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A narrow, dusty road wound through paddocks of dead, yellow grass. Withered husks of dead cows sprawled under a swirling, black sky. At the end of the road a squat, dead house sat atop a squat, dead hill. Shadows rippled and swirled about the house like the eddying currents of a river full of ash.

An odd mix of vehicles littered both sides of the home's winding, pebbled driveway. A brand new Jeep sat bumper to bumper with a beaten old Land Cruiser, an eighty’s Corolla rubbed shoulders with a brand new BMW. Plus a dozen more. All parked haphazardly as though the owners had driven them to a certain point and simply stopped where they were.

A white lance of light stabbed from a window of the house and swept across the windscreen of an old, red Suzuki jeep. Yells echoed from the bowels of the house.

The pebbled driveway continued up to the house and circled about itself in front of the steps where two big four-wheel drives were parked nose to nose. Both vehicles were decorated like Christmas trees with rows of spotlights crouched across the roof above the windscreen and more clinging to the front bumper.

Yellowed light burst out the front door of the house like an angry father rushing out to chase away his daughter’s boyfriend.

A voice yelled from inside. "Ben! Be careful!"

The yell was followed by a whoop and a holler.

"Take that, you shadowy bastards! Get some light up ya!"

There was a terrible squealing noise from beyond the door followed by a wet, squelching rip. The same voice laughed loudly. Through the front door, shadows twisted and writhed, filling the interior of the house like smoke. Moving through it were beings that, at first glance, were made entirely of light. A man filled with yellow light jumped onto a lounge and leapt at the back of a man wrestling with a girl made of light. The man appeared to be cobbled together from patches of shadow. As he leapt from the lounge, the yellow-lit man raised a can of beer above his head and-

-he raised a can-


-of beer-

-he raised a can of beer and-



-Ben smashed the glowing beer can into the back of the Shadow Eater's head. Light splattered across the back of the man's head like spilt beer and burst from his eyes as he fell to his knees. Ben's momentum drove him the rest of the way to the floor. He raised a hand and jammed a searing yellow spear into the Shadow Eater's back. Screams rent the air as shadows exploded across the floor, disappearing into the maelstrom.

"You alright, Summer?" Ben asked after taking a swig of beer from the still half full can.

"Where on earth did you find beer?" asked Summer.

"Beer fridge," Ben shrugged. "These bloody Shadow Nests are like mini Dan Murphy's. I gotta stock up before we go home."

"Heads up, people," yelled Gavin from somewhere across the room. "We're not done here yet."

The shadows were seeping back in around them, occupying the cleared space like water filling a hole at the beach. Beyond them stood Gavin, a flaming sword of a man, with a white slice of a sword in his hands. Two Shadow Eaters fell, screaming, in a slice too quick for the eye to follow. He'd gotten good with it, Ben had to admit. Never too far from Gavin stood Kylie calmly mowing down Shadow Eaters with her police revolver like an obnoxious rich man shooting clay pigeons. Each pop of her gun echoed loudly in the confined space of the house. Like Gavin, she had blossomed since losing her shadow, casting off the restrictions and limitations placed on her by police life and embracing the Light. He caught her eye and she frowned and levelled her gun at him. Ben's eyes widened - not again! - and he moved to duck away from her as she fired straight at him. A bullet whizzed past his shoulder and punched into a burly, feral shadow creeping up on him from behind. The Shadow Eater screeched and tumbled backwards, light bursting from it like a disco ball. Kylie tipped Ben a cheeky wink before turning back to her own opponents. A searing pain ripped through Ben's shoulder and he stumbled to one knee.

"What the hell?" he gasped.

A shadowy shard jutted out of his chest. Ben growled and flexed, shoving light out from himself. There was a squeal from behind as the Shadow Eater's extended shadow dropped to the floor. Ben spun and slashed his hand out in a flat arc. Light sliced out from his hand and clean through the Shadow Eater behind him. She (well, he thought it was a she) stumbled backwards, squealing at the sudden pain of her shadow being sliced apart. Ben turned and went after her, light bulging from him. She tried to flee, her body dissolving into the mass of shadow surrounding her.

"Not so fast," muttered Ben and lunged after her, spikes of light stabbing out from the backs of his hands like claws.

He jammed one clawed fist up into her lower back, ignoring the breathless, high-pitched squeals of her shadow. The girl herself hardly noticed, only letting out a slight grunt as if someone had bumped into her on a busy footpath. Ben grabbed her around the shoulders and yanked her backwards - they were so light, as if there were no substance to their bodies. The more a Shadow Eater progressed the more it seemed their shadow took on a greater physical presence, leaving the host body as little more than an unused appendage. Ben pulled the girl back against him, feeling her febrile, stick insect body poking at him as she struggled. There was an awful, crawling sensation to it, as though he clutched a bag full of spiders. Ben took his fist from her back and formed it into a wedge of light. He jammed the light down into the girl's shadow where it writhed and twisted on the floor in front of him. The yellowed spear of his blade sank down into the shadow, pinning it to the floor, and the Shadow Eater's breathless grunts turned to high-pitched squeals. Ben shoved the spear down through the shadow and its struggles and screams grew more frantic and frenzied, the girl's screams rising to join it. With one final push there was a sound like a boot pulling free from mud and the shadow separated from the girl's body. The shadow twisted and spun back into the depths of the room, disappearing and assimilating into the curtains of shadows. The girl gave a convulsive lunge and fell still.

