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There are no passengers on Spaceship Earth.

Everybody’s crew.

Marshall McLuhan

(Quote used by permission from Michael McLuhan 2013)
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Chapter One

His mouth clenched open. His lips curled back. His aching diaphragm shoved down and 

sucked the next hot breath into his lungs. He fled.

The dark background blurred as he hurtled past. A scattering of fallen leaves 

shuddered aside. Air and dust puffed out as his long feet thudded onto the ground. His 

striped tail jerked erratically behind him. His hair was matted and damp. He’d fallen 

at the edge of a dam escaping a dogfight a few hours ago and the mud had dried into 

awkward clumps in his fur.

He was a yellow-footed rock wallaby but that was irrelevant. Nothing mattered 

except staying alive. He pounded down the road. When they picked him up in their 

yellow headlights, cars blasted their horns at him but he just kept going. Hod surmised 

the drivers might have thought they were being helpful. He almost jumped out of his 

skin when a particularly loud blare dopplered past. It was as if they were warning him to 

stay off the road. Bloody brilliant. He’d tried to avoid the tarmac because he had a brain, 

not because air-conditioned humans had a streak of kindness towards endangered 

wildlife and wanted to go toot-toot-tooty at him.

As far as the throbbing blood in his veins and the searing of air rushing into his 

lungs allowed him to think, he began to feel just a little bit sorry for himself. It was only a 

matter of days since his breakout and he felt like he’d been running for months.

When he’d deserted the zoo, he’d thought he could just wander into a handy forest 

or wilderness and live out his life leaping up rocks with all the other happy little rock 

wallabies. That was as much of a plan as this furry fugitive could afford.

However, there seemed to be a problem with this idyllic vision; he’d been having 

difficulty trying to find the entrance to the wilderness. He’d seen many huge, colourful 

buildings surrounded by parking areas for cars, manicured parkland with runways 

leading up to emerald-green curved lawns with little flags poking out of them and 
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fenced places for human young to run and scream in. There’d been extensive places 

where only one type of plant grew behind fences but they’d had dogs. He’d become 

an expert in jumping barriers of all kinds and he’d even gone for an unexpected bath in 

a swimming pool more heavily chemically treated than the seal pool. In all his travels 

he hadn’t seen anything remotely like the dreamtime bush of his imagination where a 

bunch of animals could roam happily ever after.

It had become clear to him that those who were wild-caught and living back in the 

zoo might have been telling the truth. He’d always thought their stupid stories about 

humans being everywhere and roads being everywhere and houses being everywhere 

and smoking factories being everywhere and damned illogical dogs being everywhere 

were just that—stupid stories to keep zoo-born creatures like him nice and comfy and 

shut up, mindless, ridiculous and gawked at in the safe-house confines of the zoo. As 

he gasped for breath, Hod started to imagine that being shut up in a comfy little zoo 

might have some merits. Only, how the hell could he get back there?

He could hear the cracking of sticks and the crashing of swerving bodies as the 

dogs came closer. The time for negotiations had passed. They weren’t interested in 

sharing information. They wanted flesh. His flesh. He could almost smell their hunger 

and their elemental need for blood.

The dog in the lead was glossy black except for the white flare across his chest. 

Even his eyes were black. His open mouth displayed a blood-red ribbon of tongue 

flapping beside its mountain range of glinting teeth. Hod imagined he could hear him 

slavering over the zoom and zaat of traffic.

Hod, used to riding a trike on roads, had more experience with timing and dodging 

mad drivers than your average yellow-footed rock wallaby. He also knew he was 

running out of choices. He couldn’t afford to lose time by slowing. He would have to 

cross the road. Fast.

He’d have to fling himself into the middle of the road—that ridiculously thin strip of 

white stripe between oncoming vehicles—and hope for the best.

The black dog came so close that Hod had no choice left. He had to go. He aimed 

for the middle white lines and moved swiftly. He managed to miss the cars entirely. He 
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stayed put, frozen, as vehicles zipped past on either side of him with their horns blaring, 

and watched the oncoming traffic for a break.

The black dog, with eyes only for Hod, raced after him and pelted headlong, and 

audibly, THWACK, into a purple people mover. The dog spun up, up, round, over into 

the air. He flew onwards and down and landed, splat, head cracking into the hot road as 

the people mover screeched to a halt.

Hod didn’t look back. He waited for a reasonable gap between a truck and a 

motorcycle before sprinting across the other lane and into the cover of a clump of 

scrubby acacias. He didn’t stop there. He kept going.

He paused in a driveway further up the road to watch two more dogs see their 

mashed leader being dragged off the road by the tip of one leg. The humans cawed to 

each other, and to the dogs, making warning sounds and waving their arms but Hod 

watched in horror as a brown dog, a kind of pointy, spikey looking creature with a pale 

belly and a yellow arrow on her nose, skidded into the driveway right beside him.

Hod spun round and realised he was at some kind of fuel depot. The pointed dog 

had dropped to a low hunting approach, flattened ears, crouched, ready to spring …

Hod reached up to the bowser, grabbed the handle from a petrol pump and held it 

like a gun. The spikey dog kept low and kept on coming; the yellow arrow on her nose 

pointed straight at Hod.

Suddenly, she rushed him. The other dog across the road, a spotty grey being, 

shouted and yelled and dashed from side to side along the edge and the traffic went 

narrrl narrrl past. The purple people-mover people tried to fend the dog off with a dead 

branch from the roadside, all the time yelping and yowling out of their pink human 

mouths.

Hod watched as the arrow dog came at him, seemingly in slow motion. He raised 

the gun of the pump handle and, squeezing with both paws, sprayed out stinking liquid. 

The dog slumped to one side, overcome and revolted at the stench.

This gave boyscout Hod the time he needed to fish inside his shoulder satchel for 

a box of matches. A good rock wallaby is always prepared for a surgical strike—Hey, 

little doggie. Wanna go woof?
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The first match didn’t catch but the second did. The dog had recovered from her 

chemical dousing and was getting to her feet. She seemed determined to carry on with 

her plan to exterminate Hod, the creature she must have imagined to be poor helpless 

wildlife. So Hod flicked another match against the box. It burned. Hod threw it and the 

match soared, spinning yellow-orange in the darkness, into the brown fur of the hungry 

dog. The dog screamed and ran. Flames burned bright. Not so helpless wildlife after all.

Hod, warm enough already, didn’t bother to stay by the fire. He disappeared into 

the trees. He ran again. There was no time to lose. He had to find somewhere to rest. 

Soon. He dashed from tree to tree to rock. He hugged the rock, something solid at last.

He laid his face into the cold stone. Trying to get more air. Trying to breathe. Trying 

to be quiet. Trying to quiet his drumming heart. Trying. To. Be. Quiet.

He could see no way out of this endless chase. It was hopeless. Hod rubbed his 

head on the rock. He leaned hard on the stone as his eyes focussed. He was looking 

at a floodlit sign. Animal. Yes. He could read that. Animal he was. Knew about animals. 

The next word was trickier. Sanctuary. Animal sanctuary. 

His blood slowed to a mere boil and his lungs stopped making a whooping sound. 

Sanctuary. That meant something good, didn’t it? Didn’t it mean safety? Hod was in dire 

need of safety, a rest and some food. He didn’t have a choice. The last dog would figure 

out how to cross the road sooner or later and he suspected there was a good chance 

there’d be dogs, or foxes, or bloody dragons for all he knew, on this side of the road 

anyway. What about the sanctuary itself? Who would put a dog in a sanctuary? He had 

to risk it.

He soon discovered the entire place was similar, at least in theory, to his ex-home, 

Bedlam Zoo. It meant to keep invaders out or inmates in. Either way, lighting picked out 

a towering fence around the perimeter. The Sanctuary was covered in vibrant purple 

and red flowers. Unfortunately for Hod’s already sore paws, the masses of colour hid 

sharp needle spikes and Hod looked around him, knowing it was only a matter of time 

before some creature or other happened upon his scent.

He had to get in to the sanctuary. There were no cars in the well-lit car park, 

meaning it was still early, or maybe it was just after closing time. Hod had no idea. He’d 



Out of spite out of mind              9

been living in a panic for too long now. He thought maybe it was early. He’d tended to 

travel by night, but right now, his mind was salt-ridden thirsty. His tail was grazed. His 

feet were bleeding. He kept moving around the perimeter. His eyes searched the fence 

line for a weakness. His glance bleached the horizon for canine hunters. The main door 

was securely locked. He passed again round the parking spaces, the back fence, down 

the side and then he saw the gap. 

Someone with two left hands and no thumbs had, apparently, shoved a break in 

the wire back into place. Hod surmised it would be reasonably easy for a rock wallaby 

to attack but his vision started to blur. He was running out of time. He wrenched off 

his shoulder bag, left it on the outside, leapt up and pushed at the line of cut wires. He 

pressed and twanged his way into the scratchy mess.

It was impossible. He hung in the middle of the fence, limp, helpless, weak. He 

had to find the strength to push on. He couldn’t be discovered like this and he couldn’t 

die here. It would be embarrassing. He closed down into something small, trying to 

focus his strength. If he could just rest here a moment, he could gather some forces 

together and maybe find the power to stretch out and break through. Spikes from the 

plant were scratching him everywhere. Hod ignored them and focussed on finding his 

inner explosion. He counted slowly to himself, rock wallaby style, and then shot through 

with every last morsel of fibre he could muster.

He landed on soft, watered lawn and the repetitive sound of sprinklers. He pressed 

his head into the dampness and breathed. He sucked in moisture from the ground. Then 

he turned back to the fence to close it up behind him. He surely didn’t need a surprise 

visit from any mystery predators. He wound round the wires as best he could and made 

the fence at least look smooth to the eye again. Then, he dropped to the ground and 

sat, panting, trying to find his equilibrium. He turned to see where he had landed. And 

immediately wished he hadn’t.

He was nose to nose with a huge crocodile. She smiled at him—Why, hullo, there, 

said the croc—Who have we here? Oh, how rude I am. I’m forgetting myself. Let me 

introduce myself. I’m Shining Teeth. And you are?

Hod bit back his first retort, something impudent about smiling at a crocodile, and 
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shook himself into some semblance of politeness. What were the chances he’d heard 

about this crocodile before? Reasonably good, it seemed, because he had. He’d heard 

a lot about Shining Teeth. None of it was nice.

He wanted to be careful here; very, very careful. And, come to think of it, he 

wouldn’t even smile. Not at this particular crocodile.
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Chapter Two

Antenna slept at her desk. Her thin face squashed into her paws and dribble pooled by 

her cheek. The dark stripe under her eyes didn’t show the tear tracks. 

The computer desk hummed on with only one monitor operating. Bedlam Zoo’s 

media page was open at a recent story:

After the release of our very last numbat into the wild, Bedlam 

Zoo is proud to announce our exciting new consortium. Seven 

international zoos will work together to rebuild numbat populations. 

Bedlam Zoo will offer the very latest in high-technology breeding 

facilities. Experts hope the innovative program will extend the gene 

pool beyond the environmental bottleneck faced by Australia’s 

current wild numbat population and allow visitors to comprehend 

the conservation efforts of modern zoos.

Antenna woke up. She sucked in a thread of drool and snorted. Her eyes flickered and 

blinked open. She shook her head slowly in discomfort and tried to stretch out the crick 

in her neck. When she focussed on the screen in front of her she couldn’t help reading it 

again and her eyes welled with fresh tears.

