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    TASMANIAN DEVILS
..................

    

    WHEN MATT SAID HE WANTED to go off the beaten track for a few days, this wasn’t quite what I was expecting. Camping, probably, but not this. We were in the middle of a pristine patch of wilderness where we weren’t meant to be walking, let alone pitching a tent. I winced as I helped bang in the tent pegs, sure we were damaging some ultra-rare species, maybe even destroying a key component of a delicate ecosystem. He looked up and noticed my expression.

    “Oh, cheer up, will you Kat? Just think, nobody has ever camped here. This is really roughing it. Camping in the designated areas is just mass tourism in disguise,” he said, laughing.

    I didn’t bother to reply. He knew I hated camping under the best of circumstances. My heart had dropped when I’d seen him drag the tent out of our storage shed. I had been hoping with a silent desperation that we would stay at a small motel somewhere, or at the very least rent a cabin. My mouth had itched to pour forth venomous complaints, but we were supposed to be working on our marriage and giving each other slack. I was doing my bit and hoping to find some positive in the whole horrid situation.

    “I’ll set up the sleeping bags and mats,” I said, crawling into the tent.

    Matt grunted a reply as he gave all my pegs some extra taps. He muttered something about firewood and walked away. I’d pissed him off, obviously. Well, good. Maybe he would spend a bit longer gathering sticks and whatever other firewood he could find. We had spent five hours walking to get here, and his constant talking was starting to tear at my sanity. Putting my head in my hands, I wondered why I was bothering with the whole charade. We were doomed as a couple.

    Sighing I lay back and stared at the dome of the tent above. My eyes settled on a speckled patch of mould. I’d thought it had smelled musty. Great, respiratory problems were all we needed to add to this hell. No way would I sleep outside, though. Mosquitoes loved to feast on my flesh and no amount of insect repellent seemed capable of giving me complete protection. With my luck, I’d catch some abhorrent rare virus that would ruin my life.

    The diurnal insect population of our illicit campsite buzzed, droned and chirped around the stuffy cocoon I couldn’t find the motivation to leave. Even picturing mould spores drifting in and out of my lungs didn’t push me outside. The unusual warmth of the mid-spring day conspired with the insects’ hum and my eyes drifted closed. It had been a long day, in more ways than one. I was sure even Matt couldn’t hold it against me if I had a little nap. There was nothing left to do, anyway, at least nothing Matt would trust me with. I surrendered and dropped into oblivion.

    

    The whine of a mosquito at my ear greeted my return to wakefulness. I swished my hand in the direction of its source and sat up. I heard somewhere that the ones you can hear can’t bite you; it’s the silent ones that are the problem. Either way, it was stupid of me to go to sleep with the tent unzipped. Opening my eyes I was startled by the lack of light. Matt would have to be back by now but I couldn’t see the glow of a fire. Hadn’t he been able to find dry firewood?

    “Matt?”

    Silence. I couldn’t even hear him moving about. Had he fallen asleep too? If he had, why would he have slept outside? Matt, for all his talk of roughing it, needed at least a rubber mat to sleep on. He preferred an air mattress, but I’d accidentally punctured ours on our last camping trip. Well, not so accidentally. It had been a particularly immature thing to do, but Matt didn’t realise it had been deliberate and I wasn’t going to illuminate him.

    “Matt?” I called, louder this time as I exited the tent.

    The circle of stones he had constructed for the campfire remained empty. There wasn’t even one of his fastidious piles of fuel nearby. I frowned and looked around in the deepening twilight. All I could see was the surrounding shrubbery and a dark gulf where the clearing opened out onto a buttongrass plain.

    “Matt!” I shouted, startling an animal of some sort into flight.

    I yelped and shrank back against the tent, but whatever it was had fled away from the campsite. A chain of irritated birdcalls marked its passage until peace descended again. I opened my pack and retrieved our battery-powered lantern. I hung it on a branch and began gathering what sticks and dry leaves I could see. The mosquito from the tent’s kin had decided to join the party, but getting a fire going would, hopefully, keep them at bay. Thank goodness Matt had left the matches behind. I’d even spotted some newspaper in the backpack to help start a blaze.

    It wasn’t until I had a small fire going that I started to worry. I wasn’t sure what time I had fallen asleep, so I didn’t know how long he’d been gone, but I did know he should have returned by now. I told myself he was nearby and would see the glow of the fire. I added some larger pieces of branches, building the flames up until I had a large blaze going. Matt remained stubbornly absent. How typical of him, to wander off when there was plenty of stuff to burn right here.

