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            CREATURES OF THE LIMINAL WILDS

          

          FOREWARD

        

      

    

    
      I have long been fascinated by the beings that haunt the peripheries, humans and animals alike. Liminal spaces don’t always feel safe. The creatures within them are sometimes monstrous, and it’s impossible to know what to expect. But in this modern world of homogenization, superficial algorithms, and conformity, it’s the lives on the edges, in the liminal spaces, where the most interesting truths lie.

      The stories in this collection shine a light into those spaces.

      The creatures here are not always monstrous or dangerous, but they are always unsettling, challenging, transformative. Some shimmer with enchantment. Others echo ecological cautionary tales. Others lean into the nostalgic weird of old pulp sci-fi. Together, they make up a bestiary of the liminal wilds, an atlas of what thrives in the shadowy corners of our world’s imagination.

      At their heart, these tales are about encounters. They are about meetings of humans and the uncanny, between fragile environments and intruding species, between the monsters we fear and the ones we find within ourselves. They draw on folklore and myths, history, on my lived experiences with the bizarre, and the depths of my imagination. 

      These stories were written over years, in different moods and places in my life. Stories, like creatures, have their own strange lives. They burrow into the soil of imagination, lie dormant for years, then stir again, reshaped by time, experience, and the shifting light of the world around them. Some tales in this collection are brand new, freshly sprouted, while others are older pieces that re-emerged from hibernation as something new.

      I hope that in reading them, you’ll step a little closer to the edges of your familiar, where the shadows stir and extraordinary truths wait.
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            THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES

          

        

      

    

    
      The head was almost finished when the TV news brought Carey the story that made him matter.

      Someone’s dog had found the body washed up on the lake shore. The scent had been a genius addition. The news had speculated it was a half-shaved raccoon.

      Carey chuckled at another success. It wasn’t a raccoon, of course. They’d figure it out soon enough. Until then the blessed people who really believed—even for just a minute—they were the people who mattered, who made him matter. It was never long before they realized the creatures were entirely fake, but for those mere moments when his creation seeped into minds and souls, Carey was God.

      The synthetic rubbery flesh, Carey’s own invention, was almost dry. This beast was better than the last. Bigger, not so easily dismissed as something known. The teeth were smaller, sharp, and needle-pointed, set in rows in a beak-like snout. The head was hairless save its whiskers. Its body, small and muscular, was coated in an oily pelt, its skin bunching in rolls of insulating fat. The turned in razor claws would make them think this one was a digger, perhaps subterranean, which is why no one had ever seen it before. The cave near the quarry would be the perfect place.

      Carey had a new plan this time. For the few nights before they found it, he would hide nearby and howl like a beast that had lost its mate. In the dim light of his workshop, he tried out his new creature’s voice—a snuffling, baying cry. It would need some work, but it was close. He tried it again, louder this time. It was perfect.

      Carey woke, listening through the dark, unsure if the sound he’d heard was a dream. Glass breaking, and then a wheezing cough, or a dog growling. An almost familiar dissonance.

      The streetlight on the corner shone through a broken window. His creature was where he had left it, sitting on the bench top, lying in wait for its moment in the spotlight. Something moved, a shadow passing through shadows. A scurry, and a snuffling breath. Carey fumbled for the light switch on the wall behind him. The curtain blew in the night breeze. Nothing else moved. Carey stepped towards the bench.

      With a guttural shriek, a creature leaped at him across the top of the work bench where his invention lay motionless. The thing landed on him, tearing through his shirt and skin with its hooked razor claws, snapping its slathering needle teeth in its beak-like snout. Carey fell hard against the wall. The beast retreated, scrabbling across the tiles.

      Carey struggled to his feet, bleeding, breathless, and trembling—unwilling to believe what he saw, like so many who had stumbled onto his own creations. The creature jumped onto the bench top—a swift, easy movement—crooning a soft purr to its rubbery mate, nuzzling its false fur, and urging it to wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

          THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES

        

      

    

    
      The Origin of Species is a fun, weird little cryptozoology story blending fantasy and sci-fi, a tale that will always have a special place in my heart.

      It was born in reality.

      The initial inspiration came to me some years ago when I was scrolling through an online news site.

      In many news outlets, there’s often a section for “weird but true” stories, which for me are always a lot more interesting than the headline reports.

      On this particular day, I found the story of what’s now known as the “Panama Blue Hill Horror.”

      It was a weird, grotesque, dead creature discovered in a cave. No one knew what it was. Could it be a new species? An alien?

      Four teenagers reported they had been playing near a hillside when they saw the beast run from a cave. They told the news that they threw rocks at it, killing it.

      (For now, let’s sidestep the horror of teenagers throwing rocks at anything, let alone killing a weird and wonderful previously undiscovered creature).

      The National Environment Authority of Panama tested the curious carcass and confirmed it to be a male brown-throated sloth. The sloth had been decomposing underwater, hence its waxy, rubbery, hairless skin.

      Poor sloth.

      I’m a rational-ish person, and I don’t actually believe in mystery animals or cryptozoology… so far. I’m always willing to have my beliefs challenged and to be driven wrong on anything.

