used for, but she doubted it had been intended for someone to live in. 

Perhaps an office. 

The kitchenette was enough to make toast, brew a coffee, and heat up microwavable dinners. The only closed off room was the bathroom and toilet in one. 

Adie had painted the door to the bathroom, with a field of sunflowers and a large climbing tree. Beside that and the books there was nothing else that personalised the space as her own. No photographs or artworks hanging on the wall, no nick-knacks to express her individuality.

Time ticked by and soon her alarm would go off.

Groaning, Adie pushed the blankets off herself and instantly regretted it. She grabbed the folded azure blue throw rug from the end of her bed and wrapped it around her shoulders, continuing to shiver beneath layers of blanket and nightmare sweat.

Always the same nightmare.

She scurried to the kitchen, her socked feet shuffling with a whoosh along the wooden floorboards. Adie flicked the kettle before shuffling to shut the window near the closed bathroom door. 

Twelve steps, kettle to window.

Counting. A distractor she had used ever since she could remember.

She reached to pull the window closed and was entranced by the tendrils of light just beginning to reach out over the horizon. The cold was bone deep, but the colours so vibrant, pinks and oranges merged with purples and yellows, pushing away the darkness. Reminding her of the flames she never learnt to control.

They were bright against the bleak path her thoughts threatened to take. Adie scanned the horizon, smiling at each reaching flame, each tendril.

Along the horizon, her rainbow view was interrupted by a figure of darkness.

Adie blinked; certain it must be nothing more than a trick of the light.

The figure remained.

It’s a tree!

But she knew she was wrong. She had watched the horizon many times, daydreaming. There was no tree there, there was nothing except her imaginary adventures of walking past the horizon and leaving this town behind.

The figure lifted an arm, waved as though by the force of a strong wind, Adie’s arm rose in response, a familiarity nudged at the edges of her thoughts. The sound of the kettle clicked, and Adie blinked in response. The figure was gone. Not slowly fading, but poof in that instant, a mere finger snap.

She shivered against more than the weather, pulling the window closed. 

Wrapping the blanket tighter around her shoulders she found the plastic bottle on her bedside table and took two of the small white bitter pills. Not that they had worked last night. The nightmare had returned louder than before. The magic had begun to buzz beneath her skin, it had been the catalyst that finally woke her, pulled her from her nightmare. 

She was glad it was Saturday, working in the library in the centre of town while the buzzing continued beneath her skin would have been unbearable. Even with Lisa’s help, her cool touch was a balm on the bad days. The mornings after the nightmares. But it felt different this morning. Would she tell Lisa? Adie reminded herself that Lisa was nothing like her mother.

But things were shifting, even had felt it. The last few months, a storm was building around the town, the tense atmosphere simply waiting for the deluge to break through. Now it felt as though it was beginning to build inside of Adie as well.

Shivering again, Adie wished the pressure came with heat, or at least humidity.

‘Well, gotta love bad omens on a morning that feels like the ice age is making a comeback.’ Each morning had been colder than the last, and winter not even supposed to have started yet.

She made her cup of chai and sat at one of her mismatched chairs at the small round table in the corner. She sipped her brew. The warmth spread to her fingers, making them tingle.

She pushed the image of the waving person from her mind. She couldn’t tell anyone about it, not even Lisa, and give the town another reason to ostracise her. Hallucinating would just be another mark against the suicidal dark creature they tolerated but couldn’t get rid of. This was her home after all.

But it wasn’t really. It never had been.

She came here when she was 6. And before that, there was nothing. No memories, no life.

Just a name.

But the magic had come so easily, drawn to her from the moment she stepped in to OpenFields. There was an electricity beneath her skin. An aural sensation that vibrated and created colours around all that she saw. A heat weaved through her, even before she was a conduit. 

And she had accepted the town and embraced the learnings interweaved with standard school lessons.

The magic came from the Earth, a sacred place where the bones of the first goddess was returned to her home. OpenFields was filled with those that were honoured and blessed for their dedication. They maintained the beauty, and they never failed to remember her. Engraved images of her adorned the town and the people.

Their town leader had direct correspondence to their goddess. He communed with her in sacred rituals. She offered him and her followers the essence of her power.

She would give him guidance and direction. To choose those most dedicated to becoming direct conduits of the magic. The strongest of her followers, strong enough to contain it, and share it with the other residents of the town. Each conduit’s powers manifested differently when receiving the essence of the goddess.

She had once asked why they couldn’t help the drought ravaged towns outside of OpenFields. After being scowled at she was told the will of the Earth is not ours to question.

She had only been 8 years old.

When Adie had become a conduit, 8 years later, the darkness it brought out in her was unbearable. The power had flooded her, while flames danced on the tips of her fingers. She had laughed, until it burnt within. It was beautiful until it was too strong, and she set things alight without control.

Her understanding and acceptance had been replaced with nightmares and fear.

Well, a nightmare. Just the one. 

Over and over again.

The cave was dark and veined with colours she couldn’t quite catch or name. The open space around her was little more than a mirage, the trapped and claustrophobic feelings pressed against her chest. She sensed the tunnel behind her and knew there were no other means of escape. 

In front of her the beast stood, dripping someone else’s blood from fangs that pushed his top jaw over his chin. The eyes were wide open, burning flames within. Adie focused on the face. The canine features; long snout, pointed ears and wide smiling mouth. But the body reminded her a bull, muscular and powerful. Ragged bristly fur shuddered under his movements, his raging. But the stomping was nothing more than show. His back hoofs were chained to the wall behind him. Dried blood coating legs and cuffs alike. Sores and scabs half hidden beneath the shifting cuffs and hair worn away, revealing dirty skin beneath.

Against the walls, he was surrounded by figures carved from dark glistening rock; all the faces warped unrecognisable except for their frozen silent screams. Red glowing pulsed inside the chest of each figure; a beating heart trapped by the slobbering beast, or trapping the slobbering beast?

Adie drew closer, her body threatening to fall as her foot dropped lower, into the groove of the earth she hadn’t seen. Squinting closer in the intermittent light, Adie realised that she now stood in an indent of the ground in the cave. The beast and the statues on the ledge of the other side.

The fear of the beast came and went as the image flickered, like an overlain celluloid strip of a movie reel.    

One moment the beast snarled and pulled against the chains that had no give. Then with a flick, a snap of unseen fingers, he became a man; malnourished and chained to the black rock wall by his wrists, with chains thicker than his neck. His clothing was little more than strips of dirty decaying rags, the original colour hidden beneath age and grime. The colour of his skin, hair and eyes unknowable in the dirt and gloom. But like beacons, raised white welts covered much of the skin that stretched too tightly over bone.

The image flicked back and forth, a voice begging for help while another voice screamed. She couldn’t tell if it were the beast or the man who was asking.

The screaming and the begging bled together, mixed and grew louder until she was forced to step back; out of the cave, into the tunnel and back to the waking world.

Fingers slipped beneath Adie’s wrist bands, fingers trailing over the raised flesh, memories of her weakness. She never took the bands off, not even to shower. The sight was always more than she could bear.

The tablets kept her safe. Kept her mind intact. Kept the fire inside, safe from hurting anyone. But the nightmare was back worse than ever, and the fear coiled like a dark snake, in the pit of her stomach, ready to strike with a tongue made of flames. 

Adie waited for the kettle to boil for her second cuppa of the morning while she made toast. She slathered the near burnt piece of toast in butter and began cutting thick chunky slices of tomato. 

She was slicing the last piece of tomato, her stomach growling in anticipation for the salt tart combination. The unexpected knock on her front door made her jerk, the knife slipping into the fingerprint pads of three fingers on her left hand.

‘Fuck.’ The blood flowed too quickly, splashing over her breakfast. She raced to the sink, pouting at her ruined food. Her stomach churned, the hunger gone at the sight and smell of blood.

Adie looked toward the front door as the knock came again. 

This was her sanctuary. Monitored or not, she was given relative freedom here and she savoured what little she had. 

Guests weren’t welcomed, she had never sent out invitations.

‘Coming.’ She called out as she riffled through the crap drawer in the kitchen for some sticking plasters. 

Pulling the door open she stood for a moment wondering if she had woken up.

‘What the hell are you doing here? And what the hell are you wearing?’

Billie stood on the doorstep. The last few years had been kind to Billie. Adie couldn’t help but feel a little woe is me over this fact. 

Where Adie’s thighs and waist had thickened and her dark dense hair became wilder and more unmanageable no matter what she did, Billie had simply grown more barbie-like.

Of course it would be Billie at the door. 

They had been inseparable once upon a time. 
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Chapter 2
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B

illie was wrapped up in a pink oversized jacket of some kind of 80’s vinyl, and a pair of jeans that looked like they had been buried in a box in the bottom of a cupboard for many years.

Adie hadn’t known if Billie even knew where she lived. 

‘Adie, something’s happened in town.’

‘And?’ Adie’s anxiety was lightning beneath her skin, desperate to find some patch of ground to release to. 

‘Get dressed, everyone is being called to the great hall.’

‘Get fucked, Billie. I’m not running at your heels like a dog.’

‘Please, Adie?’ 

Please? 

Adie bit her top lip.

‘Please?’

‘Fine. Come in while I get dressed.’

Billie shook her head and stepped back, away from the door’s threshold. The left side of Adie’s lip lifted, barely containing the growl building in her throat. Her eyes flicked to the camera as she closed the door again, flipping it the bird once more. 

She wasn’t sure who had to watch the footage, if it was recorded or not, but she used every chance she could to make sure all sets of eyes knew she understood how fucked up this was, and how much she didn’t approve.

She closed the door and walked to her cupboard, which was nothing more than a 16-cube china white bookshelf that served its life having clothes unceremoniously thrown into it. 

Sometimes they were folded. 

Adie jammed the shirt over her head and shoved her feet ruthlessly into sneakers. She pulled the laces too tightly and had to undo and try again. As she buttoned up her jeans, she shook her head. Facing the towns people on the weekend was not her idea of a good time. 

She scoffed as she straightened the hem of her shirt, pulling it more out of shape. There weren’t any mirrors in the house, too dangerous a risk for her. The outfit would do, not matter how out of shape.

Her tongue ran over her teeth. A calming habit that wasn’t working. 

What was she doing?

On a whim, Adie grabbed her work backpack, and flung it on before walking to her front door. IT was a comfort as it settled, the bottom pressing gently into the small of her back. Leaving right now, going to where she didn’t want to be seemed like such a final departure, although she couldn’t imagine how. She pulled her door open and revelled at the sight of Billie shivering on the footpath at the front of her place. 

Serves you right.

Billie hopped from foot to foot, hands rubbing at her arms, through the thick puffy highlighter pink jacket. If she didn’t have the nervous electricity still running beneath her skin, and the residual memory of the nightmare, she could almost have burst out laughing.

She doubted anyone in the town had ever seen Billie in anything even remotely crumpled. Until now.

The look should have given her more satisfaction, but instead she ached for the friendship they once had.

So she was headed off to the town hall. Her teeth bit deeply into her top lip.

All it had taken was for Billie to say please. 

Adie doubted she would have as much power had the roles been reversed.

She locked the door, wondering why she bothered. The old weathered wooden door could probably have been blown in with the gentlest of breezes, and the lock snapped with a nudge from her hip.

Following a step or two behind Billie, Adie noticed that Billie’s hair was unbrushed, pulled back into a chunky ponytail. Inconceivable. 

‘So, are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?’

Billie shook her head. Sunflower blonde locks bouncing along, flying left and right.

Adie stopped and turned around, heading back toward her home.

‘I’m not playing your games, Billie.’ 

Billie grabbed Adie’s arm and the sensation sent a warmth directly to Adie’s cheeks. Adie clenched her teeth and looked pointedly down at Billie’s long slender fingers. 

Billie released Adie’s arm and mumbled an apology.

‘Dad asked me not to say anything, just to get everyone to the town hall.’

‘So, you drew the short straw in getting me. I’m still not going until you tell me what the hell is going on.’

‘Dr Simms.’

‘What about her?’ Adie’s words came out between clenched teeth.

The last time Adie had seen Dr Simms hadn’t gone so well. Adie needed a new script and getting it from the good doc had felt somewhat akin to pulling teeth. Adie had yelled, while Dr Simms had remained perched nonchalantly on the edge of her desk, her small frame hidden behind the starched white doctors coat. Adie had yelled more. The docs smile simply grew smug as the door opened and Sheryl, her secretary, barged in all heroic and worried. Adie had to go two days without pills before the new bottle had been left in her letter box. 

The electricity had returned full force beneath her skin, much like this morning. Her blood had run like lava and the nightmares were hallucinations. So bad she had taken the rest of the week off work. She remembered all too clearly sitting in the corner of her room, screaming at the camera and the tree.

The withdrawal from the magic, once she started on the tablets again, was almost as bad.

‘Sheryl found her this morning when she went to open the surgery.’

‘Found her what? Spell it out, Billie.’ But the clenched fist in Adie’s stomach, the thickness of her tongue, told her more than she wanted to know.

‘She’s dead.’

‘How?’ Adie pushed the word out through her suddenly dry mouth.

‘It wasn’t a natural death.’

‘Suicide?’ The idea made Adie’s breath quicken. A quick shake of Billie’s head in the negative calmed Adie’s breathing slightly.

‘Then who?’

‘No one seems to know.’

The fist in Adie’s stomach twisted. It felt like a creature had buried itself inside of her and was now eager to get back out.

‘I have an alibi, Billie. You know that. They know that.’

‘You aren’t a suspect.’

‘Then why am I being summoned?’

‘Everyone is getting brought to the town hall. I don’t know what else is happening, but I can feel it in the earth. Something’s not right. Something more than Dr Simms’ murder.’

Murder. 

The word brought a bubble of laughter up to Adie’s throat.

It just didn’t happen in OpenFields. The magic protected all of them. 

That was why they stayed, why they cared for the earth. It was symbiotic.

The image on the skyline, arm lifting as if in greeting flashed across Adie’s memory. She tried to mentally place an image of Dr Simms over the misty figure. The image was almost amusing. They definitely didn’t match.

But something was wrong, even on the tablets, Adie could feel it. Why could she feel it? 

Adie nodded, and heading back toward town.

3793 steps of silence before they both stood in front of the town hall, looking across the road to the town square where the mumbling of almost 400 people was a buzz against their ears. The town square was all but filled, the green overtaken by a mix of dark and too bright clothing. 

‘I thought you said we were meeting in the hall?’

‘We were.’ 

‘Has anyone spoken to Lisa?’

Billie’s eyes narrowed at Adie before leaving her and making a beeline toward her father. 

Mr Kenjins, Town Leader, stood up on the small gazebo talking to someone who’s back was to Adie. She couldn’t tell who it was. She was certain the person was female, but it wasn’t a woman from the town. The haircut was too short. If someone had decided on such a dramatic change it would easily have been big news. 

Even Adie would have heard about it.

She scanned the crowd. Everyone’s arms were waving and mouths flapping. There was no Lisa.

The town green square was Adie’s favourite place to be. The grass and earth were grounding. She would sit during her lunch breaks from the library and take off her shoes, feel the power in the earth she no longer felt vibrating beneath her skin every waking moment. 

It calmed and terrified. 

She loved watching as others focused on different plants and trees and had them bend to their will. It was addictive in its pain. Like worrying a sore tooth with your tongue. The pain of not being able to touch the magic was worth seeing it. 

It was better than being cut off completely. 

In the town square no one hid it from her, as though she were unworthy of its touch. 

She knew she was. 

The centre of town was little more than a main street with houses surrounding it like a barrier from the outside world. 

