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CHAPTER 1 

 

It wasnôt a battlefield, it was a slaughter yard. 

Dead bodies lay everywhere amongst the smouldering ruins.  Some of the 

bigger warehouses still burned, the flames unchecked.  No-one was around to put 

out the fires.  The enormous vultures that flickered in and out overhead were almost 

hidden by the choking black smoke that hung over everything. 

In spite of her determination not to be, Taliah was impressed.  ñOne man 

masterminded all of this.ò 

She leaned back into the shadows of the sole remaining building that was 

almost whole, hiding from casual viewers as she raised the demon glasses to her 

eyes to see the carnage better.  

A solitary man searched the dead.  

ñWhat was his name again?ò 

ñCaid,ò Kraa said. 

Kraa was a head taller than Taliah, his humanoid body covered by a chitinous 

exoskeleton, which was covered in turn by a heavy woollen cloak.  Instead of hands 

his arms ended in curved talons.  His face was that of a birdðan enormous crowôs 

head, with a crest that was currently raised.  His voice sounded like the voice a crow 

would have, if a crow could speak. 

ñAnd heôs the smarter one?ò 

ñThe more military minded,ò Kraa corrected, ñAnd charismatic with it.ò 
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That was smart, to Taliah, although she supposed demons had different ideas 

of what was clever.  And to be honest, Caid didnôt look too clever right now, 

stepping aside from the body he was searching to dry retch in the grass. 

ñWeak stomach,ò she murmured, and turned the glasses away to search the 

rest of the dead.  ñI canôt see the others.ò 

Kraaôs keen bird eyes didnôt need the glasses.  ñDirectly across from us.ò 

Taliah turned the glasses briefly to see the two men huddling in the shelter of 

a half-burnt building on the other side of the hill.  ñTheyôre not doing any of the 

work.ò 

Somehow, she had expected that. 

She turned back to watch the man searching the bodies. 

Caid carried on with his grisly job, oblivious. 

Slowly, methodically, he knelt down beside each body and checked their 

necks, their pockets, their bags, and anything else they had on them. He turned each 

body over to be sure he missed nothing.  He stopped often to turn away to pull 

himself together. 

ñThorough,ò Taliah commented. 

ñOne would have to be,ò Kraa said.  ñIt is not so large an item, after all.ò 

Below them Caidôs stops to recover became more frequent. 

Taliah turned back to watch the other two men, who were talking quietly.  ñI 

donôt suppose we could hear them.ò 

Demons had such useful gadgets, and Kraa was no exception. He just never 

tended to use them for practical reasons until she mentioned it. 
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She tapped one long nail against the glasses while Kraa scrabbled around in 

one of the bags that hung off his cloak.  She was proud of her nails. Fully two 

inches long, and hard to go with it.  They curved at the ends, like Kraaôs talons. 

Kraa handed her a small, round disc.  ñTry this.ò 

She looked at it dubiously.  ñWhat do I do with it?ò 

ñPut it in your ear.ò 

She would never get it out.  Was it worth the risk?  Some demon things 

simply did not work on the people of her world.  Taliah held it up to her ear, but 

didnôt put it in. 

She could hear, just by holding it close.  She used one hand to hold the 

glasses, the other to hold the demon earpiece to her ear. 

Jacobðthe fat oneðwas talking.  ñé  such a pity we have to kill him.ò 

Taliah could see by the way the other man looked at him, that he was 

wondering if Jacob had become a liability too.  ñWe talked about this.ò 

Jacob waved at the carnage surrounding them.  ñLook at what he has done, 

Franz.  Itôs magnificent.  Absolutely magnificent.ò 

Taliah seconded that, although he hadnôt actually done it all himself, just done 

the organising and led the rabble.  The people he had led were gone now, back to 

their homes and the inns to celebrate the victory theyôd thought theyôd had to have.  

Like Caid, a lot of them must be having second thoughts right now. 

She turned to watch Caid again. 

Caid hesitated at the bodies of a mother and her baby daughter.  He searched 

the mother half-heartedly, but thoroughly, but turned away from the child. 

Franzôs voice came clearly through the earpiece. ñCome on, Caid.  Search 

them all, even the children.  We agreed on that.ò 
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This was a neat little hearing device, and Taliah intended to get one of her 

own one day, plus some of the glasses. 

Even though Caid hadnôt heard Franz, he turned back to tentatively touch the 

child, then turned away to dry-retch into the grass.  Taliah wasnôt sure whether she 

felt pity for himðnot up to the jobðor disgust. 

ñLook at him,ò Franz said.  ñRegretting it already.ò 

ñYes, but é  He could be so useful,ò Jacob said. 

Caid finally mustered the courage for a cursory search of the baby, and then 

moved quickly across to the next body, some distance away. 

ñHe would destroy us both.ò  Franz sounded annoyed.  ñI know my brother, 

Jacob.  I am sure he is already plotting ways to put things right. Any time we give 

him will work against us, not for us.ò 

One of the vultures circling above closed its wings and dived onto the dead 

meat Caid had just left.  It skimmed the bodies, picking up the baby as it flew past.   

The bird was twice the size of the man.  The babyôs tiny body was engulfed in 

one massive claw.  Caid ran back, but the bird flickered out of existence before he 

got there. 

ñHow do they know there are dead here?ò Jacob asked.  

Franz shuddered.  ñThey smell them, even between the worlds.ò 

Caid stared at the empty space where the bird had been, then trudged back to 

the body he had started searching.  As he turned it they saw a flash of brilliant red. 

ñThe crystal,ò Jacob said, and moved out. 

Franz grabbed him.  ñYou know what you must do.ò 

Jacob nodded soberly. 

ñWe will ever only get one chance.ò 
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Jacob nodded again, and they both started to run. 

ñHeôs found it,ò Taliah said.  She focused the glasses on the prize. 

The necklace was worked silver and the shining red crystal centrepiece 

glowed with its own power.  Caidôs fingers shook as he lifted it off the body.  

Underneath, the same pattern as the necklace was tattooed onto the manôs neck. 

So it was true.  The necklace did mark its wearer. 

Taliah was so busy watching the necklace she didnôt see the others until 

Franzôs knife plunged into Caidôs back. 

Caid was fast, no matter what Kraa thought.  Heôd dropped and blocked even 

before he could have realised what had happened, pushing Jacobôs knife away.  He 

wasnôt so fast with Franz though, and Taliah thought that weakness might be due to 

it being his own brother.  She could have told him never to trust his own family.  

They would always betray you.  That weakness would kill him. 

Caid fought well, but the initial wound had weakened him.  He dropped to the 

ground. 

Jacob checked on Caid while Franz collected the necklace, now covered in 

bloodðCaidôs, Jacobôs and even some of Franzôs.  The younger man had held his 

ownðmostly. 

ñIs he dead?ò Franz asked. 

ñNot yet.ò 

ñKill him then.ò 

As Jacob moved to carry out his order another vulture screamed down on 

them.  This one was bigger than the first.  They beat it off and raced for the 

protection of the nearest burnt buildingðpuny shelter though it was. 

Franz stowed the necklace inside his shirt.  ñWe have to get away from here.ò 
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ñWhat about Caid?ò Jacob asked. 

ñThe vulture will finish him off,ò Franz said, and they ran across the open hill 

to the next enclosed space. 

Taliah and Kraa watched in silence. 

ñDo we get them?ò Taliah asked.  She touched the sword at her side.  People 

like that would not be missed in the world. 

Kraa shook his head.  ñWe will wait for another opportunity.ò 

Taliah handed back the demon glasses and the hearing disc.  He had wanted to 

come, he had wanted to see, but he didnôt want the necklace.  Why not? 

Kraa pushed aside the cloak to pack them both back into a bag hidden beneath 

it.  Around his neck she could see the two necklaces he wore.  Both worked with 

silver, both with a glowing central gem.  One green, one blue.  Did the necklaces 

mark him, Taliah wondered, the way they had marked the man who had worn the 

red one? 