"Righto," muttered Ben.

He reached into a satchel hanging by his hip and pulled out a can of beer. He hoped it wasn't too shaken up.
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Kylie and Gavin swept through the Shadow Eaters in the lounge-room like lions through a herd of gazelle. Gavin, Kylie had to admit, was getting ever more proficient with the sword. She'd laughed at him originally, asking him if he thought he was some kind of samurai. She could tell straight away she'd hurt his feelings by the way he pouted and said "Maybe." But he was getting pretty good with it. At least he'd managed not to cut his own - or anyone else's - leg off.

They were making good progress. In all honesty, they probably hadn't even made a dent in the Shadow Eater's forces, but at least they were doing something other than sitting around waiting for the Shadow Eaters to win. A Shadow Eater wafted from the darkness by Gavin, flicking shards of darkness out at him in tiny little blades. One nicked his arm and he cried out in pain, making Kylie's heart lurch. Gavin spun and swiped his sword at the legs of the Shadow Eater. Kylie heard the screech of pain as the man's legs separated from his body, toppling him to the floor. She wondered at how easily they accepted this casual death and dismemberment now when a few months ago it was so unthinkable to her as to be alien. The shadow itself didn't fall, instead bolstering up the scrawny man with legs of shadow and sending more tendrils snaking at Gavin. Gavin ducked under the tentacles and jabbed his sword, flaming with light, into the shadow. It hissed in pain and drew back but the reaching fingers of black still kept coming. Gavin flexed and light blazed from his body, burning through the shadow. Its screams and hisses echoed through the room, piercing Kylie's ears. As Gavin continued to slash and hack at it, eliciting ever greater howls of pain from both shadow and host, Kylie strode towards them. In a last-ditch effort, the Shadow Eater flung a spear of darkness straight at Gavin. He dodged the blow and hacked off the offending protuberance which slithered off and melted back into the greater shadow. The Shadow Eater squealed as it flowed towards Gavin, reaching for him.

"Block your ears," shouted Kylie and without waiting for a response, levelled her revolver at the Shadow Eater and shot him straight through the head.

The bullet, light infused by her own power, barrelled into the man's brain and lodged there, bringing with it burning fire and light. The Shadow Eater threw his head back with the force of the shot before righting himself to stare at them. He opened his mouth to speak and light spilled from it like water bursting from a dam. He clapped his hands over his mouth even as more light poured from first his eyes, then his nose and ears. A ray of light burst from the hole in his skull, widening and widening until it enveloped his entire head. Light swept across his body and exploded in on itself in a silent blaze, obliterating the man's shadow. The desiccated husk of his body dropped to the floor.

"I had that," muttered Gavin.

"Of course you did, baby," agreed Kylie and gave him a peck on the cheek. "But his screaming was giving me a headache."

Too late, she sensed movement behind her. Darkness enveloped her and yanked her backwards. She heard Gavin yelling her name as she gasped for breath and clawed at the shadow wrapping her face. The old, dusty smell of the shadow filled her nostrils and she fought down panic as she tried to suck in a breath but only got a mouthful of shadow, like sucking on gladwrap.

The Shadow Eaters had been around well before them, she knew, and even though the Lightbringers had learnt a few new tricks over the last few months, they were still well behind in what they were capable of compared to the Shadow Eaters. They had learnt to make their shadows solid, capable of holding a Lightbringer. Unable to consume them like they would a normal person they'd had to learn other tricks to deal with the Lightbringers. Squeezing the light out of them seemed to be an option.

The Shadow Eater wrapped her like a mummy's shroud, pinning her arms to her side and rendering her immobile. She didn't technically need to breathe but the sensation of not being able to get her breath was still a raw and primal fear. She forced herself to forget any need to breathe while at the same time, tuning out Gavin's cries. Right now, she needed to concentrate more than anything. She was being pulled inexorably backward, and while her legs were still free, she was unable to use her arms at all to grab anything. She couldn't even get her gun up to take what would probably be an ill-advised shot at the Shadow Eater. She focussed on drawing as much light into herself as she could. Even though she couldn’t move her arms she was able to curl her hands enough so her fingers were pointing up from under the edge of the shadow. Light, hot and white and full of adrenalin, flashed from her fingers and through the shadow. A shrill cry rewarded her effort but that was only the start. Kylie closed her eyes and light bloomed behind her eyelids, the growing swell of her energy, and she drew it into her like cuddling a small kitten. She cradled it behind her eyes, stoking it until it was a fire, blazing white hot, and she opened her eyes.

