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The land simmered in the long, slow heat of a dusky afternoon. Shadows smothered the hills and valleys of the countryside like an oil spill. A sparse herd of cows, bony structures draped in cowhide, shuffled around a dried out water-trough and somewhere in the distance a heart-broken crow cried out hoarsely. A tractor rumbled like a snoring dragon as a farmer finished up his last bit of work for the day before heading in for a cold beer and a simple meal of meat and three veg. Some semblance of normal life still continuing on as if the world wasn't slowly descending into darkness. The sun painted the clouds pink and orange as it eased towards the horizon like an old man settling into his favourite chair.

Nestled in the shadow of the ranges was an old farmhouse, a veranda wrapped around three sides of it like a hug. On the veranda a figure sprawled in an old, teddy-bear fur recliner. He squinted at the setting sun through the amber tints of a bottle of Crown Lager, watching it spark diamonds off the dam at the front of the house. Beside him sat an esky, packed full of ice and beer.

"What kind of numbers we talking here?" said Ben Reilly.

Shade leaned against a veranda post and looked at Ben like a wife whose husband just had to have one more beer when he's already slurring his words and started calling his mother-in-law "love".

"Right now?" Shade said. "Casino had a population of, what, ten thousand people? Say they take Kyogle and Lismore as well, that's the next logical step. We'll say three thousand in Kyogle, maybe thirty in Lismore. I'll be generous and assume only a third of them get converted. So what's that? Fourteen thousand or so people? Against you and me. Two against fourteen thousand."

Ben took a mouthful of beer. "We are so fucked," he said.

Shade glared at him. "You know that beer's not doing anything for you."

"Another ten and I can get a slight buzz going," said Ben and belched. "Might as well kick back and watch the world collapse. It's not like you and I are going to be able to do anything on our own."

Shade sighed. "Which is exactly why we need to get moving and start trying to recruit people to our side."

"Our side," scoffed Ben. "Hate to burst your bubble, Shady Man, but we don't have 'A Side'. We've got two sad losers trying to stop a flood with a shovel and a bucket."

"For fuck's sake, Ben, do you not realise what's going on here? This is the end of the fucking world and, right now, we are the only two people who know it's happening and can do anything about it."

"That's where you're wrong, Shady. We can't do anything about it. You just said it yourself, we're two people against a fucking hoard, we can't beat them, we're certainly not joining them, all we can do is sit here and tip back a stubbie and wait for the end of the world."

There was a vein on Shade's forehead pulsing like his brains were about to explode right out of his head. "I should have left you there in that fuckin Woolies," he spat and stalked off down the steps to the car.

As Shade roared off down the driveway in the Valiant Ben flung the bottle after him. "Maybe you fuckin should have," he shouted.

"Shit," he said after a moment. "There was still a mouthful in that."

The house sat on the long side of the Richmond Range, known locally as Mallanganee Range because of its proximity to the small village of Mallanganee, nestled into the foothills. Fleeing Casino, Ben and Shade had spotted the house from the top of the range and, going to check it out, found it deserted. Whether the owners had been shadowed, had fled because of what was happening in Casino or were driven out by drought and rising mortgage payments, Ben didn't know. It was empty and the lights still worked, which was more than enough for now. With their enhanced senses, Ben and Shade didn't really need lights, but Ben liked to switch them on at night to feel normal. He'd sit there on the cracked and worn vinyl lounge staring at the news and sinking beer after beer until he started to feel a slight headachy tinge at his temples. That was the closest he could get to getting pissed now, a low-level hangover. And fuck you very much for that too, Shade.

Without any fresh details to feed to the starving masses - glued, lobotomy-eyed, to their televisions - Casino dropped quickly from the news. The looting that had taken place during Ben's last days there was blamed on a brawl between some local Aboriginals and another group who'd been recently displaced from Sydney because of the upcoming Olympics, forced from the city like refugees. Despite no visible damage, the Woolworths Plaza was closed because of an alleged fire from a faulty rotisserie. All those missing people who'd first aroused Ben's interest didn't even rate a mention. During the brief shots of the town and local vox pops, Ben tested himself by trying to pick the normal people from the Shadow Eaters. It was a dismally easy game of "spot the sunnies". All of the Shadow Eaters who appeared on TV wore sunglasses to hide their eyes; their black, soul-less eyes. There were others in the background without sunglasses and Ben found, even through the TV, he could see the shadows seeping out about them. Non-infected people seemed to be few and far between. In some shots Ben could see cop cars parked across streets, tape strung across the road, but there was no elaboration on this in the reports. He was relieved when the news coverage stopped and he didn't have to think about it anymore.

Mostly, during those long dark days, he tried not to think about Kath. She'd made her choice and he'd have to live with it. Although he wished he'd known what her choice was going to be before Shade had gone all Van Helsing on his shadow. If he'd known he wasn't going to end up with her he would have bailed on the damn town as soon as it all started to go to hell. But no, he had to stay and pursue his childish dreams of saving the girl and being the hero. Now look at him, stuck in the middle of nowhere with a man who'd given himself his own nickname, and not even able to get good and drunk. He levered himself up out of the deck chair with a sigh and ambled into the house.

"I shoulda just left," he muttered to the farmer's family, staring grimly down at him from the lounge room wall.

