
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A picture containing text, watch

Description automatically generated]

THE RISE

Another Five Tales From The Gulp
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ALAN BAXTER

Strange things happen in The Gulp.

The residents have grown used to it.
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The isolated Australian harbour town of Gulpepper is not like other places. Some maps don’t even show it. And only outsiders use the full name. Everyone who lives there calls it The Gulp. The place has a habit of swallowing people.

––––––––

[image: ]


A couple of weed dealers give themselves a real headache.

A young man finds joy in a secret place with the new love of his life.

The children of violent, bigoted parents fight for survival.

One of the world’s biggest stars takes time out in Gulpepper’s newest Institution.

The return of an old foe threatens the existence of Gulpepper itself.
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Five more novellas. Five more descents into darkness.

Welcome to The Gulp, where nothing is as it seems.
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PRAISE FOR THE RISE
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“At the center of Gulpepper is a blackened heart that pumps fear into each of these new stories. With The Rise, Baxter proves there is far more lore to uncover, and while I’d never spend a minute in this town myself, I sure as hell love reading about the poor souls who do.” – John Durgin, author of The Cursed Among Us and The Envelope
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“In The Rise, Alan Baxter returns to Gulpepper, and there’s something about this small town that draws you in. Wouldn’t want to live there, not sure it’s the safest holiday destination either, but I’m still thrilled to set foot on its disturbing streets once again. These five new novellas balance masterfully between heartbreaking, horrific, and out-right action packed. Whether you’re a hardened local, or visiting for the first time, any trip to The Gulp is an experience you’ll never forget.” – Joanne Anderton, author of Pixerina: A Haunting and The Bone Chime Song
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PRAISE FOR TALES FROM THE GULP
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“If you’re a fan of one town horror anthologies with a best of 80s vibe (like anything from Castle Rock or Josh Malerman’s Goblin) then you really should get yourself some ‘Tales from the Gulp‘ by Alan Baxter.” – Sarah Pinborough, bestselling author of BEHIND HER EYES
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“...filled with relentless tension.” – Hellnotes 
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“Alan Baxter has created a stunning collection of small town horror that perfectly blends tones and themes of The Twilight Zone, Stranger Things, Castle Rock, The X-Files and Twin Peaks – in an irresistible concoction of the weird and macabre, small town horror has never had it so good... An arrestingly brilliant collection of horror that bewitches its reader and pollutes the mind with Baxter’s mastery of horror in all its dark shades” – Ross Jeffery at Storgy Magazine

––––––––

[image: ]


“The Gulp delivers on all fronts.” – Jim McLeod at Ginger Nuts of Horror 
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“It feels like Baxter has crafted the literary equivalent of a Venus flytrap and, by the time we feel the descent towards our own doom, the trap is already closing...” – Thomas Joyce at This Is Horror
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“Welcome to The Gulp, a town of eldritch terrors, disturbing mysteries, and pulpy horror at its absolute best. Vividly created and authentically Aussie, these novellas are delicious fun for fans of the genre. Prepare to revel in them, but beware... they will creep into your dreams.” – Joanne Anderton, award-winning author of The Bone Chime Song & Other Stories
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“Kept me turning the pages fast and furious... we get a perfect mix of crime thriller and straight up horror. Baxter is able to mix those two genres seamlessly and create an environment where absolutely nothing seems out of the realm of possibility. Anything can and does happen...” – Joe Scipione at Horror Bound“Fancy some Eldritch nightmares? Then look no further. The Gulp is the perfect combination of weird, brutal and creepy.” – Tammy at Books, Bones & Buffy
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“Alan Baxter has found his Castle Rock. Baxter has time and time again released highwater releases, so to see him elevate his game to yet another level was truly stunning and made me smile. This is a collection with no weak links, no dip in quality or storytelling and with the familiarity of each character and the town itself, one that will surely become a classic release... Baxter has set the bar high in the past, but he easily surpassed it and more. Solid storytelling, real characters and a setting bo

th beautiful and depraved. Baxter hits the ground running here and never lets us get off the thrill ride. We’re all the better for it.” – Steve Stred at Kendall Reviews

“Great structure ... recurring characters and locations ... a bigger picture that is as mesmerizing as it is confusing ... wonderfully weird and dangerous. The Gulp is obviously the start of something glorious!” – Aiden Merchant
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“I thoroughly enjoyed every page of this book and was sad to see it end. In creating The Gulp, Baxter has created his own playland mash up of Innsmouth and Castle Rock. There are so many more big background stories to be told and so many more inhabitants to learn about. I hope we get to visit The Gulp again soon.” – Brandi the Bibliophile
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“Warped. Twisted. Fabulous. 5 out of 5.” – Leo McBride at Altered Instinct“This book absolutely delivers the scares and the uncanny... The body horror and sharp violence made me shiver! I didn’t know where the next danger would come from. The relationships and slices of humour make the characters feel relatable... I’m dying to know more! I really hope there are more stories from the Gulp because I have a feeling this is only just the beginning. The Gulp is a solid collection of horror stories filled with visceral, haunting images and a compelling cast of characters. You don’t want to miss it!” – Aina at Read By Dusk
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“Baxter has a way with words. He builds up the tension, layer by layer, until it has you on the edge of your seat, biting your nails... Add to that the format, novellas that as a whole tell a bigger story, and Baxter brings you something incredible. A book that leaves you satisfied but also hoping he is currently writing the next book... I highly recommend this fantastic, very Australian story... the characters are dynamic and the overall story arc will have you turning the pages, possibly smashing through it in one sitting. Like always Baxter doesn’t pull any punches, he takes the story exactly where it needs to go.” – Maxine at Maxine’s Obsessions 
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“Some authors have what I call an instant readability factor; I’ve never managed to explain what I mean by this fully. But Baxter has it in buckets. I love it when an author has this level of synergy with their readers, and he knows what we want.” – Ginger Nuts of Horror
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“Take a dive into The Gulp and get ready for The Fall. Fucking. Wow. I mean, really.” – Shane Douglas Keene“a more than worthy sequel and a phenomenal opportunity for readers to set foot again in this horrifying little town-by-the-sea” – Brennan LaFaro at Dead Headspace
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“I typically don’t find myself liking a sequel to a book/movie but this is not that type of situation at all. Baxter has such an elegant way of intertwining all the stories together that I am just blown away at how talented he is in his craft–one of the best in my opinion.” 

