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Prequel

Inquest at Silverton
Ann Elizabeth Maynard had a strange life. An inquest touching the death of the woman, paramour of the black tracker Daniels, was held by Mr. Coroner Barnett in the Courthouse, Silverton, yesterday afternoon. The first witness was Clarke, a teamster, who said he was driving west on Monday on a wood carter’s track on the plain.
About 10 miles from Umberumberka, he saw the body of a woman close to the track. He informed the Silverton police of what he saw; accompanied them back to the place where the body was lying. Constable Smith deposed going with the last witness to the place where the body lay. He examined the site and saw nothing to indicate that any violence had been used, or that a struggle had taken place. He thought the woman had perished for want of nourishment; brought the body into Silverton.
Harry Daniels identified the deceased as the woman who had lived with him as his wife. When he got out of jail on Friday, he went home to look for her, and she was gone. He tracked her as far as Umberumberka, inquired there, and was told she had got some “tucker” and had gone on; it was night then, and so he took the train to Cockburn and made further enquiries there, without hearing anything of her.
He had lived with her 21 months. She was married first to a man named Hodgkins and had a son of that name living at Clare. She had been divorced from a man named Willie Lamb; she had also been married to an Afghan at Broken Hill, but he only stayed with her for five weeks. She had 59 acres of land at Bungaree, South Australia, with cattle thereon, the actual value of which was £500; she was a native of England and came out here when she was four years old; she was at the time of her.
Death 55 years of age. Dr Thompson stated that the woman must have been dead about 13 days; he had treated her for a disease of the heart; could not say for sure if such was the cause of death.
The following verdict was returned.
“(Beth) That Ann Elizabeth Maynard, on the 3 February, near Umberumberka, was found dead without any marks of violence appearing on her body. She came to her death through natural causes.”
The foreman (Mr. Henry Brown), on behalf of the jurors, made a complaint about the removal of the body to Silverton when it should have been left at the nearest hotel—viz., at Umberumberka.
Mr. Barnett, in reply, stated there was no law bearing on the case. When a policeman took charge of the body to remove it, he had first to consider the question of convenience.




1 The projector room

Everyone around the movie set called him Dougie, which was short for Douglas. And although it was a name of Scottish origin, meaning “dark water, black stream,” his personality was the opposite. Dougie was an upcoming Australian movie producer, working on a new horror movie that was already making waves before shooting had even commenced.
There was a feeling of anticipation by movie critics that this movie was going to be “the next best thing” and would be compared to such classics as The Exorcist. And that didn’t detract from the medium budget enterprise by relatively unknown Australian actors trying to make their mark on the international scene.
Dougie hadn’t gotten the main gig; he was second in charge to the famous American film producer, Chuck Jones, an internationally renowned performer who had gone from a lead actor in big-budget, Hollywood movies to creating his own movie company. Chuck was in charge but happy to let his second fiddle express his style with screen testing and selecting the props and setting.
Dougie had decided to go with his gut and had selected the Australian ghost town of Silverton, famous for producing several blockbuster hits that included Mad Max, Mission Impossible, Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, Razorback, Dirty Deeds, and Hostage, just to name a few. It had the pedigree he needed and the Australian red earth Outback setting required to set the scene.
Silverton was a small village at the far west of New South Wales, Australia, sixteen miles northwest of Broken Hill. The town had sprung up after the discovery of rich silver deposits around the year 1880, when it had been declared a township.
After reaching a population of three thousand people in its heyday around the 1890s, the town was nowadays often referred to as a ghost town. However, there remained a small, permanent population and mainly tourist-related businesses.
Nevertheless, it found fame in its desertion, thanks to the old Colonial buildings and desert landscape that graced its surroundings. Perfect for a feature movie that needed that rugged landscape.
Filmmakers and their crews mellowed in the remarkable view from the Mundi Mundi Plains lookout and the Umberumberka Reservoir, absorbing the history from the famous Silverton Hotel and discovering why this tiny ghost town had inspired countless filmmakers.
The movie being filmed now was titled Cursed; a high-paced international thriller with elements of the supernatural. The barren landscape and emptiness of the long straight roads merging into a desert backdrop provided the vitality and ambience that the movie required. The blue sky and remarkable views set the scene for an enthralling exposé of a rugged, historic pioneering feel that drew upon the history of the town.
Dougie was seated in the small, cinematic viewing room where trial shootings and other experimental footage could be viewed and tested. It was like a dress rehearsal, or a dry run, before real filming commenced. It was Dougie’s job to comment on the preliminary settings and make changes where necessary. Lighting, ambience, environment, and even actors would be assessed for impact on the big screen. The camera operator, lighting engineer, and experts from the prop department all played an essential part in the preliminary testing.
The cinematic room was an old, converted building that was the old jail and museum. A sandstone, renovated structure over one hundred years old that was perfect for blocking out the intense light and creating a dark theatre experience; excellent for Dougie and his team.
The building had been set up with all the right equipment; a lot of it having been used in other famous movie productions in Silverton.
“I’m ready, George,” said Dougie, waving his hand in the air like a royal salute, signaling the production technician to get started.
The curtains were drawn, and the room became pitch black while Dougie relaxed back on his leather, cinema-style chair. There was a row of them with cup holders on the armrests and footrests to raise your feet.
He reclined his seat slightly and sipped on mineral water with a slice of lemon, waiting for the lights of the cinemascope to grace the room and start the screening.
Dougie loved this part of his job. He considered it a relaxing way of reviewing and making recommendations.
Behind Dougie was his assistant, ready to take the notes that Dougie would provide on changes he felt necessary. Having an assistant document his observations meant he could focus solely on the screen without interruption.
The movie sample projected onto the screen. It was a dark room scene inside a historic cottage where a woman was being held hostage by a demonic force. It was an insurmountable evil that had been contained to the house for generations—dark, ominous, and ready to move on to its next victim.
The music in the backdrop filled the room with intensity. It was anxiety-driven as much as it was energetic and exciting. A horror-chase score with deep feelings of fear that sent thrills up one’s spine.
Dougie was caught in the suspense, and although he knew the ending, he was still gripped by the throes of the woman’s plight. He clasped his chair more than once as the demon moved in to possess her soul. This poltergeist couldn’t be seen but felt through the camera angles and the skills of the lighting director.
The music transitioned into a dark, dramatic performance—faster-paced, conspiracy-packed, and raising the thrill as the demon closed in.
The lighting pulsed from dark to photographic flashes; the impact creating a sudden fear as the attack drew closer to the end. Would the woman survive? She was backed into a corner, immobile and unable to think clearly as her terror built, not knowing what to do next. Had she succumbed to her fate?
Dougie raised his hands and yelled out, “Yes! Yes!” liking what he was seeing and giving it a thumbs-up.
His assistant took notes and gave it a tick.
“You can pause it for a moment,” said Dougie, wanting to take a sip of his water and take his own notes. However, the movie kept rolling.
“I don’t remember shooting this part,” he commented.
His assistant called out to the cinematographer, “What’s going on, Mike? Where did this part come from?”
The movie continued playing as the dark, ominous shadow of a demon entered the screen from the side.
The shadow was a symbol of demonic horror, with the outline of two horns, bat-like wings extending outward, and a lower body the shape of an animal, including hooves, like a wildebeest.
“You can stop it now!” called out Dougie.
His assistant stood, eyes still on the screen, and  signaled for Mike, the cinematographer, to stop the projection.
Starting to become annoyed, Dougie asked, “Can someone tell me what’s going on? I never shot this part!”
When no one answered and having had enough, he stood up from his seat abruptly, dropping his mineral water onto the floor. He then looked back to find Mike slouched over his chair, unconscious and not breathing, with his hand on the projection control.
His assistant screamed in fear as she placed her hands over her face, covering her eyes.
In the meantime, the leading music score, “Evil Rising,” started to play in the background. It was not supposed to be associated with this sample.
Dougie was perplexed as it was a slow, evil buildup that started with a creepy piano entrance, and then crescendoed with an orchestra of violins and cello. It had been written by the music director to create a chilling sensation.
His assistant looked back toward the screen and screamed again, right as the intensity of the music rose and the pace picked up quickly in tempo.
To Dougie’s absolute bewilderment, a shadow stepped out of the screen and moved toward Dougie, gliding across the room in an incandescent representation of everything the movie was supposed to present to its viewers. Except, the movie score was being played out in real life, and Dougie was now the victim in the movie.
The poltergeist was about seven feet tall, towering over the cinematic seats.
Dougie was fixated, in a trance, shaking his head, caught between shock and fear as the demon shadow drew closer. Its skinny arms outstretched; elongated, cold-blooded hands ready to seize him by the throat.
In the background, creepy organ music began to play with the high screech operatic sound of whistling ghosts and spirits filling the room to add to the sensation. It was the pulsating buildup to a finale that would not end well for him.
The demon grabbed ahold of Dougie’s throat and started choking him with both hands while pushing down on him. Dougie flailed his hands frantically, trying to resist, but the demon was too powerful. The shadow form continued to muscle him onto his knees, pressing, exerting force, choking him, as the air from Dougie’s lungs expelled.
Red-faced, eyes bulging, he gave a last kick into the air and rattled his legs, shaking vigorously, in the final struggle for existence.
Then Dougie was dead, his body slouched on the ground as the demon retreated.
His assistant was now petrified that she would be the next victim, as she was the last one in the room. She glanced at the face of the devil that had bloodshot eyes that were glowing and full of hatred, and waited. But the demon changed its course and retreated, turning away from the assistant and heading back toward the big screen.
The movie clip was reaching its end. It needed to reenter the screen before the film concluded.
The movie sample stopped playing on the big screen, and the music score ceased. An eerie silence followed in the now dark room, with the only source of light being the white, incandescent glow from the projector.
It was a double murder, with two men dead; one slouched over a chair next to the movie projector and the assistant movie producer lying on the floor, motionless, pale-faced. Both were devoid of life.
As for Dougie’s assistant, she was curled up in the corner of the room, in a state of disposition. Her mind was bent from the horrific encounter. She was shaking with fear from watching her boss die at the hands of an evil incarnate. She had only been spared by pure chance. It could have been a triple homicide. Had the movie clip not reached its end, the demon’s intent would have been to attack her, too.
She was still in the corner, shaking and mumbling words that made no sense, when she was discovered by a member of the film crew.
They had a witness, but how rational would she be?
Cursed was a horror, big-budget production based on the true story of a local woman, Beth Maynard, a resident from one hundred and thirty years ago who had attracted attention with her suspicious death in 1890.
The coroner’s report said Beth had died from natural causes, more to do with the unforgiving love for her paramour, Harry Daniels. But that was only half the story.
A transient evil had come to town and easily merged with the population of three thousand people without detection. A perfect place to run amok and apply its evil trade. And why not? It had been the ideal setting amongst the desperate and destitute who had come to town looking for fortune in the then recently discovered silver deposits. The town had been abuzz, raw and uncontrollable, like a teenager maturing and finding their place in the world. Desperados, conmen, prostitutes, gamblers, and criminals had lined the main street of Silverton. Fighting, drunkenness, and disorder had kept the local constabulary busy.
However, the suspicion surrounding the deaths of the cinematographer and the assistant producer called for intense scrutiny of the police select branch and two of their finest—Detective George Wellock and spirit hunter, Zack Bolder. They had been dispatched and were on their way to Silverton.
In the meantime, the movie production had been put on ice, pending their investigation. Since it was an international movie involving high profile, local actors and the media was like a scrum, it was hitting the news. If it wasn’t sorted out quickly, it could affect the town’s attraction for future feature movie productions.
It was like the death of the silver mine deposit that had rendered it a ghost town one hundred years ago. Movie productions had become the towns second lifeblood that led to a growing tourist trade. Would it suffer the same fate?