      When tales like this one cross my path (and there have been a lot of mysterious crypto creatures and likely will always be) my imagination goes into overdrive.

      What if it really is a new creature?

      When the rational explanation comes out, often it’s an intentional hoax. My wonderings then wander into the human motivation.

      Who are the people who make up these hoaxes? Why do they do it?

      This is where The Origin of Species was born.
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            MARK OF THE THYLACINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake felt the back wheel spin out and knew he was over before he fell. He hit the ground with a thud, his thin t-shirt doing little to protect him from the impact. His bike flew out from under him and landed, churning in the mud a few feet away. His brother, Lance, pulled his own bike to a stop.

      “You okay?” Lance killed Jake’s engine, and the Tasmanian forest returned to its usual wild sounds.

      Jake groaned. “Yeah.” He’d lost the skin over most of his shoulder and, already, furious aches gripped his bones. 

      “When are you gonna learn to wear the right gear?”

      “When riding with it doesn’t feel like I’m strapped into a straightjacket.” Jake said. He propped his back against a tree, the wind knocked out of him. “Think the wheel clipped a rock.”

      Lance bent down to pick up the yellowed form. “This is no rock, mate.”

      It was a skull, the blackened tracks of Jake’s tyre marking its edge. The lower part of the jaw had broken off, but the teeth were still in place, sharp rows with two long canines 

      “Looks like a dog,” Jake said. He pulled himself off the ground for a better look. 

      “Or a tiger.” Lance grinned.

       

      Jake wrapped his sleeping bag tight around him and huddled closer to the fire, slurping on another can of beer. His shoulder was killing him, and he wanted to call it in early and head back to town but didn’t want his brother to call him a pussy.

      Lance had not stopped looking at the skull. “Just imagine. We’ll sell this thing for a mint. TV cameras, newspapers, magazines — they’ll all want a piece of us.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s that interested in a kelpie’s head, Lance.”

      “You know for sure it’s a kelpie as much as I know for sure it’s a Tassie tiger. Besides, look at the size of these teeth.”

      “It was a big kelpie then,” Jake said. “When was the last time anyone saw a Tasmanian tiger? Like a hundred years ago or something? No way that skull is a century old.”

      “Didn’t say it was,” Lance said. “Look where we are, Jake. In the middle of bloody nowhere. How many people you think come out here? You know how thick these forests are, how deep they go. Who’s saying there’s not just a couple, even just one left?” Lance held up the skull like a trophy. “This could have been the last.”

      “Yeah, right,” Jake said. He tossed his beer can and pulled himself further into his sleeping bag. “I’ll leave you and your thylacine to it. I’m going to bed. Watch out for yetis.”

      Lance sat staring at the skull in his hands, the firelight flickering through its eye hollows. Sure, Jake could be right, and it could be a big dog. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had made the mistake, honestly, or tried to phone it in with a hoax. But there was something about this one. A feeling, Lance knew. There was something about the way it felt in his hands. Not that he could ever talk like that to his brother. Lance drained the last of his beer, tossed the can with the others, and huddled down in his swag beside the fire. Real or not, the skull was his path to fortune. Or at least a viral video.

      Soon, Lance was asleep with his fingers still wrapped around the skull.

       

      Dark eyes marked the smoldering coals. Two bodies lay beside the fire pit, unmoving but breathing deep in the beer fueled stupor. The only sounds were from the forest, the occasional crackle of the dying fire. The watcher moved forward while the master stayed in the shadows.

       

      Jake woke with a start, his heart thundering, his breath choked in his throat. He thought he heard Lance yelling, not just yelling, but screaming. Or was it a dream? He sat up. The smoldering fire set glow to a horrifying sight. 

      “Lance!” Jake stumbled over his feet, struggling to get to his brother. The animal had him pinned, shredding into his belly with thick wet sounds, and still Lance screamed.

      “Get off!” Jake shouted, still in a half crawl, scrabbling across the dirt. Lance’s body softened, his cry silenced. Jake froze. The tiger met his eyes and snarled. Its head just like a dog, its striped body wiry and muscled, exactly like all the pictures Jake had ever seen. Thylacine.

      Its eyes locked on Jake, and he felt as though he was glued to the ground, his legs like concrete. One part of his brain thought of cameras and proof, and another told him to run. He stayed still, his shock not registering the tiger had even moved until he felt it shove him down, its teeth tearing into his neck.

       

      “That’ll do, fellah.” The master’s voice, gruff and low, came from the trees. “That’s enough, boy.”

      The man went to the fireside and toed the body to make sure it was dead while the tiger fell obediently behind. There was probably not much there that couldn’t be blamed on wild dogs, but even so, he thought it best to come back later and burn the bodies, ditch their bikes. He couldn’t risk any of those science types looking at those wounds with their tests and all. He reached down and picked up the skull fragments near the dead man’s outstretched hand. This would have been a close one, he thought and slid the bones into the folds of his coat. He whistled short and sharp and the tiger followed him like a faithful pup, back into the thick of the night forest where the pack was waiting. 
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