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Book one.
1.
Bill Redcliff looked at the three adoring, naive faces of the young journalists that waited to be inspired by his advice. He sighed and shook his head. He was tired of being treated like a celebrity.
Ever since his early days, working as a reporter for Channel 9 in Sydney, he had always drawn such attention. His combination of rugged good looks, and daring approach to getting the story at all costs, gained him the adoration of both audience and peers alike. In his younger days, he found the attention exciting and flattering. Now, in his fifties, he found it tedious and annoying.
It had been months since his last paying job and the bills were mounting up. He needed the work, so he would endure their star struck gazes. Besides, babysitting a few wet behind the ears journalists wasn’t the worst job he had ever had.
He stretched his arms out above his six foot four frame, and yawned. At that moment, a door at the back of the room opened. The three faces previously glued on him turned in the direction of the door. Redcliff smiled at the short, scruffy man, who entered the room.
Redcliff lent on the desk, and watched as Jack Smith charged towards him. In one hand, he held an immense cup of coffee. Its contents slopped on to the carpet as he steam rolled towards the desk. His other hand held a briefcase. A grimy looking trench coat lay across it, its sleeves brushing the floor. His large stomach strained against the buttons of his cheap and stained shirt. No one would have guessed from his appearance, that he was one of the most respected and feared, news chiefs in the business.
He slammed the coffee down, Redcliff jumped to his feet.
Smith nodded to him. “Good to see ya, Bill. How're things going?”
“Great… that’s why I’m back working for a son of a bitch like you.”
Smith grinned as he opened his briefcase. “Good to hear; you still on the wagon?”
Redcliff shifted nervously. His eyes flicked to the three young journalists, who still sat silently awaiting their assignments. “Sure, Jack, I haven’t touched a drop in months.”
Smith eyed him suspiciously. He’d noticed the slight tremor in Redcliff’s hand. He’d known Bill for years, and he knew that even on his worst day, he was still a better reporter than most at their best. Besides, this was an easy story to cover. All Bill had to do was guide his new recruits; even a drunk could do that.
Smith pulled four manila envelopes from his case, he handed the first to Redcliff. Then he slowly walked to the three waiting reporters. While handing an envelope to each, he took the time to stare them deep in the eyes. Finally, he returned to the front of the room.
“In those envelopes you will find all the details for this assignment,” Smith said as the three tore ravenously at their packages. He looked at Redcliff; he had simply thrown his on the desk. “This is a good story to cut your teeth on. Animal rights are big news right now, what with Australia’s recent ban on live cattle exports, then its subsequent about turn. People are angry that we’ve reopened the live export trade with Indonesia; they’re frothing at the bit for any dirt they can get.
“We’ve received information about a small abattoir in Java that is practically torturing the livestock to death. All you have to do is, prove mistreatment of our cattle. Once you have that proof, simply get it back here to Sydney. Any questions?”
A slender and attractive young woman with long dark hair raised her hand. She looked extremely young. Clearly, she had only just graduated university.
A striking lightning shaped tattoo, adorned her skin just above the wrist of the hand that she waved high in the air.
“Yes—and you are?” Smith said as he acknowledged her query.
She stood and cleared her throat. “Chelsea Brown, Perth bureau. This information—how reliable is it?”
Smith nodded. “Good question. The answer is... it’s purely anecdotal. That’s why we aren’t wasting any of our seasoned reporters on it. You rookies will have the joy of the chase on this one.” He smiled at her, and headed for his briefcase.
“But, sir, surely we need more to go on than rumours.” she said with an air of disbelief.
Redcliff stepped forward and said, “Rumours often turn up the sweetest stories— are you afraid of a bit of work, Miss Brown?”
She glared at him with anger written in her expression. “No, I look forward to a challenge, as long as it’s not a wild goose chase.”
With a loud slam, Smith snapped shut his case, grabbing everyone’s attention again. “That’s enough, Miss Brown. Bill here has racked up more hours in the field than anyone I know. Listen to him; you might just learn something.
“If any of you have any questions direct them to Bill. Now, if you would excuse me, I’m late for a meeting.”
Smith dashed from the room. As he reached the door, he turned and winked at Redcliff. With that, he was gone.
“Okay,” Redcliff said as he clapped his hands together. The three young reporters turned back in his direction. “We fly out tomorrow, so let’s all meet up tonight to get to know each other. I’ve already taken the liberty of booking a table for dinner at my hotel. 7pm, the Hyatt. Don’t be late.”
He grabbed his envelope from the table and headed for the door. The second it closed, his hand grasped for the small silver flask in the breast pocket of his jacket. He fumbled with the cap; seconds later, he felt the hot burning sensation of the alcohol working its way down his innards. He lent back against the door as he savoured the numbing effects of the drink. Finally, he straightened himself and headed for the street.
As the door shut, Chelsea turned to her two colleagues. “Well, that wasn’t much of a briefing!”
Feeling deflated, she filed her papers back in the envelope. She’d been looking forward to an exciting exchange of ideas, instead, she felt disappointed. She slumped back into her seat and slammed the envelope onto her lap.
Michael McCormack, or Mack, to his friends, had been at the back of the room. He headed for the desk and threw himself onto it. He swung one leg over the edge, and tucked the other under his bearded chin. The tight T-shirt he wore did little to conceal his muscular frame.
“There go our plans for tonight,” he said, “now we’re stuck with a man that’s older than my dad.”
His dark eyes gleamed as he grinned and repositioned the oversize beanie that perched atop his head.
At twenty-two years of age, he was the oldest of the three, and he had taken on the self-appointed roll of ‘ringleader’. He always led the way when it came to having fun.
Paul Fisher sat down next to Chelsea, and shoved his envelope into his backpack. He was the complete opposite to Mack, small, quiet and willing to blend into the background. At nineteen, he was the youngest of the trio, but had graduated with the highest honours. They often ribbed him for his geeky approach to study and work.