2 outback hollywood

The case in the township of Walhalla had closed, and Bolder and Detective Wellock had received their accolades from the chief. They had extinguished the fire of evil that had groped the ghost town for over a hundred years.
The Walhalla case had been a detective’s nightmare; a cold case of unsolvable crimes until they had taken a chance and changed tactics. Bolder had been on the scene with his unique spiritual strengths and talents. He knew how to track down a demon, hit it hard, and defeat it, all in the name of God. Of course, for the police, it was in the name of justice.
The entity had been an evil that had mastered the underground tunnels of Walhalla’s preexisting gold mines and had embedded itself in a devil-worshipping cult. It had played by the power of deception and stealth, striking when desirable then retreating out of sight.
The ghost town of Silverton was their next assignment of unsolved mysterious. The chief didn’t waste time allocating them the case. And so, within a couple of days, they were whisked away to Silverton.
What awaited them was another semblance of evil, transgressed into unexplainable murders with no suspects. And, like Walhalla, the town had also found its discovery in mining over a century ago until it whittled away to become a ghost town of few residents manning the tourist facilities. Synonymous for film production and some blockbuster movies, there was a feeling of intrigue by Bolder and the detective.
Moving from a plush alpine town to the dusty cobwebs of the Australian expanse and desolate landscape, the change of scenery couldn’t have been more striking. The cases, however, were never one and the same, because demons were different with their characteristics and peculiarities. Therefore, one couldn’t rely on the last case to solve the next. You had to shift attitudes and strategies.
Silverton would provide this challenge.
The drive to Silverton was one, long, straight road along the red-scorched earth that gave the Outback its tag line—the red desert. Miles of vast emptiness with the occasional pockets of Acacia trees commonly known as “mulga,” a shrub native to arid Outback areas. Despite its harshness, there was also a natural beauty to its dominion. Sprinkled between the barren landscape were native fuchsias—hardy, colorful plants with the most striking red and purple flowers.
Detective Wellock had decided to drive the last stretch of road into Silverton; two hours out from town. They had been taking the five-hour commute in turns, a nice setup.
“You know, if I passed you on the street, I would never guess you’re a priest,” said the detective as he glanced toward Bolder.
“Yeah, you’ve said that before … in Walhalla.” Bolder was parting his thick black hair by running his fingers through it, looking in the rear-view mirror that he’d adjusted to get the best angle.  His angular face and rigid nose accentuated his good looks.
“I mean, you’re a good-looking bloke, and the sheilas in Walhalla were devasted when they found out you’re a man of the cloth.” The detective brushed his hand over his receding hairline then patted his stomach. “Look at me, hitting fifty soon, losing my hair and got a belly I can’t seem to get rid of, no matter what I do.” He wound down his window then stuck a cigarette in his mouth. “You don’t mind giving me a light?”
Bolder hated when the detective smoked in the car, but despite every attempt to get him to stop smoking, it was habitual, so he had no chance of changing him. It had become too ingrained. Therefore, he simply passed over a lighter with a shrug.
“No matter what I say, you’ll never stop smoking.”
“You’re not the first one who tried and failed, so don’t be too hard on yourself, mate.” The detective lit up his cigarette and took a big puff. “Ah … See? I feel relaxed now.”
Bolder zipped up his tailored black jacket as the force of the wind from the driver’s side window created a small vortex inside the car. He was a fashion-conscious guy, which didn’t help with his priest tag.
Besides his strong faith in God, one would never think of him as a servant of the Church. And as a parapsychologist, working for the Catholic Church on unexplained crimes, you would be excused to think he was an upcoming career detective instead.
The detective flicked his cigarette butt outside the window then closed it. Bolder hated it when he did that, too, as he was also somewhat of a conservationist and didn’t like polluting the environment.
The detective looked at Bolder with a guilty expression. “Yeah, yeah, I know what you’re going to say. Don’t flick out the cigarette butts onto the ground,” he mocked.
Bolder shrugged again and said nothing. He knew it was a lost cause trying to convince the detective to be environmentally-conscious.
“Well, Bolder, we still have another two-hours’ drive ahead of us.” The detective sensed it might be a good time to learn how the man had decided to become a priest. He had tried having this discussion in Walhalla during their last supernatural case, but Bolder had kept deferring it for another day, avoiding the question at any opportunity. All he had mentioned was that it had to do with his fiancée when she had passed away tragically, but he had never elaborated. “Why don’t you tell me how you became a priest. I have always been curious how a guy like you decided to enter the seminary.”
Bolder was quiet, and then he turned to the detective with an inquiring look. “You really want to know, don’t you?”
“Yeah, well, we work so closely together, you know.” The detective smiled as he glanced toward Bolder with one eye on the road in front of him. “I mean … you’re not obliged to tell me the personal stuff—whatever you feel like talking about.”
“Well, as you know, I’m a parapsychologist and not your typical priest that looks after a parish. So that’s important because my role in the Church is unique.”
“Like a special branch of the police force or FBI?”
“Yeah, something like that.”
“So, what happened?”
“Hmm … you make it sound like joining the Church was a bad thing.”
“No, not at all. I’m an old Catholic schoolboy myself, so I have nothing against the Church, Bolder. I’m curious; that’s all.”
Bolder was silent as he reflected on his response. It was a topic he was not comfortable discussing, as it brought back memories that he had tried to suppress over many years.
“If you’re not comfortable, that’s okay, mate. Maybe some other time?”
Bolder nodded. “Nah, it’s okay. We have known each other long enough, I suppose.”
There was a pause as Bolder looked straight ahead in a trance-like state, recounting the vivid memories of his past life.
“I met Gloria at University. We were both studying psychology. We had known each other for four years when we graduated and got posted to a country town to practice psychology. A sea change, you know? We wanted to get away from the rat race.” He took a sip of water and glanced toward the detective.
“We found this old historic home; very charming. It was one of the old homesteads of an early settler, a wealthy pastoralist. Gloria fell in love with it at first sight. As for me … it never felt right. You know when you get that strange feeling in your gut that something’s not right?”
“Oh yeah, I get that a lot,” said the detective as he listened attentively.
“Well, just to keep Gloria happy, I agreed to move into the homestead. And then”—Bolder took a deep breath and sighed—“that’s when it all happened—the slamming doors, the moaning sounds in the basement, and the demon started visiting her at night, touching her …”
The detective was wide-eyed as he turned toward Bolder. “You’re kidding me? A demon?”
“I found out later on from the locals why I got the house on lease for so cheap. Something bad had happened there a hundred years ago.”
“It had a history?”
“Yes. A dark presence.” He adjusted in his seat and clenched his hands together. “Over a period of time, Gloria’s dreams got worse. She would wake up screaming and perspiring all over. And I would catch her in the basement, talking to someone, but there was no one there.”
“That is so freaky, Bolder. Look, mate, if you don’t want to talk about it anymore, it’s okay.”
“Well, Detective, I will cut through all the detail and get to the point.” Bolder smirked, though there was a tear in the corner of his eye.
“It’s okay, mate. You’ve told me enough.” The detective felt guilty that he had pushed Bolder too far into the past.
“She hanged herself in the basement … I found her when I returned from work.” Bolder paused and looked at the detective. “It was the first time I learned what evil felt like … that dark energy, the smell … the atmosphere of dread.” Bolder clutched onto his cross. “The evil presence spoke to me sarcastically, as though it had won a grand prize—her soul.”
“Is that when you decided to become a priest?”
“No. I went back to school and immersed myself in parapsychology. I learned everything I could about the supernatural world, but …”
“But what?”
“It was too scientific. I wanted to know more from a spiritual point of view. That’s when I had a chance meeting one day with a priest at a seminar on exorcism. Well, I didn’t know he was a priest until we got to talking.”
“And that’s when you joined the Catholic Church?”
“Yes, as a parapsychologist.”
They passed a sign that read, “Silverton - 20 miles,” and next to it was a more massive sign, proclaiming, “Mad Max Made Here.”
“Do you know we’re on the same road where they filmed Mad Max?” said the detective unnecessarily in his excitement.
Bolder smiled. “I hope you don’t drive like him.”
“Oh, come on, mate; there’s no one around. And everyone pushes the throttle on this part of the road.”
Bolder laughed. “It’s not Daytona, you know.”
“Just a little extra on the accelerator; that’s all.” The detective pressed on the gas peddle and increased the speed to one hundred miles per hour, and then one-twenty. “Woohoo! Just pretend we’re in the Mad Max movie!”
Bolder smiled. Although he could feel the acceleration, everything around him seemed motionless in the empty landscape.
“Did you know the interceptor car used by Mad Max was a 1974 Ford Falcon XB GT? Modified with a Concorde nose and nicknamed The Pursuit Special,” said the detective.
“Well, you know your cars. That’s impressive.” Bolder turned to the detective and grinned. “You can stop being like Mel Gibson and slow down now.”
The detective got so carried away that the vehicle had peaked at one hundred and fifty miles per hour.
He eased his foot off the peddle, letting the car slow down its normal momentum. “Are you happy now, Bolder?”
“Yeah. We have a job to do in Silverton, so I want to get there in one piece.”
The detective chuckled. “No matter how fast you’re going, it seems like we’re not moving. It’s deceptive.”
Bolder didn’t respond. He knew the detective was looking for an excuse to have some fun. And anyway, he was already aware this stretch of road was synonymous with petrol heads who wanted to imitate Mad Max—it was almost the normal thing to do.
“Chief said we need to call him before we get into town. He wants to brief us,” said the detective.
“I thought he already did that?”
“Nah, he’s got more detail and wants us to follow up with some locals.”
“Oh, so it’s not the first time this has happened in Silverton?” Bolder was his curious self, wanting to know more.
The detective nodded while winding down his window. “Do you mind if I have another fag?”
“Well, I have never been able to stop you from smoking before now,” said Bolder, tongue in cheek.
“To answer your question, no, it’s not the first time we have had issues in Silverton. It has a checkered past. There have been unsolved cases of missing persons, people going mad, and hospitalizations. Some claim to have seen evil spirits or believe to have been possessed.”
“You are kidding me.”
“Not at all. And we have never been able to solve one case. There are files still open that go back a generation.”
“Unsolved, obviously?”
“Yep.”
“Is that why the chief called me up again?”
“Yes, mate. We need a different perspective. Someone who can see the case differently.” The detective lit up his cigarette and inhaled. “The only difference this time is we have two murders occurring at the same time, and an eyewitness who’s in shock.”
Bolder nodded. “I get it. Unlike a missing person case, this one happened in town and the bodies were found where the incident occurred.”
“Yes. Normally, the police never have this much evidence to work with.” The detective held his cigarette in one hand and the wheel in the other as they passed the ten-mile sign into town. “We’re nearly there.”
“We’re getting into range of the mobile tower; should we call the chief?”
“Yeah. Best before we arrive so we have all the facts. And Bolder, if he gets mad, I will switch him over to you.”
“Ha-ha. You did that last time.”
“Yep, and it worked. You know he likes you and thinks you did a great job in Walhalla.”
Bolder thought the detective was just trying hard to avoid talking to the chief. His boss always made him feel nervous, even though they had known each other in the force for over twenty years.
Bolder received a signal on his phone and connected to the Bluetooth so they could listen hands-free.
When Detective Wellock tossed his cigarette out the driver’s side window, Bolder glanced at him then sighed and narrowed his eyes.
“Don’t worry, Bolder; nothing catches fire in this red desert. Everyone tosses their cigarette butts out the window on this stretch of road. Just ask the locals; they will tell you.”
Bolder dialed the number then waited for the chief to pick up his phone.
“Hi, Chief, it’s Bolder here, and Detective Wellock. Can you hear us okay? The reception isn’t that great in the middle of nowhere.” The audio was crackly, but they managed to tune into the chief, who occasionally fizzled out.
“Yeah, I can hear you, Bolder. How far are you from Silverton?”
“We’re about eight miles away and arriving soon … about fifteen to twenty minutes, according to the navigation.”
“Okay, good, because they need you guys. Things are a bit sensitive, as you can imagine, with the film crew and actors.” Chief coughed intermittently. “This bloody cough. It’s been nagging me for weeks. Anyway, I have some information before you arrive so you can hit the ground running.” The chief paused for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. “The local constabulary has removed the two bodies, and they’ve been transported to the morgue—it was too hot to leave them laying around, waiting for you guys to arrive. Nothing has been moved from the crime scene, so you can work from a clean slate. Photos have been taken of how the bodies were found.”
“What about the girl, Chief?” asked Detective Wellock.
“She’s in shock and has been sent to the hospital for observation. They say she’s not talking, but who knows? In a couple days, she may snap out of it.”
“She’s the only witness, but is she a suspect?”
“I don’t think so. She has a clean record, and there is no motive. Whatever happened in that room, only she knows. And you need to get the information from her at some point. Hopefully, sooner rather than later.”
“Okay, Chief, roger that.”
“Oh, and I almost forgot.” Chief was interrupted by another cough. “We have a contact in town who is like the local know-it-all. Her family is from Silverton and has all the history of the town. I suggest you visit her and snoop around; see what you can dig up.” He again coughed uncontrollably. “Damn cough, it’s driving me nuts.” He cleared his throat. “Her name is Gwen, and she owns the art gallery on the main street.”
“Okay, Chief,” said Detective Wellock, “we’ll pay her a visit tomorrow.”
“Better let you guys go. And keep me posted if you find anything. I’m getting some heat from the top dogs because it’s an American-funded production. The US Embassy is asking what precautions we’re taking, so tread carefully and don’t step on too many toes.”
The call went silent as nobody responded.
“Did you hear what I said, Detective?”
Detective Wellock swallowed and nodded as he succumbed to the chief’s advice. “Yes, Chief, I will be careful,” he said reluctantly.
As they were homing in on Silverton and traversing the last couple of miles, the sun began to set in the horizon, casting shadows across the red-scorched plains. The blue sky was transitioning into orange and yellow hues as the yellow-tipped stratus clouds hugged the backdrop, clinging to their final hurrah for the day.
The shadow of large Acacia trees pirouetted as the angle of the sun created an outline of defined curves. The trees graced the ground like a watercolor masterpiece. It was beautiful for anyone who had never experienced such a splendorous display of the Outback. It was the antithesis of the rugged, harsh climate of the day; a thank you from the land for persevering with its heat and desolate landscape.
Bolder looked on in admiration of nature’s surprise. At the same time, the detective continued at the wheel, humming along to a famous tune by the Australian band, AC/DC’s, “Highway to Hell.” It played almost inconspicuously in the background when they had tuned into the first radio station in the area.
They were within a mile of Silverton, and the peeks of the old Colonial sandstone structures were coming into view in the distance.
As stated before, Silverton was not a prominent place. It wasn’t like driving into an inhabited village where you could see people going about their business and the sight of scattered farmhouses well before arriving to the town center. With Silverton, it was a case of coming into view impromptu, like an oasis in the desert.
However, the filming of the movie, Cursed, had created a vibrant buzz around town, with enough motorhomes and campervans lined up on the edge of town. There were large transport vehicles that carried the equipment and props needed to film an international-grade movie. In some ways, it was like driving into a large movie studio. However, the setting was not fabricated; they were real in the town of Silverton.
They were on the outskirts of town, just half a mile away, as the dim lights of houses flickered in the backdrop. It wasn’t a big town, with only around fifty residents, so not as built up in the main street as one would expect from the main thoroughfare.
That was when, within an instant, Detective Wellock saw the silhouette of a woman in front of the car, crossing the road. It looked like an apparition. Still, he could not tell from the beams of the headlights.
She had a pinched waist, a big bust, with no cleavage on show, and a big rear end. She wore a skirt fitted tightly over the waist and down to the knees, followed by a wave-like line showing the petticoat. It was a pale color yet, considering there was an evening breeze, it remained still, like a cardboard figurine. He found that strange, because it was a delicate, flimsy silk, worn during the late 1800s. She also wore a hat, which was decorated with feathers and ribbon. As she crossed the road in her high-heeled boots, they pointed out from beneath the skirt.
Wellock slammed on the brakes to avoid impact as she glanced directly at him and smiled. White-faced, she had dark, shadowy eyes and curly, flowing hair underneath her hat.
The car drove right through the apparition, as the detective could not stop in time. Considering the speed that he was traveling and the length between the car and the ghost, he simply could not come to a complete stop.
Bolder threw his arms across his face, expecting impact as Detective Wellock swerved the vehicle to the right, skirting off the road and onto the red sand surface that cushioned the one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn. Dust billowed everywhere as it reflected from the headlights in an ominous, red cloud as the car ground to a standstill.
Bolder sighed then took a deep breath, glancing toward Detective Wellock, who was still trying to snap out of it, bewildered by what had just occurred. He stared through the windshield for at least a minute, dazed.
“Did you see that?” finally asked the detective.
“Yeah. When you slammed on the brakes, I thought maybe a kangaroo had jumped in front of the car.”
“It was a woman, right?”
“Dressed in old-style clothing, maybe a throwback to a hundred years ago or more.”
“Phew … At least I’m not going mad then.”
“I saw it all right; clear as day.” Bolder removed his seat belt then open his door to let some air in. “Let’s step outside and see if anything is laying around.”
“But there was no impact … I mean, we drove right through her, right?”
“I just want to check for any clues. Plus, I wouldn’t mind stretching my legs, too.”
The detective stepped out of the car and onto the dusty ground. Immediately, his shoes were covered in the red soil. He pulled out his cigarette and lighter, unable to wait to have a fag. His nerves were frayed, and smoking was about the only thing that could calm him down.
Bolder did his usual evidence gathering and walked around the area where they had seen the apparition, using his phone as a light source.
He had his spirit box with him; a tool that had been highly effective in his last case in Walhalla. It enabled him to record the voices of spirits, and then translate their words into meaningful information. It served as a communication device with the afterlife and resident ghosts that had not yet transitioned to the other side.
He flicked on the spirit box, immediately seeing the energy reading fluctuate from red to green until he had a fix on a spirit. It hissed and made sounds, unrecognizable words, until the voice of a woman filtered through his headset.
“The evil has returned … Watch yourself … The Rose Tattoo is back.”
It was a short message, but it was enough for Bolder to record it.
“Do you see anything, Bolder?”
“Nah, no footprints on or off the road. There’s nothing.”
“What about your spirit box? Anything?”
“Yeah, got a message from a spirit. Probably from the apparition we saw … It was a woman’s voice.”
“Hmm … What did she say?”
“It was a warning about an evil presence in town.” Bolder put the spirit box back into its case.
“Not a place you would expect to find a woman walking around at sunset, no?”
“Oh, that’s for sure. But she isn’t just any type of woman—a blast from the past.”
Bolder noticed a metallic, maybe silver, object that reflected light from the car beams. “Think I got something, Detective.” He brushed off the dusty red soil to find a silver pendant in a heart casing, an antique not worn today.
“What did you find?” Wellock asked.
“An old, silver pendant. It’s in good condition.” He put it in his pocket as he walked toward the car. “I don’t know if it has anything to do with the apparition or if it has been here for a long time and we got lucky.”
“Okay, mate, let’s head into the town. The Silverton Hotel is waiting for us, and I’m hungry.”
“What about the crime scene at the old jail?”
“I don’t think that’s going anywhere. Let’s do it in the morning. Hey, they waited two days for us to arrive; what difference is another twelve hours going to make?”
“Yeah, I guess so. The bodies have been removed to the coroner in Broken Hill anyway.”
They drove onto the main street, on the only sealed road of the sparse town layout. It was indeed a ghost town, with only a dozen functional sandstone buildings, a recollection of the town’s glory days and Colonial past. There might have been only a couple of streetlights, but it didn’t matter, as there was nowhere to go at this time of the evening.
Old, collectible cars lined the street as a caricature more than anything else. Their interiors gutted out, it was more about the exterior representation of the pioneering days.
The town had lots of charm; almost an Outback romanticism about it. If you closed your eyes and imagined the three thousand inhabitants who had once populated the city in the prime of silver production, it would have been an enduring spectacle. But that was what made Silverton famous for its movie industry. It was a bolt-on that producers sought—rugged landscape, charming pioneering stone structures, all frozen in time.
They drove past the movie production campervans, a number of them lined up in a row with the black and red signage, reading, “Cursed:
When evil transpires, you have no mercy.”
The feeling of big-scale movie production in a small ghost town was uncanny to Bolder and Wellock, though not unusual for Silverton. There was always the chance of finding a film crew working on either a commercial or blockbuster.
Cursed was a movie that fitted the environment. With a homestead shrouded in controversy and dark shadowy history, it was a rugged Outback story of hauntings and the possession of a family who had inherited a significant cattle station from their parents. Albeit, the spirits of the land had other ideas.
“Looks like we’re here—Silverton Hotel,” said Bolder.
It was a typical Outback sandstone structure, symbolic of the good old times that Silverton had enjoyed during the mining peak.
“Looks like there’s some activity inside,” noted Detective Wellock.
People could be heard from the front entrance with the clatter of muffled voices. It appeared to be a vibrant patronage. Most likely, it was the film crew and actors, although the death of their colleagues would have dampened their spirited ensemble.
As they unloaded their bags and carried them through the front door, everyone turned around, and one female actress in the front whispered, “It’s the detectives.”
The girl sitting next to her nodded and said, “I think the younger one is the spirit hunter.”
“Oh, really? Our movie could do with a spirit hunter scene.”
They both looked at each other and smiled.
Before Detective Wellock could drop his bags at the reception counter, a man with a producer’s cap and leather jacket approached him. He was a middle-aged man with a grey beard and balding in the front.
“Excuse me,” he said, waving his hand in the air. “Are you guys the detectives? My name is Chuck. I’m the movie producer.”
“Hello, Chuck, I’m Senior Detective George Wellock, and this is—”
“Oh yeah, the man they call the spirit hunter.”
“Yes, but his real name is Father Zack Bolder.”
They shook hands as everyone in the hotel looked on, pretending not to notice.
“When are you starting your investigations?”
“Well, Chuck, I reckon first thing tomorrow. And we wouldn’t mind talking to you first thing; find out more about the deceased, what they were doing … you know,” said Detective Wellock.
“Okay, guys. Nine a.m. in the old jail?”
“Yep, sounds like a plan. See ya there, Chuck.”
As they were just about to be greeted by the concierge, a man no more than in his late-twenties walked past Bolder, brushing his side. Shaven head, thin, and tattooed from his head all the way down to his toes, you could barely see a white patch of skin. He had a chiseled face, clean-shaven, and wore a light grey jacket with a white, fashion button down shirt inside. The tattoos on the right hand had the number four inscribed and a symbol on each finger. Bolder recognized the signs, usually synonymous with devil-worshipping cults.
The man looked at Bolder as he walked past with a fearsome stare. Bright, glittering eyes, full lips, and wearing wooden earrings with a dragon head that tore away from his ears. It was the gruesome look, frightening. He resembled a gang member of a cult.
“Who’s he?” asked Bolder.
Chuck smiled and said, “Ah, ignore him. He’s always got that intimidating look and likes to play on it. He’s one of my lead actors and plays the role of a demon.”
“Hmm …”
“He can be weird, but he is perfect for the part. He has the look I need and is a damn good actor. Took months to cast him.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, he didn’t want to come here at first, to a deserted Outback town. But I convinced him,” said Chuck. “No worries, mate.”
Bolder thought it was amusing—listening to an American perform a rendition of an Australian accent.
“What’s the actor’s name?”
“Everyone calls him by his nickname—The Rose Tattoo.”
Bolder smiled and nodded, not showing a reaction to the name the spirit on the road had given him. “Thanks for the explanation, Chuck. I won’t take it personally. And hey, that’s a good rendition of an Aussie, by the way.”
Bolder felt something sinister about the actor, as he understood the symbolism of the tattoos, whereas movie producers would only see it as a fashion statement, a cool guy. To those in the movie production business, The Rose Tattoo had a distinctive look that was different, from a casting point of view. As a horror movie actor playing the role of the demon entity, he had his brand. It got him work in big-budget movies.
As Bolder and Detective Wellock were guided to their room by the concierge, Bolder turned his head toward the man in question one more time. The actor was standing next to one of his co-actors who was also full of tattoos, gazing at him with his hands in his pocket. He nodded at Bolder, held up his hand, winked, and then turned away.
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The next morning, Bolder and Detective Wellock met with Chuck in the theatre room where Dougie and the cinematographer, Mike, had been found dead. The area had been cordoned off with police tape.
“Who found the deceased?” asked Detective Wellock as an envelope with all the crime photos and evidence found by the local constabulary were passed to him.
“It was my production assistant who found them, and I came straight after, as soon as I was alerted.”
“Can you describe where the bodies were and their positions?” The detective paused for a moment then rephrased his question. “I know it’s not easy, Chuck, to recall this information, but I need to know.” He had the pictures, but firsthand accounts could give clues otherwise missed.
Chuck swallowed, recalling the gruesome image he had found in the theatre room. “Dougie was on the floor, in a crouched position, and his mouth was wide open.”
“Like he had been gasping for air?”
“Yes.”
“And what about the camera technician?”
“He was slouched over the chair, head down, his mouth also fully open.”
Detective Wellock scribbled on his notepad before he asked, “There was a third person, a female?”
“Yes, I found her in the corner just over there.” He pointed. “She was incomprehensible, in shock.”
“Hmm, I’m trying to understand why the killer spared her.”
Chuck shrugged with a blank look on his face. “She’s recovering in the hospital twenty miles away. A town called Broken Hill.”
“Is she talking at the moment?”
Chuck sighed and looked down. It was beginning to become too much, and he was starting to feel emotional.
Bolder intervened. “It’s okay, Chuck. Maybe we can continue our discussion later on. But one thing only; can I see the test screen your assistant was working on at the time of the murder?”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll call one of my camera guys over to come set it up.” Chuck left the room, glad to be out of there. The questioning was affecting him, since the assistant producer had been someone he had worked closely with for over ten years. It was heartbreaking for the film crew. Everyone had been affected by their deaths.
“We need to call the hospital to speak to the female witness,” said Detective Wellock as he pulled out a cigarette and placed it in his mouth.
“You can’t smoke in here, Detective,” said Bolder.
The detective smiled. “I was just getting ready to go outside.”
Bolder nodded then followed him out of the room. He also wanted to get some air, a reprieve from the smell of death that had penetrated the room’s furnishings.
The camera technician arrived and set up the theatre room for viewing. Then he signaled that he was about to commence the screening. He turned off the lights, and the screen curtains glided back.
“What’s that?” Bolder asked the camera technician. They had noticed a dark shadow rolling across from the side of the room. It appeared to have become embedded in the screen.
“I have no idea. There isn’t supposed to be a shadow in the screen test.” The camera technician thought the projector was dirty and wiped it, but it made no difference. The shadow continued to glide across the screen.
It was a thin outline of a young man with disproportionate arms and hands, reaching outward to grab ahold of the female actress in the scene.
“That wasn’t in the scene,” said the cinematographer.
“What do you mean? It’s not supposed to be part of it?” asked Bolder.
“No.”
The embedded shadow took hold of the lead actress, extending out long, skinny hands, like expandable rubber, and gripping the actress’s throat with a firm grip.
“This isn’t supposed to be in the scene,” repeated the cinematographer.
The poltergeist was pushing and strangling as the actress slowly gave way, unable to breathe, throwing her hands into the air and kicking her legs violently. She was in the final throes of life.
The shadow tightened its grip on her neck, forcing her to the ground. The actress had put up an unexpected fight, lasting longer than the killing should have taken.
Finally, she gave way to the shadow, falling back into a slouched position, and died.
“She’s isn’t really dead, right? It’s just a movie,” said Detective Wellock.
In the corner of the screen, The Rose Tattoo appeared, ominously at first. Then, at a confident pace, he walked toward the camera that was supposedly filming the scene. It was as though he was on a mission.
He flipped his head like a dancing demon, his wooden earrings swinging rhythmically as he swayed side to side in a trancelike state. The tattoos covering his head were so clear and colorful that you could almost touch them. He was bald with a rose tattoo on his cheek. It appeared three-dimensional on a two-dimensional screen.
He looked toward Bolder, winked, and then smirked.
The movie scene suddenly ended.
The cinematographer switched on the lights and looked directly at Detective Wellock. “Don’t ask me what just happened. I have no idea.”
“That was The Rose Tattoo, right?” asked Bolder.
“Yeah, one of our lead actors, but he doesn’t appear in this scene. I should know; I was the cameraman who filmed this set.”
Bolder stood up and walked briskly to the table where Wellock had abandoned the envelope with the photos of the murders. He closed his eyes while holding the photographic evidence, attempting to connect to the energy in the room. He became transfixed, falling into a meditative state as he joined with the dark shadow spirit.
It reappeared, gliding across the wall, not going anywhere in particular, and then it stood still.
The cinema equipment switched on by itself, and the screen projector started playing another scene. The shadow transitioned to the screen, becoming a part of the movie.
Bolder stayed with the dark shadow while tapping into the negative energy, sensing it was planning something sinister. It was trying to get Bolder onto the projector screen.
Sensing danger and possible strangulation, Bolder disconnected. He had to think quickly and act decisively to avoid being drawn into the evil’s cinematic playground.
Detective Wellock watched on, unclear as to what was happening. Meanwhile, the camera technician tried desperately to switch off the equipment without success. It had a life of its own, making its own decisions.
Something sinister was in the room.
Within an instant, the screen went black, the equipment suddenly stopped, and the room became normal again, as though nothing had happened.
They all looked at each other, trying to comprehend what had taken place.
“What was it, Bolder?” asked the detective.
“It’s an uncanny evil that can work between mediums—different dimensions. I have read about these types of demons. They’re rare.”
“So, it is a demon?”
“Yes, but it could also be acting as a proxy. And it wants something. I don’t know what exactly,” said Bolder.
“What about The Rose Tattoo? What has he got to do with this?”
Bolder stood up and stretched, looking directly toward the detective. “That’s what I need to find out.”
The cinematographer interrupted their conversation to explain again that The Rose Tattoo was not cast in the scene. And yet, he had appeared out of the blue.
Bolder removed his spirit box from the case tied around his chest then switched it on. Whatever evil lurked in this room, he was going to communicate with it.
He sensed the negative energy flow, like he had many times before. It usually lingered on, even after a paranormal event.
The detective looked on, knowing exactly what Bolder was up to. The cameraman, however, was curious—not sure about the spirit box but eager to see it in action. He was, after all, a horror cinematographer and the supernatural had always caught his interest.
Bolder scanned the room for the negative energy as the spirit box hissed with electrical interference until the dial turned green. He had latched onto the entity toward the corner of the room where The Rose Tattoo had stood previously.
“Evil spirit, announce your presence,” demanded Bolder.
The spirit box hissed with static interference.
“Evil spirit, state your purpose. What brings you here?”
A broken, baritone voice with a Shakespearean quality filled the room.
“I am The Rose Tattoo, an actor of the pantomime and theatre. And so, they send a man of the cloth to confront me. I have taken over the curse of this movie. The production is mine, and everyone who defies me will discover their fate.”
“What is it you want from this town, demon? Speak up.” Bolder was defiant.
“I was cast out one hundred years ago by the Masonic Lodge … but swore to return to reclaim what is mine.”
The spirit box crackled as the signal from the dark energy faded.
“Leave now, while you still stand a chance, Priest. The seeds of evil that I planted long ago are still here, dominant and ready.”
The Shakespearean voice faded, and the dial of the spirit box turned red, disconnecting from the dark energy of the spirit world.
Cecilia, the lead actress in the movie, was a highly regarded Australian who had moved to Hollywood for a blossoming career. She had the looks, a slender body that was able to grace the camera angles, and an audacious smile that the camera specialist could not get enough of. The producer, Chuck, loved her acting ability—pulling off some incredible horror scenes that would enthrall audiences with her real-life rendition of Sophie May.
The movie plot was based on Sophie’s discovery of a deep-seeded curse in the Outback town of Willow’s Edge, known for a recent spike of missing person cases and evil possession.
Even though the movie production was put on hold temporarily, Cecilia was a stickler for making sure she was mentally ready for when it restarted. She still practiced her lines while her acting colleagues sat around, talking and drinking beer all day. That was what gave her an edge over other actresses—her attention to detail to the point that she was an obsessed perfectionist.
She held her script in one hand and used the other to express her rendition of the scene. The lines were from a part in the movie where the plot thickens and the tension rises. In this scene, she was confronting the demon inside an abandoned haunted cottage on the outskirts of Willow’s Edge.
While between lines, she started to cough and developed a dry throat. Her voice became hoarse as she tried to expel enough air to act out the lines with the right emotion. In this part, Sophie was calling out for help as she confronted the demon hell-bent on possessing her. However, the actress became pale, and she was unable to take in a breath, feeling something groping her neck. It then thrust upon her, pushing her to the floor.
Cecilia panicked as she began to turn blue in the face, a clear sign of oxygen deprivation.
She kicked out with both legs before she collapsed on the ground, falling unconscious as her oxygen-deprived body succumbed.
Her fall shook the campervan, making it rattle side to side. The thump of her body was heard by a cinematographer who just happened to be setting up his equipment. Sensing something was not right, he raced toward the campervan but found himself locked out. The lock was a new technology with digital swipe card access.
He needed to find Chuck, who had the master swipe card. He thought about smashing the door in with his foot, as he was a big guy and not short on muscle, but decided to wait as he called Chuck on his phone to immediately come to his aid.
Chuck wasn’t far away and had already been alerted to the commotion going on outside the campervan. He rushed over to assist with his master swipe card.
“What’s going on?” He was agitated, fearful of losing another member of his crew.
“I heard a thump in the camper, and it shook while I was standing nearby, but I can’t get in to check on her.”
Chuck swiped the card, and then they threw the door open to find the lead actress lying on the ground, holding her neck. She was unconscious, and her breathing was shallow.
“What happened to her?” asked Chuck, looking toward the cinematographer. “Can you get help? We need an ambulance.”
Knowing the detectives were in a private screening of the last scene of the movie before Dougie’s death, Chuck couldn’t help linking the two scenarios.
Has this got something to do with the rescreening? he thought.
After they had attained all the evidence from the murders, Bolder and the detective walked across the road to visit Gwen at the Silverton Photography Gallery, unbeknownst that the lead actress had collapsed in her campervan. They wanted to get the inside scoop on Silverton’s past.
It was a popular spot, with tourists seeking the history of the town and looking over rare photos.
Gwen had grown up in Silverton and the nearby town of Broken Hill. Her family had lived in the area for generations. She was the local historian with sharp attention to detail on anything about Silverton. Her phenomenal memory took her as far back as 1880, when the town had been discovered on the back of a vast silver deposit.
Detective Wellock was unclear what information she could provide that would help find the suspect. Nevertheless, the chief had ordered them to talk to her, and so they were following through on their instructions.
As they approached the charming Colonial sandstone building and made their way through the front door, Gwen came dashing out to great them, already knowing who they were.
She was a middle-aged woman who looked great for her age. You could shave off ten years due to her immaculate appearance. She was dressed in form-fitting jeans and boots with a frilly white shirt. She liked to wear makeup with her trademark ruby red lipstick. Her hair was tied back in a bun with free-flowing bangs down past her eyes, carrying hints of greying hair, although you had to look hard to detect it. “G’day, Detectives, I’m Gwen. Nice to meet you both.”
Bolder and the detective obliged, shaking her hand.
“It’s a bit of place you have here. Look at all these old photos of times gone by,” said Detective Wellock.
“Oh yes, and look at this print over here. This black and white photo was taken when the population reached around four thousand in its glory days. Just try to picture it. You would never imagine Silverton was once a thriving silver town and this street was bustling with people.”
“Oh, and I can see your building in that photo.”
“Crickey, you have a good eye for detail. I suppose that’s why you’re a detective, right?”
The detective laughed, charmed by Gwen’s outgoing personality.
She looked directly at Bolder and said, “You’re the one they call the spirit hunter?”
“Hmm.” Bolder nodded. “I don’t think I can shake off that tag, not even in a remote ghost town like Silverton.”
“Oh, you know, all country towns are connected somehow. Someone always knows someone else, and word gets around.” Gwen was good at turning a negative into a positive. However, Bolder was polite about his tag, though he never liked it.
“Why don’t you both join me on the back porch for some locally made tea? My assistant can look after the shop; it’s quiet today.”
They walked through the exhibition room, on their way to the porch, occasionally stopping to admire a rare photo. Then they sat underneath a covered veranda at the back of the museum, sheltered from the mid-afternoon sun. It was always hot around these parts during the summer when the sun delivered a scorching sting that was best avoided.
Gwen filled their teacups with a locally-made tea blend that had a flowery scent not too dissimilar to jasmine. Although both Detective Wellock and Bolder were hardcore barista-style coffee aficionados, they were polite and accepted the tea.
“So, Gwen, we’ve been told you’re like the local encyclopedia on the town’s history,” said the detective before he sipped his tea, holding his teacup in the traditional two-finger hold.
“Oh, I could tell you many stories that made this town famous but also an infamous place.” Gwen tossed in her chair then added a dash of milk to her tea. “You know it tastes better with a dollop of milk.”
“This tea is delightful. Wouldn’t mind taking some with me before I leave.” The detective looked toward Bolder, who took the cue and nodded.
“I reckon the most infamous story is the one about Beth Maynard that goes back to 1890.” She took a sip of tea then sighed. “And let me tell you the unedited version and not what you would read officially in brochures.”
“Oh, we’re all ears, Gwen. Tell us,” said the detective.
“Well, the story is she was befriended by a demon, although she would not have known it at the time. Her paramour, Harry Daniels, was facing court for affray and expected to get a hefty jail sentence. But he was released after one day, the judge clearing him of the charge. This demon lied to her, and she became broken-hearted.”
“Who was this demon?” asked Bolder.
“To our knowledge, it was a new person in town who was working on her farm, making repairs. He had managed to strike a friendship with her, and they would have regular conversations. She was alone on the farm and lonely.”
“So, the demon tricked her about Harry Daniel’s sentence.”
“Yes. And she was beside herself. Broken-hearted and stricken by grief, she left her farm abruptly and became lost in the Outback. She was found dead, ten miles from Umberumberka, just off the track.”
“That’s a hell of a story,” said the detective.
“Many tourist and locals swear to see her ghost around town, usually toward the evening, walking around aimlessly in her best outfit.”
Bolder and the detective looked across at each other, both thinking about the woman who they had sighted crossing the road before coming into town.
“What evidence was there that this man was a demon, other than local folklore?”
“Now you sound like a detective, ha-ha.”
Detective Wellock smiled and took another sip of his tea. “I don’t even know I’m doing it, Gwen. Just habit, you know.”
“It’s okay, Detective. But to answer your question, some strange things started happening around that time—missing persons, murders, and people going plain mad.
“Her paramour, Harry Daniels, was so beside himself and became a sort of demon hunter. I think people thought he was going crazy.”
“So, Gwen, what happened to the demon?” asked Bolder.
The detective filled his teacup from a fresh pot of tea and smiled at Gwen. “Don’t worry about my friend.”
“I see. This story would be right up your alley, then, Detective Bolder.”
Bolder shook his head and agreed. “That’s why they call me the spirit hunter, I suppose. But I have just one more question. Was there anything unusual ever found at the property of Beth Maynard’s?”
Gwen looked up in surprise with wide eyes. “Well, there is always something I may not know about. Hmm, I reckon we go over the coroner’s report, which I have with me. The original report, that is, not the snippets you get from articles on the internet.”
“You’re a treasure trove of information, Gwen,” said Bolder.
Gwen pointed directly in front of the porch, to a building visible in the distance that resembled a church. “That’s my property over there. It’s the old Saint Carthage Catholic Church I converted into a home. I have a room in the back that’s an archive office. It used to be the vestry for the priest, believe it or not. Why don’t you pass by tomorrow afternoon, and I will give you access to the coroner’s report on Beth Maynard and some documents from the courthouse on Harry Daniel’s?”
“Thank you, Gwen. That would be great.” The detective blinked in appreciation then gazed at Bolder. “You’re going to love going through all the records, Bolder.”
Bolder smiled but didn’t say anything.
“To answer your question with some level of proof; the missing person cases ceased after about a year. It seemed everything went back to normal again,” said Gwen.
“So, what about the murders? Are you close to finding the person?” she asked.
“No. We checked all the visitors coming and going during the time of the murders, and I don’t have a person of interest, so we can’t blame outsiders. If there is a murderer, then they’re in our midst.”
“Hmm, Silverton has a murderer amongst us?”
“Possibly, Gwen, but it’s hard to say. We’re so early into this investigation,” said the detective.
“Well, I hope you find the suspect, because I hear the movie production could be shut down permanently. You know what that will do to this town? Every week, just about someone’s filming here, you know,” said Gwen with a distressed look. Her hand shook, and the teacup rattled as she refilled her cup with tea.
“Anyway, no point getting emotional. But let me ask you, Mr. Spirit Hunter, if you want the lowdown on the town’s paranormal past, you’re better talking to Max Templeton at the Masonic Lodge. They’re a secretive lot, but if I introduce you, I’m sure he’ll be happy to share anything relevant.”
Bolder put his hand over his mouth as a snap breeze blew across the porch with a trail of red dust. Silverton could be a dusty place when the wind picked, blowing from the barren north.
Bolder coughed a few times as specks of dust found their way up his nostrils. “Yes, Gwen, speaking to someone who has that history, especially about the curse of Beth Maynard, would help me a lot.”
“You seem to know a lot about the spiritual side of things?” asked Gwen. She found Bolder’s interest similar to her own.
“It’s something I have studied at length. I’m a parapsychologist by profession.”
Gwen smiled. “Oh, well, that’s a handful.”
On the way back to the Silverton Hotel, Bolder and the detective were on the same wavelength when it came to the locals.
“She didn’t tell us everything, did she?” asked the detective.
“You got that feeling, also?”
“Yeah, not surprising—a long-term resident who’s only drip-feeding us information.”
“Well, until they learn to trust us, right?”
“Hmm, and you know how long that takes,” the detective said with a smug look. “I haven’t got that much time to build those relationships here.”
As they crossed the road to the hotel, an ambulance from Broken Hill arrived on the scene.
Something had happened, and they were keen to find out.
With a spring in their steps, they quickly strode toward the hotel where Chuck waited for them. He had a discerning look, pale-faced, and eyes drooping. It didn’t look too good from his body language.
“What happened, Chuck?” asked the detective.
He didn’t respond straight away as he kept peering inside the ambulance. “It’s my lead actress. She’s fallen ill.”
“And …?”
“She nearly died. If it wasn’t for one of my setup crew who applied lifesaving CPR, she would be going to the morgue instead of the hospital.” Chuck kept peering into the ambulance as the paramedic applied oxygen to the lead actress. “She wasn’t breathing and fell unconscious, gasping for air.”
“Did this happened about an hour ago?” asked the detective.
“Yeah.”
Bolder looked directly at the detective as they recapped their experience in the cinematic room. He recalled the scene with absolute accuracy—the ominous shadow choking the lead actress on the screen. The camera technician had sworn that that scene had never been filmed on the set and didn’t know where it had come from. Whatever happened on that screen had been reenacted with the lead actress in her campervan at the same moment.
To sum up the case so far, there had been two murders, a woman admitted to the hospital for shock, and now a lead actress heading off to the same hospital with a breathing condition. To add to the circumstances, Bolder had discovered an actor called The Rose Tattoo was playing the demon. So, what was his connection to the murders? As far as Detective Wellock was concerned, everyone was a suspect until they could be cleared of any involvement.
And like any criminal case in a scarcely populated ghost town, it was like pulling at hens’ teeth—snippets of information and an inherent behavior to not say too much. Even if the locals had an inclination of who the suspect might be, they wouldn’t tell. Plus, there was a one-hundred-year curse that everyone in town grew up believing and never discussed.
How did the plight of Beth Maynard become a superstition that engulfed the village with a paranormal tag?
It meant more researching and talking to those with the knowledge of this curse. They had to work quickly before the next member of the production crew lost their lives to this ominous evil.
Reviewing the coroner’s report might shed some light on the tragedy of Beth Maynard and provide some clues. However, Bolder was more focused on the Masonic Lodge. They had been an influential presence for over one hundred years in Silverton. Their original sandstone structure was only a couple blocks from the Silverton pub. Indeed, they also had archives containing valuable information going back to 1880. Arranging a meeting with the head of the lodge, Max, could provide some insights—the inside scoop on the mysteries that grappled this town.