    I sat as close to the flames as I could without getting singed. The warmth was welcome but the brightness meant I could no longer see beyond the campsite, apart from the vague silhouettes of surrounding trees. Looking up at the lantern, I sighed when I saw it was no longer shining. The batteries must have died. Anything, or anyone, could be within metres of me, watching, and I’d never know it.

    “Don’t be silly,” I muttered.

    I chewed at a fingernail, willing to admit feeling nervous but denying the fear that was sliding up my back. Matt was lost, or hurt. He could be a complete dick but he wouldn’t play a trick like this. I wished I could phone for help but there was no signal out here, and Matt had forgotten to bring the emergency beacon. I had maps and a compass. I could make my way back to the walking track at first light. Or maybe I would go to the other track I’d seen on the map. We were about half way between the two tracks, but the one we’d travelled along wasn’t a popular route. The second track might be a better chance for finding someone.

    My mind wandered to stories I’d heard over the years about tourists disappearing without a trace in the Tasmanian wilderness. They were usually young, alone and from interstate or overseas. Tasmania is often seen as a small, friendly island with beautiful scenery, but there is a deep vein of deception in the image. Her wilderness areas are vast and unforgiving to the under-prepared. Even experienced locals sometimes got into trouble, and it looked like Matt had joined their ranks.

    I wondered what would happen if Matt was never found. Would I end up under suspicion of murder? It was no secret our marriage was unhappy, nor that my temper was as fiery as my hair. It was an uncomfortable realisation that this worried me more than his current absence. He often told me I was selfish, I guess he was right. 

    Another thought gave me a cold shiver. What if he was trying to kill me by abandoning me? Sure, he’d left me with food, shelter, the ability to make fire and find my way out, but he didn’t trust my judgement on a lot of things. He probably didn’t think I had it in me to be able to get out of this fix alone. It would also help absolve him of blame if I was found with all this survival gear. Perhaps leaving the emergency beacon on the kitchen table had not been accidental.

    A cacophony of shrieks and growls exploded out of the darkness, causing me to utter a shriek of my own. I laughed and tried to calm my pounding heart. Tasmanian devils. I loved the little furry black and white guys, but it was clear why they’d been given such a demonic name when you heard them. It was otherworldly hearing them like this, and a true privilege. I was wondering if Matt could hear them too when an awful feeling filled my chest. They were probably feeding on something, but what were they feeding on? They were, for the most part, carrion feeders, which is why I wasn’t worried about them, but I couldn’t help remembering a conversation I’d overheard once. A guy had been explaining to his friend how it was rumoured some criminal gangs disposed of their victims’ bodies. They would leave them in the bush and the devils would come along and eat every last trace, their powerful jaws capable of crunching through the toughest of bones. What if Matt had fallen and hit his head, or been bitten by a snake? Could the devils be feeding on my husband?

    I resumed chewing my nails, wishing anew that I’d never agreed to come on this camping trip. I looked around hoping snakes weren’t attracted to fire. The pile of firewood looked like a spider palace, and I remembered now that we hadn’t checked the clearing for jack jumper or bull ant nests. I wouldn’t be getting any more sleep, that much was clear. For the first time in years, I wished Matt were sitting next to me, droning on about some rubbish.

    The noise from the devils continued for a while until they finished their business and moved on. The quiet only lasted for a short while until the next shift of noisemakers, possums, showed up. I sighed, looking up at the thin sliver of moon in the sky. Give me city sounds any night. Crickets provided backing vocals, and an occasional mosquito braved the smoke to investigate any bare areas of my skin. I didn’t dare look at my watch. How long it was until sunrise would seem too long, and the certainty of disappointment wasn’t something I wanted to face.

    Staring into the flames, I became hypnotised by their seductive dance. I’m not sure what I was thinking about, but those thoughts drifted away like smoke when the silence around me registered. I held my breath, listening. The crickets had stopped. Everything had stopped. All that reached my ears was the crackle and hiss of the campfire. Goosebumps rose up on my arms with the realisation that something must be moving around, quite close too, to have silenced my personal insect orchestra. I waited, shoulders tense, for the crickets to get over their fright and ease mine by resuming their racket.

    A twig snapped, triggering my heart rate into high gear. I peered into the darkness, but the sound had come from the other side of the campfire and I could see nothing. My skin crawled with the sensation of being watched. I drew a breath to speak, to call out to Matt and see if it was him returning at last, but my voice clung to my throat and all that came out was pathetic little squeak. I glanced over at my backpack, next to the tent. There was a torch in the bottom.