She turned for one last look at the man who had masterminded the carnage 

and lost everything. 

Weak and half dead, Caid had tried to drag himself away.  She wondered why, 

and then noticed the huge vulture screaming down on him again.  Survival instincts, 

at least. 

The vulture struck. 

Taliah toyed with the thought of going to his rescue.  No, he was a dead man 

anyway, and what good would it do.  As Franz had said, regretting it already. 

Caid defended himself with little strength but lots of determination.  It was a 

losing battle.  The bird grabbed Caid in its talons, flapped its wings hard, and finally 

managed a clumsy takeoff. 
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Where did they take their meat to eat it?  What world did the vultures come 

from? 

Caid pulled out his knife and stabbed at the bird as they both flickered out of 

existence. 

Taliah turned away. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Melissa put her foot down to pass a slow moving farm truck and nearly got 

wiped off by a semi-trailer coming the other way. 

ñSlow down,ò Scott said.  ñYouôll get us both killed.ò  In this little open-air 

sports car they were lucky if the trucks could even see them. 

Melissa floored the accelerator again, and then had to jam on the brakes as 

they reached a curve. 

Scott closed his eyes and prayed they would to get wherever Melissa planned 

for them to go alive.  Right now he wasnôt convinced they would, and anything he 

could say would only inflame things.  He tried, although heôd already said it before, 

more than once. 

ñIt was a buckôs night.ò 

ñA strip club,ò Melissa said. 

ñI didnôt choose the venue.  Besides, thatôs the sort of place you go to on these 

things.ò 

ñYou told me you were bird watching.ò 

ñWe were.  Sort of.ò 

Melissa turned to look at him.  ñYou got drunk.  You got up and danced with 

three of those óbirdsô.ò 

ñWatch the road,ò and Melissa jerked the wheel back, just, in time to avoid 

running into one of the deep gutters along the side.  ñBesides, everyone got drunk.ò 

ñBut you were the only one who joined in the dancing.ò 



  Dai/Barrain/11 

Melissa braked hard at a side road Scott hadnôt even noticed, and hauled the 

wheel around to take the car up it.  The bitumen stopped 200 metres in.   

A huge sign to their right said, óManagarra National Parkô, and in smaller 

writing beneath that, óNo access without permission of Department of Environment 

and Conservationô. 

They rattled on up the bumpy dirt track. 

Melissa would wreck her car, Scott thought, and it served her right.  She was 

the one whoôd gotten so uptight about the buckôs night.  ñWhere are we going?ò   

ñYou are going bird watching, since you enjoyed it so much.ò  

That was no answer at all.  Scott settled back and tried to anticipate the 

bumps.  He just wanted the trip to be over, and after it was over he and Melissa 

needed a good long talk about just how much right each of them had to their own 

lives.  A buckôs night, for heavens sake. 

The dirt track raised dust, and in the open-air car Scott was soon eating it.  

Melissa would have to clean her precious car as well, inside and out, and serve her 

right for that, too. 

After fifteen silent, bone-jarring minutes they turned into a cleared area with 

an old tin shed, with a water tank twice as large as the shed that fed it.  Four 4WDs 

were parked beside the shed.  They all had the battered, dusty look of cars that did a 

lot of off-road travel. 

One of the vehicles had ñDepartment of Conservation and Environmentò 

along the side.  Five people were standing near that one, talking.  They were all 

dressed in hiking boots and long shorts, and most of them had cameras and 

binoculars slung around their necks. 

Scott hoped Melissa knew what she was doing. 
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Melissa pulled up with a squeal of brakes. 

The two women of the group made their way across to them.  One, dressed in 

brown, was obviously the ranger.  She was young, and attractive in an outdoorsy 

way, with a nice smile. 

Scott smiled back. 

ñScott?ò the Ranger asked. 

ñYes,ò said Melissa, through gritted teeth, and Scott knew it was for the smile. 

The other woman was older, with a booming voice.  ñSo lovely to have 

younger ones interested.  When your wife éò 

ñGirlfriend,ò Melissa said. 

ñGirlfriend then. When she said you were interested in coming I was so 

pleased.ò 

ñYou were.ò  Scott wondered exactly what Melissa had told her.  He looked 

over to the three men, standing watching them.  Two of them were older, almost 

retiring age, if they hadnôt already done so.  The third looked younger, and he had 

dark, shoulder-length hair, but Scott couldnôt tell what age he was because he wore 

enormous mirrored sunglasses that covered half his face. 

ñIôm Elspeth, by the way.ò  She held out a hand. 

He shook it.  Her handshake was firm. 

ñKelly,ò the Ranger said, and shook hands in turn. 

Melissa opened the boot of the car, and pulled out a back pack.  She handed it 

to Scott.  It was heavy. 

Compared to the packs on the ground beside the Rangerôs car, it was small.  

ñIs that all you are bringing?ò Elspeth asked.  ñWeôll be away up to five days, 

you know.ò 
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ñFive days.ò  Scott looked at the pack, and then at Melissa, whose glare defied 

him to say anything.  ñExcuse us a moment, please.ò 

He dragged Melissa away.  ñWhat is going on?ò 

ñYou want bird watching.  Youôve got it.ò 

ñDonôt you think youôre carrying revenge a little too far.ò 

ñToo far.  After Friday night you proved you have no idea just how far too far 

is.ò 

ñI know nothing about birds,ò Scott said. 

ñYou didnôt say that on Friday night.ò 

ñIt was a buckôs night.  Besides,ò and he didnôt know how he knew this, 

ñThey donôt call it bird watching nowadays.  Itôs birding.ò 

Melissa stalked back to the car.  She took out a brand new pair of binoculars 

from the boot, and handed them to Scott.  ñEnjoy your birding,ò after which she 

jumped back into the car, reversed quickly, and took off with a squeal of tyres. 

Scott watched her go and wondered if she realised that was, effectively, the 

end of their relationship.  Probably, he supposed, or she wouldnôt have done this. 

ñShe was in a hurry,ò Elspeth said.  ñAnyway, come on over and meet the 

others.ò 

ñYour girlfriend assured us you were an experienced bushwalker,ò Ranger 

Kelly said. 

Scott gave her a tight smile.  The answer to that was obvious enough.  He 

turned to follow Elspeth. 

The Ranger watched him for a long moment, then shrugged and followed him. 

Elspeth ignored any undercurrents. 

ñVictor Green.  My husband and greatest rival.ò 
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 ñIôve already discovered one species of goshawk near Warrnambool,ò Victor 

said.  ñAccipter victorus.ò 

Scott shook hands numbly, and murmured something polite. 

Elspeth introduced the other older man next.  ñMalcolm Linley, Professor of 

Ornithology at Melbourne University.ò 

Scott shook hands with him too. 

Elspeth turned to the last man in the group.  She took a deep breath.  ñAnd this 

is Caid Barrain.ò 

Caidôs sunglasses hid his half his face.  It was impossible to tell what he was 

thinking.  His handshake was firm, but brief.  He nodded, and moved away quickly, 

but even so, Scott felt more comfortable with him than he did with the others.  An 

age thing, he supposed.   

It was obvious Elspeth didnôt feel the same way.  

ñHeôs very quiet,ò she confided to Scott, once Caid was far enough away for 

him not to hear her.  ñHeôs a little bit é but youôll get used to him soon enough.ò 

Scott gave her a reassuring smile.  ñIôm sure I will.ò  He looked over at Caid 

again.  The other man was tall and slender.  He wore knee-length khaki surf shorts 

and a khaki t-shirt.  Except for the sunglasses he was well enough presented.  The 

only odd thing about him was the long green tattoo on the inside of his left wristð

although a lot of people had tattoos nowadays.  He wondered if that was what had 

made Elspeth think him strange.  Maybe she believed tattoos were only for the 

working class. 