There was a high, piercing cry as twin beams of light shot from Kylie's eyes and punched through the Shadow Eater, piercing it and stabbing into its host, capsuled in its dark maw. The shadow loosened and Kylie threw her arms up, pushing as much light down through them as she could, burning through the shadow with pure force. The shadow scrabbled away from her, gibbering madly, the host incoherent, as this blazing woman followed it. Kylie felt the power of the light coursing through her body. Her whole body was bathed in sunlight, inside and out. She punched into the middle of the shadowy egg cradling the host and dragged him out by his shirt front. The host, a non-descript man, aged beyond his years by the shadows feeding off him, cried out and flailed ineffectually at her arms. Kylie pulled him to the ground and raised her arm up, forming a long, shining blade of light from it. The man's black eyes widened and he cried out - 'No, no, no!' - as he realised what she was about to do. Kylie drove the blade down into the shadow, piercing it and pinning it to the floor like a butterfly.

The Shadow Eater let out an unearthly keening sound of pain, echoed by the man's own miserable howls. Light from Kylie's blade arced across the surface of the shadow, pinned and writhing on the floor like a still living panther hide, slicing across it and rending it to pieces. The shadow bulged around the crevices, swelling and bubbling up until it burst in a spray of blinding light. A bloodcurdling scream echoed through the house as the shadow separated from its host with a sound like the last, desperate slurp of a milkshake. The Shadow Eater fell back on the floor, dead, or as good as.

"What the hell was that?" cried Gavin as he rushed to her side.

"All part of the job," said Kylie, grinning at him. "God, I feel so alive!" She felt powerful, like she could take on the world.

"Alive?!" said Gavin. "You could have died!"

"Could have, but didn't," she said. "You worry too much. Come on, let's see how the others are going."
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They were in a Shadow Nest not far from Kyogle, located up in the backwaters and farmland covering the land between Casino, Kyogle and Tenterfield. It was an old brick farmhouse, big and not long abandoned, possibly even still occupied by the original owners. Chances were they were someone the gang was fighting against even now. Or had already killed. Most of them tended to shy away from that word, especially some of the newer recruits, but Kylie had found it necessary to reinforce this point to all of them. It was something she'd had drummed into her during police training and she felt they needed to have pointed out to them exactly what it was they were doing here. That these were, or had been, human lives. Real, living people, like themselves. Ben was one of the worst, charging into the melee with little thought for himself, their enemies, or even their companions. Kylie had pulled him up on it more than once, but the man refused to listen to anyone.

The house was a four bedroom homestead, and the lines of cars at the front had only been suggestive of how many people actually dwelt there. Every room was swollen and crawling with shadows. The interior of the house was black, like a giant, cancerous womb. Their group was composed of six people - what Gavin had referred to as the OG Crew; herself, Gavin, Ben, Ferret and Chrissie, then the newcomers Summer and Yatesy, members of Rad's group. They'd split off into teams to go through the house - except for Ben, of course, who'd gone madly charging in with a beer in one hand a satchel of six more hanging at his waist. Gavin had gone with Kylie and they'd split Ferret and Chrissie up between Summer and Yatesy. The newbies had cried they didn't need sitters and were perfectly capable of looking after themselves but Gavin had thought it better safe than sorry. Still, they'd done a very effective job of clearing the place out so far. The two front bedrooms were clear, and the lounge room was almost done. It was time to regroup and head for the back of the house.

As Kylie and Gavin moved through towards the kitchen, she turned to see where Ben was and found him gone. No doubt he was already out there looking for the fridge and more beer. Ferret strolled through the far lounge-room door, baseball bat dangling from one hand. Summer tagged along behind him, looking vaguely nauseated. They'd have to watch that one. Ferret gave Gavin a nod.

"See what's good in the kitchen?" he said. Gavin nodded. "Don't forget we still got two bedrooms to go. And whatever else is out there."

"Chrissie's already on her way out there," said Ferret. "Kickin arse and takin names."

The yells and screams of Chrissie's progress echoed through the house. She was almost as enthusiastic as Ben in her pursuit of Shadow Eaters. Kylie hoped she wasn't going to become as big a liability as him. As expected, Ben was stabbing his way to the fridge, slicing through shadows and Shadow Eaters alike, little caring if he was actually stopping them or not. Some, Kylie saw, went down but quickly regained their feet and started after him. With hardly a backwards glance, Ben slashed his light back at them again, taking them out. He was a man on a mission. Ferret was heading off to the right where a short hallway led to the other two bedrooms, which left Kylie and Gavin to clear out the kitchen and, presumably, laundry. Although they didn't often find many hanging out in the laundry.

"Let's wrap this up quick, everybody!" Gavin called out. "While we've got them on the run!"