The town had only one of everything. 

A bookshop, a hairdresser, and a laundromat lined up like a pub joke on the right-hand side of the town hall. To the left were the library, the post office, and the pub itself. The public toilets were set slightly back and next to them were the clothing store, the doctors’ surgery, the shoe shop, and the bakery. The rest of that side of the street was filled with the town’s grocery store. Adie could walk from the roundabout near the bookshop all the way to the end of the grocery store in little more than ten minutes. 1392 steps. 

1000 steps exactly to the start of the doctor’s surgery.

Adie remembered why everyone was there.

The town square would never be the same again. It was taken over by the murder of the doctor. It was surreal and sickening, the excited buzz, like a swarm of wasps, emanating from the crowd.

Adie tuned in to what Mr Kenjins was saying. And froze as she stared at the woman who had turned around and looked out over the crowd.

Adie crossed the road, not bothering to check left or right. Almost everyone in town were in front of her.

The woman’s eyes met Adie’s as she stepped on to the grass and Adie’s stomach clenched and did a small flip.

What was that about?

The smallest of nods, before the woman’s eyes drifted over the crowd again. They were familiar in a way that was impossible. Adie knew she had never seen this woman before in her life.

‘I have promised, Detective Tala that everyone in town will willingly and happily answer her questions and assist in anything her and her team need. They will be staying at The Inn.’

Detective? Staying? 

There was no way she was old enough to be a detective, and staying? No-one stayed in their town except during the Celebration of Flowers. 

It was the only reason the Inn was even built, and the celebration was months away. Hiding their magic in plain sight had kept the town from being looked at too closely. 

Except for that one reporter.

‘There will be a memorial for Dr Simms this afternoon.’ 

Adie’s eyes met Detective Tala’s again, before she turned and walked away from the crowd, heading toward the library. 

48 steps.

Adie looked back over her shoulder, the townspeople were all mesmerised by Mr Kenjins and Detective Tala. For a moment, Adie forgot what she was doing, caught up with the strange sensation that danced beneath her skin when she looked at the detective. 

Shaking her head, Adie pulled her access card from her backpack and slipped into the library.

‘Lisa?’ Adie opened Lisa’s office and stood blinking in the threshold. The office was never this messy. 

Lisa’s desk was covered in papers, her pristine piles tipped and flowing on to the floor. Her drawers stood open and the chair Adie usually sat at during staff meetings was on to its side. She stepped through the threshold and collapsed to her knees looking closer at the mess.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Adie’s voice echoed around the dishevelled office.

‘That’s what I’m here to find out.’ The voice was a low rumble that sent Adie’s heart pulsing against pressure, as though a too small rubber band had been slipped around her chest.

She turned and stared, wide eyed as the detective pulled on some cream coloured latex gloves.

‘Have you touched anything?’

Adie shook her head and watched as the woman walked around the room, commanding the very air to pay attention to her presence. She didn’t touch anything, even with the gloves on, but leant close to a book that was open on the windowsill behind Lisa’s desk.

‘Why did you come here?’

It took a few moments for Adie to realise an answer was expected from her.

‘I didn’t see Lisa in the crowd. She’s my boss, and Dr Simms’ daughter. I just wanted to check she was ok.’

‘So, you work here?’

‘Yeah. The last few years.”

‘Who else works here?’

‘I think she has some casuals on the books. I rarely see them; they work weekends mostly. The turn over’s pretty high, usually just town kids waiting for something better to come along, usually out of town.’ 

Adie hadn’t realised how proud she was to be the only long-term employee of Lisa’s. The only person who had stuck around for longer than just a few months. There were some that barely lasted a few weeks. 

Every time Lisa mentioned that another one had left; Mrs Jones’ middle boy, or Mr Peters youngest girl, envy would curl around Adie’s chest.

‘How many of you are there?’ Adie asked.

‘Just me for now. The rest are on their way.’

‘What about your partner, Detective Tala?’

Detective Tala’s head snapped up from looking in the open drawers and glared at Adie. 

Adie could have sworn there was movement in Detective Tala’s eyes. 

‘I, I just mean. Don’t you guys always go in twos?’

‘Ah, he had car troubles. Should be here soon.’ 

It was the first time Adie saw Detective Tala smile. It lit up her face, and Adie was reminded of a movie star she couldn’t remember the name of. 

‘Detective Tala?’

‘Just Tala.’

‘Oh,’ She blinked, struggling to remember the question that had just been on the tip of her tongue. ‘Ok Tala? What happened to Doctor Simms?’

‘What do you think happened?’ 

‘I have no idea. I just got told that she died, and it wasn’t natural.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Well, don’t you kind of confirm it just being here?’

Adie didn’t know why she still felt the need to protect Billie, as though their lives still mattered to each other.

That smile again made Adie forget Billie and focus on Tala, and only Tala. Images of what Tala would look like with far less clothes on. The woman was gorgeous.

Adie’s stomach flipped a few more times. She hadn’t noticed in the distance and in the shade of the gazebo, the touch of red that streaked through Tala’s hair. Adie imagined it being described as strawberry blonde, but it reminded her of the bark of her favourite tree trunk. The one in the village green where she would tuck herself up against, back moulding to the comforting coolness of the trunk, and read until she felt calm enough to spend another day in OpenFields, in this life. 

If that’s really what it was. At best it was nothing more than a half-life; surviving, trying to convince herself the hope of being connected once again was worth the not living.

‘I guess so.’

‘So, are you able to tell me?’

‘We aren’t completely sure yet. There was a lot of blood.’

The word made Adie grateful she never ended up eating. Her blood covered tomato toast still sitting on her bench at home.

‘Where would Lisa be, seeing as she’s obviously not here?’

‘I don’t know her that well.’ Adie was terrible at lying, and the raise of Tala’s left eyebrow told her as such.

‘Educated guess?’

‘She lives down behind the green. Close to the overhang of Dedo rock, near the old gold mining tunnels.’

‘Wanna show me?’

Like a fish out of water, Adie’s mouth flapped around looking for a viable way to say no. But she knew it wouldn’t be worth being dragged in front of the town council if Tala mentioned her lack of assistance. 

She wasn’t a good liar, but she was good at bottling up the anger. Her life was controlled by this town, by the town leaders, and she felt betrayed and hard done by. She wasn’t even born to this magic, but somehow being dragged here so young it had leaked beneath her skin and taken control. And nothing had been right since. Her right fingers slipped beneath the sweat band on her left wrist, grazing over the raised lines, like braille only she could read.

Adie pulled out the bottle from her pocket and dry swallowed two of the small bitter pills before nodding and heading out of Lisa’s office.

While they were in the library, the town meeting had finished, although small clumps of people continued to natter. 

She felt all eyes on her, but no one dared speak until Adie and Tala had moved beyond hearing range.

It disturbed Adie, the excitement that seemed to radiate off of them. 

‘So, is it just me or are some of your fellow townspeople nodding like I’ve already got the culprit?’

‘It’s not just you.’

That left eyebrow rose again. 

‘I don’t exactly fit in.’

‘I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.’
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he air felt sucked out of Adie’s body as she stepped up to Lisa’s front door. The house was a modern marvel and stood out like a sore thumb surrounded by old weatherboard Queenslanders. 

The door was open, and the tang of Adie’s nightmare floated out from the house. 

‘Stay behind me.’ Tala’s voice was rougher, and her arm pushed Adie back as though she weighed little more than the breeze.

In the back of Adie’s mind, she wondered why Tala didn’t pull out her gun, but she was too occupied with the smell permeating from the house and trying to suffocate her. 

Her mind flicked through a stack of insults she had lived with, about her lack of life and too much time watching crime shows. Adie wasn’t even sure Tala had a gun. She hadn’t noticed one.

Her mind was filled with images of Lisa, shoulder length platinum blonde hair that Adie loved running her fingers through. She had even plaited it one night when they lay in bed, the room smelling of sweat and sex, while Lisa talked about the latest books she had ordered for the library. Lisa was the one who had gotten Adie interested in those crime shows and obsessed with reading those true crime books.

Adie shook her head and tried to focus on the dark blackish spill that was blocking out a fair chunk of the cream plush carpet of Lisa’s living room. The small red-turned-brown wine stain Adie felt guilty about every time she came over was now irrelevant beneath the horror.

‘Lisa?’ 

The look Tala flashed at Adie made Adie extremely grateful the woman didn’t have a gun drawn. 

Adie bit her top lip, her hands shaking and her legs moving automatically on follow-the-leader mode.

The house wasn’t big. Two bedrooms, a kitchen, the living room and a bathroom she had often joked about swinging a cat in. 

It felt as though lifetimes passed as she quietly followed Tala’s search, all cupboards and doors looked behind and beds looked beneath.

‘She’s not here.’

‘Is she, I-, is she dead?’

‘Blood spreads a long way,’ Tala rested warm fingers on Adie’s cheek. Adie tried to hide the shiver that ran across the back of her shoulder. She shouldn’t be having thoughts like this, about another woman, especially in Lisa’s living room while Lisa was bleeding and missing. 

‘There’s no telling just how much is there, but from my educated guess, she was alive when she left here.’

Adie hadn’t expected Tala to be so open. Perhaps she really had seen too many cop shows.

‘So where to from here?’ She needed to find Lisa. They might not have been much more than friends with benefits, and even that term might have been a bit strong, but she was the closest person to a friend Adie had in the whole town. 

And her guilt at being attracted to Tala made her desire to take up the search for Lisa that much stronger.

‘She was your boss, right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Just your boss?’

‘Meaning?’

Tala simply raised that damned left eyebrow and looked at Adie with the patience of one who could wait for days.

‘We were friends, we slept together a few times. That’s not common knowledge.’

Tala nodded and Adie could have sworn there were traces of a smile at the edge of her full dark lips. 

‘So?’

‘What do you know about this town?’ Tala asked, Adie blinked not understanding how the conversation had taken a different turn.

‘I’ve been here since I was six. It’s an old school town that focuses on the old ways.’ The words tumbled out without thought or feeling. They all knew the words. They learnt them for situations just like this. Well, perhaps not exactly like this. Situations involving outsiders, which no one expected to have to deal with outside of the Celebration of Flowers.

‘And the cult?’

Adie hadn’t expected that, her face unable to hide her shock quickly enough. Tala pulled out a folded piece of newspaper from her pocket and handed it to Adie with a small flick of her wrist, the paper half opening by the time Adie took it. 

She knew the article well enough.

Behind the glass on the bulletin board in the townhall, the article was in prime position, and had been for the last 7 months. 

Adie looked at it, instantly realising that the one she had seen in the town hall was far smaller than the one she now held in her hands. 

At the top of the article there were two pictures; one of Mr Kenjins, black and white but Adie was certain the man had makeup on, and beside him a light-haired beauty with a familiar sharp long face and eyelashes to die for; Adie already knew she was the interviewer. Around her neck was a thick chain link necklace with a pendant shaped like a wolfs head, the eyes looked as though they were jewels or gems of some sort.

Adie scoffed under her breath as she reread words she already knew.
OpenFields town leader, Samuel Jenkins chuckled as he responded to this reporters’ questions about rumours of the town shunning those who weren’t members of the ‘religion’.

‘No, not at all. We honour and respect the earth and in return we are rewarded with the beauty and perfection of our town. We are happy to share it with whoever wishes to live here, as long as they respect what we have created.

This was all that was behind the glass in the town hall, as though someone might deface the picture of Mr Samuel Jenkins if it weren’t. Adie had imagined drawing many things on the man over the last few months. Now she read on:

But there have been many questionable actions from OpenFields, including their unwillingness to open their books of the town’s residents and meeting notes. OpenFields has been referred to as a cult on more than one occasion and there is nothing this reporter has seen to deny these allegations.  

Adie bit back the laugh that wanted to escape. She wasn’t entirely sure what she was finding so funny.

Her eyes must have given something away, because Tala quickly took the newspaper from her loose grip, tucked it in her back pocket and guided Adie back out on to the street.

Adie liked the feeling of Tala’s warmth through her thick deep green jacket. The giggles gained momentum at the thought. 

She really needed to get laid. 

Tala helped Adie over to the footpath at the front of Lisa’s home. Adie’s legs crumpled beneath her, Tala quickly guiding her to sit on the curb, her feet splayed out into the bitumen road. 

‘Put your head down and when you can have some of this.’

Tala placed an open bottle of water on the edge of the curb next to Adie.

Moments passed and eventually Adie pulled out the small bottle from her pants pocket, shook it before tucking it away again, wishing she could risk just taking a few more. She’d already taken a few too many this morning. Not that they seemed to be working much.

Instead, she took small sips of water, and then big gulps from the bottle. She completely drained it, not having realised she was even thirsty.

‘What are the pills for?’

‘Anxiety.’ 

It was as close to the truth as she could get. 

‘So, what did you do to your fingers?’

Adie’s felt her eyebrows pull together. 

Her fingers?

Then realisation dawned.

‘Oh, I sliced them instead of a tomato when I was making breakfast this morning.’

Tala only nodded and Adie felt this intense desire to justify herself.

‘I didn’t even get to eat it. It’s still sitting on my bench at home covered in blood.’

The last word sat uncomfortably on the tip of her tongue and was her undoing.

Adie leaned forward and retched out half of the water bottle, regretting her eagerness to skull the whole thing.

‘So, you’re a resident of the town. Did you meet Diana Tracey?’

‘Who?’

‘The reporter.’

‘Oh,’ Adie couldn’t figure out the expression that flitted across Tala’s face like a cloud racing across the sun. ‘No. I don’t think anyone else did, except Mr Kenjins. And I’m not sure anyone would technically consider me a member of this town anymore.’

The car pulled slowly around the corner into Lisa’s street and drove toward them. Adie felt the air ripple, a memory from when the town’s magic danced hot beneath her skin, as Tala tensed and pushed her shoulders back.

This was not the time for the tablets to stop working. Why weren’t they working?

Adie’s heart raced too quickly, and she felt that liquid fire beneath her skin, the one that led to the dark places of her anxiety.

The screaming and the begging bled together, mixed and grew louder. 

‘A walk will help settle you down a bit.’

Adie flicked her eyes from the car and back to Tala. She had to trust her instincts, and right now she knew she didn’t want the car to find her there. She liked being around Tala, even if Adie was certain the woman was lying about something. 

And she was a stranger. 

She nodded and let Tala help her get to her feet. 

Despite her slim appearance, Tala pulled Adie to her feet as though she weighed nothing more than an abandoned feather she had picked up from the grass. 

They walked slowly down the street, away from the car.

‘Hey ladies.’ It was beside them too quickly. Adie wasn’t good at lying, but the vice grip Tala had on her arm made her know she had to at least try.

‘Hi, are you lost?’ Adie tapped into that old school charm she had been taught for the Carnival of Flowers.

‘Are we that obvious?’ He had a chiselled jaw and Adie bit her top lip, holding back a laugh as she imagined him cast in a bgrade FBI movie. His partner had flicked a glance their way before turning ahead again, hands still at ten and two as though the car weren’t stationary.

‘A little. Everyone in the town knows each other. It’s not hard to notice out of towners.’ She laughed, hoping the hysteria didn’t reach their ears.

‘So, both you ladies are from town?’ He looked a little closer at Tala and her dark power suit. Adie would need to get her out of those clothes as soon as possible. 

Don’t think about getting her undressed.

‘Yeah.’ Tala snarled in Adie’s silence.

‘And were you just at Lisa Simms house?’ The interrogation in his voice wasn’t hidden behind his smile.