– nw.reader
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“It deeply pleases me that Australian horror is alive and well and this incredibly satisfying.” – Flick at Strange Queer Things
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“The Fall by Alan Baxter is the incredible follow up to The Gulp, and in this collection of five new tales, the twisted web drawing the town further and further into chaos is getting stickier! Horror readers, this is another book by Mr. Baxter that you cannot miss.” – Erica Robyn Reads
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“The Fall ratchets the tension from page one, as readers are drawn into the twisted, dark world of Gulpepper. Nothing is as it seems, and Alan Baxter takes no shortcuts, and no prisoners. Inventive, fast-paced and often disturbing, have no fear you’ll be treading old ground. Baxter has created a world of bottomless terrors, no two alike yet intricately woven together in a web that tightens around you the further you descend. Highly recommended.” – Laurel Hightower, author of Crossroads and Below“ Read this book in one sitting. Couldn’t stop. Alan Baxter hit it out of the park again with his continuing stories about the sinister and mysterious town of Gulpepper, or The Gulp as town citizens call it.” – Crystal Pegasus
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“With The Gulp, Baxter created a stunning setting and entwined stories that creeped me out and had me riveted. With The Fall, Baxter manages to keep the setting/town as bonkers as ever, while delivering even BETTER stories than the first. And that’s saying something.” – Steve Stred, author of Mastodon
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“The imagery in these stories is off the charts. There are great visuals and complex characters that make you root for them with every turn of the page. Another great effort form Alan Baxter and I hope we get another Gulp book in the future. 5 out of 5.” – Joe Scipione at Horrorbound
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PRAISE FOR ALAN BAXTER
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“Baxter delivers the horror goods.” – Paul Tremblay, author of The Cabin at the End of the World 
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“Alan Baxter is an accomplished storyteller who ably evokes magic and menace.” – Laird Barron, author of Swift to Chase
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“...if Stephen King and Jim Butcher ever had a love child then it would be Alan Baxter.” – Smash Dragons
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“Step into the ring with Alan Baxter, I dare you. He writes with the grace, precision, and swift brutality of a prizefighter.” – Christopher Golden, NYT bestselling author of Ararat and The Pandora Room
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“Alan Baxter’s fiction is dark, disturbing, hard-hitting and heart-breakingly honest. He reflects on worlds known and unknown with compassion, and demonstrates an almost second-sight into human behaviour.” – Kaaron Warren, Shirley Jackson Award-winner and author of The Grief Hole
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“Baxter draws you along a knife’s edge of tension from the first page to the last, leaving your heart thumping and sweat on your brow.” – Midwest Book Review

This novella collection remains the copyright of the author. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except for brief quotations used for promotion or in reviews. This collection is a work of fiction. Any reference to historical events, real people or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

No generative AI was used in any part of this book. Not in the writing, cover art or anything else. This book may NOT be used in any way for any form of gen-AI or LLM training.

Fuck gen-AI.
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DARK RITE

This book is dedicated to

every creepy town

and every creepy resident therein...
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Adam Campbell and Neil Jones stood looking at the blood-soaked, crumpled form of Ramsey Golden on the stained cement floor. Ramsey’s eyes were half-open, rolled back, a crescent of scarlet-tinted white in each. His nose sat crooked, one arm bent awkwardly back. Blood ran in rivulets from either side of his slack mouth. He was very still.

“Have we fucking killed him?” Neil asked.

Adam looked from the broken man on the floor to Neil and back again. “Shit.”

“It was only meant to be a warning.”

“Well, he won’t fucking do it again.”

The large workshop unit on the south-west side of Gulpepper, innocuous among the various factories and industries there, was quiet in the depth of the night. Shelves and crates stood around the walls, metal desks scattered with tools filled one end. Weak light from the one overhead fluorescent they’d turned on made stark shadows in the corners. Adam wasn’t really sure what his uncle did here for work, but he had a key and it was a good, quiet place for meetings, so that worked for him. He just knew that he wouldn’t want to be in his sixties like Uncle Aaron and coming to a shithole like this every day to make a living. What a life that would be. At thirty years old, Adam wasn’t exactly setting himself up, but he hadn’t needed to take some crappy trade or anything like that either. He didn’t like the term ‘petty crime’ because it was anything but petty, but he did all right for himself on his own terms. Until now. Had he just fucked everything up?

They were alone right now, Adam reassured himself of that. No one had seen them come in, no one had heard the shouts, the beating. So no one would have any idea they had been here. They had time to do something about this.