"Way ahead of you, babe," said Kylie, already shooting and bashing her way through the mass of shadow. They were in sync, she didn't need to wait for his commands and orders. If she tried, she could remember the weenie nineteen year old she'd first met back at the house, but only just. The changes losing his shadow and the last few months had wrought in him were amazing. It was as if, in removing his shadow, they had removed every inch of doubt and uncertainty from him. Kylie wished she felt the same. A shape billowed up beside her, flaring up out of the ground like a sheet being flung over a bed. She crouched low and sliced her hand at it, neatly slicing it in two with a flat arc of light. There was a dull cry from behind it.

A young girl, shrivelled and hunched in the corner beside the freezer, staring up at Kylie with wide, black eyes. Kylie stopped, she'd never seen a Shadow Eater so young. She knew they existed, Gavin had spoken about them. This girl, though, she was so tiny, she'd be flat out to be ten years old.

"Please ma'am," said the little girl.

Against her better judgment, and despite being called ma'am, Kylie reached out to the girl.

"It doesn't have to be like this," she said. "We can help you, you know."

Her hesitation and kindness cost her as the girl lifted her hands and shot a half dozen spines of black shadow straight through Kylie's body.

The spines, like lengthened needles or echidna spines, pierced Kylie's body; her stomach, her cheek, her arms. They burrowed through her and poked out from her back. The shadows burned hot, feverish and sick like a full-body nausea, full of all the inherent evil and darkness lurking within.

Kylie gasped in pain, trying to focus her will and her energy. She had to concentrate. Concentrate, that was all. Piece of cake with a malevolent child sitting in front of you and stabbing you with spines of shadow. The girl grinned up at her, it was a sick, evil looking smile, her teeth stained with black like she'd been chewing tobacco.

"What now?" gasped Kylie. "You've got me. Now what are you going to do?"

"This," said the girl, and curled her fingers. Kylie gasped as she felt the spines curl inside her, twining through her body. She cried out and fell to her knees.

There was an answering cry from nearby and a blinding white light flashed down between her and the girl. There was Gavin, driving his sword clean through her. Kylie tumbled backwards, her vision starting to grey.

No, she thought. She reached out a hand to steady herself, bracing herself against the wall. "No," she said aloud this time.

She focussed her energy, building her light, and flexed. She clenched and expanded her light, pushing the spines of shadow from her. For good measure, she scrunched her eyes shut, squeezed her fists and clenched again. Light pulsed out from her like a heartbeat, cleansing her.

"Oh my God," said Gavin, fluttering around her, reaching for her. "Are you okay? Are you alright? Kylie?"

She pushed him back and stood up. Took a breath.

"I'm fine," she said.

Fine? She was better than fine, she felt great, she rolled her shoulders experimentally and smiled. There was no sign of the damage the Shadow Eater had wrought. Had she healed herself, she wondered. The thought sent a queer thrill of excitement through her. If only they had someone who knew about them, who knew what they were and could teach them. Shade was gone, but he hadn't even really known anything, only what he'd picked up along the way. They needed a Yoda or an Obi Wan Kenobi.

"Are you okay?" said Gavin. "Come on, we need to get you out of here, we're nearly done anyway."

Kylie pulled away from him. She didn't need him always looking after her.

"I said I'm fine. Look at me," she held her arms out. "Fine."

Gavin looked at her, leaning close to see. He poked a finger through one of the holes in her shirt and gingerly probed the skin there. No wounds. He looked up at her in amazement.

"How is that...? How did you...? I saw her poke holes through you."

Kylie grinned at him.

"Pretty cool, huh?"

"How did you do that, though?" said Gavin. "It's like you healed yourself. Holy shit, maybe you're like Wolverine."

"Sure, maybe," said Kylie. "Anyway, we've still got a nest to clear out and you," she swung up her hand and shot a spear of light into a Shadow Eater creeping up behind him. "Need to pay attention."

The Shadow Nests, they'd found, were a combination of hang out for the Shadow Eaters and proving grounds for the new recruits. Nest after nest, they had come to realise not all Shadow Eaters were necessarily willing recruits. At first, they had attempted to save these new recruits by removing their shadows. Unfortunately, they didn't survive the process. Gavin had managed, through the use of his Light, to make the process of shadow-removal less painful than a stake through it at the exact moment of midday, but it was still traumatic, even more so for those whose shadows had progressed too far. There was a point, once a shadow had bonded and fed too much from its host body, where saving them became impossible.

The others were beyond saving. What remained of them could barely be classified as people. They were crawling, slithering things, all twining darkness and shadowy depths with only a scrap of humanity hanging in the middle of them like a rag left on a clothesline in the dark. More often than not, these ones went down in a hard-won fight.

Ben appeared at their side from out of nowhere, clutching a beer in one hand. Kylie shook her head. The man was clearly some kind of beer conjurer. She'd not yet been in any situation where he wasn’t able to magically produce a beer out of thin air.

"Reckon we might be about done here, ay?" he said.