Antenna was a numbat. In fact, Antenna was the very last numbat to whom 

Bedlam Zoo had offered the taste of freedom. Antenna wouldn’t be able to take part 

in that lovely media story, for that is what it was: a delicious, tempting, fairy story. 

Freedom? Freedom itself was sinking well below the sunset clause. For Antenna, 

freedom had sunk. Antenna snapped out of the Zoo’s website and shook herself into 

consciousness.

Her own chance at freedom had been a lie and her release had been into the very 

jaws (or rather, predatory beak) of gourmand death. Humans had controlled her bedtime 

right up until Hod’s funny little fire-bomb had finished Last Chance to Eat, a restaurant 

Ektek had discovered profiting from the fragrant sauce of vulnerability. Last Chance to 
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Eat had, finally, been barbecued by a rock wallaby. 

Now, she might well be free from the demands of public display, but Antenna 

was still caught in a trap. Her family were all dead. Her best friend was gone, killed in 

Last Chance to Eat. Antenna couldn’t feel more alone. She was an outcast. She had 

no home, no enclosure, no keeper, no place in the zoo. She couldn’t expect the ants 

to keep stealing food for her. One day soon, she would have to take responsibility for 

herself; she would have to leave the zoo, forever. Until then, however, she was shut in a 

cave system under a zoo that would soon feature a nest of incommunicable consortium 

numbats she would never even see. She shook her head. She had to snap out of it.

Antenna’s personal desktop featured an image of a possum with a long furry 

tail, large eyes and a white neck. This was Min, a Leadbeater’s possum. Min’s huge 

luminous eyes gleamed back at Antenna, willing her on, giving her strength to work. 

Antenna nodded at her. Today would be a day for Min. For Min’s memory.

This morning at sunrise, before the zoo’s human workers arrived, many of the 

zoo’s animals would escape. They wouldn’t go far. They would find their way through 

the intricate tunnels under the zoo to meet in the hangar cave. These were the animals 

that worked for Ektek. There was to be a memorial service for Min, an entomological 

tattoo, with massed beetles flying overhead and marching ants demonstrating their 

military precision.

Antenna dreaded this kind of formality but it did mean that the animals would have 

a chance to talk about Min. They would remember her achievements and why she had 

given her life. The Ektek community would reflect on why they were fighting and what 

every animal on the planet had to lose.

A darkling beetle quietly entered the room. He cleared his throat and coughed—

Antenna?

—I’m awake.

The beetle flew up to the control desk. It was Torque, senior security officer, in 

charge of the memorial service—Sun’s just coming up, Antenna. Beetles are ready. Just 

need the word.

Antenna moved quickly away from the desk and stood up—Thanks Torque, I’m 
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ready now. Have you seen Helmut?

—Could try the airship?

—Right. Thanks.

Torque flew beside Antenna as she walked out of her office and into the hangar.

—Didn’t mean to sleep so long, said Antenna.

—Sorry. Should have woken you earlier but …

—Not your fault.

—Thanks, Antenna. Won’t happen again. Not if everything goes according to plan, 

according to the way things ought to be …

Outside, the sky was brightening. Trees and shrubs were beginning to define as 

more than mere silhouettes. Antenna looked around at the already assembled animals 

and nodded. She glanced up at the tethered airship. It would certainly be a good 

viewing platform for the tattoo and she needed to talk to her elder: her mentor, and her 

friend, Helmut. He would know what had to be done for Ektek and for her own sake. 

He had known her father and he had known Min. Helmut would be sure to offer good 

advice.

—I’ll watch from up there. Give me a minnie. Antenna made her way up the ladder 

to the airship.

Torque nodded and flew back to give the word to the beetles. Show time.

In the airship, Antenna found Helmut slumped in the pilot’s seat, muttering to 

himself—Helmut? She reached out to touch his feathered back—Helmut?

The cassowary registered neither her touch nor that she’d spoken to him. Helmut 

seemed further away each day. He appeared to be aging visibly. His normally shiny, 

black feather cloak was grey and dusty. The blue skin on his neck seemed baggy, 

stretched and scaly. His eyes flicked in all directions, restless, never stopping for a 

moment. His chef’s cap of bone seemed taller and thinner too, as if it were growing 

gaunt with the rest of him—Where are the flowers of space? What do they look like? 

How many meteors does a living being need to survive?

—Meteors? What are you talking about? Helmut? It’s time. The beetles are flying 

over for Min’s memorial service. Did you remember? Are you up for a speech? Antenna 
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listened to his quiet muttering, tensed her lips and shook her head. She could make 

sense of some of his words but much was said quietly, under his breath, a continual 

seamless rant— … see the Milky Way? See Jupiter? See Mars? I hear you, my angel, I 

hear you and I shall save you and together we will be saved. Glorious will be the day we 

can be together, when we shall walk hand in hand through heaven …

—Helmut?

— … with me, my love. Oh, Zed, I long to be with you. My heart is aching with 

longing. Now that I’ve heard you I cannot wait to meet you. Zed is my light, my life and 

my hope. I give my all to Zed.

—Helmut. Look. The beetles …

The tattoo commenced. Antenna watched the solemn flyby with hundreds of Ektek 

beetles arranging in and out of formation. Ovals of glittering colour flashed into an 

avalanche of concentric stars that in turn transformed into a spiral that became a kind of 

tornado. It was an early morning firework display.

— … through the bent space, I hear you, oh most beautiful of voices, I hear you, 

my angel and my heartbeat. We will walk together by the rivers of Heaven, through the 

forests of wonderment. I will be with you, by Zed, and we shall journey through life and 

save the sick and the suffering and teach the high and low to love each other and care 

for each other and have eternal compassion …

—Helmut? I really need your help. Antenna tried to break through Helmut’s bizarre 

meditation—Please? Helmut?

More coleopterons than had names flew this day for Ektek; long bodied darkling 

beetles, scarab beetles, harlequin beetles, whirlygig beetles, jewel beetles with their 

lustrous metallic colours, and cumbersome dung beetles with their bulbous bodies and 

shovel noses all swirled; beside, in and out, through, making kaleidoscope patterns in 

the sky outside the window.

Tilting his head from side to side, seeing nothing, Helmut continued muttering— 

… wouldn’t I give if I had anything to give then I would because I’m dreaming of life in 

the air again when I can be with Zed. The righteous will be with Zed and the evil and 

thoughtless will drown in their own selfishness …
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A rapid volley of explosions shot across the sky; flat beetles with coppery red 

forequarters and metallic blue rears performed, firing off their own personal explosive 

discharges. These were bombardier beetles and they arched their stems and shot out 

hot mushroom clouds of white peroxide propulsion juice from their rear ends, one per 

beetle, in a synchronised pattern of both sound and vision.

At different times, brightly coloured click beetles fell to the ground. Then, clowning 

around, kicking and rocking on their backs, they began to spring upwards, spin and 

finally land on their feet, each accompanied by a clicking sound; a cacophony of clicking 

beetle fun.

—Helmut? Antenna stared ahead at the sky, knowing Helmut couldn’t hear her 

but determined to speak her mind, determined to make her feelings real, heard by 

someone, even if not understood—Did you hear, they’re bringing a new family of 

numbats into the zoo? What do you reckon? Numbats. That’s me. My kind and I’ll never 

be able to see them. I’ll never be able to talk to them. Antenna stared at him. Did he 

hear her at all?

—What do you think? I really need to talk to you. You’re the only one, except that I 

don’t know where you’ve gone. Helmut? Please? Can you hear me?

On the ground, masses of ants wheeled in marching patterns. Their little feet 

drummed on the dirt, creating a vibrating rhythm; the atmosphere pumped, energising 

and alerting all to the drill.

—Helmut? Antenna watched the ants and glanced at Helmut every now and then, 

shocked by the deterioration in his condition; it seemed both his physical and mental 

processes were damaged now. She wondered when he had last eaten. She realised 

he would not hear her; he could not hear her—Oh, Helmut. She tried to shake off her 

selfish need for his advice and turned to face the music.

As the sunrise tinted the sky, the beetles outside the airship rose and fell in circular 

formations. Watching their work made Antenna remember Min and her own father, 

Calaby. She so wished they both could have been there. She felt her father would have 

burst with pride.

Calaby had named Ektek after the twin tenets of ecology and technology. 
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Min’s mother had also been a part of the founding creatures. Together with the ants 

and the beetles, the founders had created technology that gave them the power of 

communication, not only with other animals but also, anonymously, with the one animal 

that denied its very animalism, human beings.

Min, Antenna’s childhood friend, was the last Leadbeater’s possum in captivity, 

and was probably the very last of her species. Everyone at Bedlam Zoo had been 

devastated when she had died so horribly in the restaurant. Especially Antenna. 

Antenna and Min had grown up together and, with a certain absconded yellow-footed 

rock wallaby, had been expected to take over the running of Ektek when the time came.

Now, all the responsibility was up to Antenna and she didn’t even formally live in 

the Zoo anymore.

Antenna looked over at the confused cassowary sitting in the pilot’s seat of the 

airship. Helmut, too, was one of the founders, a friend of Calaby and Antenna’s last 

connection to her father. Now, it seemed that he too had made his choice to leave, at 

least mentally.

—Helmut? I have to go but I’ll be back. Can you wait here?

—…white asteroids fling themselves into infinity. How can I reach you, Zed? I only 

want to be with you. She’s in my dreams. She’s all one, she’s the only one…

—Helmut? Stay. Antenna turned to leave. She paused when she got to the door 

and looked back at Helmut, wondering. How could she possibly help him? She had no 

idea. She left him, still muttering, and went down to meet the other creatures who had 

been watching the tattoo. She saw Zip first.

Antenna stood next to the bare-backed fruit bat who nodded a greeting and 

asked—Helmut?

—Not available.

Zip looked at her—Still sitting in the pilot’s seat, crying?

—Does everyone know?

—Anyone who looked.

—We have to get him to the vet.

—‘Course.
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—I must congratulate the beetles first.

—Go. I’ll be here.

—Thank Zed for that!

They grinned at each other as they moved off separately to join the performers.

A susurration of applause smattered across the landing area as the ants and 

beetles reached the hangar cave. They broke ranks and moved haphazardly, full of 

adrenalin, looking for friends and chatting heartily about successful manoeuvres and 

near misses. There was no doubt. Their invertebrate tattoo was a spectacular success.
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Chapter Three

Water sprinklers continued their rhythmic arcs of flashing silver in the dawn as the 

crocodile smiled at her guest—Nice of you to drop in; Hod, is it? Hod. Lovely name. 

Shining Teeth smiled at Hod, still nose to nose.

Hod made a slight movement backwards but she was too quick for him. She 

edged her snout even closer, pressing into his nose—Oh, no, no, no. Surely you’re 

not thinking of going? Not when you’ve only just arrived? Do stay. We’re about to find 

ourselves a volunteer. Hang on, just need to check something. Shining Teeth swung 

away from Hod and shouted—Is everyone here clear on the role of volunteer?

Hod assessed his position. He already knew he’d left the frying pan. Well, then. 

This must be the fire.

He took in a deep breath and shook his head slightly as if waking himself up. He 

was in parkland. It did not, however, feel at all peaceful. A warning tinge of red blushed 

in the sky.

He could see expansive lawns and lush leaves like great wide welcoming fans 

on the surrounding embracing trees. But the atmosphere itself, framed and charged by 

four more crocodiles, was not welcoming. They poised, like weird, knotted log benches, 

around the edge of a motley and quivering group of native Australian animals.