He ran his fingers through the thick, black curls that covered his head. “We can really learn a lot by working with Redcliff,” he said as he eyed his friends nervously. “I think we’re lucky to get the chance to work with a legend.”
Mack jumped to his feet and headed for the door. “Sure, we’re so lucky—that’s why we’ve been given this shit story to follow up on... we’re blessed.”
Chelsea and Paul laughed as they followed him from the room.
***
Chelsea and her two friends had been waiting at the restaurant for nearly an hour. Finally, Redcliff graced them with his presence. As he approached the table, he bumped into several diners. They glared at him, and he raised his hands in apology.
Paul lent in close to Chelsea’s ear. “He’s been drinking; I thought he was on the wagon.”
Chelsea pushed her friend away. “Put a cork in it! He’ll see we’re talking about him.”
Redcliff swayed a little as he pulled out a chair and plopped down; he stank of cheap booze.
“Mr. Redcliff…” Chelsea began.
He held a tremulous hand aloft. “Please, just Bill.”
“We haven’t ordered yet,” she continued. “We thought we’d wait for you.”
He nodded. “That’s very gracious of you. I’m starving, let’s order straight away.” He waved a hand in the air and shouted, “Waiter!” He then turned his eye to her wrist. “I see you’re a Harry Potter fan.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Your tattoo, it’s a lightning bolt.”
She laughed and said, “I love David Bowie’s music. The tattoo represents the Ziggy Stardust lightning bolt. He had it as part of his face makeup.”
“I’m impressed,” he said with a smile. “Someone of your age actually has some musical taste; I take my hat off to you.”
A moment later a stuck-up looking waiter appeared.
“May I help you sir,” he asked in a haughty voice.
“Four steaks, all bloody. Fries. Pepper sauce. Greek salads, all on the side.” Redcliff eyed his three dining companions. They all nodded their agreement with the order.
“Would, sir, like the wine list?”
Redcliff shook his head. “No thank you, this is a dry table—four Cokes will do fine.”
The waiter’s eyebrows rose in disbelief, Redcliff didn’t fail to notice. As he struggled to his feet, he growled at the waiter, “What’s your fucking problem.”
The waiter backed off several steps. “There’s no problem, sir. Your meals will be here directly.”
With that, he turned on his heels and headed off. Redcliff dropped into his seat once more.
Mack was the first to break the uncomfortable silence. “So, Bill, have you been to Java before?”
“Sure, four, maybe five times.”
Chelsea leaned forward. “Do you think this story has legs?” she asked eagerly.
Redcliff’s head fell backwards as he stared at the ceiling. Chelsea looked at her friends, unsure he had heard. Suddenly, his head flopped forwards again.
“All stories have legs; some are just harder to find then others. Work hard, stay diligent and if there’s a story to be found, we’ll find it.” He turned and looked over his shoulder. “Where are those steaks? I’m so hungry I could eat the asshole out of a bull.”
Chelsea winced at the crude comment, but her two young male friends laughed raucously. Redcliff’s head snapped back in their direction, a wide grin adorned his face.
Paul looked the world-weary reporter in the eye and asked, “Bill, could I ask you about Iraq?”
“What’s to know…? I reported on a war.”
Paul fidgeted. “Yes, but what I meant was… how did reporting on it effect you personally?”
Redcliff pinned him with a simmering stare. “I got fucking shot, how do you think that would affect a person?”
Chelsea interrupted. “I think what Paul meant was…”
Redcliff slammed his hand down on the table. “I know what he meant!” Several diners looked nervously in his direction. Redcliff took a deep breath. “I’m sorry; it’s just hard to talk about.” He paused. “A lot of people I cared about died over there. It’s a part of my life, which I don’t want to relive. Can we change the subject please?”
Mack grinned and asked, “Who is the most famous person you ever screwed?”
The group erupted with laughter, the tension totally defused.
The four talked, ate and laughed for hours. Redcliff regaled them with story after story, each more exciting than the last.
Finally, the waiter approached them. “Sorry, but we are closing. Should I put the bill on your tab, Mr. Redcliff?”
He nodded. “Yes, thank you. About earlier—I’m sorry about how I reacted.”
The waiter bowed slightly. “Not at all, it was but a small misunderstanding.”
“Put a fifty on the bill for yourself,” Redcliff said as he stood.
The waiter smiled and nodded, then walked away. Redcliff turned to his young protégés.
“We have to be up bright and early to catch that plane tomorrow. I’ll see you all at the airport.” With that Redcliff headed off, all signs of intoxication gone.
Chelsea looked at both her friends. “If we do half of what he’s done, then we will have some really amazing careers. Well, see you boys tomorrow.”
The three stood and left for their rooms. All were tired, but excited for what lay in front of them. Even if it wasn’t the most glamorous of stories, it did at least take them overseas.
2.
Chelsea woke with a start; the wheels of the Airbus A330 hit the tarmac of Adisucipto International Airport. A small surge of panic pulsed through her body. This was it, the beginning of her life as a reporter. She didn’t want to be treated like a weak female, so she would not allow her nerves to show. Being the only woman in the team, she had to show more balls than her male counterparts did.
As the plane taxied to a stop, Mack jumped from his seat and reached for the overhead lockers. He grabbed one of the Sony DSR-PD170P camcorders that each member of the team, except Redcliff, had been issued.
Chelsea watched him as he prepared the camera. “We’re not here on holiday,” she said. “I don’t know what you expect to film in the airport.”
“What if as we’re going through customs we spot someone famous? Or even better, an act of terrorism.”
Paul and Chelsea looked at each other, then leaped to their feet.
“Sit down you idiots. I know you’re eager but try and act like you’re professionals. Fucking rookies,” growled Redcliff.
All three found their seats; each looked more than a little embarrassed.