"We'll be done when Gavin says we're done," Kylie said. "We've still got more than enough nests to clear."

She didn't want to admit it, but he was probably right. It was hard to tell with the black gloom of the shadows blanketing the world but the house was starting to look lighter. The shadows had expanded fast, far faster than any of them had expected, expanding over

most of the east coast. They'd been out to the coast and back and it was shadows right out to the ocean. She didn't know how they did it, but the Shadow Eaters had darkened the sky, as if they were stealing the very light from the world. Perhaps they were, or maybe it was a form of pollution or some kind of ploy to rob the Lightbringers of their source of power. Foolish. As long as they lived they could draw light energy from anywhere, from the smallest living organism to their own bodies. That was the beauty of light, it was limitless and it was in every living thing.

"Fine," Ben muttered and walked off into the house, swigging at his beer.

Ferret and Chrissie, with Summer tagging along behind, sauntered in from the back bedrooms.

"Back of the house is clear, ay," said Ferret. "Where else we gotta do?"

"Just got to clear the kitchen and laundry and I think we're done," said Kylie. "Where's Gav?"

"Where is the young fella?" said Ferret, looking around.

Kylie felt a thread of disquiet.

"Gavin?" she called, a little louder.

She looked around. Stupid. He wasn't in the small square kitchen. All around them lay the shrivelled bodies of the Shadow Eaters they'd killed. Some had been so decimated by the shadows their bodies were little more than corn husks, wispy and shrivelled on the floor once the shadows had deserted them. Others were fuller, more like real bodies. In the corner beside the lounge room door was the huddled shape of the small girl Gavin had killed. Kylie's eyes refused to look at her, skittering about the form like two magnets repelling each other. She shook her head and looked away at the dark rectangle of the laundry.

"Through there," she pointed and then proceeded to lead the way.

She approached the doorway like a cop, sidling up to the side with her gun up and ready to go. For extra security, she sent a pulse of her light into it. Pressing herself flat against the wall, she craned her neck to peer through the doorway.

"Gav?" she said. "You in there? Anyone?" She waited a beat, then. "I'm going to come in there in a second, and fill every shadow with burning holes of fire."

No response. Kylie tried to gesture to Ferret and Chrissie to take positions on the other side of the doorway. Ferret stood there and shook his head dumbly at her, looking like a dog that doesn't understand what you're saying. Thankfully Chrissie got it and she nudged Ferret and headed towards the doorway.

"Well, why didn't she say so?" muttered Ferret and Chrissie elbowed him.

Kylie dialled up her brightness, dispelling some of the shadows gathered at the doorway, and with a cry, she burst into the small laundry room. Two steps in, something big and heavy smashed into the side of her head and she crumpled, sprawling across Gavin's still form.

Ben stood back from the laundry, by the fridge, watching the developments. Whatever was in there was a big bastard and now their two 'mighty leaders' had fallen to it. He was half tempted to leave them to it. Fuck, he'd wanted to take his beers and go but little Miss Piggy there insisted they stay and hunt more Shadows. Well, now they were paying the price.

"The fuck was that?" Ferret said, staring through the doorway.

"Beats me," said Chrissie. "Some fuckin big, black shadowy bastard."

"Should we go in after 'em?" said Ferret and Ben realised he was kinda talking to him.

The newbies were standing around like spuds, fat lot of good they were. Ben thought about it as he emptied the last of a bottle of Carlton. He sighed. Fuck it. He grabbed another stubby from the fridge.

"I'll go," he said. Fuckin hero.

"Right behind ya, mate," said Ferret.

Standing in the doorway, Ben held the empty bottle and let his light flow into it. He didn't feel right lately, something he was disinclined to blame on the drinking. Even though his consumption of alcohol over the last few months had become nothing short of superhuman. No, it wasn't that, it was something else. He'd noticed, especially now with the others, his light wasn't as bright and pure. Sure, everyone had their own personal tint to it, but he'd noticed his was darkening, taking on a darker hue like aging newspaper. Not for the first time, he cursed Shade for going and getting himself killed. Not that he was any kind of expert but he might have had some idea at least. Ben had no clue. He shrugged his shoulders and prepared to enter the laundry. He could see Gavin's Nike clad feet and Kylie's boots but not much beyond. Nothing but the seething mass of shadows.

"What are you doing, mate?" said Chrissie after a while. "You fuckin going in or what?"

Ben didn't bother answering, he concentrated, trying to focus down and pinpoint the source of the shadows filling the room. The shadow writhed and undulated, pulsing out at them. Ben knew it could put a length of shadow straight through his head if it wanted but it wasn't, as if it was toying with him. He saw Kylie and Gavin's legs move as the Shadow Eater tried to eat them and he took his chance. He leapt through the doorway and smashed the light-charged bottle straight down at where he guessed the Shadow Eater to be. The bottle glanced off the Shadow Eater with a flash like heat lightning and Ben stumbled forward into the room. He felt the bulk of the creature behind him and tried to pivot as he fell and not spill his fresh beer. The beast was upon him, pushing him down with its bulk, its shadows poking and prodding at him everywhere, battering him and piercing his body. The mongrel seemed to be entirely made of fists and daggers. The filthy black spikes - hot and feverish - pierced Ben's body, filling him with a terrible dirty feeling. A flailing fist knocked his hand and he felt beer slosh out onto his arm. A holy, righteous fury filled him.

