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She came chasing legends. She found a man who would change everything.

When journalist Cricket Williams stumbles across a wounded wolf in the Australian outback, she doesn’t expect him to shift into a man, or to fall for him.

Noah Hicks is ex-special forces, now leading a covert team testing a serum to control the beast within. But the serum is failing, rogue shifters are on the rise, and Cricket may be the key to stopping the chaos...or unleashing it.

As danger closes in and passion ignites, Noah and Cricket must decide if love is worth the risk...or if it’s the one thing that could destroy them both.
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THE TRUCK’S TIRES CRUNCHED over the last stretch of dirt road as Cricket Williams entered Brolga Creek, the vehicle’s aging suspension protesting against the uneven terrain. Heat rose in visible waves from the road ahead, creating a mirage that made the small cluster of shops shimmer like a fever dream. She killed the engine, and silence rushed in to fill the void, broken only by the metallic tick of the cooling engine and the distant, hollow call of a bird she couldn’t name. Cricket squinted through the windshield at the main street, already cataloging details with the practiced eye of someone who’d built a career on noticing what others overlooked.

Knowing that she’d be spending a considerable amount of time in the Australian outback, she’d decided to buy a used truck rather than rent a vehicle. Though used was hardly the word for it. It had been cheap enough and was ancient, though according to the salesman, very reliable—ideally suited for where she was going.

“End of the bloody Earth,” she muttered to herself, reaching for her water bottle and taking a measured sip. The lukewarm liquid did little to combat the oppressive heat that had followed her for the last three hundred kilometers of outback driving. “Whatever possessed me to take on this assignment?”

Cricket gathered her equipment with methodical precision. Camera...the expensive digital one with the telephoto lens...checked for battery life and memory card space. Voice recorder, tested with a quick, “Testing, Brolga Creek, day one.” Notebook and three pens, because one always failed when you needed it most. She tucked a spare battery pack into her pocket and slipped her press credentials into the front pocket of her khaki shirt, though she doubted the residents of Brolga Creek would care much about which publication she represented.

The red dust clung to her boots as she stepped out of the truck, the air hitting her like a furnace door opening. Cricket pulled her hat lower over her eyes and surveyed what passed for downtown Brolga Creek. A single main street stretched before her, flanked by weathered buildings with rusty corrugated metal roofs that looked like they’d been baking under the relentless sun since the Stone Age. The structures leaned slightly, as if perpetually bracing against the next dust storm.

What struck her most wasn’t the physical decay, which was common enough in these forgotten outback towns, but the peculiar tension hanging in the air. The few locals wandering the main drag moved with an unusual wariness, their eyes scanning their surroundings with the vigilance of prey animals. A woman hurried two children across the street, her hand gripping their shoulders tight enough to bunch the fabric of their shirts. An elderly man sitting on a bench outside what appeared to be a hardware store tracked Cricket’s movements with unblinking focus.

Cricket raised her hand in a casual greeting. The man nodded once, then looked away.

“Right. Friendly bunch,” she murmured, clicking her pen absentmindedly as she made her first note. Residents display marked hypervigilance. Environmental cause? Economic anxiety? Something else?

She walked down the main street, the soles of her boots leaving temporary imprints in the fine red dust. A pair of stores displayed faded signs that had been bleached by years of sunlight. One advertised Tucker & Supplies, while another claimed to offer The Outback’s Finest Coffee, a bold assertion Cricket mentally filed under claims requiring verification.

As she approached the general store, a community bulletin board mounted outside caught her attention. Unlike the rest of the town, which felt frozen in time, this board showed signs of recent activity. Flyers overlapped in layers, some fresh and white against others that had yellowed and curled at the edges.

Cricket stopped, her journalist’s instinct humming like a tuning fork that had found its frequency. Most of the notices were what you’d expect. Advertisements for secondhand vehicles, offers of yard work, and a flyer for a church social that had already happened two months ago. But dominating the board were the missing person posters.

She counted eight different faces, all smiling from happier times, unaware of their future status as faces on a bulletin board. Cricket focused on the most weathered poster, featuring a young man with sun-bleached hair and the kind of broad smile that suggested he’d never encountered trouble he couldn’t charm his way out of.

“Darren Mitchell,” she read aloud, “last seen April 15th, three months ago, walking near Western Ridge Road after sunset.” Cricket raised her camera and took several detailed shots of the poster, then proceeded to photograph the entire board.

“You with the government?” 

Cricket turned to find a woman with leathery skin and sharp eyes watching her from the store entrance, her arms folded across her chest.

“Journalist, from the USA,” Cricket replied, tapping her credentials. “Cricket Williams, doing a feature on outback communities here in Australia.”