Within two hours of landing in Java, the four were bouncing around in an old and uncomfortable bus. They had a four-hour road trip to reach the village in which they would spend the night. Chelsea sat next to an old Javanese man who continually coughed in her direction. She covered her mouth and nose with a tissue. She knew Tuberculosis was highly contagious and still rife in the region.
Mack and Paul hung from the windows, along with a number of locals. She knew they felt far cooler than she did. The humidity inside the bus was all but unbearable. She looked over at Redcliff. Despite the fact, that a woman jabbered away to him enthusiastically, he seemed to be fast asleep.
After what seemed like the longest four hours of her life, they arrived at a tiny village deep in the jungle. The four disembarked the bus; all were covered in sweat and grime. Chelsea stretched and arched her back, trying to straighten out all its kinks.
Redcliff turned to the three young reporters. Despite the fact he had slept on both the plane and the bus, he looked exhausted.
“Right, it’s now time to get those cameras out. While I go to find where we’re spending the night, you lot start nosing around. Be subtle; don’t ram those cameras into any faces. Don’t film anyone, not unless they agree to it. At this stage, we don’t want to piss anyone off. So we play, slowly slowly catchy monkey.”
Paul raised his hand. “What should we ask?”
“Fuck me; what do they teach at Uni’ these days? Don’t ask any direct questions about cattle, abattoirs or any fucking thing else that might scare anyone off. Am I clear?” He looked at each of them slowly, all looked sheepish, but said nothing. “Good. Now get to it, before I call Jack and tell him to fire all of you before you’ve even started.” He turned on his heels and stomped away.
Paul let out a sound like a punctured tyre, then said, “What crawled up his arse.”
Chelsea picked up her backpack and retrieved her camera. “I’d say he’s hanging out for a drink. If he can’t get any booze, we’re going to have to take the brunt of his bad temper.”
Mack shook his head. “This is just getting better and better. I’ll see the two of you later.” He strolled off towards a group of young women, camera in hand. “Hello ladies, fancy having a little chat?” As he drew closer, they began to laugh.
Paul slung his pack over his shoulder. “How does he do that? He’s always so confident.”
“He does it because he’s an arrogant prick,” said Chelsea with a grin.
She walked off towards a large building that looked like a makeshift eating-place.
She glanced back over her shoulder and shouted, “Don’t worry about it, Paul, not all girls fall for that bullshit.”
Chelsea stood at the edge of what was little more than a large makeshift lean-to. A number of timber posts supported the rusty tin roof that covered the eating area. Half a dozen old and noisy fans circulated a humid breeze around the enclosure. Beneath the fans, lines of decrepit benches accommodated a small number of diners. At the rear of the shack, sat what passed for the kitchen. An old woman toiled away over several large steaming pots. Sweat dripped from her head, and fell into the largest of them.
Chelsea’s blue eyes drifted to a pack of mange-ridden dogs that rummaged through the bins; her stomach turned. She felt sure that any meal she ate here would result in days of violent diarrhoea. Still, she knew that she was a long way from home, and that she would have to get used to such places. She hardened her resolve, and headed for a vacant seat beside a group of four men. Judging from the large number of empty beer bottles on their table, they had been enjoying themselves a great deal.
As she sat down the men stopped their lively exchange, and fixed their attention on her. She smiled beguilingly; instantly the man closest to her introduced himself.
“Hello pretty smile, my name is Bagaskoro… what’s yours?”
“I’m Chelsea; it’s good to meet you… Ba…”
“Just call me Baga, Americans always struggle with my name.”
“Actually, Baga… I’m Australian.”
His face beamed, revealing a mouth full of gleaming white teeth. He gestured to his left. “This is my father, Dimas,” he then gestured to the two men sat across from him. “And these are my brothers, Catur and Gusti.”
All three men nodded and smiled. Baga’s two brothers, had teeth that equalled his. However, his father’s grin was toothless.
“Are you here on vacation?” Baga asked as he returned his gaze to the beauty beside him.
“Sort of… I’m an anthropology student. I’ve taken a year off Uni’ to experience the culture of this region.”
She jumped as the old woman who had been cooking, plopped a plate of food down in front of her. Chelsea eyed the meal, which consisted of boiled rice, and curry. The curry contained a meat, which looked stringy and foreboding.
She looked up at the old woman. “I didn’t order anything.”
“You eat, you want beer?” replied the withered old crone.
Before Chelsea could answer, the old woman slammed down a bottle of Bintang beer. “Twenty five thousand Rupiah!” she demanded.
Chelsea fished in her bag for some money. “Could I have another round of drinks for my friends please?”
“Okay… sixty thousand Rupiah.”
Chelsea handed her a hundred thousand Rupiah note. “Keep the change.”
At the prospect of more beer, Baga’s already immense smile grew a little larger.
“You try the food, it’s pretty good.”
Chelsea picked up the spoon that lay on the edge of the bowl and cleaned it on her t-shirt. With a deep breath, she scooped up a heap of the brightly coloured food. She closed her eyes and placed it in her mouth; to her surprise, it was delicious!
She ate with gusto; taking great gulps of the cold beer to cool the effects of the spicy dish.
The old woman returned with four beers. Chelsea waved her empty bottle in the air; the old woman grabbed it from her hand.
“You want another?”
Chelsea nodded.
“Ten thousand Rupiah.” The old woman’s empty hand darted out.
“Can I run a tab?” The old woman considered the question, then nodded and headed off to fetch the drink.
For nearly an hour, Chelsea flirted, and casually drifted from one topic of conversation to the next. All the time she made sure the drinks kept coming. Finally, she felt as if she could breach the subject of the Australian cattle.
“I guess times were a bit tough around here for a while.” She said as she sipped at a beer.
Baga looked puzzled. “Why would you say that?”
“Oh, you know… the live cattle ban. I heard there is a slaughter house in this region, the workers must have been hit hard.”