4 the masonic lodge

Silverton’s Cornish miners had exerted a strong Protestant influence. They had held a public meeting in 1884 to establish a Masonic Lodge, and so the Umberumberka Lodge was constituted in 1886. The first Freemason initiated into the lodge had been Charles Rasp, one of the region’s most famous pioneers. They had donated the land on which the building was built.
In February 1888, the lodge had been renamed Umberumberka No. 141 NSW Constitution and continued to meet at Silverton. In 1906, meetings were transferred to the larger, more thriving town of Broken Hill, twenty-five miles away.
The original lodge room at Silverton existed today. Once or twice a year, a lodge meeting was held there by Silvercity Lodge No. 141.
The lodge room had no permanent electricity. Meetings were conducted under the gentle glow of hurricane lamps. What a great atmosphere! With no electricity came no heating. The temperature outside was under five degree Celsius at night.
The original sandstone structure reflected the historical past of Silverton during its heydays; a building renovated in the eerie emptiness of the treeless Outback on the outskirts of Silverton.
Bolder and the detective had a meeting arranged with the local, retired brethren from the town of Broken Hill.
Max Templeton was in his seventies but still sharp-witted and an engaging man. A member of the Freemasons for most of his working life, he was the caretaker of the Masonic Lodge and was often called upon by filmmakers to open the doors, as the characteristic building often appeared in movies.
Detective Wellock stepped out of the car, butted his cigarette, and then flicked it onto the red, barren earth, earning the typical glare from Bolder. Then they walked over to Max, who was waiting at the entrance with the keys. He waved briefly to welcome them both to the Masonic Lodge.
“G’day, Max, and thanks for coming from Broken Hill to see us,” said the detective. “This is Bolder. We work together.”
Bolder nodded, and they shook hands.
“So, you want some history on Silverton?” asked Max, diddling with his keys to open the door to the lodge.
“Yeah, but we’re more interested in the curse of Beth Maynard. Gwen said you might have the unedited account of what happened to her.”
“Hmm, is that why they call you the spirit hunter, Detective Bolder? You think the recent events are linked to the supernatural?” Max was not shy but a straight shooter.
Bolder waited for Max to turn the key and open the door before he responded with, “We have seen unusual patterns of behavior already that have a spiritual element. But I’m a parapsychologist, and I investigate these things rather than brand them supernatural straight away.”
Max flung open the heavy wooden door and welcomed them in. “You have a cross on your collar; are you a priest?”
“That’s very observant of you, Max. Most people don’t notice.”
Bolder and the detective stepped inside the building that still had all the Masonic artifacts and layout in place. It was as though it had been frozen in time, and indeed, the Masonic rituals in 1880 utilized those.
Max opened the blinds to the single stained glass window in the masonic hall, and filtered light illuminated parts of the building to show off its eloquence.
“I have a small storage cupboard under lock that has the old archives, and I can give you the unredacted version of Beth Maynard’s curse. However, I gotta stress … we never talk about it outside the lodge.” Max had a small limp as they walked toward archives cupboard at a slow pace.
“Our lips are sealed, Max. We’re investigators, so we know how to keep our mouths shut,” said the detective.
Max nodded and smiled. “Yeah, I thought that was the case.” He unlocked the archives cupboard then retrieved a thick file bound together and wrapped in plastic. “This is something never seen outside our lodge, so you two will be the first to see it.”
“We’re privileged, Max,” said Bolder while the detective agreed and nodded.
They walked to the table that must have been an original antique with exquisitely carved legs and French polish. It was built by a master furniture maker at the time and so was a rare piece.
Max laid out the file on the table then opened the cover with many documents and notes. The exterior of the file had the inscription, “Beth Maynard Curse.”
“You should start by reading this press clipping from the local Silverton newspaper, The Barrier Miner, in 1890,” said Max.
It was a time when Australia was one of the most tattooed nations in the world. Male-female convicts arriving in the penal colonies were heavily inked with symbols that had secret meanings and codes.

Of the 160,000 convicts transported to Australia, at least 37 per cent of males and 15 per cent of the women were tattooed when they arrived.

Many bore names and initials of loved ones never to be seen again, or masonic or religious symbols, images from illustrated Bibles, tableware of the time, animals, mermaids, ships, and true-love knots.

According to a new book by colonial-era author Simon Barnard, mermaids represented both beauties but also fear for ‘their habit of luring soldiers to watery graves.”

Convicts were also tattooed with mermen, and sightings and belief of both creatures’ existence persisted into the late 19th century. They may have been inspired by dugongs or similar sea creatures.

One drawing in Barnard’s book depicts 31-year-old convict Isaac Comer undergoing inspection at Hobart Town on arrival in 1845.

Comer, who had a record in his hometown of Bath for stealing a pig and assault, had been transported for 14 years for receiving stolen goods.

His disciplinary record reveals incredibly detailed descriptions of his tattoos, including the markings of ‘seven stars, two rings, and an anchor between legs … on his yard,’ a ‘yard’ being colonial parlance for penis.

Convict tattoos that featured anchors symbolized both hopes and all hope lost when they were transported for life for something as trivial as ‘stealing a lady’s reticule.’

Each convict’s details, including their tattoos, were recorded when they disembarked, providing an extensive physical account of Australia’s convict men and women.

“Hmm, that’s an interesting read, but I’m not sure I understand the significance and what you’re leading to,” said Bolder.
Max turned another page to continue the story. “You see, from the police report, a gang of scoundrels had arrived in town to prospect for silver. They were a handful to the local constabulary, always involved in altercations with locals—fights, threats, and thuggery. They were heavily tattooed from tip to toe, a sign of their convict past, and transported to Australia for petty crimes around the 1860s as young thugs.”
“And what happened to them?” asked Detective Wellock.
Max turned another page with the photo of the ringleader. “The leader was known as The Rose Tattoo, and mainly because of a large rose tattooed on his cheek.”
Bolder gulped as he continued to stare at the photo, in a daze, stiff neck and without blinking.
“Is there something wrong?” asked Max.
Bolder shook his head. “Nah, he just looks familiar to one of the lead actors in the movie. Chuck, the movie producer, pointed him out to me when I first arrived. Only because he had a strange look about him. He has the rose tattoo on the side of his cheek, identical to the one in this photo.”
Max wasn’t into the movie productions that frequented Silverton, sometimes one after the other. He was a private man who preferred to keep to himself. Therefore, he wouldn’t know about the tattooed actor playing the part of a demon.
Max turned to the next page in the file, which was a surveyor’s report commissioned by Beth Maynard of her property.
“See, it became known around town that Beth Maynard’s acreage had significant prospects for silver mining. The Rose Tattoo and his gang somehow managed to get ahold of the report through a series of blackmail attempts.”
“And then what happened?” asked the detective. He was starting to become impatient and wanted Max to get to the point.
“The Rose Tattoo befriended Beth Maynard by offering to help with things around her property. And remember, she was alone—she could always do with a helping hand.”
“So, he lied to her about Harry Daniels, her paramour?”
Max smiled. “You guys catch on so quickly. Typical investigators.” Max turned over another page in the file. “Yes, you’re right. They were conmen and thieves.”
“So, what happened?” asked Bolder.
“This is the unofficial version of this Masonic Lodge and can’t be spoken outside the confines of this house.” Max looked directly at both men, wanting their assurances to be tight-lipped.
Bolder and Detective Wellock nodded.
“Our lips are sealed,” said the detective.
“There was a meeting of the brethren of this lodge to discuss the incident with Beth Maynard. It was agreed that The Rose Tattoo and his gang had brought a certain evil into the town.”
“And?”
“They would be given an option to leave town, with the help of the local constabulary, or an ultimatum was to be put to them.”
“With a gun to their heads,” said Detective Wellock with a smirk.
“Yes. They had been caught red-handed, stealing silver from local miners, so it was either leave or face a lengthy jail sentence. Remember, they were ex-convicts, so different rules applied. It would have been like today’s equivalent to being out on parole but with no end date.”
“Hmm, so they had a lot to lose,” said Bolder.
“Yes, and when they left town, these artifacts were found in their camp.” Max turned over another page, showing objects Bolder recognized as belonging to devil worshippers.
“Oh, look at that,” said the detective. He pointed to a five-star pentagram. “We have seen that before, Bolder, haven’t we?”
Bolder nodded.
Even though the linkages between Beth Maynard’s curse and the recent spike of incidences were starting to show a resemblance, he also worried.
“In the records, are there any extracts of conversation with The Rose Tattoo?”
Max smiled. “Oh yeah, I knew you would ask me that question. I keep forgetting I’m talking to investigators.” Max shuffled a few pages to find handwritten notes from the Masonic Lodge meeting in March 1890. “Oh, here it is. It was certainly discussed by the lodge.
“Umberumberka Lodge Meeting, 8 March 1890.

Gang of tattooed men rounded up by an armed constabulary of approximately ten men for theft, bribery, and affray. They were forced to leave of their own accord or face years in the local jail. They were not allowed to head back to their camp and were escorted out of town under heavy guard. The chief constabulary makes mention the tattooed men are infested by a recalcitrant evil, brought upon the town of Silverton. They were taken as far as five miles out of town on the road to Broken Hill.”

Max pauses to take a breath and then continued reading.
“The ringleader, known as The Rose Tattoo, is described as a man with the eyes of the devil. In passing, The Rose Tattoo vows to return one day to finish his work. May God bless the township of Silverton.”

Bolder sighed and nodded. He understood that The Rose Tattoo had come back to Silverton to finish off their curse. It had been outsmarted by the local constabulary at the time, but it had proclaimed revenge and that one day it would return, even though it didn’t make sense.
“Oh, and I almost forgot … I took a copy of this newspaper clipping for you,” said Max.
Max handed Bolder a newspaper report on the death of Beth Maynard.
The Barrier Miner Newspaper
Tuesday, 4 February 1890
Woman Found Dead in Silverton
The dead body of a white woman who was well-known in Silverton as the wife or paramour of the aboriginal tracker Harry Daniels was found on the Umberumberka plain, near the Rathole Tank. About three miles west of Silverton late last evening.

The woman was seen about Silverton last week. At the same time, Daniels was incarcerated there, pending trial, on a charged of assaulting another black named Macdonald. It is surmised she was steering for the border to eke out a living elsewhere. On the thought that he would get a lengthened term of imprisonment, whereas he only got six hours.

An inquest on the body of the woman, which shows no marks of violence, will be held today.

Silverton had a population of fifty people, with the occasional tourist passing through. Besides the movie productions, not much else happened in the ghost town. Was it an act of personal revenge, or was something else underlying at hand?
Bolder and Detective Wellock thanked Max for his time and for sharing the secret files of the Masonic Lodge. He could have decided not to share anything and not gotten involved. After all, it was the Freemasons, a pseudo secret society in the eyes of some people.
As they walked through the main entrance of the lodge, leaning against an old Vermillion FJ Holden car was The Rose Tattoo. With his arms and legs crossed, it was an imposing image as he looked straight at them both.
“What’s that bloke over there with the tatts doing staring at us?” The detective didn’t take too kindly to it.
Bolder shrugged while focusing on The Rose Tattoo, the modern-day actor.
“Maybe I should go ask him?” The detective was suspicious.
“Nah, just leave it. I’m sure he’s here for a reason. May have to do with the movie production.”
As Bolder and the detective continued walking to their car, the intense stare didn’t let up. It was almost intimidating.
“Bugger this,” said the detective. “I’m going to speak to him.”
Bolder was aware the detective didn’t like intimidating antics and would get flustered, become aggressive if need be.
They both walked up to The Rose Tattoo while he continued to stare and remain focused on both, eagle-eyed and deliberate.
“Why are you looking at us like that?” asked the detective.
The Rose Tattoo didn’t flinch, his arms still crossed and leaning against the vehicle. Then he simply shrugged and smirked. “Just learning a new part for a scene at the Masonic Lodge.”
“By staring at us?”
“Hmm, you feel intimated. That’s good.”
“What?”
“Well, that’s my part in the scene—to intimidate the protagonist outside the Masonic Lodge. I play the demon.”
The detective felt as though The Rose Tattoo was trying to be a smart aleck, playing around with him, but he decided to leave it alone.
“He does play the demon in the movie,” Bolder affirmed.
“Hmm, fine, but you do look intimidating,” said the detective.
“Oh, good. That means my acting is effective.” The Rose Tattoo stepped away from the car, opened the driver’s door, and then stepped in. “You know this scene is about the curse of Beth Maynard, yeah? The Masonic Lodge and the brethren are all part of this scene.” He gave the detective a two-finger salute, blinked, and then drove off toward the main road, on the way out of town.
“You know, Bolder, he looks more like a convict than an actor with all those tatts.”
“I thought the same until I spoke to Chuck. The bloke is apparently in demand for demon-like characters. Found himself a nice acting career, I reckon.”
The detective nodded, not saying anything, but he still had his suspicions about him. Something was not right about The Rose Tattoo, his gut instinct told him so.
Bolder and the detective returned to the Silverton Hotel to find a flurry of activity from the movie production. It appeared to be back on track and filming a new scene. The campervans were ready to go and the truck with all the equipment was fully loaded. Judging by the amount of equipment that was being prepared, it was going to be a scene filmed outside of town.
Next to the campervans were four 1970’s Holden cars that had been hired for the set. It was not unusual to see the shells of old FJ Holdens lying about in Silverton. They were gathering dust and acted like informal monuments to the Mad Max movie series. The props were carefully prepared by the set designer to convey that feeling to the audience.
As for the location of the setting, Chuck had decided to use the same stretch of road used during the Mad Max movie, which had become known to tourists as the “Mad Max stretch.”
Enthusiasts of Mad Max were known to head to the exact location where the filming took place and take photos.
There was the original movie, Mad Max, followed by Mad Max 2, Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome, and Mad Max Fury Road. The only markers for the stretch of road where the filming had taken place were a couple of ageing signs left behind by the previous movie producers. Finding the road signs was part of the discovery.
From the corner of his eye, Chuck noticed Bolder and the detective and waved them over. Irrespective, he was absorbed in the preparation, directing the crew in their preparations with an attention to detail.
“Oh, Bolder and Detective, I’ve got some good news for you. Jessica, the girl who witnessed the murders, has snapped out of shock and is talking again.”
“So, we can talk to her then?” said the detective.
“Not so fast, Detective.” Chuck then called out to one of his technicians and provided instructions. He was between conversations. “If you need to interview her, I suggest you go easy.”
“I understand, Chuck. What we can’t achieve during our first meeting with her, we can always try again later.”
“Yeah, that’s the spirit. Anyway, she wants to be back working on the set next week.” He pulled out a pack of Post-It Notes from his pocket. “Look, here are the details of the hospital she is staying. They’re not taking visitors yet, but I’m sure your police badges will get you through the door.”
The detective smiled and said, “Yes, it normally does.” The detective took the note and placed it in his pocket-sized book. “Oh, and by the way, where are you filming today?”
“This is going to be a fast scene with a car chase. But not just any car … cars that are demonized.” He pointed to the main road, north of the town. “Five miles out on the road to Broken Hill, apparently the same stretch of road where they filmed Mad Max, so my set designer tells me.”
The detective smiled with a youthful, cheeky grin. “Oh, I love the Mad Max movies and am a big fan of Mel Gibson.”
Chuck nodded. “Gotta go, boys. They’re giving me the windup. Ha-ha.”
As Chuck walked off to his waiting car, he then turned around to the detective. “You’ll probably pass us on the way to Broken Hill if you’re visiting Jessica now.”
Bolder turned to the detective. “So, are we going to get a witness statement?”
“Yeah, of course we are. I was just playing with the producer. These guys are so used to giving orders on the set that they think they can tell detectives what to do.”
Bolder thought the detective had played Chuck well.
“So, let’s have a bite to eat, and then we’re off to Broken Hill Hospital.”
The detective read the details on the note given to him by Chuck. “Yes, that’s what the note says—Broken Hill Hospital, Thomas Street … twenty-five miles away. Shouldn’t take long to get there.”
“Well, that’s a town I have never visited before,” said Bolder.