Couple of cute kids, two little tousled blondies, a boy and a girl. God knows where the blonde came from, both the parents had hair brown as shit. The photo had been taken outside the house, trees and pale blue sky in the background, one corner of the house jutting into the photo. The kids stood in front with the parents behind, faces stern and corrugated. The new Australian Gothic. From the father's worry-creased face (it was a battle to tell which of the parents was more weather-beaten and aged beyond their years) Ben reckoned hardship might have been the reason they were gone. Packed up and run off in the middle of the night, skulking away like thieves from their own home. Times had been tough with a drought that just didn't want to fucking end. Hopefully poor old Farmer Joe and his family had gotten far enough away that they weren't caught up in this shit. Ben shrugged and wandered off through the house, he supposed people had worse problems than him, although having your very humanity ripped away against your will had to be up there.

They'd gone through the house when they first found it, making sure it was truly deserted. The lounge room was furnished with a recliner and a pair of ancient lounges that looked like they'd been bought second-hand twenty years ago and a coffee table that could have been a family heirloom, ornate and heavily wooden in the middle of the room, defying anyone to try and move it. In the opposite corner from the lounges was a wooden beast of a TV set, solid tube and wooden framing which Ben knew from experience probably weighed about a hundred and fifty kilos. Adjacent to the bulking, brooding TV was a sagging bookshelf with a selection of Bryce Courtenay, cricketing and children's books on it. Ben had picked up a collection of Roald Dahl stories to read but found he didn't have the stomach for it.

The kids' bedrooms were big and airy and creaked when he walked in. In the boy's room he found two single beds, one of which had been left tousled and unmade. They had matching Ninja Turtles doona covers. A small shelf had been put up on the wall along the length of the bed. It was low, so as to be in reach of someone sitting on the bed, and housed what Ben presumed were the boy's carefully arranged treasures. A Lego diorama had been painstakingly constructed along its length, made up of multi-coloured bricks and forming, in one continuous section, houses, garages and some kind of crumbling tower structure. On a platform at the top of the tower stood a purple and grey Transformer, guns at the ready, a Smurfette figure laying prone behind him. At the base of the tower stood a defiant Donatello, staff in hand and no doubt ready to ascend the tower and save Smurfette.

After standing there staring at it for a long moment, Ben bent and began straightening up the bed, pulling the covers up and making it. He'd been sleeping in the parent's room. He knew consciously he didn't need sleep anymore and it never seemed to make him feel any better, but it helped in a way. Let him keep a sense of normalcy. Ben supposed it was a kind of meditation. Shade didn't sleep, refused to. He said they couldn't risk it, the Shadow Eaters could be out there, hunting them, and could show up at any time. Personally, Ben didn't think the Shadow Eaters gave a shit about them. Allan was dead and the rest of them probably didn't know or care about those two clowns who'd ruined his plans.

As Ben turned to leave the room he spotted a corner of paper sticking out from under the bed. He bent and picked it up. It was a card in an off-white envelope with a child's painstaking scrawl across the front of it. "Mummy," it said in large, crayon letters.

Ben looked at it and felt an unexpected lump form in his throat. He tucked the envelope fully underneath the pillow and walked from the room, closing the door behind him.

Shade arrived home late that evening with a curt, "No sign of them." To which Ben resisted the urge to reply "No shit."

So their days settled into a predictable pattern. Like a married couple, Shade would go off to work while Ben sat at home and moped and tried to get drunk. He knew where Shade went, he was out travelling the countryside, hanging out in towns, watching for signs of new shadow infestations and trying to spot people he could recruit to The Cause. Ben could picture him, sitting there in local cafes, sunnies on, staring at everyone through the dark plastic lenses like a pervert. Since he hadn't brought anyone home so far he'd obviously had no luck and Ben thought that might continue to be the case. He kind of felt, given the choice between having your shadow forcibly removed in a process so mind-rupturingly painful it knocked you out, or effortlessly sucking out people's life essence and growing a sentient shadow with no effort, he might have chosen the latter. So it was probably no wonder people weren't clamouring to help them. The Shadow Eaters were over-running Casino, they would be heading out to Kyogle and Lismore next. Ben would be happy if he never saw those bastards again. Bad enough he was stuck here with Shade, like some quirky, dark reboot of Perfect Strangers.

"You want to come in town for a run?" 

Ben was sitting on the veranda sipping his coffee and looking out across the small town of Mallanganee as the early morning fog rose from it like steam. A collection of houses gathered around a weatherboard pub, a general store and an old church where a travelling priest conducted services and confession once a month. The sun threw streaks of long, warm light across the foothills. It was such a beautiful morning, the last thing Ben felt like doing was jumping in a car and joining Shade's Small Towns of New South Wales Tour.

"You going now?" he said.

Shade shook his head. "I need to shower and that first."

"Fuck it," said Ben. "Why not."

Ben let Shade drive, on account of the fact he wasn't sure where Shade's magical mystery tour was going to take him. They sat in silence as Ben's car pulled itself up the winding slope of the range into the glaring morning light. Shade was staring at the road, concentrating on negotiating the winding bends and Ben looked out the window at what countryside he could see between the trees and steep sides of the road.

Normal. That was all he could see. There were still old farmhouses around this area and Ben saw a thin ribbon of morning fire smoke twisting from the chimney of more than one sprawling homestead. He imagined the warm, smoky smell of the fire, the scent of hot toast as someone's mum made breakfast. Dad out doing the morning milking.