Elspeth looked relieved. 

ñDo you have any water?ò Ranger Kelly asked. 
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Scott checked his pack.  It was filled with a layer of 1.5 litre plastic bottles of 

water. 

ñYou wonôt die of thirst, at any rate,ò the Ranger said.  ñWhat about food?ò 

Scott lifted a couple of bottles.  Underneath were boxes of muesli bars. 

ñOriginal,ò the Ranger said.  She raised her voice so they could all hear her.  

ñMost of you are experienced bushwalkers.ò  She flicked a glance at Scott.  ñYou 

know what to do.ò  A direct look this time, before she pointed to the water tank.  

ñThat tank over there contains the only drinkable water for 100 square kilometres.  

If you get into trouble come back here to the hut and wait.ò 

The Ranger moved over to her car.  ñI will be back in five days.ò 

Five days.  How would he cope?  Scott panicked momentarily, then reason 

reasserted itself.  He could do it. This was the Australian bush, for goodness sake.  

The most dangerous thing he was likely to come across was a snake, and he could 

deal with that.  He had food.  He had water.  If he stuck close to the others he would 

be alright.  Melissa had put him here to fail.  Well he might just show her how 

wrong she was. 

ñScott,ò the Ranger said, and waited for him to come over to her car. 

He glanced at the others, then joined her. 

ñI can take you into the nearest town,ò she said quietly.  ñYou can call 

someone from there.ò 

It was more than tempting.  He almost said yes, hesitated at the last minute 

and some contrariness he didnôt even understand made him say, ñIôll stick it out.ò  

He could do it.  He would do it. 
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She climbed into her vehicle, continued talking to him through the open 

window.  ñIf the others werenôt so experienced I wouldnôt be letting you do this.  

Stick close to them, do what they tell you.  Understand.ò 

ñBelieve me, I will do exactly what they say.ò 

She smiled at him then.  ñYou might even enjoy it,ò she said.  ñI hope you 

do.ò 

ñThank you.  And thank you for being decent about éò About a loverôs 

brawl, heôd been going to say, but didnôt.  

ñI had a boyfriend like that once.ò  She didnôt say she was better off without 

him, or any of the other obvious platitudes she could have said.  Instead, she 

rummaged around the back seat, and came up with an old sleeping bag.  ñHere.  

Take this.ò 

ñThank you.ò  The simple kindness made his throat close, and he found it 

difficult to speak. 

The Ranger ignored that, raised her voice so that they could all hear her.  ñBye 

everyone.  See you in five days.ò 

Even before she was out of the parking lot the avid birdwatchers had forgotten 

her.  Victor spread a map on the bonnet of one of the other cars and the older people 

gathered around it. 

Victor pointed to a spot on the map.  ñCorbett sighted the bird here.ò  He 

traced a line the map.  ñFifteen kilometres south of where we are now.ò 

ñThatôs assuming Corbett knew which direction was which,ò Professor Linley 

said.  ñHe wasnôt exactly straight on the details, was he.ò 

ñCorbett saw something, Linley,ò Elspeth said.  ñA bird he didnôt recognise.ò  

It sounded like an old argument. 
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ñA twenty foot wingspan.ò 

ñIn the excitement he may have misjudged.ò 

Linley sniffed.  ñAnd a burst of cold so intense it frosted his hair.  Come 

now.ò 

ñIf youôre so convinced it was a hoax, Linley, why did you come?ò 

Scott wandered over to Caid.  The argument continued in the background. 

ñSo do you think weôre hunting a bird with a twenty foot wingspan?ò he 

asked. 

Caid turned to face him, and the mirrored glasses reflecting the sun gave his 

face an odd, alien cast. 

ñThe largest known Meeyan vulture had a wingspan twice that,ò he said. 

The factual way he said it made Scott cold suddenly, and he wondered if the 

tales about birdwatchers being slightly insane were true.  He forced a smile.  ñSo itôs 

a vulture then.ò 

Elspeth, coming toward them, heard that.  ñCorbett said it was definitely an 

eagle.ò 

Caid shrugged.  ñVulture. Eagle.ò   

He obviously didnôt care what it was called.  Scott wondered why Caid had 

come along.  He didnôt appear to be the fanatical bird watcher the others were.  

Elspeth obviously didnôt think he was.  Scott wondered if she was a scared of him. 

ñWeôre ready to go,ò Elspeth said. 

Scott clipped the sleeping bag the ranger had given him to the top of his pack, 

then picked it up.  He tried not to grunt at the weight.  Caid, beside him, picked up 

his larger pack with ease. 

With Victor leading, they made their way into the bush. 
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The pack weighed a ton, and got heavier by the minute.  Scott was grateful for 

all those early mornings at the gym, but seriously wondered how long he could walk 

with it.  He was tempted to toss some bottles out to lighten the load, but knew it 

would be stupid. 

Up in front of him Caid kept a steady pace, and didnôt even look to be 

exerting himself.  The older people kept up a good pace too, and most of the time it 

was Caid out in front, the three older people together in the middle, with Scott 

trailing behind.   

Scott didnôt mind.  The peace of the bush grew on him, and he started to enjoy 

himself.  Melissa could laugh all the way back to their apartment in town, thinking 

he was going to fail miserably, but she might have started something.  He might just 

take up bushwalking. 

He stopped, and pulled the pack off his back to rest a moment.  Absolute bliss.  

He took out one of the bottles of water and took a long swig.  One way to lighten 

the load.  

There were ten bottles altogether.  Two litres of water for each day.  He 

looked regretfully at the bottle in his hand and decided not to drink any more just 

now.  Otherwise he might run out before the five days were up.  He returned the 

bottle to the bag and picked up his pack again. 

Around him were nothing but bush sounds.  Birds and insects mostly, and 

there as no sound of humans at all.  Everything shimmered in the heat.  Every 

direction looked the same. 
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He turned, disoriented, then realised it was the stupidest thing he could have 

done.  Now he didnôt even know which way he had been facing.  He tried not to 

panic. 

They couldnôt be that far in front of him. All he had to do was call, but some 

misplaced sense of embarrassment stilled his tongue. 

ñYouôll be more embarrassed if you truly do get lost,ò he told himself, but still 

couldnôt bring himself to do it. 

Then suddenly Caid appeared out of the trees to his left. 

Scott felt sick with relief.  ñThank you,ò he said quietly. 

The other man didnôt answer, just turned back the way he had come. Scott 

followed.  As he went he noticed Caid had added something new to his outfit. A 

long, heavy hunting knife, which hung from a sheath strapped to the top of his leg.  

It was at least 20cm long. 

ñWhy the knife?ò Scott asked. 

ñProtection.ò 

ñFrom a bunch of birdwatchers?ò 

Caid stopped and waited while Scott scrambled a slope he himself had scaled 

effortlessly.  ñFrom the bird.ò  

ñOh.ò 

Maybe Elspeth was right to feel there was something strange about this man.  

His obsession with the size and danger of this bird seemed abnormal.  Although 

who could tell, really. They didnôt really know what they were looking for, and 

Corbettôs description of it was more suited to Caidôs expectations than a real bird 

would be. 
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ñI take it youôre not a regular bird watcher,ò Scott said.  ñNot like the others, I 

mean.ò 

ñNo.ò 

The short, sharp answer was all Scott got, and moments later they rejoined the 

others. 

ñI was wondering where you had got to,ò Elspeth said.  ñYou should be 

careful, you know.  Not being as experienced as the rest of us. Itôs easy to get lost 

out here.ò 

ñI know,ò Scott said. He knew exactly how easy it was to get lost.  ñCaid is 

looking after me.ò 

Caid half frowned, and looked at him with an expression that was unreadable 

through the mirrored sunglasses. 

ñGood to see you young ones getting on,ò Elspeth said, heartily. 

Scott wondered if she really believed they were, or just wanted to believe it. 

