
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Something is wrong in the small outback town of Morgan Creek.

A farmer goes missing after a blue in the pub. A teenage couple fail to show up for work. When Patrick and Sheila McDonough investigate, they discover the missing persons list is growing. Before they realise what’s happening, the residents of the remote town find themselves in a fight for their lives against a foe they would never have suspected.

And the dry red earth will run with blood.
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Or

A Killer Kangaroo Story? Are You Serious, Baxter?

––––––––
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This all started with a ridiculous situation on Twitter. There was a news article going around with the headline: ‘Australian Town Terrorised By Muscular Kangaroo Attacking People And Eating Gardens’. You’ll find it by searching for that sentence online. A more Australian story is hard to find.

When author Charles R Rutledge responded that it sounded “like something Zebra Books would have published back in the day”, Kealan Patrick Burke (superb author and excellent cover designer) mocked up a brilliant old school horror novel cover in response. Several of us started joking about how a cover that cool really should be on an actual book. One thing led to another, and as I was the Aussie in the conversation, people started saying I should write it. And honestly, the cover had inspired me. I thought it would be a really fun creature feature, so I asked Kealan if I could have the cover were I to write a killer roo story. He said yes, but he wanted to polish it up, rather than the five-minute mock-up he’d done originally as a joke. So that’s what he did. And enough people bugged me that I agreed to write it.

So here it is. I hope you enjoy it. The cover of the book in your hands is Kealan’s amazing work in response to Charles’s comment, that started the whole thing. I know you’ll enjoy that amazing piece of art.

In keeping with the theme, I’ve shamelessly written this book to be as ocker as the outback. There are words and phrases herein that will no doubt confuse non-Aussies. So there’s a (limited and certainly not exhaustive) glossary of Australian slang and terminology in the back. You might need to look up some translations. If you’re not too familiar with the anatomy of kangaroos, may I also suggest you Google ‘kangaroo feet’ before you start reading. Seriously, you might think you know, but have another look. They’re insane.

Almost every main character in this story is named after someone on Twitter who goaded and cajoled until I caved and agreed to write it. But I just used their names – the characters are most definitely not based on those people.

This is the kind of thing that happens when horror writers and reviewers are dicking around when they should be working.

Twitter: More dangerous than a killer kangaroo.
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John Lynch stepped out of the George Hotel and spat blood into the red dirt gathered in the deep stone kerb. He didn’t stagger, no sir. Sure, he was a few beers deep, but he wasn’t drunk. He certainly wasn’t the “aggro pissed bastard” Patrick McDonough had accused him of being, which led to pushing and shoving, which led to fists flying, and subsequently to John leaving the pub with blood in his mouth. Pat McDonough had blood of his own to spit out, too. No clear victor, unless you counted John’s eviction. So Pat had knocked John onto his arse, that wasn’t a victory. As John got back to his feet, Kealan Burke had yelled from behind the bar, threatened to come around the front with his cricket bat and bust skulls if John didn’t fuck off out and not come back. Kealan always sided with Pat. But in a town of only four hundred people and a single pub, of course John would be back. The next day probably. The whole thing would blow over like these things always did. Maybe it was time to be getting home anyway, there was a lot of work to be done on the farm, most of it on his own these days.

He sniffed, spat again, winced. His cheek was coppery mince against his teeth where McDonough’s gnarly old knuckles had landed. That was going to be sore for a few days. That arsehole. Pat wasn’t a big man, certainly a lot smaller than John himself, but Pat was wiry and tough. Surprisingly strong, it turned out.

John looked left and right, watched a cloud of moths swarming around the streetlight outside the small real estate agents’ office opposite for moment. He glanced back at the pub, then said, “Fuck yas all” and strolled off along the footpath of Morgan Creek’s one main street. The creek after which the town was named was a dry rocky scar in the landscape some kilometre or so north of him.

He blew air out. It was still hotter than a shearer’s armpit even at nearly 11pm. And so dry the trees were chasing the dogs. Rain seemed like the memory of a dream. As he left the pool of streetlight, stars glittering in a blanket above, providing enough illumination to see by, John strolled towards the last shop, Carol’s Café. Most of the folk in town would get lunch there at least a couple of times week. After that the pavement ran out and it was red dirt and scrubby paddocks for as far as a car could go on a tank of petrol, the city a virtual myth in the distance. John had been to the city a few times, but he didn’t care for it. Weird fucken people inhabited cities.

John’s farmstead was a good thirty-minute walk, and that was considered to be still in town by most, but he had his ute parked about a hundred metres down the road, pulled up on the dirt. Steve Gomzi, the town’s one cop who didn’t even live anywhere nearby, ignored drink driving as long as they parked outside the main street. Country law far more lax than elsewhere. Another benefit of not being anywhere near the city. No one could be expected to make those long walks, after all. Designated driver was city folk bullshit. As John strolled past Carol’s, a large silhouette stepped out of the shadows on the far side.

“Come to have another go, McDonough, ya bastard?” His face ached. “Go root yer fucken boot, mate, I’m over it.”

The shape shifted uncannily and moved further into the street, a leaning forward, then two oversized legs lifting and landing with a thud, ochre dust clouding.

“Fucken hell,” John breathed. “That’s the biggest fucken roo I ever saw.” He giggled, maybe a little more drunk than he had first allowed. “Go on, Skip!” he shouted. “Go on, fuck off!”