"I thought it might not be a bad idea for you to get an idea of what I've been up to out here every day," said Shade as they slid down the far side of the range, "in case anything happens to me."

"You're leaving me? I feel like I don't even know you anymore." Ben crossed his arms and stared sullenly out the window.

"You know what I mean," said Shade. "I'm out here putting myself in the line of fire. If any of these bastards are still around - and you never know - one day I might not come back. And then it'd all be on you."

Ben sighed. He knew he hadn't really wanted to come along, knew this conversation was going to happen. "You know I don't really want any of this, right? If you were gone I'd be perfectly happy to live out my days here, growing my own vegies, making moonshine. I wouldn't have a clue how to carry on your fight if I wanted to."

"That's exactly it," said Shade, "You're so ill-equipped. You'd sit here and watch the whole world slide into hell while you sat around feeling sorry for yourself."

"I enjoy feeling sorry for myself," said Ben. "It's a hobby."

"Still," said Shade. "I just want you to see what's been happening, what's going on. At best, it'll help get your head out of your arse."

"And at worst?"

"At worst, it'll give you an idea of what to look for so you know when to run."
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Ben was staring out the window, daydreaming and wondering if it was too early to crack open a beer when Shade flicked the indicator and the car started slowing. Shade swung the car into a small lane on the left, Taylors Lane.

"Why aren't we going via Casino?" says Ben.

Shade sighed. "Um, police barricades, swarms of Shadow Eaters?"

"Oh shit. Yeah," said Ben.

The bitumen road quickly petered out into dirt and gravel. Ben's car slewed onto it with a crunch of tires and burst of dust. Ben heard the tinking of small rocks against the underside of the vehicle.

"Aw man," moaned Ben. "You better not fuck up my paint job."

"Relax," said Shade. "It's not like I'm going to make this bomb look any uglier."

"You be happier walking?" said Ben.

Shade didn't answer and Ben decided that meant it was time for a beer. He reached between his legs and pulled a bottle of Crown Lager from the small tin esky he'd found in Farmer Bob's shed.

"You're fucking hopeless," muttered Shade as Ben cracked open the beer.

Shade had decided Kyogle was their best bet for finding new recruits and he'd been spending his time between it, Lismore and Grafton.

"Kyogle's got the friendliest people," Shade told him. "Lismore, they're all stoned hippies who reckon they've already found the light, and when you speak to strangers in Grafton they look at you like they stepped in dog shit."

Besides, the shadows had already begun to make themselves known in Kyogle whereas Lismore and Grafton showed no sign as yet. Shade had, so far, completely failed to engage anyone's interest in joining their Super Light Fighting Club though.

"Are you sure this is going to be their next big strike?" Ben asked him as they crawled along the town's long fifty kilometre per hour street.

"It makes sense," said Shade. "They have a history of going after small towns, keeping a low profile. They're shadows, they don't like to be seen."

"Maybe they've just been practicing," said Ben. "What if Wungla and Casino was just them testing themselves? Seeing what they were capable of? Are you sure there was no sign of them in Lismore?"

Shade shrugged and looked uncomfortable. "It's a big town, practically a city. They could be anywhere. And I tried, the people there aren't really helpful. And you try talking to anyone in the pub they're either too drunk or don't want to know you."

"Oh, okay then," said Ben. "So while we're sitting around the pub looking for someone who wants to talk about UFOs, the Shadow Eaters are building and expanding their army in Lismore or Grafton or who knows where."

Shade rounded on him so savagely the car jerked halfway across the road.

"Dude, the road!" exclaimed Ben but he was over-ridden by Shade.

"You think this is fucking easy?" spat Shade, glaring at him. "I'm one man, Ben. I should be two, but you're too busy sitting around feeling sorry for yourself. I'm out here every day trying to find any sign of these fuckers. I got lucky when you stumbled across that message board. You know how long I'd been chasing these arseholes before then? How many years?"

"..."

"Ten years, Ben! Ten, fucking, years. They're impossible to find, they come into a town, wipe it out. By the time you know about it they're already gone."

"Jesus," said Ben. "Alright man, just relax. I'm just saying - and I can't believe I'm saying this - maybe sitting in a pub looking for 'contactees' may not be the most effective way to go about this."

"Well with just the two of us it's the only way we've got."

No matter how you cut it, Kyogle was small. Known as the "Gateway to the Rainforest" it was too big for a village and too small to be a town, the forgotten middle child of town-ships. Nestled at the entrance to some of the country's largest rainforests, Kyogle consisted of a singularly long, single main street, boasted two pubs and was visible in its entirety from certain vantage points atop the hills. Ben remembered coming through here a few times as a kid and had always hoped his parents would turn right and take that darkly mysterious road off up into the mountains. Unfortunately, sure as shit, they would veer off to the left, down to his aged, vaguely related "Auntie's" house and interminable hours of sponge cake and adult talk going straight over his head.

"So what's the game plan here?" he asked Shade as they cruised up the main street with its weird, middle of the road parking. "We roll on into the local, grab a beer and start trying to chat up locals?"

"Sort of," said Shade. "I usually check out a few of the shops first; the bakery, the takeaway and cafes. See if I can spot any shadow auras."

"Looking ever so nonchalant and not at all sinister or creepy wearing your sunnies inside on a cloudy day."

"I don't see what you're laughing about. You're just as bad." He swung neatly into one of the centre of the road parking spots.