5 The ghost car

After Wellock’s conversation with Chuck, he followed up with the hospital. Jessica was in good spirits and talking. However, the detective never alluded to the fact that he was on his way, preferring to keep it under wraps until he got there.
The drive out of Silverton to Broken Hill was about twenty-five miles of barren, red earth as far as the eye could see. An inhospitable landscape, desolate and empty. Despite all of that, it had an inner beauty as the sun’s rays bounced off the hematite mineral—a source of iron ore. And for those unfamiliar with the Australian interior landscape, iron ore filled the coffers of the mineral export market, as it was everywhere.
With some luck, they would pass the movie production. As Chuck explained, it was off the main road. They both kept a lookout for any signs of commotion that would suggest a filming crew in action.
Detective Wellock had one hand on the wheel and the other holding a cigarette, a trademark pose for the detective. His window was wound down fully to clear the cigarette smoke, as it annoyed Bolder.
“What’s that in the rearview mirror?” asked Bolder.
“Hmm, two cars moving fast side by side. And that means one is driving on the wrong side of the road.”
Bolder turned his head to watch as they approached at rapid speed. Two cars that belonged on the set of movies. The red car looked like it was on a drag race team with an exposed manifold sitting high above the engine. The other, a yellow car, was a modified Ute with a shark’s mouth painted on the hood.
“They’re driving erratically, if you ask me,” said Bolder. The two cars were only twenty yards away and continued driving on both sides of the road.
They felt a thump from behind as the red vehicle deliberately impacted with the rear of their car, unexpectedly and dangerously.
“Did you feel that, that crazy bastard?” Detective Wellock was incensed.
But that was not all.
Then came a second impact from behind—thump. The car shook and rattled as the detective threw out his cigarette so that he could hold onto the steering wheel firmly with two hands. It was turning into a precarious situation.
“We’re deliberately being hit,” said Bolder, wiping perspiration from his forehead. “What do we do?”
The second car, the yellow Ute, was tearing up alongside the driver’s side and riding in tandem. It would be especially dangerous if another car came from the opposite direction.
The detective turned his head to his right to inspect the yellow car next to them. “There’s no one in there! What the f—”
Bolder couldn’t believe his eyes, either. “A driverless vehicle? It’s either cursed or under possession.” He turned again to check on the red car. “My God, there’s no one at the wheel of that car, either.”
“You’re kidding me? Is someone playing a prank?”
The red car bumped them from behind again. This time, the car rattled and skidded from the impact. However, Detective Wellock managed to regain control, narrowly missing a series of native bushes and a low rock formation.
But that wasn’t all.
The yellow car thumped them on the driver’s side, and the detective nearly lost control as the car reeled to the side.
Bolder took his phone out and switched on the video app, ready to record, wanting evidence of the driverless cars.
Were they possessed by a demon, or were they wired up electronically and being controlled remotely? It was hard to say. His supernatural investigative skills were trying to rationalize the situation.
The car chase continued as the detective throttled down on the accelerator to get away. The speed increased from eighty miles per hour to one hundred, and then one hundred to one-twenty. It worked for a while, but it was pointless. The spirit cars were modified with powerful engines and could easily match the detective’s car. To them, it was child’s play.
Within moments, they were back in the usual position of haggling again.
Thump. Another battering to the rear by the red car as the yellow Ute again pulled up alongside the driver’s side, hugging the detective’s car.
Wellock glanced to his right to get another look and saw a tattooed man driving the Ute. He looked again, and the man had disappeared.
He shook his head in disbelief as perspiration trickled down the side of his forehead.
“You look startled, Detective,” noted Bolder.
“Can you see anyone driving that car on my right?”
Bolder shifted forward to get a better look. “Nah … still driving by itself. Weird.”
The detective was not satisfied and looked again. “He’s there again! A tattooed man. Have a look—quick.”
The man was fully covered in tattoos and was peering at the detective, smiling and licking his lips as he glided his hand over his bald head then stuck out his tongue.
Bolder looked over again, but from a different angle this time. “Nah, nothing.”
In front of the car, at around one hundred yards, a man stood in the road with his arms raised above his head, legs spread wide.
“Shit, someone’s on the road in front of us.”
“Stop the car, Detective.”
“But he’s going to hit us from the rear again! He’s tailgating me.”
“Stop the car. Quick!”
The red car behind them bumped the rear again, pushing the vehicle forward, but this time it was hugging the car and propelling it with its momentum.”
“The car behind us has locked on and is pushing us.”
“Quick! Brake harder!”
Fifty yards … forty … thirty … The brakes were screeching as rubber burned off the warm road with plumes of black smoke and a screeching sound. A repulsive, burned rubber smell filled the car as Bolder wound down his window.
“We’re not going to stop in time,” said the detective in a raised pitch.
“It’s The Rose Tattoo from the movie, crazy bastard. What does he think he’s doing?” Bolder continued recording the video on his phone, awaiting the impact.
The detective was frozen, eyes glued forward, like a crash test dummy.
Ten … five … four … three … two … one yard to go before impact and …
They drove right through the person, not realizing it had been an apparition. Then the red and yellow cars to their rear and side disappeared.
The detective brought the car to a screeching halt in the middle of the road. Then he sighed as he laid his head down on the steering wheel.
Bolder shook his head and looked around to make sure the road rage had stopped. “Whatever, or whoever, they were, they’re gone.”
The detective pushed open his door with his foot then stepped out of the car. Without any warning, the yellow car came screaming back at one hundred and twenty miles per hour, narrowly swiping him and the driver’s side door. Wellock jolted back, having not heard the car coming, irrespective its modified turbos engine sounded like a racetrack.
The Rose Tattoo stuck his index finger in the air from the driver’s side window as it drove off, screeching and groaning from its raised manifold as it sucked in the air and converted it into a hissing sound.
Bolder had watched on in awe as he witnessed the yellow car deliberately take a swipe at the detective then disappear into the distance until it vaporized into thin air, like a faded-out mirage.
A ghost car, thought Bolder.
“What the hell was that!” yelled the detective. He slammed the door shut and took out a cigarette to calm himself. He had the jitters, his hands trembling as he pulled out a cigarette from the pack.
Bolder also stepped out of the car and walked around to the rear of the vehicle, rubbing his hands along the rear bumper and the boot.
“What’s up, Bolder?”
“We got hit from behind pretty hard and many times, right?”
The detective shrugged. “I certainly felt it, didn’t you?”
“Oh yeah. Yeah, no question about that.” He continued inspecting the rear bumper. “You’d think we would have damage to the car. I mean, he hit us pretty hard.”
“What are you going on about, mate?” The detective walked to the rear of the car to where Bolder stood. “What? No damage? Not even a small dent or scratch?”
“Nothing.”
“That’s bizarre.” The detective took a deep inhale of his cigarette then sighed as he exhaled over Bolder’s head. “This is your area, Bolder—the supernatural stuff. Don’t ask me to make sense of what we just went through. My detective-trained mind can’t make any sense of it.”
Bolder was quiet, preferring not to respond. He also couldn’t make out the significance of what they had been through.
“So, you want to know what I think so far?” asked Bolder.
“That would be helpful.” The detective was feeling short-tempered.
Bolder smirked, but he also understood the detective’s frustration—they had just gone through a hell of a ride.
“It’s hard to sum up one hundred and forty years of history in less than a week.”
“Just tell me what you think. I won’t hold it against you.” The detective butted out his cigarette then lit another one, his hands still trembling from the experience.
“Here’s my synopsis so far. The ghost town has a curse, and it goes back to the days when it was a thriving mining town.” Bolder took a sip of water and a deep breath. “It’s linked to that convict with the full-blown body tattoos, a demon entity that caused havoc around town until it was thrown out by the Masons.” Bolder looked directly toward the detective with hawkish eyes and a refined look. “Demons last an eternity; never in a hurry as they bide their time to return to the same place that threw them out.”
“To seek revenge? Get even?”
“Yes, but those people are long gone. Only their institutions survive, and the town is still here, although living off the back of the filming industry and tourism.”
“Hmm, I think I’m beginning to understand. The motive for the evil entity is to destroy the reputation of the town outright; take it off the map.”
“You catch on quickly, Detective. Yes, make it so unpalatable to the outside world that no one will ever come here … except for some crazy ghost hunters on a road trip.”
The detective nodded with a grin. “We better get going to the hospital then.”
“Do you want me to drive?” offered Bolder.
“Nah, she’ll be right, mate. I think I’m over the jitters.” The detective grinned again. “It’s like getting back on a horse after being thrown off.”
Bolder nodded, acknowledging the thought.
The detectives took off on the straight, long road to Broken Hill. Barring no further encounters, they should be at the Broken Hill hospital in twenty minutes.
A real Outback city, Broken Hill was a living, breathing time capsule where the great mining prosperity of yesteryears set amid a sprawling desert landscape. It was a place of huge skies, red, rocky earth, and fascinating history.
After the discovery of silver and iron ore, it led to the opening of various mines, establishing Broken Hill’s recognition as a prosperous mining town well into the 1990s.
Upon arrival at the hospital, Detective Wellock walked straight to the reception desk, seeking Jessica’s room number. The elderly woman at the reception counter appeared to have a sense of urgency—everything happened in slow motion. This frustrated the detective, causing him to call out while she continued to talk on the phone. It was a personal call about the bowls club meeting.
“Excuse me, ma’am, but can I have some information on a patient?” asked the detective while he waved at her with a half-smile.
Bolder stood behind, thinking it was amusing, as the receptionist continued to ignore the detective.
“Well, Julie, we need to raise it on the bowls committee as soon as possible before old Harry starts making a fuss,” said the receptionist, paying no attention to the detective.
The detective was becoming frustrated, tapping his fingers on the counter. “Ma’am,” he said with more authority.
“Hold on, Julie; I have an impatient man at the counter. He looks like he’s from out of town. Hold on a sec.”
She put her hand over the speaker of the phone and looked at the detective with a sarcastic glare. “Yes?”
“We need the room number of Jessica. She came in from Silverton about a week ago.”
“Jessica who?”
“Well, I don’t know her surname.” The detective looked at Bolder, who shook his head. “Well, I don’t think you would get regular patients from Silverton, so it shouldn’t be hard to find.”
“I can’t help you, sir, unless I have her surname.” Being difficult, the receptionist turned her back on them and went back to her call.
“I hate it when they come to reception and don’t even know the patient’s surname,” she said.
The detective tapped on the counter again with a hurry-up tone about it.
The receptionist turned back around, annoyed, and he flashed his police badge, to her surprise. She gulped and put the phone down.
“You’re a policeman?”
“No, a detective, and investigating a couple murders in Silverton, which was splattered all over the local news. Do you know which Jessica it is now?”
The receptionist fidgeted with her pen. “Yes, let me see,” she said with a nervous giggle. “Yes, room 205, on the second floor.
“Thank you.” The detective was sharp, bypassing any pleasantries while heading directly toward Jessica’s room.
Jessica had been provided a room in a secure section of the hospital. It was easy for the detective to gain access to her, flashing his badge at every checkpoint. Nurses could be very protective of their patients, and so he had to step through the nurse at reception, the duty nurse, and the head nurse of the ward. He was now on his way to room 205 with an escort of nurses following him.
“Hi, Jessica. I have visitors for you, Detective Wellock and Zack Bolder from the Special Investigations Unit.” The nurse was in her fifties and a very robust woman, formal with her introductions.
Jessica looked up. She couldn’t understand what all the commotion was about. Still, she nodded and smiled anyway, not to be impolite.
The nurse stood with her hands on her hips, legs spread in a confronting stance, as though she was on a mission.
“Thank you, Nurse,” said the detective. “These conversations are private, if that’s okay?”
“Sure, but I need to let you know you have half an hour at most … Doctor’s instructions,” she said.
The detective had a grin on his face. He could tell the nurse was a control freak and went along with it. “Oh, that won’t be a problem. I don’t expect to be here for longer than that.”
Bolder took a couple of chairs and placed them alongside Jessica’s bed. Then he fiddled inside his jacket, sitting only a foot away from Jessica, and smiled.
The detective watched on as she became bothered by Bolder’s presence. She placed her hands over her mouth and nose as though irritated by some smell.
“What’s that horrible smell?” she asked.
The detective looked at Bolder and shrugged. “I can’t smell anything.”
“Oh, there is … It’s an acidic type of smell. It’s going up my nose.” Jessica scrunched her nose and cringed like a mouse, creasing her forehead.
“We want to speak with you about what happened that day in the cinematic room. I know it’s not going to be easy for you, but we need your help on this,” said the detective.
Jessica continued rubbing her nose and sniffing as though she had an allergic reaction. “How are the guys? Are they okay?”
Bolder looked up, caught by surprise. “You mean, you don’t know?”
“Know what? Dougie is in the room across the hall, right? And the projector guy …? He’s okay, too, right?”
Bolder looked at the detective, unclear which way to lead this conversation.
The detective nodded. “I think you better tell her.”
Jessica caught on to the response and lowered her head with her hands over her face. “They’re dead, aren’t they?” She started sobbing. She had known Dougie for a long time, so the thought of him dying in front of her was devastating.
Bolder felt there was no need to confirm Dougie was dead. She could sense it by the looks on their faces—a somber, uncomfortable, expressionless look that one encountered when ready to give bad news.
Bolder tried to console her by rubbing her back, but each time he got close, she reacted negatively.
“Oh, that wretched smell! What is it? Every time you get closer to me, it gets worse.”
Bolder sniffed a few times to see if he could pick up on her senses, but there was nothing unusual.
“I can’t smell anything,” said the detective.
Bolder had witnessed these reactions before in his previous experiences; a reaction generally associated with dark spirits and demons to the symbols of the church. She was reacting to the holy water and sacred cross in his black jacket.
He turned his back to Jessica, unzipped his jacket, and then pulled out the small wooden cross from his inner pocket. He then turned back toward Jessica and, without warning, placed the wooden cross on her forehead.
Jessica growled and shook her head violently as her eyes froze without blinking—boogie-eyed, her pupils shrinking. Then her eyes rolled back and turned white. Hissing like a lizard, she firmly pushed Bolder’s hand away.
“What’s happening here, Bolder?”
Jessica pushed herself up against the headboard and as far away as possible from Bolder’s touch with her legs curled up under her. She placed her arms over her face to protect herself from the cross.
“She’s been affected by the demon and most likely possessed.” He looked toward the detective. “I don’t think we’re going to get any information from her today. I don’t know if we ever will.”
“Well, that’s just great. Now I have a possessed prime witness who can’t talk to us.” The detective was frustrated, although he knew he could do little to change the situation.
Bolder took a couple of paces backward, away from Jessica and closer to where the detective was standing.  As he did so, he unbuttoned the small case strapped around his chest and took out the spirit box.
“You’re not thinking of doing that now, are you?” asked the detective. He paused for a moment then said, “You sense something, don’t you?”
Bolder nodded. “There’s a spirit in the room, controlling her thoughts. Let’s find out what it has to say.”
Jessica continued to curl up in a fetus position with her arms outstretched, gripping the side of the bed. She growled and ground her teeth as wolf-like fangs protruded from her mouth, and she salivated like a dog.
Bolder switched on the spirit box, and immediately there was a discharge of static that penetrated the ears. The detective was taken aback by the piercing sound, covering both ears with his hands to avoid the discomfort.
“Announce yourself, demon. Are you are so strong that you need to hide behind the soul of a sick woman confined to her bed? Shame of you!”
The spirit box crackled with interference as the dial turned green—they were connecting to the dark spirit.
“Is that your game now, demon? To hide behind a helpless woman? You think we don’t feel your presence?” Bolder raised his voice to anger the poltergeist.
“You don’t frighten me, Priest.” The voice was a husky, deep tone, with a Shakespearean accent. “I toy with you and the soul of the woman. She is weak, and capturing her soul was easy. But you, my dear priest … you’re going to be more challenging.”
The spirit box crackled with interference again as Bolder adjusted the frequency setting.
“You think your gadgets, the cross, and holy water is going to save her. It’s like splashing cold water onto a hot stove—it only lasts but a few seconds. Ha-ha.” The spirit box increased in volume without Bolder making any adjustments. “But today is not a good day, Priest. I have a movie to finish. You see, I, too, was once an actor … Until next time. Although, you won’t be so lucky then.”
The spirit box dial turned to black, and the hissing sound of the speaker was all that remained.
“I think we should leave,” said Bolder. The case with Jessica was hopeless. She was in the arms of the devil now.
They both left the room while Jessica curled up on the bed, hissing and growling as she continued to confront them.
They walked past the reception before the detective caught the attention of the ward nurse who happened to be passing.
“Nurse, I have a question about Jessica,” he called out of the blue.
She stopped dead in her tracks and looked at him. She was neither polite nor antagonistic, but not in the mood to provide detectives with patient information.
“Yes, sir, what’s it about Jessica?”
“Look, we’re detectives working on the murders in Silverton and—”
“I know who both you are,” she cut him off shortly.
“Oh, good. Then I don’t have to flash my badge to prove it. Tell me about Jessica’s state of mind. I mean, is she under psychiatric care?”
“Why do you ask, Detective?”
“She did undergo some trauma during the whole experience, don’t you think?”
The nurse didn’t answer right away, but then she said, “We keep her sedated to keep her calm, but during the night, she has bad dreams and makes these hissing sounds … We think it’s the trauma, that will eventually go away.”
“Does she say anything in particular?” asked Bolder.
“Nah, she mumbles a lot, and sometimes it sounds like she’s having a conversation with someone in her room. Happens usually in the middle of the night.”
“Okay, thank you, Nurse. That’s helpful.”
After leaving the hospital and the city of Broken Hill, the detective wound down his window and skillfully lit a cigarette. He was driving with one hand while shuffling a cigarette in his mouth with the other.
They passed the halfway point toward Silverton on the main road when they noticed the campers of the movie cast parked alongside the road. It was Chuck and his film crew, preparing for the car chase scene.
It was all very colorful, considering it was an empty, desolate place perched on the endless wilderness. A filming oasis that popped up out of nowhere.
The detective slowed down to fetch a glimpse of the filming.
“Aren’t they the same cars we confronted on the way to Broken Hill?” remarked Bolder.
The detective slowed down even further and poked his head out the window to get a better look. “Shit, you’re right. There’s the red and yellow car … identical.” He blinked several times just to make sure.
Bolder played back the video on his phone to check that they were, indeed, the same cars. “Yep, same cars all right.”
“When we get to Silverton, we can get a better look at their design, right? Do the highway patrol check?”
Bolder nodded and smiled. He liked the idea. “Yeah, sounds like a plan. Wouldn’t mind getting to the bottom of what happened.” He was keen to find out the source of the driverless vehicles. More so if the cars were controlled by an evil source, like a demon or poltergeist.
Later that evening, the film crew and the parade of campervans arrived back in town after a full day of filming. Detective Wellock and Bolder were outside, having a chat as the detective puffed away on a cigarette. They watched as the two cars that had nearly run them off the road tagged along the rear of the convoy. They were indisputably the same vehicles—the red car with the raised manifold that looked like a drag racing car, and the yellow modified Ute. Their engines primed like racing cars, they were very loud and conspicuous.
Bolder got a fix on the red car to see who was driving it, seeing it was The Rose Tattoo. It was impossible to miss him with his unique, almost proprietary looks, arm hanging outside the driver’s side window, totally covered in tattoos.
As they drove past the Silverton Hotel, The Rose Tattoo looked across to both of them, smiled sarcastically, and gave a two-finger salute. It was as though he was fully aware of what had happened along the way to Broken Hill.
Wellock flicked his cigarette onto the ground, missing the ashtray altogether. “Shall we go and inspect the cars?” he asked. The detective was restless, wanting to get to the bottom of it.
Bolder nodded. He couldn’t wait to check out the cars.
They walked across the road as The Rose Tattoo stepped out the red car and leaned against the driver’s side door. He knew they were coming to question him, and he was ready.
“So, you used the car in the movie scene today?” asked the detective. He looked inside the car to check for any mechanical instruments that might suggest they were driverless vehicles and remote-controlled.
“What was the scene about today? A car chase in the desert, right?” asked Bolder.
The Rose Tattoo did not respond, maintaining a mocking look and crossing his arms. He was very well built, the contours of his physique standing out and accentuating his tattoos.
From his campervan, Chuck noticed there was a standoff taking place and wandered over.
“Hi, Chuck, I hope the filming went well today.” The detective nodded then pointed toward the vehicles. “So, you used the cars for an Outback scene today?”
“Oh yeah, it was a tricky one today, as we had a couple of stunts to pull off, but we got a top stunt driver for this scene, and he did a great job.”
“Hmm, they’re great-looking cars. They look swift. Are they modified in any way? I mean, do you always use a stunt driver and can you remote control them?”
Chuck laughed. “Detective, they’re not toy remote control cars, ha-ha. Of course we need drivers for them—they can’t drive themselves.”
While the detective was conversing with Chuck, Bolder continued to inspect the red car. He rubbed his hands over the steering wheel and door, trying to detect energy levels left behind, traces left behind by the spirit world.
“Oh, Chuck, we were driving to Broken Hill today and were watching the car scene. It looked like they were driving themselves. Must have been the Outback desert heat, like a mirage, you know.” The detective grinned as he looked The Rose Tattoo straight in the eyes.
“Oh yeah, it can get scorching out there, and it does play tricks on you—endless straight roads that seem to go nowhere,” said Chuck.
The Rose Tattoo didn’t say a word as he pushed off the driver’s side door with his arms still crossed and walked to the campervans.
“He doesn’t talk much,” commented Bolder.
“Oh yeah, the quiet type. Keeps to himself. But he did a bloody good job today in the car chase scene. Damn good actor.”
“I suppose that’s what matters, right? The acting, I mean.”
Chuck got a wave from his assistant, who was outside the projector room across the road. “Better go check the scene out with my assistant. He’s ready to go, by the looks of it.”
Bolder looked at the detective, acknowledging something was amiss.
How much Chuck knew about the car chase was unclear. Their suspicions of The Rose Tattoo were beginning to take shape and form. There was something about him that didn’t stack up. Call it a gut feeling or a spiritual sense about the actor. Whichever it was, they both had their eyes on him.




6 saint carthage church

One of the most recognizable buildings at Silverton was Saint Carthage Catholic Church. It had been home to well-known Outback artists and had appeared on the big screen in the movie A
Town Like Alice and numerous television commercials.
The former Saint Carthage Catholic Church’s property was now privately owned by Gwen. Its construction had been completed in 1886; however, it had been fully renovated into a modern home, keeping the charm of yesteryears.
During their previous visit to Gwen, she had invited the detective and Bolder for afternoon tea, although Bolder was more interested in reviewing her archive room containing an extensive history on Silverton. It was a treasure trove of information kept under lock and key by the woman who guarded the untold stories of Silverton.
The detective buttoned up his jacket and fixed his collar while patting his hair to make sure it was adequately groomed.
“Hello, Gwen,” said the detective with a bright smile when she answered the door.
Gwen had been expecting them and didn’t fail to put on the charm herself. She opened the door fully, inviting them in. “It’s great to see you again, Detectives.” She pointed to the sofa in the main room where the light filtered through the tall windows that still maintained the original church design. The tall ceilings gave the home a semblance of spirituality once associated with a place of worship. “I heard you went to Broken Hill Hospital to visit the young lady. How is the poor dear?”
“Geeze, news spreads around here like hellfire.” The detective laughed.
“Did she say anything?”
“Hmm, we had to be gentle with her,” interrupted Bolder. He didn’t want the detective to give too much information away. “We made sure she was okay but didn’t interview her much. She was still not in the right frame of mind, if you know what I mean.”
“Oh, I can understand that, dear. After what she went through …” She shook her head with regret. “Wouldn’t wish that upon anyone.”
“It’s a nice place you have here,” commented the detective as he looked around inquisitively. “And to think it was once a church. Can you believe it?”
Gwen smiled and said, “I’m not that religious, but living here does give you a sense of spirituality.” She pointed to the sofa next to them again. “Please, take a seat. We’re not going to talk standing up the whole time, I hope?”
As they took their seats, Gwen headed into the kitchen, bringing back freshly brewed coffee and homemade scones with jam.
“Mmm, those scones smell great,” said the detective. “Do you mind if I get stuck into one?”
Gwen nodded as she adjusted herself on the sofa and crossed her legs. She was casually dressed this time but still looked great—her hair fixed to perfection and her makeup accentuating her already good looks.
“Do you think I can check out the archives you mentioned?” asked Bolder, keen to get into the nitty-gritty of Silverton.
“Sure, Detective Bolder. Why don’t you follow me to the archive room? And by the way, some of the material is incredibly old, so I need you to wear gloves,” said Gwen as she glimpsed at Bolder and smiled. “You know you’re too nice of a man to be a priest.”
Bolder smirked, and his cheeks turned pink. “I get that a lot, Gwen. But I keep telling people I’m not the type of priest who runs a parish or holds sermons.”
“So, it’s more like a profession?”
“Yeah, I suppose the parapsychology part could be considered that way, but I’m a very spiritual person, also.”
“You have a strong faith in God?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Then I have a question for you.”
“Yes, tell me.”
“This used to be a house of God when I purchased the building.” She paused for a moment and looked straight into Bolder’s blue eyes. “Is God’s spirit still in this building?”
“If you believe in God and His spirit, then He is always with you, no matter where you are. Even here, in what used to be Saint Carthage, He has not left this house.”
“Can you feel it? I mean, His spirit?”
“Yes, of course, Gwen. God’s spirit is still here.”
Gwen smiled before opening the door to the archive room. Boxes were placed in an orderly manner and stacked on shelves five levels high. “I haven’t been in here for a year, so you may find it dusty.”
“I’m sure I will manage, Gwen.”
“Well, here are the keys. I better get back to Detective Wellock and keep him company while you look through the files.”
“Thanks, Gwen. Oh, and there may not be any scones left by the time you get back. I could see his face when you brought them out.”
Gwen had a twinkle in her eye. She liked Bolder’s sense of humor.
Bolder rummaged through several dusty boxes, haphazardly stacked upon each other. He was fortunate enough that Gwen had professionally archived the files by order of the year. This made his job of scouring for notable information easier and knowing exactly where to start—1890.
He blew off the dust from the file titled “Silverton 1890-1895.” One document from the local newspaper at the time caught his eye with the headline “Actor Dies Suddenly on Stage while Performing.”
During the 19th century, the demand for entertainment grew along with the rapid growth of the urban population. Silverton was a perfect example of this growth with the mining boom of the 1890s. Thousands of miners had traveled into the town, searching for their pot of silver. They also needed entertainment on Sundays, their day of rest.
Drinking and smoking, although prohibited in legitimate theatres, were permitted in the music halls. Tavern owners, therefore, often annexed buildings adjoining their premises as such. The low comedy of the galleries was designed to appeal to the working class. Caricatured events, familiar to the patrons—weddings, funerals, seaside holidays, large family gatherings, and wash days—were all the craze.
To cope with Silverton’s growing population that was bursting at the seams, the owners of pubs and local drinking holes for miners built a theatre for entertainment. A noisy, crowded, and cramped theatre that used to run pantomime and comedy shows twice a day. The miners and townsfolk had loved it, but it certainly had not been a place for families.
The Victorian-style calligraphy was typical of the era. And amongst the educated who had mastered that style of communication, it was the perfect notation, unlike the scribble of today. The words in black fountain pen ink lifted from the pages, and Bolder squinted to make sure it wasn’t his eyes and the heat playing tricks on him. It made no difference as the keywords lifted from the page in sequence and floated across the page.
Evil, tattooed man, pantomime, curse, Masonic Lodge.

In the background, a faint whisper with a husky, baritone quality repeated the words continually. Each time, the tone raised an octave and the words repeated much quicker until it became a frenzy of words. Then the whole phenomena stopped.
Bolder continued squinting, massaging his eyes gently just to make sure he was not hallucinating. Then he continued reading the article with interest.
Actor Dies Suddenly on Stage while Performing

During a Sunday evening show, packed with a lively audience of miners looking to engage in an hour of pantomime, the lead actor dies on stage.

Mr. Henry Moffatt, who played the lead part of a senior constabulary, died mysteriously while gasping for air. The audience at first cheered him on, thinking it was part of the show.

It occurred during a scene when the antagonist and an evil man with a tattooed body played out a confrontation. In this case, the scene appeared to have gone too far as he placed his hands around the neck of Mr. Henry Moffatt.

The tattooed actor, whose name has been suppressed for now, is from out of town. He remains in custody with the Silverton constabulary and is being questioned. The senior sergeant didn’t make any comment, other than to say, “It was an unusual set of circumstances of a pantomime scene gone wrong.”

The pantomime has been closed for today as they search for a replacement lead actor, not an easy recruitment for a town in the Outback.

The owner of the pantomime theatre said he was shocked by what happened and his thoughts are with Mr. Henry Moffatt. He believes the pantomime has been cursed and called upon the assistance of the Masonic Lodge.

Bolder found another document underneath the newspaper article—the coroner’s report on the death of Henry Moffat.
Mr. Henry Moffatt died of asphyxiation. However, of unusual note, there were no pressure marks on his neck to suggest he had been forcibly choked to death. There was no foreign matter found in his throat to block the airways or any substance found in his blood that may suggest poisoning. The cause of his death is inconclusive medically.

Bolder flicked over the page to find a police report from the senior investigating officer at the time. The information had eyewitness statements; however, the summary was what caused him to take notice.
A conversation with a senior member of the Masonic Lodge revealed inferences of witchcraft and sorcery. That a man who carried the alias, The Rose Tattoo, and his gang of heavily tattooed men had brought an ominous evil into the town. The manifestation of such evil was undetectable in theatres and pantomimes. Such was the evil that it was cast into the performance, unbeknownst to the audience and actors. And although not uncommon for convicts to carry such tattoos and markings on their bodies, this gang of men seemed to have powers well beyond that of a normal man.

The actor in question was possessed and spoke gibberish after his arrest; incomprehensible and disorientated.

Bolder crossed his arms and thought for a moment. He had a pensive look as he tried to collaborate the information with recent events. The files at the Masonic Lodge had made mention of a tattooed man being driven out of town, but he hadn’t been an actor. Was there more than one tattooed person who carried the same features? Were they a cult or just a few people who happened to infiltrate the town during the silver rush, unnoticed amongst the transient population? People had come and gone every day during its heyday, a perfect place for someone with sinister or evil motives to slip into the community, disguised in whichever way.
Bolder thought he had enough information to shed light on the town’s evil past. He took photos of the documents with his phone, knowing perfectly well that Gwen would never release the archived files. She was like a tiger guarding a precious vault when it came to the town’s undocumented history.
As he put the files back into the archive box, he couldn’t help noticing another file, “The Rose Tattoo—Isaac Comer.”
Hmm, he thought. That’s the same Isaac Comer who they spoke about at the Masonic Lodge.
He decided he would return to inspect the file, and possibly others. As for today, he had enough information to go through.
Bolder returned to the room where Gwen and the detective were chatting and laughing away. They seemed to have struck an chord with each other.
“So, you’re all done, Detective Bolder? Or should I say, Father Bolder?” asked Gwen with a blossoming smile.
“Yes, but you have too many to go through. I need to come back … How does that sound for you?”
“I expected that. You can come back tomorrow afternoon, if you’d like, after I close the museum.” She looked toward Detective Wellock with engaging eyes. “And make sure you come, too. I will have a fresh batch of scones ready for you.”
Detective Wellock smiled and agreed to join Gwen the next day. He was not married, having been divorced from his previous wife many years ago. Therefore, he was a single, middle-aged man who didn’t always get the opportunity to enjoy the company of well-presented women like Gwen. He thought it was pure luck and didn’t want to pass on the chance to get to know her better.
On their way back to Silverton Hotel, Bolder couldn’t help commenting about Gwen to the detective.
“Looks like you two were hitting it off nicely,” said Bolder.
“Ha-ha. That’s the problem with you younger blokes; you think every time a man is having a good conversation with a woman that he’s hitting on her.”
Bolder smirked and shook his head. “Nah, I was just pointing out that you both have compatible personalities. You get on well.”
“Hmm,” the detective grunted, not saying anything else on the matter. “So, what did you find in the archive room? Anything of interest?” he tried to change the topic.
“Well, I did find something exciting, and our friend at the Masonic Lodge missed it altogether.” Bolder took a deep breath as they walked steadily across the main road to avoid an oncoming four-wheeler. “I don’t want to jump to conclusions, because Max may not have known, but the archives show something strange that happened.”
“Oh, is that so? Tell me more.”
“It was at the pantomime hall at the time of Beth Maynard’s death.”
“I’m listening, Bolder. You have my attention,” said the detective.
“A tattooed actor had arrived in town and got a job at the theatre. His name was Isaac Comer, or his alias, The Rose Tattoo.” He pointed to the vacant lot next to the Silverton Hotel. “Just imagine the theatre over there, the town bustling with people everywhere, and a Sunday evening matinee packed to the rafters.”
They made it to the front porch of the Silverton Hotel and stood outside the main entrance, leaning against the wooden railing.
“Yes, I could imagine that—looking from here onto the main street, three thousand people going about their business, and miners looking for a Sunday retreat.”
“Well, during the show, what was supposed to be a death scene turned real, and the lead actor choked to death at the hands of The Rose Tattoo.”
“You mean, Isaac Comer?”
“Yes.”
“Where did you find this information? Or is it a tale with no backbone?” The detective was being investigative and couldn’t help himself.
“I have the police report from the senior investigator at the time. I took a photo of it, if you would like to see?” Bolder paused and took a deep breath. “He makes a notation provided to him from the head of the Masonic Lodge. He states an evil entity infiltrated the town and used the theatre for its evil deeds.”
“I don’t get it. Even if your information is correct, a demon possessing a play? For what purpose?”
“I know it doesn’t make sense, and the story sounds far-fetched, but it does link up with what’s happening here at the moment, doesn’t it?”
“Let’s discuss it later.” The day was becoming hot, the Outback heat synonymous with dehydration. Everyone drank more in these places as they sought to quench their thirst. “Let’s have a beer inside and cool down. What do you say?”
Bolder nodded, although he was not much of a beer drinker and opted for something lighter.
“Oh, and by the way, the chief asked us to call him afterward.”
“Yeah. I was wondering when the next call would be. It’s been a while …” Bolder opened the door to the Silverton Hotel, and a gush of airconditioned air greeted them as a welcomed reprieve.
Trying to explain to Detective Wellock the social structure of the demon world was always going to be challenging, not just for him personally but for anyone. What mortals didn’t understand was that demons had an organized social structure that explained their behaviors.
It could be broken down into their parts; the first part being territory or establishing a niche. Not all demons operated in the same manner. In their conquest for the possession of souls and influence, they found unique ways to infiltrate the community, and many times under the radar of unsuspecting, innocent people. In the case of Silverton and Outback towns, this particular demon found an opportunity in plays and other theatre performances as their tool for possessing people. Who would ever suspect a devil of being embedded into a play or a movie? It would be considered ludicrous.
Bolder was sure that, if he extended his reach to similar Outback towns in the region, he would find similar occurrences. A trail of debauchery played out from one place to another, while linked to theatres and pantomimes.
The other aspect of the demon social structure was standing within their ranks. And that was measured by the way they infiltrated families, communities, and organizations to destroy the very fabric they were built upon. The higher the impact, the greater their notoriety. In the town of Hartley, the demons had infiltrated the church and the presbytery. In the town of Old Tailem, they had kidnapped young children to create an evil gang. In the town of Walhalla, they had possessed all of the community, family by family, until all the households were possessed.
The third part was immortality. Most demons lived a long time, some for eternity. They had time on their side, waiting for the right moment. In some cases, like in the case of Silverton, the same demon would come back again to finish off their task or seek revenge. The Rose Tattoo was symbolic of this—being driven out of town by the Masonic Lodge, only to pledge to come back one day and get even, never once having forgotten the embarrassment they had suffered at the hands of their demon master. It was about coming back, getting even, and proving their masters wrong.
Chuck was at the bar, having a drink with his producers as they talked about preparations for the next scene. It was a deflated gathering, as they were still reeling over the death of their colleagues. Suffice to say, if Chuck wasn’t being pressured from his financiers to complete the movie, he probably would have wrapped it up and sent everyone home.
He glanced over at Bolder and the detective and waved them over to join them. “Hello, gentlemen … did you enjoy the filming today?”
Bolder and Wellock pulled up a couple of stools next to Chuck. “Yeah, it looked full-on from the main road. A lot of logistics goes into making it happen?” asked the detective.
Chuck sighed. “That’s my life … not just organizing the actors, but the props and all the equipment.” He took a sip of beer then wiped the froth from his mouth with a paper towel. “And the car chase was incredible … A car possessed by a demon chasing a family down the road … What a scene that was!”
“Are you sure someone was driving those cars? I still think they looked remote-controlled,” asked Bolder.
“Well, Mr. Bolder, if you know someone who can do that sort of thing, let me know. It would save a heck of a lot of money.” Chuck took another sip of beer then stretched his arms with a wide yawn. “We had to create special effects to show the car was driverless, but make no mistake, we had drivers in there. The rest of the special effects are done in the studio.”
Bolder smiled and went along with Chuck’s explanation. “Oh yeah. Of course you had someone driving the vehicle. How stupid of me.”
“That’s all right. Everyone thinks we’re magicians and can do all sorts of things without realizing our special effects guy fixes it up afterward.”
Bolder moved closer to Chuck and whispered so nobody could hear, “I need to talk about our investigation—where things are at—but not here.”
Chuck nodded then turned to his producers. “Guys, I’ll be back soon. Just need to catch up with the detectives.”
Everyone acknowledged Chuck then continued talking amongst themselves.
They walked over to an empty table hidden away from the rest of the hotel patrons and took a seat.
“Chuck, based on the information I have at the moment, I’m concerned that, if you review the latest scene in the cinematic room, we may have a repeat of what happened with Dougie.”
Chuck creased his forehead and crossed his eyes. “Can you elaborate?”
“I believe your movie production has been cursed by an evil entity that has been in this town before … way back in 1890,” said Bolder.
The detective, seated next to them, looked on and listened.
“I’m the one doing the horror movie. Now you’re trying to make it as though it’s something real?”
“I know it sounds farfetched, but trust me.”
“They do call you the spirit hunter, ha-ha, don’t they?”
“Seriously, Chuck, I would listen to him if I were you,” the detective intervened.
Chuck’s expression went from a joyful larrikin to a sober schoolmaster within an instant. “You seriously don’t want me to play the scene in the screening room?”
“That’s right.” Bolder nodded.
Chuck paused for a moment and thought about his next words. “Do you think my boss is going to accept that? That a spirit hunter and a detective on the case have recommended I stop reviewing movie scenes because they suspect an evil poltergeist has infiltrated the movie production?”
“Well, it’s either that or someone else is going to die.” Bolder did not mince words.
The air was tense, and Chuck was feeling the pressure. There was silence between them as he considered the impacts of not reviewing footage from the previous day’s production. His bosses worked hard on raising the cash to finance the movie, and every day that production stalled, they lost money. It would make Chuck look bad, and no matter what excuse he put forward, they were never going to believe a supernatural detective’s logic.
“I have an idea,” said Chuck. “How about you guys come to the screening preview and check things out? I mean, if something is going to go wrong, you can deal with it then and there, right?”
Bolder looked at the detective. “I don’t know … What do you think, Detective?”
“It’s plausible … We can slow it down, disrupt it, or throw it off guard. But can I stop it hurting someone in the picture? To do that I need to find out more information about the curse.”
“Well, how long do you need?” Chuck was trying to find a way that would satisfy his bosses. “We could always delay for a day or so. It isn’t uncommon if the weather is terrible, technical issues, or an actor is sick.”
“Can you give me twenty-four hours so I can dig up more information?”
Chuck nodded, agreeing to the delay for another day. In the meantime, Bolder had some work to do. To prevent the possibility of another murder, he needed to find the motivation behind the evil source. So, what could stop a poltergeist embedding itself onto the screen again? There were places Bolder needed to revisit to solve the puzzle. The Masonic Lodge archives was one place additional information could be sought. And as for Gwen, another scrummage through her archives wouldn’t hurt, either.
It became apparent that there was more to this case than what met the eye. Bolder and the detective had some work to do, and they had to be quick. The lives of on-screen actors depended on it. But also the reputation of Silverton as a movie production town. If word got around that Silverton was unsafe, the whole town would become a dusty, decaying ghost town once again. Movie producers would quickly find another venue for their productions, and Australian Outback towns were in no shortage of supply.