Wallabies of assorted extraction, lizards and wombats clustered up close together. 

Everyone looked very, very nervous. It seemed many of the cages of the sanctuary had 

been emptied for the assembly. The crocs, for the main, remained still and quiet but 

when they moved so much as a toenail, so much as an eyelid, so much as the tip of a 

tail, the kangaroos flinched, the possums cringed and the horseshoe bats squashed 

in just that bit tighter to their neighbours. No one wanted to be on the edge of this 

particular gathering.

Shining Teeth walked in, too close, to the pack and walked around some more. 

She looked them over in a friendly, concerned sort of way. Sardines in a can had more 

gaps between them than had this bunch of survivors in a sanctuary—I see I’m going 

to have to repeat myself, given our new visitor.  She smiled graciously at Hod—That’s 
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right, Hod. Come right on in. Make yourself at home. Listen, friends, and I’ll go through 

it one more time. We’re on a mission, my lovely sisters and I. We’re trying to find a 

group of animals that owe us for … well, let’s just say they … owe us. Our search has 

not been straightforward, however. We’ve found in the last couple of weeks it’s been 

a bit difficult getting around town in a group. People tend to notice us, especially when 

we’re chewing on their leg. Sadly, it’s just not safe for us. Not for any of us crocs. So, 

we thought, hey, why not send a messenger. Find out where Ektek is, and then we can 

sneak in and visit them under the radar, if you get my drift. See what I mean? That’s 

where the volunteer comes in. The volunteer is one of you; a nice, unobtrusive creature, 

who can travel without much attention, find Ektek’s headquarters and then tell us the 

address. That’s not much to ask, is it? Got that?  Shining Teeth scanned the crowd with 

her gleaming orange eyes—Who’s up for a bit of infiltration?

Silence.

The creatures shivered collectively and suddenly Shining Teeth opened her mouth 

and snapped up a skinny little water dragon. He immediately fainted. The lizard was 

unconscious and drooping when Shining Teeth spat him out—I hate to talk with my 

mouth full. I really do. Jata? Could you take over?

Shining Teeth paused to see Jata nod and then she scooped the water dragon 

back up into her mouth. The creature flopped like a wet tea towel in her picket-fence 

maw. Shining Teeth flicked her head and spat the little dragon up, up, up, into the rising 

sunglare. As the water dragon curved and turned in a slow arc back downwards, she 

opened her mouth. The dragon fell with a soft sound into her waiting gob. Shining Teeth 

snapped her jaw shut and chewed.

The assembled creatures drew in a shocked gasp and shrank even more closely 

together.

Shining Teeth finished chomping and gulped; water dragon all gone—Nice. 

Appetiser. Tasty. She smiled and, without a warning, grabbed again, a little round 

bandicoot. It was clear one of its forearms was bent, deformed in some way. The 

bandicoot yelled with alarm. It wriggled and jumped as best it could while Shining Teeth 

maintained her smile, keeping a light hold on her little morsel. Muffled hooting continued 
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from between her teeth as Jata beamed round at the group—I think what Shining Teeth 

is trying to say, is that, if we don’t get a volunteer, each creature will get to be a meal. Is 

that right, Shining Teeth? Yup. She’s nodding. That’s right.

Hod walked forward slowly as the rest of the animals digested what she’d said. 

Hod could see the animals all thinking the same thoughts. Not have a meal? No. Be 

a meal. Right. That’s not good. No. Don’t want to be a meal. Want to have a meal. 

Definitely. That’s what most of those creatures were thinking. That’s what Hod was 

thinking, too.

Hod went straight to Shining Teeth—Put the bandicoot down.

Shining Teeth said—Mmmmfff? and looked at Jata.

Jata said—I think she means ‘I beg your pardon?’ Is that it? Did you say, ‘I beg 

your pardon?’

Shining Teeth growled and shook her head.

—Too polite? Jata said—You mean, you just said, ‘What?’ Like that? Rudely? 

‘What?’

Shining Teeth said—Mmmmmfff, and swung her mouthful up and down in an 

agreeable way.

—This is a sanctuary. Put down the bandicoot, said Hod—I’ll volunteer.

Shining Teeth spat out the little stripy creature. There wasn’t a cut on him but he 

was slimy with spit. He lay on the ground momentarily disorientated before he jumped 

up, honking—Crikey, golly, let me at ‘em, I’ll give her what-for ... 

Hod looked down at him and pushed him not too gently with his great big wallaby 

foot—Take a rest, honker.

The bandicoot shut up, squeezed in with the others and curled into a ball next to a 

wombat, only occasionally snuffling in outrage. Then Hod turned away, left the huddled 

animals and went over to a nearby low brick wall. He sat down and leaned back on the 

wall, clearly expecting the croc to follow him.

Shining Teeth looked over at Jata and then to the other members of the croc 

harem. She had some reluctance to deal with someone as arrogant as this wallaby. 

Didn’t he have any idea who they were? What they were? Why wasn’t he as scared of 
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them as the others?

Shining Teeth dragged her huge hulk over to Hod and lowered her long frame to 

the ground beside him with a bump—I suppose I should thank you, volunteer, but I don’t 

know how.

Hod had no intention of making it easy for her. He looked into the distance. After a 

decent pause he added, carelessly—Doesn’t surprise me.

—You’re a cheeky bastard, aren’t you? You might want to mind your manners. 

Shining Teeth replied—No time to waste. Down to business. Ever heard of Ektek?

Hod apparently still had not a care in the world. He took his time answering—

Everyone’s heard of Ektek.

—Have they, now?

—Everyone’s born knowing those stories. Ecology, technology, great legends ...

—You’ll be surprised to know they actually exist, said Shining Teeth.

—Is that right?

—Yes. And I’ve met them.

—All of them?

—Just a couple. Came in a plane.

—What were they like?

—Big bird. Cockatoo maybe. Black. Pale black. What’s that called?

—Grey?

—Is it? Shining Teeth wasn’t used to accepting knowledge from others—Grey? 

She looked at the fluffy creature sideways. He confused her. Why wasn’t he scared of 

her?

—Sure. Pale black is grey, said Hod.

—Grey bird and a frog. Tiny, tiny frog. Activists. Joke, eh?

—Eh.

—Yeah. Who’d’a’ thought? Shining Teeth couldn’t work this fluffy renegade 

out at all. Was he being sarcastic? She stared at Hod, waiting for something clearly 

disrespectful, watching for the proof of his complete madness.

Hod, for his part, took his time playing innocent. He was the picture of someone 
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who would do all he could to assist the poor crocodiles in their distress—That’s Ektek?

—Yeah. A frog. In an aeroplane. Wild, eh?

—So? Hod simply couldn’t be more unconcerned—What happened?

—Doesn’t matter what happened. What matters is you go and find them.

—You want me to go out into the world and find Ektek. A frog in a plane.

—Couldn’t be more straightforward than that.

—Couldn’t it?

—Right. We seem to have a deal. Better get on with it. As for us, this sanctuary 

isn’t feeling so good. No place to hide. Shining Teeth got to her feet—I’ll go and ask 

these miserable creatures if they know anywhere else we can stay.

—You could, said Hod.

—That’s right. No doubt I will.

—Or I could.

—You could?

—I’m not sure your approach is very effective. Are you?

—You don’t think my approach is very effective. My approach.

—You know what you want. I can get it for you. If you ask, they’ll freeze. Seem 

petrified already to me. Do you really think you’ll get much out of them?

—Listen, wallaby. I don’t know why, but I’m going to agree with you. I’m going to let 

you talk to them. But any sign of a trick and you’re dinner. On toast. Understand?

Hod looked her squarely in the eyes. He saw the flames of the dog he’d made go 

woof. The croc’s eyes were the same colour and they burnt but Hod didn’t flinch—So? 

You need a place to stay. Anything else?

—Food. And then you’ll go find Ektek for us. Right?

Hod listened to the deep voice of Shining Teeth with his eyes on the increasing 

daylight and he nodded—Whatever. He moved to the terrified group of creatures and 

spoke—She’s asked me to speak on her behalf. I know we’re all scared but …

—You’re not.

Hod acknowledged the possum with a nod. He was, of course, shit-scared, but 

there was no point in freaking out when he needed to concentrate on survival—We’re 
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all scared. The crocs need some food. They need somewhere out of sight to rest. Any 

ideas?

—Then what?

—Then they’ll leave us alone.

The little slimed bandicoot honked and then spoke up—This ain’t actually where I 

sling me hook normally, see …

Hod stared—What’re you doing here, then?

—Ah… bit delicate …

—Undercover?

—In a manner of speaking …

—Where do you live?

—Nearby. Close. Easy walk. Thing is, I can get them food and I can get them out 

of here but we can’t muck around.

Hod looked at the group and dismissed them—You creatures got cages to go 

to? All the animals dispersed, remarkably quickly, leaving the bandicoot and the crocs 

facing Hod. The crocs flicked uncertain looks at each other but Shining Teeth had 

decided this Hod was capable enough. She nodded at the bandicoot—Show us the 

food.

The bandicoot led them to the food station, a brick building near the centre of the 

parkland. He broke in easily, climbing onto a wall to reach the door lock and using a key 

he found hidden in a flowerpot.

The crocodiles shifted restlessly. They were very, very hungry.

Hod entered the kitchen with the little bandicoot who pointed to the freezer—

Reckon you could get that opened? Hod struggled for a bit and eventually opened 

the lid. He surveyed the piles of food, unable to distinguish between the colourful 

wrappings—What are you thinking?

—Croc lollipops.

—Huh?

—There. See? Frozen chickens all round? Ought to keep their mouths shut while 

we’re on the road. See if you can roll ‘em out.
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Hod and the bandicoot kept the crocs busy as they tipped out five frozen chickens 

and rolled them to the door. The crocodiles looked absurd, each holding a heavy frozen 

lump in their jaws. Hod looked over to the bandicoot as they shut the feed station door 

again and left, quickly and quietly—Like your style, honker.

—Right back at ‘cha, said the little bandicoot.

—Name’s Hod. You?

—FJ.

—FJ. All right, FJ. Got a plan?

—No. You?

—No.

—Room to move, then. FJ spoke hopefully—That’s something, isn’t it?

—Nup, said Hod—That’s nothing. We’ve got nothing at all.

—They don’t have to know that.

—Zed. Do you never give up?

—Never.
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Chapter Four

I

After the thrill of the tattoo, ants and beetles mingled together on the forecourt of the 

Ektek hangar area. The blended colours and shapes mixed into a brilliant moving 

mosaic. Behind the excited throng, three chimpanzees climbed the rope-ladder to the 

airship.

In the bridge, Helmut was a wreck; his neck unsteady, his eyes unfocussed, still 

gabbling— … time to go, my darling one. I’ll see you in heaven. I’ll bring you a bouquet 

of comets. I’ll find you. I’ll recognise you at once and we’ll come home to heaven. It will 

be beautiful in …

The three chimpanzees lined up to watch him. Two of the chimps were bigger. 

Both of these were male and appeared to be restraining the smaller female. She studied 

Helmut closely. She recognised a snapped mind when she saw one.

The males conferred—Don’t think we’re going to get anywhere with this guy.

—Come on, Chimera. We got to go. Antenna’s not here.

—But we only just got here. Chimera smiled at Helmut. She played cute and coy 

and moved slightly toward him in a sashaying curtsey. The burly males moved after her. 