The woman’s expression remained unchanged. “We’ve had enough gawkers since the disappearances started. Writing some spooky story for Yankee city folks to read over their fancy breakfasts?”

Cricket ignored the hostility, gesturing toward the board. “Eight missing persons in a town this size seems unusual.”

“Eleven,” the woman corrected, her voice flat. “Board’s not big enough for all of ‘em.” She glanced up at the sky, noting the position of the sun. “Shop’s closing in ten. Need anything, best get it now.” She disappeared back inside without waiting for a response.

Cricket turned back to the board, adding to her notes. Eleven disappearances, population couldn’t be more than 500. Statistically significant anomaly. She underlined this twice, then added, Local knowledge exceeds official documentation. No media coverage of this pattern.

A rusty truck pulled up to the curb nearby, and a middle-aged man in a sweat-stained Akubra hat emerged. He eyed Cricket and her camera, then spat in the dust.

“Another bloody journo,” he said, not particularly to her but loud enough to be heard. “Might as well send the whole ABC out here, make a bloody doco about it.”

Cricket decided to engage. “Seems like something worth reporting on, doesn’t it? Eleven people missing?”

The man snorted. “Report all you want, sheila. Won’t bring ‘em back, will it?” He adjusted his hat. “You’re wastin’ your time. Government knows what’s happenin’. They just don’t give a rat’s arse about us out here.”

“And what is happening?” Cricket pressed, clicking her pen.

The man’s weathered face creased with something between amusement and pity. “You’ll figure it out if you stay long enough. Just don’t go wandering after dark.” He gestured toward the western horizon. “Specially not out by the ridge.”

With that cryptic warning, he brushed past her and entered the store.

Cricket made another note. Local consensus on govt awareness/inaction. Specific geographic focus, western ridge. She snapped a few more photographs, including close-ups of the most recent missing person flyers, noting the dates. The disappearances had accelerated, three months between the first and fifth, but only one month between the others.

She stepped back and surveyed the dusty main street again. What had started as a routine feature on outback folklore was showing the potential to become something far more significant. Cricket felt a familiar tingle at the base of her skull, the sensation that had preceded every major story of her career.

“Well,” she said to herself, tucking her notebook away, “looks like Brolga Creek has something to hide after all.”

Her gaze drifted toward the western horizon, where the land rose into a distant ridge line that shimmered in the afternoon heat. Whatever was happening in this town, she was certain of one thing...the truth was out there, and she was going to find it.

*
[image: ]


THE RUSTY DINGO ANNOUNCED itself with a weather-beaten wooden sign featuring a faded silhouette of a dingo howling at what might have once been a moon. Cricket pushed through the door, greeted by the familiar trinity of pub smells of stale beer, ancient cooking oil, and the peculiar mustiness that gathered in places where the same people had been telling the same stories for generations. The clamor of afternoon drinking, not yet rowdy but well on its way, stuttered and then resumed at a noticeably lower volume as heads turned toward her. Cricket had experienced this phenomenon in small towns across three continents. The collective recognition of an outsider in a place where outsiders were rare enough to be remarkable.

Ceiling fans spun lazily overhead, pushing around hot air with minimal enthusiasm. The interior was dim by design or neglect, perhaps both, with amber light filtering through windows clouded by decades of dust. The wooden bar stretched along one wall, its surface worn smooth by countless elbows and spilled drinks. Behind it, a mirror reflected the room in spotty, tarnished sections, as if the glass itself was reluctant to capture this corner of the world.

Cricket took inventory of the patrons. Four men sat at a corner table, hunched over schooners of beer, while a solitary figure nursed something amber in a tumbler by the window. Two women, sharing what appeared to be a plate of deep-fried food, now had their conversation conspicuously muted. At the far end of the bar, a man in a flannel shirt with rolled sleeves was engrossed in a racing form, making intermittent marks with a stubby pencil.

She approached the bar where a middle-aged man with thinning hair and surprisingly delicate hands was wiping glasses with a questionable rag. His movements had the practiced efficiency of someone who’d performed the same task for decades, but Cricket noticed a slight tremor in his fingers.

“G’day,” he offered, his voice carrying the practiced neutrality of someone who served both friends and strangers. A name tag pinned to his shirt read, “Mack.”

“Afternoon,” Cricket replied, sliding onto a stool and placing her notebook on the bar. She deliberately positioned her camera so its professional-grade lens was visible, a tactical choice she’d learned early in her career. People responded differently to journalists than to random curious outsiders.

“Just passing through?” Mack asked, setting aside the glass he’d been polishing. The tremor in his hands became more pronounced.

