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For the weirdos, oddballs, and outsiders.  

You make the world much more interesting.
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It was near noon, scorching hot under the Australian sun. The grass crunched and crackled as they ran, twigs snapping at their passing, but these were the only sounds. No wind was moving through the trees, and even the birds were silent. It was as though the bush held its breath, waiting to see the outcome of the events currently in play.

Things like this didn’t happen in broad daylight. Things like this didn’t happen—they couldn’t. It was impossible. But being impossible didn’t mean they could pretend it wasn’t happening. It didn’t mean they could stop moving.

The father paused, glancing to check all his family was keeping up. “Hurry,” said, urgency in his tone. 

His face was tight with fear that he was trying to hide. His effort to be strong for his family was now a habit, deeply ingrained from childhood. He had to be strong now so his children would not be so afraid. They were already terrified, and he hated to think how much worse it would be if they knew their father, their protector, was just as frightened.

But oh, how much he wanted to show how scared he was. 

He bottled it up, swallowing the fear like poison and ensuring his voice was even. “The campervan should be just a bit further ahead. If we can get there, we’ll be safe.”

There was barely a tremor. That was good. He didn’t know if what he said was true. After all, he had seen the thing chasing them rip a tree out of the ground and throw it. But he had to hope; he had to give his family hope.

“Daddy?” his youngest cried uncertainly, her huge blue eyes made even larger with fear. 

She didn’t know what she was asking; she was just frightened and looking for reassurance. She hugged her pink rabbit close, its fur sad and stained from years of love.

She was only eight years old, still too young to understand what was happening was impossible. She was at an age where monsters were a perfectly reasonable problem.

The rest of her family were old enough to know for a fact they didn’t exist. And yet here they were, running for their lives from one.


“It’s not far,” he reassured her. “Can you still run?” She took a deep, unsteady breath and nodded. “That’s my brave girl,” her father told her fondly. Be strong for them, he reminded himself. 


Somewhere behind them, too close, much too close, a low growling sound came. It wasn’t the kind of growl any of them had ever heard before, not even in a Hollywood film—a growl that was base, guttural, unnerving, and ... unnatural.

“Dad?” the teenager prompted, already sprinting on the balls of her feet.

“We have to keep moving,” her father confirmed, pushing his family forward.

They ran. Something unseen pursued them.

Occasionally, they’d catch its foul stench through the eucalypt, reminding them it was close.

The glint of silver ahead gave a rush of relief: their campervan was in sight. They pushed themselves, their faces red from heat and exertion, their clothing soaked with dripping sweat.

“Almost there,” the mother called encouragingly to her children, dragging the youngest by the hand as they ran.

Behind them, the growling intensified. It spurred the exhausted family to run faster. 

They covered the last two hundred meters, tripping, stumbling, and helping each other, but never quite falling.

The father reached the camper first. With the keys already in hand, he stabbed them into the lock and turned, yanking the door open.

“Come on, come on!” Despite his best efforts, his voice was urgent, on the edge of panic now. 

The father held the door, gesturing for the others to hurry. He knew they were already going as fast as they could. He wanted to check where the thing chasing them was, but he kept his eyes on his family, anxiously willing them to keep going until they reached him. 

One by one, they stumbled up, and he pushed them inside, climbing in behind them and slamming the door, locking it from the inside.

“Check the windows,” the mother said to her daughters, “and make sure everything is locked down.”

Silently, they moved throughout the camper, meticulously ensuring every accessible entry point was securely locked.

Once satisfied, they instinctively converged at the centre of the room, silently acknowledging its shared refuge, away from the vulnerable perimeters of windows and doors.

The youngest sought solace in their mother’s embrace, clutching the pink rabbit tightly. The eldest stood steadfastly beside their father.

Amidst their shared silence, they endeavoured to suppress the echoes of their strained breaths. If only they could be sure of their safety, they would have allowed themselves to collapse into exhaustion.

Yet uncertainty gripped them tightly—they didn’t know if they were really safe. They didn’t know what it was capable of. With trepidation, they clung to the hope that locked doors would prove an insurmountable barrier to their enigmatic pursuer.

Gently, the father pushed his daughter at her mother and moved towards the front of the camper van. 

He climbed cautiously into the driver’s seat and checked out all the windows, seeing nothing. He reached into his pocket for the keys. His eyes went wide as his hand found nothing.

With a jolt, he realised they must still be in the door. His head ducked and bobbed as he checked the small window in the door he’d just closed. 

The campsite looked clear. 

He reached forward slowly, hesitant fingers curling around the door’s lock.

“Don’t!” his wife begged, but she saw their choice on his face: open the door and get the keys or stay trapped in the campervan interminably until the creature left. 

Assuming it would. 

Assuming it couldn’t get in.