They held onto her arms.

—Take me with you, Granddad. You need someone to look after you, don’t you, I 

can see that.

The guards tightened their hold and immediately she reacted, struggling 

pathetically, checking over her shoulder to see if Helmut had noticed her. He hadn’t, of 

course.

She said, softly—Ow, that hurt me, boys, and then she cried, fetchingly. The tears 

filled up her eyes and ran down her face and dripped onto her fur.

The males were not impressed—Come on, come on.

—Not interested, sweetheart.

—Pull yourself together.

—We’ve seen your crap acting before.
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Chimera gathered herself together with a big sniff and wiped her nose on the arm 

of a big, muscular hairy guard. He flinched and looked down at the snail trail in disgust. 

She looked up at her captors, flickering her eyelashes—Can’t we all sit down and talk 

to the nice bird for a little while? He seems lost. Don’t you, Helmut? I’ve heard so much 

about you. Aren’t you, like, the leader here?

The cassowary appeared completely unaware of the chimpanzees. He continued 

blithering— … Lonely … In trouble … Starving. Deep space … Cold. Up there by 

herself … All she wants … Get back to earth … Has to happen ...

—Well? What’s stopping you? Why don’t you go and see her? I’ll come too. I can 

help. I could look after you. Hey, we could just go off together. You don’t need her if I’m 

around to take care of you …

—That’s it. The larger chimpanzee looked over to his partner and they nodded. It 

was time to leave. He turned to Helmut—Sorry to disturb you, Helmut. We won’t take 

any more of your time.

The two guards took firm hold of Chimera and urged her on—Come on, Chimera.

—Let’s find Antenna.

—We’re leaving.

—Gee, that’s such a shame. Be seeing ya, Helmut! See ya in heaven!

The two males dragged the female towards the door and pushed her down the 

rope ladder again, one guard in front and the other behind—Get going. There’s no 

sympathy for your act here, said one guard.

—By Zed, you’d think you’d leave it alone now. You don’t have to stir everyone you 

meet just for fun, said the other.

Chimera swayed on the ladder. She fluttered her eyelashes at no one in particular. 

It was just her way—Why not? She climbed down a few more rungs and looked out over 

the assembled Ektek creatures below her—What have I got to lose?

II

The hangar still bustled with creatures congratulating each other on a fantastic fly-past. 
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The beetles were shiny with pride. The zoo creatures hadn’t seen anything like it – ever. 

Ants rushed over to congratulate their friends. Tiny hands clapped tiny backs. It had 

been a great show. Well worth all that work; all those rehearsals. All judged the tattoo to 

be a triumph.

Spark, a young Christmas beetle and security apprentice, ran over to Antenna, 

closely followed by his master, Torque—Antenna? Did you see me? 

—I did, Spark, I did. I was up in the airship. Antenna indicated the huge craft, 

tethered at the mouth of the cavern.

Spark looked up at the machine—Did it look cool from up there?

—It did.

—Did Helmut like it?

—Yeah, Spark. I think so.

—Couldn’t really tell, though, could you? I mean, he’s not really all there, is he.

—That’s enough of your lip, young collie. Torque wheeled the young beetle out of 

the way—Cheeky young larva. You hold your mandible unless spoken to, or else.

—That’s okay, Torque, said Antenna—Well done. Please congratulate the stage 

management team for me.

—Who’ll be giving the speech, Antenna? Is it to be Helmut?

—Helmut’s not …

—Not quite up to it. No. No, of course not. Well then. Who else is there? Torque 

studied Antenna carefully—Who do all the creatures look up to? Who knows everything 

about everything that goes on? Torque waited for Antenna to catch up. When she didn’t 

he added—What about you? You could do it.

—Me?

—That’s right, Antenna. Torque nodded—You. Someone’s got to bring everyone 

together and you are perfectly capable. You’re the one.

Spark agreed—Yeah, Antenna, you could do it!

This comment earned Spark a tap on the head from Torque’s antennae—Did I ask 

for your opinion, raw novice?

—No but …
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—Well? Keep it to yourself, if you please. Honestly. You’re more trouble than my 

job’s worth. Torque turned back to Antenna—Antenna. The creatures need to hear 

some reassurances. They need to hear from you. You’re their senior leader now.

—I am?

—You are.

—This is too much. Antenna bowed her head, thought for a bit and then 

straightened. It was true. Someone had to speak to all these animals about the fallen 

ones, not just in the past, but the animals that continued to fall; and might fall, even yet. 

She sighed and then stood straighter.

She moved forward, carefully avoiding the ants still milling around underfoot and 

took up position on a rostrum usually used for fixing the small steam car. She waited 

momentarily and watched until the creatures realised she was there. Torque and Spark 

moved amongst the crowd, shushing and pointing her out. Other creatures hushed each 

other. She waited until she had their attention. This was a serious duty. Min’s memory, 

Hod’s desertion and Helmut’s mental defection weighed deep in her. She looked at the 

strange mix of creatures in front of her and began—Thank you, Ektek. Friends. Thank 

you all for being here today to remember Min. I’d like to thank the beetles for their 

extraordinary display. Ektek is proud to count such skilled piloting and loyal fellowship 

on our team. The ants, too, revealed their wonderful marching technique with precision 

and good humour. I am only glad that we can see those talents put to use in the name 

of celebration; celebrating a life lived among us. Today we are here because one of us, 

one of Ektek, one of our own, has fallen. Her name was Min.

Antenna took a deep breath. Some of her listeners wondered if she was going 

to be able to finish … She straightened her spine and continued—Min was our last 

Leadbeater’s possum, Min was our fairy possum and Min was our head engineer. Min 

was my best friend. It is Min’s life that we commemorate with all your dazzling skills in 

the dawn.

Together with our beetle and ant ancestors, Ektek was founded by a group of 

animals in the Australian section of this zoo. Gradually, those original animals, our 

parents, have gone. We give thanks to all of them for their vision and their hard work in 
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the beginning and their inspiration that keeps us fuelled and ready to help any animal 

in need. Now, far too early, we must also farewell Min. My friend Min was a delicate 

creature of the night and of the forest. She was the last known of her species, which 

was why she had become so valuable to humans.

—Who’s going to be next? A voice came from the back of the crowd. Antenna 

didn’t understand the question. In fact, she was amazed to have been interrupted at all. 

She squinted up over the group.

Torque lifted his head and tried to place the voice. Could he recognise it? Spark 

took off and flew around the group, trying to find who had spoken.

Antenna gazed at the animals, nonplussed. Many of the creatures turned, 

following her gaze, looking to see who had spoken.

—The next? The next what? asked Antenna—Head engineer? She couldn’t 

imagine the speaker was asking who would be the next to die. Surely none of the 

creatures here wanted to think about that now? They all knew there would be a next 

to die. They were endangered, after all. Everyone would die; sooner rather than later, 

probably. But it wasn’t something you brought up in the middle of a memorial speech, 

was it? Antenna stared at the animals blankly, totally confused.

Still unidentified, the voice shouted again—Nah, nah, nah, nah; the faunal 

emblem?

This, she wasn’t expecting—The faunal emblem? repeated Antenna, none the 

wiser.

—Yeah, nah, you know, how Leadbeater’s possum was the faunal emblem? Well, 

they gotta get a new species, right? They won’t want an extinct species as an emblem, 

will they?

—Yeah, too embarrassing for them, ain’t it, chimed in another voice.

—Way, way too embarrassing… How could they have killed the last of their very 

own faunal emblem? How out of control are they?

Antenna looked around desperately through the hubbub of agreement and derision 

and lifted her voice up a level—It’s nothing to do with us, she said—We’re here today … 

—Yes, it is. The crowd shifted and still no one in particular could be identified as 
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the speaker.

Antenna was beginning to get annoyed. She felt that the dignity of the moment, 

the cherished memory of her friend, was besmirched—It is for human governments to 

decide.

—It’s on their website. Says so on the sign outside the nocturnal house. Have a 

look. It’ll tell you. It’s worth your while being the faunal emblem. 

Antenna looked for a way to end this debacle—It’s not really the time or place to 

talk about this.

—When is?

—Let her finish, shouted Torque.

Antenna glanced gratefully at him and then looked down at the crowd—We can 

talk about it, of course, but this is a time for Min.

—Well, who would she want to take over, then? came another interjection.

Antenna held up her forepaw and raised her voice yet again—We can never know. 

We’re supposed to be thinking of her and her achievements; how she came to know 

so much about engines and computers and how she was able to fix even the most 

complex systems, such as our satellite link, which keeps us connected to the rest of the 

world. I don’t know what we’ll do without her.

—What about the tiger quoll?

—What?

—The tiger quoll’d make a great faunal emblem.

—Yeah! You would say that, Carney! another voice interrupted—You are a tiger 

quoll!

A titter of general amusement arose and then, another, deeper, voice was heard—I 

reckon diamond pythons are better suited to represent the state …

—Everyone knows it’s going to be the corroboree frog.

—It is?

—Antenna? One of the large male chimpanzees spoke sternly from the very edge 

of the crowd, nearest to the rostrum where Antenna stood. She looked around anxiously 

at the sound of the commanding tone.
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—Yes? said Antenna, almost glad for an interruption that didn’t  concern faunal 

emblems.

The three chimpanzees stood together to one side of the crowd. Chimera was 

posing and smiling at various creatures. Her guards watched her, nonplussed. She was 

incorrigible, really she was.

One of the males said—We’ve got a problem.

—Yes?

—We’re sorry, but we’ve waited long enough.

The other male stepped forward and added—We need to talk with you, privately.

—Okay, wait. Antenna turned back to the crowd and raised her voice again—Well, 

thank you, to all our beetles and to our ant squadrons ... 

Her erstwhile audience had by now broken into individuals and each clump of 

creatures was completely absorbed in their separate discussions. They paid Antenna no 

heed at all as she finished— … and thanks to you, Min, wherever you are. We will never 

forget. Thanks, everyone. Antenna got down from the rostrum and immediately the hum 

of conversation closed over where she had been, like bubbles in a creek.

—There’s a lot to recommend being a faunal emblem, the sooty owl, Sweep, 

hooted as Antenna finished speaking.

Thumper the long-footed potoroo, agreed—Good publicity ...

—You get to be on stamps …

— … tea towels …

— … official government greeting cards …

—Yeah, and you get, said Rick, the Orbost spiny crayfish— … a breeding 

program.

The crowd found this most amusing.

—Why’re you interested in that? Carney was laughing with the rest of them—Ya 

dreaming if ya reckon anyone would want to breed with you.

—I heard they’ll be making a new state-of-the-art enclosure to really try to save the 

species after they stuffed up the Leadbeater’s possum, said Spill, the diamond python.

—Yeah! I heard that, too, said another.
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—It’s more than that, ain’t it. You get a chance to become an icon.

—What’s an icon?

—Why, iconic, of course.

—Iconic? 

—Is that good?

—Iconic is very, very good. Everyone wants to be iconic. Trust me. If corroboree 

frogs get to be the emblem, all we’ll hear about is corroboree frogs. Everything is going 

to go black and yellow and froggy. You just wait and see.

As the hubbub of faunal emblem discussion continued amongst the creatures of 

Ektek, Antenna approached the chimpanzees who were waiting patiently. She sighed 

when she recognised Chimera. She had guessed the deputation might be about this 

particular beast—Hi, guys. What’s happening?