Neil shook his head, pointed uselessly at the dead man. “Chrissy Carter will skin us alive for this.”

“She doesn’t need to know.”

“Dude, Ramsey was her man. He’s worked for Chrissy since forever. He worked for her dad, for fuck’s sake. She’ll be livid.”

Adam turned, pinned Neil with a steely gaze. “She. Doesn’t. Need. To. Know.”

“So what do we do?”

Adam licked his lips, dragged a palm down over his face as he thought. Neil was right, this was a real fucking mess, but they could sort it. Just a bit of thought, planning, utilise some smarts. They could do this. “Chrissy doesn’t know he was dealing us weed on the side. Ramsey told us that, right? That we needed to keep these extra deals from Chrissy?”

“‘It stays cheap all the time Chrissy doesn’t know’ is what he said. He also said that if Chrissy ever did find out, he would deny everything and tell her we must have been stealing from him.”

Adam saw the fear in Neil’s eyes. He got it, he was scared too. No one got away with crossing Chrissy Carter. She was at least as formidable as her dad before her. In some ways, moreso, because she was so calm all the time. So calculating. Adam had never met a smarter woman, and smart women scared the shit out of him. He shook his head. Focus only on the problem at hand. “Chrissy has no idea Ramsey was skimming her weed and selling cheap to us. Our beef with him was just between the three of us.”

“He shouldn’t have tried to short us on this deal.”

Adam glanced at the bag of weed on the table beside them. The bag that was supposed to contain five ounces of good bud but was at least half grass cuttings from someone’s lawn. Did the man think they were idiots? That they wouldn’t notice? When the yelling started, Ramsey had made threats and Neil had got scared, started punching. Adam joined in and they got carried away. It was unfortunate, but not their fault. Not really. “You’re right. He shouldn’t have tried to stiff us.”

“So, what now?”

Adam nodded as his mind slowly wrapped itself around the variables. “Okay, so Chrissy has no idea we were working on the side with Ramsey. If Ramsey just disappears, that’s very unfortunate, but no one has any way to connect it to us, right? Why would they? Fuck me, this is The Gulp, people go missing around here all the time.”

Neil narrowed his eyes. “You’re saying we get rid of the body and keep quiet about the whole thing?”

“Exactly that.”

“How?”

“How what?”

“How do we get rid of him?”

Adam sucked a breath in through his nose, lips pursed. “Get him in the back of the car and drive up into the hills behind Enden. You know, towards that Eagle Hotel place.”

“I heard that burned down.”

“Yeah, I heard the same, but that doesn’t matter. We don’t go that far. Just into the thick bush high up and find a spot that drops off steep from the side of the road. Chuck the body over.”

“Just chuck it in the bush?”

“Yeah, it’s steep as fuck in places up there. The body will fall down in the trees and shit. If we pick a good spot, it’ll roll down what? Fifty metres or more? Weather and animals will take care of it. It’ll probably never be found. And if it is, there’s nothing to connect it to us anyway, right?”

Neil wrung his hands together, nervous, but nodded. “I’ve heard stories like that before. People disappearing bodies like that.”

“Exactly. It’s so steep and thick and wild out there, I bet there’s hundreds of dead fuckers rotting away.”

“One more won’t hurt, eh?” Neil gave a short laugh, some relief pushing through the nerves.

“That’s right. But we should hurry.” Adam pulled out his phone, checked the time. “It’s just after one. We’ve got a good five hours or so before it starts to get light, but there might be early traffic.”

“I dunno, man. It’s pretty fucking remote up there.”

“Let’s not take any chances. Work smart. It’s about forty-five minutes to Enden. Maybe the same again to get up high enough on the mountain road? Maybe a bit more?” Adam squinted as he did the maths. It took a moment. “An hour and a half. Maybe two hours.”

Neil let out a breath like he’d been straining to work it out too and was relieved Adam had saved him from the pain of it. “Right. So about half two or three when we get there.”

“If we’re quick now. Grab that tarp.”

They worked with the speed of purpose, rolling Ramsey Golden’s body up in a dirty blue tarp and dragging it to the side door of the unit. Adam found a bottle of white spirit and spilled it all around on the blood stains, diluting them to run across the cement.

“That’ll evaporate pretty quickly. You can’t hardly see any blood among all the oil and other marks anyway. That’ll do, right?”

“We could torch the place.” Neil watched Adam’s face for a moment, then said, “What?”

“We’re trying to be discreet here, dickhead.” Adam gestured at the floor. “You can’t see any more blood, so I think that’s enough.”

“All right, no need to be an arsehole about it.”

“Torch my uncle’s fucking workshop, what’s wrong with you? Help me lift him.”

Taking one end each, they hefted Ramsey up then Adam paused. “Wait, better check.” He put his end of the corpse down again and slowly opened the door a crack, looked out. The harsh glow of a streetlight lit the road, but the night was still. Adam watched for several seconds anyway, straining to hear. He picked up the distant hum of light traffic down in town, the chitter of fruit bats somewhere nearby, but nothing else.

“Okay, let’s go.”

They hustled out of the workshop and to Adam’s car, a twenty-year-old Toyota Camry that used to be red, held together now by rust, duct tape and hope, parked only a few metres away. Adam threw open the back door of the battered old sedan and they muscled Ramsey Golden onto the back seat and Adam closed the door again.

“Just as well Ramsey didn’t drive here,” Adam said, checking the street again. “We’d have to worry about his car too.”