He gave his head a little shake and cautiously slid the bolt back as quietly as he could, trying not to draw any attention to this area of the camper. He knew the creature would know where they were; he wasn’t stupid. He just hoped its attention might be elsewhere right now, not focused on this door and the precious key still dangling from the keyhole outside.

His family held their breath.

He slowly pushed the handle down, and the door creaked open just a crack, just far enough to reach out and around the edge to feel for the keys. His fingers touched them, and he winced as they jingled against the door’s metal. 

He couldn’t pull them out—he was at the wrong angle. 

He opened the door a little further.

Just enough to pull the key out.

Stretching his arm forward again, his fingers trembled as they brushed against the lock. 

The keys jangled. 

Too loud. 

His heart pounded. He tugged again—finally, the keys in his fist.

He sagged with relief and sighed, glancing at his family reassuringly. There was a brief moment when they, too, allowed themselves to relax a fraction, but it was over almost as soon as it began.

He hadn’t even pulled his arm fully inside again when suddenly his eyes went wide, and he slammed back against the wall.

He looked around at his family, and his expression held many emotions they rarely saw. 

Understanding.

Acceptance.

Apology.

Love for his family. 

Above all, of that was undisguised terror.

His family barely had time to register it all.

There was an awful, wet, ripping sound, and he screamed. His family screamed with him, although they didn’t yet understand what was happening. He turned, the door flying open behind him. Blood spurted from the ruin of his shoulder where his arm had been. It sprayed across his eight-year-old daughter and her pink rabbit.

He let out another scream before being violently pulled backwards out the door and into the clearing where they’d parked.

Still screaming, the mother dove forward. She took the briefest look outside and slammed the door again, now splattered with slimy blood and marked with the unnatural stench of the beast.

Her heart broke as she slid the lock back into place. She looked at her hands, stained with the blood of her husband. There had been nothing left of him to save.

“Mum?” cried the teenager, holding her little sister close. “Mum?”

Her mother shook her head and ran to them, holding her babies close. Her husband was gone; there was nothing she could have done.

The keys were still in his hand... somewhere out there. She couldn’t get them now. 

Tears welled and fell from her eyes, and she held her children tightly, fiercely. “It’s okay, baby,” she lied. “It’s going to be okay.”

Her youngest began to cry, too, but the eldest was in too much shock. 

She simply stared, wide-eyed, at the place where she had last seen her father. 

She struggled to comprehend all the blood she could see on the door. 

The blood on her sister and her rabbit. 

And the horrible sounds coming from outside. 

To her, it bore an unsettling resemblance to the noises emitted while preparing a raw chicken for their evening meal.

The thought made bile rise in her throat, a sharp protest she couldn’t suppress. She gagged, but no sound came out, her mind reeling.

“Mummy?” sobbed the littlest one, her terror evident. But her mother could only kiss her gently, wait, and hope.

They didn’t have long to wait. 

The sounds coming from outside suddenly stopped, and silence fell again. 

The three of them held their breath, listening for any sign that the creature had moved away or was still out there.

The windscreen shattered. It was in the camper with them.

Claws scraped metal, slow and deliberate, as the surrounding air grew thick with its rancid stench.

There was no escape.
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Chapter 01

A Fine Mess
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“What sort of name is ‘Bunyip’ anyway?” the burly, beer-bellied, bearded, wife-beater-wearing truck driver asked over the rumble of the truck’s engine.

He glanced at his petite but otherwise unremarkable passenger—unremarkable, that is, save for her unusual name and the prosthetic she wore on the lower part of her left arm.

“It’s just a name,” she replied blandly, staring out the window. “You can call me ‘Yip’ if you prefer. Most people do.”

The question had been inevitable. Everyone asked how she’d come by her strange moniker, and she’d learned to dodge the question. 

Eventually, she would tire of the poking and give them an explanation - never the truth, which only raised more questions, just that it was a childhood nickname that stuck. That was close enough.

The rest wasn’t any of their business, anyway.

“Most birds who choose their own name go for something pretty, like ‘Jewel’ or ‘Jasmine’ or something like that,” he continued, evidently unsatisfied with her answer.

“Well, not me,” she said as she continued to stare out the window. 

She didn’t like this man, but he was a necessary evil. When you had almost no money, sacrifices had to be made and risks taken. Sometimes, there simply weren’t any other options.

The trucker licked his lips, watching her.

She wasn’t particularly striking; she had medium brown hair in a braid, pale skin, ordinary hazel eyes, and a slender frame that implied she didn’t eat enough. Her asymmetrical smile, hidden by a cotton mask, was far from Hollywood-perfect.

But she was young, and in his truck, and that was enough. He had needs, after all. The false hand was creepy, but he could overlook it.

He wouldn’t have approached her in a bar, but she’d practically fallen into his lap, asking for rides at a truck stop. By his reckoning, that meant she was up for it.

She seemed oblivious to him, gazing out the window. Her arms were limp by her sides, her right hand in her lap, and her left hand hidden behind her leg.