—Thanks for your time, Antenna. We’ve got to talk to you about …

— … her. The larger chimpanzee moved his head to indicate Chimera. The two 

males drew Chimera away from the tempting faunal emblem discussions and pushed 

her towards Antenna—We’ve just had enough, Antenna. Something’s got to give.

Chimera, whose attention had drifted to the iconic arguments in the background, 

sucked in an affronted gasp—Oh, at least you could speak to me personally! It’s so 

rude talking about creatures in front of them. I am here, after all! There’s no need to be 

impolite, is there?

The two burly chimpanzees stood on either side of her and held her arms. 

Chimera was smiling like a beauty queen but then, Antenna had met her before and had 

never been particularly impressed. The male chimpanzees were well over Chimera and 

shook her—Oh, will you just be quiet for once in your life?

One of the males said to Antenna—She’s got to go.

—We all met and decided. She can’t stay with us any more.

—There’s been that many arguments. She just creates divisions and conflict…

—She’s been trouble from the very beginning.

Antenna nodded. She’d heard. She looked at the three chimps and took a breath 

as she wondered what to do.
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But she didn’t have the time to wonder long.

—Antenna! Antenna! Zip shouted as she ran—Antenna!

—What now? Antenna muttered under her breath.

—It’s Helmut! Zip shouted—Look! No! Look up! Up!

Antenna stepped back and looked up. Outside the hangar, up in the air, the airship 

was moving. Helmut seemed to have cast off the craft and was leaving the hangar area.

Zip said—He’s loosed the ropes from the ship rather than untying from the ground.

Antenna shouted back at Zip—How will he be able to tie up anywhere?

—There’s rope on board. At least, there was when I last looked. He’ll be able to 

land, wherever he goes.

—But where’s that? He’s got no supplies. He’s got no food! He can’t go off by 

himself! He’s confused! We’ve got to stop him! Antenna ran behind Zip who quickly 

jumped up and took to the air. She watched as Zip caught up with the airship. Zip 

tapped on the bridge window as the airship continued on its relentless way. She shouted 

and flapped her wings loudly. She fluttered around the airship. She tried getting into the 

lower entrance as well as the normal door way but Helmut had apparently had enough 

foresight to bar the entry points and would not meet Zip’s eye as she fluttered around 

the airship.

Scattered across the Ektek grounds, Antenna and the other creatures looked up, 

shading their eyes with their paws or their tails. Some of the beetles had also taken to 

their wings, giving the airship a tinsel trail, but they could not catch up. The air was filled 

with much calling and shouting and calamity.

The airship floated further away. Zip followed for some distance, swooping 

around and over the craft, to no avail. She flew back down to Antenna and landed 

breathlessly—He completely ignored me. It was as if he couldn’t see me or hear me. 

He’s focussed on something, I don’t know what. I couldn’t stop him. I couldn’t get on 

board. I had to let him go.

—He’s on a mission, said Chimera—A mission from Zed.

Antenna looked from the airship to Chimera and then at the male chimpanzees. 

They shrugged and one of them said—He was in a pretty bad way when we went up 



34         EKTEK002

looking for you.

—Yeah, said the other—It’s amazing he managed to get going at all.

Antenna turned to Zip—Get Bash and Crawf. We’ll have to use the wingship.

—Right away, Antenna. Zip took off in search of the flying team.

Antenna turned back to the trio of chimps—As for you, Chimera, I’m sorry. It’ll have 

to be the machine cage.

—What? A cage? Can this be true? My fellow animal is about to imprison me?

—It’s perfectly safe. It’s a lockable area where we keep heavy machines used for 

metal work.

—I can’t believe it. You, of all creatures, putting me in prison? Prison. Do you 

understand what that means?

—Chimera. We live in a zoo. We are all incarcerated. Antenna smiled at her—After 

all, in what sense is any of us free?

The two males looked at each other and nodded—Ought to be prison.

—Too right.

—Best place for her.

—Bleeding drama queen.

—I’m sorry, Chimera. Antenna looked at the chimpanzee—I have to hear the 

complaint against you. I’ll let you out as soon as I can.

—You better keep an eye on her, Antenna. The two males spoke sotto voce; 

warning her—I wouldn’t let her out, ever. Throw away the key.

—You don’t want to take any chances.

Antenna acknowledged their fears with a small nod. She knew. She turned to 

Chimera—This way. Antenna led the way to a part of the hangar off where there was 

a gate in a metal grid wall. At her eye level, Antenna found the key hanging on the wall 

by the door and, with some difficulty, unlocked a padlock. The door opened with an 

underused screech. The two male chimps walked Chimera in and peeled her off their 

arms. She started to cry, glimpsing out from her damp lashes to see if she was having 

any effect.

The two guards slid out of the cage and Chimera was left inside. She crumpled 
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into a dramatic, sodden heap. She sniffed and sobbed.

Antenna snapped the lock over the doorway and hung the key back on its hook. 

Antenna and the two guards left Chimera without a backward glance.

Chimera continued to sniff but she lifted her head to check the coast was clear. 

When her shrewd eyes judged the others had gone, she stopped sniffing and looked 

around her new home. What she saw there did not impress her; just machines, tools 

and other stuff for fixing machines. She got up and walked around the small enclosure, 

her hands trailing over containers of connectors, tins of paint and oil, and hard metal 

surfaces. Then she looked at the door. She moved along the fence line. Her long thin 

fingers reached through the bars and down to where she supposed the key hung on the 

wall. It was just beyond her grasp.

—Blatta? Chimera whispered to no one in particular—You there?

—Yip, came a little beetle-ish reply.

—Give us a hand.

Two antennae waved through Chimera’s hair and rose up to reveal a small brown 

cockroach standing to attention—’Sup, boss?

—Swing us over the key, would you?

—Key?

—Over there. Come on. What’re ya waiting for? Hurry up. Chimera raised her 

hand and Blatta jumped onto her waiting palm. Chimera transferred the cockroach 

carefully onto the wall near the key. Blatta took one look and gave a quiet whistle. This 

caused Chimera’s hair to shimmy until the rest of her roach family was revealed. About 

twenty cockroaches of all ages and sizes watched as Chimera raised her hand again 

and they were all transported to the wall. They formed a chain gang and heaved against 

the key—Yip, yip, yip, said the cockroaches as they worked together—Yip, yip, yip.

Chimera reached and finally found purchase with her fingertips. She swung the 

key into her cell—Thanks, guys.

The cockroaches busied themselves, unscrewing the hook out of the wall and 

moving it closer for Chimera’s convenience. They replaced the hook and smoothed over 

the wall. With a little bit of cockroach spit and polish, no one would ever notice that the 
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small but crucial change had been made.

Chimera easily unlocked the padlock, opened the door and shuddered as the 

rusty screech sounded out. She spun around and, looking quickly through the items on 

the shelf, found a small container of machine oil. She oiled the hinges on the door and 

swung the door to and fro. Silently. Smoothly. Mission accomplished.

Quietly she put the oilcan back on its shelf. She locked the padlock again and 

found she could easily hang the key back on the wall. Well, well, well. She held out her 

hand for the cockroach family to return to her warm and comfortable fur.

After they had trooped back on board and everyone was comfy again, she leaned 

back against the machine table and looked at her fingernails. How annoying. Her left 

little finger showed a tiny crack. She nibbled at it.  She was in no hurry. No hurry at all.
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Chapter Five

I

—It’s not that I’m impatient, bandicoot. It’s just that we haven’t got all day. Shining 

Teeth was lying. She was impatient. Even her best friends would tell you she was 

always impatient, even on a good day. Just now, she was frothing keen to be leaving, 

which made her doubly impatient. She was raging against her confinement. She was 

the most impatient she’d ever been.

The sun was well up. Shining Teeth had no desire for her family to be found in the 

middle of a sanctuary enclosure by people with experience trapping crocodiles. She had 

a responsibility to the harem. They had to keep moving.

Just this one little bandicoot holding them up. She would have breathed fire if she 

could. Her breath was so bad that Hod imagined it could well have been flammable. He 

thought momentarily about the matches in his messenger bag and shrugged that off as 

a really bad idea. Luckily the bag was on the other side of the fence, out of temptation’s 

way.

FJ, the Eastern barred bandicoot, struggled with the wire lacing—Crikey! he 

honked under his breath.

The five crocodiles and Hod waited by the fence. It was the same place Hod had 

used to break into the sanctuary. Hod made his way as close to the wire as the spikey 

plants would allow—Do you want me to have a go? It was me that wired it up like that.

FJ flashed him a doubtful look—Um, this is how I always get in. I’ll be right, ta.

—We found it useful, too, said Shining Teeth.

The crocodiles were crowding FJ. He was feeling claustrophobic. He honked again 

but that didn’t stop them asking him stupid questions.

—So? Where do you live?

—Hang on a tick …

—And there’ll be room there?

—For all of us?

—Um … With a breath of relief, FJ finally cracked open the wire macramé—Too 
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right. It seemed to take an incredibly long time as he carefully let everyone out and re-

laced the fence after them.

Hod retrieved his messenger bag and joined the strange team as they journeyed 

across the carpark; five crocs, a yellow-footed rock wallaby and an Eastern barred 

bandicoot. They moved through the bush for some distance before they came to 

another long line of high fence.

FJ glanced round at Hod and nodded. This was it. A rotting miasma hung over the 

area. FJ didn’t seem to notice and the crocs almost perked up when they smelled it but 

Hod could hardly breathe. He bent lower and choked on swells of nausea.

FJ stopped by the fence and looked around. The coast was clear. He bent down to 

work again. They continued into the area through a similar lacing of fence wires.

—I’ve got a place where I think you’ll be safe. FJ led them into a maze of laneways 

through the wasteland. It was piled high with knotted together rubbish of all descriptions. 

The sun shed further light on heaps of plastic bags, furnishings smashed together 

with twine, broken cars and mattresses. It was a nightmare township, a sordid human 

rubbish tip.

Somewhere near the middle of this heap of waste was an expanse of concrete 

walls. It too was fenced off but the bandicoot paused momentarily before pointing to a 

gap in the fence. He looked at Shining Teeth and the other crocs—There you go. Home 

sweet home away from home.

The crocs looked at each other. There certainly looked to be space. Bare, cold, 

concrete space. It wasn’t inviting, by any means, but it looked safe.

—What’s the catch? Jata looked at Shining Teeth.

—Is it a trap? Damura started to move backwards.

—Who lives here? said Shining Teeth and looked around at her reptile family.

FJ shook his head in response.

The crocs didn’t believe him—No one? said Jata.

—Nup.

—Why not? said Grater.

—Not a clue, said FJ—We’ve always lived near here. Our family did. Way back 
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before this was built. We liked where we were.

—Maybe it’s the Feng Shui? said Hod.

—Feng what?

—Never mind.

—There’s water inside, added FJ.

—Really? said Grater as if this was the best news she’d had all day, which may 

have been the truth.

—Not my scene, said FJ.

—I’m sold. Nice swim sounds perfect. I’m in. Jata went into the building, closely 

followed by Damura.

Grater looked askance at FJ—So, what’s with the no swimming?

—Bandicoots don’t like swimming.

—Weird. Grater and Asunder proceeded to enter the concrete bunker area to join 

Jata and Damura. Soon the four crocs stood in a line looking at FJ, Hod and Shining 

Teeth through the fence.

Unsurprisingly, FJ seemed to want to leave them there as quickly as he could—

Righto. Glad it suits. Don’t think you’ll get any unwanted visitors here. Toodle-oo. When 

FJ turned to go, the croc grabbed hold of his bent little leg in her great big teeth—

Crikey!