“He walks everywhere, eh?” Neil said.

“Not any more.”

They allowed themselves a moment of relieved laughter, then Adam patted the air with both palms. “Stop fucking around, we’re on the clock here.” He ran and locked up the workshop, then came back to the car. “Get in.”

Adam put in the key and turned it and the old Camry coughed and tried unsuccessfully to turn over.

“This car, mate,” Neil said. “You need to retire it.”

“Gonna buy me a new one?”

Neil laughed, shook his head.

Adam turned the key again and it coughed a couple of times then roared into life with a nasty sound of metal on metal. Adam winced, cast a daring glance at Neil. Neil raised his hands, said nothing.

They drove through night-darkened streets, sticking to the large roads to make the journey quicker. Heading down Tanning Street to the harbour, they saw the old woman standing on the sea wall, looking out over the water. She was a Gulpepper fixture, always hanging around the harbour. Barely four and half feet tall, wrinkled like she was made entirely of elbow skin, with wild white hair in disarray about her head. She always wore layer after layer of woollen clothes whatever the heat. As far as Adam knew, no one knew her name or where she lived. Most people called her the sea witch, though probably not to her face.

“That old witch gives me the creeps,” Neil said.

“She gives everyone the creeps.”

“Geoffrey Wong says she was around when he was a kid and she was already that old even then.”

“The old guy who runs the newsagent?”

“Yeah.”

“He has to be sixty or more.”

Neil nodded. “At least.”

Adam’s face scrunched up as he was forced to do mathematics for the second time in quick succession. “So if she was already old fifty-odd years ago, she’d have to be over a hundred now.”

“I guess.”

“Geoffrey Wong is bullshitting you. She’s old, but not that old, surely?”

Neil shrugged. “Dunno. That’s what he said.”

Adam turned left onto Gulpepper Street and headed west out of town, quickly swallowed up by the thick bush on either side as houses and farms gave way to old country. When they reached the T-junction, he turned north for Enden and they drove in comfortable silence.

Adam and Neil had known each other since primary school, at first taking solace in each other as year threes when the year sixes beat them up until they graduated to year six themselves and took their turn at thrashing the younger kids. School had taught Adam one thing above all else: take or be taken from. It was a lesson he carried through high school until he dropped out, and on into adult life. While he’d never had an actual job, he’d managed to blag his way through life without too much trouble. True, he’d always pulled Neil along with him, but Neil was the kind of guy who needed help. The fool had even taken on a proper job once or twice. He’d tried to be an apprentice mechanic but hadn’t the aptitude for it. He’d even done a stint in the Gulpepper funeral home for a few months, but old Alfred Wilmott, the funeral director, had freaked him out.

“No one should take that much pleasure from working with the dead,” Neil had said, in a rare moment of insight. “The man isn’t just respectful and professional or anything like that. He’s downright fucking gleeful all the time, and never happier than when he’s handling a corpse.”

So Neil had quit that job too, along with several others over the years. He always came back to Adam and they made their way together, getting by with a little larceny here, a little violence there. But this evening marked a new stage in their relationship.

“Hey, Neil,” Adam said, breaking the silence as they drove through the quiet streets of Enden and turned west to head up into the mountains. “You ever killed someone before?”

Neil turned to look over his shoulder at the tarp-wrapped body on the back seat. “No. You?”

“No, first time. Feels weird, right?”

“Weird?”

“Yeah. Shouldn’t we be more fucked up about it or something? The way we just laid into him and then his head cracking into the edge of that metal machine and then onto the cement floor.”

“Sounded like someone hitting a six with a cricket bat, huh.”

A shudder went through Adam at that description, it was strangely accurate. Maybe he was in shock. “Yeah. We fucking killed him, bro.”

“Well, we beat him up and he accidentally died. I mean, we didn’t plan to kill him, right? And we didn’t mean to kill him. Fucker tried to sell us garden waste, dude.”

“I suppose. Let’s chalk it up to misfortune and forget about it, yeah?”

“Absolutely. Ramsey Golden is a fucking prick anyway. Thinks he’s so much better than other people.”

“Was.”

“What?”

“Was a fucking prick.”

“Yeah, right!” Neil laughed. “Let’s be honest, we’ve probably done Gulpepper a favour in the long run.”

“True. Well said, m’man. We’ll get rid of the body and everyone is better off.”

“A public service.”

“For the greater good.”

“Except we’ll need to find a new weed supplier.”

“Worry about that later, eh?”

The road got steeper and narrower, the trees on either side tall and ghostly in the night. In several places, hairpin bends made the going slow as they drove higher and higher. Eventually, Adam slowed and started looking out for a good spot. In several places, the metal crash barrier on the side of the road had less than a metre of ground on the other side before it dropped steeply away, the trees hanging on to rocky slopes punctuated with slender gulleys. As they rounded another bend, the drop-off was the steepest Adam had seen yet and he braked to a halt.

Neil snorted, roused from a doze, and sat up. He looked a question at Adam.

“This’ll do it,” Adam said. “Let’s heft him over and fuck off home.”

They hadn’t seen another car on the winding road since leaving Enden, but Adam pulled over as close to the crash barrier as he could get, just in case anyone else came through. They hopped out into the still-warm summer night and went around to get Ramsey’s body out. As Adam dragged it across the seat, the loosely tied tarp came undone and he found himself staring into Ramsey’s blood-soaked face.

“Ugh, fuck. Help me, Neil.”