“Not exactly. I’m Cricket Williams,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m working on a feature about outback folklore and legends for a magazine called Chronicles of the Land.”

Mack’s handshake was brief and clammy. “That right? Never heard of it.” His eyes darted to the notebook, then to the corner table where the four men had gone quiet. “Don’t get many journos out here.”

“That’s the point,” Cricket said with a practiced smile. “I’m looking for stories that haven’t been told to death.”

“What can I get you?” Mack asked, clearly preferring the familiar territory of drink orders to conversations about his town.

“Just a lemon water for now, thanks.” Cricket had learned that sobriety was a journalist’s best friend, especially when sources were drinking.

Mack nodded and turned to prepare her drink. The ice clinked against the glass with unnatural loudness in the hushed room. When he set it before her, Cricket noticed a small water spot on his sleeve that he’d been nervously rubbing between his thumb and forefinger.

“So,” she said after taking a sip, “I couldn’t help but notice the missing person posters in town. Seems like a lot for a community this size.”

The effect was immediate and unmistakable. One of the men at the corner table coughed into his beer. The two women exchanged glances loaded with meaning. The solitary drinker by the window straightened almost imperceptibly.

Mack’s eyes flicked toward the door, as if checking escape routes. “Yeah, well,” he said, voice dropping to just above a whisper, “been a bad year.”

Cricket leaned forward slightly, maintaining eye contact. “I spoke with a woman at the general store. She mentioned eleven people missing. That’s not just bad luck, is it?”

Mack’s hands found another glass to polish, though this one already gleamed. “Look,” he said, leaning closer across the bar, “most folks here won’t talk about it. Not to outsiders. Not even to each other, really.”

“Talk about what exactly?” Cricket pressed, clicking her pen but not yet writing, a technique to signal interest without the intimidation of immediate documentation.

Mack glanced over his shoulder, then toward the corner table. One of the men there gave an almost imperceptible nod. Cricket didn’t miss the exchange.

“The creatures,” Mack said, his voice so low that Cricket had to lean even closer. “Out past the western ridge. Only come at night.”

Cricket maintained her neutral expression, though internally she felt a familiar disappointment. She’d expected something more substantial, illegal mining operations, perhaps, or human trafficking, not another small-town monster story.

“What kind of creatures?” she asked, now jotting notes to keep him talking.

“Don’t rightly know what to call ‘em,” Mack continued, polishing the same spot on the glass with increasing vigor. “Chrome color. Move fast. Too fast to see proper. Make a sound like...like metal being dragged over stone.” He shuddered visibly. “First disappearance was young Darren Mitchell. Good kid. Went fishin’ out by Cooper’s Creek after sunset. Never came home.”

“And you believe these...creatures were responsible?” Cricket kept her tone neutral and professional.

“Believe?” Mack’s laugh was short and hollow. “Lottie Harris saw one take her husband. Said it moved like water but shined like chrome in the moonlight. By the time she got her husband’s rifle, it was gone. And so was he.”

One of the men from the corner table approached the bar. He was broad-shouldered with a face weathered by decades under the Australian sun. “Tell her about the bullets, Mack.”

Mack nodded. “Jordan here’s our local copper. He responded when Bill Harris disappeared.”

The policeman leaned against the bar. “Found shell casings where Lottie fired at the thing. She’s a good shot. Used to win local competitions. Said she hit it dead-on at least twice.” He took a long pull from his beer. “Thing didn’t even slow down.”

“That’s when Kev Gardner remembered his granddad’s stories,” Mack continued. “About the bunyip that wasn’t a bunyip. The old-timers used to talk about creatures in the outback that could only be hurt by silver.”

“Silver shot,” Jordan clarified, his expression deadly serious. “Normal bullets don’t work on ‘em. Only silver does the job.”

Cricket wrote this down, maintaining her professional demeanor and keeping a straight face, despite the supernatural turn. “And has anyone successfully used this...silver shot?”

The pub went completely silent. Mack and Jordan exchanged looks.

“Pete Simmons tried,” Jordan said finally. “Melted down his mum’s old silverware. Made some crude shotgun shells. Went out to the ridge three weeks ago.” He drained his beer. “He’s on the board outside the general store.”

Cricket noted the consistency in their stories, not just the general idea of a creature, but specific details repeated across accounts. Either this was a remarkably coordinated hoax, or these people genuinely believed what they were saying.

“And all the disappearances happened near this western ridge?” she asked, turning to a fresh page in her notebook.

Mack nodded. “That’s where they come from. No one goes out there after dark anymore. Town council even passed an ordinance against it, not that we needed tellin’.”