‘Oh,’ Adie looked back over her shoulder toward Lisa’s house, dried blood hiding secrets she was determined to find answers to. ‘I’m not sure. I was feeling sick, so we sat down for a little bit while my head cleared. I didn’t really pay attention to where we were.’

‘Are you ok now?’ His smile couldn’t hide his disinterest in her answer.

Adie nodded and tried a small smile. The less she spoke the better.

‘Thanks ladies. We’ll see you again soon.’ There was no hope or question in his voice.

‘No doubt, officer.’ Tala’s gravelled voice made the officer blink as though a camera with an unexpected flash had just gone off in front of him.

‘That’s obvious too huh?’ He did have kind eyes, despite the attempt at an interrogation, and smiled along with Adie’s nervous laugh.

The car turned around in the next driveway and headed back to Lisa’s. Adie and Tala continued to walk away in silence until they were three blocks away.

‘You aren’t a cop, are you?’ Adie didn’t really need to ask, she already knew. She always knew.

‘Am I that obvious?’ Tala mimicked the square jawed officer from the car. 

‘Who are you and why are you here?’

‘My name is Tala. I’m here looking for Diana.’
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iana? So you mean the reporter is missing as well?’ Adie’s eyes narrowed as she stopped walking. ‘Why would you come here?’

Tala blinked at Adie, looking as though for a moment she hadn’t remembered Adie was there at all.

‘She came back to do a follow up piece.’ Tala’s rough voice was softer, her eyes looking everywhere but at Adie. ‘We lost contact with her a few days ago.’

Adie chewed on her top lip thinking through the information as she began walking toward the outskirts north of the town. 

No one had come to town; Diana had never shown up. 

Adie’s run down monitored abode was on the outskirts, south of the town. It was so close to the only entrance and exit of OpenFields that Adie rarely missed any visitors.

So why was Adie’s stomach doing belly flops again?

‘You love her?’ Adie felt sick asking. Felt heat rush through her limbs as she knew the answer before Tala opened her mouth. 

‘Yes!’ 

‘Are they the real cops? Here to investigate Dr Simms’s murder?’

The word tasted like the copper smell from Lisa’s living room.

‘I guess the flat tyre I gave them didn’t hold them up nearly as long as I had hoped.’ Tala smiled over at Adie, their strides keeping pace with each other. Her wicked grin sent a laughing rumbled of thunder that escaped Adie’s mouth. A shiver ran beneath Adie’s skin, centring in her lower stomach. 

What was wrong with her? Now was not the time to be thinking about sex. 

‘Why don’t you want the cops looking for her?’

Tala looked closer, her eyes lingering on Adie. Adie felt as though her whole soul was being scanned. 

She imagined Tala exploring her body with her hands and mouth instead. 

How could she be thinking these things?

‘They’ll just get hurt. They don’t know what they are dealing with.’

How did she ever think this woman was a cop? How had she fooled Mr Kenjins? 

Adie could feel the threat in Tala’s words. It shivered through her, as her fingers played with the small bottle in the front pocket of her shorts. 

‘So, what are your plans?’ Adie knew she should just turn around, stop walking and head back to Lisa’s to help the real authorities. 

But she agreed with Tala’s logic. 

Adie wondered if Tala wasn’t also in over her head.

‘I have no idea, honestly.’ Tala’s smile was raw. 

It radiated through Adie and she felt drawn to help. This woman, whose eyes looked as though she might never get out if she were to get lost in them, needed her. 

For the first time, someone needed her.

‘Alright, then it’s time for Dedo.’ Adie nodded. She had a course of action. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

‘Sorry?’ Both of Tala’s eyebrows raised as she flicked the look over at Adie.

‘We’ll go up to Dedo rock. It’s the only place you can think in this town. We can figure out all this shit, or at least figure out our next step.’

‘Our?’

‘Yep. The way I see it, we’re both missing someone, so why not look together?’

‘You are very sure of yourself.’ Tala slowly smiled, her mouth reminding Adie of a flower opening. 

Adie had never been less sure of herself, but she nodded and turned right down James Road toward the entrance to Dedo rock. 

It wasn’t a huge lightning bolt thought that made her think of the plan. 

They were barely five minutes’ walk from Dedo Rock.

And she hadn’t lied. 

Up there, she didn’t feel caged.

798 steps later they stopped at the unmarked entrance, a low hanging chain swaying across the start of the dirt track. Tala looked at Adie, all traces of a smile gone.

Adie laughed and ducked beneath the chain, holding it up to let Tala follow her. 

The chain had never stopped anyone, it would be unlatched by the time the sun went down. 

‘It’s make-out central up here, but it’s usually empty during the day. It’s only interesting to Fielders when the sun goes down.’

Adie took the lead. She could hear the gentle soft tread of Tala behind her. 

‘Aren’t you a Fielder?’

Adie shrugged, glad the heat in her cheeks couldn’t be seen by Tala. She was unsure how to answer the question.

She was a Fielder. 

The denial made her feel sick, her skin prickled.

Who was she if she wasn’t a Fielder?

Tala wasn’t a cop. That was a relief. But she was still an outsider.

So why did she trust her more than anyone back in the town?

Adie shook her head slightly; words fought each other and tied her tongue. Was she confusing someone to trust with someone she just wanted to sleep with? It had been awhile.

It was cool in the shade of the overhanging trees. Leaves brushed their tips over the dirt track. As they continued to walk up the sloping incline, the coolness of the town lost its edge, and soon Adie regretted her thick dark green jacket. Mulch made of dying leaves layered the ground in front of them just before they reached the open area of the rock. 

‘This is gorgeous.’ Tala’s voice was almost gentle.

Adie smiled in response to Tala’s awe. 

It had always offered her so much more than a place to ‘go parking’.

They looked out over the town and Adie felt her body ache with the sight. The streets were laid out in front of her in a pattern that had never meant anything before, but now they filled her with dread. The air vibrated black and heavy, a line that overlapped and ignored all the roads leading where, it grew too dark and blotted out the main street of town. The black path grew out of the dark ball over the town and led to the field out the back of her home. 

Soon her breath was coming too quickly, too shallow, and she sat heavily near the edge of the overhanging rock.

‘Are you ok?’

‘Somethings wrong with the town. It might not look like much to you, but there is something sinister hovering over it.’ 

‘Do you know what it is? What’s exactly sinister?’ Tala’s familiar eyes looked hungry enough to consume Adie. Adie shook her head. 

Where had she seen those eyes before?

‘I don’t know what it is. But two people missing and now a murder, something isn’t right.’

‘I can’t go back into town, not until I know what’s going on with the real cops. I only have so much control.’

‘Control?’ Adie closed her eyes, her face crumpling at her own stupidity. What was Tala talking about?

‘Nothing important.’

‘So, I’ll go back in.’ Adie’s stomach growled. ‘And grab some food while I suss out what’s happening. Can I leave this here?’

‘We’ll both still be here when you get back.’ Tala tucked Adie’s backpack protectively under her arm, like a duck with a baby chick.

‘Ok, just head to the woods if anyone else shows up.’

‘Thanks.’ Tala smiled and Adie walked away before she opened her mouth and said something she couldn’t take back, or worse opened her mouth and said nothing.

The air was crisp and chilled as she got back into town, the air inside the circle was heavy and cold. She took a deep breath in, forcing her mind to calm as the fresh air enveloped her. 

‘Oh, Adeline dear, it’s so good to see you.’ Adie stiffened as she breathed out, the nasal voice she never wanted to hear again, assaulted her ears.

Adie stopped and stared at Mr Kenjins. Billie stood beside her father, staring down at her feet.

‘Hello Mr Kenjins.’ Adie nodded. ‘Belinda, lovely to see you.’

‘And you, Adeline.’ Billie barely flicked a glance up, eyes not meeting Adie’s.

‘I’m so glad you decided to come pay tribute to Dr Simms. She would have been glad to see you here.’

Ah shit!

The chips would have to wait, she hoped Tala would as well.

Adie forced a tight smile across her face.

‘Shall we go in girls?’

Adie nodded, smile still plastered in place and very lightly put her hand through Mr Kenjins’ offered elbow, trying to touch as little of him as she could. She had never liked the man, hated him since that night. And now the sinister air around him was almost visible.

Billie clung to her father’s other arm.

Adie let herself be dragged through the front door of the town hall. She had relied on Dr Simms but she was no more than a dealer. When the darkness had gotten too much, Dr Simms had been the one to force those first tablets into her.

The walls of the town hall closed around Adie. 

They walked through the hallway, past the bulletin board behind glass. Adie forced her eyes not to linger on the half article. 

The town meetings were held in the large auditorium inside the town hall. All important events for OpenFields were held there. Her feet followed the familiar path, making Adie cringe at the memories she tried to convince herself were washed away.

Hey body trembled beneath her skin and she felt the roiling nausea in her stomach warn her from speaking.

Once inside, Mr Kenjins was quickly pulled away for muttered discussions with fellow town leaders. Adie didn’t miss the unsure look he threw her, before he allowed himself to be caught up in the town’s affairs.

The great hall was filled with pews lined up to face the large stage and podium. From the books she had read, it looked much like any other chapel she had seen. Some were far more elaborate in their stained-glass windows. 

All except for the hundreds of candles that lit the room. 

Flames danced shadows and light over the chattering congregation and Adie wanted to scream as the flames called to her.

She shouldn’t be hearing any calls.

Adie barely had 30 seconds to get worked up, before Billie came to collect her and direct her to one of the pews where the unallocated sat. She barely acknowledged Billie, but followed behind, ensuring not even their clothes brushed.

The ceremony started with a tribute to Dr Simms. She could sit through this nice and quiet, it shouldn’t take too long, and then she would get back to Tala and figure out the mysteries that had plagued her since she came to this town. 

One of those mysteries was Tala herself.

Adie forced her shoulders to relax. Deep breathes, counting each inhale and exhale. A calm washed over her. There was something about Tala. 

But the calm didn’t last.

As Adie predicted, the tribute didn’t take long. 

But then, without warning, a town meeting began. 

Right now, OpenFields appeared to be just like any other place Adie had read about. 

Any other cult, Adie silently scoffed to herself.

She had looked up all the religions she could in the library. They all seemed to contain a list of dos and don’ts. As far as Adie could tell, they were just as screwed up as OpenFields, in their own unique ways.

Lisa had originally gotten her interested in looking up other religions. She loved to point out the beauty of ancient religions in rare books she got into the library. 

The thought of Lisa made Adie’s leg jiggle up and down.

Mr Kenjins held court, and the mooning calf eyes of the townspeople surrounding Adie made her stomach churn again. She had never been convinced of his greatness, of him being the only reason this town thrived. 

But they all looked at him the same way, the unallocated worse of all. They lived in hope of being gifted by his words.

Despite her desire to stay detached, Adie was pulled to the faces of the conduits, they were easy to pick. Heat built up inside her as she saw her own haunted expression mirrored in their eyes. 

Faces unsmiling; teeth clenched and eyes desperate to be anywhere else in the world.

Once the mundane notices and announcements were done, the real meeting would begin, and they would make her leave. 

Her legs jiggled, she wanted to get out, she had to get out.

The front doors locked without anyone going near, and the bulk of the attendees split into groups of conduits and recipient. It was a subtle move and shuffle. But the gap was definitive. 

She had no way of getting out. Her jiggling legs were growing faster and faster. She could feel the tightness gripping the back of her neck like a large meaty fist.

If she stood, if she tried to leave, she would bring the attention she had to avoid. 

She remained seated, not sure her legs would have taken her weight had she been brave enough to stand.

Mr Kenjins’s nasal voice began. Words no one understood, but everyone felt. 

The words pulling Adie’s organs around inside of her, like the witches mixing the pot in Macbeth. Mr Kenjins finished the first repetition, nodded and lifted his arms. All conduits stood, legs slightly bent, grounding themselves for the purge. 

As Mr Kenjins began the second recital of the words, all conduits joined in. Adie mouthed the words unconsciously. 

The recipients began chanting words in the same vein but different words. Adie looked over to the candles as the brightness in the room dimmed. There was no one near them. 

Her stomach dropped when she saw Billie’s fingers pinching the air, the lights diminishing on her simple gesture.

Billie had received the power of fire.

Billie has taken her place.

Adie tensed her stomach, weighting down her body as she stayed seated in the pews with the children and the unallocated residents.

Being chosen to receive the magic from the conduits was also a gift, and a curse. Once received you could never truly be free of it. 

Conduit or recipient. 

Although the tablets helped. 

At least that was what they were designed for. 

But everyone wanted to be a receiver of the magic, either as a conduit or a chosen recipient.

When Adie had stopped being part of the true town, she saw what it really took to be one of Mr Kenjins’s chosen ones. 

Bowing down to whatever the Town Leader wanted was primary operative number one. The more you were a yes man, the more hits of magic you received.

Fumbling with the small bottle, Adie didn’t count the number of pills that fell into her hand before throwing them in her open mouth. She gagged as a tablet hit her tonsils but swallowed them all dry in the end. With the bottle tucked back into her pocket, Adie shoved her hands beneath her thighs and closed her eyes. 

The chanting grew louder. She knew the incantation of transfer but kept her teeth and lips clenched tight.

It rumbled around the walls, the ground beneath her feet shook vibrations up her legs. She trembled beneath her skin, the chanting loosening her organs from the one thing holding her together.

The real fear came from inside. 

She wanted to rub away the suffocating warmth in her chest, but she would not let her hands out. Her hands itched to sooth the discomfort within. She fought them, keeping them trapped. Not strong enough to keep them entirely still.

Fear flooded her. 

This feeling. This fear. As raw and dark as all those years ago.

The tablets. Why weren’t the tablets working?

She had once commanded the powers she felt vibrating around the room. She hadn’t wanted them. But she hadn’t wanted to live without them either. 

And she now yearned daily for that power. It created that hole inside of her, that never stopped waving and demanding attention, suffocated her into this half-life.

The scars under her sweat bands itched and she remembered how helpless life was without the connection to the town, the connection to the power, to the magic. 

But she shouldn’t be able to feel the vibrations in the room. The tablets stopped all her powers. 

Sweat beaded on her forehead and she looked around, eyes desperate to find someone, anyone who could save her. She needed to stop the electricity burning beneath her skin, flowing to her fingertips, heat burning beneath her thighs. 

Memories from that darkest of nights slammed against her. She felt the cold steel pressing against the warm skin of her wrists. 

A wave that seemed like it was smashing her soul against the rough grains of wet sand.

Adie gasped for breath as the chanting reached its crescendo and stopped. 

Always so sudden and all at once, a connection between all in the room. One mind, one thought and one goal. 

The power had been dispensed, the eyes of the recipients would shine, and the exhausted from the conduits would be palatable. 

The silence pressed on her ears, throbbing. 

Her body shook, her hair prickled over her arms and neck.

Adie dropped her head, the shaking slowly ebbing. Eyes closed, the sobs wracked through her chest as the magic in the room found its place and the ritual was completed. The feeling of that power draining away from her with each exhale.

Adie had seen the ritual enough times. But she had never felt this. She had never shared her magic, except for that one time, in private. 

It was a horror she had nothing to compare it to. 

It was a horror she would never live again.

Even the memory of it sent her body into a panic. The way Mr Kenjins had scoffed, had not believed her about receiving the power. He chose the conduits of the town. She had clicked her fingers, and he saw the flames. His eyes had looked almost black in the shadow of her flames. He had held her down, his hands rough and careless, chanting the words. The magic had been pulled and ripped out of her. 

Two hours later she had pressed the razors into her flesh. She had cringed but didn’t stop until the blood flowed. She had laughed, high pitched and unnatural, as she watched her secret waterfall no one else would ever know about.