"Well, yeah," said Ben. "But at least I'm wearing normal sunnies. You look like the T-1000 looking for little boys."

"It's been working for me so far," said Shade "Come on, let's see what we can find out."

They negotiated the single lane Frogger of the main street - for some reason Kyogle didn't seem to believe in pedestrian crossings - and walked slowly along the row of shops.

"We should probably hold hands," said Ben. "Make us look more authentic."

"What?"

"The gay thing. Two grown man sauntering mysteriously down the street of a small country town? They probably think we're gay already."

"Your mum's gay," muttered Shade. "Just shut up and go check out the newsagent. See if everyone's normal in there."

Ben was back seconds later.

"What happened?" said Shade.

"There's nobody there except for some old duck staring at gossip mags."

For such a small town, Kyogle was usually surprisingly busy. You could almost call it crowded. Mostly it was oldies, wandering around with their wispy white hair and the vague expression of someone who can't quite remember what they were just about to do. There were also more and more hippies making their way down from the rainforests like possums foraging in your yard. Their multi-coloured clothing and aversion to soap and deodorant leant a colourful, pungent air to the town. For the most part the locals didn't seem too concerned, simply giving the hippies a slight frown of distaste and a wide berth when they passed them on the footpath.

Now, though, the town was strangely quiet, the streets empty of most of the usual shoppers and pedestrians. Those few Ben did see had a furtive, hurried air about them, as if in a rush to get their business over and done with and get safely back home. Ben passed a man whose eyes were dark, his skin sallow and shadows hanging heavy about him and he turned to watch him pass.

"Is this what Casino looked like?" he said. "How did I ever miss that?"

"You were too close to see it," said Shade. "To you everyone probably still appeared normal. Stop in here for a bit," he pointed to a small takeaway. Ben shrugged, it was as good a place as any.

They walked into the shop and sat down in the aluminium chairs huddled around one of the tables. They were the only customers in there.

"Are you deliberately trying to keep me from the pub for as long as possible?" said Ben.

"Quiet," said Shade. "This is part of my daily routine. You wanted to know what I get up to, didn't you?"

Ben sighed and looked around. It was a simple takeaway, like a thousand others up and down the coast. A good place to grab a plain, old-fashioned hamburger and a bag of chips. There was something comforting in that and the smell of old grease, long since congealed into the air vents and very walls of the shop. "This place is such a mass of wasted potential," he mused.

"What's that?"

"This town," said Ben. "You know villages like this down around Sydney would be full of tourists every weekend. The main street would be full of antique stores and cutesy little craft shops selling homemade toys put together by some little kid in a Chinese sweatshop."

"Not everywhere can be like your fancy big-city tourist traps. Come on, there's nothing here. Let's go."

"That's kind of what I like about this place," mused Ben. "All the comfort of a small town with none of the tourists. It's nice. Anyway, I'm getting some chips."

Shade looked at him. "You don't need food."

"You can't walk into a shop and sit down and then walk out without buying anything, it's rude. These people rely on our custom," he gestured at the counter where a short, fat woman stood frowning at them. She looked perfectly at home amidst the sticky smell of the grease. "Besides, nobody needs chips, that's what makes them such a treat. You never hear anyone say 'I'm just going to pop into Woolies to get some broccoli to munch on.'"

Shade sighed and rolled his eyes like a put-upon parent. "Fine. Get your chips. Enjoy. I'm going to check out a couple of other shops, see if I can find anything out."

"You do that," said Ben as he stood up and went to the counter.

As he sat eating his chips - and the grease-face lady had turned out to be friendlier than he expected, breaking into a welcoming smile when he went to the counter - two young guys walked in, talking loudly.

"-she's a fuckin slut, mate," one of them was saying. "I wouldn't piss on her if her hair was on fire."

"Why him, though?" the other, clearly the injured party, was saying. "He's a fuckin wanker. You know he keyed Dazza's car because he thought he was bagging him out to his ex? Fuckin wanker."

Like everyone Ben had seen under the age of twenty-five, they were dressed pretty similar. Both in mid-length shorts - the one with the sage advice on dating was wearing a daring peach colour pair - one wearing a t-shirt with some random beach-girl-summer picture on it - generic as a Coke ad - the other wearing a loose singlet with a checked flanny over the top. Both of them wore caps that had probably cost at least half of their entire ensemble.

They ordered a couple of burgers and chips and sat at the table next to Ben while they waited, continuing their eloquent discussion of the girl in question.

"I told you, man," said peach shorts. "She's a mole. You can spit out the window and hit five girls hotter than her."

"Yeah, fuck it. Who needs her."

"Fuckin oath! Now, you know the best way to get over someone, right?"

"Get under someone else!" they both said together and bumped fists. Ben resisted an urge to get up and bump their heads together like a pair of over-ripe watermelons.

"So what do you reckon? Head over to The Powerhouse tomorrow night?" said peach shorts.

"I don't know, man. There's too many weirdoes there lately."

Ben stopped chewing, a chip poised half way to his mouth.

"Come on, mate. What's the odd freak compared to the amount of pussy you can get there?"

"They're fuckin freaky, man. Every time I go for a fuckin piss I'm worried I'm gonna turn around and find one of 'em behind me."

"Could be a guaranteed pick-up for you. Least you might get a bit more action than you got with Sharon."