The other man came around and got his hands under Ramsey’s shoulders as Adam held onto the dead ankles.

“What about the tarp?” Neil asked.

“Fuck it, leave it in the car. We’ll throw it away later. Don’t want to waste time fucking around with it now in case someone comes. Just chuck him over.”

They moved around the back of the car and stood side-on to the crash barrier.

“How do we do this?” Neil asked.

“We wanna lob him out a long way, but gravity should take care of most of it. Swing him once, twice, and let go on three, yeah?”

“Sounds good.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Both men drew a deep breath and then hauled the corpse back and swung it out over the barrier.

“One!” Adam grunted.

They swung again.

“Two!”

One more swing and Adam shouted, “Three!” and they let go.

Ramsey Golden sailed out into space, arms and legs flopping like a puppet with no one holding the strings, and fell. He went three or four metres out from the edge and crashed to a stop over a gum branch less than two metres below road level with a crunch of dry twigs. A shower of leaves fluttered down. Adam and Neil stared as the body hung there in plain view, even in the darkness of the night, lit only by a half-moon. Ramsey drooped face-down, arms and legs dangling like a sleeping leopard. The branch sagged under the weight, but wasn’t anywhere close to breaking.

“Fucking hell,” Adam said. He looked at Neil and his friend’s face was pale, eyes wide in concern.

“Shit,” Neil managed.

Adam looked back at the corpse. “Well that’s no fucking good!”

“Do we leave it like that?”

“No, we don’t fucking leave it like that! It’ll be seen in no time. We need it disappeared.” Adam leaned on the barrier to look out over the edge. “If he’d missed that branch he would have gone down for ages, I can’t even see the bottom. Fuck!”

“So what do we do?”

“One of us has to go down and knock him loose.”

“Fuck that!”

“We can’t leave him like that!” Adam heard his voice rise in pitch and volume and sucked in a breath to calm himself. “Seriously, bro. We can’t. You go. You’re taller than me.” He pointed. “See there? Scramble down to that rock and I bet you can reach the end of the branch from there. Yank on it and I reckon the body’ll slide off and disappear down below. It’ll get lost in the leaves and trunks and rocks and whatever.”

“So might I!”

“Nah, you’ll be fine. You’re in good shape.”

“What does that have to do with it? You go! I’m only about two inches taller than you. I bet you can reach the branch too.”

Adam held out one hand, his fist closed. Neil looked down at it, then back at Adam.

“Ah, fuck off.”

“Come on, it’s a fair way to decide.”

Neil sighed, ground his teeth. Then he held out one fist too. Adam grinned. Neil always went for scissors the first time, every time. Adam wasn’t even sure the man was aware of it himself, but whenever they needed to decide something, it always came down to rock, paper, scissors, and Neil always went scissors, so Adam always won.

Adam bounced his fist in the air. “Rock, paper, scissors, go!” and kept his fist closed.

Neil extended his index and middle finger and grimaced. “Fuck.” He looked up. “Fuck, Adam!”

Adam shrugged. “You’ll be all right. Just climb down carefully, grab the end of the branch and shake him loose. You’ll be down and back in less than two minutes.”

Neil stared over the barrier, worrying at his top lip with his bottom teeth. His hands opened and closed a few times.

“You got this,” Adam said.

“This is bullshit.” Neil climbed over the barrier and held it with one hand while he pressed a foot into the downslope of the mountain. A few small rocks and a shower of dirt tumbled free, but the ground held.

“Stay close to the ground,” Adam said. He had all kinds of advice now he knew it wasn’t him going down there. If he was honest, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to do it. Neil was a dumbass but he was pretty brave too. He wasn’t stupid enough to think this manoeuvre wasn’t dangerous as hell. “Keep your belly close until you get to that rock to stand on, yeah?”

Neil shook his head, muttering something Adam couldn’t hear, but he did as suggested. Almost lying against the steep side, hands and feet splayed wide, he half-crawled and half-slid down the three metres or so but was too far to the left to make the rock.

“Shift to your right!” Adam called out. “About a metre. You’re nearly there!”

Neil glanced up and Adam flinched from the look of almost hate in his friend’s eyes. Neil was clearly scared out of his mind, his teeth clenched together.

“I will roll you the biggest joint after this, mate! And I’ll get the beers in tomorrow, yeah? You’re a legend.”

Neil shook his head and pushed up from the slope a little to look down under his body and between his legs. He shifted to his right and a flood of loose stones went down below his feet in a mini avalanche. Neil cried out, scrabbling at the rocky slope, eyes wide in panic.

Adam held his breath, and couldn’t help thinking that if Neil fell, he’d have to go down himself after all. Imagine all three of them ending up at the bottom of the ravine. Or just him and Neil while Ramsey fucking Golden stayed hanging in that tree for anyone to find. What a bloody irony that would be.

“Fuuuuck!” Neil lurched to the side and yelped in pain as his knee fetched up hard against the rock he’d been aiming for. He threw himself sideways and lay across it, gasping, as dirt and stones and clumps of dried grass tumbled down below him. Neil looked up, blood trickling from a nasty-looking cut over his left cheekbone.

The falling debris slowed and there was a moment of calm. Of quiet. Then Neil started to giggle. Adam’s cheeks stretched in a grin, then he was laughing too.

After a moment, Neil gasped and said, “I thought I was going to fucking die then, ya cunt!”