Yip avoided drawing attention to her false hand—or herself—whenever possible. But certain risks were inevitable when fleeing from the past with little money. This had been one of them.

She might have seemed oblivious, but she was far from it. She gave absolutely no sign of her awareness. Still, she eyed the trucker’s mounting desire through the reflection in the glass, watching him for signs of whether he intended to control himself like a decent person or give in to his base desires like so many others before him. 

It was barely a minute before she found out.

The trucker glanced sideways at her and licked his lips again. Ahead, a distraction hopped onto the road: a mob of kangaroos.

He didn’t slow down.

Instead, he reached down to change gears, lining up the ‘roos for the kill, and in one smooth movement, brought his hand up to rest upon her jean-clad thigh, sliding it up to her crotch and then up further to grab painfully at her breast. 

He didn’t look at her or even acknowledge her at all, as though he had every right in the world to touch her that way.

Her reflex was slow, which surprised her because she knew his move was coming. 

Perhaps it was the very release of that anticipation to the realisation that stayed her hand. The kangaroos had distracted her momentarily, horrified that the trucker intended to mow them down like they were nothing more than long grass.

By the time he was fumbling at her chest, she finally came to life, knocking the pawing hand away from her and slapping out at him to defend herself from the assault.

Of course. You knew this was coming, Yip.

“What are ya doing?” he complained mildly, apparently surprised by her silent but violent protest. “You know what the go is here!” He tried that move again.

Yip didn’t reply. What was the point? 

Instead, she redoubled her efforts to drive him back. Her wildcat flailing hands slapped at him frantically. The real one scraped his cheek, rough with stubble, yet still vulnerable to a minor scratch from her fingernail.

Finally, he recoiled, his hand touching his cheek, and stared at her with incredulous shock as though her reaction had far outweighed the attack upon her person.

That surprise quickly gave way to anger. He furiously stomped down on the brakes, brake plates and tyres squealing as he pulled the massive B-double truck to a shuddering halt in the middle of the road.

The mob of kangaroos passed by unharmed.

He turned toward her, eyes steely and utterly lacking empathy. “Get the fuck outta my truck,” he growled, his voice low and dangerous.

She hesitated, glancing at the vast empty bush around her. It had only been around ten minutes since they’d passed the last servo, but that still took them kilometres from the nearest town.

Ten minutes out of the last servo. 

Twenty kilometres from the next town. 

Out here, she didn’t like those odds, but what choice did she have? 

A few hours in the heat was better than staying in this truck a second longer.

Her hesitation only further fuelled the trucker’s rage. “GET OUT!” the trucker roared at her, spittle flying from his lips.

She was glad she wore her facemask, even though they were no longer mandatory in this post-COVID-19 world. He raised a hand, ready to strike her if she did not immediately comply with his demand.

She glared at him but didn’t speak. It’s a long walk, but I’ve been in worse spots. Better to bake in the sun than stick around and see what else he thinks he’s owed.

She reached for her bottle of water sitting in the cupholder beside her, knowing she would need it in the fearsome heat outside. She had barely lifted it before the trucker snatched it from her fingers, using it to rinse the cut on his face while glaring at her.

Afraid of what else he might do, Yip snatched her backpack from the floor and clambered to open the door. She scrambled out of the truck, dark thoughts racing through her mind.

He hurled the bottle after her, and she watched it somersault end over end, its precious liquid pouring out onto the ground until it landed with a soft thud in the dust.

Water glugged out into the dry earth, forming little rivulets, but she didn’t move to retrieve it. Bending over while he watched was the last thing she wanted.

Hitchhiking was risky; she was lucky that this was all she had to endure. She’d experienced worse. Surviving unharmed was a win. She’d beaten the odds.

The door closed behind her—how she didn’t know. The truck groaned into gear and shuddered into motion, slowly building momentum and speed like a juggernaut until it rolled down the flat, deserted highway and disappeared into the heat haze without once showing brake lights.

Yip stood in the middle of the road, swatting at flies that buzzed around her. Grateful for the mask keeping them out of her mouth, she picked up the empty water bottle and tucked it into her backpack.

The quiet was unlike anything city dwellers could imagine—no machinery, no voices, just the dry rasp of cicadas, buzzing flies, and the occasional call of a magpie or raven. She shaded her eyes against the fierce Australian sun, scanning the highway.

To the left, black kites circled, likely waiting for roadkill. To the right, nothing.

Sighing, she knew her best bet was to head back to the last town they’d passed—a tiny cluster of buildings clinging to the highway like barnacles on driftwood. It was at least twenty kilometres back, so she knew she’d walk for hours.

The sun was already starting its slow descent, and she hoped to reach the town before dark. No one wanted to be stranded on a highway at night, even if the cooler air was a relief from the heat. The scrubby trees cast thin shadows, offering little respite from the blazing sun.

With nothing else to do, she started walking, each step sticking to the heat-softened bitumen.