Baga instantly looked uncomfortable. He eyed his father and brothers, then said something in Javanese. All four got to their feet.
“What’s wrong, did I say something to upset you?” Chelsea said as she rose to block Baga’s path.
“No,” he said, “We just forgot that we had to be somewhere.”
Chelsea took him by the arm. “That’s bullshit, Baga, what are you hiding?”
He stared at her hand. “I’m not hiding anything.”
She stepped back and looked at them all. She then realised—they were scared. “What are you all frightened of?”
Baga’s father stormed off. He shouted to his three sons in his native tongue. His two brothers followed, hot on his heels.
“Listen, Chelsea, there are things in this world that should be left alone,” Baga said as he took the pretty reporter by the shoulders. “There are things in this jungle that are ancient and terrible. Stop asking your questions, head for a beach and enjoy the rest of your vacation.”
He strode off after his family.
Chelsea shouted, “What the hell did all that mean?”
She turned and watched the four men bolting for the jungle; seconds later, they were gone. She stood there for a second deep in thought, then she sensed someone behind her. She turned to see the old woman with an outstretched hand.
“Five hundred thousand Rupiah!”
Chelsea rummaged through her bag, then handed the grey haired harpy the money. Slightly dishearten that she hadn’t found any real information, she slung her pack over her shoulder, and went in search of her colleagues.
Chelsea spotted Redcliff and her two friends, they sat outside a small hut, all had a beer. Redcliff got to his feet, and headed towards her.
“Find anything juicy?” he asked.
She shook her head. “No, I think I got the guys I was talking to, too pissed. One of them started babbling… it made no sense.”
The two walked slowly back to where her companions sat, Paul offered her a beer. She shook her head. “No thanks, I’ve had enough for today.”
Paul shrugged and placed it back in the bucket of ice.
She asked, “Anyone else have any luck?”
All three men shook their heads.
Paul said, “It was weird, as soon as I mentioned the cattle the locals just freaked out.”
Mack nodded. “Same here, I was getting along great guns with those local chicks. But, as soon as I steered them towards topic, they turned cold. A few even started crying.
“I think they’re scared of retribution if they talk to outsiders. Maybe, the abattoir owners are threatening them… or it could even be the government.”
Redcliff slowly shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that. I talked to a lot of people, and all of them seemed truly terrified at the mention of the abattoir. Trust me… that kind of fear comes from years of torment. I’ve seen fear like this before, and it’s a look you don’t forget. No, there’s more to this than meets the eye; we just have to find out what it is.”
Chelsea asked, “What should we do next?”
Redcliff eyed her for a moment before responding. “We have an early night, then at day break, we take a look at that abattoir.”
“Should we find guides?” said Paul as he lent forward in his seat.
Redcliff thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, these people wouldn’t help us, no matter how much money we waved at them. We do this on our own. We have our GPS’s, we also know the rough location—I don’t think it should be too hard to find.” He stood, downed the last of his beer and headed into the hut. The three young reporters sat staring at each other.
“Go to bed!” Redcliff boomed from inside the hut. “Fuck me, do I need to tell you when to take a dump too.”
The three dashed inside before he could berate them again.
3.
The four had been hiking since daybreak, and while the terrain posed no real difficulties, the climate did. For hours, the humidity and temperature had climbed steadily, making every step an epic battle. Chelsea’s eyes fixed on Redcliff. He led the party with enthusiasm, and showed little signs of slowing.
She marvelled at his stamina. Although over twice the age of his companions, he showed the least signs of fatigue. She knew he had the scent of a good story in his nostrils, and that was all the motivation he needed.
Finally, Redcliff drew to a halt. He studied his GPS, and grabbed for his water. He took a large gulp of the cool liquid, then looked around slowly.
“It should be around here somewhere,” he said, “we should be able to see it.”
Chelsea came to a stop at his side. She gazed intently in all directions, then pointed to her left. “What’s that?”
Paul and Mack finally caught up. Mack walked in the direction she’d indicated.
“It looks like an old temple,” he said as he turned to look back at his companions.
“Bingo!” Redcliff said as he charged towards the building. “Java’s predominantly Muslim now; it’s not uncommon for them to convert old temples to other uses.”
The four came to a stop in a small opening, in the centre stood a moss covered stone building. As Chelsea slowly walked around its perimeter, she took out her camera and filmed it. She paced slowly round the edifice, taking in every detail.
The rectangular structure rose thirty feet into the air. From corner to corner, it measured at least forty feet in each direction. Similar to Mayan pyramids, its walls climbed into the sky like giant steps. On each corner sat a colossal statue of some grotesque, fanged beast. Moss and vines completely covered it, making it blend into its surroundings like a chameleon.
Chelsea arrived at the last side, and found a large opening yawning ominously out of the stone. A stench poured out like the breath of a dying man. She dropped to her knees, and emptied the contents of her stomach on the ground. She knelt heaving, and jumped when a strong hand took her shoulder. She looked up into the face of Redcliff, Paul and Mack stood a little behind him.
“I see you found the entrance,” Redcliff said as he helped her to her feet.
She nodded, and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “So it would seem. Whose game enough to go in first?” she said as she brought her camera back up to continue filming.
Redcliff didn’t falter; he strode confidently into the stench. Chelsea eyed her friends; neither seemed to want to go next.
“You two are fucking pussies; it’s only a bit of mouldy meat.”
She shook her head and headed off after Redcliff.
Chelsea froze. The inside of the building looked like something from a nightmare.
“What the hell’s gone on in here?” Her words rang out around the walls of the blood soaked room.
In every direction blood, guts and other viscera, adorned the walls and ground. Bones of various sizes lay in the dirt; many were broken. This did not look like an abattoir; it looked like a place where unthinkable acts of violence took place.