“Except the military blokes,” another man muttered after he’d approached from the corner table. “They’re out there all hours. Black helicopters, unmarked vehicles.”

“Government knows something,” Jordan agreed. “But they’re not sharing with the likes of us.”

Cricket’s skepticism remained firmly in place, but her interest was piqued. Government involvement suggested something beyond local superstition.

“Last person went missing just five days ago,” Mack said, finally setting down the over-polished glass. “Janie Fletcher. Nurse at the medical center. Her ute broke down on her way back from visiting her sister. Not two kilometers from the ridge.” His voice cracked slightly. “Found the ute the next morning. Driver’s door open. Keys still in the ignition.”

Cricket looked around the room, studying the faces of the patrons. The fear was genuine. It couldn’t be manufactured in the tight lines around their eyes, the nervous glances toward the windows as the afternoon light began to soften toward evening.

“And nobody’s investigated this?” Cricket asked, though she already knew the answer. “Police from the next town over? State authorities?”

Jordan’s laugh was bitter. “Outback disappearances don’t rate metro attention, love. And the state boys came once, looked around, filed a report, and scarpered before sundown.” He tapped his finger against Cricket’s notebook. “Write that down. They know. They all bloody know, and they’ve left us out here to fend for ourselves.”

Cricket made her notes, mentally sorting fact from speculation, all while calculating how much daylight remained for her to perhaps take a drive past this notorious western ridge.

“One more thing,” Mack said as Cricket closed her notebook. “If you’re planning what I think you’re planning...don’t go alone. And don’t go at night.”

She offered a noncommittal smile. “Appreciate the concern,” she said, leaving a generous tip for her lemon water. As she stood to leave, she couldn’t help but notice how the late afternoon shadows had lengthened across the pub floor, stretching like dark fingers toward her feet.

She pushed through the door of The Rusty Dingo, the transition from dim interior to blazing afternoon sun momentarily blinding her. She slipped her sunglasses back on, blinking away the spots dancing across her vision. The heat hit her like a physical wall after the pub’s tepid air conditioning, and she felt sweat immediately begin to gather at the nape of her neck. 

She checked her watch. Just past four, the sun was still high enough to punish anyone foolish enough to linger in its direct gaze. She moved into the sparse shade of a stunted gum tree and flipped through her notebook, mentally sorting the pub patrons’ stories into categories...potentially verifiable, obvious folklore, and the murky territory between.

“Silver bullets,” she muttered, tapping her pen against the page. “Always silver bullets.” 

Cricket had built her early career debunking supernatural claims and urban legends. Silver bullets ranked just below crop circles and above Bigfoot on her personal taxonomy of predictable paranormal clichés. Yet something about the townspeople’s fear felt genuine. She’d interviewed enough trauma survivors to recognize authentic distress, and whatever was happening in Brolga Creek had left its psychological mark on the residents.

The disappearances themselves were concrete enough. She could verify those through official channels. Eleven missing persons in a town this size represented a statistical anomaly worth investigating, regardless of the local explanation involving chrome-colored creatures immune to conventional ammunition.

Cricket jotted down her next steps. Contact regional police headquarters, request missing persons records, check satellite imagery of the western ridge, and arrange interviews with family members of the missing. Standard investigative procedure. She’d start with facts and work from there.

A rhythmic thumping cut through her thoughts, felt more than heard at first, a pressure change that made her ears pop. Cricket looked up from her notebook, scanning the sky for the source of the disturbance. The sound intensified, transforming into the unmistakable whump-whump-whump of helicopter rotors.

From the north, three black helicopters appeared, flying in tight formation. They were military-grade, not the civilian or medical choppers she occasionally encountered during rural assignments. These were matte black with no visible markings or insignia. Their aerodynamic profiles suggested something designed for more than simple transportation.

The helicopters flew low enough that Cricket could feel the displaced air stirring the dust around her feet. The noise became deafening as they passed directly overhead, drowning out all other sounds in the small town. Their windows were tinted dark, obscuring any view of the occupants.

Cricket’s journalistic instincts kicked in. She dropped her notebook into her pocket and raised her camera in one fluid motion, adjusting the settings with practiced efficiency. The telephoto lens extended as she captured rapid-fire shots of the helicopters, focusing on where identifying marks should have been.

The entire street had gone still. A pair of men loading supplies into a truck stopped mid-task, their faces turned skyward. A woman herding her children along the sidewalk pulled them closer, her expression one of resignation rather than surprise. What struck Cricket most wasn’t the presence of military aircraft in this remote location. It was the locals’ reaction. No one appeared shocked or even particularly curious. This was something they’d seen before.