Sweat ran down her back and made her hands sticky. She ripped off the mask, took a deep breath, and wiped her sweaty face. Adjusting her backpack, which held everything she owned, she stuffed the mask into her jeans pocket, wiped her eyes, exhaling slowly.

Just up ahead, she saw the road start to curve and remembered it from the ride out of town. The road had curved around the corner of someone’s property, politely not crossing straight through it as highways often did out here.

Immediately before the road began to bend on the right, the scrubby mulga and sandalwood gave way to an open forest of mallee trees. She knew the tough clumps of spinifex grass between those trees could be hiding snakes, but she wasn’t too concerned about them.

Yip knew most snakes preferred to avoid people. As long as she stepped firmly, they would likely move away before she reached them. She didn’t blame them. Sometimes, she didn’t want anything to do with humans, either. She was slightly more concerned about ticks hiding in the same grass.

When she weighed the oppressive heat of the road against the shelter of the mallee forest, cutting through the forest seemed easier. She could rejoin the road at the corner as long as she stayed on a straight path.

Checking her compass, she decided to cut across, getting closer to town and a bit cooler. The insignificant guilt of trespassing someone’s thousand-acre property would be worth it.

Decision made, she stepped onto the shoulder of the road, dodging around the carcass of a kangaroo, picked clean by scavengers, and headed into the relative shade of the mallee scrub. Fine dust swirled around her feet, clinging to her sweaty ankles and coating her already dirty sneakers.

Flies swarmed around her so thickly it was nearly impossible to keep from swallowing them. They were up her nose, in her eyes, and no matter how much she flapped her hands at them, the swarm returned to plague her, buzzing around her head like a barely visible corona of insect wings.

She was tempted to resume wearing her facemask, just to keep them out, but it was so hot, and the fabric was soaked with sweat when she’d stripped it off earlier. She had no desire to wear it again until she’d washed it. Yip tried to ignore the flies instead and trudged on, putting her headphones in to keep the flies out of her ears and playing some Nick Cave and the Badseeds music through her phone to keep herself entertained as she hiked back towards the town.

For a while, there was nothing but Bunyip Jones, the bush, and the flies. She could hear cicadas whirring away in the trees all around her, the sound they made almost deafening even through the music in her headphones.

Her isolation felt absolute, but after the incident with the truck driver, she embraced the solitude, unaware it would soon shift from serenity to trepidation in just a few steps.

The first thing she noticed was that the cicadas had gone quiet. They were never quiet at this time of day. Removing her headphones, she realised the bush was eerily quiet around her.

Then, she noticed something strange on the bark of a tree—broken branches, like something big had passed this way. Someone’s escaped cow? That was probably the largest thing out here, so it made sense.

But then she saw the scratches—four of them, long and deep. The spacing of them made her think of fingers somehow.

She reached up and lay her fingertips along the scratches, dragging them down the bark. A shiver ran down her spine. They were too deep. Too deliberate.

Another scratch mark, lower this time—gouged deep into the bark. Her stomach clenched as her fingers traced the ridges. The wood splintered as if something massive had dragged claws through it. Not a person. Not an animal.

The trees thinned out, and she could see a dirt road ahead, leading to what looked like a clearing to the right.

As she continued toward it, she gagged, the sickly stench of decay suddenly assaulting her senses. Perhaps a cow or a kangaroo had been hit by a car and lay nearby, rotting away quietly.

The stink was nearly overwhelming. It was tempting to avoid it, but a glint of a large, silver van drew her attention, just to the right of where she knew the clearing was.

It blocked her view of what lay beyond it, but she thought it odd that someone had parked there with that stench saturating the air. Yip knew she should mind her business. She also knew she couldn’t do that. Someone might be hurt!

Carefully and quietly, she crept towards the large, silver shape ahead. The instinct to not draw attention to herself was so strong she didn’t even think about it anymore. It was more than simply a reflex—it was a deeply ingrained habit she’d learned long ago.

The powder-fine dust helped mask her footfalls, and she tried to avoid dry leaves and twigs. Someone could be hurt, sure, but someone might also be some farmer out hunting or an Ivan Milat wannabe, and she had no intention of getting caught up in THAT mess.

Step by cautious step, she approached the clearing, pulling the collar of her t-shirt up over her mouth and nose to help stifle the smell. It wasn’t too effective because it kept falling down. Instead, she pulled her facemask from her pocket and put it on. Heat or no heat, the smell was atrocious and only grew worse as she approached. The number of flies seemed to swell, and with it, so did the miasma of death that seemed to cling unpleasantly to her every pore now.

She reached the edge of the clearing and listened quietly. She heard nothing besides the buzzing of the flies and the croak of a nearby raven.

The silver object loomed before her, now revealed to be a top-of-the-line camper van, the kind that people used to travel around the country without worrying about booking hotels. She eased around the edges, not wanting to draw attention to herself because it could still be ‘roo shooters, the stink from a pile of their discards.