Elspeth saw the knife then.  She looked as if she would say something, but 

Caid turned away to watch a bird circling above them, and she forgot herself as she 

took out her own binoculars to watch it too. 

ñBrown goshawk,ò she said, and watched till it disappeared from sight, after 

which she had either forgotten about, or decided to ignore, the knife.  Scott thought 

it was the latter, rather than the former. 

They stopped at the top of a ridge for lunch.  The view down over the valley 

below was magnificent, and even though they still had plenty of hill to climb Scott 

felt as if he was on top of the world.  It felt great. 
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The other birdwatchersðCaid includedðtook out sandwiches and fruit.  

Scott found a spot close enough not to be rude, but far enough away that he could 

go through his pack without the others seeing what was in it. 

Nothing but muesli bars and water.  They were all the same type too.  Apricot, 

his least favourite.  As Scott divided the bars into five equal portions, he wondered 

if he would ever eat muesli bars again after this week.  It was doubtful.  Taking one 

to eat, he repacked the rest. 

Victor pored over the map again.  Some people were natural map people, and 

Victor looked to be one of them. 

ñWeôve done around six kilometres,ò Victor said. 

ñIs that all?ò  Scott was appalled.  All that walking and he could have jogged 

it at home in under an hour.ò 

ñThatôs what ornithologyôs all about,ò Professor Linley said. 

ñI normally run further than that before breakfast.ò 

ñAh, but this is the bush,ò Linley said.  ñAnd here we donôt have nice, paved 

roads.ò 

ñBut we do have the birds,ò Elspeth said, and pointed to a bird soaring in the 

thermals high above them. 

The older birdwatchers reached as one for their binoculars. 

ñAquila audax,ò Victor said. 

ñWedge-tailed eagle,ò Elspeth added.  

Scott didnôt know if the translation was for him, or whether she always added 

the common name to Victorôs scientific version. 

ñMagnificent,ò they all agreed. 
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After lunch it was one long uphill toil.  Scott soon fell behind.  At least he 

knew which way they were going this time, but he was still glad when Caid 

materialised out of the bush after one particularly long period of feeling like the 

only human being around. 

ñYou must be tired of nurse-maiding me,ò Scott said, ñBut thank you, 

anyway.ò 

Caidôs glance was still undecipherable.  Scott wished that, just once, Caid 

would take off the sunglasses so that he could see what Caid was thinking. 

ñI intend to spend the next five days hunting a vulture,ò Caid said. ñNot 

hunting for you.ò 

ñThank you, anyway.ò  Scott followed the other man up the hill. He was 

obsessed with this vulture, but what chance three experienced bird-watchers would 

be wrong and a self-confessed non-bird watcher right? 

ñThe others are convinced itôs an eagle, you know.ò 

ñThe others have never seen a Meeyan vulture,ò Caid said. 

# 

Scott was glad of the sleeping bag the ranger had loaned him. It was a hot 

night and he didnôt need the warmth, but it made a mattress of sorts, and protected 

him from the lumps and scratchiness of the ground where he lay. 

It was a clear night, the stars bright and so many of them.  He lay on his back 

and looked at the Milky Way above him, brighter than heôd ever seen it before, and 

with more colour.  A crescent moon was three quarters of the way across the sky, 

and even that tiny sliver made more than enough light to see by. 
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Melissa would be in bed tooðor maybe out partyingðthinking of him, 

thinking of the bad time he was having.  Let her.  He was enjoying himself too. 

The night sky blacked out suddenly, accompanied by a roar like an express 

train.  Scott was stung with hard, icy pellets. 

He struggled to sit up, found himself almost blown back by the icy wind.  The 

noise was wind, he realised.  They were in the middle of a storm. 

It was over in seconds, then the sky was clear again, although a thick layer of 

white covered the ground.  

Everyone scrambled out of their sleeping bags. 

Caid had a torch.  He knelt down and picked up a handful of the white stuff.  

ñItôs hail.ò 

ñImpossible,ò Professor Linley said. 

Scott picked up a handful of his own.  It was definitely hail, melting rapidly in 

the warm night air. 

ñA burst of cold so intense it frosted his hair,ò Victor quoted softly.  ñDo you 

still think Corbett was senile, Linley?ò 

 

Scott thought he wouldnôt sleep after that, expecting another storm burst, 

wondering what had caused it, but he fell asleep quickly and if there were any more 

weather changes he wasnôt aware of it. 

The others hadnôt slept as well, if the way Victor snapped at Linley over 

breakfast meant anything.  Even Caid and Elspeth argued. 

ñThe Meeyan vulture hunts in the valleys,ò Caid said.  ñWe would be better 

going downhill.ò 
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ñBut weôll have a better view at the top,ò Elspeth said. ñThereôs no point 

getting close to it if we canôt see it.ò 

ñCorbett saw the eagle at the top of the hill,ò Victor said. 

It was dangerous to enter into the argument, but Scott did, anyway.  ñWhy 

donôt we just stay here? Corbett talked about freezing conditions. Arenôt we in the 

perfect place?ò 

As if on cue, the sunny day cut out, and they found themselves in the middle 

of another storm.  Clouds blotted the landscape, but even Scott could see they had 

only caught the edge of it; the real storm was below them. 

The clouds disappeared quickly, leaving snow melting in the hot morning sun. 

Caid started down the slope. 

ñWeôre supposed to stay together,ò Elspeth called after him.  She dithered, 

wanting to keep together, not really wanting to go downhill. 

ñIôll go after him,ò Scott offered, not even sure why he said it.  Maybe it was 

because heôd rather make a fool of himself in front of someone his own age. 

ñOh dear,ò Elspeth said, as Scott made off down the hill in a quick scramble. 

Scott thought they might have started to follow, but he was too busy trying to 

see where Caid had gone to look back. 

He didnôt catch up, of course, and was soon alone in the bush. 

He stopped.  ñCaid?ò 

There was no answer.  Nothing but silence.  Even the birds had stopped 

singing.  Scott looked around the green-grey sameness and wondered if should wait 

for the others.  Even as he wondered, he started moving downward again. 

Caid appeared seemingly out of no-where, making him jump. 

ñYou should return to the others,ò he said. 
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ñTo trail behind and pretend to be interested in birds.  At least I can be honest 

with you.ò 

Caid looked at him for a long, searching moment.  ñAnd so I will be honest 

with you. You are a nuisance to me. A burden I have no intention of carrying.ò 

Honesty like that Scott could only admire.  Caid hadnôt said it with dislike.  

Scott shrugged.  ñI can look after myself.ò 

ñYou are already lost.ò 

ñI will be as much lost with them as I will with you.ò 

He thought, or imagined, he heard compassion in Caidôs voice as he said, 

ñBut they at least intend to return to their own lives once they have photographed 

and classified this bird, whereas I éò 

The storm came on them suddenly, blotting out the rest of his words.  The 

wind pelted them with ice and snow, and Scott hoped it would be as short as the 

earlier sessions.  It was freezing. 

Part of him marvelled at the calmness heðtheyðall took the changing 

weather with. It was impossible, and no-one would believe them, as they hadnôt 

believed Corbett. Would he even mention it when he got back to the city?  Probably 

not. 

Another sound started high above the wind; a long, keening that went on and 

on, even after the storm had abated.  It was more chilling than the weather. 

Caid, eyes raised to the heavens, was making the noise. 

 ñAre you all right?ò Scott asked. 

Caid didnôt see him, didnôt hear him. 

Scott shook his arm.  ñCaid.  The storm is over,ò and finally he caught the 

other manôs attention. 
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Caid looked at him blankly. 

ñAre you all right?ò  Scott led Caid over to a log that had fallen so long ago a 

whole mini ecosystem had grown up around it.  ñHere, sit down for a moment.ò   

Caid refused to sit. 