“I’m glad you didn’t! Shake that fucker free and get back up here. I reckon crawling back up will be a lot easier than sliding down.”

“It better be.”

Neil moved up onto his hands and knees, casting a rueful glance at his bloodied fingertips, then slowly rose to his feet. He steadied himself, then turned to look up at the branch with Ramsey Golden lying on it like he was having a nap.

“This fucking guy,” Neil said quietly. He reached up, stretched onto tiptoes, and managed to get a grip on the thin end of the branch, gathering a handful of twigs and gum leaves together. The branch was quite long, curving in a graceful arc from the trunk of the tree, bowed under the weight of the corpse. 

Adam watched his friend figure out the best movement, looking over the steep drop then back up at the branch. He understood the need to decide on a good course of action, but he was getting nervous about someone driving by. The longer they were here, the more likely they’d get spotted.

“Just give the thing a good shake and he’ll slide off!” he called down.

Neil turned to look up at him. “I’ll do it in my own time, thanks!”

With the motion of turning, Neil added tension to the branch and it arched a few centimetres downwards. Enough for Ramsey Golden to start sliding.

“Neil, look out!”

Neil turned back, looking up just in time for Ramsey’s head to crack into his cheek with a sound like a dry stick snapping. Neil’s head whipped back and he let go of the branch, but Ramsey was already free, flopping into Neil and wrapping him in lifeless limbs. Neil shrieked and stumbled backwards, his foot hovering for a moment in the air with no more rock below it, then both Neil and Ramsey were falling, a mess of arms and legs and Neil’s shriek rising in pitch and volume until it was a scream that cut off suddenly with a sickening crack. A sound that was most definitely not something wooden.

The two men had vanished down into the darkness where the moonlight didn’t reach. Adam listened to the sounds of breaking branches and tumbling rocks for a few more seconds and then everything was still.

He stared into the gloom, mute and paralysed. After several seconds he managed a weak, “Neil?”

Nothing. No sounds but the distant cry of a night bird somewhere across the gully. “Mate? You okay?”

Adam’s legs shook, his hands trembled as he gripped, white-knuckled, to the top of the crash barrier.

“Fuck. Neil?” His voice was louder, then he was shouting. “NEIL! Mate! Answer me!”

But he knew his childhood friend was well past answering anyone. Those sounds when they’d been falling, the way Neil’s scream had silenced. No, he was gone. Just like Ramsey Golden, Neil Jones was gone forever.

“Shit. Fucking shit.”

Adam stood, hands on his head, and turned in a useless circle. He licked his lips, shook his head. That was that, then. There was absolutely nothing he could do about what had happened, and only he knew about it. No other cars had been along the mountain road. In fact, they hadn’t seen a soul since leaving Enden. And both Neil and Ramsey were deep in the gully, never to be found.

Adam went back to the car, the tarp still hanging out of the open back door. He gathered it up, rolling it into a tight ball and looped the rope that had come undone back around it. He went to the barrier, looking to be sure there was a good gap between branches, and tossed it down. It started to unfurl as it went, but fell into the shadows and out of sight. Even if that could be seen from the road in daylight, so what? Someone tossing an old tarp, or maybe it just blew loose off the back of a ute or something? Didn’t mean anything.

Adam ran back to the car and checked the back seat. In the glow from the interior light he couldn’t see any blood on the upholstery. He just had to go. If anyone asked after Ramsey or Neil, well, he didn’t know, did he. He hardly ever saw Ramsey, had no reason to. And sure, him and Neil were best buds, but they didn’t live in each other’s pocket. Yeah, they shared a flat, but each had their own lives to live. He hadn’t seen Neil for a while, that’s what he’d say.

He closed the back door and climbed into the driver’s seat, turned the key. The old Camry coughed and growled, then died.

“This fucking piece of shit car,” Adam snarled.

He tried again and once more it coughed, made that metallic grinding as it had before. But it didn’t start. Adam imagined being stranded all night, and he tipped his head back and roared “Fuck!” at the uncaring sky.

He sucked in a breath, took a moment to calm his nerves. He patted the steering wheel a couple of times. “I’m sorry. You’re not a piece a shit. You’re a good car.” And it was true to a degree. He’d had the Camry a long time and it had served him well. They’d had adventures together.

He turned the key again, saying, “Please, please, please” as the engine ground and whined. Then it coughed, then kicked, and started.

“Thank you!”

Adam revved the engine a couple of times and it settled into something like a normal rhythm. He made a careful three-point turn on the narrow road and headed back down towards Enden, thinking again on what he would tell people about Neil. 

They’d been in Clooney’s together the night before, him and Neil, so people would remember that. That’s the last time he officially saw Neil, Wednesday night. Soon enough it would be Friday morning. But Thursday morning, yes, Thursday, the day after they’d been at the pub together, Neil had gone away, that’s what he’d say. Gone where? “Come on, think, ya bastard!”

Neil’s grandparents lived up in Wollongong. That was good. Adam’s parents were long separated, his mum moved up to Brisbane and his dad... well, who the fuck gave a shit where his dad had got to by now. Last he knew, the man was working in Canberra, but that was years ago. He could be anywhere by now.

Neil’s mum had died of breast cancer several years before and his dad had died in all that weirdness in the Gulp a couple of years back. The night most residents chose not to talk about too much, a kind of mass psychosis that had driven the town to madness. Neil’s dad disappeared that night and hadn’t been seen since, like many others. But Neil had grandparents, in Wollongong. He’d told Adam about them a few times, kept saying he ought to visit before they died. They’d be in their seventies or something by now.