Ben dragged his chair out a bit and swivelled it to face them. "Sorry guys, I heard you say something about some freaks in Lismore? What's that all about?"

"Poofters like you," said peach shorts, not turning to look at him.

"Says the pretty boy in the pink shorts," said Ben. He hoped the sound of his racing heart wasn't coming through in his breathing.

Peach shorts leapt to his feet, his chair scraping noisily across the lino floor. "The fuck you say, mate?"

Ben, trying to act much cooler than he felt, finished his chip then rose slowly to his feet. He took off his sunglasses and gave the kid the full benefit of his white, pupil-less eyes. He heard the other kid gasp.

"What the fuck?" breathed peach shorts before remembering himself. "Big deal," he said. "So you're a Marilyn Manson fan. Good for you."

It seemed to have taken some of the bluff out of him though.

"These dudes you saw in Lismore," said Ben. "Did they have weird eyes? Kind of like mine except all black?"

"How would I fuckin know? What am I, dating 'em?"

"Yeah," said the other kid, still sitting at their table. "Yeah they do. Fully black, like vampires or something."

"Damn," said Ben. "I fuckin knew it." He sidestepped peach shorts and sat down at the table. "What do they do? Do they say anything to you? Talk to anyone?"

"Just make yourself at home," muttered peach shorts and went to the counter to wait for their food.

"Not really. They just kind of hang around, looking cool."

"Do they?" said Ben. "Look cool that is?"

"I guess. To be honest, they're pretty freaky. I mean, sure it's all contacts and attitude, but that doesn't mean they're harmless, right?"

"Trust me," said Ben. "They're far from harmless. You know what happened in Casino?"

The kid shrugged. "Some kind of gas leak or something, wasn't it?"

"It was something a lot worse than that," said Ben. "And people like them caused it."

Ben couldn't find Shade quick enough to tell him he was right. He raced down the street, peering into shop fronts, trying to spot him. He stopped in front of the local grocery store, debating whether or not to go in. He doubted he'd find anyone in there willing to chat with him. Grocery stores were grim places, full of dour mothers whacking their kids and bickering husbands and wives arguing over whether he really needed that packet of chocolate biscuits. As he looked up and down the street Ben spotted The Exchange Hotel sitting on the next corner.

It was a classic, country pub, sprawling out on both sides from the corner, big windows open for the breeze to filter in and expel the heat. The exterior was tiled in a lovely shade of green and the awnings painted bright yellow, promoting the Four "X" beer which, unfortunately, looked to be their main beverage. As he drew closer, Ben saw a couple of old blokes sitting by the window sipping on their middies and moisture sprung into his mouth. One quick celebratory beer couldn't hurt, could it? They'd waited this long, it wasn't like the Shadow Eaters were now going to take over the town just because Ben knew about them.

The pub was an old friend, welcoming and cool after the outside heat, full of the sweet scent of a thousand-thousand beers. Every breath was infused with it. Even the light itself was practically amber, as though he were submerged in a beer. The big, three-sided bar glowed a golden brown. Just one quick one, Ben promised himself, and then he'd go find Shade and tell him the news.

There were a few battlers in the pub this arvo. More than Ben would have expected, given how quiet the town was, and some of them also younger than he would have thought. A couple of blokes in blue singlets hung off one end of the bar, staring morosely down into their beers as they slowly drowned their sorrows. Ben sauntered up to the bar and ordered a schooner of VB - they had a selection of VB, Tooheys or XXXX - from a barmaid who looked barely old enough to be out of school. She was a deft hand on the tap though, and managed to pour it without having to tip half of it out and leave an inch of foamy head like pubs in Sydney. Or worse, no head at all. He was raising the glass for his first, refreshing mouthful when Shade tapped him on the shoulder.

"Worked up a thirst?"

Ben didn't reply. The glass continued its journey to his mouth and he took a big mouthful and slowly savoured it. If there was any drink on earth that tasted better than the first bitterly refreshing splash of cold golden elixir then he didn't know what it was. The promise of worries released, of troubles set free, the sweet, sweet promise of oblivion. A relief Ben had now been tragically denied. He swallowed the beer and, with a satisfied sigh, turned to Shade.

"Well," he started.

"Doesn't matter," said Shade. "I was in IGA and I heard these two old ladies talking about their garden-"

"Fascinating, I'm sure," said Ben. "Anyway, after you left the takeaway-"

"Shut up for a minute and listen. This is important!"

"So's this. I heard these two guys-"

"And they asked you to come for a beer? Great story. Now anyway-"

"I swear to fucking God," said Ben. "I would turn around and walk out of here right now if I didn't have a full beer."

"Well you do," said Shade. "So you can pull your head in and listen for a minute while you drink your beer."

Ben pouted. "Guess I can't really argue with that," he said and took another mouthful of beer.

"Right. So I was in IGA and I heard these two ladies talking about their gardens."

"I bet you got all excited and ran over to tell them all about your pansies."

"They were talking about their gardens," went on Shade, "And I heard one saying what a bad year she's having with her roses, no matter what she does they seem to keep dying on her. She was saying how weird it was one day they'd be fine and the next she'd be out pruning them and find them withered and half dead."

"Like a shadowing," said Ben.

"Exactly like a shadowing," said Shade. "She said the same thing's been happening with her tomatoes as well."

"So they're definitely here," said Ben. He took another mouthful of beer as Shade pulled up a stool next to him.