The helicopters maintained their course, heading directly west toward the ridge that had featured so prominently in the pub conversations. Cricket continued photographing until they became distant specks against the harsh blue sky, then reviewed the images on her camera’s display. The quality was good. She’d managed to capture clear shots of the aircrafts’ underbellies and tail sections. No registration numbers. No insignia. Nothing to indicate which branch of the military, if it was military at all, these helicopters belonged to.

“They’re back again,” a voice muttered nearby.

Cricket turned to see an older man standing in the doorway of a hardware store, wiping his hands on a rag. His weathered face wore a grim expression.

“Does this happen often?” Cricket asked, gesturing toward the now-distant helicopters.

The man’s eyes narrowed as he registered her camera and obvious outsider status. Without answering, he stepped back into his shop and firmly closed the door. Through the window, Cricket watched him turn the Open sign to Closed, although the business hours posted beside the door indicated the store should remain open for another two hours.

Cricket felt a familiar surge of adrenaline, the one that had led her to uncover political corruption in Canberra and expose illegal mining operations in protected wetlands. Unmarked helicopters, government secrecy, and unexplained disappearances formed a constellation of red flags that her investigative instincts couldn’t ignore.

She walked back to her vehicle, the mental categories she’d established earlier shifting and realigning. The western ridge had moved from local superstition to a location of interest. The helicopters provided a tangible connection between government activity, possible armed forces, and the area associated with the disappearances.

Cricket slid behind the wheel. She tapped her pen against her notebook, a habit that had accompanied every major story breakthrough in her career. The locals’ fear of creatures that roamed at night still struck her as improbable folklore, but the helicopters were real.

“All right, Brolga Creek,” she said to the empty truck cab. “You’ve really got my attention now.”

The sun had begun its descent toward the horizon, casting long shadows across the town. In another hour or so, it would touch the western ridge, the same ridge she now intended to visit first thing tomorrow morning.

Cricket started the truck’s engine, considering her options for accommodation. The pub likely had rooms to let upstairs, but after her conversation with Mack and the others, she wondered if she might be more comfortable maintaining some distance.

She pulled away from the curb, driving slowly through the main street, watching as shop owners locked up early, their eyes repeatedly darting toward the western horizon. Whatever awaited out by that ridge, the people of Brolga Creek feared it enough to retreat behind locked doors before darkness fell.

Cricket checked her watch again. Plenty of daylight remained to get to the motel, organize her notes, and prepare for tomorrow’s investigation. She’d need to be methodical...start with the terrain, look for physical evidence of military activity, and perhaps locate witnesses willing to speak on record about what they’d actually seen, not just what local gossip suggested.

As she reached the town’s edge, she glanced in her rearview mirror. The last golden light of the day illuminated Brolga Creek’s collection of corrugated roofs and water tanks, making them glow like a cluster of embers against the darkening landscape. Behind the town, the western ridge rose, a jagged silhouette that seemed to cut into the sky itself.

For a moment, she felt a flicker of the same unease she’d observed in the locals. She dismissed it with a practiced rationality that had served her well throughout her career. There were no monsters immune to regular bullets. There were only people, secrets, and truths waiting to be uncovered. And if there was one thing Cricket Williams excelled at, it was exposing truths that others preferred to keep hidden.

She turned her attention back to the road ahead, already mentally drafting the opening lines of what promised to be far more than the simple folklore feature she’d originally planned.

Whatever was happening in Brolga Creek...whatever connection existed between those missing persons, the unmarked helicopters, and the western ridge...she was determined to discover it.

Chapter Two
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THE LAST STREAKS OF sunlight bled across the horizon as Cricket steered her truck along the empty outback road. Sweat pooled at the small of her back where she pressed against the seat, the air conditioning sputtering weakly against the lingering heat.

Her mind cycled through the day’s discoveries. Unmarked helicopters, missing persons, silver bullets, like puzzle pieces that refused to fit together. She clicked her pen against the steering wheel, a metronome keeping time with her racing thoughts as the motel she’d spotted earlier that morning grew closer with each passing kilometer.

The Billabong Rest Stop wasn’t much to look at, a sagging single-story structure with peeling paint and a neon sign missing several letters, but it was the only accommodation within fifty kilometers of Brolga Creek that wasn’t The Rusty Dingo. Cricket had secured the last available room that morning before heading into the town, drawn by the strategic distance it offered. Close enough to conduct her investigation efficiently, far enough to maintain objectivity and privacy.

Red dust coated everything, painting her windshield with a fine rusty film despite the wipers’ occasional swipe. The road stretched endlessly before her, empty in both directions, carving a straight line through scrubland that looked identical for miles in every direction. Shadows lengthened as the sun sank lower, transforming the familiar landscape into something more primitive and forbidding.