    I leapt up and stumbled the few metres to the bag, grabbed it and flung it and myself back to the safety of the fire. I pawed through the contents, the black cylinder eluding me. I had begun to think I’d forgotten it after all when my fingers made contact. Pulling the torch out, I pressed the switch, blinding myself. Flipping it around, I stood and swept the light around the clearing. Dark shapes loomed, but the reaching claws and gaping mouths were nothing more than trees. A second, slower sweep also revealed nothing. Whatever it had been, it was gone.

    I let my legs collapse under me and knelt by the fire. I switched off the torch and sat it in my lap. I was shaking, adrenaline pumping through my veins. I wasn’t someone that scared easily, but in the dark, alone in an alien environment, I was terrified. I tried telling myself that whatever had snapped the twig was long gone, but a nagging unease refused to leave my gut. Sweat dampened my underclothes, making them cling to my skin. My side closest to the fire was overheating, but the rest of me felt chilled.

    After a long moment, the first brave cricket gave an experimental chirp. A couple of false starts and his song resumed with its original enthusiasm. Others began to join in, and within a few minutes, the night chorus was back in full force. I was still jumpy, but if the crickets said the coast was clear, who was I to doubt them? I vowed to never complain about their noise ever again. Then again, what could be out here that would be a threat to humans? There were no large predators, and it was unlikely another person would be anywhere near. Apart from Matt, whatever had happened to him.

    The wilderness lullaby entwined with the heat of the fire, stealthily weaving a somnolent trance back around me. Staring deep into the flames, I slipped into a state closer to sleep than wakefulness. Minutes, hours even, drifted as I sat. Thoughts or dreams, I’m not sure which, rolled through my mind. Matt was there, clothes sodden and torn, black mud smeared over his face. Uncharacteristically silent, he stared, arms reaching towards me. I stared back, motionless, fear absent despite his appearance. He was dead, and there was nothing to fear from the dead.

    I rose to full consciousness in another island of menacing silence. I could feel the press of the unseen trees around me, the weight of the night sky. Irritation diluted my fear. Why couldn’t whatever it was just stay away? 

    “Let the crickets sing, you bastard,” I called out, shrinking back at the volume of my own voice.

    A bird, squawking in alarm, crashed blindly off into the trees. There was a ripple of movement. My visitor was back. Standing, I aimed the torch where I could feel a presence and pressed the switch. At first, I saw nothing. Interlaced branches, dark trunks and shivering leaves appeared in the spotlight of my torch. Moving the beam to the left, moisture glistened. Another tree trunk, or was it? None of the other trees were wet. 

    I angled the light upwards and froze. Two golden discs reflected back. I tried to remember what I’d heard about identifying animals from their eye-shine but came up blank. I heard an odd, bubbling noise coming from the creature’s direction. It reminded me of the noise our kitchen sink made when it was partially clogged, but no living creature I knew made a sound like that.

    The bubbling stopped and the visitor took a step forward. The shape was vaguely human, but taller. Glistening and dripping, it appeared to be covered in black sludge. Long, thin arms dangled from its broad, sloping shoulders. Its legs were hidden in swathes of sodden, matted hair. The facial features were indistinct; all I could make out were the horrible, shining eyes. A growl filled the air, so deep I felt it more than heard it.

    I screamed and the torch fell from my fingers. It burst open on the ground, scattering batteries. I went to turn and run as the creature crashed through the bushes but tripped on my bag. I fell hard on my back, shocked motionless until pain began to radiate through my hands and wrists from where I’d instinctively tried to break my fall. Struggling into a sitting position, I whimpered at the sound of movement all around me.

    Expecting to be grabbed at any moment I focussed on finding the pieces of torch. My fingers fumbled as the pain in my wrists blossomed with every movement. I shoved the batteries in and tried to switch it on. Nothing. Tipping the batteries out, I turned them around and tried again. This time, I was rewarded with a weak beam. Shining the torch around the clearing, I sobbed, expecting to see those glowing eyes again. Something glittered in the scrub, but as I swung the beam back, it was gone. The crickets had long resumed their song before I let myself believe that I was alone again.

    By the time dawn arrived, my eyes were burning from staring into the darkness. Shivering, I looked up at the brightening sky. Raucous birdsong confirmed it wasn’t a cruel illusion. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I would be safe now.

    I gathered only what I needed for the walk to the nearest track. The tent and most of the equipment could stay behind. I never wanted to see any of it again. Matt had marked our approximate location on the map, so it didn’t take long to work out which direction to take. My steps faltered as I walked out onto the buttongrass plain, but I couldn’t see any evidence of what the devils had been fighting over. I had almost expected to see shreds of Matt’s buttercup yellow t-shirt snagged on blood-soaked tussocks.