As the clearing opened before her, it revealed all its secrets. She instantly ceased trying to conceal her presence. She stepped into the open, to the edge of the clearing, with her eyes wide and mouth agape behind her mask.

Before her lay a scene of unimaginable suffering and horror.

In the middle of the clearing lay a dead man, insects swarming his body. He had been decapitated. Flies, maggots and other insects crawled in and out of the openings left in the bloodied stump.

His head was missing.

As if that wasn’t enough, he was also missing both his arms. The left arm had extraneous vestiges of tissue that waved obscenely in the sluggish breeze that had suddenly stirred to life as though from sheer spite. The right arm, or what remained of it, looked like something a dog had been chewing on.

The correlation made her sick to her stomach, and her knees gave out beneath her. She crumpled to the ground, eyes involuntarily squeezed shut against the ghastliness before her, but caught herself in a crouch.

Yip had seen the results of violence before—but not like this. Never like this!

She would not be sick. She would not.

Yip swayed there momentarily, forcing herself to breathe through the stench of decay. In. Out. In. Out.

She repeated the exercise until she felt calmer. You’ve seen awful things before, she reminded herself. Her mind flashed on adults, forcing her to dig graves for dead children. Unnatural eyes looking at her.

She forced the memories away and made herself open her eyes and continue to observe the scene.

The door to the campervan hung limply on its hinges. Beneath it lay one arm—minus a hand—and part of a woman’s torso. On closer inspection, her hand still hung from the door, but the rest of her was missing.

Turning slowly around, Yip finally saw one leg and a pelvis on the far side of the clearing but didn’t know where the rest of the woman could be, or even if that was the same woman, and didn’t particularly want to go looking to compare or find more - parts.

She took another deep breath and crept toward the campervan door, just in case some terrified survivor was in there.

Her mind raced. What could possibly have happened here? It looked to Yip as though these people had been ripped asunder, but what out here was large enough to tear limbs off a human being like that?

All her frantic mind could come up with was some kind of monster.

No, no, no—not again!

Yip knew monsters were real—she’d encountered her first as a baby. Once they entered your life, they kept coming. The first took her from her family, and others had followed, leaving an indelible mark. Nothing was ever the same; there was no return to the safe world most people knew. But none had been capable of anything like this.

She debated with herself if it could have been wild dogs. Extremely large wild dogs. Even that seemed unlikely: no matter how bold canines were, they weren’t daring enough to take out an entire family that had the shelter of a camper van. The moment they’d closed the door, they should have been safe.

Unless... unless they’d never been able to close the door?

But the hand on the door suggested otherwise. At least - they had it mostly closed, and something had yanked it open so hard that someone’s hand had come with it somehow. A dog couldn’t do that. It had to be something with hands... and she was back to monsters.

This attack’s sheer strength and savagery suggested something supernatural.

Or it did to Yip, at least. No amount of scolding for being foolish or childish made that uncomfortable feeling of certainty go away.

She’d learned the hard way that knowing monsters existed didn’t mean anyone would believe you. They were all happily ensconced in their safe little worlds, where the bogeyman was used to frighten children into good behaviour and nothing more.

When confronted with the reality of monsters, people downplayed it. “He is just a man”, they would say, “nothing to be frightened of.”

Except not every man was “just a man”. Not every woman, either.

Some of them were something terrible as well.

Yip knew something monstrous had happened here, and the culprit was likely strong and bipedal.

Could it be someone on a freaky drug? She’d heard stories of drug-fuelled brutality but couldn’t recall if they were true.

Whoever or whatever did this was incredibly dangerous.

Yip shuddered, her heart skipping a beat as she wondered if they were still nearby. She’d have to be more cautious than she’d thought—anything brutal enough to cause this was a serious threat.

With trembling limbs and a clenched hand, she closed her eyes to gather courage, then leaned forward to peer through the open door, silent in case of danger. Perhaps someone was hiding inside, too terrified to move.

But only more ghastliness awaited—violence and gore covered every inch, crimson dripping from the walls and ceiling.

Yip felt her gorge rise and snapped back, her hand flying to her mouth. She forced the sick feeling down. She couldn’t afford to make noise; anything that might attract the perpetrator was too risky.

She backed out of the camper, exhaled carefully, and reached for her phone. No signal. Undeterred, she opened the camera app and took pictures.

She’d need proof for the police, and the images would store metadata, ensuring they could pinpoint the location later. Worried about finding her way back here later, she captured every victim before switching to video mode, panning slowly while fighting to steady her hands and keep her stomach in check.

After about a minute of footage, she noticed movement in the thick brush ahead through the camera. She hadn’t seen it with her naked eye. She looked up, then quickly back down, breath quickening, heart hammering.

An enormous, hairy form loomed in the shadows of the long grass and trees on the opposite side of the clearing, watching her. When she looked at it through the camera, its eyes glowed unnaturally bright.