—Not so fast, sonny, said Shining Teeth—Don’t think you’re getting away that 

easy. The girls can have a bit of a rest, but you and me, we’re stuck together. Can’t wait 

to meet the rest of the family. Couldn’t come all this way without saying hullo, could we?

—Excuse me, Shining Teeth?

Shining Teeth was annoyed at the interruption. She swung round to sneer at 

Hod—What?

—Thought you were going to leave this to me? said Hod.

—Oh, we are. We are, said Shining Teeth as she gently released FJ—But, you 

know, events have made me cautious. Only reasonable, don’t you think? She turned to 

the harem—You girls stay. Relax. Have a swim. I’ll be back soon, and then she smiled 

at FJ and Hod—On we go.
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FJ and Hod shared a look. Nothing for it. 

—Right you are. Follow me. FJ continued his trek through the stinking rubbish with 

Hod and Shining Teeth close behind.

II

The sun was overhead by the time the small parade marched through the rubbish tip; 

FJ in the lead, then Hod and finally Shining Teeth walked unsteadily through the refuse. 

They were tired to the point of stumbling. It had been a long morning for all of them. FJ 

stopped by a rusty old car, waited until the croc was close and said to her—You can’t 

come in.

—Oh, Shining Teeth looked at him—I think I can.

—You can’t. Having worked out he was more use to the croc alive had given FJ 

some guts—Just the look of you will kill her and where will that leave you?

—I won’t kill anything.

—You’re a crocodile. You’ll scare the shit out of them.

—You’d better get them used to the idea because there’s five of us and we’re not 

going anywhere until we’ve solved our little problem.

FJ nodded quickly and called out—Hooroo? Ma! Ma? You in there?

—Course I am. A muffled voice came from underground—Where else do you 

expect me to be?

—Ma. Stay where you are. Got visitors. No need to give them any food because I 

couldn’t get any today so we’re all going hungry.

—Oh, FJ.

—Yeah, sorry, Ma. Ran into a bit of trouble.

Shining Teeth snarled—Careful, sonny.

Hod looked down at her—Look, you stay here, I’ll go in and talk to them. I’ll let you 

know exactly how many are there and no one need have a heart attack.

—You try anything …

—Dead meat. Take it as read.
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—I’ll be right here, said Shining Teeth—Hurry. On my account.

FJ led the way into the car that acted as an entrance into a tunnel leading down 

under the ground.

Hod found it a tight squeeze but he’d been brought up in the Ektek passageways 

under the zoo. As they squeezed round the corners, FJ asked Hod—What the hell are 

we going to do? Tell me? What? How can we get away from her?

—We’ll think of something.

—Oh, we really, really, have to do that sometime. Soon.

—You have my word as a wallaby.

—Hi, Ma. They had arrived in a cave. FJ and Hod peered around the dim space. 

The family shifted and squawked in the gloom. FJ’s mother bounded over and honked 

with delight—Where have you been? I’ve been worried …

—So that’s where you get that cute honking from … Hod whispered—Runs in the 

family ...

FJ decided to ignore him and speak only to his mother—We’ve been a bit worried 

ourselves, Ma, believe me. This is Hod. We’re on a reccie. He needs to meet everyone. 

Hey, Hod, Ma’s name is Seebeck.

—Hi, Seebeck.

—Hod. You need to meet everyone? asked Seebeck.

—Yeah.

—Because…?

—You don’t want to know the details. FJ shook his head—Not right now, anyway.

Seebeck looked confused—Well, your brother’s not here. He’s with your Dad and 

Chamley.

—Rightoh, said FJ, then to Hod—My brother’s called Duffy and Dad is Rylah. 

Chamley is my sister’s bloke.

—Your sister’s here, said Seebeck and indicated a small barred bandicoot curled 

around a group of children.

—Serena.

—Hi, Serena, nodded Hod.
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—Serena’s kids. There’s three from a couple of litters ago. Last one, what? 

Serena?

—What?

—How many kids in your last litter? I mean, you know …

—You mean born alive. These are them. Just the three.

Hod smiled and nodded at the kids but he couldn’t help staring at their 

disfigurements. Each young bandicoot had either a limb missing or twisted in some way; 

one was obviously blind ... 

—‘Course. So that’s about everyone living here. The other kids have got their own 

cars now.

—Thanks, Seebeck. Nice to meet you.

—Thanks, Hod. I think it’s nice to meet you too, only, I’m not sure.

FJ opened his mouth to explain but Hod interrupted him.

—We’d best report, said Hod—FJ’ll explain everything when he gets back. But 

you’d better all stay here.

—I’ll be home in a tick. Hod’s right, Ma, don’t let anyone go out tonight. Get Dad 

and Duffy to stay in when they get back, too.

—FJ, I don’t know what’s going on and I don’t think I like it. But be careful. 

Whatever it is.

—We will, Ma. 

Hod watched the elderly female and tipped her a small nod as he turned to leave.

FJ and Hod clambered back into the tunnel, leaving the Eastern barred bandicoot 

family flummoxed and not very comforted.

III

Shining Teeth was tired. She was standing on her hind legs, trying to see into the 

car—About time, she murmured when Hod and FJ made their appearance at the car 

windows.

Hod didn’t waste any time with his report—Rylah is Dad, Seebeck is Mum. 
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Serena’s his sister, her bloke is Chamley and they’ve got three kids living here. 

—And me, said FJ.

—No show without FJ. Wouldn’t forget you, don’t worry. That seems to be all that’s 

required, thank you. Five adults, three kids. Nice. Reasonable meal. Have to make sure 

you’re all fed up, though. Don’t like a skinny dinner. Too many bones between the teeth. 

Then she smacked her crusty lips together for emphasis.

A shiver ran down FJ’s spine.

Hod made no sign that he had any reaction to Shining Teeth’s enthusiasm at all.

Shining Teeth looked at him. Ooh, he was a cool customer, that Hod. She would 

love to know what was going on in his head. She could see she would have to watch 

him very carefully indeed.
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Chapter Six

The hangar underneath Bedlam Zoo was littered by spots of light like some kind of 

moody nightclub; light poured onto work surfaces, trained into the space by solar 

reflecting tubes in place high above the caverns, beamed and bounced from mirror 

to mirror in a cylinder pushed through hard rock. The surrounding stonewalls were 

smooth and rounded. The place was vast. It was filled with activity on this day; noises of 

building, refuelling and ticking of beetle mental ‘to-do’ lists buzzed through the cavern. 

Ants and beetles crawled over various craft, maintaining and checking systems.

A pre-flight check was almost complete on the wingship and its tiny accompanying 

plane. The beetles played verbal tennis with their inspection processes—Throttles?

—Primed.

—Mixture?

—Bio.

—Propellers?

—Primed and set to maximum.

—Fuel?

—Master cocks on.

The wingship was a graceful vehicle with gently down-curving wings and an 

ability to travel long distances using battery power once optimum cruising altitude was 

reached. The smaller plane perched on top of the wingship, ready to be launched at 

high altitude if required.

—Oi! Crawf? Manifold, a bombardier beetle, stepped off the little plane balanced 

on top of the wingship—Right to go, if you are?

—Hullo, said Crawf, a large palm cockatoo. He looked up at her from checking the 

tyres on the landing wheels—Thanks, Manifold. You’ve done a great job, as usual.

—Hope you find him.

—So do I. Crawf’s hair feathers were held back and perky. His red face marking 

was bright. This rare example of the largest cockatoo in the world was waiting, 

somewhat impatiently, for his mini co-pilot to turn up—Now all I need is a navigator.
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—There you go, Manifold spotted some action down the hallway—Think your wait 

is over, she chuckled—Check it out.

Crawf looked up across the hangar to see Spark flying directly at him and 

shouting—He’s on his way.

—Hullo? said Crawf—About time.

A strange miniature parade made its way down the hangar towards the wingship. 

Spark was the leader; because he was young and energetic he could continually fly 

to Crawf and then back again to Bash. Bash, the missing navigator, was a corroboree 

frog; small, shiny, black and yellow; lolloping along in his small frog kind of way, towing 

something. Then, bringing up the rear, Torque flustered and flew and nagged—Hurry, 

hurry, they’re waiting. As if I don’t have enough to do without having to chase you all 

over the zoo. You’re big enough and ugly enough to remember where you’re supposed 

to be by yourself, aren’t you? When do you kids grow up, I ask you?

—It’s okay, Torque. I’m here now. Thanks for looking after me. You won’t have to 

any more. Okay? Is that a deal?

—It’s going to have to be, young frog, because it’s simply more than my job’s 

worth to have to run your life as well as mine …

—Great. Deal then. Bash swung away to the wingship—See ya, Spark. Ta, 

Torque.

Spark waited until Torque, seeing that Crawf was ready to take charge, peeled off. 

The two beetles headed back towards the control room and a slight altercation could be 

heard as they flew—I could have done that, Torque.

—Oh, you could, could you?

—You didn’t need to. I’m perfectly capable of organising Bash …

—When you can blow that fancy shiny beetle nose by yourself, it’ll be time enough 

for you to handle some of these reprobates by yourself, you young ingrate …

As Bash neared the wingship, Crawf could see he was towing a little red wagon. 

The wagon contained a rolled-up yellow ribbon—Yo! Crawf!

Crawf leaned on the pilot’s door as Bash struggled with the bulk of the fabric, 

getting it out of the wagon and heaving it up to the wingship. It was black and yellow, the 
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same colour scheme as the frog—Hullo, Bash.

Bash managed to manoeuvre the rolled ribbon up to the top of the wingship—

Come on, Crawf. Lend us a wing.

—Hullo? What for?

Bash proceeded to hop and clamber onto the roof and attach the banner to the tail 

of the little plane, like an infant nesting on the roof of the wingship—My banner.

Crawf eyed all this effort cautiously. The ribbon was bigger than Bash by a large 

margin. He tilted his grey head and his long head feathers sloped to one side – giving 

him a floppy emo look—Your, what-say?

—Banner.

—Hullo?

—I’ve made this banner to fly out behind the plane to let people know the 

corroboree frog should be the new faunal emblem.

—You can’t do that.

—Yes, I can.

—You can’t. That’s not what Ektek is about, is it?

—Isn’t it? Why not? Bash, determined nothing would stop his advertising 

campaign, continued to tie the banner’s straps round the base of the plane by himself.

—Bash? Hullo? Crawf continued to watch with growing concern—How’s that going 

to affect the balance of the plane?

—It won’t.

—You don’t know that.

—Neither do you.

—You just can’t do it.

—Watch me. Bash finished fastening and straightened up—Come on, we’ve got to 

stop Helmut. The tiny yellow-and-black frog clambered into his little plane, perched like 

a dragonfly on top of the wingship.

Crawf watched, aghast, before he reluctantly climbed in the window of the 

wingship. He clambered to his own perch in the cockpit where he made himself ready, 

placed the communication headphones over his ears and fastened his safety harness 
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muttering—Oh, Bash, I swear you’ll be the death of me ... 

The small plane was best launched when the wingship was airborne.  Bash would 

release the plane from the wingship’s roof and guide it off in his own distinct flight path. 

Bash could communicate with his co-pilot through an intercom system between the two 

craft that, together with the airship, served as Uptek—Do we know where we’re going?