“Eleven people,” she murmured to herself, mentally reviewing the facts separated from local superstition. “Eleven people don’t just vanish without a trace.”

The unmarked helicopters were real. She had the photographs to prove it. Government presence suggested something beyond folklore, something tangible. Perhaps illegal mining operations? Military testing? Environmental contamination being covered up? Any of those would explain both the disappearances and the official silence. She’d seen similar patterns before in her investigations of corporate wrongdoing in remote communities.

And yet...

Something about the fear in Mack’s voice when he’d mentioned the creatures felt authentic. The tremor in his hands hadn’t been a performance for her benefit. Jordan’s bitterness toward authorities who knew but wouldn’t help carried the weight of genuine betrayal.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Her reputation had been built on exposing myths, not perpetuating them. The rational explanations were almost certainly correct. They always had been before. Tomorrow she’d visit the ridge in daylight, document whatever evidence she could find, and begin the methodical process of separating fact from fiction.

Several kangaroos bounded across the road just up ahead, startling her from her thoughts. She braked gently, tracking their path until they disappeared into the brush. Wildlife was abundant at dusk, another reason to drive cautiously on outback roads. She reduced her speed slightly, her eyes scanning the road margins with renewed attention.

The truck’s headlights carved twin paths through the gathering darkness, illuminating the road just far enough ahead to navigate safely. Dust motes and bugs danced in the beams like microscopic constellations. She reached for her water bottle, taking a measured sip of the now-warm liquid.

The impact came without warning, a solid, sickening thud against the front of her truck, accompanied by an unsettling yelp. Cricket’s body lurched forward against her seatbelt as she slammed on the brakes, both hands gripping the wheel to maintain control. The truck fishtailed slightly on the loose surface before shuddering to a halt, its engine still running, the headlights illuminating a cloud of red dust that billowed around the vehicle.

“Shit!” she hissed, her heart hammering against her ribs. Her first thought was of a kangaroo, though the sound had been wrong, deeper, more guttural than a marsupial would make. And the impact had felt substantial, like hitting something much larger.

She sat frozen for a moment, her hands still clenched around the steering wheel, breathing in short, shallow bursts. She reached for the glove compartment, extracting a heavy-duty flashlight before killing the engine. The sudden silence pressed against her eardrums, broken only by the tick-tick-tick of the cooling engine and her rapid breathing.

She pushed the door open and stepped out cautiously, the camera still dangling from her neck. The flashlight beam swept across the road ahead, catching tiny particles of dust still suspended in the air. Several meters in front of the truck, something large lay sprawled across the dirt road.

Cricket approached slowly, keeping the flashlight beam trained on the mass. As she drew closer, the shape resolved itself. It was a massive dog-like creature, easily the size of a small calf, with thick, matted fur. Its chest heaved with labored breathing, a whimper escaping with each exhale.

“Not a roo,” she murmured, circling to maintain a safe distance. Her first thought was dingo, but this animal was far too large—at least twice the size of any dingo she’d ever seen or photographed. A feral dog, perhaps? Crossbred with something larger?

Pain and fear registered in amber eyes, emotions so recognizably mammalian that she felt an unwelcome pang of empathy. Blood matted the fur around its midsection where the truck had struck it, but something else caught her attention, a different wound on its shoulder, older than the fresh injury from the impact.

Cricket knelt beside the creature, keeping a cautious distance. The animal watched her but made no attempt to move, its breathing ragged and wet. She directed the flashlight beam at the shoulder wound and froze.

Something glinted in the matted fur, not the dull red of dried blood, but metallic and bright. She leaned closer, curiosity momentarily overriding caution. The wound wasn’t from her truck. It was a bullet hole, partially healed around the edges, with what appeared to be silver residue crusted in the damaged tissue.

“Silver,” she whispered, her mind instantly connecting to the stories from The Rusty Dingo. Her rational brain scrambled for explanations. Silver nitrate, perhaps? Some kind of experimental ammunition?

The creature whimpered again, a sound so pitiable that she found herself unconsciously murmuring reassurances. “Easy there. I’m not going to hurt you.”

She scanned the road surface around them, the flashlight beam cutting through the darkness. Three meters away, something small caught the light. She approached and bent to examine it. It was a spent bullet casing unlike any she’d seen before. It appeared handmade, crudely fashioned, with an unmistakable silvery sheen.

She picked it up carefully, turning it over in her palm. The weight felt wrong for standard ammunition—heavier, denser. She pocketed the casing and returned to the injured animal, who watched her with those intelligent, pain-filled eyes.