Nothing here should be that big!

Her heart caught in her throat.

Still filming, she swallowed hard and slowly lowered her backpack to the ground.

Keeping her eyes on the phone, where she could see the enormous shape more clearly, she reached into the backpack with her prosthetic hand. Locating what she was looking for, she worked it free from the bag. Carefully, she transferred the phone to her prosthetic hand’s rubber thumb and forefinger, still filming as she found the balance point.

Satisfied it was secure, she reached with her right hand for the rectangular object: a three-kilogram bag of finely ground Himalayan pink salt, the most extravagant thing she carried. 

Yip had faced monsters before, so she’d researched protection, discovering that salt worked against most, but Himalayan pink salt worked against nearly everything. She always carried some for emergencies, though she’d never had one until today.

Please, let this work!

She didn’t know if it would, but it was all she had. It had to.

Keeping one eye on the phone, she opened the package with her teeth, poured a circle around herself, and sat cross-legged in the middle, watching the creature through her phone.

She could just make it out. It was larger than the largest person she’d ever met, but it was crouching, making it hard to estimate its true size. Through the thick foliage, she couldn’t make out any facial features.

Everything seemed distorted and dark.

Yet every now and again, it would move, shifting a little in the undergrowth as though to get a better look at her. The way it moved, watching her, was unnervingly deliberate, like it was intelligent—but not like an animal. Like a person.

Like something that didn’t belong in this world.

She couldn’t identify what it was—a person, an animal, or something else. Yip just knew that she did not feel safe in its presence and knew in her bones that if she tried to make a run for it, she wouldn’t get very far.

She kept the phone trained on it, sat in her salt ring, and waited.

The cloying stench of decay and blood didn’t get easier to deal with, and nausea remained a constant worry, but she didn’t dare throw up. Not with that watching her.

Time ticked by. They were locked in a stalemate; neither one could move while the other remained. She wondered if it knew she was aware of its presence—surely it must be. Did it realise she wouldn’t move because she knew doing so would mean death, like those around her? She couldn’t say. She tried to meditate, watching the entity to keep herself from being sick.

Yip couldn’t tell if any part of it was human, so she could only think of it as a ‘creature’ - or a ‘monster’, looking at what it had wrought.

Eventually, she felt herself grow calm, prolonged exposure acclimating her to the gruesome scene and repulsive odours. Her stomach calmed, though her throat was parched. Heat still clung to her like a second skin, every breath hot and shallow. She shifted, trying to ease the pins and needles in her legs, but didn’t dare move too much.

She had no water and no resources. There was no phone signal.

If that thing didn’t leave soon, she might not make it out of here, anyway. 

The Outback was unforgiving. 

But there was no choice. 

She had to wait it out.
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Chapter 02

Long Walk
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Yip didn’t know how long they had stayed like this. It felt like hours, but it had likely been only minutes. 

She couldn’t feel her lower legs anymore, and her backside was uncomfortably stiff, but there was nothing much she could do about either.

The impasse ended as subtly as it began when the dark shape across the clearing silently faded into the bushes. It took Yip a moment to realise it was gone, but she stayed still, checking around her, wary of a trap.

Her eyes darted back to where it had been, heart pounding in her ears. Was it really gone? Or just waiting for her to make a move? She waited a moment longer, listening... nothing. Slowly, she stood, wobbly from sitting so long.

Her heart pounded, her every muscle ready to retreat to the circle of safety at a moment’s notice. She stood still, listening, turning the phone all the way around her. Nothing.

A few more moments ticked by, and she realised she couldn’t stay here. She had to take her chances. Perhaps whatever it had been was just waiting for her to leave. Maybe it had been scared off permanently.

All she was sure of was that she had to get out of there while there was still time. Slowly putting her phone away, now on 1% battery anyway, she backed away from the clearing towards the dirt road that led to it.

Once the bulk of the campervan once again obscured the diabolical scene of the clearing, she finally turned away from it and focussed on where she needed to go: toward the town and help.

Her body shook, and it took everything she had not to run. She knew running was a surefire way to be chased by something, and given how far she still had to go, she didn’t dare waste her energy.

She forced herself to walk, slowly, carefully, away from the scene of the campervan and its ugly secrets. Her mind swam with questions. Who were they? What had happened to them? How long had they been there? Did the entity on the other side of the clearing do that? That much seemed likely. Why had no one come looking for them?

Her thoughts made her nervous. She was out here alone and knew there was at least one large, sinister lifeform out here with her. If it chose to attack, she wouldn’t stand much of a chance.

After more than an hour of walking, Yip had finally stopped shaking, and by the time she came across the black hardtop of the highway again, she breathed an audible sigh of relief and ripped off the facemask she’d forgotten she was wearing. Some small measure of the tension she’d been holding in her frame since the clearing finally left her body, but now she’d found the road and was closer to safe than she had been.