—You mean, do we have a plan? Crawf prepared to get the wingship moving out 

of the hangar—Other than Zip’s initial direction, no, we’ve got absolutely no idea where 

Helmut’s gone. He could be anywhere. Let’s get radio contact. Crawf leaned forward to 

the mic—Hullo? Ektek come in, please? Over.

—We could find him straight away, Bash said through the inter plane coms.

—We could, said Crawf—Let’s hope so, Bash. Let’s hope so. Ektek? Hullo? Come 

in, please. Over.

—We are refuelled and all that stuff? asked Bash.

—Come in, Ektek. This is Uptek preparing for take-off. Over.

—Crawf? Sorry I missed the pre-flight.

—Don’t worry your tiny little amphibian brain about that, Bash. Both wingship and 

plane are ready for hours of flying.

Bash considered the ‘tiny little amphibian brain’ remark. On any other day he’d 

take offence but he decided he’d already pushed his luck by being late, dealing with 

his banner and not knowing the pre-flight details. He should probably stay quiet for 

a bit. Only, that was not his way and he pushed on—If we did find him straight away, 

then seeing as we’re refuelled and all that, we could go on a flypast through some busy 

streets on the way back home so that people could see my banner… Interrupting Bash’s 

happy forward planning, the radio sizzled and Antenna said—Uptek, we read you loud 

and clear. Over.

—Any radio contact? Over.

—Helmut not in communication at all. Good luck finding him. Over.

—We’re going to need it. Crawf bent toward the mic—Check Ektek, this is Uptek 

requesting taxi clearance, over.

—You got it, Crawf. Over, said Antenna’s tinny radio voice through the speaker.
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—Temperatures suitable for slipping, said Bash, as he monitored the dials and 

equipment on the dashboard of the little plane.

Crawf surveyed his own series of flashing lights, dials and buttons. All systems 

were go. He flicked forward a series of switches and shifted more comfortably on his 

perch.

Outside the wingship Manifold could be heard shouting—All clear above and 

astern.

—Contact, said Crawf.

—Roger, said Bash.

Manifold shouted again—Take-off clearance.

Crawf began to taxi towards the hangar entrance. The radio fizzed again. 

Antenna’s fuzzy voice echoed through the pilot’s cabin—Bring him home. However you 

find him. Over and out.

Crawf nodded. He knew what she meant. Alive or dead.
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Chapter Seven

Hod and FJ accompanied Shining Teeth, through the maze of crushed multi-coloured 

stinky rubbish, back to her bunker. As they approached the fence from the different 

angle, Hod caught sight of some strange circular symbols posted around the perimeter. 

Yellow-and-black triangles arranged around a central circle in the colours of the 

corroboree frog: yellow and black. What could it mean?

Hod looked to FJ who completely ignored him as they marched along. Hod 

decided silence was the better part of this current tactic and kept walking. Soon back at 

the bunker, they were at the grim concrete entrance when Shining Teeth looked up at 

the two furry creatures—You. Wallaby. With me.

—You know what? said Hod, with all the nonchalance he could muster.

—I know what I just said and you’re annoying me by this hesitation. You don’t want 

to annoy me, do you?

—If it’s all the same to you, I’ll bunk in with FJ and see you in the morning.

—Do you really think I’d let you do that?

—I’ll be there.

Shining Teeth stood and stared at them. She lowered her head and drilled them 

with her burning eye energy—You’d better.

The wallaby and the bandicoot nodded and quietly walked away.

Shining Teeth turned and entered the building. She paused momentarily in the 

doorway and then she turned to watch the two creatures leave. After a respectable time 

she started out after them, very quietly, as only the great ambush hunters can creep.

Hod and FJ walked like sleep walkers until they thought they were out of sight. 

Then they both ran and jumped and shook their mammal bodies like shorn lambs. By 

the time they’d calmed down, they had come back to the symbols around the fence line. 

Hod stopped and looked at FJ—What do these mean?

—Those patterns mean something? I thought they were just decoration.

—Oh, I doubt that very much. Look at this sign. Hod sounded out a word printed 

boldly on a nearby sign—D…A…N…G…E…R… Danger. Tell us something we don’t 
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know.

FJ looked confused—Danger? What does that mean?

—You know; warning, we could die, be frightened, let terror rule your life, said 

Hod.

—I don’t need a sign to tell me that. We’re all endangered, all the time and do you 

know, those crocs aren’t making me feel any safer.

—Funny that. We’d better get you back to your family, said Hod.

—They’ll be so every-way which-way, what with you asking Ma all those questions 

before.

As they walked on, Hod appeared to struggle with himself in some kind of internal 

debate. After a while he looked at the smaller creature—Hey, FJ, do you mind me 

asking a personal question?

—No worries, mate. Can’t be much more personal than you saving my life, can it.

—What’s with your hand?

FJ shrugged and looked at him—Dunno. How I was born.

—And your sister’s kids? Did one of them have a leg missing? 

—Yeah. No one’s fault. Just born that way.

—Any others?

—Guess most of the kids got some kind of problem, one way or another. I’m one 

of the lucky ones. I get to go out hunting for food. Because I can.

—Your parents don’t have any problems?

—My sister always has trouble with her litters. Some are born dead. The ones that 

are born alive, well, sometimes nature goes a different way.

—Nature.

—Why are you asking?

—Just thinking.

They walked on in silence. Apart from the oppressive smell, the day had turned 

out beautifully. A bright blue sky was smeared with fluffs of cloud. Shrieking seagulls 

wheeled over the rubbish tip and the sun glinted from their wings.

Near the bandicoot’s car, Hod paused and looked over at FJ—Did you ever think 
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there might be something in your tip?

—What you on about? There’s heaps of ‘something’ in the tip. Tons. There’s meant 

to be. It’s a tip. For rubbish.

—I mean, some particular kind of rubbish, something that might have caused 

this… And he gently touched FJ’s hand with his paw.

FJ moved his hand away—Like what? 

—Some kind of chemical maybe? Something in the water?

—We don’t drink water.

—Really? Right. In the air then?

—There’s laws against that stuff now. No one can just dump anything anywhere.

—Right. FJ?

—Yeah?

—You ever had kids?

—Nah. Never seems to come to much. You?

—Not a great idea to bring kids into this world. 

—You’re not answering the question.

—You ever think your family should move? 

—Ma would never leave. You’re still not answering the question.

—Even if staying meant her grandkids weren’t healthy?

—It may not be healthy, but at least it’s safe. No cats in here. No foxes.

—Just five crocodiles and some kind of pollution that’s causing birth defects in 

your family.

—Birth defects?

—Maybe, I don’t know. I’m not sure. What about we give Ektek a call and speed 

this whole thing up?

FJ looked nervous—Ya don’t reckon that’s bringing them into a trap?

—Maybe. But then again it could just give us some control back.

—We could look like we’re so keen to help those bad old crocs they’ll relax and let 

us run rings around them.

—Zed, when you put it like that, I hope we’re not underestimating them.
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Hod turned and looked around him – checking to see if Shining Teeth had followed 

them.

FJ followed his lead and they both retraced their steps – looking down the nearest 

corridors of rubbish. FJ relaxed soonest—Mate, those crocs are bone tired. Stuffed, like 

me. They’ll be snoring like volcanoes.

Hod was still en garde—Hope so. Hod lifted his head, took a deep breath and 

cried out to the sky—Ektek! Ektek! Ektek! Hey? Any beetles around? Come on. Get 

going. Tell Ektek we got some crocs in trouble here. Be sure to mention the crocs. Tell 

them to be on high alert. Be alarmed and alert.

A dozy beetle sauntered out to the end of a screwed-up chip packet and started 

bouncing. By the time he’d taken four or five decent bounces he was awake and his 

final leap turned into a wonderful swan dive up into the air and then down again until 

he found a pleasing cruising altitude. He squeaked—One—as he sailed off into the 

distance.

—That’s done. Hod turned to FJ—We’d better get some rest.

The beetle beetled on.

Shining Teeth, parked just behind a smashed Chevrolet car just one corridor away 

from where Hod and FJ had left off their search, smiled to herself. This was proceeding 

even better than she had hoped. She waddled to a vantage point overlooking the 

entrance point to FJ’s family tunnel and settled in to rest—Be sure to mention the crocs. 

Hmmm. As far as Shining Teeth’s philosophy could be stated, she certainly believed that 

might was right, but she also considered that, since information was power, there was 

nothing wrong with a nice quiet surveillance on a pleasant summer’s evening.
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Chapter Eight

Antenna turned away from the mic and turned to face Chimera.

Zip sat on the other side of the chimpanzee in an apparently friendly manner but 

really guarding the chimp from making a quick exit. Zip and Antenna had no illusions 

about Chimera’s ethics. They didn’t trust her. Not one iota.

—I really don’t know anything about work, Antenna. Chimera crossed her hairy 

legs, battered her eyelashes and simpered at Antenna—It’s just not what I’m used to. 

I’ve never had to do any kind of job before. I’ve just never needed to. No one’s ever 

asked me. It simply isn’t in my nature.

—So, you’re saying you’re helpless, Zip couldn’t help herself, she snapped—…

and you like it that way? 

Antenna agreed with Zip’s exasperation. She shared a sympathetic look with Zip 

before turning her attention back to the chimp—Really, Chimera, it’s not that difficult. 

Have a good, long, hard think. What do you imagine you might be able to learn?

When Chimera seemed at a loss, Zip said encouragingly—It’s just that you’re 

taking up all this space, we’ve got beetles running after you and your cockroaches, 

fetching you bananas and cool drinks …

Chimera interrupted— … and you still haven’t heard my side of the story. You just 

went right on ahead and believed those nasty chimps without even asking me. Why 

didn’t you at least give me a chance? What sort of justice is that? Is that your ‘Ektek 

way’?

—I’m sorry, Chimera, I really am but you can see what it’s like here. We’ve got 

creatures missing, we simply don’t have time to call a full court … said Antenna.

—Well, let me out, then. I’m innocent until proven guilty, aren’t I?

—Sure. In a perfect world, but sorry, that’s not here, said Zip.

—As Zip says, we live in a zoo, Chimera. A zoo. I can’t take the risk …

—What? That I’d do what they said I did?

—Killing a baby isn’t exactly …, said Antenna.

—You see? It’s my word against theirs! That baby was dead already!
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—Chimera. All the chimpanzees, and I mean every single last one of them, 

explained to me how much trouble you’ve been causing ever since you arrived at 

Bedlam.

—I still have a right to be heard!

—I also spoke to Gumfluff, continued Antenna—She reminded me of your 

behaviour on board Ontek after your rescue from the Congo. Then, we decided to give 

you the benefit of the doubt and I can tell you right now, the rest of the chimpanzees 

wish we hadn’t.

—Gumfluff. Bah. Chimera spoke in tones of derision—Why would you want to 

believe a koala over me?

—Because, Gumfluff’s not only the highly responsible captain of Intek, she’s also 

my friend.

—So you’d better watch what you say, added Zip—or you might cause offence.

—You’re all against me. Tears welled up in Chimera’s charming eyes—You’re 

all pals and mates and cronies together. She poked out her bottom lip and began 

to cry, rather prettily—I don’t stand a chance… I’m all alone. No one cares. No one 

understands me.

Antenna took in a deep breath before speaking—I do. Such sentiments cut deep 

into her own feelings of loneliness and abandonment and she stared at Chimera, 

wondering if the poor creature was really suffering as much as she said—I know what 

it’s like, Chimera, said Antenna with such sincerity that it even shut Chimera up for a 

moment.