7 the screen

Bolder and Wellock had a phone hookup with the chief and decided that the most private way to have a chat with him was to take the call in the car.
“Chief isn’t happy with our progress and is in a foul mood,” said the detective. He stood by the car door, puffing away nervously on his cigarette.
“So, how do you want to play this?” asked Bolder.
The detective thought about what to say, but it still made his stomach curl. “I don’t have anything positive to give him from an investigative standpoint. He won’t like that.”
“Hmm, I will need to give him the supernatural spiel?”
“I think that will be our only saving grace. But you know what he’s like; he’ll say he can’t explain it to his bosses. They want cold, hard facts, and that is where I always come undone.”
The phone rang as it connected with the car’s Bluetooth speakers.
They quickly stepped into the car and turned on the air-conditioning, as it was a hot day with above-average temperatures.
“Hey, Chief … it’s me, Wellock.”
“I know who you are, Detective Wellock,” grumbled the chief. “So, give me the lowdown, because I don’t have much time.” The chief was sharp and straight to the point, avoiding any pleasantries.
The detective’s heart fluttered as he brought himself to a response. “Chief, from an investigative position, I don’t have much.” His voice quivered.
“You don’t have much or nothing to at all?” The chief was cranky and short with his responses.
“Nothing.”
“I thought that much, Wellock. Is Bolder with you?”
“Yeah, I’m here, Chief.”
“Tell me the supernatural story. I’m sure you have more than Wellock, who is sitting next to you, hoping you get him out of the poo.”
“I have found evidence of an evil curse that goes back to 1890.”
“What? Explain that to me, Bolder.”
“I uncovered paperwork from the Masonic Lodge’s archives. An incident occurred in 1890 with the death of a local by the name of Beth Maynard. Subsequently, there appears to be the involvement of a gang of tattooed convicts—”
“A lady, a curse, a gang … hmm … Keep going.”
“A man who went by The Rose Tattoo was driven out of town by the Masons. He was accused of killing someone on stage during a performance.” Bolder took a deep breath and waited.
“So, he’s back again, right?”
“Yes, Chief, and this time the evil is being played out through the cinema screen instead.”
“So, that explains the death of the two people during a screening.” The chief was sharp and right on it.
“Yes, and we witnessed it ourselves during a screening. The evil has embedded itself into the movie, playing out the same curse.”
The chief paused for a moment as the line became silent. “You know I can’t tell my superiors this story. They will think I’m going mad and will have me committed.”
Detective Wellock smiled, thinking it was funny.
“Is that you laughing at me, Detective?” barked the chief.
“No, Chief, just a frog in my throat. It’s sweltering in the car.”
Bolder tried to grab the chief’s attention again. “I need more info. It’s a curse, so I need to find a way to unlock the evil from the town and the movie production.”
“Find a way, Bolder. Do what you have to do to infiltrate this curse.” The chief coughed a few times then took a sip of water. “Damn cough. I’ve had it for weeks, and the stubborn thing won’t go away. And keep me posted in a couple of days. Remember, time is running out, and I’m being pressured by the US Deputy Ambassador to get to the bottom of this case. Do you understand? It’s political and making headlines in the US.”
“Yes, Chief, we understand the urgency perfectly well,” said Bolder.
The chief hung up, and the detective reclined back in his seat, opened the window, and lit up another cigarette.
“So, where do we go from here?”
“I need to go back to the Masonic Lodge and organize it with Max to check out more files.”
“You mean, there was more?” asked Wellock.
“Yes, I didn’t get to go through everything,” said Bolder as he pushed away from the cigarette smoke by waving his hands in the direction of the detective.
“What about Gwen and her archive?”
“Yes, Detective, I haven’t finished there, either.” Bolder smirked. “But I know why you want to go back there again, ha-ha.”
The detective choked on his cigarette smoke then grinned. “Don’t be stupid, Bolder. This is business. Although, she is charming and has a bubbly personality.”
Bolder smirked. “I meant the scones and jam, Detective.”
Chuck had just gotten off the phone with the executive producer in America, and the conversation had not turned out as planned. He was under pressure to review and release the next scene as soon as possible. And for all the talk of slowing down the review, that was not going to happen … unless he wanted to become unemployed and on the next flight back to Los Angeles.
He gathered his assistant producer and the cinematographer for immediate viewing of the car chase scene. It was eerie having a review in the same place where his two colleagues had died not long ago, but it was Silverton, and this was the only facility available. Chuck had no choice but to buckle down and get on with it, despite agreeing with the detectives to hold fire for a while.
While the cinematographer prepared the screening, Chuck sat in the same chair where his assistant producer, Dougie, had died. And although Chuck was not a deeply spiritual man, he felt a sort of energy in the room—a presence. But not a hostile source. More like someone was telling him to get the hell out of there. However, Chuck dismissed his feelings as an emotional overreaction. His job came first, and his emotions second. He had a task to do—review the scene, make changes, and deliver it to his boss, plain and simple.
“Okay, we’re ready to go, Chuck,” said the cinematographer.
Chuck waved him on to signal he was ready.
Next to Chuck was his assistant producer, who seemed impervious to it all, desensitized.
The scene commenced on the big screen as the camera rolled in from an aerial view over the dusty red earth and the long, straight stretch of road that sunk into the distance. A mirage-like effect flickered across the screen as the camera zoomed in on the horizon. The opening special effects were impressive, and Chuck was pleased with the impact.
Three cars, with modified engines and top-mounted manifolds, all different colors and body designs, commenced their charge. Along the beaten track, at one hundred miles per hour, they gave chase to a solitary car—the escaping female driver, on the run from evil. She was forced out of town by the malevolent forces—a tattooed poltergeist and his gang.
She looked in the rearview mirror as the three cars closed in on her. Vermillion red, star-struck yellow, and death-defying black, a tricolor of evil, stayed on her tail.
The camera pulled alongside the drivers of all vehicles, one by one … but there was no one driving the other cars.
“But that was not supposed to be part of the movie yet,” said Chuck.
Even though the cars were meant to show a paranormal possession, it was only intended to be visual to the audience. In the movie shoot, stunt drivers were on the set.
“Stop it here!” called out Chuck. “This isn’t meant to be in the movie.”
“We’re not supposed to show it. And what the fu—”
Chuck got up from his seat and leaned forward. “Where are the stunt drivers? Who is driving these damn cars?”
The camera then swung to the death-defying black car and onto the driver’s side window. It was The Rose Tattoo driving the car with an obsessive rage to catch the girl.
“Stop! Stop it!” Chuck yelled. “The Rose Tattoo never drives the car in this scene … What the hell is going on here?”
“I can’t stop the film projection,” claimed the cinematographer as he desperately tried to remove the power source and engage the red emergency button, but nothing would stop the film from rolling.
The camera in the scene changed focus on The Rose Tattoo as his car bumped the rear of the female’s vehicle, causing it to skid slightly before she regained control. The Rose Tattoo then prepared for another ramming as he accelerated at a higher speed. The thick air around it created a slipstream, accentuating the feeling for speed. He rammed the rear of the car again with an impact so strong that the female driver’s vehicle skidded off the road and onto the dusty red surface, losing control and tumbling over three times before coming to a standstill upside down.
The female driver hung upside down with blood pouring from her forehead.
Chuck was horrified, as it was the main actress, the same one who had just been choked the previous day yet already released from the hospital.
He walked over to the projection controls and kicked the unit so hard that it went flying, smashing into the wall and damaging it.
But the film sequence continued to play on the big screen, even with no projection!
“What’s going on here? Why is it still playing on the screen?” He was out of sorts, unable to comprehend what was going on around him.
The cinematographer shrugged, spooked by the events. He then made a dash for the door, but he couldn’t unlock it. Something was holding them in. He tried everything to unlock the door handle, but an energy was controlling it from the outside.
They were locked in a world on the periphery, a different dimension of spiritual overlays, an imaginary place that was neither real nor imaginative, drawn within the confines of the cinematic landscape.
In-between imagery that distorted the reality that they were experiencing, a deadly movie had taken control of itself. A theatre of horrors with no happy ending.
Chuck focused on the screen, witnessing The Rose Tattoo stepping out of his car and turning toward the camera. He cracked his neck, twisting his head left then right. Then he looked straight into Chuck’s eyes, fixated with a half-grin. It wasn’t an invitation, and neither was it trying to forge a connection.
It was a death stare.
The assistant producer sitting next to him coughed and gasped for air while holding his neck with both hands. But there was nobody next to him … or, at least it appeared that way. Someone was choking him, though.
Chuck, realizing the gravity of the situation, pounced on him and put his hands on his face to assure him that it was okay. However, the assistant producer was not responding, turning red in the face—the first sign of asphyxiation.
Chuck was desperate. He didn’t want to lose another member of his production crew. And to make matters worse, he had assured the detectives that he would not replay the scene. He had been warned and had failed to take the advice. Now he was in big trouble.
“Look at the screen!” the cinematographer called out to Chuck.
He could see the dastardly act being played out on the screen. The image of a demon transfixed into a shadow outline, choking his assistant producer. It was a new scene, and one of a horror encountered with an evil poltergeist hell-bent on causing death and mayhem.
That’s impossible! he thought.
Trying to support his assistant was futile as the whole act played out in front of him, a new terror scene on the screen.
Chuck tried desperately to revive him, but nothing seemed to work. He was losing his mind as he placed his hands over his head. Unable to cope with his colleague dying in front of him, guilt-ridden.
Chuck looked behind to find the cinematographer taking hold of a camera. He switched on the flash to start filming the assistant producer. It took courage because he was basically filming a man dying in front of them.
However, it seemed to work as the stranglehold on the assistant ceased and he started gasping for air. He was breathing again and slowly regaining consciousness.
The cinematographer kept filming, surprised by what was playing out in front of him. And although the demon was only visible on the screen, it was somehow susceptible to being filmed outside the movie projection. Nobody understood why or how this affected the devil, but it seemed to be a remedy.
When his assistant regained strength and his regular breathing, the scene stopped playing on the screen where previously it was impossible to control it.
“How did you think of that?” Chuck asked the cinematographer, curious yet blessed by a spike of good fortune.
“I don’t know why I decided to film it … It was instinct. Something inside of me was guiding me,” answered the cinematographer.
Chuck tapped his assistant on the face, trying to reassure him, but the man was in shock and couldn’t say a word. His eyes were transfixed, staring at the screen, motionless and unresponsive.
The cinematographer had no problem opening the main door this time. He pondered why it had locked them in, in the first place. Curious, he assumed the poltergeist on the screen had something to do with it.
They rested the assistant producer’s arms over their shoulders and assisted him outside. He was walking but incoherent, as though detached from everything around him. It was similar to Jessica and what she had gone through when she had witnessed the murders, landing her in a hospital for weeks.
Chuck asked one of his production crew to call the ambulance, but he never expected it to arrive quickly, as it had to come from Broken Hill, twenty miles away.
Chuck’s gut tied into knots and his heart palpitated when he witnessed a tow truck coming into town with a smashed-up vehicle. It was the same rented car used by the lead actors. He gulped, fearing the worse.
The ambulance followed suit, stopping in front of the Silverton Hotel. The sirens turned off so, hopefully, it wasn’t serious.
Chuck ran to the ambulance to see who the patient was, fearing it was the lead actress in the scene.
The ambulance driver stepped out, but he didn’t seem flustered. It was all in a day’s work for him.
“Are you Chuck?”
“Yes.”
“I have one of your actresses in the ambulance. She is shaken up, but just has cuts and bruises—nothing serious.” He flung open the ambulance doors. “You know she was lucky. The car was found upside down, off the side of the road, by a passerby.”
Chuck peeked in through the door and confirmed it was the lead actress. “Yep, it’s Cecilia. Is she going to be all right?”
“Yeah, mate. A lucky escape, if you ask me.”
“Thank God for that.” Chuck’s pulse slowed down, and he became less agitated.
“I heard you have detectives in town. I need a police report. Can you get them for me?”
“Oh yeah, Detectives Wellock and Bolder are staying here at the Silverton.” He pointed across the road toward the hotel. “Oh, they’re coming already.”
Detective Wellock and Bolder had heard all the commotion from the hotel. They were already on the scene, checking out the damaged car, speaking to the tow truck driver, and taking notes.
Bolder walked steadily toward the ambulance driver while Detective Wellock carried on with his police work.
“Hi, I’m Zack Bolder. I’m assuming you have one of the actors in the ambulance?”
“G’day, Zack. She was a lucky one. I found the car upside down when I got there, about two miles out.” He scratched his bald head, looking straight at him. “I’m not trying to tell you how to do your job, but you might want to find out what she was doing out there at this time of day, alone.”
“Yeah, it’s a good point,” said Bolder. “Did you find anything else unusual?”
The ambulance driver paused for a moment. “Oh yeah, there are no impact marks on the car. Usually, they hit kangaroos—we have lots of accidents that way—but nothing, not even tire marks. Bloody weird, yeah?”
“Yeah, it doesn’t make sense. But we can’t talk to her now …”
“Nah, she’s out of it, babbling words I can’t even understand. I’m taking her to Broken Hill Hospital. I suppose you can follow up there.”
“Yep, here’s my card. Can you advise the doctors that we’ll see her tomorrow and make a statement?”
Bolder then made his way back to the crashed vehicle to find Detective Wellock and Chuck in a heated conversation.
“How many times did we tell you not to play the scene, huh?” said the detective. He was so angry you could see the saliva on the corner of his lips.
“Come on, Detective; there were no facts about the danger of playing that scene. I mean … I’m the one making a ghost movie! It’s not real, you know!” Chuck was not an aggressive guy, but he also didn’t like being told what to do, and he was in denial.
“So, you think it’s all bull?”
“No, I didn’t say that.”
“And you think our special police branch don’t know what they’re doing when we hire people with the talents of Bolder?”
“I didn’t say that either—”
“Let me tell you about his skills, even if you don’t believe in them. They have been effective in solving crimes that our experienced detectives have been unable to break through, got it?” The detective poked Chuck in the chest then walked off. He was a monolith of a man when he got angry, and the best thing to do when he was in such a mood was to walk away.
Bolder walked up to Chuck and waited for him to calm down. “So, are you going to tell me what happened in the screening room?”
“It was the most extraordinary thing I have ever seen … I still can’t get my head around it.” Chuck shook his head and tightened his lips.
Bolder placed his arm over Chuck’s shoulders. “Maybe out here in the open isn’t a good place. Let’s go inside and have a quick chat and a coffee. I could do with a strong barista brew right now.”
Chuck nodded and smiled. He wanted to get away from it all—the ambulance, the tow truck, and the sight of an incoherent Cecilia and his producer.
They took a seat at the far side of the room, away from the prying eyes that gathered to see what the fuss was about.
“So, what happened with the screening, Chuck?”
He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. “It’s very straight forward. As soon as the screening commenced, it was all wrong. It was a different scene, not the one we filmed. A driverless hotrod chasing a female driver in an attempt to bump her off the road. It was never in the script.”
“I can believe it, all right … from a supernatural viewpoint.” Bolder didn’t want to let on about their car chase on the way to Broken Hill.
“Do you mind telling me what’s going on, Bolder?”
“I have an idea.” Bolder sighed. “But I need you to start believing in what I’m about to say. Otherwise, it’s pointless.”
The publican placed their coffees on the table with a smile. They felt a moment of solace as they drank the black bean.
“So, it goes like this, Chuck; I know your movie is called Cursed, but it’s no coincidence that the movie is under the curse of a demon.”
Chuck’s eyes widened, and he sat frozen, as though he had seen an apparition. “Say that again?”
“Yes, Chuck, your movie is under a curse, a one-hundred-and-thirty-year anathema that has come back to Silverton to haunt the town. And before you ask me why you, the answer is simple … Your production is at the wrong place at the wrong time. It could have been any movie production.”
“Where did this curse come from?”
“It happened in 1890s, coinciding with the death of a lady by the name of Beth Maynard. A demon by the name of The Rose Tattoo and his gang infiltrated the town and the pantomime production.”
“I’m assuming people lost their lives.”
“Yes, an actor died on stage … The Rose Tattoo himself, a prolific Shakespearean actor, managed to get a lead in the show, due to the sudden departure of the regular actor.”
“Is there any connection with The Rose Tattoo that I hired for this production?”
Bolder smirked. “I never thought you’d ask.” He took another sip of his coffee and relaxed for a moment. “I believe The Rose Tattoo in your production is the demon playing out his part under the radar to infiltrate the production and turn it into a paranormal event … a sort of movie abduction—a cursed medium.”
“Hmm.” Chuck was trying to soak it all in and remain impartial. “I still don’t understand its motive. Why is it doing it?”
“To know the answer to that question, you need to understand demons and their social structure, and how that works.”
“Demons have a social structure?”
“Yep, as fanciful as it sounds, they do, and it drives their activities and motives.”
“So, it wants to destroy my production?”
“Yep, but Silverton, too. It has a vendetta.” Bolder sat back in his chair and crossed his legs. He finished his coffee then called out for a second. “Do you want another coffee, Chuck?”
“Yes! Oh God, yes!”
“What was I saying?”
“The vendetta.”
“Oh, yes, the vendetta. The demon was cast out of town by the Masons in 1890. The leaders had found evidence of the curse.”
“They cast it out?”
“Well, they sort of held it ransom and forced it out.”
“I see …”
“One thing, Chuck … You and the cinematographer didn’t get hurt; why?”
“Something strange happened. The cinematographer, for no apparent reason, started filming this demon, as you call it, and it left the screen.”
“You’re saying it didn’t like being filmed on camera?”
“Yep. Strange, huh?”
Chuck got a call from one of his production crew. He was needed for a meeting.
“Gotta go. Don’t know how this is going to affect the rest of the production, but my bosses are not happy with me.” He smirked with an irritating expression. “I think my ass is on the line.”
“I’ll come back to you, Chuck. I need to check out some more stuff. And we’re still investigating with the detective.”
As Chuck left the Silverton Hotel, the cinematographer sat on a stool next to the bar, looking toward Bolder. It was an inquiring look, as though he wanted to say something. Then, with a drink in hand, he stood up from the stool and walked toward Bolder, turning his head to see if anyone was taking notice.
“Hi, are you the one they call the spirit hunter?”
Bolder smirked and nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s what everyone is calling me now. Didn’t take long to catch on, did it?”
The cinematographer nodded in agreement. “I guess we all have our nicknames. Mine is Really. You know, like a movie reel.”
“Ugh, yeah … I don’t know which is worse—spirit hunter or Really.” Bolder pointed to the chair in front of him. “Why don’t you take a seat?”
“I was in the projection room when it all happened. One of the most bizarre things I have ever seen.”
“Do you want to tell me what happened? What you saw?”
The cinematographer was silent as he tried to rehash the moments of what he had witnessed. Trying to recount the story of a colleague being choked to the point of asphyxiation was never going to be easy. He gulped and took a deep breath.
“You may think what I have to say is a little crazy … but I’m going to tell you anyway.”
“Try me. I’m not your typical investigator—I’m a supernatural guy. You know, the bizarre and unexplainable. I want to know what happened in there.”
“The shadow of a demon appeared on the screen … just like that and out of nowhere.” He took a deep breath. “I was the cameraman working on the set while filming the scene. What projected in front of us was not in the script.” He paused to take a deep breath, feeling anxious.
Bolder kept on listening attentively.
“The shadow was the outline of a demon, and it moved from the screen to the assistant producer. It started choking him.”
“Could you see the demon outside the screen?”
“No, but there was no doubt the demon had a stranglehold on him.” He took a sip of his drink then set the glass in front of him, sliding it to one side. “I turned off the projector to try to stop the poltergeist, to disconnect it, but it made no difference.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, it kept on playing the scene.”
“Oh.” Bolder sighed.
“I then got this idea out of nowhere. It was impromptu, and I don’t even recall how I thought about it.”
“What was it?”
“I got the camera and started recording the choking incident. I could see the infrared outline of the demon in front of me. It looked at me with deep red eyes. It had the body of half-animal and half-man … hooves for feet and horns.” He paused to take a breath as the frequency of his breathing increased. “It was like everything you were conditioned at a young age of what a demon would look like.”
Bolder put his hand on the cinematographer’s shoulder. “We don’t have to continue this discussion if you feel uncomfortable.”
“It’s okay. The demon turned toward me and looked me straight in the eye. It licked its lips with the forked tongue of a lizard and slimed all over it. It had fire in its eyes, extruding blue veins, and a scar from one side of the face to the other. Its hands were long with dark nails. And then …” The cinematographer paused, a tear rolling down the side of his face. “Its face went from being two feet away to right in front of my camera … I could feel its cold breath over my face, breathing as though it had phlegm in its throat. It growled. Saber-like yellow teeth protruded from its screwed-up lips as it laughed at me … a cocky type of expression.”
“It was intimidating you,” said Bolder.
“Yes … and then everything went back to normal.”
“Something about the camcorder affected its plans. Your actions probably saved the lives of everyone in that room.”
“Do you think so?”
“Yes, my thought is that, even though this demon likes to project itself onto the screen and hijack the production, it doesn’t like being filmed.”
“There was one other thing.”
“Yes …?”
“I saw someone in the room from the corner of my eye … The Rose Tattoo. You know who he is?”
“Oh yes, I know him well. I guess he disappeared, too, right?”
“Yep.”
“Well, thank you for the information. It’s been helpful and brave of you to share it with me,” said Bolder.
Bolder went outside to see how the detective was doing with his report. Strangely enough, he was leaning against the driver’s side door of the crushed car, puffing away on a cigarette as he watched the ambulance and tow truck leave.
“You kept the car here?” asked Bolder.
The detective took a deep breath, inhaled the cigarette, and then exhaled with a plume of smoke. “Yeah, it’s part of the crime scene, so I have taken possession.” He pointed to the cinematographer who had congregated outside the entrance of the hotel. “Did you get anything interesting from him?”
“He told me what happened in the projector room. He’s shaken up.”
The detective nodded. “Hmm, why don’t we go and have a look then?”
They walked across the dusty road as a small gale lifted the red dust into their faces. Everything was dusty in Silverton when the wind blew, and you only needed a small gust to lift the dirt from the road. The locals were accustomed to it and preferred to remain indoors.
They reached the screening room and stepped inside the old sandstone structure, an original building updated for the movie industry when they were in town.
“The place is a mess,” noted the detective, pointing to the broken projector laying on the floor next to the solid sandstone wall with a hole where the impact had been made.
Bolder walked over to inspect the pieces of broken equipment. “The camera guy mentioned trying desperately to stop the movie from screening and couldn’t.”
“Hmm, one of the chairs—probably where the assistant producer was sitting—is laid back and broken also. Someone applied pressure on the man to cause a struggle.” The detective looked at Bolder intensely. “I did tell that idiot producer not to screen again, and look now.”
“But that doesn’t explain Cecelia’s accident. According to the camera guy, the whole accident was playing out on the screen while it happened in real life.”
“It’s bizarre, isn’t it?” The detective took a seat on one of the cinema chairs and glanced at the screen. “I suppose this is your territory, Bolder. Something weird happened here, and I can’t explain it, especially to the chief.”
“Well, I think it’s time we went back to the Masonic Lodge and dig up more clues.” He glanced across the room to the camera placed on a table on its side. It had been left by the cinematographer—evidence that he had left the room in a hurry.
“I wouldn’t mind taking that camera to see what he recorded.”
“He recorded the whole event?” asked the detective.
“No, only the choking part, but it caused the demon to leave.”
“I see. Doesn’t like being filmed, being in the eye of a camera?”
“Say that again … about the camera,” said Bolder.
“The eye of the camera.” The detective paused. “Is that supposed to mean something?”
“Hmm, maybe. Yes.” Bolder didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but the detective was onto something.
Bolder and the detective arranged to preview the screening room video with the cinematographer, although he decided not to watch the video, unable to fathom another experience with the poltergeist. He would only control the screening in the background.
They watched it on a sizeable, fifty-inch monitor in the same room where the incident had occurred. The air was thick with anticipation as an eerie feeling brushed along their arms, lifting every hair follicle, followed by a sequence of goosebumps. The room was warm, yet they felt chilled.
The video recording, although two-dimensional, was lifelike to the point you could pass your hand through the screen like a hologram. They had never seen a video like this before. Uncanny and morbid, it was like a prelude to death.
The demon approached the assistant producer like an ominous shadow of red and black. It faded in and out, blurring the lines as the image portrayed dimensions of an electrical interference at play. The outline of the evil representation was mustered by two horns and slimy, elongated lizard tongue that dangled like a thirsty dog. So heinous was its presence that the approaching demon sounded like a death march as it wrapped its hands around the throat of the assistant producer. It pushed down on him and leaned its half-animal body forward while in the final throes of its execution.
But then, in an instant, the poltergeist became aware of it being captured on film.
Bolder and the detective were jolted by the devil’s apparition on the monitor as it peered into the camera. Its face protruded out from the television then back in again. It was like flash photography as the image pulsated in and out, black and white, and then color images from angles above, the side, and behind. Something was toying with the demon, and it was disturbed.
The devil appeared threatened and retreated into the big cinema screen, disappearing.
“Hold it there,” said Bolder, finding something that triggered his curiosity.
The cinematographer found the inconspicuous image in the corner of the room and paused the video.
“Look, The Rose Tattoo in the corner of the film, standing two feet from the assistant producer.”
“Shit, you’re right,” acknowledged the detective. “It’s him.”
The Rose Tattoo appeared to be controlling the whole scene like a conductor of a symphony orchestra. But this was a movie of a different kind, and he was the producer. It was an evil cinematic within the crossroads of the afterlife. It could transfer from one reality to another, like a tunnel to the underworld, through a passage of cinematic experience.
“You can shut it down,” said Bolder. He had seen enough to understand the demon’s game. Embedded in cinematic production was a door to hell and the afterlife. It was an easy and disguisable way to hit and run. As much as it was evil, it was also brilliant. It had kept itself out of reach for over a hundred years.
As a detective, Wellock knew that it was not a place a traditional detective would go looking, let alone conceive of such an idea.
Did the Masons know about this secret and had kept it to themselves? Was that how they had cast the demon out of town in 1890?
Bolder was on a mission, and he wanted answers. His next stop would be the Masonic Lodge and another catch up with Max Templeton. Although, this time, Max wasn’t going to get away with it that easily. He would have to come clean on the curse and how they had abolished the demon out of town.




