
  
  
      
        
          Blackeby House

          
		      
          Karen Bayly

        

        
          [image: ]

          Black Hare Press

        

      

    


  
  


[image: ]









  
  
Blackeby House is 


Copyright © 2025 Karen Bayly





      [image: ]First published in Australia in September 2025 by Black Hare Press



      [image: ]The author retains the copyright of the works featured in this publication.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this production may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publisher and copyright owner.



      [image: ]Edited by Jodi Christensen


Formatting by Catherine Leanne


Cover design by Hawksmoth Designs


Connect: linktr.ee/blackharepress








  
  

For those who said no
For those who said yes











  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ChapterTwenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Karen Bayly
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Black Hare Press
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Coming Soon from Black Hare Press 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgments
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

[image: ]

Chapter One





No one plans to die while on holiday, and neither death nor adventure was uppermost in Gemma Harcourt’s mind. Currently, she divided her attention between her new website and the rain tapping on the window of her top-floor apartment. After ditching her law degree halfway through the second year, she’d spent several years of hard slog in retail, learning the ins and outs of successful selling. Finally, her plans of launching a perfume consultancy were close to reality. 

She had an extraordinary talent for detecting and analysing a person’s distinctive odour. She could unerringly select fragrances best suited to an individual, picking up on notes that others seldom noticed. Her superior sense of smell and personable sales approach made her a hit with customers. 

Now, she planned to use her skills as a consultant, offering one-on-one and group services and, one day, launch her own line of perfumes. When her phone tinkled with its “Bella Ciao” ringtone, she almost ignored it. But the name on the screen tugged at her heart.

Henry Harcourt, her cousin, had left a message three days ago inviting her to stay at his new abode, Blackeby House, the rambling mansion that graced the once-thriving Woolsend Station. They’d holidayed a few kilometres from there when they were children. She hadn’t responded. Ever since her failed intervention to save him from the gorgeous but abusive Jason had driven a wedge between them, they’d hardly talked. But he’d made the first move toward reconciliation. She couldn’t turn him down.

“Hey, Henry, I meant to get back to you.”

“Pants on fire, Cuz. But I forgive you.”

“That’s big of you.”

“You’ve been peeking,” Henry replied. “Again.”

She laughed softly, their familiar banter like a warm blanket. They’d been best friends since childhood, and she’d always loved his acerbic and often flirty wit, even after that terrible night when her world changed.

“It’s good to hear your voice, Henry. I’ve missed you.”

The silence on the phone contrasted with the rain hammering the window.

“Henry?”

“I need you, Cuz. Please come.”

Gemma sat back in her chair, perplexed. Henry never said he needed anyone.

“Please,” he said. “You don’t have to fly. There’s a train station at Ringers Creek. I’ll pick you up.”

She opened her calendar on-screen and checked her appointments for the next few days. There was nothing she could not reschedule.

“I can make it in a couple of days. Do I have to book this train?”

“Already done,” said Henry. “You leave tomorrow at 8:00 a.m. from Central Station.”

“You are shameless,” she said, rolling her eyes. Typical Henry. He hated anyone butting into his life uninvited but had no compunction about butting into theirs. “See you soon.”

The line crackled, followed by dead air.

“Henry?”

A streak of lightning illuminated the room, chased by a clamour of thunder that rattled the windows and made Gemma jump. Now, the wind blew the rain almost horizontally, and she shivered as she closed the blinds, blocking out the worst of the storm. She took a few deep breaths and returned to reviewing her new website, focussing on work to bury a slight, icy fear that whispered a warning: Stay away.
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Chapter Two





Henry, his fingers tapping nervously on the steering wheel, sat in the driver’s seat of his grey SUV. His eyes darted to the rearview mirror, half-expecting to glimpse someone else staring back, someone who terrified him. 

He’d parked in a lane adjoining the road parallel to the station, camouflaged from view by a tangle of dead blackberry bushes, victims of an attack against invasive plants by the local council. From his vantage point, he observed Ringers Creek station and the abandoned and stripped ute containing a warning he hoped would scare Gemma and make her reconsider her trip. He couldn’t trust himself to deliver a message face-to-face.

He scanned each direction along the road, finding it empty of traffic. This desolate stretch only existed for those intending to travel by rail. Few bothered using the station nowadays; it languished in favour of airports and multi-lane highways.

Decades ago, when Ringers Creek was a thriving sheep-growing community, this functioned as the main road. The current highway ran kilometres away from Ringers Creek, and the town was only ever a place to stop for petrol and a piss. At least for Harcourt family vacations. How he’d hated those long, boring drives. Only Gemma had kept him sane.