But they had found her. 

They had healed her, even after she screamed at them to stop, even after she had set Dr Simms’ hair on fire. 

Dr Simms had forced the tablets down her throat and had kept her on suicide watch ever since.

Adie’s powers had been gone before the next town meeting.

Her connection to the town and the people forever impaired.

The voices as they returned to normal conversations around Adie, meant nothing. She was lost in the past, and terrified about the future. If the powers were coming back, what would stop him from knowing, from taking it from her again and again. From having it ripped from her body to be given to others.

What would stop her from using the razors again?

When she came back to the present, Adie felt a macabre humour bubbling up her chest. 

Her body may have stopped shaking but tears continued to fall into her lap, even as gasps of humourless laughter escaped her lips. 

Her chest ached. Invisible fingers had reached in and squeezed all her organs until they bruised beneath calloused skin. 

Adie’s insides trembled, her skin prickled goose bumps. 

The magic was back, she could feel it burning and wavering inside of her. Flames of a campfire.

‘Come on, Ads, let’s get out of here.’ Billie’s hand was its own fire against Adie’s shoulder blade. She nodded without looking and let Billie weave her through the mingling crowd, out of the building.

The grass was a soothing balm on Adie’s palms. The sobs came again, and she gripped the green blades, digging her fingers deeper in to the soil. With trembling fingers Adie tried to undo her shoes. Billie gently pushed Adie’s hands away and slipped off Adie’s sneakers. Adie took a beep breath and dug toes into the ground while her fingers gripped again at the blades of grass.

‘I thought I could feel it again. It feels like it’s closer than it has ever been. I think I’m going crazy Billie.’

‘Shhhhh, hush now.’ Billie rubbed her hand in slow circles over Adie’s back. 

Adie continued to dig her fingers in to the grass. 

The cut fingers on her left-hand touched dirt and the world shifted, catching her breath and opening her eyes.

The nightmare, her nightmare, played in front of her, overlaying the real world in front of her. The differences were subtle, but Adie knew the nightmare intimately. 

Her breath was fast, her chest rising and falling too quickly.

‘Adie?’ Billies voice was an echo down a long corridor.

Billie got up and ran. Her feet not registering the cuts and scrapes as she ran. 

She headed toward James Road. 

Towards Tala.
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Chapter 5:
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T

he chain fell apart in a blaze of sparks, under Adie’s grip. The heat coursed through her veins and her fingers felt as though flames burned from them. The power raged inside of her, stronger than it ever had when she was 16 years old.

Horror touched the back of her mind, but the power raced through her. The magic, the drug, finally relieving the anger and anxiety from years of abstinence. 

‘Who are you?’ Her hand was around Tala’s throat, Tala’s pulse pounding rhythmically against the webbing between her thumb and pointer finger.

‘What. Are. You?’

‘I I I,’ Tala couldn’t get enough air for words. Adie threw her to the ground, and then stared at her own hands. 

She had never hurt anyone else before, only herself.

It felt good.

It was terrifying. 

‘I’m like you, Adie.’

‘Fuck you. You have his eyes, the beast’s eyes. Tell me what’s going on?’

‘My eyes only look like his, because you are seeing it through your magic, seeing the same magic that’s in you.’

‘What is going on?’ Adie asked again.

‘You know what’s going on. Deep down, you’ve always known.’

‘Known what?’

‘Where does the magic come from?’

Adie felt winded. It was one thing to assume Tala’s knowledge of the towns magic, it was certainly another to have her confirm it with such a confident and matter of fact manner. 

Tala knew about the town’s magic.

‘It comes from the Earth. The town leader is given it by our goddess, he distributes it to those who are deserving, those who would love mother earth and maintain her, those who have pleased the goddess.’

‘And you believe that shit?’ Tala’s laugh was hard and angry.

‘I don’t know, ok. I don’t think anyone really knows where it comes from.’

‘Oh, someone knows. The magic isn’t given. It is stolen.’

‘Tell me everything.’ 

‘I can’t. I can only show you why I’m here. And only a little bit. I don’t have Diana’s strength.’

Adie flinched as Tala drew closer, hand raised reaching up to Adie’s face.

‘I can show you, but you have to trust me.’

Adie swallowed hard, but she had to be brave, she had to risk this. The answers were worth it. 

She hoped. 

But trust. Trust wasn’t so easily granted.

The image of Lisa, that had been on the edge of her thinking since she saw the blood, moved to her front and centre. 

They were in bed, laughing as Lisa drew sparks in the air. Adie loved to watch the magic, to feel it wrap around her. Everyone else shunned Adie from seeing the magic, but Lisa always showed her. She would dance it on her skin and smile at Adie’s face.

She hadn’t been in love with Lisa, but she loved her, and she owed her. She loved the pleasures and freedom that being with Lisa had given her, in a town of supervision and scrutiny.

‘Ok.’ Adie had to hold on to this all being worth it, all being worth something. 

Tala didn’t smile. Her angular face drew closer as she pressed the palm of her hand against Adie’s cheek.
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‘ARE YOU REALLY GOING back?’ Tala sat crossed legged on the end of the hotel room bed. The grey and orange bedspread mismatched with the broken bedside table that sat between the two single beds. 

She watched as Diana zipped up her small bag at the end of her own bed.

‘There’s something there, Tala. As soon as I stepped into the town, I could feel it.’ Diana’s voice was deep and perfect for radio. 

Diana’s dance lessons were evident in her every movement, though her limbs were long and angular, they flowed like a river.

Tala and Diana were chalk and cheese. But their eyes were identical. The only thing that recognised the two of them as sisters.

Tala had never dreaded any of Diana’s missions, but the foreboding of this one would not be shaken off. There was something in OpenFields, she could feel it even three towns over. This was what they did. They tracked down the old ones, the forgotten ones. 

But this mission felt different. A heavy pendulous cloud hung over her, hung over Diana and OpenFields. 

Diana had simply laughed it off when Tala had first mentioned it, but the cloud had stayed put. 

Three days passed. Three days of pacing. Her neck felt raw from rubbing her hand back and forth over it. 

Three days and she had smelt the murder in OpenFields. 

They hadn’t been on official business for The Children. And Diana chose to investigate this without Tala. Now she was missing, and Tala was stuck. 

She would have to go in alone.

She couldn’t ask for backup; it would take too long to explain everything and that was assuming she would be given help even after that.

Diana wouldn’t go to radio silence without a very good reason, and Tala hoped that was all the silence meant.
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ADIE GASPED AS TALA pulled her hand away from her face. She fell back into her own body. Tala’s thoughts resting behind her eyes for a moment or two. 

‘She’s your sister.’ The only information from Tala’s memory that didn’t raise a thousand more questions.

‘Yes, my baby sister.’ Tala’s voice was quieter than Adie had heard, but the gruff rumble was still present. 

Adie was pleased with the revelation. 

Not now.

‘Who are The Children? Children of what?’

‘You shouldn’t have heard the name.’ Tala stared at Adie, eyes wide, the deep depths filled with a fear Adie didn’t think possible.

‘Why not?’

‘Forget the name.’ Tala snapped. ‘We need to find Diana and Lisa. And then I’m taking her far away from this town. Someone else can deal with the mess.’ 

Tala shivered; Dedo Rock felt as cold as the town they looked down on.

‘So, I’m just supposed to be expected to be ok with this? You have magic, you know our town has magic. How?’ Adie asked.

‘Do you honestly believe your town is special? That magic exists here and nowhere else?’

Adie opened her mouth to answer, and quickly snapped it shut again. 

She had questioned where the magic came from, but she never asked if it was floating anywhere else in this world.

‘Look,’ The touch on her arm made Adie flinch. Tala’s hand moved back just as quickly. ‘things are never as simple as you think they are. But you don’t want to get involved in it.’

‘I am involved in it.’ Adie’s voice was quiet and for a moment she wasn’t certain if she had spoken the words allowed. ‘I want to know where the magic comes from. Where is it stolen from? I’ve always wanted to know the goddess. I didn’t understand why only the Town Leader got audience with her; it didn’t sound right. But no one would listen to me.’

‘You,’ Tala stepped back shaking her head. ‘you really don’t know? I thought that was just a town act. Is that why you are shunned?’

‘What? no, they hate me because I had the magic, but I couldn’t deal with it.’ Adie plucked at her wrist bands. ‘They lost my connection when I was no longer a conduit. Looks like I’ve finally been replaced now though.’

Tala sat down on the ground with a heavy expulsion of air.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You mean there is something you don’t know?’ Adie felt the left side of her lip lift in a half grin. A flirty half-grin. 

This is not the time for flirting.

‘How does OpenFields Work?’

Adie sat down on Dedo Rock, looking over the patchwork of a town she loved and hated, despised and cherished and told Tala the world she was raised in. 

‘We are all able to receive the magic, but only some of us are gifted enough to become conduits. Mr Kenjins visits with the goddess and depending on how pleased she is with us she gives him essence of magic. I don’t remember when Mr Kenjins gave me the essence from the goddess, but I have so many moments of blackness in my life it doesn’t really matter. Those who receive the essence become conduits. We, no they, transfer the power to the others.’

As she spoke, she knew she shouldn’t be telling an outsider while at the same time feeling freer than she ever had in her life.

‘What moments of blackness?’

‘I don’t remember anything from before.’

‘Before what?’

‘I wasn’t born here. They found me when I was 6.’ Adie had never had to say it before.

‘And you don’t remember anything beforehand?’

‘No.’

‘Are there other moments?’ Tala asked

‘Some, but just little ones. Nothing important.’

‘How long has Mr Kenjins been running the town?’

Adie was surprised at the sudden change in the conversation, but the relief was also palatable on her tongue.

‘Since before I got here. It’s been passed down through his family since the town was established. His great something or other was one of the original miners.’

Tala closed her eyes and Adie stared at her, taking the opportunity to really examine her features. Her eyes were tilted up, slightly angled, lashes from eyelids to eternity. Adie was drawn to the cupid bow mouth and had a moment of imagining biting the full bottom lip.

Stop it!

‘We have to find Diana and Lisa now. And I have to report back to The Children as soon as we find the source of the magic.’

‘Children of what?’

Tala’s response was a glare.

‘Fine, but where do we start?’

‘At the source. Close your eyes and then open them slowly, focusing on nothing but the magic.’

‘I told you, I don’t have the magic anymore.’

‘Yeah, you do.’

‘What?’

‘I can smell the lavender in the pills you have in your pocket. It’s covering up the ingredients that are dampening your connection.  But they aren’t working anymore are they? They were infused with your Docs magic. When she died, so did their power.’

Tala was right. They weren’t working. Was she right about the pills being magically infused? It made sense. And what did she have to lose by trying what Tala asked her for.

‘Ok, I’ll do as you ask.”

Adie took a deep breath and closed her eyes 

Slowly, she opened them as instructed. 

It was like a flashlight piercing the midnight darkness of her mind. 

Adie yelped and closed her eyes again.

Tala’s hands were a comfort on her forearm.

‘Slower. You can do this.’

Adie counted to ten and tried again, slower, one eye at a time, fluttering before opening them.

Beginning at the field behind her house Adie trailed the dark smudge to the centre of town. As she stared, the mass thinned out and lit up like a beacon was the town hall. 

It wasn’t a surprise and Adie had to resist the urge to smack herself in the forehead. 

Where else would it be? 

Mr Kenjins had always been possessive of the town hall, as though it belonged solely to him.

‘Please, tell me what is going on?’ Adie forced her eyes away from the glow.

Tala started pacing, three steps forward, three steps back. Her lower lip pushed to one side of her face, her teeth forcing her lip to stay there.

‘Ok,’ She stopped pacing and squatted down in front of Adie, excitement in her eyes making her look crazy or stoned, maybe both. ‘What if all those old religions were right?’

‘What?’ Adie scoffed and started shaking her head.

‘Hear me out. Remember. You wanted this.’

Adie felt warmth swell in her lower stomach but nodded.

‘Ok, so let’s say there are Gods, and Goddesses, but what the religions got wrong were the nature of the gods. They aren’t divine, just a different race. Far more in tune with magic, in tune with the world and able to wield certain elements by sheer will, through their very blood.’

Tala waited for the information to sink in. Adie nodded.

‘Go on.’ 

‘Now, what if humans found out that their gods weren’t immortal or infallible?’

‘They would steal the power if they could.’ Adie knew this with more certainty then she had authority to. It was a clenched fist in her stomach.

‘And others would fall in love with these beautiful creatures.’

‘The Children.’ Adie gasped.

Tala only nodded as she sat back down next to Adie. Adie processed this information as though it were fact. She believed it, despite how crazy it sounded.

Is it really that crazy in a world where OpenFields exists?

‘So, what is the source?’ Adie heard her blood raging in her ears.

‘We have to go.’ Tala jumped up quickly and pulled Adie to her feet.

Adie’s eyebrows knit together. She had more questions. But then the sound of tyres on dirt road made her understand. 

Someone was coming

She ignored the electricity as it ran through her fingers. Adie gripped Tala’s hand tighter and pulled her toward the other end of the overlook. Was the electricity attraction or magic? She couldn’t remember, the magic had touched her for so short a time. That and the lingering effects of the tablets still dampened the edges of her thinking. 

‘Where are we going?’ Asked Tala.

Adie hustled her further down a walking track that was almost entirely reclaimed by the surrounding bush.

‘We are taking the scenic route back to town; this track circumnavigates around to my place. A short walk to town from there. And with the sun setting, no one will be looking for me.’

‘I guess that depends on how far the cops have gotten.’

Adie nodded. She shouldn’t have forgotten about them. 

But she wasn’t worried. She hadn’t been raised to fear them, not when they were in her town. And despite what Mr Kenjins said, no one would help them find the truth behind OpenFields.

She could feel the pulse of the earth through her bare feet. Her body vibrated with fear and excitement. 

Her fingers reached into her pocket, gently stroking the plastic bottle of pills. What was the point when they had stopped working anyway? And yet, there was still comfort from the plastic smoothness.

‘That’s my place.’ Adie jerked her head toward the small abode as she walked past it and toward the open grass field where she had seen the misty figure this morning.

Was it just this morning?

Her world had turned upside down, in less than 24 hours.  

‘We should go in and rest up, wait until later when everything is true dark and still before we head to the town hall.’ Whispered Tala.

Adie wanted nothing more than to go in, have a shower and a cuppa tea. Instead, she shook her head.

‘No, we can’t wait there.’

Tala followed silently.

They sat down on the grass behind Adie’s house as they watched the last few fingers of the sun disappear over the horizon. Adie shivered, wondering if they sat in the spot where she had seen her waving figure. 

What a horrid omen it was turning out to be. 

‘Why didn’t we stop at your place? Shoes would probably be a good thing.’ Tala spoke as darkness settled around them.

‘When I became a conduit, when I first felt the magic, I wasn’t happy about it. It felt wrong and strange. And dark. Above everything else, it was dark. I got a blade and tried to take the darkness away.’

Adie pulled off her wrist bands and showed Tala the scars beneath. Tala gasped and Adie lifted her eyes. 

Their eyes met. 

Tala’s gaze slipped down to Adie’s wrist. Her own hands tentatively moving forward. Adie nodded, meeting her halfway. 

Tala’s fingers gently ran over Adie’s skin. A lump formed in Adie’s throat. Tears building, ready to run over her cheeks.

‘Since they took the magic, they put me in that house, and have monitored me every day of my life. They got me to work in the library with Lisa.’

‘Why didn’t you just leave?’

The tears came faster and too many things that she had never even allowed herself to think came rushing to her mind. 