8 Eyes of the Camera

Max had been kind enough to drive back to Silverton and open the Masonic Lodge’s archives. He mentioned there was a locked cupboard “off limits” to the public. And though he ummed and ahhed, some gentle persuasion by the detective in the form of a search warrant swayed his mind. It was, after all, a murder investigation, and that gave them carte blanche over the town. Sometimes, the locals needed some reminding.
As they walked across the main road toward the Masonic Lodge, they saw The Rose Tattoo leaning against the red hot rod with his arms crossed over his chest. It was the same car that had almost driven them off the road. A vermillion red with fancy, wide tires and pictures of flames on each door, etched in orange and black outline.
He was gazing at them. No smile or wave acknowledging their presence. The stare unsettled the detective to the point that he wanted to confront him again, but Bolder advised against it.
“He mustn’t know that we think he’s a suspect,” said Bolder. “This way, he can let his guard down. With his cocky attitude, we may find something.”
The Rose Tattoo kept on staring as they crossed the road toward the lodge.
Bolder turned his head once more to quickly glance at him. The notoriety of his body laden with tattoos from top to toe made people curious, and Bolder was no different. No matter how many times you saw it, you wanted to gawk again.
Bolder shook his head more than once. For a split-second, The Rose Tattoo had transformed into a demon before his eyes.
He stood there, gazing momentarily, and then continued walking. It had been like high-speed motion photography, though there was only one image on this occasion.
However, they couldn’t understand the reason. From the time they had rolled into town, The Rose Tattoo had taken a dislike to them, as though they represented the antipathy of everything he stood for, like they were someone getting in the way. It made Bolder and the detective feels suspicious by his actions.
At the front of the Masonic Lodge, Max stood by. He was a stickler for time.
“G’day, Detectives, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”
They all shook hands before Max led them through the entrance and to the back room.
Bolder thought this was the right time to make further inquiries on the events leading back to 1890 and decided to cut in.
“So, Max, based on what we know so far, we think there is a missing piece of the puzzle.”
“Hmm, to be honest, I don’t know everything about what happened back then, other than what’s in the files.” Max opened the creaky door to the back room where all the files were located. “You know, I’m not the archivist and couldn’t tell you about every notation. In fact, I have never taken an interest up until now.”
“I’m not blaming you for anything, Max,” said Bolder.
They stepped inside the archive room while Max daggled the key in front of the locked filing cabinet. It was an old cabinet that had gathered so much dust that the slightest movement of air would form a plume of particles.
“The secret files are in the top drawer. I did mention you can’t take the files with you, right?”
The detective was ready to contest that point when Bolder butted in.
“It’s okay, Max. We won’t be taking anything today.” They could remove any content that was deemed necessary for the investigation under a warrant. However, Bolder wanted a low-key approach. He didn’t want to make the locals feel as though they were being bullied.
Max took out two files that were covered in a red ribbon. On the first page was a notation referring to the case of Beth Maynard. It wasn’t a big file, but it was not about quantity but the quality of the information on hand. “These are the files about the case of Beth Maynard and the ex-convict they called The Rose Tattoo.”
“Thanks, Max. I will just sit outside at one of the tables and inspect the file for anything relevant,” said Bolder.
“Well, gentlemen, I hope you find what you’re looking for. I’ll be in the main room doing paperwork if you need me.”
The detective excused himself. “This is your area of expertise, Bolder. I’ll be outside having a smoke.”
Bolder was now by himself in the back room of a mysterious Masonic order. The dust on the shelf and archive boxes were half an inch thick as he blew off the particles into the thick, humid air. A spiraling dash of glittering dust reflected the only semblance of sunlight coming through a crack in the small rear window. He felt touched by the display, as though guided to the right place. He instinctively knew where to look, and that led him to a bundle of papers bound together by the Masonic seal. He removed the red ribbon to find a handwritten note.
The note was written in Old English font and entirely handwritten with the skill of a calligraphist. This document was more than one hundred and twenty years old, but by the inscription, it had been dated five hundred years ago, “quīngentēsimus.”
The letter confirmed the devil’s curse had infiltrated the town through the generations.
Bolder kept on reading and became mesmerized by the apparent detail.
A demon tattooed with the mark of the devil for its disguise. An actor and musician on stage, under the cloak of a performance. The result being possession, death, and evilness as the whole performance self-destructed into a heinous crime.
After the demon had finished in one place, it sought new locations, and preferably new outposts, thereby flying under the radar, undetected, by the influx of transient settlers of all types and persuasions. Once it had destroyed the morality of one place, it moved on to the next stage, the next show, in another town, continuing and repeating its performance of hell.
Bolder flicked over the pages and continued reading a synopsis of how the demon had been cast out of town. The leaders of the lodge had gathered for a special meeting to discuss the latest death and supernatural incidences in town. However, they had evidence this time—a photo taken by the journalist of the local paper during an evening show. A copy of the black and white photograph depicted the shadow of a demon choking the lead actor on stage. And, although invisible to everyone in the theatre at the time, it stated that the devil had been awash with pain from the photographer’s flash, letting go of the lead actor.
Oh my God, they found it by accident and by the unintentional touch of a photographer, he thought.
By capturing its image, whether it be a photo, a mirror, or any type of reflection, they could hold the demon at bay. Until then, without the new technologies available today, there was no way of finding an effective plan against the demon. It ran riot from town to town, inflicting its pain and tragedies on the local communities.
He flicked over the next page to find information on the curse of Beth Maynard. It appeared the Masonic Lodge had gone far beyond the explanation of the senior detective at the time. He found a report that provided additional information on the curse that had never been released to the public.
Upon further investigation of the life of Beth (Elizabeth) Maynard, after her death, evidence of demonic possession was found at her residence. A so-called “The Rose Tattoo,” a man of previous convict extraction, with the markings of the devil on his body, worked temporarily at her farm. This man, who also realized employment as an actor of the Silverton Pantomime Theatre, befriended Beth Maynard and took over her soul. This led to a desperate attempt of suicide to rid herself of the demon, although official accounts from the Coroner Court will make no mention of this.

Her paramour, Harry Daniels, who became aware of such possession, found the devil’s weakness. He assisted this Masonic Lodge in tracking and driving the demon out of Silverton with his crew of possessed souls, a gang of tattooed men, and never to return.

Bolder shook his head in disbelief, though it didn’t surprise him. He was unsure how much Max would have known about the documents. His explanation was these documents had been lost in time, and the Masonic Lodge had closed the chapter and locked the files away. As time went by and the elders of the lodge passed away, the information had not been handed down; secrets of the curse and their knowledge taken to the grave.
And this was how the demon had become uncanny while planning its next move. With all the knowledge of the curse lost to time, it could make a comeback and redeem itself; finish the job it had started in Silverton over one hundred years ago. And what better medium than a movie production rather than a theatre of yesteryears. Who would notice? And if the demon chose wisely, what better way to resurrect a curse than on a horror movie production where the leading protagonist was a tattooed demon.
Bolder knew perfectly well that demons were not bound by time. They lived on for centuries, biding their time, waiting for the right moment. The physical world lived on, changing, forgetting its customs, while traditions were left behind. So, they picked their time and struck again when humanity was none the wiser.
Realizing that he could not remove any documents from the Masonic Lodge archive, he laid six papers on the table and took photos of the pieces needed. He then checked his camera to make sure they were clear and legible. To his surprise, all the photos were blank. Was it the lighting? He reset his camera flash and retook the pictures.
This is a technical issue, he thought.
The photos were blank again, but this time with an infrared outline of an entity standing behind him. It was the recognizable shape of a demon.
He was startled as he felt the sensation of cold air breathing down the side of his neck and sending a tingle up his spine. He didn’t know how to react, standing steadfast while looking into his camera.
He felt a tug to his right leg. Was something underneath the table? Then the letters on the documents lifted from the page and circled in front of him, swirling around in slow motion but enough to make his head spin. Bolder had to think clearly as the evil presence in the room tried to remove the evidence.
There was another tug to his leg, and this time, an ankle bite that felt like an insect had pierced his skin. He shook his leg vigorously as an overreaction to the pain.
A cold, bony hand gripped his shoulder, and he jolted and shook. What was it? The evil entity was toying with him.
He felt the slither of a serpent wrapping around his leg. An Australian brown snake, one of the most venomous snakes in the world. It was crawling up his leg and toward his hip as it hissed and tightened its grip. Was it a real snake that had made the archive room its home, or an illusion from the devil?
Bolder was perspiring, motionless, too afraid to move. It was a helpless situation.
The letters in front of him changed formation then settled into a sentence as each letter teamed up together to form words.
Leave this town now, while you still can.
Bolder understood the demon was threatening him. It felt under attack and vulnerable, a sign that Bolder was getting close to the truth and close to unlocking the curse.
The snake continued tightening its grip as it peeked its head out from the under the table, hissing and angry. One bite, and it would spell Bolder’s death march. They would never make it to Broken Hill Hospital for an antidote in time.
He struggled to think clearly. A split-second thought encouraged him to take the holy water from his side pocket. He always carried a small bottle around, just in case.
He opened the bottle and splashed the sacred water onto the serpent clutching his leg. It hissed in pain as the fumes from its burning skin filled the air.
Bolder resprayed it, and it appeared to stop the snake’s progression as it retreated to the back of the room.
He then took hold of his camera and turned to face the demon behind him. He took photos of the devil, the bright flashes causing it to retreat. The soft, red contours of the demon shadow holding its elongated arms over its stark red eyes were captured in the photo.
The devil retreated, and the snake left the room, leaving an eerie dark silence behind. Bolder’s quick thinking had saved him, but he might not be so lucky next time.
The demon had made its point, and the confronting message had been delivered. It wanted Bolder and the detective out of town, threatened by their advances in uncovering the curse.
Bolder retook the photos of the documents, but they still were not legible, so he had to think of some other way of accessing the records.
He walked out of the room, turning his head slightly for just one more look.
Who knows how many years before the next person visits that archive? thought Bolder.
He was philosophical, realizing secrets could remain hidden for centuries without anyone knowing. It was a situation encountered many times before in other remote towns where curses remained locked away for generations. And, even if someone learned how to prevent those curses from taking hold, they became lost in the timestamp of history until a demon-possessed came looking again, determined to reignite the prevailing curse.
“So, did you find anything, mate?” The detective finished his cigarette and flicked the butt onto the scorched red earth.
“Yeah, and I wish I had known about it sooner.” Bolder pulled out a paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “This document is around five hundred years old.”
“I thought we weren’t supposed to take anything from there?”
Bolder put on a cheeky grin. “And let it sit there for another one hundred and twenty years before someone is fortunate enough to learn about it?”
“Hmm, I guess you’re right on that one. Good job taking it, then.” The detective laughed. He liked it when a priest turned paranormal detective broke the rules. It made him more of an earthly type of larrikin. “Well, are you going to tell me what you found?”
“This is the lowdown; it’s a five-hundred-year-old curse that has been traveling the world from place to place. The curse is disguised as entertainers that infiltrate dramas, comedies and, in the case of Silverton, movies.”
“What type of entertainment are you talking about?”
“That depends on the period you are thinking of, the location, the culture.” Bolder paused and took a sip of water that had become tepid in the stinking heat of Silverton. “In some places, it could be a musical, a village theatre, a traveling puppet show, or a busker.”
“It’s still not making sense to me, Bolder.”
“The demon entity becomes embedded in the production in some way, as an actor. It then uses the performance to strike its prey using strangulation to possess the body. But it doesn’t end there …”
“What? There’s more?” The detective pulled out another cigarette and lit it up. “I think this is going to be a long story.”
Bolder crossed his arms and leaned against the post at the entrance of the Silverton Hotel. “Yes, there is more. Then the demon runs amok through the town, turning lives upside down until satisfied.”
“What do you mean, satisfied?”
“Destroying families, relationships, and causing financial harm to others. Then threatens, commits fraud, bribery, and steals whatever it can.” Bolder paused and took a deep breath. “But the most important task is to sow the seed for next time by leaving behind a curse.”
The detective kept puffing away on his cigarette, unperturbed by the spiritual explanation. He was accustomed to such revelations and had learned that it could be true.
“I’m assuming the Masonic Lodge became aware of this and dealt the demon a nice blow?” The detective smiled. It was a chirpy expression that resonated.
“Oh yes, they drove it out of town by using the demon’s own underhanded approach; a taste of its own medicine. They threatened to take photos of the demon in the performance with more than one camera, in front of the audience, to expose it on stage.”
The detective nodded. “I like that … catching it red-handed, right?”
“Yes, the same analogy, I suppose. Knowing its weakness.”
“But it’s back in town. That’s why we’re here, right?”
“Yes, the curse continued. I suspect a sympathizer has been here for generations,” said Bolder.
“Hmm, it sowed its seed.”
“Yeah, demons live an eternity; they don’t mind waiting for the right time again. It doesn’t matter if centuries have gone by.”
“I see …”
Bolder stood up from leaning against the pole and dusted himself off. “I think it’s time to put our plan into action and talk to Chuck.”
Chuck was preparing for his next movie scene and was stationed at the production office with his crew. It was a modern camper with all the trappings of a luxury mobile home converted into an office and meeting room.
The camper was one hundred feet away across the main road and was one of many motor homes that lined that section of the street, a familiar sight in the town of Silverton.
Bolder and the detective believed it was time to put in motion a plan that would trap the demon and catch him unawares. It was a very ingenious idea that only Bolder could have thought of, and the detective thought it was smart.
As they made their way across the dusty road, it was not unusual to spit out dirt from your lips that had also blown into your eyes, ears, and nose. The locals wore scarfs around their faces to mask the bursts of wind that lifted and carried whatever speck of dust or dried up thistles from shrubs that had been uprooted.
Across from the production office, Bolder noticed The Rose Tattoo being greeted by Gwen in front of her museum. It was a warm welcome with a kiss on the cheek as she ushered him inside.
Despite his unusual appearance, The Rose Tattoo still managed to attract female interest. But Bolder could see beyond that, and there was something else at play. It was no coincidence. The Rose Tattoo needed something—information, access to something, or an ally. Someone to help him with his mission; a conduit for the evil he supposedly possessed.
Bolder and the detective made their way into the production office to find Chuck with his head down, hands over his forehead, shuffling through a scene. He looked up at both and sighed. It was a “not now” type of moment. He appeared to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders.
“Can’t you see I’m a busy, gentlemen?” He now had both hands resting on a pile of papers as a breeze blew in through the door, threatening to throw about all his preparations.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Chuck,” said Bolder, his tone down to a whisper. He didn’t want to raise the anxiety levels any further.
He took the seat next to Chuck and leaned forward, whereas the detective remained standing with his arms crossed, leaning against the door. He was happy for Bolder to do the talking.
“I want to ask for your help replaying the last scene from a couple of days ago again, and I would like me and the detective to be present.”
“So, you guys want to be producers now? Ha-ha.” He looked toward the detective and said, “Do you mind shutting the door, Detective, so I can let go of this pile of script?”
The detective shut the door, and the breeze subsided, allowing Chuck to let go of the papers and clutch his bottle of mineral water.
“Tell me why you want me to play that scene again, considering what happened?”
“Well, I have a plan, based on the information I have uncovered. I will need cameramen with the cameras ready to film the poltergeist,” said Bolder.
“So, you want the demon in the car chase to choke someone again? And who is that going to be—you or the detective? Because I’m not putting any of my people in danger anymore.”
“You don’t need to worry about that, Chuck. Either the detective or I can be the targets this time.”
The detective gulped. “Speak for yourself, Bolder. I’m not going to have some crazy demon choke me while you guys film the whole thing.”
“Chuck, let me come clean with you. The demon does not like its image—whether it be a mirror, photo, video, or whatever. It embeds itself in the theatre or a movie by stealth, even though it was not cast in the scenes. It then possesses the victim on stage, usually a lead actor.”
“Hmm, its sounds like a horror movie, Bolder. Maybe it can be the theme to the sequel.” Chuck was still having problems coming to terms with the whole idea of trapping a demon.
“When we film the demon, it’s vulnerable, and we can trap it during its weakest point,” said Bolder.
Chuck looked directly at Bolder and tilted his head. “And can I ask how you plan to do that?”
Bolder smiled. “We’ll trap him before he reaches the sanctuary of the movie on the screen. There will be a small window of opportunity, and we will need to act fast.”
“I’m still confused, mate. How do you plan to intercept it, and how are you going to hold it captive?”
“Chuck, I need you to make a short movie clip—a couple of minutes only—of me singing the rosary next to an altar.”
“And then?”
“As soon as we capture the demon heading back to the screen, we’ll play the movie clip.”
“Of you performing the rosary?”
“Correct!” Bolder put his arm around Chuck’s shoulders. “If you were a demon, would you go back to the movie screen and embed yourself if it’s a priest performing a rosary?”
“Hmm, that’s smart, but you’re thinking like a demon.”
Bolder held back a grin from the idea. “Then let’s do it and film the rosary later on today.”
“And where are we going to find a church around here, Bolder?”
He paused for a moment and thought about his answer. “Gwen’s home is the converted Saint Carthage Catholic Church. I’m sure we can find a part of the house that looks holy enough.”
Chuck nodded. “Okay, guys, you’re both on. We will film it this afternoon.” He picked up the script and laid the next page in front of him. “Can I finish my work now?”
Bolder and the detective left the production office to put plans in place for a short film at Saint Carthage Church that afternoon. Detective Wellock agreed to sell the concept on the basis that it would help promote Gwen’s business with a series of short black and white photos. Her home would be mentioned as a setting for the movie Cursed.
Gwen agreed to film the scene at her residence. She was so chuffed about the idea that she closed her museum early to attend the filming.
A film crew was setting up inside her home in a room that used to be the vestry, providing the perfect backdrop. The props were put in place to take the setting back to its original glory of 1890. It provided a serene feeling.
To think that, a hundred years ago, this church had been the place for the faithful and the priests who had resided over it made the setting macabre. Once brimming with parishioners during a time when the town was at its peak, with new faces consisting of miners, traders, and the wealthy silver merchants.
Setting up the prop required reorganizing the original church artifacts, liturgical objects, and furniture that Gwen had put away for historical reasons. Some of them were antiques and well preserved, particularly the celebrant chair, Windsor kneeler, the shrine for statues, and the communion table. The most important of all was the original Saint Benedict standing crucifix with silver-plated Corpus.
The filming would be a five-minute length trailer where Bolder played the part of the priest praying in preparation for mass by kneeling in front of the crucifix placed on the communion table. The music in the background would be a gentle Gregorian chant to embed the sanctity of the church.
“Now I know what you look like as a priest,” said Detective Wellock.
Bolder thought the whole idea was a little fanciful. “Priests don’t dress up like this anymore. Well, at least I don’t anyway.” He kneeled on the Windsor kneeler.
“Are we ready to start?” called out Chuck. “And Bolder, you know what to do?”
“Yeah, I got it, Chuck. Ready when you are.”
“Okay, guys, take one … action!” Chuck gave the signal to start filming.
Bolder started his prayer with the rosary, lowering his head while closing his eyes. The Gregorian chant started coming from the speakers, setting the mood for the spiritual setting. But there was a disturbance in the room as the cameras picked up the evil presence standing behind Bolder.
It was the same outline as in the previous encounter at the Masonic Lodge. A demon-shaped shadow with the half body of an animal and a man, with two horns above its head and bat-like wings that hugged its back, standing straight up and stationary.
“I have something on the camera,” called one of the cameramen.
Chuck was already standing and not sitting in his producer’s chair. He walked over to catch a glimpse of the demon in the camera.
Its ominous face turned toward him with stark red eyes, tempestuous as it scorched a look toward Chuck, slithering its fork-like tongue at him.
“It’s right behind you,” said Chuck.
Bolder didn’t react, as his best defense was to continue praying. And somehow, he was cognizant to the fact that the demon could not harm him, surrounded and pulled back by the positive energy that encircled the purity of prayer.
That didn’t stop the poltergeist from inflicting carnage, angered by the display of enlightenment. It was inside a church, built as a house of God, not an excellent place to wage a battle for possession. Thinking it was only the home to a local resident, it hadn’t banked on the presence of the holy spirit.
Bolder’s plan had worked, and the demon was being captured on film, trying to embed itself into the scene and take possession of the production.
In a final display of intolerance, the demon rose from the floor, hovering above the ground one foot high, in an intimidating stance. It moved its elongated fingers in a curling motion and roared.
The cross on the communion table propelled into the air, narrowly missing Bolder as he ducked instinctively, as though knowing it was coming.
The house trembled for about five seconds as picture frames dislodged from the walls. The antique plate collection, all lined up in a row, came crashing down onto the tiled floor, pieces flying in all directions. But that didn’t stop Bolder from praying, and the Gregorian chant continued.
Chuck grabbed onto the architrave of the door to prevent himself from losing his balance, and rather than being spooked, he embraced the poltergeist’s manifestations on camera.
“Keep filming!” called out Chuck as he continued watching on the camera.
Detective Wellock, in a moment of instinct, dashed toward Bolder and pulled him away from the falling objects that circled around the room like a whirlwind. The flying objects, mainly belonging to the liturgy, were tossed about like paper planes in an exhibition of anger. If it wasn’t for his quick thinking, Bolder would have been hurt.
Gwen, who had been in the other room when she felt the house tremble, came dashing in, thinking it was all part of the movie trailer, just to be caught amongst the exposition of fear, sighting the smashed objects.
The demon took hold of her by her ankles and dragged her along the ground and into the vestry. Gwen screamed and kicked as she scraped her hands along with the polished floor tiles in a futile attempt to get away.
Realizing the gravity of the situation, Detective Wellock pulled out his gun laden with silver bullets that contained a mixture of holy water, salt, and vinegar, which was a clear way to remove negative energy, in the casing. They were used as a last attempt against ferocious demon entities. It was the only thing that worked against demons and poltergeists as a lethal combination. It had worked well during their case in Walhalla.
Gwen was now being pulled underneath the celebrant table that led to nowhere. A shadowy entrance, a portal to hell, was opening up.
She screamed with her hands raised above her, panic-stricken, tears rolling down her eyes. She slapped her hands on the floor like a child having a tantrum as the never-ending energy reached a fever pitch.
The detective fired three shots.
Bang, bang, bang.
Bolder also drew his gun and dashed toward Gwen. He only had a small moment in time to pull her out before the demon resumed its treacherous hold on her.
Bang, bang.
Bolder returned fire as the demon propelled a projectile toward him. A demonic roar filled the room, and all the electrical components in the filming equipment short-circuited. Sparks flew from the cameras, and the cameramen lifted their hands to avoid electrocution. It was a pulse of energy so great that the lights in the house flickered continuously.
The demon was angry that things weren’t going to plan. It had failed to possess and embed itself into the movie trailer. It was unable to hamper the efforts of Detective Wellock and Bolder. The demon had forgotten what it was like to come under attack by spirit hunters.
Reluctantly, and albeit slowly, the demon’s shadowy image became faint as it paled into insignificance. But standing in the corner of the room, directly in front of them, was The Rose Tattoo. Arms crossed, shirtless, muscles flexing in a show of strength, it turned its head one hundred and eighty degrees clockwise then back again. He had a fierce look that was best avoided—piercing, steely eyes that looked right through you.
“Did you get all that on camera?” called Chuck, who had managed to hold onto his sanity.
“Yes,” said the cameraman. “But …”
“But what?”
“It doesn’t look like The Rose Tattoo on film.”
“Ugh,” sighed Chuck. “It’s not The Rose Tattoo?”
Chuck was confused, and so was Bolder, as they steadily surrounded the camera to get a better view.
It was the image of a woman, standing in the corner of the room, wearing a blouse in a pastel color and a darker skirt. She was walking with her hands pressed on her abdomen and kneeling as though in the final struggle for life, reenacting her last moments.
“It’s Beth Maynard,” said Bolder as he pointed to her. “I can see the resemblance.” He called out to the detective, “Get me the spirit box! Quickly!”
The detective took the spirit box from the side table and opened the case. He was standing only three feet from Bolder, so he hurled it to him in a pinpoint pass.
“Got it!” said Bolder.
He wasted no time turning on the frequency dial until he had a connection with the dark energy in the room.
“Announce yourself, spirit!” said Bolder.
There was a crackle of interference coming from spirit box and the dial fluctuated from red to green erratically.
“Announce yourself, spirit!”
A man with an Australian accent was the first to respond.
“It’s me, good old Dougie. How are you, boys? Don’t worry about me. I’m having a great time here.”
It was followed by a woman’s voice with a more eloquent tone.
“It’s me, Beth. You don’t want to be hanging around here. The town is in the hands of the evil ones—the tattooed man and his cohorts.”
There was a pause, a crackle, and then a hissing sound. A man with a baritone voice and a cockney accent answered.
“I am the Rose Tattoo, and I like wearing my dinky-do shoes, Irish pig, and tomfoolery, because I’m an actor of the pantomime, yes, I am, as I kick and prance around the screen like a gazelle.”
“If you are an actor, then why are you are a demon?” Bolder was direct with the poltergeist, having understood that conversations needed to be brief and to the point.
“I was not always a demon, my china plate. I made a deal with the master to follow him into the darkness. My reward was an acting career like no other, to become famous on stage. But there was one thing …”
“What?”
“I woke up one morning with barney rubble. I was in trouble, a branded man from tip to toe, covered in tattoos.”
The spirit box crackled as the voice became faint.
“What happened to Dougie and Mike?”
“Oh, the brass tacks are no more; part of my world now. Oh, and that reminds me, you must leave. This is no place for a man of the cloth … unless you want to become like Dougie, a slave to the demon master and a tomtit.”
The dial on the spirit box turned red, and a hissing sound took over from the voices. The demon quietly withered away into a mist and out through the small window, singing a burlesque pantomime tune.
“We shouldered arms
And marched
And marched away,
From Baxter Street.
We marched to Avenue A.,
With drums and fifes
How sweetly they did play
As we marched, marched, marched
In the Mulligan Guards.”
All was quiet again as Bolder, Detective Wellock, Chuck, and the cameramen stood motionless, looking at each other, waiting for someone to say the first word.
As for Gwen, she had been traumatized and became incoherent, still grappling with her episode with the demon. It had been a frightful and unexpected experienced that had left her tarnished, licking her wounds.
For Bolder, this was a key sign. The curse of Beth Maynard was documented in the Masonic Lodge archives and much talked about as Silverton folklore. She had been possessed by the demon before going missing. She had succumbed to a flamboyant, tattooed man who had swept her off her feet with his vices, only to drive her insane and then suicide by wandering into the wilderness, dying tragically. The Rose Tattoo now possessed her soul and used it when needed, swapping and changing identities to suit another way of avoiding scrutiny amongst the townsfolk of new places. The demon had adopted a myriad of appearances over the last hundreds of years, using them at will when needed. It could be The Rose Tattoo, Beth Maynard, or maybe Dougie or Mike, depending on the circumstances.
“And what was your take on that?” asked Chuck.
“This was a prelude only. It will get worse,” said Bolder.
“Putting aside what we were trying to achieve today, the filming aspect was awesome.” Chuck had a big smile on his face. “It’s probably one of the most natural horror scenes I have ever filmed. I mean, how real was it!” He looked at Bolder with an inquisitive grin.
“No, I’m not doing another scene, if that’s what you think.”
“Oh, come on, Bolder; you play the part of the priest like a natural,” said Chuck. “Let’s do just one more.”
“Chuck’s right; you look snazzy on film, mate,” called out Detective Wellock. “Just think about it … Zack Bolder, starring as the priest in Cursed.”
“Yeah, I can see the headlines already,” said Chuck.
Bolder shook his head in disbelief as he removed his priestly robe. “Come on, guys; this is a serious matter. Have you forgotten about Dougie’s and Mike’s gruesome deaths and the two ladies in the hospital?” Bolder was annoyed.
“Come on, Bolder; can’t you take a joke?” asked the detective. “Maybe you can give us a rundown on your observations then?”
Bolder paused before making his response. “I believe there is more than one person possessed by the demon, and The Rose Tattoo is the conduit.”
“He is my lead actor; how do I broach him about this?” Chuck thought for a moment. “He’ll tell me I’m becoming mad.”
“He is a suspect, but our strategy has been to not show it, to keep him thinking otherwise,” said the detective.
“So, I shouldn’t say anything?”
“Correct … At least until we have more definitive proof.” The detective glanced toward Bolder momentarily with a scrutinizing look. “So, what’s the next step?”
“The next step is to review the scene and look for clues. There’s got to be something we’ve missed.”
“Yeah, but I mean, the grand plan. How do we bring this poltergeist to its knees?” The detective continued pushing Bolder for the final solution. He was impatient, wanting this over.
“Hmm, you want a straight answer; have everything wrapped up like clockwork, an open and shut case?”
The detective shrugged without an expression.
“For that, you’ll have to wait. I have an idea … but not now.” Bolder put on his shirt and buttoned it up as he handed the robe back to Chuck. “I won’t be wearing that outfit again,” he said.
For a priest, Bolder was not as institutionalized, preferring to be free of all the pompous ritual and ceremonies. He didn’t like to be called a priest because he never felt like one. Instead, he was a warrior fighting demons in the name of God. If you called him a spirit hunter or demon fighter, he didn’t mind, as it suited him. And unlike the detective, who was conditioned to closing off cases quickly, for Bolder, patience was of the essence.
Deep down, he already knew what to do and where this investigation would end, but he was not prepared to communicate it, because it could get out, and then he would lose the initiative. He was bound by secrecy, and he liked to keep it that way.
Because, if no one knew the solution, then neither did the demon. His ploy was to catch the devil unexpectedly, and if that meant keeping his cards close to his chest for the time being, then so be it. The detective and the others would have to wait it out.