"Watch," he roared into the darkness, "Me FUCKING beer!"

His glow spilled out from him, illuminating a shadowy hulk towering over him. A huge mass, vaguely man-shaped but with little definition, all bulges and matte black. Somewhere inside that mass was a person, or something that used to be a person. Ben wasn't sure what it was now. He shoved forward with both hands, heedless now of the beer he was spilling as he drove the glowing bottle deep into the beast. The beast howled, an eerie haunting sound human lungs couldn't produce, a cold wind howling through granite cliffs by the sea. Gorilla hands full of fingers seized Ben's head in a vice-like grip, squeezing it like a balloon. Ben screamed back into the void and pushed all his energy down into his hands. Behind the beast, he heard Ferret's voice and suddenly a shining white bat smashed down into its head. The beast cried out again and Ben released the pent up energy of the light in his hands.

For a moment there was nothing, then small spots of light appeared across the beast's hide. The spots widened and expanded. Light burst from them, turning the creature into a living disco ball. For long seconds all the world was blazing white light and voiceless howling. The light ebbed and faded and the remaining tendrils of shadow twisted away into nothing.

"What the bloody hell was that?" said Ferret.

Ben shook his head.

"Dunno. But he was a big bastard. Come on, let's grab these two and go. I reckon we've done enough here."

Ben turned to stride out the door and collapsed on the floor like a bag of shit, dirty yellow light leaking from him like diarrhoea from a baby's nappy as two monstrous shadow beasts rose from the floor on either side of him.
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“Fuck me drunk,” muttered Ferret as he watched the two shadows congeal up out of the floor either side of Ben. His bat glowed hot in his hands.

As Ferret went to wade into the two beasts, get them before the bastards had fully taken shape, a massive black paw wrapped around the end of his bat and yanked him backwards. Ferret sprawled on the floor, clinging to his bat with one hand. He stared up into the crotch of another giant beast. Was this the same bastard they thought they'd killed or another one? Who even knew.

“You two clowns can’t stay out of trouble, can you?” Chrissie’s voice emanated from within the darkness as a flash of light burst through the monster’s chest. It howled and whirled on Chrissie.

Ferret stumbled to his feet and swung his bat at the back of the creature’s head, smashing into it with a burst of light. Great, shadowy hands grabbed him from behind and yanked the bat from his hands. Dumb-arse. One of the beasts that had been hunched over Ben hauled him into the air and smashed him flat on his back on the floor. The house reverberated with the boom of the timber floor. The beast crouched over Ferret and extended one massive paw towards him. Ferret, half-dazed, struggled and threw up a light barrier as black tendrils snaked from the tips of the thing's crude fingers towards him. They poked through his shield with surprising ease and probed his chest. Ferret cried out in pain as the tendrils burrowed into his flesh.

“Ohh, what the actual what,” muttered Yatesy, appearing with Summer in the doorway behind the creatures.

“Don’t stand there gaping, give us a fuckin hand," Ferret yelled at them.

Yatesy leapt forward, his hands glowing. Light spilled out across the creature and it howled in pain. Whatever Yatesy was doing caused it to retract it’s tendrils enough for Ferret to squirm out from underneath it. No sooner had he done so than the second beast was on top of him. It pinned him to the floor, facedown. Shadows slithered around his face, piercing into him and probing into his light. He heard Chrissie cry out as the other beast turned its full fury on her.

Somewhere Summer swore in pain and there was another echoing thump as someone hit the floor or wall. Ferret twisted and spat like a cornered cat, throwing light out from himself but all he managed was to drive the beast’s spikes deeper into him. They probed the inside of his body, tugging and pulling at the light, twisting at his very life essence. He cried out in pain as he felt his very insides being pulled apart.

There was a thump and someone cursed in Russian. A blinding chunk of light shredded through the creature. It was the beast’s turn to howl this time and the spikes snapped out of Ferret’s body so fast he gasped in shock. The beast stumbled about, disoriented, and a spear of light shot through it, piercing the head of the girl inside. The light flared and the girl’s head disintegrated. The beast tattered away into fragments as the girl’s headless body toppled to the floor. Rad and Mark stood in the space where it had been.

“I cannot leave you children alone for two minutes, nah?” said Rad, her big sledgehammer resting across one forearm.

Mark turned and stabbed two beams of light into the beast tormenting Yatesy and Summer, giving them time to regroup and join forces against it.

“Thanks for the help,” said Chrissie. “But we had it under control.”