Chelsea looked at the ground; it looked like it was moving. She knelt to take a closer look.
“Dear God!” she exclaimed as she sprang to her feet.
“What is it?” Redcliff grabbed her arm to steady her.
“Maggots,” she said as she struggled for air. “Thousands of maggots.”
Redcliff looked at the ground more closely. He reached for what looked like a thighbone, and poked at the dirt. Making an indentation several inches deep, he saw maggots writhing through the soil. The ground looked as if it was alive!
Redcliff began to pace, as he thought aloud. “This isn’t an abattoir, it’s true that it’s a killing house, but not for meat. I think they bring the cattle here to be ripped apart for sport. I think that’s why the locals are so scared. If I’m right, major crime organisations are involved. They’re probably threatening violence if anyone speaks up.” He paused for a moment, then looked around the gruesome room. “Where are the other two?”
Chelsea headed for the door, and looked out. Both stood smoking cigarettes, Mack was casually blowing rings into the air.
“Will you two get inside!”
“We can hear you just fine from out here,” said Mack with a grin.
Allowing her eyes to cut into them, she pointed through the doorway. Both men extinguished their cancer sticks and dashed past her. She stared at them both, disapproval written on her face.
Paul was the first to enter. He skidded to a stop, his eyes and mouth wide in alarm. Mack crashed into him, knocking the much smaller man to his hands and knees. For a moment, Paul didn’t move. Then, the sudden realisation of what he knelt in took hold. He began to scramble around, desperately trying to get to his feet.
Redcliff dashed over and grabbed him by the collar. He yanked him to his feet.
“Will you two take this assignment seriously! We’ve stumbled onto something big here. If a bit of brutality in a few slaughterhouses upsets the great Australian public, imagine what this will spark!” He grinned. “Finally, I’m back in the game.”
Chelsea eyed her mentor with more than a little distaste. All he saw was the opportunity of a great story. He couldn’t see the inhumanity anymore. She hoped she would never become that jaded.
“What’s our next move?” she asked.
Mack butted in. “We wait to see if anyone comes back… right, Bill?”
Redcliff nodded. “For once you’re using your head to think with. Normally, you use it for talking shit out of.”
Mack looked crest fallen. “Sorry, I’ll lift my game from here on in.”
Paul shook his head as he scraped filth from his hands. “It could be hours before anyone comes back. This place might only be used once a week, a month or even a year.”
Redcliff stared at Paul, anger pouring from his gaze.
Chelsea tried to defuse the tension. “We have enough food and water to last until tomorrow. We may as well hang around ‘til it all runs out.”
Redcliff took for the door. “I agree with Chelsea. We stay the night, then head back to the village tomorrow. We’re going to keep coming back ‘til we find out who’s doing this. That’s what good journalists do—they stick with a story, no matter how shitty it gets.”
Paul looked up. “Why didn’t they put a roof on this place?”
Chelsea stared up at the blue sky; she hadn’t noticed that the roof was missing.
“Maybe it had a roof once, and it simply rotted away. In this damp and humidity, things fall apart fast.”
Without another word, the three young reporters stalked off in search of Redcliff.
4.
With a few hours to go until nightfall, the sound of a truck broke the silence. Both Chelsea and Mack lunged for their cameras.
“Keep down, stay out of sight,” Redcliff said in a hushed voice. “Chelsea, you stay with me. You two, head over there.”
He pointed in the direction of a thicket of trees. Paul and Mack moved off, staying low, to keep out of sight of the approaching vehicle.
It took over a minute for the truck to come into view. It crawled its way up a narrow dirt track, which barely seemed wide enough for it to traverse. Finally, it came to a stop a few feet from the entrance to the old temple. Three men jumped from the cab. Two went to the rear of the truck, while the last remained at the front, apparently keeping watch.
“That’s Baga and his brothers,” Chelsea whispered. “Baga is the one keeping lookout. I wouldn’t have put them down as the types to get involved in this sort of thing.”
“They may not have a choice. Don’t judge them ‘til we know all the facts,” replied Redcliff in a hushed tone.
They watched as two of the brothers led the cows from the truck, four in all. One by one, they led the cattle into the temple. Within seconds of each cow entering the building, they let out terrified sounds. As the animals’ distress hit fever point, their mooing became almost deafening.
While all this went on, Baga studied the tree canopy with watchful eyes. Not once did his gaze deviate.
“What do you think he’s looking for?” Chelsea murmured as she zoomed in on Baga’s head. Her telephoto lens revealed the terror written across his face. “He’s shitting himself… why is he only looking at the tree tops? Surely, he should be watching the track, or the jungle itself.”
She looked at Redcliff, but he simply held his forefinger to his lips, then pointed back at the action.
It took less than five minutes for the men to unload the truck. As quickly as they had arrived, they were gone.
Mack and Paul returned to their location. Paul crouched next to Chelsea.
“I got a clear shot of the inside of that building,” he said. “They’ve tied the cows up on the end wall. The poor things are freaking out; they seem to know what’s coming.”
“Should we let them go?” asked Mack.
“No! It’s important we don’t interfere, we let things run their course,” replied Redcliff as he stood and stretched his legs.
“You two boys head back to where you were; we’ll stay here. Be ready for anything, and keep your heads down.”
The two young reporters headed back to their concealed hiding place. Chelsea watched as Redcliff pulled a small hip flask from his trouser pocket. He took a deep drink of its contents. When he finished he offered it to her.
“Calms the nerves.”
Chelsea shook her head. “No thanks.”
Night fell and the hours passed slowly. Insects of every kind seemed to be invading the area in which Chelsea presided. She scratched at every inch of her flesh that had fallen prey to their bites. By midnight, she was tired, wet and sore. She felt sure that she had made the wrong career decision.
Suddenly, from somewhere overhead, a wild screeching erupted.
“What the fuck is that?” exclaimed Chelsea as she sat bolt upright.