9 The Trailer

“Hello, Chief. It’s Wellock here.”
“I know it’s you, Wellock. You don’t have to announce yourself every time I call. I’ve known you for twenty-five years!” The chief was obviously not in a good mood.
When the chief was on the phone, Detective Wellock’s legs would shake uncontrollably. He would also crack his knuckles in such an annoying way that made you cringe.
“So, what’s going on? Have you got a suspect yet?”
“No, Chief.”
The chief coughed a few times then gathered his breath. “Now, why doesn’t that surprise me?” There was a short silence that lasted ten seconds, but it felt like an eternity. “I take it you’re there, Bolder?”
“Yes, Chief.”
“So, what have you got from the spiritual end?”
“The curse of Beth Maynard is alive and well. To make matters worse, an actor that goes by the alias of The Rose Tattoo is a suspect. I believe he is the conduit for the evil in town, and he has embedded himself into the movie production.”
“Hmm, at least we have a suspect, although somewhat of a supernatural one.” The chief coughed again. “Did you hear that, Wellock? Bolder has a suspect.”
Bolder waved to the detective and put his index finger over his lips in a sign to keep quiet. He knew about the detective’s propensity to lose his cool in such moments in front of the chief.
“Yes, Chief, a very mystical type of suspect,” said the detective.
“So, how does something embed themselves into a movie production, Bolder? Explain that to me.”
“The original curse was of a demon that can transfer its energy, its entity, into a person. Now it’s doing it onto a movie being projected on a screen. In doing so, it can possess the actor. It can also walk off the screen and into the theatre and run amok.”
“That’s how the cameraman and producer died, and the others ended up in the hospital?”
“Yes.”
“What’s the demon’s motivation?”
“That’s a good question, Chief, but we don’t know exactly. It’s like saying: why does a demon behave like an evil incarnate?”
“Because a demon can, Bolder. It’s what it does best, right?”
Bolder nodded, though the chief could not see his body language.
“Ha-ha. That’s a great horror scene and perfect for the movie production. I bet Chuck is already salivating about adding a new scene,” said the chief.
“He did ask us about using a short scene we put together to flush out the demon,” interjected the detective. “He wants to make Bolder a movie star.”
“Is that so, Bolder? You did a scene for Chuck?” The chief thought it was funny. “So, you’re an actor now? The new Mel Gibson?
“It was a smallish part, Chief, and only for a few minutes.”
“Well, it’s good to see you guys are having fun. And you, Wellock; what part did you play in the scene? A modern-day Sherlock?” The chief’s mood had changed from outright mad to sarcastic. “I don’t mind you guys making movies if it gets me the suspect.”
“Yes, Chief,” they both responded at the same time.
“Oh, and one other thing. Gwen contacted me about a poltergeist in her house; does that have anything to do with the movie scene?”
Bolder looked at Detective Wellock and pointed to himself, wanting to answer the question.
“The shaking in Gwen’s house was part of the special effects of the trailer we were filming. Nothing to worry about, Chief. I think it scared her socks off.”
“Ha-ha. It probably did. She’s a sensitive type.” The chief’s voice was starting to croak and become husky. “I better go, Detectives, and get some water. Get me a suspect so I can stop my bosses from haggling me every morning.” He coughed more than once. “It’s political, you know … Outback Hollywood and a big-budget horror movie with great expectations.”
“Got it, Chief. Working as hard as we can,” said Bolder.
The chief hung up, and Detective Wellock stopped shaking as he returned to his usual self.
Bolder always thought it was funny watching the detective’s tough exterior crumble at the sound of the chief’s voice.
Even though Bolder performed a small part in a movie scene, he was getting rave reviews from Chuck. He had taken a liking to his natural acting ability.
The detective couldn’t help but call his praises, and despite the paranormal activity they had endured at Gwen’s house, he enjoyed watching the scene. It was better than a horror movie, was his catch phrase throughout the day. He also suggested to Chuck they should produce another scene, which didn’t go down too well with Bolder.
They were all seated in the cinematic room, ready to review the trailer. Chuck was apprehensive about watching anything on the big screen, considering what had happened last time they had reviewed one. Nevertheless, he was also keen on distilling a real horror scene that was unscripted and as raw as they come. As a movie producer, it had all the hallmarks of how to thrill an audience and make for excellent viewing.
He gave the call to the cinematographer to start the trailer as they all clutched the sides of the reclining chairs, full of anticipation, particularly Bolder and the detective, who were behaving like teenagers anticipating a bloodthirsty vampire movie.
The trailer started with suspense music, which was a nice touch, with a creepy violin introduction that made you quiver instantaneously. Chuck smiled as he watched their reaction. Then came the part when Bolder kneeled to pray and the demon shadow entered the scene. It was an ominous creature that looked more harrowing on screen than in reality.
“The demon knows it’s being filmed,” said Bolder.
“How do you know that?” queried Chuck.
Bolder pointed out the strength of the shadow and how it faded in and out. “Its movements are jagged like it’s almost unsure about itself—whether to proceed or not.”
“Hmm. I can see that in the body language.”
The demon turned its head and, within an instant, its face was directly in front of the camera, an impotent look, devoid of life. it was so frightening that they all shuddered and put their hands over their faces in a futile reaction. It was a cursed look with orange eyes of fury and a slithering blue tongue that poked out and slipped from its hairy, wolf-like face. The two horns that protruded from its head only reinforced the terror of any confrontation with this poltergeist.
Then, as quickly as the face appeared, it retreated to the choking position as it laid forth its hands to strangle Bolder.
“I don’t remember the part when the demon faced the camera,” said Chuck. He had come to learn that this fearsome demon liked to produce its own scenes and reenact the horror. There was a semblance that the devil was acting and possessing bodies at the same time, playing its part as an actor before committing heinous crimes.
“If you didn’t know what’s going on here, you would think the demon is acting out its part like a skillful actor,” said Bolder.
While the demon attempted to strangle Bolder on the screen, it was repelled by the greater force of Bolder’s prayers. Therefore, many attempts to choke Bolder to death failed, and it eventually retreated, knowing it was caught in a trap on film and vulnerable.
“Did you see that in the background?” called out Bolder as he pointed to the back of the vestry in the scene.
An entourage of spirit ghosts watched on, like an audience, as the demon acted out the possession.
“Oh, my goodness … Who are they?” Chuck was immersed in the scene in such a way that he had become a fan of his own horror movie.
More than one person appeared—The Rose Tattoo, and the ghosts of Beth Maynard, Dougie, and Mike. Behind them and next to the stained-glass window, a solitary head poked out—another spirit dressed in 19th century attire. It was watching the events as a sideshow of entertainment from the schisms of the world of darkness.
But other than an entourage of evil, hell-bent on watching the scene play through, Bolder could not find further clues. However, what had dawned on him was that the demon was acting out its instructions on the film stage. But not any actor off the street; it was a real actor that had applied the trade before with expertise.
Bolder looked toward Chuck and said, “It’s definitely a demon actor. To possess, it must act.”
“An actor from the spirit world, a true demon that uses its acting ability to infiltrate the scene and carry out its deed.” Chuck shook his head. He feared the demon but admired it at the same time, from an acting perspective. He had never filmed a demon actor before, and neither had any other producer.
The scene ended with a paranormal exhibition that shook the building and sent objects flying off the walls in a display of vulgar power and anger.
“It’s a brilliant scene,” said Chuck. He wiped his forehead of perspiration and crossed his legs. “I have never filmed a scene so raw and natural. No actor in the world can perform the part of a demon like that.”
“Isn’t that what it wants you to think?” asked Bolder. He stood up from the chair and stretched his arms. “If he knows you like the acting ability, then you are prone to use it again for another scene … and so on and so on.”
Chuck remained silent for a minute as he absorbed Bolder’s perspective.
“I guess that is what happened in 1890 when it played in the pantomime. The producer would have been overjoyed by the public response to his acting and offered him a job,” put in Wellock.
“Yes, precisely. And the more we understand this trap, the better for everyone concerned.”
Bolder and Wellock received word that Jessica was improving in the hospital since their last visit and had requested to speak with them. It meant another drive to Broken Hill, along the same road where they had encountered the ghost cars. The detective thought the chances of that happening again were slim and that they should take their chances and meet with her.
The nurse had informed them that she had been babbling again about stuff that didn’t make sense. Well, it didn’t make sense to the nurse, but it could hold valuable information for their investigation. Who knew what Jessica experienced during her encounter with the demon? With her memory returning, she might have recalled experiences that connected the dots.
They were traveling toward Broken Hill along the same, long road toward Mundi Mundi Plain that was used in many shots, like the opening car chase and the final truck wreck. Being a big fan of the Mad Max movies, Detective Wellock would daydream along this stretch, imagining scenes of car chases and crashes.
Bolder looked in the rearview mirror to find a red hot rod moving fast on their tail.
“Oh, here we go again,” commented Bolder.
The detective glanced at him while holding onto a cigarette in one hand and the wheel in the other. He wound down the windows to let the smoke out and glanced in the rearview mirror, confirming the red hot rod was fast approaching.
“There’s no point outrunning them in this car,” he said.
Bolder nodded in agreement. “See that turnoff just ahead, onto a dirt road?”
“Yes.”
“Hot rods are not designed for that sort of terrain.” Bolder grinned. “It will blow its suspension after fifty yards. Do you reckon we can outrun it there?”
The detective agreed. “That’s good, Bolder. You think quick on your feet.”
They turned onto the unsurfaced road that was an interconnecting pathway to another sealed road to Broken Hill. The four-wheel drive bounced around, but it was made for this type of terrain and could handle it.
The hot rod followed onto the unsurfaced road but was struggling to keep straight and maintain its balance, shifting from side to side carelessly, losing its grip on the road on several occasions. Finally, the hot rod stopped chasing and came to a standstill as a plume of smoke filled from its mounted manifold just above the engine.
“Looks like it broke an axle or rear suspension,” said Bolder.
The detective threw his fist in the air, signaling their quick thinking had paid off. It was a euphoric sign of victory. There was going to be no car chase today with a driverless vehicle.
However, his joy was short-lived as two dirt bikes closed in on them from both sides, appearing from seemingly nowhere. They had cut across the plain while Wellock and Bolder had been chased by the hot rod.
“Oh shit, not another chase,” said Bolder.
“Oh yeah, and dirt bikes are harder to shake off.” The detective pressed on the accelerator, careful not to skid off the road. His police car chase training was paying dividends.
The bikes moved in closer and hugged them alongside their vehicle, a dangerous situation.
Wearing black leathers with a skeleton symbol at the front and a dark helmet, they could not be recognized. They looked scary and impressive as they managed to hold their ground on either side of the car.
“We can’t go any faster, or we’ll skid off the road and roll over,” said the detective in a high-pitched tone, his voice drowning out amongst the noisy motorcycle engines.
The motorcyclist on the driver’s side pulled out a knife with a long blade and scraped the paintwork off the rear door. The sound of metal against metal reverberated through their ears.
The other motorcyclist used a baton to strike the back window, causing a crack to unfold. One more strike with the rod, and the window would shatter into a thousand pieces.
“Pull out your gun, Bolder, and wind down your window.”
“What?”
“Yeah, I want you to scare them with a shot in the air.”
Bolder pulled his gun from his holster and fired.
Bang, bang.
The gunshots echoed across the Mundi Mundi Plain.
Bolder wiggled his gun outside the window in a show of force, intimidating and threatening to let off another load of bullets.
The two motorcyclists had not expected a gunfight.
“Point the gun at them but don’t shoot. Make it look like you mean business!”
Bolder swallowed and looked up at the detective.
“Trust me; it will work,” said Detective Wellock.
Bolder did precisely as he was told, pointing the gun on the motorcyclist nearest to him. His facial expression had taken on a look of a mad man capable of anything.
Within a few seconds, the motorbikes backed off, fearing Bolder was crazy enough to shoot. They disappeared by fading into the distance.
At first, it was like a mirage with a vaporish outline, but Bolder shook his head and slapped himself on the cheek to snap out of it. The motorbikes were gone. No rumbling of their engines, no tire tracks—nothing.
“Where did you learn to drive like that?” asked Bolder.
“Ugh, I can’t remember the last time I had a good old car chase.” The detective seemed to have been enjoying himself at the wheel of the SUV. He looked at Bolder with a chirpy grin. “Police advance driving course. And I’m not talking the advance driving program for the public. This is the real McCoy—hardcore advanced training on all road surfaces and obstacles at high speed.”
“Well, that’s why you took it in stride. I mean, I never saw you get frazzled.”
“Cool as a cucumber, hey?”
“Yeah, I guess you could put it that way.”
The detective refocused on his driving and repositioned his head toward the road in front of them. “Off to Broken Hill then. Oh, and that reminds me.” The detective had a big grin as he glanced toward Bolder.
“Well, what is it?”
“I think you may be on the verge of a new acting career, Bolder.”
“Hmm? What are you going on about?”
“Chuck showed the movie scene to his boss in LA, and they love it. They liked it so much that Chuck wants to do a couple more scenes.” The detective pulled out his pack of cigarettes from the glovebox while holding onto the wheel with the other hand. “Can you pass me a light, mate?”
Bolder just sat there, flabbergasted.
“They love you, Bolder … You’re a natural,” Wellock continued to tease. Then he lit up his cigarette and opened the driver’s side window as he exhaled his first puff. “Don’t be surprised if Chuck asks you to do him a favor and act out a couple of short scenes.”
Bolder shook his head. He found it all fanciful. He had never acted a day in his life and found the entire movie thing ridiculous.
Upon arrival at Broken Hill Hospital, there were none of the scrutinies that they’d had to endure the last time at the reception desk. They were greeted by someone pleasant and helpful, and it just so happened that the grumpy old woman whom they had endured last time was on a different shift.
“Jessica is in room 205, sir,” said the receptionist with a big smile, caked with red lipstick and mascara to boot.
Upon arrival to Jessica’s room, they found her sitting upright, perfectly groomed and sipping on a coffee made from a low-grade sachet. The detectives were hardcore barista types, so just the thought of drinking that coffee made them cringe.
“It’s you, Detective,” said Jessica with a forced smile. “Must be important if you’ve come to see me again.”
The detective clasped onto the visitor’s chair and sat down only a couple feet from her bed while Bolder decided to stand and lean against the door.
“Hello, Jess … I hope you don’t mind me calling you Jess?” He paused and waited for a minute. “Do you remember it was you who called us to come?”
“Did I? I must have forgotten … I’m not myself these days.” She shrugged, in no mood for small talk. “If you want to beat the demon, you need to do it on its terms.”
The detective paused, surprised by her impromptu comment. “How did you know we wanted to discuss the demon with you?”
“I just knew. And since my accident in Silverton, I can hear things in rooms across the hallway—what people are thinking and what they’re going to say before they speak.”
“You have increased your sensory perception?” asked Bolder. He had seen this heightened awareness before as a parapsychologist—an enhanced and acute sensory of everything going around you.
Jessica turned to Bolder with a challenging expression. “Oh, and it doesn’t like you. I would be careful if I were in your shoes.” Jessica pointed at the holy cross pinned on his collar. “He knows where you come from … man of the cloth, right?”
Bolder smiled. “How do you know this?”
“Ugh, he visits me when he can … in the evening when there’s nobody around. He tells me things, you know … stuff he’s planning.”
Bolder took one step toward Jessica. “So, who is he then?”
Jessica smiled while looking into thin air and whistling a nonsensical tune with no rhythm. “He was once an actor during his earthly days before he joined the ranks of the demon world.”
“An actor?” asked the detective.
“Yes, and a good one, too.”
“You said we need to play its own game. I’m assuming that’s the only way to be rid of its curse.”
There was a sudden silence, and Jessica became uncooperative. “I’m getting tired now and need to get some rest.”
“You said to beat it we need to play its own game; what do you mean?” he insisted once more, wanting to know more, feeling he was on the cusp of finding out the demon’s weakness.
Jessica creased her forehead and partially closed her eyes, screwing her nose up and wiggling it like a mouse. “He’s an actor and likes to perform, so join him. He thinks you’re a good actor, Father Bolder.” Jessica started to slur her words, sounding incomprehensible. Her tiredness from the medication was forcing her to droop and fall asleep instantly.
“I don’t think we’re going to get any more out of Jess today,” said the detective.
Bolder nodded, in a pensive mode. “She said we have to play the demon at its own game.”
“Hmm, I wonder what she meant by that. What did you make of it?”
Bolder didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but he had an idea. “I don’t think she’s trying to put the demon in danger.”
The detective was confused. “I’m not getting it.”
“It’s a challenge. The demon wants to confront us on its own turf—on the screen.”
“Shit.” Wellock had a thoughtful expression. “That’s bizarre. But you never know … You have proven me wrong before with this supernatural stuff.”
“Well, we need to talk to Chuck … I have a plan.”
The detectives left the hospital on the whim of a possibility. It was going to be precarious, but nothing was ever easy with poltergeists.
Bolder needed to speak to Chuck about the next scene, perhaps modifying it to allow him to confront the demon. It was going to be like the church scene, although longer and with a greater risk. Confronting the devil with the advantage of familiarity was like a football team playing a home game on its own turf—the odds were always in favor of the home team.




10 silverton CEMETERY

The forty-two-acre cemetery was a somber reminder of the harsh lives lived in Silverton’s early years. Mining accidents had been tragically common. Isolation meant that freshwater, fruits, vegetables, and sanitation had been in short supply. Typhoid had been a regular part of life that had taken many children. Today, the cemetery was a historical site and couldn’t be disturbed.
In 1880, John Stokie had discovered the Umberumberka Mine, which was the main reason for the existence of the township of Silverton.
Very few people had the funds to erect a headstone or a fence, hence the few marked graves. The monuments constructed had come from Adelaide by bullock wagon and had often been in poor condition on arrival. The marble that had been sent off was of inferior quality and had not weathered the harsh Outback climate well. Unfortunately, the cemetery records had been lost. There was little information as to who was buried there or where their graves were situated.
The cemetery was a Crown Reserve, managed by the Silverton Village Committee Inc. Due to the lack of records as to where people were buried in the Historical Section of the cemetery, burials were no longer permitted in that area. The Silverton Village Committee Inc. had therefore opened a new section to the east to satisfy the needs of current and ex-Silverton residents.
This cemetery was about to take on a defining confrontation with evil. The final scene of Cursed was going to be filmed on location at sunset.
It hadn’t originally been planned that way, and then Bolder had used his new acting influence to change the script. Chuck had agreed on the basis that the movie production was keen to get Bolder into the act in a final confrontation with evil, with a real poltergeist embedded in the production. A horror movie with a real demon at play, ready to send chills through the bones of moviegoers; a form of reality television without knowing the outcome.
The crew was setting up at the gravesite of Beth Maynard, which was looking worse for wear. It was what you would expect when there were no caretakers to clean the weeds and place fresh flowers. Most of the graves at Silverton—at least those that were recognizable—were overgrown. Rusty, old metal fences that still managed to stay upright were a symbol of their wealth at the time. As a cemetery, it needed a lot of work to bring it back to its original glory, but funds were lacking, and no one wanted to donate money to clean up the resting place of the dead.
The evening gave way to a beautiful sunset with an orange-hued sky as the backdrop. Within moments, the sky would turn pitch black and the twinkle of stars would decorate the sky with their brilliant shine. In the Outback, there was no light pollution like in the city. It meant the skies were perfect for stargazing and observing the constellations of the mysterious universe.
There was a three-quarter moon poking through the remaining few strata clouds, sending a beam of light over the grave, reflecting whatever shiny parts of the marble were left on the tombstone.
And although Silverton was hot during the day, the desert turned chilly at night. A tepid breeze blew across the vastly uninhabited open plains. The scene was set for a spooky rendition of a spirit hunter reaching his destination and confronting the moment of truth.
In the movie’s finale, Bolder would awaken the spirit of Beth Maynard from her grave by calling upon the demons that were responsible for her death. By unsettling the poltergeist, he would encounter their wrath then draw them into an exorcism—the final plot to free the spirits of Beth Maynard and the other possessed souls from the clasp of evil once and for all.
But in this final scene, the demon would be voracious and put up a good fight, realizing its hold on the curse was at stake. It would be reality television where nobody knew what was going to happen or how it would end. Projecting the unknown was futile, and the flexibility of the script was all that stood in front of them with some degree of certainty.
This made Chuck so excited about filming the last scene—an impromptu ending that would make moviegoers apprehensive and sit on the edge of their seats.
What the crew didn’t know, however, was a two-fold story—a real movie production with an undecided finale under the backdrop of a real mission to rid Silverton of its curse.
“Are you set to go, Bolder?” asked Chuck. He was sitting in the producer’s chair, surrounded by lighting and the camera crew. A large, seventy-five-inch television screen was installed to review the set and the filming live. But it was also a plant for the demon to embed itself into the production, a type of a conduit; a magnet of entry into another dimension.
Bolder gave the thumbs-up as he prepared himself by standing next to the steel gate that surrounded Beth Maynard’s grave. He was not wearing the robe of a priest this time but dressed in normal attire. The only semblance of God was his usual cross pinned to his shirt collar.
Detective Wellock stood next to Chuck, watching on with glee. But unbeknownst to anyone, his purpose was self-defense, as his pistol was loaded with silver bullets. Should Bolder find himself in trouble, he was ready to act.
“Okay, ready … set … and action!” signaled Chuck.
The cameras started rolling as the lighting ambience created a spooky mist in the backdrop as the light enhanced the caricature of Bolder next to the grave, praying while holding a rosary in one hand and the Bible in the other. Pinned inside was a note that Bolder had secretly taken from the Masonic archive. He had managed to extract the riddle that would open the portal to the spirit world.
The words were meshed, hidden within the notes of the investigative officer from 1890. Bolder had been able to decipher the meaning through a spiritual process that he had used before called uplifting. It gave Bolder the power to separate truth from the distorted words of the demon. The riddle would lift itself from the paper and form a sentence. It was the key to unlocking the depths upon which the unsettled spirits raveled in an eternal cage.
Bolder opened his Bible to the place the note was pinned. Then, before commencing his next prayer, he took out his bottle of holy water and sprinkled it over Beth Maynard’s grave. The holy water reacted instantly with the tombstone, hissing steam before it settled and rolled down the side of the tombstone. The steam rose into the cold air and, like a festering smell of putrid death, it clouded over his head. It was a clear sign that the grave of Beth Maynard was infiltrated by demonic possession. But he was prepared, as it was not the first time a demon entity had used this tactic to stifle him. Bolder covered his face with a handkerchief that he had tied around his neck like a Texan cowboy.
Chuck watched on, smiling as the cameramen continued filming the scene. He couldn’t help jostling in his seat from the buildup of nervous tension. There were no special effects people on the set, and any interaction with the spiritual world was unscripted.
“Did you get that part?” asked Chuck to his leading cameraman.
The cameraman gave the thumbs-up with a great big smile. The scene was a cinematic specter of pure evil personified, and they were immersed in it.
Detective Wellock was more skeptical. He had one hand tucked underneath his jacket, holding onto his pistol. He knew the demon could strike at any moment, so he would have to be ready. His face had the stern, serious look of a detective ready to pounce.
Noticing this, Chuck motioned to his cameraman to film Detective Wellock, including him in the production. It was a natural pose, and it was great—the real personification of a demon hunter.
Bolder read from the page in the Bible where the riddle was pinned to the pages. He whispered the words, though it was not captured on sound. Were the words something he didn’t want others to hear? Whatever the case, a tremble came from the rustic iron fence that surrounded the grave. It shook and threatened to dislodge from the ground.
Then, rising from the ground was a haze of white, thick mist. It swirled around Bolder, starting from his feet until it engulfed his whole body. From the mist, the outline of a dark shadow in the shape of the demon floated across the grave, and the hand of the demon protruded; long, scrawny fingers with barely any fat—bony. The hand extended dark nails that curled toward a pointy end.
“Apply the infrared camera effect—quickly,” Chuck called out to his cameraman.
The cameraman switched to a red, pulsating strobe light that penetrated the white, transparent mist and onto the camera. It was an amazing special effect used by Chuck inside haunted houses to capture ghostly images that allegedly were not supposed to be there, and it worked brilliantly as Bolder’s image was transported to another spiritual dimension.
“Keep filming,” said Chuck as he jumped off his seat and jolted to the seventy-five-inch television screen.
Detective Wellock instinctively pulled out his gun and fired his silver-laden bullets into the mist and at the shadowy image of the demon.
Bang, bang, bang.
The camera and lighting crew jumped from the clap of the pistol that reverberated through the air like thunder.
The shadow of the demon was affected by the thrust of the silver bullets, retreating back over the rustic iron fence and toward Beth Maynard’s grave.
The shadow might have been pulled back, but Bolder was on the offensive with his prayers, forcing the demon to flee from the scene.
Chuck put his hands over his head in disbelief at what he had just witnessed on the screen. “Oh my God, come see this, Detective,” he called out.
Meanwhile, Bolder had entered a different time and space; another dimension. He was chasing the demon to the moment in history when Beth Maynard was close to ending her life.
Beth Maynard stood on the banks of a billabong with her boots firmly planted in the sandy edge of the water. Next to her was a flat rock structure that had been eroded over a thousand years ago to form a flat, slippery, tabletop surface.
It was hot, with clear skies in the middle of the day when temperatures reached their maximum. She had traveled for hours to reach her destination on horseback, escaping from a broken ordeal and unable to come to terms with her pain.
Signs of her fatigue played out as her red face and perspiring attire clung to her body like sticky date pudding. She pulled out her canister of water that was just about empty and drank the remaining contents. The water supply at the Billabong was not drinkable, and so she was left to dehydrate. She hadn’t prepared to face the elements, absorbed by a note that she had received from a local confidant who had befriended her.
Her paramour, Harry Daniels, was to be incarcerated for a lengthy prison sentence after an altercation that had led to assault charges. He would be deported to a place far away from Silverton, to the State of New South Wales.
Bolder peered into the distance, unable to interfere with the historical review. He wanted to inform Beth Maynard and assist her.
That was when something over the ridge caught his eye, leading him to believe there was a conspirator in Silverton, someone who had carried influence until this very day.
Sitting on a stockman horse with an Akubra cattleman’s hat, this ominous Outback figure looked over the hill toward Beth Maynard, behaving inconspicuously, not wanting to be noticed. At the same time, he wanted to make sure she found her final resting place.
Chuck looked over the television screen and zoomed in on the inconspicuous person. “Do you know this man?” he asked.
The detective was quick to nod in the affirmative. “Yep, it’s Max Templeton from the Masonic Lodge.” The detective continued watching the screen, squinting a few times to make sure. “And don’t ask me what he’s doing there, one hundred and thirty years ago … That’s Bolder’s supernatural expertise.”
Max Templeton, the overseer of the Masonic Lodge, entrusted with the secret of Beth Maynard’s curse, was a plant who had turned his allegiance to the underworld. Part of a gang of confidants that helped and supported the resident poltergeist; his connection to the mortals on the ground who assisted in his dubious deeds.
This was a quandary. The last scene was developing into a complex reaffirmation of the final moments of Beth Maynard’s life. Everything the investigator and coroner’s report had missed was playing out in front of their eyes.
The person responsible for her tragic death had been missed by all government authorities. A faceless man by the name of Max Stapleton, a devil’s concubine and soldier of evil had been responsible for carrying out the game of trickery and deceit.
Beth Maynard pulled out a crumpled piece of paper that was crushed in her pocket, and then she uncrumpled it. It was the note from Max Templeton. She had crushed it in anger before she had left the confines of her property before putting it back in her pocket.
She laid it flat on the surface below her, ironing it out with her palms. She wanted to read the note again, hoping to find something that would lead to her disbelieving the message about Harry Daniels. However, it was a note with false news, nothing but lies and an unverified outcome of Harry Daniels’ court case.
Dear Elizabeth,

It was upon my return from Silverton today that I learned of the tragic news that would cast a shadow on your future relationship with Harry Daniels.