"Yep," agreed Shade "It's happening again."

All of a sudden Ben's news didn't seem nearly so exciting. And proving himself right had become less of a concern. If they were here and in Lismore that meant Ben and Shade had a lot more to contend with.

"That's not good news," said Ben. "Especially with what I just found out."

Shade looked at him. "What?"

"They're in Lismore, too. These couple of guys came into the takeaway shop while I was waiting and started talking about going to the Powerhouse. One of 'em said how he didn't really want to go because of all these freaks hanging out there now."

"What the hell's The Powerhouse?" said Shade. "No, wait, wrong focus. What kind of freaks?"

"I asked them," said Ben. "Got one of 'em to describe them to me. Shadow Eaters."

Neither of them noticed the two old mates at the end of the bar were looking at them.

"Are you sure?" said Shade. "Was he sure?"

"Well, he didn't know what they were. I took off my glasses, asked him-"

"You took off your glasses?"

"I had to make a point. It was kind of a situation."

"You shouldn't do that," said Shade. "You shouldn't take your glasses off, it could attract attention."

"We're two grown men wearing sunglasses, creeping about the town and staring at everybody. I'm sure we're already been noticed. Anyway, I asked the kid and he told me they had black eyes. Full black eyes like a vampire."

"Those black-eyed freaks've been hangin around town for a coupla weeks now," piped up old mate down the end of the bar.

Both Ben and Shade turned slowly to look at him and his mate. He looked like he'd just come down out of the mountains with his shock of frizzy hair and a beard Ben expected a small bird or rat to pop out of at any second. He stared at them with crazy eyes, half squinting over the top of his beer.

"They what?" said Ben.

"Them blokes you're talkin about, with eyes like balls a shit, I seen 'em in and around town here. There's a heap of 'em gettin around. Weird cunts."

"Have you noticed anything else strange going on?" said Ben. "You know, people going missing or anything like that?"

The two of them looked at each other, thinking. Ben could tell they were both three sheets to the wind and he was angrily jealous. "Nah," said old mate eventually. "There's been no-one gone missin that I know of. I got some mates have had some dogs run off and there's been a few head of cattle got nicked, but no people we've heard of."

"Has anyone approached you?" said Shade. "Any of these black-eyed people? Spoken to you, tried to get you to join their club or anything like that?"

He shook his head. "Nah. Nah, they keep to themselves. We stay outta their way and they stay out of ours."

"What about these missing cattle?" said Ben. "Anyone got any idea who's flogging 'em?"

"Not a clue, mate. Cops've been expecting them to turn up at some of the local sales but there's been no sign of 'em. Fuckin strange, half a dozen cows or more going missin at a time and no-one hears or sees anything. You'd reckon someone'd have to hear a truck or something. They don't just vanish."

"Very weird," agreed Ben, finishing his beer. "What are you guys drinking?"

Old mate shook his head, holding up one hand. "Nah, she's right mate. Me and Dog here got paid out today. We're set for the night."

"Still," said Ben. "You guys helped us out a lot." He pulled out a twenty and handed it to the barmaid. "Give these blokes their next couple on me," he told her.

"Shit, thanks mate," said old mate, getting up off his stool to shake Ben's hand. "My name's Ferret. You need anything at all, we're here most days."

"And nights," added Dog.

"Thanks man. I'm Ben. We might see you around."

Ferret squinted at them from one eye. "You guys cops?"

"Nah," said Ben. "We're light years ahead of them."

"Did we not have the conversation where I told you we're short on money?" said Shade as they cruised back out of Kyogle.

"Maybe," said Ben. "Who knows. You go on with so much shit I can't remember half of it."

"Well we are," said Shade. "And you walking around handing out twenties to anyone who'll have a beer with you isn't helping."

"Oh well for fuck's sake," said Ben. "I didn't see you making any move to stop me."

"You didn't give me much chance," said Shade. "What was I supposed to do? Turn around and yank it back off them?"

"They deserved some thanks," said Ben. "They were helpful."

"They didn't tell us anything we don't already know," snapped Shade, accelerating up the street.

"Fine," said Ben. "Next time someone helps us out, I'll just tell 'em 'Fuck you very much' and leave them there."

"A simple 'thanks' would do fine," said Shade.

"Whatever," said Ben. "Anyway, what are we going to do next? Should we go and check out this Powerhouse thing? Try and find these Shadow Eaters over there?"

"Why not," said Shade. "I don't have any better ideas. I still don't know what the hell a 'Powerhouse' is though."

"Boy are you in for a treat," said Ben.
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"You ever been here before?" said Shade, as they crossed the street towards the strobing, booming cavern of The Powerhouse.

"Once or twice," said Ben. "I had some friends used to come here all the time. I pretty much managed to avoid it after the first trip. Not my scene."

They stopped on the footpath outside, lining up behind a half dozen young girls who were as close to naked as you could get without being arrested.

"That strikes me as surprisingly unlike you," said Shade. "What happened? Couldn't pull a root?"

"I could have if I tried," said Ben.

"Ah, scared of girls then."

"Hurry up, we're about to get in," snapped Ben, nudging him in the back.

As if Ben didn't feel conspicuous enough standing outside with a group of girls half his age, inside was worse. Ben and Shade had donned their best jeans and collared shirts to make sure they got in, only to find it was all chinos and polo shirts now. With their button-up shirts and blue jeans, they looked like a couple of cops trying to go undercover. They were about as subtle as an emu in a chicken coop. There couldn't have been a single person here over the age of twenty-one. Even the bar staff looked like they'd just graduated High School.