Screeching erupted from almost every tree, filling the night sky.
Redcliff leaned into her. “Someone might be heading this way. Turn on your camera, make sure the night vision is activated.”
She grabbed the camera, fiddled with its settings, seconds later she started filming.
From high above the temple, something leaped from the trees and landed on the roof. Within moments, several more shadowy shapes had joined it. Chelsea swung her camera towards the silhouettes outlined in the moonlit sky. She zoomed in on the figures as they stalked menacingly about the roof. She gasped as the images came into focus.
The creatures were thin, and bony, they stood at least four feet in height. As they paced, long tails whipped through the air behind them. Their heads bore large pointed ears and long muzzles, like that of a baboon. Large teeth protruded from the mouths of the creatures, completing their nightmarish appearance.
Chelsea had at first thought them to be some strange primate, which she had never seen before. However, no primates that she knew of were completely free of hair! Their skin was pale, and devoid of any fur, these were no baboons.
The largest of the group looked around, then leaped down into the temple, the others followed in quick succession. As the creatures began to devour the cows inside, a murderous sound erupted around the clearing. Chelsea caught movement in her peripheral vision. She moved her camera in the direction of her distraction. To her dismay, Paul and Mack were moving from their cover, heading in the direction of the entrance. Clearly, they had chosen the wrong time to become avid reporters. Chelsea moved to call out to them. Redcliff grabbed her arm, and pulled her back down.
“Don’t be stupid,” he hissed. “You’ll get yourself killed.”
She turned her camera on her friends once more. To her relief they were backing slowly back towards the thicket.
Without warning, a creature leaped from a treetop landing on Paul. The thing ripped and tore at her friend. Paul screamed, but was quickly silent. The beast’s entire head had disappeared inside her friend’s chest. Her attention turned to Mack.
Clearly too frightened to move, he simply stood watching his friend being devoured.
With panic rising in her chest, Chelsea turned to Redcliff. “We have to do something, that thing will go for Mack next.”
Redcliff stared her in the eye, then nodded. “Okay, you move towards where they were hiding. I’ll give you a minute to get into place then I’ll attract that thing’s attention.”
“What then?”
He smiled. “I’m going to run like fuck, I suggest you and Mack do the same!”
Chelsea moved off slowly, watching the creature and Mack as she went.
She was almost in position, but instantly froze as another creature bounded out of the old temple. The creature that had been feasting on Paul reared up and let out a gut wrenching screech. This seemed to bring Mack back to life. Slowly, he began to back away.
The creature seemed to sense Mack’s movement; it lashed out with its long tail, and wrapped it around his neck. As Mack wrestled with the serpent like appendage, he fell to his knees.
The creature, which had just appeared from the temple, began to stalk back and forth as if sizing up its opponent. It attacked the creature that pinned Mack with its tail. The two beasts fought, ripping chunks of flesh from each other’s bodies.
Finally, the creature that held Mack released its grip, and skulked away like a chastised child. The victorious beast eyed Mack hungrily, it moved towards him on all fours.
“Hey! You ugly fucker—over here!”
Chelsea had forgotten about Redcliff. She turned and saw him jumping up and down, waving his arms.
She looked back at the creature; it seemed to debate on what to do.
Redcliff yelled again. “Over here! What you waiting for!”
The beast headed for Redcliff, and Mack leaped to his feet. Clearly sensing Mack’s dash for freedom, the creature doubled back and enclosed his neck with its jaws. The two fell to the ground in a bloody tangle.
Suddenly, the sound of a truck’s horn filled the air. The creature raised its head from its prey and looked in the direction of the sound. Moments later the truck that had delivered the cattle, burst into the clearing, horn screaming, lights blazing. The creature covered its eyes, and took off for the jungle. The driver’s door opened and Baga jumped out.
“Chelsea… Chelsea,” he yelled as his eyes searched the clearing.
Chelsea clambered to her feet and dashed for the truck. Baga spotted her and waved her on.
“Come on, they’ll be back soon!”
She reached him and flung her arms around his neck. “I’m glad to see you.”
“There’s no time, just get in,” he said as he shoved her towards the truck.
“Wait, my friends,” she protested.
From behind her, she heard Mack’s groans. He was still alive! She broke free of Baga’s grip and dashed to her friend. Moments later, Redcliff skidded to a stop beside her.
“His wounds are deep, but I think he’ll make it,” Redcliff said as he examined Mack’s neck.
Baga ran towards them.
“No! He can’t come with us, he will change… he is infected.”
Redcliff ignored him; he lifted his injured companion over his shoulder. “He’s coming with us! Now shut the fuck up, and drive that rust heap out of here!”
Baga looked scared, but nodded and bolted back to his vehicle.
“Chelsea, make sure you get both of their cameras. No one is going to believe a bloody word of this, not unless they see it with their own eyes.”
She grabbed both blood soaked camcorders and threw them in her bag, along with her own. She then ran to the truck, joining Baga in the cab. Redcliff ran to the rear, and laid Mack out on the hay that remained from the cattle earlier. He jumped up and moved to the front of the truck. He banged on the roof.
“Go!”
As the wild screeching of the creatures rang out behind them, the truck hurtled away from the clearing.
5.
Chelsea felt adrenaline coursing through her body, her heart felt like it would explode. She took several deep breaths, to steady her nerves. However, as the window behind her head slid open, her heart started pounding anew. As she turned to see what was trying to enter the cab, her eyes blazed with fear. To her relief, Redcliff stuck his head through the open window. She let out a loud sigh, and slumped back into her seat.
Wiping sweat from her brow, she said, “You fucking scared me, Bill.”
Redcliff looked at her, but only for a moment, then his gaze fell on Baga.
Through gritted teeth he asked, “Do you want to tell us what the hell those things are?”
Baga’s body tensed, but his eyes never left the dirt track.