‘I wish I knew.’ Adie’s laugh was filled with pain. ‘I’ve thought about it, I’ve even tried. But I want the magic back. I hated it, every second of it felt wrong. But if I left, I would never get it back again. That would be it, all gone forever. Nice and crazy huh?!’

Tala’s hands finally dropped away from Adie’s wrists as she laughed. 

Adie roughly brushed away the tears with clenched fists before pulling her wrist bands back on. 

She hadn’t shown anyone her scars, not since the wounds healed. And now this woman was laughing at her. But the anger and the disgrace surrounded her.

‘I’m not laughing at you. I think what you just described is so beautifully real and human. I’m a little envious.’

‘Of me? I am nothing to be envious of.’

‘You are. I wish we had met in some other circumstances.’

‘If we had met in other circumstances, I wouldn’t have been brave enough to talk to the sexy and confident woman who controlled every room she walked in to.’

Tala laughed again and raised Adie’s hand, kissing her fingers.

‘I’m sorry.’ Adie had a desire to bury herself in the ground.

‘Please don’t be.’

‘What magic do you have?’ Adie needed to know. This wasn’t her, since she met Tala, she felt more and less like herself than ever before.

‘What do you mean?’ Tala’s head cocked as she asked.

‘I can’t lie to you. I’ve just shown you what even Lisa hasn’t seen. I am saying stuff I never say.’ Adie quickly closed her mouth, knowing if she left it open, she would simply continue to spew whatever words came to her mind.

Tala laughed, a real deep full laugh that lit her face and her eyes. Adie couldn’t help but smile. Laughing suited Tala. 

‘My powers are only in making you see what I want you to see. And I’m not sure I really have that much power over you. You knew I wasn’t a cop before the real ones showed up.’ Tala smiled, met Adie’s eyes for the briefest of moments before looking back to the horizon. 

‘Besides, you aren’t the only one not keeping as quiet as you should be.’

‘So, do you have anything useful in that backpack or have we been dragging it around for the fun of it?’ Tala asked.

‘You mean, you didn’t snoop when I was in town?’

Tala smiled and shook her head.

‘Just the usual stuff. My staff access card, a torch, a bottle of water, wallet, muesli bar. Random things I have forgotten to take out of it. That kind of thing.’

‘So at least some of it is handy.’

‘We should head off now. We’ve got to find Lisa and Diana.’ Adie forced the words over the lump in her throat. 

She had never felt this connected before. Not to Billie or to Lisa. 

There was something different, between her and Tala. Too many thoughts brushing against her mind. Too much information, too much confusing. 

Puzzle pieces were being dropped in front of her but none of them connected with each other. 
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Chapter 6:
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T

he town hall was dark. Billie’s house, Mr Kenjins house, backed on to the town hall so the chances of being seen, of getting caught were far more likely. 

The tension ran up and down Adie’s body, electricity and fire beneath her skin. 

What Adie couldn’t quite believe was how much she was loving the sensation. Excitement was replacing fear.

The beacon from Dedo rock gave Adie no doubt as to where the source of the magic lay. 

She silently chastised herself. Why had she stopped asking, stopped searching for the truth, for the source of their magic? 

In her mind, she could almost see a wall, built between her thoughts and knowledge that hadn’t been able to reach for years, too many years. But the wall was starting crumble. Brick sized holes were appearing.

Her fingers trembled as they touched the bottle in her jeans. 

She knew why she stopped asking. 

‘Break into places often?’ Adie’s voice was muffled as it pressed up against Tala’s ear, her skin radiated with nerves as Tala picked the lock on the front door of the town hall. 

Adie’s hand shook slightly, the light from the torch bouncing around on the front door.

‘I have many skills.’ Tala smiled. ‘now hold that thing steady.’

Adie smiled, attraction mixing with adrenalin.

Sound bounced around the empty streets as the lock gave in to Tala’s insistence. 

They froze, waiting for a call to halt or a scream. But the echoing clicks died down and after another 30 second count, nothing else happened.

Tala turned the handle and waved her hand for Adie to go first. 

Adie slipped into the internal darkness, the soft carpet a warm relief to her feet.  

‘Where to?’

Adie took a deep breath. She knew. 

She grabbed Tala’s hand in her own and led the way. Down the hall towards Mr Kenjin’s office. The mysterious always locked door, even when he was inside.

She remembered one day when Billie had hurt her leg, a scar still raised just below her knee. Angry, she had watched Billie be chastised instead of comforted when her father reefed open the door after 5 minutes of knocking.

That had been the beginning of the end. 

If this was what having a family was, Adie was grateful to not remember her own. 

It was a subtle shuffle. Adie whipped her head around and caught Billie in the glare of her torch light.

‘What are you doing here?’ Billie’s voice was a hiss. Adie blinked against the focused beam of Billie’s torch, crossing her arms and holding them up in front of her eyes.

‘Right now, I’m trying not to be blinded.’

‘Adie?’ Billie’s voice shook a little as she lowered her torch.

‘Who did you think it was?’

‘Her partner.’ Adie could just see the thrust of Billie’s chin toward Tala as Billie spat out the words.

‘Her name is Tala, and what now, Billie? You going to go report me to your dad again?’

‘I was only trying to help you.’

‘Yeah well, I don’t need your help. Just piss off. We’ll be out of here soon enough.’

‘You just broke into the town hall.’ Billie had the upper hand and she knew it.

‘So, go and tell daddy.’ Adie didn’t have time for Billie or trying to play nice. Their time limit of getting in and out just decreased incredibly.

‘So, you haven’t heard?’ Billie blushed in the torch light. ‘He’s not my dad.’

‘What?’

‘Mum had an affair with a visitor during the Carnival of Flowers. It’s why he’s never trusted me.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Did it mean they had a few more minutes after all? ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I found this.’ Billie handed it over to Tala instead of to Adie.

‘Where’d you find this?’ Tala’s voice was rumbling, barely holding on. But to what, Adie wasn’t sure.

‘My dad had it, I figured he forgot about it.’

‘What is it?’ Adie couldn’t see the details of the item that was passed between the two of them.

‘It’s Diana’s.’ Tala handed the heavy silver lump to Adie, pressing it into her hand with too much force. ‘it’s her blood.’

‘How do you know that?’ Billie looked closer at Tala.

‘She knows it. She’s not a cop Billie. She has magic as well. And she came here to look for Diana.’

Tala glared at Adie, who could only shrug.

‘It’s either this or she runs and sets off an alarm.’

‘I’m not telling anyone you are here.’ Billie’s voice dropped to barely audible. ‘I know where Diana is.’

‘She’s alive?’ 

‘Last time I saw her, yes.’ 

‘Do we trust her?’ Tala asked the question Adie didn’t know the answer to.

Billie’s eyes blinked in minimal light and Adie remembered a time when she would have done anything for her. 

Now she wasn’t even sure about vouching for her.

‘What choice do we have?’ But Adie knew she had a choice. She could turn around; she could forget it all. She could leave this place. 

But none of that seemed like a real option.

‘Come on then, before he gets back.’

‘Gets back?’

‘Town leaders meeting in my house. It’s why I knew now would be safe to come here.’

Billie turned and Adie began to follow her. 

After a few steps, Tala’s grip on Adie’s arm stopped her in her tracks. 

‘Shh.’ 

Adie nodded in response. Billie was still walking.

‘She smells of Diana, she could have been the one to hurt her.’

‘She’s a coward.’ Adie said.

‘And often they are the most dangerous.’
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Chapter 7:
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D

oes everyone know how to pick locks except for me?’ Adie’s words spilled out in a nervous rush as they caught up with Billie, on her knees picking the lock of her father’s office.

‘Probably.’ Billie’s half smile sent an old feeling of familiarity flitting through Adie’s body. But it was followed with sadness. 

Adie looked at the woman in front of her and felt nothing but the memory of fondness.

It was anti-climactic, the heavy smooth wooden door swung open and revealed the most generic of offices that Adie could ever have imagined. There was nothing spectacular about it. She wasn’t sure what she had expected. 

Perhaps a big glowing neon sign saying ‘yep, I’m the bad guy’ or something similar, perhaps even a candle lit alter with bowls of overflowing blood. 

Instead, it was just a square box with a desk, chair and filing cabinet all facing the door they entered. Along the left-hand side of where they stood sat a two-seater couch.

Tala’s grip was once again on Adie’s arm. She didn’t need to look at her; she knew exactly what she would see. 

The room looked normal, but she could feel it.

Adie noticed the raised hairs on Billie’s arms. 

It would seem none of them was immune to the metallic tainted magic that stuck to their tongues.

‘Where is it coming from?’

‘The couch.’ Tala was confident. 

Billie nodded and stepped up on to the cushions; one foot on each seat.

‘I haven’t been in here for years, I don’t know what we will find.’

‘Just open it.’ Said Tala.

Adie looked sharply at the woman. Her words had come out like thunder in the distance. 

Then Billie pressed the palms of both hands against the wall. 

For a moment nothing happened. Adie expected, perhaps wanted, someone to jump out, hopefully Diana, and tell them they had all been pranked and the whole town was in on it.

Instead, the wall gave in to Billie’s pressure. It moved back just enough the reveal a weak light around the edges. 

‘What the fuck is this? I feel like we’ve stepped into another dimension.’ Adie felt the hysteria in her words trying to bubble out into laughter.

‘We’ve always been in this dimension, Adie. Dr Simms just softened the blow for you.’ Billie’s voice was hard and seething

‘You know about the tablets?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you never told me?’

Billie’s teeth clenched and she glared at Adie for a moment.

‘Dr Simms didn’t want you killing yourself. My dad didn’t care either way, but you became her little obsession.’

There was nothing Adie could say. She had been used. Why and for what purpose she had no idea. Was she just a Guinee pig for the tablets?

Mr Kenjins controlled who became conduits and who received the power. Why had the tablets even existed? The tablets that weren’t the secret she was assured they were.

But if the power had been stolen, stolen from what and who? The goddess, the goddess she had prayed to, screamed at so many times. Did she even exist?

Answers that only led to more questions.

Adie began to question everything, like she once had.

What was Mr Kenjins getting out of sharing the essence with the conduits?

It didn’t make sense. And she had followed them, she had stopped asking. She was just another sheep.

The only choice she had made on her own, had been taken away from her, the night that saved her.

‘Tell me what happened to Diana?’ Tala’s voice sent chills up Adie’s spine; it held the deep rumble of a war cry. 

Adie was impressed Tala didn’t have Billie by the throat.

‘I heard Dad and Dr Simms fighting the night Dr Simms was killed. She was screaming at him, for being so careless and thinking of himself as a god. She mentioned the reporter and told him it was his stupidest move yet.’

‘Is she alive?’

‘I don’t know. She came for dinner. She left. I didn’t think anything more of it until I heard them fight.’

‘Where did you find her necklace, Billie?’ Adie forced the words out evenly.

It wasn’t adding up. 

Adie wanted it too, oh how much she wanted it to. 

‘It was under his desk when I was cleaning up.’

‘In here?’ Tala’s voice sent tendrils of fear down Adie’s back.

‘I clean once a week, when he’s in here working.’

‘He didn’t see you find it?’

‘No.’

Adie and Tala looked at each other. Neither of them spoke, but Adie saw the reflection of her own doubts in Tala’s eyes.

‘How did you know about the pills?’

‘I hear things, I live in the house where all the meetings happen. You think they’d learn to keep their voices down occasionally.’

‘Enough, let’s get this over with.’ Adie’s voice was a lot stronger and in control then she felt. Listening to Billie bitch about her lot in life was too much to swallow.

Neither Billie nor Tala argued with her, she almost hoped they would.

She had never been a fighter, but she was itching to hit something, anything right now.

The three of them stepped over the couch and pushed the concealed doorway open. From within they were confronted with a deep blackness that cut through more than sight. It burrowed into Adie’s mind and thoughts. It was metallic to taste and the anger in the air was a pressure against her skin.

The darkness settled over them as they stepped into the hidden tunnel. Adie was glad neither of her companions could see her face. 

Her fear had turned hysterical inside her mind. Memories from every nightmare, waking and asleep danced on the edges of her sanity. 

If she had a mirror, she was certain it would be a look reminiscent of the joker or other such insane characters. 

The Cheshire cat on speed perhaps. 

Tala took the torch from her hand and led the way inside the dark unknown.
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Chapter 8:
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A

die hadn’t taken much notice of what Tala wore. She had simply glanced to find a her in a suit. But as she followed, catching glimpses of Tala ahead she saw more details. Tala wore a long jacket with deep pockets. Every time Tala turned back to check on those behind her, Adie saw the black pants and pale blue button-down shirt with a collar, that look almost white in the gloom of the tunnel. 

Tala’s magic obviously had a bigger effect on Adie than either of them realised.

With practiced ease, Tala swept the torch beam back and forth, hitting the tunnel walls and picking out the path in front of them. 

Adie didn’t trust Billie behind her, but it was better than having the distance from Tala. She had never felt so like herself, so confident and strong. 

49 steps in, Adie wondered if she would ever stop counting her steps. Tala stopped, holding up a clenched fist in the half-lit darkness. Tala walked around a large obstacle and looked over the top of it to Adie. 

Adie didn’t like the look on Tala’s face. 

She moved to stand beside her.

In the torch light Adie saw the obstacle become the yellowing whiteness of bones. Billie joined then. Adie stood shoulder to shoulder between the two, and as Billie joined her torch to the light, Adie saw clearly what they were all looking at.

A pyramid of skulls stared with empty eye sockets at them. The pile was deliberate in every placement and all skulls were devoid of their outer remnants. No flesh or skin remained, no hair or tell-tale marks. If there were any cracks or defining features, they were hidden in the shadows.

‘They aren’t real. They can’t be real.’ Billie’s voice trembled as she turned off her torch. 

Adie knew Billie was hiding something, but the fear of those skulls was genuine.

‘They’re real. And so are the bodies.’ Tala stepped away with the light, leaving Adie and Billie in the darkness.

Billie collapsed on to Adie’s chest, sobbing as her torch dropped to the ground and rolled away. Adie wrapped her arms around her, making shushing noises, not knowing what else to do. 

‘What’s going on in our town, Adie? What’s that man really been doing?’ Adie tensed slightly as something false in Billie’s words hit her ears.

‘He’s your father.’

‘No, he’s not.’

‘Ok. But he raised you. How do you really not know what’s been going on?’

‘She does know.’ Tala’s voice was a rolling thunder from the darkness.

‘Good girl, Billie. You might prove to be my child after all.’ The nasal voice of Mr Kenjins hit Adie’s ears moments before his snarling face came into view. 

One fist was tangled up in Tala’s hair, while the other twisted Tala’s arm behind her back.

Above them, a small glowing ball of light bobbed and lit up the tunnel.

Adie turned to Billie and was met with Billie’s fist. 
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Chapter 9:
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T

he pain in Adie’s nose made her eyes water as much as the crunch that echoed inside her head made her feel sick. 

The smell of fresh blood filled the air.

‘Better actress then I ever gave you credit.’ Adie spat blood on to the floor, her stomach curdling at the taste. 

Her legs gave way and she fell on her knees, hard dirt and rock gashing the skin. She had fallen beside the bodies Tala had spoken of. White limbs stuck out of rags that might once have been clothing. If the remains were any indication, the bodies had simply been dumped, no rhyme or reason, just excess flesh and bone with nowhere else to dispose of them.

‘Get her up.’ Adie didn’t resist as Billie pulled her to her feet and dragged her after Mr Kenjins and Tala. 

‘I’m sorry, Adie. But I don’t want to lose the magic.’

‘Fuck you!’

‘You’ll understand soon enough.’