“Silver shot,” she said aloud, as if hearing the words might make the concept less absurd. Raising her camera, she adjusted settings for the low light and took several photographs of the wounded creature, focusing particularly on the bullet wound with its strange metallic residue. Evidence first, always document everything, and analyze later.

The animal’s breathing grew more labored, its massive chest rising and falling in an irregular rhythm. Blood pooled beneath it, mixing with the red dirt, black in the flashlight beam. Cricket’s throat tightened as she recognized the signs. Without intervention, the creature would die here on this lonely stretch of road.

An internal struggle ignited within her. The journalist in her urged detachment—observe, document, and maintain objectivity. The creature was evidence, a potential link between local mythology and something concrete. Yet another part of her rebelled against this clinical assessment.

“This is madness,” she told herself, running a hand through her hair. “Completely crazy.”

The rational course of action was clear. Document the animal and pull it to the side of the road. Then continue to the motel and contact wildlife authorities. That’s what the skeptical journalist who’d debunked a hundred supernatural claims would do. 

But the creature whimpered again, a sound that seemed to bypass her rational mind and strike directly at something more primal. Its eyes, too knowing, too aware, locked onto hers.

Cricket swore under her breath, already knowing she was making a decision she’d likely regret. She couldn’t just leave it there to die. She’d seen an old veterinary clinic on the outskirts of Brolga Creek earlier that day. It had looked like it was closed, but there might be someone on call for emergencies.

“You better not be one of those bunyip things from Mom’s stories,” she muttered, kneeling closer to assess how she might move the massive creature. “And if you bite me, I swear I’ll write such a scathing exposé on outback wildlife that tourists will avoid this place for generations.”

The creature’s eyes remained fixed on her, containing something beyond animal pain, something that made her skin prickle with unease even as she made her decision. She reached out tentatively, her fingertips brushing against the coarse fur.

“Right then.” She sighed, slipping her camera strap over her head and placing it safely inside the truck. “Let’s get you some help, and then maybe you can be my first solid lead in this bizarre story.”

After setting the camera on the front seat, she grabbed her denim jacket and returned to the animal’s side, preparing to fashion some kind of improvised stretcher. The rational part of her mind continued to protest. But as the creature’s breathing grew more labored, another voice, one she usually kept firmly in check, whispered that sometimes humanity had to trump journalistic detachment.

She’d write this as a footnote, she decided. An encounter with injured local wildlife, notable primarily for the unusual ammunition used by whoever had shot it. Nothing supernatural. Nothing that couldn’t be explained.

Yet as she prepared to move the creature, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was crossing a threshold, one that separated the world she thought she understood from something far stranger waiting on the other side.

The creature weighed far more than she’d anticipated. She braced herself, her legs spread for stability on the uneven gravel, and attempted to lift the massive animal. Her muscles strained against the dead weight, managing to raise one end barely a few centimeters before she was forced to lower it again, her breath coming in sharp gasps. Blood, warm and surprisingly dark, coated her hands, making her grip treacherous. 

“This isn’t going to work,” she muttered, wiping her palms against her jeans and leaving rusty smears across the denim.

The animal’s eyes followed her movements, intelligence lurking behind the pain. Its breathing had grown more labored in the minutes since she’d made her decision, each exhale accompanied by a wet, rattling sound that spoke of internal injuries beyond the visible wounds.

Cricket circled the creature, assessing options. She couldn’t possibly deadlift something this size. It had to weigh at least eighty kilos. She needed leverage, or a way to drag it without causing further injury.

Her jacket, a sturdy denim field coat that had survived three continents’ worth of investigations, would have to suffice. She laid it flat on the ground beside the animal, creating an improvised stretcher. The creature watched her preparations with unnerving attentiveness, its amber eyes reflecting the flashlight beam she’d propped against a nearby rock.

“I’m going to move you onto this,” she explained, feeling slightly ridiculous for talking to an animal, yet unable to stop herself. “It’s going to hurt, but it’s the only way I can get you into the truck.”

She positioned herself at the creature’s head, her hands sliding beneath its shoulders to grip the coarse fur. The texture felt wrong against her skin, not like animal fur at all, but something coarser, almost like human hair but thicker, and wiry. She paused, her fingers exploring the unusual texture with growing unease.

“What are you?” she whispered, more to herself than the creature.

Its only response was another pain-filled whimper, this one higher-pitched and somehow more desperate than before. She pushed her discomfort aside and resumed her task, gripping firmly and beginning to pull the animal’s upper body toward the jacket. The creature made no attempt to resist or bite, seeming to understand her intentions with an awareness that sent a shiver down her spine.