Henry checked his watch. The train would not arrive for another fifteen minutes. Ever since he moved to this godforsaken place, he’d lost all sense of time. Maybe that was because of the beating that put him in the hospital. Fucking Jason. 

His ex-lover’s face danced in his memories, his blood pumping harder at the thought of that megawatt smile. Why had he let himself fall for the gaslighting and lies?

Flashback. The night before the first of many beatings. Jason’s belly pressed hard against Henry’s back, strong arms both imprisoning and enthralling, stubbly chin against his neck, hot breath in Henry’s ear as he whispered, “You’re mine. I control you.”

He should have been afraid. He should have bolted. Instead, he responded with a fervour that now disgusted him.

Gemma warned him he played with fire. Only fair that he warned her. 

Dust swirled as a vehicle turned at the t-section down the road and sped toward the station. Shit! Henry held his breath, hoping whoever was driving would zoom past, painfully aware that the ute’s tray and contents would be visible to anyone approaching from that direction.

No such luck. The dark green four-wheel drive pulled to a stop, and Henry’s neighbour, Todd McIntyre, eased his lanky frame out of the cab.


      [image: ]Nothing fazed Todd MacIntyre. A true man of the land, he’d seen his fair share of gruesome sights. Though wild and beautiful when calm, nature also raged cruel and bloody. 

The dumped ute’s contents were far from natural. It reeked of the worst of humankind. He’d spied the bare foot sticking out the back and assumed it was some drunk, probably old Whitey Phillips, pissed to the eyeballs as usual. Being a civic-minded bloke, he pulled over, intent on waking up the poor soul and getting him safely home.

The young woman laid out on the tray, whip-marked, limbs hacked, could never wake up. Todd reeled backwards at the sight, a bitter taste of nausea forcing its way into his mouth. His first instinct was to call the police, but the joy of rural living meant two on-duty police officers served an area of a hundred kilometres square. It would be a minimum of an hour before anyone would get here. The words “understaffed” and “overworked” were brutal understatements.

His second was to cover the poor woman up. He nearly pulled everything out of the back of his vehicle before remembering he’d loaned his tarp to Jonno Simpson. He rang his old schoolmate, heard the ancient jukebox at the Ringers Creek pub in the background, and knew Jonno would not show up alone.

They’d experienced something like this before, and the names Jack Blackeby and Woolsend Station still caused folks to spit on the ground in disgust.

Todd jumped in his four-wheel drive and parked it to obscure the ute’s back view. He then leaned against the steering wheel and rubbed his eyes. After a week of harvesting, he longed for a few hours of rest. This drama wasn’t it.

A car drove past, and he glanced up, registering a grey SUV parking further down. Its driver’s door swung open to discharge his neighbour and new owner of Woolsend Station. They’d spoken a few times at community gatherings where Henry had tried to convince everyone he was serious about sheep farming. The townsfolk only saw another clueless, prissy bloke from the city. Todd thought Henry seemed nice. 

Todd left his car and headed towards him, mind racing for ways to keep the man away from the ute.

“Afternoon, Henry.”

“Todd,” said Henry, nodding as he strode straight past him and onto the station platform.

Bugger. The train must be due soon, and Henry’s actions suggested someone would get off.

“Come on, Jonno,” Todd muttered. “Get your arse into gear.”

Seconds later, a cloud of dust down the road heralded the impending arrival of Jonno’s white ute and Mayor Terry Compton’s ex-government sedan. He had no doubt Stu would be riding with Terry.

As his mates pulled up, Todd caught Henry standing at the end of the platform, staring at the group. The mean expression on the man’s face, the venom in his eyes, and the uncharacteristic bullish set of his neck and jaw sent a shiver down Todd’s spine. He’d seen that look on Jack Blackeby days before the man’s arrest.


      [image: ]Gemma shifted uneasily in her sleep, the train rocking both lulling and then disturbing her, like relaxing into soothing arms only to be shaken awake. Sunlight filtered through her eyelids, and she willed it away, wishing to sink back into dreaming and sleeping. But the carriage intercom crackled into life, and the guard’s voice announced, “Ringers Creek, next stop.” She yawned, stretched, and rifled through her neon pink carry-on to find her brush and make-up bag. 