Adie bit her tongue on repeating her witty response. 

She didn’t want to understand. She wanted to get her and Tala out. The small hope she had for Lisa was dying. 

‘So, you helped killed Dr Simms? Why?’

‘I didn’t lie to you Adie. Not a word of it. I found the necklace when I was cleaning, and I heard dad yelling at Dr Simms.’

‘But then what? You showed your dad? You helped him stage Dr Simms murder in her office?’

Adie felt vindicated as she saw the flinch and cringe in Billie’s face. 

Was there still hope?

‘It was an accident. And I haven’t been in here since I was 12 years old. The skulls weren’t there.’

‘The skulls and bodies are human beings, Billie. Killed by your daddy dearest. You still think Dr Simms was an accident?’ Adie shook her head, her muscles tensed. She turned her head away from having to look at Billie any longer.

They walked on in silence. 

The tunnel in front began to slope downwards, and as they followed further beneath the ground, the air grew colder until too soon, Adie could see her breath white and cloudy in front of her. 

What lurked beneath their town, was a different energy. It wasn’t the beautiful honouring magic that they were all baptised in.

It was dark, angry and frozen. 

It was the pressure in the air that had been building up for weeks now. The cold snap that was too early for this time of year.

What if hell really wasn’t the burning pits everyone liked to think. What if hell was a frozen wasteland and it was coming up to claim Openfields for its own?

The thought came to Adie, not from her own thinking. 

She squinted ahead, the figure from her morning greeting floated into view. 

Blurry, as though too far away. 

Adie’s head whipped to Billie’s face. Billie’s eyes narrowed in confusion at Adie’s look, perhaps even in question.

‘Tala?’

‘Yes. I know.’ The word vibrated with knowledge.

‘Shut up.’ Mr Kenjin’s voice grew higher pitched and completely unaware of the weight in their simple exchange. Adie almost laughed out loud.

They came to another pile of skulls, these were still white, they had yet to yellow or become stained from the dirt of the underground tunnel. The skulls and the triangle they had been arranged into sent a shudder of fear and loathing through Adie. 

The magic inside of her reacted to them. 

But the clothes and the bones were far worse. 

The bile was rising a burning trail up her throat as she found some less deteriorated scraps and recognised the uniform, the same one she put on every weekday morning. 

They had all been disgruntled teens, working just enough to earn their way out of the small town. She had never imagined that not one of them had ever actually escaped. The amount of times she had envied them their freedom. 

Her mind screamed to turn and run, but she couldn’t. Even if Billie’s vice grip fingers weren’t bruising the flesh on her upper arm. She couldn’t turn away now, no more than she could every night when the nightmares settled upon her.

She placed a hand on the top skull in the triangle, said a silent sorry to those she no longer remembered the names of, and pushed with all the strength she could muster. It seemed like such a childish useless act, but somehow vital. 

A rumble called from the darkness in front of her as Mr Kenjin screamed and Billie pulled her away from the pile. 

Adie had felt the rumble in her chest, as though a rock band had turned all their amps up to full base.

‘Get her under control, Belinda.’

Billy’s grip increased on Adie’s upper arm. Adie smiled in the darkness as she was forced further beneath the town, the tunnel continuing to decline.

The ghost, Adie knew who it was now, and her heart ached for Tala, waved ahead of them; Adie caught glimpses of Diana’s ethereal form every dozen or so steps and felt the first sparks of hope. 

Another large dip into the earth and Adie’s breath caught in her throat.

The cave was dark and veined with colours she couldn’t quite catch or name.

She had always been alone in the nightmares. The nightmares had seemed so real in every aspect except one. Not once in the nightmares did Adie’s claustrophobia play a part. Not once did she ache for the sun and the cool open breeze. 

The walls now pressed around her. 

The veins of half colours only increasing the pressure on her chest.

And she was with other people. 

This was not the same.

Her hands beaded with sweat, despite her breath still puffing out in white clouds.

The nightmare had never been just her imagination. She had always known it. She had always pretended that she didn’t. She had pretended she believed them when they said it wasn’t precognitive. It was easy to imagine beasts and fantastical things in a town where magic truly existed. It had made sense, and she had believed the lie.

Adie may not have chosen the path that lead her here, she may not even be here on her own free will, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t make a difference. 

She needed to know, and she needed to stop whatever was happening in this town. 

The deaths of all those people, nothing could justify that.

The triangle had meant something, something that Adie should know. There were still too many bricks in that wall in her mind.

Old knowledge that had been trying to make its way to her pushed against her thoughts. It was so close. She tried desperately to remember the books Lisa had shown her. Remember anything that hinted about these old gods, this race of powerful beings.

More steps forward, more bruises on her arms, no time to think. The soles of her feet stung as she landed on jagged rocks and hard packed earth.

Adie’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, and the lights that throbbed through the darkened walls illuminated the path in front of them with a regular pulse.

Dark and light

Dark and light

Dark and light

There was a heartbeat in the veins.

The latest pile of skulls and discarded bodies illuminated and then plunged back into darkness. 

This last triangle was much smaller, not yet completed, but on the top of the half-formed triangle was a head with blonde hair that made Adie shiver. 

She heard the sob float from in front of her and imagined the anger and pain in Tala’s wail. 

Despite Adie’s desire to keep her eyes on the darkness she turned to look at the face of the head that topped the triangle. Standing beside it was the ethereal body, head attached, a transparent version of the necklace she still held in her hand resting on Diana’s chest.

‘She didn’t do us justice; she was an enemy to OpenFields.’ Mr Kenjins’ nasal voice was closer to Adie. Tala had slipped his grip and was now on her knees beside the tower of skulls, sobbing. Diana’s ethereal hand was gently stroking Tala’s shuddering back. 

Mr Kenjins seemed unmoved by Tala’s collapse.

‘I didn’t think there was anything wrong with the article.’ Adie said.

‘She called us a cult, like we were some kind of frauds.’

‘You aren’t a fraud, you’re a murderer.’ Adie spat.

‘I’m faithful to this town. Their lives were meaningless until I granted them a purpose.’

‘You are so cliched.’ Adie’s skin trembled beneath her clothes.  She was impressed that her words didn’t show any signs of the quivering she felt inside.

‘Take care of this one. I’ll keep going with Adeline.’ His words were clipped and as unfeeling to Billie as they had been to Adie. 

Billie barely nodded, letting her grip on Adie’s arm drop and moved to stand over Tala’s sobbing form. As Adie stepped passed, running her hands over Tala’s shoulders, she felt the strength of tensed muscles. The tears were real, but the anger beneath so much stronger.

‘Lead the way, head toward the end.’ Mr Kenjins words were too relaxed, too sure of himself. 

‘And why should I?’

‘Because you want to know what’s down there.’ The arrogance in his voice grated on Adie’s nerves, it made it worse that he was right.

‘I know what’s down there.’

‘Good. Get Moving.’

‘No.’

Mr Kenjins lifted his hand and Adie’s feet left the ground in unison. 

With a thud she hit the wall of the cave. She landed on the floor opposite Billie, Tala, and the pile of skulls. Pain radiated through her right shoulder from the impact. It streaked up through her neck and slammed against her skull like a police raid on a druggies’ front door. 
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Chapter 10:
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N

o one resident should have that much strength and power. That was the reason they were rotated weekly.

Adie had never heard of the magic being used as a weapon. The magic was all based in nature, protective and life giving. 

‘You’re a conduit.’ Adie should have guessed, should have known.

‘No, I’m a leader. I am granted what I need to keep this town perfect.’ He strutted over to where Adie half lay, half crouched against the wall.

‘The private transfers. Every one of them get sent to you. I was never the only one.’ Adie laughed, biting her cheeks to keep back the hysteria and the exhaustion wanting to overtake her.

‘You aren’t special, Adeline. Just a little orphan suitable for my purposes. You’re lucky you ever got a taste of the magic. I simply took what was always mine.’

‘But you can’t be a conduit, can you? The essence doesn’t work for you.’

‘Not anymore. There is a finite amount any one person can consume.’ Mr Kenjin’s growled.

‘That makes it sound like you don’t steal the magic.’

‘He was going to take the beast with him. He spoke about the whole world needing a touch of the magic. But here, we could make our town perfect, instead of spreading it too thin. I use it for the better of our town. Now get up and get moving.’

He? What exactly was he talking about? Who was he talking about? Just play along. 

She hadn’t known, she had never known where the knowledge came from. That knowledge that itched at the back of her mind. That now glowed through the brick holes of the wall.  

Adie did get up, Mr Kenjins now at her back, as a few more things fell into place. 

She hoped Tala really did enough strength and wits still to deal with Billie.

‘Ok, so I’m going to die, obviously. At least tell me what the hell this is all about.’

I know more than you think and I wanna see how much you’re going to lie.

‘Like I’m some kind of villain in those stupid movies?’

‘Well yeah, kind of. But I’m still on the tablets. I don’t have contact to the magic.’ 

Please don’t know about the tablets. 

Don’t turn around, don’t show him your terrible excuse for a poker face.

‘I’m not the villain. I’m the hero. I’m the reason this town didn’t just disappear into oblivion when the gold ran out.’

‘The gold ran out long before you were born. Sorry to tell ya, but you had nothing to do with saving this town from oblivion.’

She heard his smirk behind her. 

Adie always felt so stupid around him. She was always the last to know everything.

He jabbed her in the back, keeping strong, not giving up his heinous reasons or plans. Every now and then he would prod her again, as her feet shuffled trying to slow the progress toward every nightmare, toward every hell. 

They were moving further into the cavern. She knew she had to go and face the beast, face the darkness, all the nightmares had led her there, but still she feared the walls and the cavern.

‘You know what, I actually don’t care.’ 

And the truth of the words surprised her as she spoke them, turning on her heel to face him, to let him see the truth in her eyes. ‘Whatever psycho reason you have for all this, I don’t care. You are nothing more than a murderer. And for what, to keep a town beautiful? You are seriously cracked.’

‘I am not cracked.’

His hand barely moved but the power he wielded whipped against Adie’s cheek splashing blood on to the dirty ground. 

‘Enough.’

‘Why not just kill me?’ Adie didn’t want to die, but delaying that cavern was all she could focus on. 

‘You’re a conduit. Any conduit can be used to replace the beast, to keep the magic flowing through our town. Your pills will run out and the magic will return. You will do your part to keep this town alive.’

‘You’re lying. I can see it in your eyes.’

“The beast will die. And you will take his place.’

A sob escaped her mouth. 

For the chains or for the beast’s death? It made no sense she would care about the torment of her nightmares. But there she was, making promises to herself not to let the beast die.

‘Why do you think I will help you?’

His smile flickered in the light and for a moment Adie saw teeth sharpened to points and fear dropped cold acid on her spine. Like the portrait of Dorian Grey, the darkness revealed the true nature behind Mr Kenjin’s face.

He pushed her backward, toward her nightmare. She turned just in time to put her hands down in front of her. Adie caught herself from falling directly on to her face into the rough ground. Sharp rocks stung her palms, but the pain was irrelevant. 

She was in a recess in the ground. A recess she never noticed from the nightmares. An imperfect circle that, as she followed its curve with her eyes, led toward the end of the tunnel, the other side of the bulging cavern, where a dark mass rumbled noises that vibrated up through her hands.

The scene washed over her like a tidal wave. 

Everything was similar, but not quite the same. 

Was something missing? Were there more things she never noticed in the nightmares?

The beast snarled louder, and Adie closed her eyes swallowing over a raw lump in her throat. 

She wanted to run.

She wanted to look up. 

Her eyes opened and her gaze froze on stained hoofs. They were rubbed raw and bare of fur, sending up clouds of dust and dirt as they stamped into the ground. 

Adie let out a slow cold breath between pursed lips as she lifted her head slowly. 
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Chapter 11
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T

here was the beast, pacing back and forth in the alcove of the cave, the roof above him slightly lower than the rest of the open cavern. His hoofs shuffled at the lip on the other side of the indented circle. Adie froze still on all fours staring at her incomplete nightmare. 

His movements were limited to the thick chain that attached back hoofs to the wall. And even though she had seen him thousands of times, his wild eyes and canine grin, the site of him sent a fear that tried to liquefy her bowels. 

She took in every detail of him, details she could never focus on in the nightmare. 

His matted dirty fur gave hints of a lighter bronze colour. She imagined it would have shined beautifully in the bright light of day had it been washed and brushed and taken care of. Giant clumps were stuck together, matted with a black ooze that Adie could almost smell. 

It was a smell to make her gag. A mixture of faeces and blood. 

The biggest shock came, when Adie continued to lift her head, and her eyes met those of the beast. The fire in those eyes was dulled by the film of milky cataracts. Adie stared, unable to pull her eyes away from his gaze and the eyes cleared, just a little, just enough to truly see her. 

And for her to see him. 

The kindness and the pain radiated toward her and she ached inside for the beast who had once traumatised her nights.

From the corner of her eye something moved, something that was never in the nightmares.

‘Lisa?’ 

Lisa’s hands were hand cuffed in front of her, she was kneeling on the rim of the recessed floor, a cut above her brow dripped blood over her swollen left eye.

‘I’m sorry, Adie.’

Adie looked between Lisa and Mr Kenjins.

‘Sorry for what?’ She didn’t want to hear that the one person in town she trusted was also in on the murders, on the control.

‘Mum and I were looking into something. Something to do with you. I should have told you.’

‘Yes, but that’s not really the issue right now.’ Adie’s words were softer and gentler than she thought they might have been. ‘Are you ok?’

Lisa let out a small laugh that held no humour, but she nodded.

Mr Kenjins laughed and shook his head.

‘How very sweet. As if you actually care for each other.’

Adie’s face didn’t hide her surprise fast enough, and in true Mr Kenjins fashion, he misread it, believing he knew all there was to know.

‘I know everything in this town, Adeline. That’s what makes me the true god. And I control everything. Do you really think it was Lisa’s idea to have you work in the library? She’s been my little mouse from the first day you started working there.’

Just like a villain in one of those stupid movies. 

He couldn’t let any of his master movements be seen as someone else’s choice. 

‘So, you told her to fuck me?’ She raised her left eyebrow, hoping it looked nearly as impressive as Tala made it so effortlessly look. 

She silently begged that Tala had taken care of Billie. Adie wouldn’t mourn long over Billie’s death. 

She was certain Billie wasn’t involved in the actual deaths, but it wasn’t enough.

‘I told her to do whatever was needed to be done for the greater cause, for this town.’ 

‘So that would be a no.’ 

Adie felt alive and electric, the warmth inside of her was comforting in the midst of the cold air surrounding them. With it came a sense of hope, that sense of being far more than just their pawns. And their was a rumble inside her chest.

But she was too tired, too sick of feeling used and abused. 

She looked to Lisa, unsure if it was a wink or Lisa trying to flick drops of blood from her eye. 

She wasn’t sure it mattered either way.

People had died. Human beings had been murdered. 

Lives that mattered.

Despite the weight in her limbs. Despite how she felt. It wasn’t over until her heart stopped. 

There were too many questions still left unanswered. 

She needed to know, she needed to be sure.

The building pressure of the town’s storm was pushing against her head, against every memory and thought she could remember. 

It was a relief to hear that she wasn’t special. That she was just there. 

But she couldn’t just let it happen. She couldn’t let it keep happening. 

‘Who is the man?’ Adie’s voice quivered like a small child’s. Everything ached. Her cut feet and hands, the throbbing of her shoulder and neck. But the rumble in her chest was insistent.

She was so tired. 

She couldn’t stop yet.

She had to find him.

That had been what was missing. That was the rumble in her chest. It was him, calling to her.