“They’re the Pohon Setans. In English it means, Tree Demons. They’ve inhabited this area for as long as my people can remember.”
As her fear gave way to curiosity, Chelsea asked, “What are they?”
“Legend tells us they were the first people to dwell in this region. They’d hunt and kill people from other tribes and villages, then they would feast on their flesh.
“The Gods of the jungle warned them to stop their evil. They laughed at the threats, mocking the Gods. The Gods grew angry; they cursed them, and they became the Pohon Setans, beasts of the night.”
Redcliff shook his head. “That’s mumbo-jumbo bullshit!”
Baga looked at him. “Is it? You saw them with your own eyes.” He returned his attention to the track.
Redcliff’s face turned red as he said, “Those things aren’t demons, they’re some kind of fucked up primates!”
Chelsea saw Redcliff was losing his temper. She decided it was time for a more pertinent question.
“Baga, if those things are demons, then why do you feed them?”
“If we don’t, they come to our village and take our young. When Australia started the ban on the export of live cattle, we feared they would slaughter our village. Luckily, Australia reopened trade just as our stock of cattle was about to run out.”
Chelsea stared at him, her brow furrowed in thought. “I don’t get it, why don’t you just leave the area… or at least tell the authorities.”
“If we did either of those things, the Gods would curse my people too.”
“For fucks sake—I can’t listen to this bullshit anymore!” Redcliff snarled as he pulled his head from the cab, and slammed the window shut.
Chelsea asked, in little more than a whisper, “What made you come looking for us?”
Baga seemed to consider the question for a moment. “When me and my brothers got back to the village, I came looking for you, so I could buy you a drink. Aini, she’s the old woman who cooked for you last night, she told me you’d left the village in the morning and hadn’t come back. Others told me of your friends, I simply put two and two together.”
“You didn’t answer the question, what made you risk your life to come save me?”
He looked her in the eye and grinned. “I like your smile.”
***
It took only twenty minutes to reach the village. Baga’s brothers ran over to the truck as it skidded to a stop. On seeing the wounded man in the back, they backed away yelling at the top of their voices. Within moments, everyone in the village seemed to flood out of their huts to see what was going on.
Baga jumped from the truck and began to argue with his siblings. Catur, who was by far the largest of the three brothers, grabbed him by the shirt and wrestled him to the ground. Gusti began yelling at the steadily increasing crowd; whipping them into a panicked frenzy.
Chelsea leaped from the truck, and dashed to Baga’s aid. She threw herself into Catur, who was now pounding his brother repeatedly in the face. The two sprawled into the dirt, Chelsea landing on top. She punched, and clawed at his face, with a ferocity that seemed to stun him. He made no effort to halt her attack; clearly, he had no idea how to defend himself against a woman.
As Chelsea pummelled Catur into submission, the crowd reached a crazed state of panic; her eyes flicked in their direction. Women wept, men shouted and jeered. While she couldn’t understand their words, she knew their intent. For some reason, these people were terrified, that made them dangerous.
Suddenly, Gusti charged towards the rear of the truck. Several men followed him, screaming and yelling at the top of their lungs as they went. Redcliff leaped from the rear of the truck, blocking their way. He looked like a giant, compared to the much smaller Javanese men. All of them, but Gusti, skidded to a stop. He charged on, throwing himself at Redcliff like a crazed terrier. Redcliff grabbed the smaller man by the throat and lifted him from the ground; he drew back his free hand and clenched it into a fist.
“ENOUGH!” bellowed a voice from the rear of the crowd.
Everyone froze, and fell silent. The crowd parted to reveal Dimas, Baga’s father. The old withered man, moved slowly towards his sons, his eyes simmered with anger. As he drew closer to his offspring, the crowd closed behind him.
“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.
Catur pushed Chelsea off his chest and jumped to his feet.
“Father, Baga has brought a man to our village, he has been infected by a Pohon Setan.” He turned his gaze on his brother. “He has endangered the village.”
Dimas turned his weary eyes on his youngest son. “Is this true?”
Baga nodded. “Yes, father.”
The old man’s face creased with concern and fear. “Why would you do such a dangerous thing? You know this will bring death to us all. Baga, you must take him from here, and give him to the Pohon Setans… he is one of them now.”
Redcliff shoved Gusti aside, and bulldozed towards Baga and his father. “I’ve had just about as much of this as I can take!” He stared at the old man with undisguised contempt. “I don’t want to hear any more shit about demons, or anything else that comes under the category of complete bollocks!”
The old man moved to protest, but Redcliff raised his hand. “I said I don’t want to hear it! I have an injured man, who needs medical attention. Where’s the nearest doctor?”
“The closest hospital is four hours away,” said Baga, as he stepped between Redcliff and his father. “I know you don’t believe any of this, maybe you’re right, maybe there are no demons. But, we’ve seen this before; we know what’s to come. There’s no hope for your friend.”
Redcliff went to protest, it was Baga’s turn to raise a hand. “Everyone who has ever survived a bite from a Pohon Setan has changed. They become dangerous, they become a Pohon Setan.”
Chelsea stepped towards the group of men. “Baga, I don’t believe you would have helped him, not unless you thought there was some hope.”
Baga smiled at her sympathetically. “I took him because neither of you would have left him there. The only way to save you two was to take him with us, but I always knew what his fate would be.”
Chelsea shook her head; tears filled her eyes. “No, this isn’t happening. I don’t believe Mack is going to die.”
“He’s not dying… he’s changing,” said Dimas in a cold unyielding voice. “We cannot allow you to take him to any hospitals; too many lives would be put at risk. If you insist on helping him, then it must be done under my supervision.”
Again, Redcliff tried to object. Chelsea stepped between him and Dimas. “What are you proposing?”
“My son Baga was a medic in the Indonesian army, he can tend to the wounds. We will take you away from the village, that way our people are safe.”