The train pulled up outside a quaint, old-fashioned station ten minutes later. It was more like a siding and contrasted with the sleek, modern passenger train. Henry waited for her on the platform, dressed in a plaid shirt, bone moleskins, brown elastic-sided boots, and a brown Akubra atop his leonine head. Despite his swarthy appearance, he looked so shiny and new that Gemma almost giggled. As a child, Henry loved dressing up as a cowboy. Now, he pretended to be a man of the land.

She stepped onto the platform and wrestled with her bags.

“G’day, Gem. Need a hand?”

The titter she’d kept at bay burst forth. “G’day? For chrissakes, Henry. I thought you hated Aussie slang.”

“It’s called fitting in.”

“What happened to I-don’t-care-what-people-think, Henry?”

He shrugged. “Needs must. It is too easy to draw unwanted attention out here in the sticks.” He grimaced at her luggage. “Are those all your bags?”

“There’s two and a carry-on.”

“Christ. I invited you for a few days, not years.

She smacked his arm. “Henry!”

“And what’s the perfume? You smell like a chocolate bar. Not that I’m complaining.”

“It’s called Chocolat, and—”

He sneered. “I rest my case.” 

Unperturbed, Gemma pressed on. “And you should talk. Your aftershave reeks of dead roses.”

“Now, now. Don’t be a bitch.”

“Who’s the bitch, Henry?”

“We never could work that out, could we?”

“That’s bullshit. I only tried to stop you from making a mistake.”

Her mind flashed to a vision of Henry in a hospital bed, eyes black and swollen, arm in a cast, beaten to a pulp by his boyfriend. The memory still broke her heart.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said. “You meant well.” He smiled wanly, and she took it as a typical Henry apology. “I suppose I’ll do the gentlemanly thing and take the suitcases.” He grabbed the bags and strode to the road, calling over his shoulder. “You can manage the carry-on, can’t you? I’m not touching anything in neon pink.”

Gemma’s eyes crinkled as she regarded him with fond dismay and shouted back. “You are such a pig.”

“It’s part of my charm,” he said and chuckled.

Gemma looped her tan shoulder bag over the carry-on’s handle and trailed after him, letting the wheels bump over the grass and gravel pathway. 
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Chapter Three





Outside the station, a group of men gathered around an old ute and peered into the tray. They turned as one when Henry passed. Gemma noticed her cousin nod curtly in response, but without breaking stride. The men watched him as he headed toward the grey SUV parked on the other side of the road, and she detected suspicion on their faces. Once Henry entered the vehicle, all eyes swivelled in her direction. 

Gemma treated men’s admiring glances with a healthy dose of distrust and a dash of fear. The male gaze was not her friend. However, this group’s guarded expressions suggested zero interest in her charms. Nonplussed, she continued walking towards them. The way they closed ranks around the vehicles piqued her curiosity, and she stole a peek as she passed. 

“Hello,” she said.

A tall, tanned man with brown eyes removed his hat and approached her. He appeared to be about Henry’s age, but unlike her Byronic cousin, he radiated goodwill. 

“Welcome to Ringers Creek.” He thrust his hand toward her. “Todd McIntyre. Owner of McIntyre Organics.”

He reminded her of tilled earth, his odour a comforting mix of petrichor and summer. 

“Gemma Harcourt.” She held out her hand even though she hated the formality of handshaking. “Organics? What do you grow?”

“Spelt, barley, soy. Some heritage grains as well.”

His hand enveloped hers. It felt warm and dry. Strong and safe. Not like most men she’d met. That didn’t mean she could trust him.

“You’re in the right business for these times,” she said, pulling her hand away from his grasp.

“I guess I am. Staying long?”

She tensed, and he nodded at her bag. “I noticed the suitcases. It didn’t seem like you were here for a pit stop.”

“No, you’re right. I’m here for a week or two, visiting my cousin, Henry Harcourt.”

The rev of an engine punctuated her words. Henry leaned out the window. “Hurry up, Gem! I haven’t got all day.”

“Speak of the devil,” she said. “I’d better go,” 

“Have a pleasant stay,” said Todd, replacing his hat on his head. He pointed to her carry-on. “Nice bag.” 

He grinned, and she found herself returning his smile.

“Thanks.”

The shortest route to Henry led directly between the rear of the ute and a parked vehicle, but Todd proved intent on herding her in a different direction. He stood, head cocked, right arm indicating that she should walk around the front of the ute.

She complied but craned her neck, hoping to glimpse the mystery object in the back. But the other men obscured her view, and beyond that, a tarp covered what lay there. Her sensitive nose caught a whiff reminiscent of a butcher’s shop: blood, flesh, fat, the dull staleness before decay.