"Maybe this was a bad idea," he muttered to Shade.

"WHAT?" Shade bellowed over the driving beat of the music. A noise like cobbled together bits of synthesizer with lyrics sampled from much better songs.

Ben shook his head and motioned to the bar. If he was going to have to listen to this shit and watch all these barely legal girls gyrating about the dance-floor he was going to have to keep drinking. He pushed through the crowd to the bar, not caring whether Shade was behind him or not. The place was a blaring kaleidoscope of blue and white lights and music you could feel in your chest and punching at your ears. A faint odour of sweat and desperation stained the air. At the bar, he bought an eight dollar vodka, soda and lime and downed it in two mouthfuls. He ordered another straight away.

"So what's our plan of attack?" Shade shouted in his ear.

Ben shrugged. "The kid said they just show up here. I guess we hang around and see if they show up."

The music was doing his head in. He'd successfully avoided places like this for most of his adult life and standing here now, he knew why. If Casino Cougars was a meat-market, this place was basically a free, mixed-gender brothel. Walk in, gyrate around the dance-floor to bad remixes of much better songs until you found someone happy to gyrate against you, then start sucking on their face and groping at them until you both decided to go home together. Groups of girls occupied most of the dance-floor, bouncing around in their strips of material - some bouncing more than was attractive - while the guys hovered around the outside, desperately trying to look cool while ogling the girls and making lewd remarks to each other. It was early in the night yet, Ben knew it would take another good hour and a lot of Sub Zeros before the boys gained enough courage to approach the girls and the girls lost their inhibitions enough to let them.

Smoke hung thick and heavy in the air and the strobing, flashing lights made it hard for them to see anything. Every so often, during what Ben assumed was a particularly awesome part of a song, the strobes would kick in, turning everything into a series of black and white still frames. He wondered how the Shadow Eaters could cope with that if they were in here. Surely it would drive them nuts. He motioned to Shade to follow him and moved off deeper into the club, there had to be somewhere quiet to sit here where they could keep an eye on things.

"Great idea this turned out to be," said Shade an hour later.

They'd found a small round table near the back corner of the club, near the toilets, and seated themselves there, watching the dance-floor. Ben watched the girls, while Shade kept an eye out for Shadow Eaters.

"I haven't heard you come up with any better," said Ben. He was glad to feel the vodka was giving him a fair buzz. He kicked himself for not having thought of spirits earlier. He slammed the empty glass on the table and stood up. "I'm gonna go check out the toilets," he said.

"You do that," said Shade. "Maybe you'll get lucky."

As Ben pushed through into the dance floor he wasn't sure if Shade was being funny or not. Like many an awkward youth before him, Ben took advantage of his trek across the dance-floor to ineffectually dance with as many girls as he could. He managed to dance with one or two before they looked at him and moved away with a faint air of disgusted pity. He couldn't believe how hot some of these girls were, if they didn't get out of here soon he was going to do himself a mischief.

One song ended and the next wound up into what Ben excitedly thought was going to be Jump Around, but, as per usual, it was just a bastardised cut of it, used to terrible, repetitive beat effect. He sighed and tried to push through a group of gyrating girls only to find himself forced to go around. As he slithered through the crowd, inadvertently being pushed back closer to the bar where he thought he might as well grab himself a Sub Zero, he saw something that made him stop dead.

On the far side of the dance-floor was a Lightbringer.

Ben stopped like he'd just dropped his beer.

It wasn't just the fact the Lightbringer was an absolute stunner which, to be honest, she was. It was the fact there was someone else in the world who'd been crazy or drunk enough to try and stab their own shadow off. She leaned against the far end of the bar, glowing like a beach sunrise and looking out over the club. Ben immediately changed his course to lead towards her and found his way blocked by three young Shadow Eaters.

"Oh," he said. "Here you are. Sorry, but my friend over there is hanging for a Kahlua and milk and I really need to get to the bar."

The Shadow Eaters, two men and a girl, looked at him, their jet-black eyes peering into him, their shadows flickering about their bodies. For the first time, Ben was aware he was glowing slightly. Luckily, no-one else had noticed yet. These three had though. They were looking at him with expressions caught halfway between hunger and fear.

"You," said the girl. "What are you?"

"What am I?" said Ben, staring past them anxiously, trying to spot the Lightbringer. "I'm busting for a piss is what I am!" he said and laughed, trying to put some drunken swagger into it. He tried to squeeze past them - she was moving away from the bar - only for one of the guys to grab his arm and spin Ben back to face them. Ben yanked his arm free.

"You're different," said the girl. "What are you?"

Ben was becoming more aware of their shadows, they crawled and twitched about them, stretching out at him before snapping back as if he were hot. He let his glow brighten a little and they moved back a half step.

"I'm nothing," said Ben. "Why? What are you supposed to be? Some kind of Goths?"

They said nothing, just looked at him. They were starting to freak Ben out a little.

"Listen," he said. "I was just going to the toilet, okay? I don't want any trouble. I'm just here for a few drinks and a laugh."

This time when he went to move past them they didn't stop him, instead closing in behind him and following him. He stared around, trying to find the other Lightbringer but there was no sign of her and every time he tried to head that way he felt the two guys nudging him back in the direction of the toilets. This was not going to go well.