ñAre you all right?ò 

ñI é where is the vulture?ò 

He was obsessed with this vulture.  ñThere wasnôt any bird,ò Scott said.  ñJust 

the storm.ò 

Caid looked around silently, as if he didnôt believe him. 

ñWhat was that noise, anyway?ò 

ñNoise?ò  Another blank look, as Caid glanced around the bush again, then 

back to Scott.  ñOh.  That was the mating call of the Meeyan vulture.ò 

ñThe mating é you canôt be serious.ò 

Maybe he should have stayed with the others.  There was something seriously 

amiss with Caid Barrain.  Scott backed away, despite himself, and tripped over 

something behind him. 

He turned, and realised it was a body.  A naked body. 

He fought the urge to be sick, managed, just, to keep the muesli bar heôd had 

for breakfast down. 

ñCaid.ò 

Caid was too busy looking for the vulture to notice anything on the ground. 

Scott raised his voice, and hoped he didnôt sound hysterical.  ñCaid.  I think 

youôd better look at this.ò 

Caid came over to investigate.  Scott forced himself to look again. 
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A man.  Of undeterminable age.  Around his neck was the tattooed pattern of 

a necklace, and on one outflung wrist was another tattoo.  A familiar tattoo.  Caid 

had one exactly like it on his own wrist. 

ñFranz,ò Caid said.  His voice was husky. 

ñYou know him?ò Or was that a stupid question?  How coincidental that two 

people, with the same tattoo, in the same place, would be in the middle of the bush 

together?  Coincidences like that didnôt happen. Maybe Caid wasnôt here after the 

vulture after all. 

ñOnce. We éò  Caid turned away, and finished on a whisper.  ñHe was my 

brother.ò 

They were silent a long moment.  How would it feel, Scott wondered, to come 

hunting for your brother and find him dead? 

Caid pulled himself together first.  ñWe know what is calling the vulture, 

anyway.ò  He studied the bush surrounding them, and then looked back at Franz, 

and back at the bush again.  ñAnd why it is coming back.  It cannot get to him.ò  He 

grabbed one of Franzô dead arms.  ñHelp me move him to a cleared space.ò 

ñWe canôt move a dead body.  We have to call the police.ò 

Caid dropped the dead manôs arm to grip him under the shoulders instead.  

The arm flopped down. Scott tried to remember all the television shows about 

bodies he had seen.  Rigor mortis had well and truly been and gone.  It was a 

wonder the body hadnôt started to decompose. 

ñHelp me,ò Caid said. 

ñYouôre crazy.ò They had to leave the body where they had found it.   

The storm came on them then, and this time they were in the middle of it. 
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Out of the snow and wind a huge bird swooped down on them.  An enormous 

talon reached out, aiming for the dead meat. Caid dropped the body to grab onto the 

talon. 

Scott reached up, trying to beat the bird off.  It rose slowly, still dragging 

Caid. 

Scott grabbed the other manôs legs, trying to free him with the added weight 

of his own body.  The bird continued to rise. 

Caid kicked out. 

Scott clung on grimly. Caid seemed to have forgotten they were on the same 

side. 

His added weight achieved its desired effect, and they dropped, the vulture 

soaring high away from them. 

They dropped into the snow, slid down a sharp slope and came to rest against 

what Scottôs dazed mind recognised as a chimney.  They were on a roof.  The storm 

showed no signs of abating. 

They slid further, off the roof into a pile of snow that came up to the tiny 

shuttered windows of a house.  Where had the house come from? 

The piled up snow muffled the wind, and Scott had time to realise how cold 

he was. 

ñFool,ò Caid said.  ñYou should have let go.ò 

ñI was saving your life.ò 

The vulture screamed down on them again.  Caid grabbed Scottôs arm and 

dragged him close to the house, which provided a small protection against the bird.  

It wouldnôt last long. 

 ñWe must get inside or weôll freeze,ò Caid said. 
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ñOr be killed by that é mate you called.ò 

Caid ignored him.  He set off toward what appeared to be the front of the 

building.  Scott followed, keeping a wary eye out for the vulture. 

There was a tiny porch at the front of the house.  Little enough protection, but 

Scott felt safer there. 

Caid banged loudly on the door. 

The vulture came back then, and Scott realised that the safety of the porch was 

just an illusion.  A talon raked his arm, drawing blood.  

Caid turned with the knife, drawing his own blood in turn, and then the door 

opened behind them and they stumbled inside. 

A woman with floury arms slammed the door shut on the attack. 

ñThe vultures are more daring this year,ò she said.  ñThey come right into the 

village to take the dead.  Sometimes they even wait for them to die.ò 

So what did that make them?  Half dead? 

ñThank you,ò Caid said, soberly.  ñWe ask shelter until the storm has eased.ò 

It sounded like a ritual, and the way the woman half bowed back, and said 

formally in turn, ñOf course,ò confirmed it. 

Scott looked around.  Quaint, was how Melissa would have described the 

cottage.  Authentic, and even cute, with its timbered walls, hand-made rugs and 

candles burning strategically around the room.  She would have loved the wood-

burning stove for all of about five minutes, and then demanded to be taken to the 

nearest hotel with electricity and plumbing and ducted heating. 

The woman had been cooking, rolling out some sort of flour mix with a huge 

rolling pin 
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A young girl stood on a bench at the table, watching them. She had a wooden 

spoon in her hand, and flour trailed down one cheek and the apron that covered her 

dress.  She jumped down to stand by her mother. 

 ñWhere is this place?ò Scott asked.  It definitely wasnôt the middle of the 

Australian bush any more. 

The woman turned to look at him.  ñYou are in the éò She looked him up and 

down, stared at his hair, then backed away.  ñDemon.ò 

ñIôm sorry?ò Why him? Why not Caid? They werenôt that different. 

She pushed her daughter behind her, backing until she was stopped by the 

table.  ñGet out of my house.  Now.ò 

ñWe will die if go out there,ò Caid said. 

The woman snatched up the rolling pin from the table, and attacked Scott with 

it.  ñGet out now.ò 

Scott tried to defend himself without hurting her. 

ñOut.ò 

ñWe will only remain until the storm blows out,ò Caid said, but the woman 

wasnôt listening. 

ñIôll not have demon filth in my house,ò she said. 

The rolling pin connected with a heavy crunch.  It hurt. The woman had a lot 

of muscle behind her blows. Scott tried to back away, but the cottage was too small. 

Caid grabbed the womanôs arm. 

The girl who had been at the table came in from the other side with a straw 

broom, hitting Caid around the face and neck.   

She would have been five or six years old, at most. 
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Caid let go the womanôs arm and turned to swoop on the child. The woman 

got another thwack at Scott. 

Caid lifted the girl up.  ñStop, or I will give your daughter to the demon.ò 

The fight went out of the woman, but the young girl screamed, and kicked at 

Caid. 

ñLet her go.ò 

ñWe wonôt hurt you,ò Caid said.  ñWe just need shelter from the storm.ò 

ñPlease. She has done nothing to you.ò 

A motherôs blindness.  Caidôs face was scratched and bleeding from the 

broom attack. The young child was a wildcat, and she was still kicking him. 

ñTell her to stop,ò Caid told the woman.  ñAnd give us shelter, or I will hand 

her over to the demon.ò  He made as if to hand the girl to Scott. 

ñNo.ò  The woman thrust herself between the two men, and got kicked for her 

efforts.  ñStorm.  Stop it.ò 

The child stopped kicking. 

ñThank you,ò Caid said. 

 

The womanôs name was Elna. More threats from Caid about how he would set 

the demonðScottðon the little girl got Caid her dead husbandôs best clothes and 

Scott the workday ones.  At least, Scott assumed he was dead. There was no sign of 

another person living in the house. It also got them a seat by the fire, and hot herb 

tea. 

Elna went back to rolling out her flour dough.  She kept Storm by her side, 

and kept a wary eye on her. 