She wondered what the animal might be. Whatever the beast, the men didn’t want her to see it.


      [image: ]Henry popped the boot and baulked. A heavy-duty plastic garbage bag took up most of the space. Shit! He’d meant to dump it on the way here, but his mind was Swiss cheese these days. A wave of nausea washed over him as he recalled the bloodstained blanket inside the bag, one that had cocooned that poor woman’s body a few hours ago. 

Had he really killed her? Even now, he couldn’t believe it, but the evidence screamed otherwise. That is why he had to warn Gemma.

He slammed the boot shut, opened the rear passenger door, and slid the bags onto the back seat. Gemma was chatting with Todd. She looked surprisingly relaxed, considering the presence of four unknown men. Perhaps she was finally in control of her demons or better at covering up her insecurities. More likely, she felt safe knowing he was nearby.

His heart ached. He had to protect her. She had to see the woman in the ute. She had to be warned, given the chance to escape now.

He would go over, say a proper hello to Todd, draw attention to the ute, and inquire about it even though he knew what dark horror it held.

Instead, he found himself sitting in the driver’s seat and yelling at Gemma. As he watched her walk toward him, every muscle tensed, and he willed her to look in the back of the ute. 

Her curiosity bubbled, and he almost cried. His beautiful, vulnerable, yet strong cousin deserved the best.

He balled his fists against his thighs. Please, please, please look.

But Todd blocked her view and ushered her away like a gentleman.

“You cannot win,” said a voice in Henry’s head.

The passenger door swung open.

“Sorry,” said Gemma. She slipped inside and fastened her seat belt. “What’s that about?” She gestured at the group.

Henry shrugged. “Beats me.”

Inwardly, he screamed.


      [image: ]Todd raised his hand and waved as the SUV accelerated away. Henry ignored him, but Gemma smiled and waved back. 

He turned his attention to the scene behind him. His three mates looked as shell-shocked as he felt. It wasn’t every day you found a mutilated woman in a stolen vehicle. They’d only covered her up seconds before the train pulled in. Anyone staring out a window would have possessed a ringside view.

Stu Mason wiped his florid face with a cotton handkerchief. “Reckon anyone else noticed it? Like our city friend?”

Todd put his hat back on. “Doubt she saw anything.”

“I meant the boyfriend.”

“Cousin. They’re cousins.”

Stu blew his nose and pocketed the handkerchief. “Well?”

“No. Henry arrived after me.”

Terry Compton spat on the ground. “I guess you want me to call the cops.”

“Already done. They’re both at Cooks Crossing. They’ll be here in an hour.”

“So what now?” Jonno lit a cigarette, balancing it on his lower lip as he spoke. 

“We keep watch until they get here. Then we let them do their job,” said Todd.

Terry Compton snorted in disgust. “Didn’t do much good last time.”

“At least they got Jack Blackeby in the end,” said Stu.

“Not without our help,” replied Terry. 

Jonno blew out a series of smoke rings and grinned. “You mean Todd’s help, don’t you, Tezza?”

“It’s Terry to you, dickhead.”

Todd huffed at their banter, but kept his thoughts to himself. The cops were slow, for sure. But his actions would have been useless without the cops’ follow-up. Now, there was another dead woman, not one he knew, but someone’s daughter or sister lost to whatever plagued this town.

A bloodied foot, the only intact part of the woman, stuck out from the tarp. He eased the material down to cover it.

“The cops will chuck a wobbly about us disturbing the crime scene,” said Stu.

“Let ’em,” said Terry. “Couldn’t leave her like that for the world to gawk at.” 

Stu squinted at the SUV, now a speck in the distance. “Do you reckon she’s in danger? The redhead? I mean, Woolsend Station, it has history.” 

“I don’t believe in curses and ghosts,” Todd replied. 

“Doesn’t stop you from avoiding the place,” said Stu. “Didn’t stop you from suspecting Jack Blackeby when things went pear-shaped.”

Todd shrugged. “Fair call. But Henry seems capable enough.”

Terry grunted. “So was Jack Blackeby.”

A wind whipped up from nowhere, raising the dust from the road into eddies, sending dry leaves and twigs spinning in the air.

“Weather’s taking a turn,” said Stu.

Dark wings of storm clouds hovered over the horizon, gathering strength to sweep a path of rain, thunder, and lightning over the land.

“Bugger,” said Jonno. “Hey, anyone got a beer? 

“Shut it, mate,” said Terry. “Have some respect.”
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