    I must have appeared deranged to the first hikers I encountered. The two men stood back with excuses that they didn’t have sat-phones to call for help, but they did give me directions to a park ranger’s hut an hour’s walk away. What happened after that is a haze in my memory. Another hiker found me beating at the hut’s door, blood oozing from my hands, but I don’t remember ever reaching it. I don’t remember the trip back to Hobart either.

    Lucidity returned two days later. I woke in a hospital bed, my left wrist in a cast. The police came to talk to me soon after. I had told them a garbled version of Matt’s disappearance when I’d first been admitted. They had located the campsite, but Matt was still missing. Was there anything more I could tell them? I shook my head. Their questions went round in circles, most of them unanswerable. Tears of frustration were interpreted as grief and they departed with apologetic nods.

    Later that day I had another visitor. I pretended to sleep while watching him through my eyelashes. He didn’t look like a police officer. Even if he’d been wearing a uniform, it would have looked wrong. His weathered skin spoke of long hours outdoors, his quiet patience of being accustomed to isolation. I opened my eyes but didn’t speak. Leaning forward, he offered a ghost of a smile.

    “Hello,” he said.

    “Hi. Do I know you?”

    “We’ve met,” he said, head tilted to one side.

    “I don’t remember,” I said, although something about him tickled at my memory.

    “You weren’t… in a good way,” he said. “I’m the park ranger you went to for help.”

    “Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything more to say.

    “I wanted you to know we’re still looking for Matt. Although it’s been raining, the nights have been mild for this time of year, so there’s still hope.”

    I studied his face. His expression was solemn, dark thoughts clouding his eyes.

    “You don’t think he’ll be found, though, do you?” I asked.

    “You’re the one who told me about the monster.”

    I turned my head away. The images in my head from that night were preposterous. The night had played tricks on me.

    “Monsters don’t exist,” I muttered.

    “Devils do.”

    “Yeah, I know. I heard them. Their calls must have fed into my imagination. I saw something, but it couldn’t have been what I thought I saw.”

    “I wasn’t talking about our little black and white friends,” the ranger said after a pause. “There’s something out there. I’d appreciate it if you don’t say anything, though. People hunting for them will only make them smarter. Then again, I don’t think many would believe you. At the very least, staying quiet will protect your reputation.”

    “What are you on about?” I asked, getting agitated. “That there really is a monster?”

    “A devil. Or perhaps you could call it a monster, yes, and more than one. Data points suggest the area where you camped, between the two established walking tracks, is its primary habitat. We have designated camping areas for more than one reason, you know.”

    “Why are you here?” I asked.

    “To warn you,” he said. “You must never return to the area.”

    “Trust me, I’m never going camping again.”

    “Good. They will have your scent. You wouldn’t get away a second time.”

    He rose and walked to the door. Pausing he turned and looked at me.

    “You’ve had a lucky escape,” he said. “The devil you saw was vocalising. It’s the silent ones that bite.”

    
    



ABOUT THE AUTHOR
..................

    

    ANGELA IS A STAY AT home mother, daydream wrangler, and bibliophile. She is a member of the Tasmanian Writers Centre and Australasian Horror Writers Association, and is based in Hobart. She has published two horror short stories, a contemporary romance novel, appeared in several anthologies, and has a number of projects in development. She has also had several pieces of flash fiction published online. She loves to read just about anything, and this is reflected in her work. After graduating with a Bachelor of Science with Honours in zoology, she worked a variety of jobs, including archivist and laboratory technician.
You can find Angela here:

    http://www.angelajmaher.com

    

    Twitter https://twitter.com/angelajmaher 

    Facebook http://www.facebook.com/AngelaMaherAuthor 

    Pinterest https://www.pinterest.com/amaher1138/

    Google+ https://plus.google.com/104688772434740500456 

    and on other sites.

    

    She would love to hear from you.

    
    
    
    



ALSO BY ANGELA J. MAHER
..................

    

    EBOOKS

    

    Arachnight: A Horror Short Story 

    Dylan’s Rock: A Rock Star Romance 

    
    

    

    PRINT BOOKS

    

    Dylan’s Rock: A Rock Star Romance 

    Dylan’s Rock (Large Print Edition): A Rock Star Romance 

    Arachnight: A Horror Short Story (Large Print Edition)

    Tasmanian Devils: A Horror Short Story (Large Print Edition)

    

    COMING SOON

    Scar On The Sky

    







cover.jpg
TASMANIAN
IDIAVAIN

A Horror Short Story

ANGELA J. MAHER