Still not safe, though. She froze, spotting a silhouette up ahead on the side of the road, walking in the same direction.

She couldn’t tell if they were male, female, or something else from this distance.

What made her stop was that the figure looked wrong somehow—were their arms too long? Legs too muscular? The proportions seemed off, unnaturally so. In the fading light, it even appeared to have a tail, though that had to be an optical illusion.

She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something about the shadowy figure made her pause, her mind racing.

Should she call out? Maybe they lived nearby and could help. They might have water—her throat burned with thirst after over an hour of walking in the oppressive January heat. Perhaps they had a vehicle nearby. Her legs felt like lead, and she wasn’t sure how much further she could walk.

Yet her heart pounded, and every fibre of her being screamed—“danger!”

Yip did nothing. She waited until the figure was out of sight, then forced herself to move. Fear and exhaustion gnawed at her as she kept walking—she was beginning to feel dehydrated under the burning sun.

She wasn’t used to walking so far without supplies, and the fear along the way took its toll. Even after stopping to feel safer, her exhaustion remained.

What if the town was further than she thought? What if she didn’t make it there before dark? Even out here, there were dangers in the dark.

But she had no choice but to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

She knew she was on the right path because there were only two directions out here: towards the town or away from it. Billboards and highway markers reassured her she was facing the right way, so she trudged on.

After another hour, she saw the buildings in the distance, rising like weeds around a fragile water source. She sighed with relief—she’d worried she wouldn’t make it. With about half an hour of sunlight left, she knew she could reach the town in time.

She almost cried with relief when she saw the chain-link fence encircling the junkyard at the edge of the town. She followed the fence beyond the gates and closer to civilisation, a heavy chain and padlock securing the contents behind it.

The first buildings she encountered were an old converted shipping container of unclear purpose and a petrol station standing in front of the scrapyard, sporting a small group of unstaffed petrol bowsers.

Of the two, the petrol station seemed more promising. It had a tiny shop where passing motorists could purchase road snacks and reading materials.

Yip’s heart began to pound faster as she approached, her parched throat yearning for liquid, her head throbbing in time with her heart as dehydration clawed at her brain.

The relief she felt at the sight of it was almost palpable. Even though she knew the building was real, solid, and not going anywhere, she kept her eyes on it as though she feared it was a mirage that might vanish when she got too close, eager to see if that little shop was still open.

As Yip watched, a mature Aboriginal woman in a blue top and colourful skirt abruptly backed out of the shop, retreating from a coarse, thickset man in a sweat-stained shirt and red baseball hat.

The man was angry and yelling about how the woman could not have water, as she was not a paying customer. Something about not wanting ‘her kind’ in his shop.

The exchange reeked of racism, and while that appalled her, Yip couldn’t say it was surprising. She’d seen plenty of it. She steeled herself and stepped towards them.

“Excuse me?” she asked, her tongue thick from lack of moisture. She found it difficult to talk with such a dry mouth.

The man stopped yelling and glared at her, his face red and blotchy from anger and high blood pressure.

“What do you want?” he snapped. “I’m closing.”

“Yes, sir,” Yip said politely, knowing men like this responded better to flattery. People rarely used “sir” or “madam” out here, but certain types still appreciated it. “But I’ve been walking for hours. I was wondering if I could buy a couple of bottles of water, then I’ll be on my way.”

The man looked her up and down as though her appearance might somehow determine his answer. Subtly, she allowed her prosthetic to catch the light. She hated using it to gain sympathy, but right now, she needed water more than pride.

The man sniffed, then snorted and turned towards his tiny shop. “Okay,” he consented. “Come on.”

He began walking away but looked toward the woman who lingered in the forecourt. “Customer,” he barked, pointing at Yip. 

He then pointed forcefully in the other direction and ordered, “Fuck off!” 

With that, he walked into his shop.

Yip dropped the empty bottle from earlier into a recycling bin before she followed. During that brief pause, she caught the eye of the Aboriginal woman and wordlessly asked her to wait.

Yip didn’t know if the woman had understood, but she hoped she had. She needed help, and she really, really didn’t want to ask this obstinate bully for it. The woman seemed a better option.

Stepping inside, Yip let her eyes adjust to the dim shop after the bright sun. The man pointed to a glass-doored fridge, and she quickly grabbed two large water bottles. After a brief panic, while searching for her purse, she paid, packed one bottle and the purse into her backpack, thanked the man, and left.

Hearing the door lock behind her, Yip crossed the forecourt to the Aboriginal woman, who eyed her warily.

Wordlessly, Yip offered her the bottle.

The woman stared at the proffered bottle, then met Yip’s eyes. The woman was proud, but the offer was not charity, and Yip hoped she would sense that. There was a long consideration before the woman shrugged and finally accepted the water.

With a quick smile, Yip pulled the second bottle from her backpack.