With considerable effort, she maneuvered the animal’s front half onto the jacket. Blood soaked immediately through the denim, warm against her hands as she adjusted her grip to pull the rest of the massive body onto it. Sweat trickled down her temples despite the cooling evening air, her muscles burning with exertion.

“Just a bit more,” she grunted, making another heaving pull.

The creature’s hindquarters finally slid onto the jacket. She allowed herself a moment to catch her breath, wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her wrist. The next challenge would be dragging the improvised stretcher to her truck and somehow lifting it onto the bed.

She gathered the corners of the jacket, twisting them to create makeshift handles, and began to pull. The extra layer between her hands and the creature’s body provided a better grip, allowing her to make slow but steady progress toward the truck. The animal remained eerily passive, its eyes never leaving her face, its only movements the shallow rise and fall of its chest.

When they reached the truck, she lowered the tailgate and stood staring at the significant height difference between the ground and the truck bed. This would be the hardest part. 

“Right,” she decided, positioning herself at the head of the makeshift stretcher again. “One section at a time.”

Somehow, she managed to lift the creature’s front end first, straining until she felt something in her back threaten to give way. The animal’s upper body slid partially onto the tailgate, blood smearing across the metal surface. She repositioned quickly to lift the hindquarters, her hands slipping on blood-soaked denim as she heaved upward with everything she had.

For a moment, she thought she’d fail, that the weight would prove too much and she’d drop the animal, causing further injury. Then something shifted, either in her leverage or in the animal itself, and suddenly the entire body slid onto the truck bed with surprising momentum.

She stood breathing heavily, her shirt plastered to her back with sweat, her hands and forearms coated in drying blood. The dog, or whatever it was, lay motionless in the truck bed, its breathing now shallow and rapid, shock setting in, she suspected, or perhaps internal bleeding accelerating.

She secured the tailgate and hurried to the driver’s side. The engine roared to life, and she executed a hasty three-point turn, aiming the truck back toward Brolga Creek. She’d passed the veterinary clinic on her initial drive through town, a small, weathered building on the outskirts with a faded sign featuring a stylized kangaroo and emu. Surely there would be emergency contact information posted, or perhaps someone on call?

She glanced in the rearview mirror, checking on her unusual passenger. In the dim reflection, she could only make out a dark shape against the lighter background of her jacket. Was it her imagination, or had it moved?

“Probably just the angle,” she muttered, pressing harder on the accelerator. The speedometer needle climbed as the truck gathered speed, dust billowing behind them in a cloud illuminated by her taillights.

“Bullet wound consistent with local accounts of silver ammunition,” she noted aloud, falling into the habit of verbal documentation she used when unable to write. “Subject appears to be canid, significantly larger than a native dingo. Unusual fur texture, possibly indicating a hybrid species or unknown variant.”

The rational part of her brain continued cataloging possibilities...a government experimental animal escaped from a research facility? That would explain both the unusual characteristics and the military presence. Or perhaps a previously undocumented species, something that lived in isolated pockets of the outback where scientific surveys were sparse?

The truck hit a pothole with bone-jarring force, launching Cricket briefly off her seat before the seatbelt snapped her back down. She winced, imagining the impact on her injured passenger. The road stretched ahead in the headlight beams, deceptively smooth until another unseen depression or rock jolted the vehicle. Her speed was reckless given the conditions, but a glance at the clock on the dashboard confirmed what her instincts were telling her...that time was running out for













































































Chapter Three

[image: ]












































[image: ]











































[image: ]



















































Chapter Four

[image: ]




















































































































Chapter Five

[image: ]

















































[image: ]



















































Chapter Six

[image: ]






































[image: ]










































Chapter Seven

[image: ]







































[image: ]

















































Chapter Eight

[image: ]































[image: ]




















































































Chapter Nine

[image: ]


















































































































Chapter Ten

[image: ]













































[image: ]































[image: ]

























[image: ]










































[image: ]
























Chapter Eleven

[image: ]








































[image: ]






























































Chapter Twelve

[image: ]























































Chapter Thirteen

[image: ]





































[image: ]
























































































[image: ]







Chapter Fourteen

[image: ]





















































[image: ]











































Chapter Fifteen

[image: ]
































































Chapter Sixteen

[image: ]































Chapter Seventeen

[image: ]
















































[image: ]












[image: ]
































Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]











































[image: ]






















































Chapter Nineteen

[image: ]























































































































Chapter Twenty

[image: ]

























































Chapter Twenty-One

[image: ]






























[image: ]






























































About the Author

[image: ]




d2d_images/cover.jpg
ABRIELLA BRADLEY





d2d_images/scene_break.png