Yes, there it was. They’d been to Clooney’s Wednesday night, then Thursday morning Adam had driven Neil to Enden where he was planning to catch the bus up to Wollongong. Stay with his grandparents for a few days. That’s all he knew. All he needed to know. He wasn’t Neil’s keeper. Adam nodded to himself as he drove. Good. That was simple and easily believable.

And when Neil didn’t come back? If people started asking, if Neil wasn’t answering his phone? Well, Adam was as confused and worried as everyone else, wasn’t he. It was dead strange indeed. He really hoped Neil was okay. In all honesty, it was entirely likely the poor fucker would hardly be missed by anyone except Adam himself, but if anyone did ask? Well, it was a terrible mystery.

Shit, he was going to miss the dumb fucker. They’d been friends for over twenty years. Adam shook his head and concentrated on driving home. He was so tired, it was after 3 a.m. The last thing he needed now was to fall asleep and wreck the car, maybe kill himself too. A trifecta of deaths for the night.

He opened the window to blast himself with air, got the Foo Fighters yelling at him from the car stereo, and drove for home.

It was nearly 5 a.m. when Adam finally stumbled into their flat. His flat now. And there was another problem. He’d have to find all the rent now Neil was gone. Then again, he’d carried Neil half the time anyway. But with Ramsey Golden out of the picture too, one of their more lucrative income streams was curtailed, so financial constraints were coming in several directions at once. What a massive pain in the arse the whole thing was. But he would have to think about all that later. Adam’s eyes were gritty with tiredness. He had a headache and needed to simply collapse. He locked the front door behind himself, walked into his bedroom and fell face first on his bed, fully-clothed, and enjoyed oblivion until nearly 2 p.m. the following day.

He was woken by his phone ringing. Rich Blake calling. Rich was one of Chrissy Carter’s men. Chrissy Carter’s main man, in fact, the lucky bastard. What did he want? Adam couldn’t remember how or why they had each other’s number, but they’d done a couple of business deals here and there. Petty stuff. He dragged himself to sitting upright and swiped to answer. “Hello?”

“Adam Campbell, yeah?”

“That’s right.”

“Rich Blake. You know who I am?”

“Sure, sure. How are you?”

“You sound rough as fuck, mate. You sick?”

“Nah, morning voice. Had a late one and you woke me up.”

“Jesus, what were you doing? Partying hard?”

Adam’s heart raced and he gave himself a mental slap. He needed to be smart about what he told people. What he told anyone, but especially anyone connected to Chrissy Carter. She was Queen of The Gulp since her father died. He thought fast. Adam had always been good at thinking on his feet. “Nah, nothing so fun. Just got really into a videogame I was playing and had a bottle of decent scotch. Stayed up almost all night.”

“Was that fun?”

“Sure, it’s a good way to spend time. My flatmate’s away, so I was enjoying the peace and quiet.” Adam smiled to himself. That was smart, dropping a little tidbit of the Neil story.

“Neil’s away?” Rich asked.

Adam frowned. These fucking people knew altogether too much about them. “Yeah. I dropped him in Enden yesterday morning to catch the bus to Wollongong.”

“What’s in Wollongong?”

“Fuck all, I expect. But his grandparents live there. He went to visit.”

“Right, right. That’s weird, because I thought you and him were meeting up with Ramsey Golden last night.”

A physical shudder went through Adam and he nearly dropped the phone. Suddenly, his headache was back and his mouth was dry as sand. And he desperately needed to piss. “Fuck, my battery is about to cark. Give me two minutes to find the charger, I’ll call you right b—”

He stabbed the button to end the call and stared at the phone in disbelief. He really needed to think fast now. He hurried to the bathroom, took a piss long enough to make a horse raise an eyebrow, and downed a glass of water, thinking all the time.

Okay, so Rich—and therefore Chrissy—knew he and Neil were due to meet up with Ramsey the previous night. So Rich was probably ringing to ask if Adam knew where Ramsey was, right? They were missing him. Which meant all Ramsey’s talk of skimming from Chrissy was so much bullshit, if Rich knew about it. No way would Rich cross Chrissy. In truth, Adam had always been surprised Ramsey was willing to risk that, but the cheap weed had meant he didn’t think about it too hard. Which, in hindsight, was something of an error. He should have known better. Ramsey was pretty smart, certainly too savvy to cross Chrissy Carter as well. Had they been playing him and Neil all along?

He needed to think more on why Ramsey might have been pretending there, obviously with Chrissy’s full knowledge, but that could wait. Right now, he needed to account for last night with a new story. His brain raced as he opened the phone and redialled Rich.

“Hello, Adam. Had a moment to have a good think, have you?”

“What, no. Nothing like that.” Adam forced a laugh that sounded so fake he winced. “You woke me up, I really needed to piss too. But the phone’s plugged in now, so all good. What were you asking about again?”

There was a soft sigh at the other end, then, “You told me Neil went to see his grandparents yesterday morning, and I asked why, considering you were both due to meet up with Ramsey Golden last night.”

“Oh, yeah, of course. That’s right. Neil got a call from his grandma really early Thursday. Said his grandad was sick, taken a real bad turn. So Neil rushed off to see them. I met with Ramsey on me own.”

“Right, I see. So any idea where Ramsey is now?”

“Right now? No. Why would I know where he is?”

“What time did you see him last might?”