Storm was fascinated by their visitors. 
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Scott half frowned at Storm.  Children made him uneasy. Heôd had little to do 

with them. 

She hid behind her motherôs skirts, but not for long. 

ñMaybe we should move on,ò Scott suggested quietly to Caid.  ñElna doesnôt 

want us here, doesnôt trust us, and we donôt really want to be here either.ò 

ñIt is getting on for night,ò Caid said.  ñThere is a storm outside.  We have no-

where to go.ò 

It was a blunt way of putting it, but honest.  Scott would rather spend an 

uneasy night in this hut, than lost on the mountain in a storm. 

ñWhat makes me a demon anyway?ò 

ñYour round blue eyes. Your blonde hair.ò 

Scott realised then that Caid had lost his glasses somewhere, or taken them 

off.  Caidôs eyes were like Elnaôs and Stormôs.  Large, green, and slanted, with no 

white showing. 

The eyes, yes, but the hair?  Scottôs hair was white from swimming and 

surfing. 

ñWhite hair doesnôt make me a demon.  What happens when someone gets 

old?ò 

ñOn Barrain our hair stays dark for life,ò Caid said. 

ñBarrain?ò 

ñMy world.ò  Caid nodded toward Elna and Storm.  ñTheir world.ò 

ñYour world.ò  Scott stared into the open fire.  ñYou were trying to get home.ò   

ñYes.ò 

He saw again the vulture, and Caid gripping the talon.  ñHitching a ride on 

some great ugly bird.ò 
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ñYes.ò 

Scott stared into the fire for a long moment.  They were on another world.  

ñSo how do I get home?ò he asked, eventually. 

Caid shrugged.  ñI have no idea.ò 

# 

When Scott woke the fire had burned down to a few coals.  The wind had 

died, leaving the room silent, and for a moment he thought that was what had woken 

him. 

ñWhere é?ò a young voice whispered. 

ñShh,ò from Elna, and he realised that Elna and Storm were awake.   

Scott thought about saying it didnôt matter if they made a noise, realised Elna 

would not appreciate it coming from him, and stayed quiet. 

He heard the sound of quiet footsteps, then Elna opened the door just enough 

for them both to slip out.  Faint grey light seeped in.  Early morning. 

Elna closed the door silently behind them. 

The dark shape that was Caid, on the other side of the fire, rose quietly and 

followed them. 

Scott scrambled up too.  Heôd slept in his shoes for the warmth, and was glad 

of that now.  He opened the door in time to see Elna push Storm.  ñRun.  Quickly.  

To the Elders.ò 

Storm hesitated. ñBut éò 

ñJust run.ò 

Storm ran off downhill. 

Below them white mounds outlined houses of the village proper.  Elnaôs 

house was at the top, a little apart from the others. 
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Elna watched run, hands clenched into fists.  

ñWe said we would not harm you,ò Caid said. 

Storm stumbled, tripped in the snow.  She turned to her mother. 

ñRun,ò Elna said. 

A long shadow passed in front of the rising sun.   

ñRun,ò Elna screamed.  ñRun for your life, Storm.ò  She started running after 

her child.  Caid ran too. 

Scott looked into the sun.  He couldnôt see it at first, eventually managed to 

make out the great black bird diving toward Storm.  He hurried after them, not sure 

what he could do, but surely the vulture would be frightened by three of them. 

Caid reached Storm just before the bird did.  His knife was out, and he beat 

the vulture off with the knife and his bare hands.  Elna added her strength. 

By the time Scott arrived, two villagers armed with pitchforks had run out 

from the hut nearest them.  They beat the bird off, again and again, until red blood 

covered them all, and stained the white snow scarlet. 

Storm crouched at their feet, terrified, crying as she curled into a ball to avoid 

being trampled. 

A third villager arrived, also armed with a pitchfork. 

At last they managed to kill it.  The huge bird dropped at their feet. 

Scott, who was closest, picked up the girl.  ñAre you hurt?ò 

Storm cried harder, and clung to him. 

The three villagers looked at him, then looked at each other.  They spread out, 

so that they surrounded him. 

One of the villagers stepped close, prodded Scott with his pitchfork.  ñBegone, 

demon,ò he said. 
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ñDonôt hurt Storm,ò Elna begged. 

The other two villagers closed in.  Scottôs arms instinctively closed around the 

young girl he was holding.  Just in time, as the second villagerôs pitchfork jabbed 

him in the arm. 

ñHey,ò Scott said. 

ñWe mean no harm,ò Caid said.  ñLet us be and we will leave your village.ò 

The villagers attacked.   

Screaming, Elna jumped forward to save her daughter, regardless of the cost 

to herself.   

Caid swooped at the same time, but his goal was the villager who had jabbed 

Scott.  In seconds he had the pitchfork and was the man in front of him as a shield. 

ñI will use the pitchfork on him or you if you come any closer.ò  He said to 

Scott,   ñGive the child to her mother.ò 

Elna snatched Storm away. 

ñYou donôt scare us, demon lover,ò one of the armed villagers said. 

ñScott,ò Caid said, and Scott was only just quick enough to grab the pitchfork 

Caid tossed to him.  Almost at the same time he pushed the villager he was using as 

a shield into the man who had spoken. It must have been with force, as the shield 

man screamed as he was impaled on the other manôs pitchfork. 

Caid ducked the third manôs attack and used his own body to knock the 

attacker down, snatching the pitchfork as he fell. 

It had happened so fast Scott was still recovering his balance after his catch 

when Caid was armed. 

ñMaybe you should start being scared,ò Caid said. 

He wasnôt even breathing hard from the exertion. 
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The three villages looked at each other, as if wondering whether to attack.  

Scott waved his own fork menacingly.  They had forgotten about him. 

The villagers turned and ran. 

Caid watched them go, until they disappeared into one of furthest houses.  He 

then turned to Scott.  ñGet our packs.ò 

ñBut why?ò 

Caid waved him to silence.  ñQuickly.  They will be back soon with others.  

We have food in our packs.ò 

Scott presumed he meant they would need the food when they escaped, but 

one couldnôt tell with Caid. Maybe he planned it as a peace offering.  He hurried 

back to the cottage, trying not to slip on the icy snow. 

Behind him he heard Caid ask Elna, ñWhich way to the City Between the Sea 

and Mountains?ò 

Scott glanced back at them, saw Elna white-faced and silent, backing away. 

ñWhich way?ò 

The village, below them, was springing to life with shouting, and people 

moving around. 

Caid gave an impatient exclamation and hurried after Scott. 

Scott raced into the cottage, grabbed the packs, and raced back outside again, 

colliding with Caid at the door. 

ñWe will never get away from them,ò Caid said.  ñThese people are mountain-

bred.ò 

ñSo what do we do? Barricade ourselves in?ò 

ñI will check out the back, see what we can use as defence.ò  Caid grabbed his 

pack, slipping it on as he ran. 
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Scott slipped his own pack on.  It might be cumbersome and heavy, but the 

food in it might also save his life later on.  He didnôt need the water though.  In this 

land there was plenty of that.  He hurriedly removed all the bottles bar two, and 

dropped them onto the floor near the old blankets Elna had loaned them the 

previous night. 

Blankets.  They could use them.  He stuffed them into the bag, feeling a 

twinge of guilt as he did so.  One might say that he was stealing from someone 

almost as needy as himself. 

He glanced out the door again.  An angry mob had gathered in the open 

square.  Every one of them was armed, most with hoes and pitchforks.  Thank 

goodness they didnôt seem to have guns here.  

Elna and Storm hadnôt moved.  Storm was pressed against her motherôs side.  

Elna glanced down at the village, then back at her house. 

It was sad they had been caught up in the middle of it all, but in a way she had 

brought it on herself. If she hadnôt insisted on sending Storm down to the village in 

the first place, none of this would have happened.  

Scott turned back into the cottage, keeping a careful ear out for the mob.  