The roo turned to face him. Its chest was twice as broad as John’s and he was a big man. Deeply muscled under its red fur, its shoulders rounded balls of thick meat, even its biceps put John’s own to shame. It leaned forward, and flexed, like a parody of Mr Universe. Or maybe not a parody, the thing’s musculature enough to make John feel inadequate, despite a hard life of heavy farm work.

The roo’s mouth opened with a soft grunt. Its eyes glowed fiery orange. John startled, realised it wasn’t reflected streetlight, but the beast’s eyes had seemed to ignite with a kind of internal flame, bathing its face in a glow like a campfire. It grunted again, guttural.

“The fuck are you after, eh?” The tremor in John’s voice betrayed the bravado he tried to show. What was the thing doing here? Sure, they could get territorial around their young, sometimes, but these grass-grazing animals were like upright deer, harmless and pastoral. There was no malice in the creatures, more likely to bolt into a great leaping run than get aggressive. They had been known to grab a dog around the neck, or drown one in a damn if they felt threatened, but they didn’t front up to people.

The roo leaned on its front knuckles, pressed its long, thick tail into the bitumen and lifted its back legs, a slow-motion hop forward. John was over six feet tall but he looked up to see the roo’s face. The massive red male had to be at least seven foot, towering over him. He’d never seen anything like it. Its balls swung in the night, metronomic. It grunted a third time.

“Fuck’s sake.” John stood up to his full height, opened his chest up and lifted his arms to either side like he was carrying milk pails. “FUCK OFF, YA CUNT!” he bellowed, sure the animal would decide there was no value in a confrontation.

It leaped forward, covered the six feet between them with ease, and clamped its front paws onto John’s shoulders. Black, almost human fingers gripped, each with a two-inch long claw that dug in. The claws all popped through the cotton of his shirt and then his skin with ease. The pain was sudden and electric.

John yelped, whipped one hand up and over, and cracked the roo across the jaw with his heavy fist and not inconsiderable strength. It was a solid blow that would have floored anyone. He grinned. A shame he couldn’t have landed one like that on Pat fucken McDonough just now. The roo’s head whipped to the side, John’s knuckles singing with the satisfyingly solid impact. But the roo slowly turned its head back to face him.

“Tough fucker, eh?” John hauled back to punch again.

The roo leaned back, took all its weight on that fat, meaty tail, and kicked out. Its back foot was longer than John’s arm, with three toes. Two small ones to either side, and a central one that was long, strong, and armed with a thick, sharp, black claw, longer than John’s hand. That middle claw drove into his gut, pushing all the wind out of the big man as he flew backwards and skidded painfully across the road on his back. His shirt was instantly drenched with blood. Then the agony kicked in, his stomach afire with pain.

“What the fuck is this?” John muttered, staggering to his feet. A slick shifting under his ripped shirt made him gag, fresh pain washing outwards into every nerve. He grabbed at his abdomen, knew his gathered up shirt and his palm had taken the place of the flesh supposed to stop his insides coming out. “To the pub,” he said stupidly, thinking only of getting back, getting help.

He stumbled backwards, but the roo leaped, kicking out one huge back leg as it landed. The thick, horny claw slammed into his forehead and ripped downwards as the animal landed, butterflying his face. John howled as flaps of skin opened to either side, blood flooding over his eyes. He hit the bitumen on one shoulder, coughing and gasping for breath. His insides shifted sideways, further than they should ever have been able to. He tried to call for help, but gurgled. The giant roo leaned down, eyes filled with fire. Its mouth opened, revealing long sharp fangs instead of the flat, ruminant molars it should have.

“Isss not right,” John slurred through rent lips. “Iss not natural...”

That mouth closed over his neck, furnace hot, its breath a thick, cloying sulphurous cloud. John felt himself dragged along the tarmac, several metres, then the teeth clamped tighter, fresh waves of agony. The flesh of his neck peeled up and away with a wet tear. The roo slapped its mouth, gulped noisily and hissed its pleasure. Darkness swam in to the edges of John’s vision. The last thing he felt was its sharp teeth closing over his arm, then the road sliding underneath him again and becoming dirt and dust. Pain overwhelmed him and the darkness swallowed him down.
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“Come on, Kylie. You know you want to!”

Kylie Timmins shook her head, staring out the side window of the car at endless grass and red dirt, contrasted under starlight. “Nah, Jake. I don’t, not really.”

Jake’s face fell, he pouted, but there was something a little angry in there too. “Come on, don’t be a fucken tease!”

“Fuck you, I gave ya a hand job! Be happy with that.” She knew she should have told him to go jump when they were in the pub, but he’d promised some good weed if she went with him. That was a worth a quick hand job, but now she wanted to go home. The weed hadn’t even been all that strong, mostly leaf. Trust a loser like Jake to buy weed and get no bud.

“I wanna shag, Kylie, come on!”

“No! You bastards gotta learn that no means no. And especially not out here in your battered old Commodore like a couple of teenagers.”

Jake barked a laugh. “We are teenagers.”

“We’re nineteen. Time to mature a bit.”

“No one’ll see anything. My dad never comes out the back of this paddock, even the bloody cows rarely come here. No one’ll disturb us. We could probably camp out here for a week and not see a soul.” He reached out his skinny arms, long-fingered hands fumbling around with her breasts, trying to unbutton her shirt.
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