Relief flooded through her with the cool liquid as Yip took a deep swig from her bottle. The water was almost too cold against her parched throat, making her gasp, but the sensation was heaven.

The woman watched her curiously, then sipped her water. “Careful,” she cautioned Yip. “Drink too much when you’re that thirsty, and you’ll be sick.”

Yip swallowed gratefully and gave a loud, satisfied “Ahhhhh!” then smiled at the woman. “I know,” she admitted, “but—oh! - so thirsty!” She offered a shy smile and stepped towards town. “Do you know where I can find accommodation around here?” After a pause, she added uncertainly, “Or a cop shop?”

The woman stared at her like she was mad to ask. Then, after a long moment of contemplation and another sip, she tossed her head towards the town. “C’mon,” she said and started walking, not looking to see if Yip followed.

Yip gave a little skip-step and hurried to catch up with her, taking one last gulp of water and stashing the remainder in her backpack within easy reach.

They’d walked maybe two hundred meters down the road before the woman said anything else. “What do you want a cop shop for?” she asked, as though the very idea was implausibly demented.

Yip shrugged, trying to be as casual as possible. Naturally distrustful, she remained wary of the Aboriginal woman.

“Dunno if I do yet,” she admitted with false nonchalance. “Saw an... an accident. Way back there.” She flapped her hand behind her. “Reckon, I should probably tell someone.”

“Yeah,” the woman agreed. “Yeah, probably. Just... I wouldn’t count on our copper tonight. Not unless you want more trouble than you started with.” 

“Oh yeah? Why is that?”

But the woman glanced at her, her gaze loaded with... something Yip couldn’t quite identify. Something that made her wonder about how trustworthy the local cops were.

“You’ll see,” the woman said and kept walking.

They reached the town, a long street of century-old buildings, some with original fixtures, others refitted but not recently. Dusty curio shops offering local opals and souvenirs rubbed shoulders with a news-agency-turned-post office, a couple of clothing stores, a small grocery store, and a book exchange, all huddled against the road like sheep forced along a fence by a sheepdog.

At the far end of the road was a t-section, which Yip remembered well from how her former trucking companion had hurtled around it with little regard for anyone’s safety. An ancient pub crowned the intersection, its marker proudly displaying its name and establishment date.

As the shadows lengthened, an enormous flock of galahs swooped into town to alight upon the power lines. Their raucous calls were almost deafening in the fading light, sometimes drowning out even the racket of the cicadas.

“Welcome to Woonga,” the Aboriginal woman shouted over the noise of the galahs as they stepped onto the cracked and crooked footpath. After a brief silence, as if appreciating Yip’s lack of small talk, she introduced herself, “M’name’s Maude.”

“Bunyip Jones,” replied Yip, “but most people call me Yip.”

Maude looked at her as though she’d just started changing colours: a startling development but not necessarily threatening. Yip braced for the inevitable questions about how she came by her name, but it never came. Instead, Maude simply continued walking.

“Yeah?” she replied, her tone conversational. “My mob reckons Bunyip is an evil spirit. A debbil debbil.” Her expression enigmatic, she studied Yip. “You an evil spirit, Bunyip girl?”

Yip shrugged and scrubbed sweat from her face before answering. “Depends on who you ask,” she replied, deciding the truth was better than a lie. “To some people, yes.” She smiled a quirky, lopsided smile. “I try hard not to be, though.”

Maude smiled at that, nodded, and strode on. They said nothing further until they reached the end of the road, thankful for any shade the buildings or their awnings gave them from the unrelenting heat that refused to relinquish its hold on the day even as the sun faded.

They reached the intersection and the town’s pride, the Woonga Hotel, standing since 1895. The only building in town grandly rising two stories. Its broad verandas wrapped both levels, offering welcome shade. The hotel had once been at the heart of an opal mining boom, back when this place had more ambition than dust. Now, it was just another outback relic, its grandeur weathered but not forgotten.

The sun clung to the horizon, casting an orange glow as a crowd gathered at the hotel, not just for dinner—Friday night at the pub drew most of the town. Here, the rough and chic mingled, their laughter louder than Yip preferred. Unfazed, Maude marched into the crowd without checking if Yip was keeping up.

She’d found who she was looking for on the veranda in moments and waved to get his attention.

“Mick!” the Aboriginal woman hollered above the general din of Friday night revellers and the galahs. When she had Mick’s attention, she continued, “This here is Yip. She needs a place to stay. You got something?”

Mick, a broad, red-faced, balding chap with a considerable beer belly and a cheerful smile, barely glanced at Yip before replying. “Yeah, we got room available.”

He jerked his head towards the hotel’s interior and stepped inside, expecting them to follow.

Yip realised that just seemed to be how they did things out here. She followed and stood in front of the reception desk, appreciating the sudden blast of air conditioning.

Mick squeezed behind the desk. Pulling out the booking’s ledger, he positioned a pair of reading glasses on the end of his nose. “How many
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