His old palsy ridden hand reached for her shoulder, as he continued, he guided her away from Redcliff.
“For generations it has been my family’s responsibility to protect the village from the Pohon Setans. I have taught my sons all I know about these terrible beasts, with my supervision, they will look after you. But, be warned, your friend is doomed.” He turned to Baga. “Take them to the old army base. I will follow with Gusti and Catur; we will bring what supplies are needed.”
Baga nodded and headed back to the truck.
Redcliff stared at the old man, then at Chelsea. “Why are you listening to these fools?” he asked in disbelief.
She frowned at him. “You saw those creatures; they weren’t like anything we’ve ever seen. I’m not saying they were super natural, but I think we should proceed with caution. These people have dealt with them for hundreds of years. What if what they see as demonic possession, is actually a virus? If we took Mack to a hospital, he could infect all the patients with some unknown tropical disease.”
Redcliff nodded slowly. “That makes sense.” He turned to the old man and asked, “Is it only the bite that causes this change?”
The old man nodded.
Redcliff stared at his feet for a moment, then said, “It might be venom, or bacteria in their saliva, in which case it wouldn’t be infectious.”
“Are you willing to take that risk, Bill?”
He shook his head. “No, you’re right; I guess we have to play things safe.”
Chelsea nodded solemnly. “Then we’re agreed, we go with Baga.”
With the debate at an end, they headed back to the truck once more. As Baga started the engine, Chelsea and Redcliff jumped into the rear of the truck. Again, they sped off into the hot jungle night.
6.
Chelsea stared at her fallen friend; he looked as if he was at the very edge of death. His whole body was bathed in sweat, yet he shivered uncontrollably. He looked like a man fighting a high fever.
Her hand reached for his brow, he felt like ice. She removed a thin blanket from her backpack, and carefully covered him with it. As she tucked it under his chin, she leant forward and kissed him on his forehead. His eyes sprang wide at the touch of her lips.
Chelsea gasped at the appearance of his once deep green eyes; they had turned completely yellow!
“What is it?” Redcliff asked. He manoeuvred himself closer to see what had caused her such alarm.
“Look at his eyes,” Chelsea whispered as she backed away.
By the time Redcliff gazed at Mack’s face, his eyes had closed again. Gently, he pried one eyelid open.
“Maybe, he is going into renal failure. I know that can send the eyes and skin yellow,” he said as he closed the lid.
She threw her hands in the air. “Come on, Bill… that would take weeks! He was bitten less than two hours ago.”
Redcliff shuffled back, and rested against the edge of the truck. “You’re starting to sound like you believe the bullshit spun to us back there. You’re a smart kid; surely you must realize there’s another explanation for this.”
She stared at her backpack for a moment, then her face lit up with a spark of an idea. “What if what they told us was true, I’m not talking about the curse, just the bit about people changing. I’m no biologist, but I do know that animals and insects have found some weird ways of continuing their species.
“I helped out with some research for an editorial a while back, it was about parthenogenesis. The article explained how some species could spontaneously produce clones of themselves. What if those creatures back at the temple reproduce through biting other species?”
Redcliff laughed. “So, if one of those things sunk its teeth into a duck, it would turn into a Pohon Setan. That sounds even more ridiculous than their explanation!”
Chelsea shook her head. “I’m not saying that at all. Clearly, those things are some kind of primate. I think that they target other primates, monkeys, gibbons and of course… humans. After all, we share over ninety percent of their DNA.
“Those things would only have to change seven or eight percent of our DNA, to make us like them—even less for monkeys and gibbons.”
Redcliff seemed to ponder her words. He shrugged and said, “Even if you’re right, and that’s a big if. It doesn’t help our friend here.” He gestured to Mack. “We may have just discovered a new species, or we may have discovered some disease ridden baboons. Either way, Mack is fucked!”
Chelsea suddenly felt very guilty. She’d become so excited by her revelation, she had forgotten her friend’s imminent danger. Only hours earlier she’d been shocked by Redcliff’s apparent exhilaration at the prospects of a good story, despite the obvious ramifications it would bring. Now she was doing the same.
Her hand reached for Mack’s, she took it and held it tight for the rest of their journey.
Finally, they reached the abandoned army base. In truth, it was little more than half a dozen tin huts clustered tightly together.
Baga bounded from the cab, he held a large torch in his right hand and a knife in his left. As he approached, Chelsea jumped down from the rear of the truck. Her eyes locked on the large blade, which glinted in the moon light.
Baga shone the torch in the direction of the nearest hut and said, “We’ll put him in there. There’s a bed and a stove, so we should be able to make him comfortable.”
“What are you going to do with that?” asked Chelsea, her eyes never leaving the knife.
Baga looked down at the blade; he then fixed Chelsea with a stern, but caring gaze. “If your friend tries to attack any of us, then I will use it on him. Chelsea, you need to understand—your friend is gone. The thing on the truck, will soon lust after our blood with the same intensity as the other Pohon Setans. I know you don’t want to believe it, but it’s true. If it attacks, then I will kill it.”
Suddenly realizing Mack would never go home; her face turned a deathly white. She nodded grimly. “Okay, Baga, I understand. You go get the hut ready, me and Redcliff will bring Mack.”
Baga smiled weakly, then headed for the hut. Chelsea stood for a moment, staring up at the sky. Everything she believed about the world had been turned upside down. Her mind turned to Paul, she hadn’t even mourned his loss, she’d been too busy trying to figure out what the hell was happening.
The tears came in uncontrollable waves of grief and fear. The little strength she still possessed left her. Her knees buckled, and she fell to the ground. There she lay, with dirt covering her face. She clawed, and screamed into the soil, spewing her emotions into the earth. Her fists balled, and she began to pound at the dirt with all her might. She felt completely powerless against what was happening, and she could feel her grief turning to rage.
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