Adam paused, sniffed, made like he was thinking about that. “Ah, it was pretty late. Maybe a bit after midnight.”

“Thought you said you were up all night playing videogames and drinking scotch.”

“Yeah, yeah. I was. I mean, after I saw Ramsey. You know, because Neil wasn’t here when I got in.”

“As he’s at his grandparents’ in Wollongong.”

“Exactly. Yeah.”

“So what time did you leave Ramsey?”

Adam hated feeling like a little worm on a big hook. He decided a little belligerence was required. “What the fuck is this about, Rich? Why is my business of any interest to you?”

“We’re just trying to track down a mate, Adam, that’s all. No need to get touchy.”

“What, you’ve lost Ramsey have you? Checked behind the couch cushions?”

“You’re a jester, aren’t you? No, no, just wondering where he’s got to. We knew he was meeting with you last night, and he didn’t come to work this morning. So I’m thinking maybe you were the last person to see him and perhaps you have an idea of where he might be.”

“Nah, sorry. Saw him as planned, bit after midnight. Then I came home. Offered him a lift somewhere, but he declined. You know Ramsey, walks everywhere. We said goodbye and that was that.”

“And where was that?”

“My uncle’s workshop.”

“Up near Turner’s Manufacturing there?”

“That’s right.”

“And what were you two meeting about so late, in such a quiet location?”

“That’s our business.” Rich was playing with him and that made Adam angry. “Anyway, you know all about the meeting so I’m assuming you know everything else. Stop fucking me about. I said goodbye to Ramsey a bit after midnight and fucked off. That’s all there is to it. Can’t tell you anything else, sorry. I’m sure he’ll turn up. Maybe he’s sleeping in as well.”

“No, he’s not. I’m calling from his place and he’s not here.”

“Well, I hope you find him. Anything else I can do for you?” Adam’s voice was soaked in sarcasm. He knew it was an error to irritate Rich Blake, and by extension, Chrissy Carter, but he was pissed off.

Rich chuckled softly. “No, thanks for your help, Adam. Appreciate it.”

The call ended and Adam stared at his phone again. “What the fucking fuck?” he muttered to himself, then went to make a strong coffee.

His mind churned with the implications of the call. Rich, and therefore Chrissy, knew Ramsey was dealing weed to them on the cheap. Which meant what? Adam thought back to the grass cuttings in the bag that had started such horrible events the previous evening. Had Ramsey been stiffing them all along and only now they’d noticed? A couple of times recently Neil and he had both complained about the quality of product, not as strong as they’d hoped. As it used to be. Several of the people they sold on to—mostly teenagers and other young losers around The Gulp—had also made complaints from time to time. But beggars couldn’t be choosers and all that. Was Chrissy passing off substandard product through them? That pissed him off even more.

Adam leaned back against the kitchen counter, sipping coffee. He knew Chrissy grew a substantial crop there on Carter’s farm, up in the hills on the southern side of town. Was it possible some of it wasn’t as good as she’d like?

He went back through into the lounge room and opened the cupboard beneath their sixty-inch Smart TV. His TV. There was no them any more. A wave of what he assumed was grief passed over him, but he needed to put that aside for the moment and focus. He pulled out the bag they’d saved from the last deal with Ramsey. They always sold about eighty per cent of any deal, making a tidy profit from that and keeping the rest of the gear for their own consumption. It was a time-honoured tradition, most dealers ended up dealing to support their own burgeoning habit. With the risks came the rewards.

He held the clear plastic baggie up to the light and squinted at it. It wasn’t all bud. Never was. Ramsey admitted early on there would always be a little bit of leaf mixed in because everything was harvested by hand. Adam pursed his lips, wondering at that. He hadn’t thought twice about it at the time, but it seemed disingenuous now.

He pulled out his phone and searched for images of marijuana plants. He felt a little stupid, it wasn’t something he’d ever really thought too hard about before. Weed came as balls of sticky buds in a plastic bag and he only had the most cursory awareness of what it looked like before that. He was familiar with the classic five-fingered leaf, of course. That was seen everywhere, on t-shirts and hats and posters and a million other things. His quick research showed him similar leaves, long, thin, serrated along each edge, grew out from the bud as it matured atop any given plant, so it was fair to assume some of those leaves would end up in any deal. But...

He held the baggie up again. There were lots of bits and pieces of leaf among the paler, resin-spotted bud, but they were the wrong colour and simply didn’t look like the long, serrated leaves in the photos. He scrolled again, saw photos of buds hung up to dry after harvesting, and none had any leaves at all. Just bud. All those long leaves had been pulled away, it seemed.

He put down the phone and shook the bag out onto the coffee table in front of the couch. Carefully separating the contents, he ended up with mostly bud, obviously the good stuff. But about ten percent or so was chopped up leaf that looked more like parsley, only a perhaps a little thicker, a little darker. He took a pinch and sniffed it. The aroma was acrid, somehow acidic. He knew what parsley tasted like, so nibbled a small amount, shoving it around his mouth with the tip of his tongue. It tasted foul, sharp and almost rotten.

With a grunt of disgust, he spat it onto the carpet and took several gulps of coffee to wash the sensation away. That wasn’t parsley and it certainly wasn’t weed. What the fuck was it? He was pretty sure it wasn’t lawn clippings either.

He thought back to the night before, chatting amiably enough with Ramsey while Neil took the bag of their most recent deal. Then Neil frowning, holding the bag up to the one weak fluorescent light.
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