What could they use as weapons?  The rolling pin and the broom, definitely.  

Already proven.  Some firewood.  He stacked them in the middle of the table. 

A chair to jam under the door handle if necessary.  He moved it close, ready. 

From outside came a roar of voices.  The mob had started to move. 

Caid appeared in the doorway, making him jump. 

ñI found a sled.ò  He had it with him, trailing behind. 

ñYou did?ò  How could they use it?  It was big enough to carry both of them.  

Could they use it?  Scott had been tobogganing before.  They needed a clear run, 



  Dai/Barrain/38 

and time to get up speed.  He tried to gauge it theyôd have enough time, and didnôt 

think they would. 

The crowd was almost level with Elna now.  One of the villagers saw her, and 

shouted.  The mob checked, and swirled toward the woman and her daughter. 

Scott felt sick.  ñTheyôll kill them.ò 

All Elna had done was be in the wrong house.  She didnôt deserve this.  No-

one did.  Scott grabbed the sled rope from Caid, suddenly galvanised.  He turned the 

sled toward the mob, pushed it off, and jumped on. 

Caid jumped on behind him, adding extra weight to the sled as they started the 

downward run. 

Scott shrieked like the demon they thought he was as they slid down the hill, 

willing the sled on, praying they would get there before the mob did. 

They did, just, and Caid snatched Elna and Storm as they went through.  The 

extra weight slowed them, and for a moment Scott thought they might come to a 

stop right in front of the mob.  He steered the sled toward the only place that gave 

them the advantageða bank that dropped down onto the lower part of the village, 

and in particular onto one sloping cottage roof further downhill. 

Caid muttered something that might have been a curse, and gripped tight with 

the one hand he had available. 

They landed hard, but Scott managed to keep the sled upright, and the extra 

momentum carried them out of sight of the village before they eventually slid to a 

halt. 

By then the adrenaline rush was over, and Scott was thinking again.  Reaction 

set in, and he started shaking. 
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Caid stood up stiffly, and deposited Elna and Storm properly onto the sled.  

ñAre you all right?ò  His words to Elna were gentle. 

She nodded, silent. 

It must have been awful for her, Scott realised, hanging on to her daughter like 

that, with only Caidôs grip to hold her.  He decided not to apologise. 

ñAnd you?ò Caid asked Storm. 

Storm nodded too.  Her eyes were sparkling.  Scott thought she might have 

enjoyed the ride, might even have said so if her mother hadnôt been so disapproving. 

Caid picked up the sled rope.  ñWe must keep going.  They will come down at 

least this far.ò 

Scott stood up and came over to take his own share of the rope.  ñWhat about 

these two?ò  He indicated Elna and Storm.  ñShould we let them go back?ò 

ñWe can never go back,ò Elna said.  ñYou know what would happen.ò 

ñDo you have somewhere else to go?ò Scott asked.  ñRelatives in the next 

town? 

Elna looked at him scornfully. ñEven if I did, I would not bring disrepute onto 

them by going to them.ò 

ñOh.ò 

It seemed unfair that sheltering them had led to this, but Scott was still 

determined not to apologise for it.  They hadnôt asked for what had happened.  Elna 

had half brought it on herself. 

He pulled his share of the rope, and didnôt speak any more. 

Neither did Elna. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Sweat trickled down Detective Inspector Matherôs back.  He could feel it 

pooling at his belt. His shirt was starting to smell, and he knew that soon his suit 

would too. He slapped at a fly that landed on his face. 

He hated the bush, hated the heat, but the sticky flies were the worst.  They 

swarmed all over you, and no matter what you did you just couldnôt get rid of them.  

The sooner they were back in their air-conditioned car the happier he would be. 

ñHow much longer?ò he demanded of the ranger, who strode tirelessly in front 

of them.  Her back was covered in flies.  He itched to flick them off, knew his own 

back was probably as bad. 

ñAnother hour,ò she said. 

ShannonðMathersô partnerðsaid, ñI can see why they murdered him here.   

Who would ever expect to be discovered?ò 

Mathers agreed.  If it hadnôt been for this bird watching group no-one would 

have found the body for years. 

A helicopter clopped its way overhead. More searchers, off to find the lost 

bird watchers.  For their sakes, Mathers hoped the murderer was long gone. 

Otherwise they wouldnôt have one body on their hands, theyôd have three. 

He pushed down the shiver that came unbidden.  One of those missing men 

was Caid Barrain, and if he could do anything at all he would save Barrainôs life.  

He owed him that much.  That was the reason he had pulled rank to be here, out in 

this godforsaken place where the heat was like a physical presence. 

Shannon looked up at the aircraft.  ñIôd rather be up there,ò he said. 
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Mathers also.  It was too hot to be walking. 

By the time they reached the body Mathersô could have wrung a cup of 

perspiration out of his shirt. 

The body had been moved. It lay on its side, half crumpled in the grass under 

the trees.  They could see the marks where someone had dragged it. 

Shannon said, ñI swear, in this day of so much forensic television, no-one 

would be stupid enough to move a body.ò 

If it was a policeman who had done it Mathers was going to have his head.   

He looked around the site while Shannon checked the body.  It was nothing 

much, just bush like everything around it.  At least it was green here under the trees.  

It had been dry all the way down. 

ñThe bird watchers saw nothing?ò Mathers asked the ranger.  Kelly, her name 

was.  He had to remember that. 

She shook her head.  ñApparently not.  Not until they stumbled over the 

body.ò 

ñAnd the missing two? They were still with them then?ò 

ñNo.  They came down first.  The others came down to find them.ò 

ñThey didnôt see anything unusual?ò 

ñOutside of a dead body, you mean,ò Ranger Kelly said. 

He got the feeling she was laughing at him.  ñOutside of that, yes.ò 

ñAs a matter of fact, they did.ò 

It was like pulling teeth.  Long and slow.  Mathers tried not to grit his own 

teeth.  ñAnd what did they say they saw?ò 

ñA storm,ò the ranger said.  She looked away to the grass under the trees.  

ñHailstones and snow.  Howling winds.ò 
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ñPlease.ò  Even Mathers knew the country was in drought.  It hadnôt rained 

here for six months. 

ñSomething happened here,ò Shannon said, from where he knelt near the 

body.  ñThis green grass must have come from somewhere.  Iôd say two days ago.ò 

ñThat would be about right,ò agreed the ranger.  ñLocalised,ò she added, 

pointing part way up the hill to where the ring of green stopped and dry grass 

started.  ñ500 metres at most.ò 

ñYouôre telling me they came across a mini storm, not picked up by any 

meteorologist. Here, in the middle of nowhere, which also coincidentally happens to 

be the place we find a dead body.ò  Mathers didnôt know whether to be more 

annoyed by her arrogance, or by Shannonôs concurrence of it. 

ñIôm just telling you what they said.ò 

He didnôt know why she was so hostile.  Maybe it was the suit. A stupid outfit 

to wear on a hike in the bush, but they were plain-clothes detectives, for goodness 

sake.  It was almost a uniform. 

Maybe she just didnôt like policemen. 

ñThey all saw the storm?ò Shannon asked. 

She warmed considerably as she turned to him, so it was obviously just 

Mathers she didnôt like.  ñYes.  A number of times.ò 

Mathers let Shannon do the talking.  She was only someone they had called 

when they found the body, and the others missing.  He continued the search under 

the trees.  There was nothing. 

Shannon finished photographing the body, and then did his own search. 
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ñNothing,ò he said gloomily to Mathers.  ñNot a clue that I can see. Whoever 

it was covered his tracks well.ò  He turned to the two young policemen with the 

stretcher who had accompanied them.  ñYou can move the body now.ò 

ñDo you think he was killed here?ò Mathers asked. 