“Hah! Is good one,” laughed Rad. “This one crying like little girl.” She pointed at Ferret as she stepped over him and swung her hammer towards the other beast, still busy trying to dissect Ben’s light from his body. It was struggling for some reason, light and shadow flaring about both their bodies.

Rad swung with all the force of her mighty shoulders and slammed the beast fair off its feet. Before it even came to rest Rad’s hammer smashed through its side and into the chest of the old man inside. The old man let out a pitifully weak cry as light blasted out from the site of impact, piercing through his body. The beast shrivelled into itself as the old man collapsed to the floor. Rad stepped over Ben and drove the head of the hammer straight down into the old man’s head with a sickening crunch.

“Pathetic,” muttered Rad.

“Jesus,” muttered Ferret, pushing himself to his feet. “And I wasn’t crying.”

“Of course you weren’t babe,” Chrissie patted him on the shoulder.

“If you are done with playtime we go now,” said Rad, walking out without another look.

Chrissie, Yatesy and Summer helped Kylie and Gavin to their feet while Mark helped Ferret grab Ben and haul him up off the floor. Between the two of them, they managed to manhandle him out through the door, dragging him along between them.
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“Well that was a total shit show,” said Ben, grabbing a beer and plonking himself on the lounge.

They were in the lounge-room of the new house they’d settled in after hooking up with Rad and her crew. It was little more than a big square space between the bedrooms and the kitchen filled with old, wooden furniture, fat lounges and too many doilies. Chrissie sprawled on a long brown leather lounge and Ben laid back in a recliner that smelt vaguely of stale beer and old jizz. The others were scattered about the other rooms or in the kitchen at the knee of the Almighty Rad, taking in her vast Soviet knowledge.

"We really got our fuckin arses kicked,” observed Chrissie.

Kylie and Summer were out doing a round of the house checking the light-guards they'd set. The last thing they wanted was a repeat of what happened at Mummulgum. There were small pockets of charged Light set at intervals all around the outside of the house. If any of those damn Shadow Eaters got within coo-ee of this place the light guards would blow up like fireworks, alerting them and, hopefully, vaporising the Shadow Eater.

Chrissie looked at Ben. "So are we gonna talk about what happened back there?"

Ben shrugged.

"What?" he said. "I over-extended and passed out a bit. Not exactly unusual when you've had twenty beers."

"Twenty beers," said Chrissie. "Mate, you're a bottomless pit of alcohol consumption. I've seen you drink twenty beers without even so much as slurring your words. You expect me to believe that makes you pass out now? "

"What can I tell you," said Ben. "We all have our off days. I once had to leave a grand final at half time because I'd been up till 3am drinking the night before. Shit happens."

"Seriously," said Chrissie. "Come on, you haven't been right since Allan shot you in the head."

Ben poured some beer down his throat.

"What do you expect? How would you be if some arsehole shot you in the head?"

It was dark in here. Ben glanced around. Why was it so bloody dark? They were Lightbringers, place should be lit up like a stadium. Ah shit, Chrissie was still talking. Nope, now she was done and looking at Ben like she expected a reply. Ben shrugged. Chrissie shook her head.

"Fuckin hopeless."

Ben guessed he'd made whatever response Chrissie probably expected.

"Look," Ben tried. "It's been a tough few months, alright? I lost me whole town, everyone I care about, I lost my whole life and then I lost the one bloke who knew what the hell was going on. I'm a bit over-fucking-whelmed is all."

"Join the club, princess. We're all lost people. We're just worried about you, mate. Everyone is. The newbies think there's something wrong with you, Rad's ready to hold an intervention."

"Look," he said. "I'm fine, alright? Besides, how I am is my business. As long as I'm getting the job done that's all anyone needs to worry about."

"Fine," said Chrissie. She shrugged. "You keel over and die in the middle of a mission, that's your bad luck. I could give a fuck. Chuck us one of those beers, wouldya."

Ben tossed a can of Fosters to her. She caught it and grimaced.

"Fuckin cat's piss." But she opened it and took a mouthful anyway.

"Chrissie, Ben," Mark stuck his head through the door. "Team meeting. Rad wants to debrief."

"Fuckin Rad," muttered Chrissie as Mark walked out the opposite side of the lounge room to get the others.

Ben waved his hand theatrically after him.

"Of course, master," he said. "We must all bow before our new Russian overlord."

God help anyone who had to debrief that old Russian bitch. He hauled himself up off the lounge, grabbed another beer, and headed into the kitchen. Chrissie grabbed his arm before they walked through and stared at him.

"Just remember, we owe her our lives," she told him.

Ben shrugged and tried to pull his arm away. “Yeah I know,” he said. “So what?”

“Just bear that in mind before you go shooting your fat mouth off.” She released him and strode into the kitchen.

"Ben? You right?” asked Mark, strolling through the lounge-room with the rest of the crew.