There was no man here, she couldn’t hear or feel him. In her memory she saw his angled eyes and face, his anger and exhaustion. He was present in every nightmare.

But there was nothing in the cavern.

‘What man?’

Had Lisa felt him? Has Lisa known? Was it a wink after all?

The beast stopped pacing and collapsed onto the ground in a thud against dry packed rock. 

Adie saw its ribs through drooping skin covered in scars. 

A fresh wound lay across his back legs and her heart wept for his pain.

He wasn’t well, he wasn’t the true beast of her nightmares. 

The nightmares were not her own, they were the man’s and the beast’s. 

They had been calling out all these years, screaming for help. And she had never listened.

‘What man?’ His scream didn’t force her to answer. 

Adie got to her feet, everything hurting and aching. She wasn’t sure he needed the answer more than he need her alive. But if he wanted to kill her, it was going to be on her terms.

She pushed the thought aside and focused on each step.

Adie walked toward the beast, hand out as though to pat him. 

Mr Kenjins screamed for her to stop.

She didn’t stop. Not until her hand rested on the beasts marked hide.

The images swept over her in a rush.

Mr Kenjins stood in front of the beast. Behind them a scene of beauty filled the world. There was an underground waterfall, shining with a light that bloomed beneath the froth. The waterfall roared with a clean perfection, filling Adie’s ears and breath with a calmness she had never felt before in her life. Yet it felt so familiar. So safe.

The walls were veined with rainbows of colours feeding into the water. The beast was healthy and strong, with eyes kind and gentle, with just a little, just a touch, of fear and anger. 

In Mr Kenjins hand a whip with spikes flashed toward the beast and cut lines into his hide. The beast roared and tried to run toward Mr Kenjins. Chains pulled him back toward the waterfall where he fell, blood dripping into the water.

‘You will give me the magic.’ Still Nasal but with a youth Adie found hard to reconcile. ‘You will help me make my world perfect again.’

The beast snorted a hot puff of air from his nostrils. It took a moment for Adie to realise Mr Kenjins was being laughed at.

The beast paid for his insolence.

The blood dripped from the beasts’ body. Mr Kenjins caught it in small vials he tucked into his jacket.

Adie watched in horror as time sped by. The waterfall’s glow receded, and then the water itself. The pit of earth grew smaller until it was the mere recess she was in now. 

And all the time, the visits from Mr Kenjins, whip always in hand, sometimes thrashing at the beast without asking a single question. The vials were all filled and still he continued to flick his wrist, the smile widening across his face, his eyes gleaming with his pleasure. 

Time continued to speed by, people on their knees, heads bent over the indent before Mr Kenjin’s knife slit their throats. And then sawed through the bones, taking the skulls back into the tunnels with him.

There were still questions as Adie returned to the present day. Mr Kenjins continued to scream at her, but he had yet to take a step closer.

How long have you been here? 

Adie asked the question in her mind, hoping the beast understood.

Each new step was a gamble. But it was this way or Mr Kenjins’.

Adie was happy to bet on the unknown. Her hands shook and her heart raced. Still, it was better than the devil standing behind her.

<He is older than he looks. He has lived three lifetimes when he should have only lived one.>

The words were a relief and a horror. Adie’s eyes stung as they widened.

Lifetimes he had been chained and beaten, deprived of the sun and the feeling of the cool breeze brushing past and through his fur. 

I’m so sorry. What do I do?

<I cannot tell you. I don’t have control over human’s actions.>

Are you a god?

Adie’s hand brushed over the beast’s fur. The muscles beneath rippling with enjoyment or fear. The fur was gritty and hard under her faintly stinging fingers, the cuts close but not quite healed. 

How were they healing already?

‘Get back from him. You will not touch the beast any longer.’

<Yes, I am a god.>

An old god?

<My name was lost and burnt away. But you once called me Pha. I am just one of many who keep the land, the animals, and the waters in harmony.>

‘Tell me of the man!’ Mr Kenjins’ scream was so loud Adie wondered if dogs were now reacting somewhere above the earth.

‘Oh shut up!’

Adie turned back to Mr Kenjins and flung her hand up into the air. She watched the man fly and hit against the wall of the cavern with an audible whhhoooppphh. Her hand trembled as she looked at it and felt the urge to pick up the unconscious man and throw him again and again against the rocks until blood poured from him. 

She wanted to see his brains and matter, everything that made up this cruel and vile human, shattered and broken. He deserved it. He deserved worse. 

But she didn’t deserve the guilt or the nightmares.

She balled her hand into a fist and focused on the beast’s body as it shook beneath her.

‘I won’t hurt you.’ But as she spoke, she knew her error. He was not shaking out of fear, but with laughter.

She could hear a second laugh, a man’s weak chuckle.

‘Did the magic turn him into this?’ She spoke the words, her head pounding at the temples.

<No, the magic is neither good nor bad. His nature always held this possibility. The possibility is in all of humanity.>

‘He doesn’t see the man. I thought you two were the same, but you aren’t, are you?’

She sensed the head shake and while she wanted to ask more, she could feel his breathing become more laboured beneath her hand. 

<Will you release me?>

She nodded and stood taller, squaring her shoulders against her fear. She didn’t want to live like this, drained of all her power, trapped in a world where her claustrophobia could never be removed, but could she live with herself, leaving him there? 

She didn’t think so. 

‘Will I still have any powers once you are released?’

<The powers are yours. They are yours to do with what you will.>

‘Even after all of this?’ Adie shook her head as she spread her arms wide to encompass the death of the landscape around her and the shuffling Mr Kenjins who was now coming to his senses, not quite standing up, but pulling himself into a sitting position, resting his back against the pulsing wall.

<Even after all of this.>

‘What do I do?’ She nodded. 

She had made the decision; she would not go back on her word. Perhaps she would get used to the cold that continued to make her tremble.

<You step toward the wall. You must see beyond it.>

Her feet fought against the movement. 

She was willingly stepping into the nightmare, taking his place, claiming the nightmare as her own. 

She would sacrifice her existence. Adie would suffer to give him relief, she would suffer as a price for his freedom, as retribution for all he had endured. 

It wasn’t something she ever thought possible of herself.

A life she would never experience flashed across her thoughts. 

Friends and family, a Christmas tree she could lay beneath and fall asleep under, a dog snoring on her feet, dinners in restaurants where no one knew her name. 

All these possibilities were gone in an instant. 

All these possibilities were never any closer at hand.

She stepped again, the air tingled against her skin and the world warped around her. 

The beast was behind her, and in front of her was the man, hanging limp against the wall. And around him, were the statues.
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S

he had forgotten the statues. 

She took them in, one by one, pressed around the edges of the cavern, layers thick. Some were crumbling, falling around newer ones. 

How had she ever blocked them from her memory? 

Their glowing red hearts throbbed behind the black statue stone. Even those that were crumbling continued to have the same ruby red pulse within them.

‘Are they the hearts of the dead? The bones out there?’

‘Yes.’ Pha’s voice was gravel scraped back with metal. It was the voice in her mind. 

She had been speaking to him, through the beast.

‘Why?’

‘To drain our powers,’ Pha coughed out the words. ‘He learned that once that waters were drained, he needed human blood and the power of the triangle to keep us here, and to keep us alive. I brought the souls in here with me so he could not find a way to abuse them as well.’

She had seen enough. She had seen too much.

Her fill of horrors had well and truly overflowed. 

Although she knew they were nowhere near finished yet.

‘Can he see us?’ Adie asked.

He gave the smallest of head shakes to the negative.

‘Why can I?’

‘You have the blood of the gods, my blood.’

‘You are my father.’

‘I never imagined your memories would be damaged along with his own.’

‘I don’t understand.’ 

‘You will. I promise.’ Pha coughed.

Adie looked at the statues once more.

‘Are any of them still there? Can we bring them back?’

‘They are there, but trapped, not able to be returned to their old lives.’ He shook his head as he spoke, such heavy weighted sadness in the movement.

‘What do you need?’ Adie wasn’t sad, she was well past that. She felt a wild fury, and for once she no longer cared how angry she was, or how close the darkness inside of her was to coming out. The fire that burned felt right for the first time.

Her hands remained still, and her heart beat steady and even. 

‘Water?’ The word was barely audible, his head lolling forward as though the minimal conversation had drained what little energy he had.

‘Oh, of course.’ And as simple as that, the darkness receded just enough for her humanity to remember the pain and imprisonment this god had suffered. Her father had suffered.

His bones were so close to his paper-thin skin. She could see each rib and every breath. She found the water bottle in her backpack and pulled it out. Unscrewing the top, she held the metal cylinder up to his mouth. 

Pha gulped it down and the hearts surrounding him throbbed brighter.

‘Where did she go?’ They both turned their attention toward the raging nasal fury as Mr Kenjins beat clenched fists into the body of the beast. 

‘I can stop him.’ Adie wasn’t certain she could, but she felt the power surging beneath her skin, and she suspected she was stronger than she knew.

The fire had returned in full force, and she was looking to burn some revenge.

‘No.’ His voice still sounded like a rusting robot but there was hints of strength now. ‘Macelle is no longer in pain, I have removed him from that body.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘He is my guardian, my conduit and my familiar. Above all, he is my friend.’ The man’s voice was thick and slow, no hint of the fire that was burning hotter and hotter inside of Adie’s chest. 

Adie shuddered.

He couldn’t be ready to give up the fight. Her sacrifice could not be in vain. 

Adie would not leave him here while he still had breath in his lungs. Time pressed against her.

‘How do I release you?’

‘You already have. All I needed was one of the triangles to be destroyed, and water in my veins again.’ His arms fell limp beside his body and Adie ran to help him as he pushed against the wall to help him stand up. 

She noticed the marks identical to the ones on Macelle.

‘How do I get you out before I take your place?’

‘Oh, my child.’ He chuckled, a container of pebbles being shook by children’s hands, and pressed a rough hand against her cheek. ‘You came through thinking you would replace me?’

She nodded, unable to speak over the lump in her throat.

‘No, this town needs to end. I might have been caged, but I still have my claws. I can send you away, you do not have to see any more horrors.’

‘No!’ She felt the relief and the fire to have that world, that life she thought she had already said goodbye to. 

But she would not turn away, tail between her legs. 

She would see this end; she would know firsthand what happens to this town she loved and hated in equal measures. 

Her life was not as important as that.

And if she lived through this, she would demand all her questions answered. 

‘Ah.’ He called out as his legs buckled beneath him. Adie grabbed the man, the god, to stop him collapsing completely to the ground. 

As he leaned on Adie, pulling himself back on to his feet, he gasped again. She felt him inside her mind. All the horrors her life had been since she felt the magic, since she became a conduit. The fear that wrapped around her when Mr Kenjins held her down and syphoned the magic from her body. The private transfer he said was normal, he said was part of the goddesses wishes.

‘I’m sorry, child. So very sorry. My gifts were never meant to torture you.’ Pha’s voice cracked with new pain.

‘I never understood what was happening. I never understood the nightmares you sent me, what you were trying to tell me. But I’m here.’

They shared smiles and Adie gasped as the man began to glow, a shimmering golden air around him.

‘You have an aura around you as well, you are glowing with your strength.’ His head cocked. Was that curiosity or fear in his eyes? Shaking his face, closing his eyes he smiled before opening them again. All traces of what was there, now gone.

‘You are important on your own. Everyone has the potential to be. It’s our actions that make us special, not our blood or our lineage.’ 

‘He has Lisa.’ Adie tucked the information away. She would deal with that later, if there was a later. They weren’t finished here yet.

They both turned and faced the world outside their thin veil of protection.

‘Then come. It is time for this to end.’

He grabbed her hand and she felt the fury and the fire burning within him. She felt relief and an angry pleasure as his fire helped to build her own higher with greater heat and intensity.

‘Concentrate on the veil.’

She saw the glimmer of the veil waver in front of Mr Kenjin’s cruelty to Lisa.

‘Where’s the man? Where did that little bitch orphan go?’ Mr Kenjin’s voice was beyond high pitched as he asked the question again, one hand fisted in Lisa’s hair, her smile bloody. 

The veil cracked open in a rain of frozen shards. The cold blasted away from them, their heat raging and roaring through the cavern. They stepped toward the shimmering air between their reality and the ravaged world.

She controlled the fire once more. She felt the darkness, dove into it and gasped for breath.

Her father’s hand gripped her fingers tightly.

Mr Kenjins turned and stared in confusion at the scene in front of him. 

Ice shards were quickly melting as they surrounded a man he didn’t remember ever seeing, holding hands with the very orphan bitch he was screaming for. 


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 13


[image: image]


T

he confusion didn’t last long, nor did it make him release Lisa’s hair. 

He turned, pulling her with him. Her head was now pulled back, her eyes staring at the ceiling. Lisa’s shirt was ripped open with lines of beaded blood soaking what little of the material remained. In his other hand he raised that spiked whip, ready for another strike against Lisa’s torn flesh. Adie hadn’t seen it, hidden behind his body. 

Adie could see better in the dark then she did previously. She could see glistening beads of aorta blood dripping from the black leather and landing with small thunks on to the thirsty earth. It soaked up her blood as Lisa laughed. 

Adie recognised the hysteria.

Adie pulled her eyes from Lisa to the beast, Macelle, and then back to the man. The man who was her father.

She gasped as his chest bled from a whiplash

‘You’re linked with Lisa?’

‘Yes.’

‘How? Why?’

‘Lisa is hiding in her mind. Macelle’s body was about to give out. I transferred him to share with Lisa. We are linked mentally, but the bodies we inhabit are influenced by that. Hurt one, the other hurts.’ The gravelled voice sounded smoother, water and purpose having softened further the friction between stone and metal. 

‘Move away from her.’ Mr Kenjins voice rose as it echoed with force across the swollen cavern.

Mr Kenjins laughed and began to move his arm down. Lisa cringing, but her eyes locked on to Mr Kenjin’s before shifting to meet Adie’s. 

Lisa was still there, but behind her eyes was something darker and older. 

Adie smiled, touched her fingers to her lips and blew her hot breath on them.  

Mr Kenjins screamed. Lisa sobbed, her eyes following Mr Kenjins arm as it tore and flew away from his body. The whip handle was still clenched in his fingers. The blood was warm and hissed against the coldness that surrounded them. The arm and whip landed by Adie’s feet. She stepped on the wrist until the inert fingers released their grip.

Adie watched, without flinching, her hand now pressed against the fading warmth of the beast beside her, tears running over her cheeks for the pain she could feel radiating from him, even in death. 

Pha let go of Adie’s hand and stepped with pure purpose of revenge, toward Mr Kenjins as he sobbed and screamed abuse and empty threats.

Adie watched, pleasure tickling at her darkness, as Mr Kenjins was pulled apart, screaming and begging for the same mercy he never gave to Macelle, he never gave to any of them. Adie watched as the other arm joined his first on the ground at her feet.

Tears streamed down Mr Kenjin’s face, wet and thick, and guttural screams escaped his mouth, begging for forgiveness. 

The god ignored the pleas.

Mr Kenjins’ legs snapped beneath him, bones breaking and piercing through flesh, before being ripped from his body with invisible forces he couldn’t fight against. 

His screams echoed and bounced around them. 

The God grew in size and light, as his anger and revenge fed against his years of captivity. Behind him, the statues crashed to the ground, throbbing orbs of red sped at high speed out of the cavern. Some raced down the tunnel, while others buried themselves directly into the ground above them, creating light shafts, and breezes of fresh air. 

The darkness was fading. Adie no longer needed to tap into her powers to see the reality of the decay around them. 