ñI have absolutely no idea,ò Stan said, ñBut I cannot imagine anyone dragging 

a dead body all this way just to hide it.ò 

Nor could Mathers.  There were plenty of places closer to where they had left 

their cars that would have done just as well.  It would have to be a truly unusual 

person who trekked all this way carrying a dead body. 

ñWhat do you think he used to kill him?ò 

Shannon never liked to commit himself until he was absolutely sure.  ñLetôs 

wait until the post-mortem.  He wasnôt shot, at least.ò   

One of the young policemen loading the body onto the stretcher dropped his 

end, and bolted toward a nearby bush, where he was violently sick. 

At least heôd had enough brains to be sick away from the scene of the crime. 

ñFirst body?ò Mathers asked, as the green-looking constable returned. 

He nodded.  ñSorry.ò 

The body had been half loaded onto the stretcher when the policeman had 

dropped it. In the fall one arm had been flung out, it lay, wrist up, in the dirt.  There 

was a pattern tattooed on the arm. 

Mathers went cold, and for a moment he thought he might faint.  He knew that 

tattoo.  He stepped forward for a closer check.  Yes, it was. 

ñThis is Caid Barrain,ò he said, and his mouth tightened on the regret he felt, 

so that he couldnôt speak for a minute. 

ñAre you sure?ò Shannon asked. 
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Mathers nodded. 

It made a twisted kind of sense. How could they lose two men so easily in the 

bush here?  They couldnôt.  But if they were looking for one just person, and that 

person didnôt want to be found, then that was understandable. 

ñItôs not Caid Barrain,ò Ranger Kelly said. Her eyes met Mathersô in a flat 

stare.  ñI saw Caid Barrain three days ago, remember.ò 

 ñDead bodies look different to live ones,ò Mathers said.  ñDescribe Barrain to 

me.ò 

She shrugged.  ñTall, dark hair.ò 

Their corpse was both. 

ñEye colour?ò  Mathers bet she didnôt even know that. People didnôt 

remember eye colour after meeting someone just once. 

ñNo idea,ò she said.  ñHe wore wrap-around sunglasses.ò 

ñHe had green eyes,ò Mathers said.  ñA true emerald.ò 

Shannon checked the body.  ñDefinitely green.ò 

ñI donôt care if he looks like him or not,ò the Ranger said.  ñI saw Caid 

Barrain three days ago, and I tell you, this man is not him.ò 

ñYou never mentioned you knew Barrain,ò Shannon said to Mathers. 

A white lie here.  ñI didnôt realise it was the same person until now.ò  Mix it 

with the truth.  ñHe got stabbed, was found in some alley during the Portland 

murders.ò  The case that had made Mathersô career.  ñFor a while I thought he was 

part of the gang.  Turned out to be totally coincidental. Just another random 

mugging in the wrong place.ò   

He looked down at the body.  ñI remember the tattoo.  At first we thought it 

was the gang mark.  Spent a lot of useless hours chasing it down.ò 
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Shannon nodded, but didnôt look convinced.  Mathers knew he must be 

remembering how strange it was that one of Homicideôs hotshot detectives had been 

assigned to this case.  He didnôt add anything else.  Best not to say anything more, 

lest he make it worse. 

He watched them bag up the body.  Barrain had deserved better than a body 

bag in the middle of the bush.  If he did nothing else, at least he would bring his 

murderer to justice. 

ñScott Larsen,ò he said to the ranger as they finally turned homeward.  ñTell 

me about him.ò 

She shrugged.  ñHe seemed fine.  Just an ordinary person.ò  She shook her 

shirt out to fan herself.  Flies rose in a swarm. 

Mathers had to look away. 

Shannon joined them, so they walked thee abreast where they could.  ñHe was 

young for a bird-watcher, wasnôt he?ò 

ñNot really.ò  Mathers had the feeling she was omitting something.  ñA lot of 

young people are enthusiastic about birds.ò 

ñBut they grow out of it, donôt they?ò Shannon said.  ñI used to be an avid 

birdwatcher myself.  Not now, though, and I wouldnôt be keen enough to come out 

on a trek to see a bird.  Thatôs for older people, retired.ò 

She gave them a sharp look.  ñCaid was young, too.ò 

ñYes, but the others?ò 

ñWerenôt all retired,ò she said.  ñOne of them was a university professor.ò 

The search helicopter clopped overhead again, on its way back to the landing 

ground.  Mathers wanted to be with them. 

ñWeôll have to tell them the search has changed,ò he said. 
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ñIôd make sure itôs Caid first,ò the Ranger said.  ñI think youôll find itôs not.ò 

Mathers shook his head.  It was funny she could blind herself to something so 

obvious. 

ñDid you know Scott Larsen before this?ò 

ñNo.ò  Another cool look.  She knew what his questions meant.  ñThat 

morning was the first time I had seen him.ò 

She moved on ahead then, either to lead the way now that the path narrowed, 

or to be away from his questions.  Mathers suspected it was the latter, rather than 

the former.   

 

The sun was a great orange ball in the western sky by the time they reached 

the car park. 

ñHooray,ò Shannon said.  ñShower here I come.ò 

They still had 75 kilometres to travel before they reached their motel and that 

shower.  The first 25 were on dirt, and Mathers was eating dust before they reached 

the sealed road.  No-one spoke until they got off the dirt. 

It was fully dark by then. 

ñWhoôd live in the country,ò Shannon said, as they turned onto the tarmac.  

Mathers agreed with the sentiment. 

ñI see you made a hit with the ranger,ò Shannon added 

.  ñSheôs convinced the body is not Caid Barrain.ò 

ñShe met him once,ò Mathers said.  ñFor an hour or so.ò 

ñWhereas you knew him well?ò 

ñNot well.ò He hadnôt known Caid well, but the memory of the man was 

etched strongly in his subconscious. 
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ñQuite a coincidence, your recognising the body,ò Shannon said. 

ñCoincidences do happen.ò 

ñNot normally in our line of work.ò 

Shannon was right to be suspicious. Coincidences in homicide were rare. 

Mathers shrugged.  ñI know,ò and didnôt bother to argue.  Arguing would only 

make Shannon sure something was odd. 

He stared at the road illuminated by their headlights, thinking about the real 

coincidence that had happened.  Caid Barrain had appeared seemingly out of 

nowhere three years ago, right in the middle of a gang war.  Heôd been stabbed in 

the back and the side, and scratched horrifically by some homemade weapon which 

had never been identified. If Mathers hadnôt found him that night he would have 

been dead. 

Caid had refused to say what had happened. 

Now here he was, almost three years to the day, dead anyway. 

I will get your killer, Mathers silently promised Caid.  You saved my life once, 

itôs the least I can do for yours. 

 

 



  Dai/Barrain/48 

CHAPTER 4 

 

They used the sled whenever they got enough of a downhill run to get enough 

momentum.  At other times the three adults took turns dragging it. 

Elna refused to let Storm sit on the sled when Scott was pulling it. 

Her loss, Scott thought, and didnôt bother to argue.  If she wanted to do more 

work than she had to that was her choice. 

It was hot work plodding through the snow, but Caid wanted to be below the 

snow line before nightfall.  ñWe will freeze to death otherwise,ò he said, and Scott 

agreed with him. 

ñUnless we can find shelter?ò  Caid made it a question and looked directly at 

Elna when he asked it. 

ñWho would shelter a demon and his followers?ò she demanded. 

ñBut someone may shelter you and your child.ò 

ñAnd have them cast out of their home too, the way we were.ò 

ñIt was your fault they attacked you,ò Scott said.  ñIf you hadnôt packed Storm 

off to warn the villagers none of this would have happened.ò 

She ignored him.  She generally did. 

ñBut you have to tell the elders when demons come to the village,ò Storm 

said.  

ñHush,ò Elna said, but Storm didnôt stay quiet for long. 

Storm was getting used to him, and Scott was becoming more used to her.  

Heôd never had anything to do with children before, although some of his friends 

were settling down, having babies. 