“Sure, yeah,” said Ben. “Just wanted to squeeze out a fart before I went in.”

Mark shook his head and popped back into the kitchen.

Ben followed along dutifully.

"You were sloppy!" said Rad, banging an empty shot glass on the big, square wooden table that took up one whole end of the kitchen. She was so pissed off she hadn't even stopped to refill her glass. Man, were they in trouble.

Ben had come to think of that glass as bottomless. No matter the time of day or place, whenever he saw her with it, it was full. Unless she was downing it. Ben had seen her sit there and down a whole bottle of vodka, shot by shot. He had no doubt she could drink him under the table. And then break the table with her bare hands and beat him with the pieces of it.

"You, you...” she stopped. “Where are others? The ones with names like children?”

Gavin and the others exchanged glances. Gavin looked around to see if anyone else was going to put their neck on the line. Unlikely. Ben was hardly about to volunteer, he’d had no part in the idea. Let one of them explain it. Gavin held up his hand and coughed. Rad glared at him.

“Um,” one last look for moral support. “Some of the others thought-“ Chrissie cleared her throat. “We thought it might be a good idea to go out and do a run, go for a drive and see if we can find any other groups of survivors. And to see if we can gauge how far the shadows extend."

"'Others'," said Rad disdainfully and downed another shot from the magically refilled glass. "You mean like this tupoy p'yanyy?"

"Hey," said Ben. "I'm not sure what that means but I bet it's offensive."

"Shut up, Ben," said Gavin. "It's not Ben," said Gavin. "Some of the others. Ferret, Yatesy, Two Beers."

Rad shook her head.

"Little boys. With little boy names. Nothing I can do now, is there. Already they are gone. Risking their lives.” She slammed the empty shot glass on the table. “This is problem. You all too selfish, too... too independent. All thinking you your own boss. This is how we lose.” She shook her head and sat down heavily.

She took the shot glass in one hand and waved at them with the other.

"Go,” she told them. “Go on. This meeting finish. Go drink your drinks and talk your talks. When the children come back, send them to me.” They all stood slowly, uncertain. This wasn’t a usual Rad meeting where she railed and belittled them and yelled at them until they all felt bad. They still felt bad but this was a different kind of bad. She did make a good point about going off to drink though, Ben thought.

“Not you Ben. You stay here. We talk."

Oh great, thought Ben. Some one-on-one time with Rasputin. He hoped she wasn’t going to personally debrief him. He sat and sipped on his beer and waited for everyone else to file out of the room until there was only him and Rad left. Mark stopped at the door and gave Rad a questioning look. She nodded and he walked out the door. Rad sat back, regarding Ben thoughtfully. Her pale blue eyes regarded him unflinchingly until Ben felt self-conscious. He forced himself to remain still and not fidget. Rad sighed. She drew another shot glass from somewhere and set it firmly on the table. She filled both glasses and, using her two middle fingers, pushed one across to Ben.

"Drink," she told him.

With a mental shrug, Ben picked up the shot glass and knocked it back. He slammed the glass down on the table a second behind Rad. She took both glasses and filled them again. "You do not like me," she observed.

"What gave it away?" said Ben.

Rad waved a hand at him. "It does not matter. You are insolent little shit and I do not like you."

"Ow," said Ben. "That hurts."

"Quiet." Vodka shot. "I do not like you, but you are valuable."

"Way to make a girl feel special."

Rad looked pointedly at Ben's shot glass, still untouched. Ben sighed and downed the shot and just like that his glass was refilled.

"You are not well," she observed.

"I'm fine," said Ben.

Fucking hell, not this again.

Rad shook her head.

"This der'mo pivo. This VB and Tooheys and X X X X." She spelt it out, pronouncing each x. "It is making you sick. Look at your light. It is a sad, sickly thing. Like you."

"Nothin sickly about me," said Ben. "I can throw light with the best of them. And besides," he leaned forward. "I've been doing this since before you even knew what a Shadow Eater was. In case you forget, I was turned by the O.G. The man who was there when it all started."

The next thing Ben knew, he was lying flat on the floor with Rad standing over him, pinning him with her light. Beams of light bore down on him, pushing him against the floor, threatening to impale him. Ben flexed and threw his light out, spines radiated out at Rad and slid harmlessly off her. Ben struggled, thrashing futilely against the floor. He clenched his whole body and flexed, sending light flying out in a sphere of needles. Again, his light slid harmlessly off Rad, some of it passing straight into her.

"I knew it," grunted Ben. "I knew you were out to get me from the second this started."

Rad squatted down over him and Ben tried to avert his gaze from her tightly packed, denim crotch.

"You are sick and you are a risk. I have more knowledge of the Shadowers in my pinkie finger than you have in your whole, pathetic excuse of a body. You and your friends are like toddlers at a war front, nobody knows how you got there but you will probably shortly be blown to bits while sucking on your thumbs. I should end you right here, cut the poison off at the source-"
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