It was heartbreaking and anger inducing knowing, having those memories inside of her, when life was lush and beautiful outside.

‘Adie.’

The word, her name, brought Adie back from the darkness. 

She was mesmerised by seeing and feeling the pain and the anger Mr Kenjins was suffering. 

‘Adie, help me.’ 

Adie let out a happy sob as she saw Tala trying to lift Lisa’s unconscious body from the ground.

‘Help me with her, she’s barely breathing.’ Something new burned behind Tala’s eyes. 

Perhaps it was always there.

‘Give her to me.’ Adie lifted Lisa into her arms, smiling at how easy it was to take her weight. She had never explored the gift of her blood. She had no idea of her true power or potential. 

Tala wrapped Lisa’s arms around Adie’s neck, making sure she was securely attached.

‘We must leave now.’ Pha said. Mr Kenjins sobs continued to echo around the cave.

Pha’s skin was golden, his bones were no longer visible, but he was still thin and frail to look at.

‘Stay close, Tala.’ Adie moved to follow her father, but he turned, eyes sad and frightening. 

‘She cannot join us.’

‘Fuck you,’ Would Adie be punished for swearing at her god? Would her father punish her? What punishment was there for the children of the gods? ‘She comes with me.’

Adie drew closer to Tala, shoulders brushing against each other.

‘Not me, Adie. He knows me, he wouldn’t leave me here.’ Tala spoke quietly but that didn’t lessen the impact of the words.

‘He knows you?’

‘I’m a child of the gods. He can feel my blood, just as I can feel his, and yours. We all have eyes that bear witness to the history of our people.’ 

‘I’m not leaving Lisa.’ Adie said.

‘She’s gone.’ His voice was sad but there was no arguing with it. ‘Macelle is keeping us both alive. The final act and power of a familiar. He is sharing his life essence with me. But it will take all our strength to get us out of here, we can’t bring her as well. We simply aren’t strong enough.’

‘Why can’t we help. My power is strong, so strong. I can feel it. Use it, use Tala’s. Please.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Lisa.’ Adie sobbed and held the small frame tightly to her chest.

‘She fought against him. She revealed nothing, though she could see me. She received a lot of my blood offerings. She died well.’

If Adie thought she would be punished for swearing at a god, her thoughts of slamming a fist into his face would undoubtedly be frowned upon.

‘Diana will guide her.’ Tala’s hand was gentle and warm on Adie’s skin. The touch made the tears flow, but Adie laid Lisa gently down on the ground. She hadn’t noticed that Lisa’s chest had stopped moving in and out. 

While it hurt, a relief also washed over Adie. 

Her life had been filled with fear of the darkness inside of her, but now she saw the lightness, she felt it. 

Inside there was still a breakable heart that remained. 

‘I did love her.’

‘I know.’ Tala helped Adie back to her feet and together, fingers entwined they turned toward the man.

‘We must go.’ His voice was still rough and raw, but his authority was absolute. Adie couldn’t help the sadistic smile that spread across her face as she saw the moment Mr Kenjins registered that he would be left, limbless, slowly bleeding to death. A death that would linger and drag out as the stolen magic in his blood slowly oozed out and returned to the earth.

His screaming doubled, a blood curdling horror that despite him deserving his fate, sent shivers creeping up Adie’s back. The pleasure she had taken at seeing her father’s revenge enacted now made her feel sick.

‘Close your eyes.’ Pha said.

Adie closed them and held tighter to Tala’s hand. Behind her eyes she saw Lisa’s limp body, cut and bruised and damaged at the hand of their Town Leader. She saw the waterfall he had murdered and the piles of skulls, each representing a life that was stolen and used even in death. 

She wondered if she would ever close her eyes and not see these things.

‘Will it hurt?’ Her voice was a whisper on her breath.

‘Did it?’ Tala’s hand was gentle on her cheek and she opened her eyes. 

Carefully she turned to look over at the town as it began to rumble in the darkness. Shapes darkening against the dawning sky.

They stood, the three of them, near the edge of Dedo Rock, alone in the greying darkness. They could all feel the beginning of the new day. And they could all smell it.
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A

soft breeze picked up. Adie shivered in delight at the feel of it brushing against her skin. Gingerly she sat down, the aches and pains of the day catching up and being felt through the adrenaline of the night. 

Swinging her legs over the ledge of the rock, she breathed in the fresh air.

The man, the god, remained standing, his eyes and concentration focused on the Town Hall. 

Adie watched, her fingers spreading out as they pressed against her thighs, only for her to pull them back to a fist and repeat the sensation again. The sensation felt good beneath her pants. 

It was something tangible. Something that reminded her that she still lived.

Eventually, the rumbling grew in intensity and the Town Hall cracked like thunder before it began to collapse in on itself. 

Tala sat down beside her, shoulders brushing against each other’s. She took Adie’s other hand in both of her own.

The touch made Adie’s eyes water, but she gulped the fresh air, forcing back the tears.

Adie imagined hearing the screams of the people in the town, but the wind wasn’t blowing in the right direction. As far as she could tell, there was no longer any wind to speak of. 

Many of them would now be woken from the earth’s tremors. By the time they realised the true danger it would be too late. For some, they would simply never wake. 

They would be the lucky ones.

The town, building by building, collapsed in on itself, crushing the barren waterfall beneath them. 

They had stolen its life and beauty for the town’s, it only seemed right that it would end with it all being returned.

Adie didn’t know how many of them knew the truth of the magic. She should care, the innocent ones were dying for the sins of the rest. But she was too broken to care right now. Perhaps she would care in the morning, or next week, next month, next year.

The noises finally stopped as the sun finished it’s rise over the horizon.

‘It needs to burn, Adie.’

Adie nodded completely unaware of the implications in the gods voice.

‘Adie?’

Their eyes met and she felt her mouth drop open. She began to shake her head, but his eyes pierced through her. 

She had the power. He had given it to her. Given back what had been stolen. In her mind, the last few bricks of the wall collapsed, and the world opened up to her once more. 

She was one of the children of the gods.

Taking a deep breath, she focused on where the library had been and sent her energy there. She knew the flame existed, it was catching debris, but it was awhile longer before the smoke and the fire were visible.

The magic felt right and pure, for the first time in her life. 

Her shoulders dropped, her energy spent, and a small hiss escaped her lips.

Tala’s hands moved over Adie’s skin and soon the pains and aches began to ease.

‘Is that better?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘You have questions?’ Pha’s voice was soft, gentle. 

Adie had almost forgotten he stood behind them. 

Her father. 

The idea was beyond surreal, but that, like regret for the innocent lives lost, was a problem for another day.

Her heart sank as she saw the truth. 

She would not be able to save him. 

‘Macelle has held on long enough.’

‘I’m so sorry. All these years, I could have helped you. It was for nothing.’

‘It was everything. It is my time.’

‘But you are dying.’ Adie didn’t bother holding back the sobs, she wasn’t sure she would be able to even if she tried. 

It had all been in vain. 

Dr Simms was dead and Lisa and Diana. The bones of hundreds of others who had been killed for Mr Kenjin’s power hungry greed. 

What had they actually achieved?

‘I am. But I am dying free, thanks to you.’

‘How can you die? You are a god.’

‘It is a mere word, an old word. We are but a race. A race that is dying. We once populated this world in greater numbers than humans. But we didn’t know how to fear, or how to be cautious until it was too late. Now, I know fear, and I do fear that there are now less of us then there have ever been. And with men hungry for power, more of us die, more of us are used for what is our natures.’

‘More of your people are trapped?’

‘Our people, daughter.’ He nodded, his eyes dimming as he sat down, taking deep breaths as he lay on the grass, a smile on his face. 

‘When we came to this town, we were fearless and helpful. When he stole you and trapped me, I put a spell on him to forget. He had already drained so much of my blood by then. He forgot me, but not Marcel. And you forgot as well.’

‘I’m so sorry. I thought we had gotten to you in time.’

‘Do not be sorry. Without you, I would still be a captive. Now we can rest.’

‘How do we find them?’

‘The sisters, no,’ her shook his head remembering, sadness creasing his face ‘Just the one sister now. Stay with her, help each other. There are more children then you know. But they hide in fear and confusion. Find them and our people, find the other gods.’

Lisa and Tala said nothing. 

They sat, frozen in the brightening light, and witnessed the death of a god and a father, of a race that had been twisted and warped for human’s own gains. 

A member of my race. 

The thought washed over Adie too large for her to truly grasp.

Adie had stopped crying. She couldn’t cry anymore. 

She felt as though breathing had never been so easy in all her life.

‘You and Diana are part of a group, a group of the children?’

‘We were. We broke away from The Children years ago. They were too scared to stop the abuse. Too scared of what powers they might be capable of wielding. Some we know are too scared to discover they haven’t enough god in them to wield anything.’

‘How did you know. That my father was here?’

‘He called to us and we told The Children. A year ago, we were sick of sitting back and doing nothing.’

‘What happened to Billie?’

‘I killed her.’ Tala pulled Billie’s bloody torch out from one of her pockets and laid it on the ground beside her.

Adie nodded. 

‘I don’t expect that to endear me to you. But I’m on my own now, and I plan to keep searching for our race.’

‘Our race.’ Adie’s smile widened. Just moments ago, she wondered if she would ever be able to smile again.

‘It’s your race, whether you want it or not.’

‘I can still feel Mr Kenjins. And if I focus, I can hear him screaming.’

‘He deserves it.’

‘He deserved worse.’ Adie agreed. ‘but that doesn’t mean I wanted this, or that I’m ok with it.’

‘And maybe that is why we won. I don’t have the humanity, the mercy you have.’

‘Maybe you just need to be reminded of your human side as well?’

‘Maybe. If I had someone to show me.’

Adie threaded her fingers with Tala’s. 

She could only imagine what she looked like. Hair wild, skin dirt smeared and eyes so black she could sleep for a week, perhaps more.

‘So, what next?’ Adie asked.

‘We find our race, and we kill any arsehole who gets in the way.’

‘Ok, sure,’ Adie nodded and then smiled ‘but maybe we can find a town that has a hotel room with a hot bath and some food?’

Tala laughed and nodded.

They turned away from the town that continued to burn and fall into the emptiness that was below. Buildings collapsed and lives were taken. 

Hell had finally come to take back OpenFields


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

[image: image]


Neen Cohen is an Australian Lesbian Speculative Fiction author, and lives in Brisbane with her partner, son and fur babies. She has a Bachelor of Creative Industries from Queensland University of Technology and is a member of the Springfield Writer’s Group. She’s had a multitude of ‘day jobs’ to pay the bills but her heart has always been in the art of marking dead trees with squiggles of ink and graphite. 

When she’s not running after her son, spending time with her partner or working at the current ‘day job’, she can often be found writing while sitting against a tombstone or tree in any number of graveyards. She’s also discovered a newfound passion for throwing sharp objects at thick pieces of wood (knife throwing and axe throwing) and tries to squeeze at least 30 hours into each day because sleep is for the weak.

To keep up to date with all of Neen’s misadventures you can find all her links in one convenient location: 

https://linktr.ee/neencohen

MORE FROM NORDIC PRESS

Novels/Novellas/Short Story Collections

Face of Fear by C. Marry Hultman

e-book:books2read.com/u/49lVg0

––––––––
[image: image]


Dawson Junior G3 by Brian Wagstaff

e-book:books2read.com/u/4EP99E

––––––––
[image: image]


Boy in the Wardrobe by Esther Jacoby

e-book: mybook.to/Boy-Wardrobe

––––––––
[image: image]


New Life Cottage by Esther Jacoby

e-book:books2read.com/u/m0wAzW

––––––––
[image: image]


The Wait by Esther Jacoby

e-book:https://books2read.com/u/4Dgz8Q

––––––––
[image: image]


Liebe ist Warten by Esther Jacoby

e-book:https://books2read.com/u/mZaVD2

––––––––
[image: image]


Musing on Death & Dying by Esther Jacoby

e-book:books2read.com/u/49lVg0

––––––––
[image: image]


Earth Door by Cye Thomas

e-book:books2read.com/u/mKyXKv

––––––––
[image: image]


Graffiti Stories by Nick Gerrard

e-book:books2read.com/u/m2MQOR

––––––––
[image: image]


Punk Novelette by Nick Gerrard

e-book:books2read.com/u/4jLpqv

––––––––
[image: image]


Struggle and Strife by Nick Gerrard

e-book:books2read.com/u/4DRyqr

––––––––
[image: image]


Fake Escape by Natalie Hughes

e-book:https://books2read.com/u/bMXL5X

––––––––
[image: image]


Murder Planet by Adam Carpenter

e-book:books2read.com/u/bMXllV

––––––––
[image: image]


Generation Ship by Adam Carpenter

e-book:books2read.com/u/49Nk8M

––––––––
[image: image]


Cold as Hell by Neen Cohen

e-book:https://books2read.com/u/bxennv

––––––––
[image: image]


Six Days to Hell by E.L. Giles

e-book:https://books2read.com/u/bWrLyq

True Mates by E.F. Vogel

e-book : books2read.com/u/4A5qzN

––––––––
[image: image]


Sunshine by L.T : Emery

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/bpw7PW

Antisocial Housing by Tim Mendees

e-book: https://books2read.com/u/mBwjVZ

Anthologies

Just 13 

e-book: https://books2read.com/u/mKy1B9

––––––––
[image: image]


Lost Lore & Legends 

e-book: books2read.com/u/m2RrwG

Rise and Fall

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/4ElY0z

Adventure Awaits volume 1 

e-book: https://books2read.com/u/3Gw8o8

––––––––
[image: image]


Adventure Awaits volume 2 

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/4DxJWe

––––––––
[image: image]


Adventure Awaitsd 3

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/mdDP0Z

––––––––
[image: image]


Wicked West 

e-book : books2read.com/u/3JZrLA

Worlds Collide

e-book: https://books2read.com/u/mgjp87

The Mortem Cycle

Death House

e-book: https://books2read.com/u/bWrODW

––––––––
[image: image]


Death Ship

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/4A5p10

––––––––
[image: image]


Death Beyond

e-book : books2read.com/u/4XreOe

––––––––
[image: image]


Death Cuisine

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/3JZGnX

––––––––
[image: image]


Death Magic

e-book : https://books2read.com/u/mvWpNV

––––––––
[image: image]


Find us at:

http://www.nordicpresspublishing.com





    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Neen Cohen publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    
                        [image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-A-QCZN-RIENB

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    





  	
	    
	      Did you love Cold As Hell? Then you should read
              
                Death Cuisine by Tim Mendees et al.!
              
          

	    

    
	    
            
                [image: Death Cuisine]
            
	    

	  
        You ask any chef and they will tell you that kitchen work can be murder. Normally, they don't mean that literally, but that is about to change.Inside this combination anthology and cookbook you will find thirteen tales of culinary terror and an accompnying recipe. So, set the oven to gas mark 666 and prepare for a smorgasboard of gastronomic ghastliness and pray that your next meal won't be your last.Featuring stories from: Neen Cohen, Tim Mendees, Callum Pearce, S.O. Green, Jasmine Jarvis, Rhiannon Lotze, Lyndsey Ellis-Holloway, Rebecca Rowland, Elizabeth Nettleton, Drew Starling & Chisto Healy.


    
    





  	
	    
	      Also by Neen Cohen

	    

      
	    
          
	      Adventure Awaits

          
        
          
	          Adventure Awaits

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Children of the Gods

          
        
          
	          Cold As Hell

          
        
          
	          Black As Day (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mortem Cycle

          
        
          
	          Death Cuisine

          
        
      

      
    
    



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NEEN COHEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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