It’s with great regret, my dear Elizabeth, that I inform you of news I have recently acquired from the magistrate court of Silverton.

The case of Harry Daniels and his assault charge has led to an unfavourable decision. A sentence of ten years to a prison in New South Wales.

He was taken away by the constabulary to be remanded for transportation the next morning.

He asked that you don’t visit him during his time of penance for the embarrassment he has caused you.

Yours sincerely,

Max Templeton

Once again angered by the note, Beth crumpled it back up then threw it on the rocky ground below.
Bolder reached out and tried to take the note, but he couldn’t. Although he was witnessing the past, and it was clear to him, he could not touch, smell, or hear anything. The type of spiritual transference he was exploring had limitations. It looked and saw only, no changes allowed, prohibited from manipulating past events. And even though he could not interfere or make his presence known, the reverse was different.
Beth could sense the presence of Bolder, and so could Max Templeton.
Max dismounted from the horse and held onto his cattleman’s hat as a gale blew from over the hills. He walked toward Bolder at a steady pace, sensing his presence until he came to a complete stop and looked him in the eye. Bolder didn’t react, remaining steady. The demon was toying with him.
Chuck watched the scene play out on the television monitor as the face of Max Templeton filled the screen.
Max knew something was on the other side and wanted to know more. He kept on walking toward the screen until his facial features were evident, including the uncharacteristic wart on his nose. A sculptured face with a rigid nose and a chiseled chin, his wavy, mousey hair danced about in the wind over his ears as his long fringe covered his eyes. He was yearning to step over from the screen and onto the film set of the cemetery, but he had no control.
He tapped on an imaginary glass barrier between him and Chuck. Max was going nowhere with his attempt.
But the demon had other ideas. It didn’t need to negotiate a way between dimensions like other spirits. It had carte blanche on any time and could be anywhere it wanted. It had shown its virulent capacity to step out of a screen and into the projector room to commit the murders of Dougie and Mike, and to inflict mental torture on others.
The screen became dark as Max’s image flickered into nothingness and faded away. Then, like what had happened many times before, the outline of a demon in crimson took shape instead.
Chuck and the detective knew what to expect next. The demon was on the move, ready to infiltrate the cemetery scene.
The green-hued mist that hovered over Bolder next to Beth Maynard’s grave was still present.
On the television screen, Chuck and the detective were fixated on the demon’s red, glittering eyes as they resonated through the mist like an ambulance beacon. A familiar outline of a half-man, half-animal, with two distinct horns, saber-like teeth, tucked-in wings, and hooved feet, it moved slowly as it glided toward the camera. Chuck knew what that meant—it was on the hunt for its next victim.
The cameraman who was framed as a potential victim jolted.
“Keep filming. We will take care of it from here.” Chuck was resolute. He wanted the frames from this encounter.
The detective pulled his pistol out and inspected the bullet casing. It was empty. He needed to reload the silver bullets, which came at a bad time.
The demon was moving toward the cameraman with its arms outstretched, ready to wring the man’s neck. Skinny, wretched hands, bony with long, curled black nails, he wiggled them like an advancing magician, ready for its next trick. But it was not going to be abracadabra. It was a death show.
Bolder was still negotiating his way through the scene with Beth Maynard, dissociated with what was taking place with the detective and film crew.
The detective nervously tapped his hands across all his pockets. “Shit, no bullets.” He had forgotten to bring a backup supply, a slight overlook that was not typical of his attention to detail. A costly oversight that meant he had no demon defenses. He kept searching his pockets to make sure, but nothing.
Sensing a victory, the demon slithered its tongue like a lizard and looked directly at the detective. It was a face-off between two foes. A victory salute by the demon as it continued its slaughter of another innocent victim.
The demon was in reach of the cameraman and ready to perform its deadly act. Chuck had to act quickly.
He looked down to move a tangled cable that had gripped his feet and risked tripping him over. “Detective, there are two bullets on the floor. You must have dropped them.”
The detective looked at the ground to find the shiny reflection of silver casings, a glittering prize. He picked them up and refilled his pistol immediately. Would two bullets be enough to stop the demon in its tracks, though?
The demon took hold of the cameraman’s neck, thrusting downward as it expelled the air from the depth of the cameraman’s lungs. He was turning blue, and his eyes rolled back into a bulging white marble.
The detective fired two shots at the demon.
Bang, bang.
It was only a reprieve as the poltergeist let go of the cameraman and retreated back to the green haze next to Beth Maynard’s grave.
Faced without options and silver bullets exhausted, the next attack by the demon could prove fatal.
Chuck and Wellock rushed over to the cameraman, who was recovering from his ordeal. Chuck offered to relieve the cameraman and take over his filming, but the cameraman insisted on continuing his work. He was shaken but not frazzled, as he was a tough country boy, determined to push on.
In the background, the growl of the demon could be heard as it licked its wounds, readying for another attempt. This demon was voracious and wouldn’t give in so easily. Based on their previous experiences, it would only be a matter of time, minutes perhaps, before the demon was ready to strike again.
“What do we do now, Detective?” asked Chuck.
The detective shrugged. “This is not my expertise. Without Bolder, I don’t know.”
They heard another growl coming from the green hue next to Beth Maynard’s grave.
Chuck yelled out to his film crew, “I want everyone to keep filming. Is that clear?” The show had to go on. Even though the situation was precarious, the artistic impact of what they were capturing was groundbreaking.
Chuck pointed to the green hue, observing a change. “It’s clearing away, Detective.”
The detective looked on and noted the outline of a man. At first, it was a shadowy outline, but then the clear formation of unique characteristics. It was Bolder. He had returned from the past. The big giveaway was the cross pinned to his collar that he never removed, and he held the rosary beads and Bible in his hands.
“It’s Bolder,” said the detective.
The demon continued growling in the background as his ghastly image began to take shape and the green mist evaporated. It was now in the open, visible to everyone.
“Do you have that on camera?” yelled out Chuck.
The cameraman acknowledged with a thumbs-up.
Bolder jogged directly toward Chuck, intent on giving him an important message. Had he discovered the clue to shut down the curse?
“You need to shut down everything—the filming, the television monitor, and anything to do with the filming of the movie,” said Bolder.
Chuck waited for more directions before he responded. “But I’m on the edge of capturing some great moments.”
“Oh, you can capture some great moments all right, but you won’t make it out alive to see it.”
“What do you mean?” Chuck was perplexed.
“Don’t you get it, Chuck? The demon wants you to film your own death. That’s what it’s preparing.”
“What?”
“I can’t save you with silver bullets and holy water, and it’s too powerful for an exorcism on my own.”
The detective pointed at Chuck, pushing his finger against the man’s chest. “You better do what he says.”
Although Chuck tried to put up an argument, he was always intimidated by the detective, having seen what he was like when he was angry.
They stood around, all three looking at each other, waiting for someone to comment.
Finally, Chuck yelled out to his film crew, “Everyone stop filming. We are done. Pack everything up. And close all the monitors now!”
The detective pulled Bolder aside and said, “Are you going to explain to me what’s going on?”
Bolder took out the crumpled note from his side pocket that had been provided by Beth Maynard. Somehow, during the transference, she was able to sense his presence and deliver the clue.
Bolder handed the note to the detective. “You need to read it on the other side.”
The detective turned over the note to find a handwritten sentence in Old English writing. He nodded in acknowledgement. “So, the poltergeist can only exist if there is a movie or a theatre production?”
“Yes, because it’s an actor and must perform the scenes of death. Got it?”
“And if we keep filming …?”
“I think you know what will happen next.”
“Let’s do it. Shut the whole movie production down.” The detective had a spring in his step and had found renewed vigor. He wanted the demon dealt with as much as Bolder, so he didn’t need any convincing.
The scene at Beth Maynard’s grave turned into an eerie silence. Lights out and cameras not filming, the production crew congregated in a huddle next to the giant-sized television monitor that was also turned off.
Bolder and the detective looked on as the green mist lifted and the demon’s apparition stood motionless. Even the growling had ceased. It was the final act and not the sort of ending the demon had expected.
It was caught helplessly with nowhere to go and unable to reenact its gruesome rendition of a double murder and possession. Without a stage, an audience, and a scene, its power was sapped, unable to maneuver or negotiate an outcome. It could not escape, either, as there was no medium. The demon was blocked from its passageway to safety.
Bolder walked toward the demon, standing tall, fifteen feet away.
“Where are you going?” hailed the detective.
“To negotiate; make a deal.” Bolder understood that this was his moment to peg the demon into an arrangement, a commitment from the devil for a pathway to safety in return.
Bolder approached the demon that slithered and slimed as it cringed and swirled its hands around like a crazy man, conspicuous and sarcastic.
“Demon, we know you have no way out, so we can cut through the innuendos,” said Bolder.
“Ha-ha, you think you have contained me, man of the cloth, and that I am fearful for my existence?” The demon’s saber-like teeth rattled as it ground them, snarling, then stretched out its mouth.
“You have no way out, and you know it. No theatre or movie production, no screen or monitor for your getaway.” Bolder pointed to the monitor screen. “However, I will turn on the monitor, allowing you enough time to escape, but you must never set foot in this town again.”
“You want my word? The commitment of a demon?”
Bolder paused, pulling out the crumpled note. “I have everything I need in this note, and yes, I want your word.”
The demon screeched in anger, realizing Bolder held the secret of the curse in his hands—a note from the Masonic Lodge when the demon had been driven out of town in 1890.
“Why don’t you join me, Priest? I will give you all the riches and powers of the universe you could imagine. State your price. Bees and honey? Anything you want.” The demon was acting in his cockney burlesque way.
Bolder was having nothing of the demon’s con game and trickery. He had been through these mind games before.
“No, demon.” Bolder was defiant.
“Do you think your God loves you? That He will care for your best interest? Brass tacks; that’s a fact.” The demon’s voice became croaky. “He let Beth Maynard die a miserable death, and she was just one of many, a repertoire of self-helplessness and misery, like Lady Godiva. He lets me do whatever I please with them, like a loaf of bread.” The demon raised his arm and pointed toward Silverton. “This town belongs to me.”
“I’m giving you one last chance, demon. Your time is running out, and your powers weaken by the minute. Leave now, while you can.” Bolder was steadfast and didn’t flinch.
“Come on, Priest; I can grant you the power to be anyone you want to be. What do you think? It’s better than brown bread … being dead.”
The demon transposed into different entities, one by one, in an exhibition of cunningness. First, it was The Rose Tattoo, then Max Templeton, followed by Dougie, Mike, and Beth Maynard. It had possessed the souls of so many people that the transference continued for a minute until it finally stopped.
“See? If you want to be someone else, all you need to do is take their soul, and then they are yours … easy … free to use whichever way you like. Forget about Adam and Eve; believe in the masters of hell,” said the demon.
Bolder didn’t react or answer right away. “My response is the same, demon … no matter what.”
The demon growled a horrific roar then glided across the cemetery grounds toward the giant monitor.
“Turn on the screen!” called out Bolder as he directed his voice toward Chuck.
The demon continued toward the monitor, gliding effervescently, like a paper plane caught in the wind, as Chuck turned on the monitor, took a step back, and then waited.
The detective didn’t interfere, watching on. He knew Bolder had found a solution.
The demon planted itself into the scene using the television monitor as a conduit. Granular speckles of miniature grey dots filtered over the monitor as they swirled and slowly broke up into smaller particles. Then, within an instant, the monitor turned black. The demon was gone, but where to? Nobody knew.




11 the faceless man

Bolder and the detective had one last task ahead before they closed the case, and this would be an unofficial conversation with the faceless man—Max Templeton of the Masonic Lodge.
Who would have ever thought that Max was the ringleader, the devil’s conduit in Silverton? But could a man live over one hundred and sixty years yet appear to be as healthy as a fiddle?
Well, the answer was yes … if you traded your soul to a demon and he granted you everlasting life. That was if he needed you. After that, all bets were off. There were always preconditions with demons, and you must read the fine print.
Max had no idea what Bolder and the detective had in store for him. As far as he was concerned, it was just another routine visit to the archive room. And let’s be clear, it was an archive room that he had single-handedly removed all evidence of the curse and reference to himself.
And the reason why Max lived in the large town of Broken Hill, twenty miles out from Silverton, was so he could hide amongst a larger population, be inconspicuous, and keep to himself. It meant he could live on without anyone suspecting who he was. As all the old-timers from way back had died, he had become more difficult to apprehend. And when he had business at the Masonic Lodge, it was done under the shroud of darkness, at night. He would be in and out like flint, not wanting anyone to notice him.
They were inside the Masonic Lodge next to the main entrance. Bolder uncrumpled the note from his pocket and handed it to Max, asking him to read it. It was the same note from one hundred and thirty years ago that he had written to Beth Maynard. A message he had distorted, lied, and manipulated, knowing perfectly well she would risk taking her life.
It was the heartbroken sadness of the incarceration of Harry Daniels that had tipped Beth over the edge. Her love for Harry Daniels had been so immense that the thought of living alone again on a grazing property, on the outskirts of Silverton, would be her undoing.
“What’s this?” Max tried to play dumb, like he knew nothing of the letter.
“It’s your handwriting, Max, and your signature at the bottom,” said Bolder.
Max stared off into space, as though suffering from stage fright, not saying a word.
“Oh, and we verified your signature and handwriting with the town records from Gwen’s house … although her archives were not missing files,” said the detective.
Max gulped, and his face turned pink. His left hand shook with the fear that he had been discovered.
“And as for your demon master … he’s gone. The curse is finished.” Bolder crossed his arms, looking him straight in the eye without fear.
“And without your master around anymore, I suspect your life will come to an end soon.” The detective smirked. “But one hundred and sixty years is a good lifespan, don’t you think, Bolder?”
“Oh, yes, Detective, it’s an amazingly long time to be around.” Bolder pulled out the bottle of holy water from his side pocket. “And you don’t look a day over sixty, Max.”
“Maybe you can share the secret to your longevity? The elixir of life?” said the detective.
Max watched hesitantly as Bolder unscrewed the cap from the bottle of holy water, knowing perfectly well that he was in a vulnerable situation. “Now, come on, Detectives; you have this all wrong,” he pleaded.
Bolder smirked. He didn’t give a damn.
“This isn’t just holy water, Max; it’s an elixir of other herbs, specially made for people like you.”
Max placed his hands over his nose as the vapor from the bottle infiltrated his nostrils to create an ill-feeling.
“Okay, I fess up. But let’s make a deal. I can help you live an eternity, too. Team up with me, and I will show you the way to eternal life,” Max continued pleading.
Bolder and the detective would have nothing of it, and Bolder proceeded to splash Max with the holy elixir. Splash after splash, he continued until Max fell to the floor and curled up in a fetal position. Still, Bolder continued to spray him without reprieve.
Max growled in a husky baritone as his appearance transformed into the shape of a demon entity. It wasn’t Max anymore, but the fiend that had stolen his soul one hundred and thirty years ago.
In sensing they were closing in on the final act, the detective pulled out his pistol with silver bullets then took one look at Bolder, who nodded. At that, he pointed it toward the demon and fired.
Bang, bang, bang.
The demon shriveled and curled into a misconfigured entity then broke up into a thousand minuscule specks of dust.
Without the curse to bind them together, Max was gone, and so was the demon that had held onto his soul for so long.
While all of this was going one, they noticed Chuck had slipped in quietly with his cameraman.
“That was the most awesome piece of horror exorcism I have ever seen! Raw, real, so genuine! It can’t be done with actors!” Chuck was over the moon.
“We didn’t know you were filming us, Chuck,” said Bolder.
The detective smiled, thinking the whole thing was funny.
“If I told you I was going to film you, it wouldn’t have been genuine. You would have tried to act it out. You know what I mean. It’s human nature.”
“Well, Chuck, it’s the last scene,” said the detective. “I’m going out to have a fag.”
Bolder followed suit, chuckling.
The curse of Beth Maynard was no more. The town of Silverton was free to go about its business without fear of retribution from the demon. The last scene with the upbeat ending was embraced by Chuck and his movie moguls who loved it. They thought it was so real that they could experience the climax of the movie in the most personal way. It sent shivers up their spines, goosebumps, and jolted them out of their seats. This horror movie was destined for box office success on the back of Bolder’s reenactment.
As for The Rose Tattoo? He mysteriously disappeared from the set, never to be seen again, despite several attempts by Chuck to track him down. He had been driven out of town again, but this time without any plans of coming back. The curse was gone for good. There would be no reemergence.
In the demon world, The Rose Tattoo was done for, too, an outcast in the master’s eyes for having failed twice. It had probably been sent to the depths of the underworld for a life of eternal deprivation.
As for Beth Maynard’s ghost, she had no reason to stick around and continue walking the town in search of her paramour, Harry Daniels. She was free, and so she transitioned to the other side, reuniting with her lover in the spirit world. It was a happy ending for both after one hundred and twenty years of roaming the earth in an emotional, senseless plot.
The closing of this paranormal chapter would have been remiss of Bolder as to not leave a final page of notes in the archive of the Masonic Lodge. To close the case, so to speak, tie a ribbon around it, and lock it up for good.
The chief was delighted with the outcome—case closed. Everyone was happy with the work, and his bosses praised his efforts.
During the phone catch up the day before, the chief was so pleased that he offered Bolder and the detective a fully paid dinner with the film crew to celebrate their success. He called it recognition for a good performance or a bonus treat. But he also flagged another case that they had been assigned. It was in the ghost town of Ravenswood, in the sunny northern state of Queensland. There was some weird stuff going on in that town.
The beer flowed into the evening at the Silverton Hotel as the film crew and detectives mingled with the actors while Chuck told jokes all evening. Someone had arranged a karaoke, and it wasn’t long before the swagger and rhythm of the tipsy film crew got up to sing their favorite songs. Bolder and Detective Wellock enjoyed the renditions from the late eighties hits to current-day songs. Nobody could sing in tune, but it didn’t matter; it was about having fun and taking off their shackles, feeling vulnerable and dissociated from the rigid rules of the movie production.
“I heard you have a good singing voice, Bolder,” mentioned Chuck.
Bolder looked toward the detective, who was the only person who would have known about his singing attributes. “Did you tell him?”
The detective smiled and blinked his eye without saying a word. It was apparent after a couple of beers that he had spilled the beans on Bolder’s exceptional singing talent.
“Come on, man; sing us a good Aussie tune. Everyone would like to hear it,” encouraged Chuck.
Bolder was a private guy when it came to singing and not one for standing out in a room full of people who he barely knew. But he underestimated Chuck’s persistence, and before he knew it, he had a microphone in his hand and was standing on the small makeshift stage.
“How about Men at Work’s ‘A Land Down Under?’” yelled out one of the cameramen.
Bolder nodded. He knew the song, and it happened to be one of his favorite Aussie tunes.
It didn’t take long for everyone in the hotel to join in and raise their glasses.
Bolder was surprised by the reaction and enjoyed vocalizing his rendition of the unofficial Australian anthem.
The detective smiled and sang along, raising his beer to Bolder while swaying his body side to side. Next to him was Gwen, who also decided to join the rendition. Like Bolder, she also had a voice to be admired. The detective was surprised. His eyes were fixated on her and by her charm.
Gwen had almost perfect teeth, and they sparkled as she raised her hands for the final verse to accentuate the ending.
“This is for you, from Bolder,” the detective whispered in her ear as he handed her the silver pendant in a heart casing that they found on the road before arriving at Silverton. “It belonged to Beth Maynard. We should display it in the museum.”
Gwen smiled and took the pendant before placing it in her pocket. Then she turned and gave the detective a warm hug.
He was chuffed by it all as Bolder started his rendition of another song, having received an encore from the patrons who wanted more.




The End
I hope you enjoyed reading Bolder Cursed. If you had a positive experience, I would be grateful if you left an Amazon review by clicking the link below and leaving a couple of lines. Reviews help build my audience and readership and is an excellent endorsement of my product.
Regards,
Janice
https://www.amazon.com/Bolder-Cursed-Zack-Supernatural-Thriller-ebook/dp/B08J82G8ZM




Additional Notes

Silverton and The Remarkable Love Life of Beth Maynard
On a hot, dusty day in February of 1890, a woman’s body was found beside an isolated track near a water dam called Rat Hole Tank, west of Silverton, NSW. It was estimated that she had been dead 13 days and that she died from malnutrition. This was not just any woman, this was Ann Elizabeth (Beth) Maynard. A lady who simply didn’t follow the rulebook and who had enough money to buy food for herself. We will never know the whole story of how she came to be there, but I guess that it was Beth’s romantic nature that led her to that terrible death.

Beth’s early life was very typical of a white middle-class female in Australia in the 1800s. Born in Chatham, Kent in 1838, her family emigrated to Australia when she was a young child. She was one of 11 children when the family took up land in the Clare region of South Australia. Her early life read textbook normal. At 34 years old she had a husband, a son, 59 acres of land and a few heads of cattle. Her husband, William Hoskin, was well respected. He worked as the local pound keeper in Rochester, SA, and then tragedy struck when a cart he was driving overturned and he was killed. Beth didn’t break down and fall apart. If you look at old newspaper reports, you’ll see that in 1873 after William died, the pound keepers’ notices have Beth’s initials in front of the name Hoskin. She took over her husband’s job. She was a resourceful woman.

About a year before William’s accident, a man named Johnnie Lamb took a selection of 120 acres in the Rochester area. Beth knew her neighbour because 14 months after William died she married him and within two months he took on the role of pound keeper. At this point, Beth was barely 35 years old. The marriage must not have been happy because, after 7 years of marriage, Beth found herself in the Adelaide courts faced with divorce. Not a situation that the average middle-class hard-working woman would typically deal with, but Beth seemed to carry herself through with dignity and courage.

Now our Beth does not seem to suffer from any bad habits. I must explain this. I have indeed looked. She is never brought before the courts for being a bit “tipsy” (and a lot of women are) or for using improper language or for being a “loose woman” for any other reason. Beth is a lady through and through. She just seems to go her way.

In 1885 at the age of 47, Beth upset the apple cart when she married her third husband, an Afghan cameleer by the name of Tagh Mahomet. Tagh was the younger brother of a wealthy cargo, and forwarding agent in the South Australian Outback town of Marree called Faiz Mahomet. Faiz was related by marriage to the amir of Afghanistan. Tagh and Beth’s marriage didn’t last long. Suddenly Beth found herself on her own in the booming mining town of Silverton in the Broken Hill region. It was here that she reverted to her maiden name of Maynard. Later the brothers moved to Western Australia where business flourished on the goldfields. And then in a ghastly turn of events Beth’s ex-husband, Tagh was murdered while at prayers in a mosque in Coolgardie.

The township of Silverton where Beth found herself is very remote. It is 23 kilometres north-west of Broken Hill, 861 north-wests of Melbourne and 1171 north-west of Sydney. Beth and the railway probably arrived at about the same time. Before that, goods and services would have been transported by camels, pack, cart horses or bullocks or in many cases on a man’s back. The coming of the railway meant that the town of Silverton and shortly afterwards the town of Broken Hill grew dramatically into what we call boomtowns. During the period that we’re talking about, the 1890s, Silverton had a population of 3000 people, quite a few more than the 90 people who reside there today.

By the time Beth died, she is described as the “paramour” or lover of the black tracker, Harry Daniels. He is an interesting character in his own right. Despite some indiscretions, he seemed to be a well-respected tracker and member of the Silverton community. I imagine the fact that Harry was so well-liked was helpful to Beth until Harry blew it by getting into a fight with another aboriginal tracker by the name of McDonald. He was immediately arrested, thrown in gaol and then remanded for eight days while a second magistrate was arranged.

There was speculation later that Beth was distraught and thought that Harry would receive a sentence of 6 months. Instead, he received only 6 hours, but by then she had packed her bags and gone. As soon as Harry was released, he followed. He was able to track her as far as the hotel at Umberumberka, where she had picked up some food. Still, then she disappeared, and Harry mistakenly believed that she had boarded a train for South Australia and headed back to her son in the Clare Valley. Harry tried the same route, looking for her much further south, along the border region in the Cockburn area. Unfortunately, he was incorrect, and his search was unsuccessful. It is evident to us today that Beth would never have returned to her son.

She had distanced herself from her family. And although Harry was quite aware of her son’s existence, it seems that according to family history, her son had no idea of his mother’s whereabouts. Beth was a proud woman.

Written by Annie O’Riley.

www.oddhistory.com.au
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