The toilets were situated in the back corner of the club, in a spot of relative darkness and quiet. Ben shoved through the door into the Men's Room and turned and kicked it back out at his escorts. One of the guys caught the door on its outward swing and held it as the other two walked into the gents. Ben took a breath and felt the light surge about him.

"Fine," he said. "I didn't want it to come to this." He stepped to them and immediately doubled over as the girl's inky, black fist slammed into his guts.

"Ladies first," he grunted as he went down on one knee. He hauled in a breath and wheeled to his feet, swinging a wild punch at whoever was in striking distance. An arc of light sliced out from his hand, cutting across the two men. They staggered back with cries of pain, their shadows pulling away like a child's hand from a hot stove.

"What are you?" said the girl behind him. He felt her shadow wrap and twist about him, probing at him, squeezing the life from him. He turned to face her.

"I'm your worst nightmare," he said and immediately regretted it.

Thankfully, she chose to ignore this piece of prime idiocy. "We can't eat you," she said. "Why can't we eat you?"

"Who are you?" said Ben. "How do you not know what I am?"

"Maybe you're not worth knowing," she said.

It was starting to come to him though and the answer made him feel sick. They were Shadow Eaters, but they weren't part of Allan's group. They didn't know who or what he was, didn't know there was any threat to them that existed. Were the shadows spreading so fast infected people didn't even know what they were? Ben flexed and shoved the girl backwards with a burst of light. He stepped back away from the three of them.

Their shadows were growing agitated, he could see them in the fluorescent starkness of the toilet, slinking across the floor at him and flicking back, like snakes about to strike. He wondered if there was any chance Shade would start worrying and come looking for him.

"We are the forbidden," said one of the men, boys, really.

"We are the darkness," said the other, looking for all the world like Goth Bros.

"We are the shadows," whispered the girl. Ben was furiously trying to ignore how hot she was with her mane of black hair and ample, heaving bosom.

"You are the wankers," Ben muttered, trying to ignore the fact he'd just thought the word 'bosom'. He shoved the girl's pert, pillowy bosom (Damn it!) from his mind and tried to concentrate and focus his light.

With a deep breath, Ben drew all his energy in about himself and flicked his hands at the trio as though flicking water at them. Light surged from him and sliced out in tiny, dart-like points, stabbing into the Shadow Eaters. They cried out and stumbled back, clearly unused to such pain. Their shadows flared up in front of them. Pushing the advantage, Ben spun and swept one arm at them. Light flared from his hand and forearm and scythed through their shadows, sending pieces of them flying into the urinals. The men cried out and fell back. Shit, where'd the girl- A hand in his collar yanked him backwards. He slammed onto his back and looked up into the crotch of the girl, luckily she was wearing pants and not a skirt, but he bet she wasn't wearing underwear. Ben shoved both hands up and pulse of light burst from his hands, knocking her back. He rolled to his feet and faced them.

The three of them gathered together, staring at him with a look halfway between fear and admiration.

"What are you?" said the girl.

Your worst nightmare, he thought. Damn it, he'd already used that. In truth, he was too confused to come up with something cool anyway. "You honestly don't know?" he said. The music was a constant, crappy pulse from the door behind him and his head was starting to ache from the negligible effect of the alcohol. "What are you up to?" he said. "You hang out over here trying to get kids to join this weird little cult you've got going on?"

They looked at each other, unsure, used to getting their way and being the predators. Being prey was a new sensation for them.

"We don't want to hurt anyone," said one of the guys.

They were young, Ben realised like a slap in the face. These kids weren't Allan and his diseased plague, they had no idea what they were.

"Shut up," hissed the girl, slapping him. "You don't need to know who we are. We're the future. We are the coming darkness."

Ben raised his hand and focussed all of his glow up into it, pushing and forcing it until it was a glowing beacon. A hand of fire in front of them.

"Really?" he said. "You're the future? You three, who don't even know who or what I am? You don't even know I can destroy you with a gesture. Where do you come from?"

"From right here," said the same guy. "Listen, man, we don't want any trouble-"

The girl's shadow flicked up and wrapped about the guy's mouth. "Would you for fuck's sake shut up," she hissed. "Get him," she snapped to the other guy.

With palpable uncertainty the other guy sucked his shadow up and thrust it at Ben. His shadow fluffed out from him, a sad, uncertain thing, like an old lady's shawl caught in the wind. Ben felt sorry for him as his light cut through it like a knife. The poor kid cried out and fell back into the corner of the toilet against a urinal that looked like it hadn't been cleaned since the club opened.

"Oh for..." muttered the girl. She twisted like a basketball player about to shoot and flung streamers of shadow at Ben. They cut through the air and, Ben realised, through him. He cried out as the shadows sliced at him, feeling them cut his light and open his skin. He staggered back against the door as the first guy charged at him, lowering his shoulder and slamming Ben through the door and back out into the club.

The music was a fresh assault as Ben sprawled on the floor with this dickhead on top of him. He roared and flung light everywhere like one of the club's strobes and threw the guy off him. His glow filled the air and bouncers were closing in on them but he didn't care. He flung both hands at the girl like a wizard casting a spell and smashed her back into the wall with rods of light. One of the guys came at him from the side and Ben sliced his hand at him. An arc of light cut through the kid and he screamed in pain.
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