Zip watched Antenna, aware how close this subject was, and reached out to touch 

the numbat with a tender wingtip. Antenna smiled at Zip and then focused back on the 

matter to hand—Chimera. Pull yourself together, please. I’ve been hearing stories about 

how you set one group up against the other for your own personal gain. You did it in 

the Congo, you did it in our chimpanzee enclosure and I don’t want you to do it again. 

It doesn’t really matter if you’re innocent or guilty. It matters to me that our chimps don’t 

want you. They told me they would not live with you again. You cannot go back to the 

chimpanzee enclosure whether we have a full trial or not. You simply can’t go back 
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there. So I’m asking you now. What do you want to do instead?

Zip thought she could explain it a slightly different way—Either you learn to pitch in 

with Ektek and earn your keep or we’re going to have to …

—Get me cleared! Chimera screamed out, real terror on her face—That’s it, isn’t it! 

You’ll get me put down!

—No, Chimera, no, no, that’s not it. Calm down …

—We wouldn’t do that, said Zip although the look she fired over to Antenna 

implied otherwise. Behind Chimera’s back, Zip looked as though she was filing ‘Clearing 

Chimera’ away as a very tangible possibility and she nodded intently as she listened 

closely to Chimera’s next words. Antenna frowned and shook her head at Zip’s grinning 

face as Chimera ranted on—You would. That’s what those chimps told me. They said 

they would do it. They were going to give me over to the vet with someone’s x-rays, 

someone with like, advanced liver cancer, or something …

Antenna tried to calm the chimpanzee—Chimera. You must know we’re not going 

to do anything like that to you. Ektek will protect you, you must believe that. Ektek exists 

to protect animals, if it can. The chimps are very angry with you and you can’t really 

blame them, can you?

—They don’t like me. They’re jealous. They blamed me …

—Save it, Chimera, said Zip.

—As you said, it’s your word against eighteen chimps. Who would you believe if 

you were me?

Chimera stopped and fluttered her eyelashes at Antenna again—Well, at least 

you’re my friend, aren’t you?

—We’re both your friends, Zip and I; and the other Ekteks are your friends too.

—I tell you what. I’ve had an idea. You can teach me how to use all these…

—Computers?

—Important technical things. Yes, Chimera indicated with a flourish of her long 

fingers—I could be useful, you’ll see, not just a waste of space …

—Okay, well. That sounds reasonable, don’t you think, Zip?

—Too right, Zip nodded—Anything’s better than being a waste of space.
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Antenna stifled a grin and decided to strike while Chimera’s interest was 

apparent—We could start by showing you the website. Can you read English?

—I suppose I could learn?

—We all had to.

—Come on, Chimera. Antenna turned to the computer desk—Check this out 

before we take you back to your enclosure.

—I don’t want to go back there.

—Tough, said Zip.

Chimera realised she had little choice, rolled her eyes and then moved in closer to 

the monitor.

Antenna opened the Ektek website. The front page was surrounded by ads 

displaying the logos of many environmental groups. Antenna turned to look at Chimera 

and gestured to the ads and links—See? Here? All these different pictures and 

patterns? They represent our friends; Greenpeace, Wiser Earth, Earth’s Endangered 

Creatures, Pachamama, Peta, Sea Shepherd, World Wildlife Foundation, Conservation 

International, The Jane Goodall Institute… You heard of any of them?

—They’re … human?

—Absolutely.

—Do they know you’re animals?

—Not relevant, said Zip—Could be animals themselves for all we know.

—Jane Goodall’s an animal, Chimera nodded—I know that for a fact.

Antenna grinned at Zip before continuing to talk to Chimera—We do know they’re 

all active groups that work to help animals and conserve habitat. As you can see, Ektek 

is part of an enormous network. We help our friends and they help us.

Chimera looked thoughtful and nodded respectfully as her eyes flicked over the 

information. She was taking it all in.

—Just like we’re helping you. Okay?

—Okay. Chimera bent her head and looked up from under her brow at Antenna. 

The gesture made her lips pout and her eyes very liquid and she raised her hand in a 

gracious wave—Thank you, Antenna. I know I’m very lucky. I’m a refugee, cast out from 
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her homeland and family, with no one to love and no one to care about me. You’re so 

kind to me. I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here to look after me.

—That’s the point, isn’t it? We’ve all got to look after each other.

—Ooooh, couldn’t have put that any better myself, Zip laughed—Did you get that, 

Chimera? Nice place to end the first lesson, wouldn’t you say, Antenna? Time to go. 

Come on, Chimera, back in your box. Antenna and Zip shared a sympathetic look as 

they urged Chimera to her feet and out of the control room—And, please, don’t even 

think of complaining, said Zip.

Unheeding, Chimera began to whinge about being hungry. Antenna and Zip turned 

their empathy into extreme eye rolling. Nothing was ever easy in Ektek.
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Chapter Nine

Helmut flew the airship high above the suburbs. Tears ran down his beak and dripped 

onto the console. He was alone.

He muttered continually about Jupiter and asteroids and gaseous rings and Zed as 

he drove the airship ever onwards.

A bird, a pigeon, flew into the fabric side of the airship with a thud and bounced 

away. It shrieked in pain—Hey! Watch where you’re going, you bloody galah!

In the cabin, Helmut’s head snapped back and he fell forward in a whiplash.  The 

steering wheel wrenched to the side. Helmut shook his head and tried to move the 

steering wheel but it did not respond. Helmut lay his head down on the control panel. 

His eyes went in and out of focus. He was drifting out of control. He slid down onto the 

floor.

The airship sailed on, over the rooftops, over the treetops and up, up, way up, into 

the backlit clouds.

In the tiny dent made from the pigeon’s beak the fabric threads puffed out, into a 

rip. The hydrogen found the weakness and began to escape with an infinitesimal hiss.
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Chapter Ten

I

A miniature aperture spilled a thread of light into a tunnel full of soft darkness. Antenna 

lay flat down with a tight scoop of light focussed on her face. She was peering from 

the dark of the tunnel into the light of an enclosure that used to be her home. Now it 

was bustling with human movement. Zoo workers in their khaki uniforms appeared to 

be enlarging the space and building new housing logs. Antenna could tell by the smell 

that new numbats had not yet arrived. She sighed and wriggled just that bit closer to 

the gap. Her nose was almost poking through and might even be visible to a keen eyed 

worker. Yet she knew she would never be able to go in there again and she stayed just 

far enough back to be safe from discovery.

A small cough behind her made her jump and pull her nose back into the darkness 

of the tunnel—Who’s that?

—Just me. Spark. Thought you’d like to know the wingship’s just been sighted. No 

sign of Bash yet.

—Thanks, Spark. I would like to know that. I’m coming backwards. Watch out.

—Don’t worry about me. I’ll get out of your way.

—How did you know where I was?

—Guessed.

—Am I that obvious?

—In your place? I’d want to see them.

—You don’t have any family here either, do you?

—Oh, I’m good. Beetles are beetles; mainly.

By now Antenna was able to see the Christmas beetle and they turned to move 

back along the tunnels freely. She looked at Spark closely—Is there a ‘but’?

—Well …

—What?

—Don’t like to speak out of turn …

—But?
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—Don’t know if you’d noticed?

—Noticed? What?

—The cockroaches?

—Cockroaches? What cockroaches? There’s always cockroaches. Everywhere.

—Not like Chimera’s buddies.

—Really?

—Yup. Her gang.

—Chimera has a gang?

—You hadn’t noticed. Yeah. Her own team.

—What’s wrong with that?

—Can’t actually give you specifics. Just the heebie jeebies.

—Can you keep me informed? Let me know if you do get specific?

—You can see them for yourself. In her hair.

—In her hair?

—Beats fleas, I suppose.

—Or ticks, added Antenna—Or mites, come to that,

—Still, said Spark.

—Yeah. Still, said Antenna—Keep me informed.

II

The interlaced process cries of beetles rang through the hangar once again as the 

wingship taxied in to the parking area. Inside the cockpit, pilot Crawf ran through his 

own parking ritual, this time without his errant co-pilot Bash. Inside and outside the 

wingship was a confluence of focus and action—Flaps in and inverters off.

—Inverter off.

—Temperatures good for running down.

—Roger. Running down.

—Lookout, start running.

Zip waited as the wingship pulled in to the parking space. Manifold waved her 



Out of spite out of mind              61

signalling leaves, indicating to Crawf how far back he could reverse. Crawf never lost 

concentration and the vehicle came to a halt, perfectly positioned—Roger, temperatures 

good for cutting.

The beetles scuttled around the stilled vehicle.

—Prepare bow.

—Roger. Standing by starboard drogue.

—Standing by port drogue.

—Starboard drogue away and holding.

—Port drogue away and holding.

—Roger, over and out.

Immediately beetles and ants swarmed over the down-turned wings. Manifold filed 

away her signalling leaves and turned to assist the mechanic beetles as they assessed 

any possible damage to the vehicle.

Crawf scrambled down the wingship’s side, his head feather crest up, signalling 

anger.

Zip called out—Anything?

—Hullo? Helmut? Gave us the slip. Crawf looked around the hangar—Where is 

he?

—Bash?

—Is he back?

She shook her head and together they walked out to the entrance of the hangar 

to scan the sky. There in the distance the little plane could just be seen. Zip pointed—

There.

—Right, said Crawf.

—You don’t sound too happy.

—You can see for yourself.

—What do you mean? asked Zip.

—The plane. Look. Trailing behind it.

—What? Oh, what’s that…?

—A banner.
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—A banner?

—Show Antenna. You might want to take your friend Bash with you when he lands. 

About time he had a little chat with Antenna.

Zip was puzzled. She watched Crawf march away. Little chat? What the heck was 

that about? She looked up and shaded her eyes with her wing. The banner fluttered 

against the blue sky, a yellow kite string, as the miniature plane swung nearer to the 

landing area.

III

Bash, Antenna and Zip stared down at the banner unfurled across the floor in the 

control room. The yellow ribbon held black printing; ‘Corroboree frog for Emblem!’

Antenna and Zip looked at each other and then Antenna turned to stare at the tiny 

frog for a long moment—Let me get this straight. You used Ektek technology without 

permission and for personal glorification? Antenna waited. She stared at Bash—Is that 

how you’d see it?

—Not exactly personal. It’s for my family; for my species.

—For his species, no less. Zip looked over at Antenna before turning back to 

Bash—You can’t deny you’d benefit as well?

—So what if I do? I’m entitled to a bit of comfort, aren’t I? I’m part of the picture, 

aren’t I? Frogs are bloody important in the scheme of things. How else are you going to 

tell if water is fit to drink?

—Where did you go? You were lucky to get home. The fuel tank was empty.

—Yeah, I know. I went a long way, I mean, after we couldn’t find Helmut. He could 

be anywhere so I figured it didn’t matter where I went. Couple of people waved, so I 

reckon us corroboree frogs are in with a good chance …

A computer chime signalled a new message had arrived in the Ektek in-tray. 

Antenna’s attention drifted over to the screen, even as Bash continued his defence. It 

was an email from PulpAss—Isn’t PulpAss that timber company? asked Antenna.

—The ones that sell wood pulp for paper? asked Zip—What on earth do they want 
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from us?

Antenna jumped up for a closer look. The email was addressed to Bash—Bash?

—Yo.

—It’s for you.

—Me? Are you sure? 

—Yeah.

—Never had an email in my life.

—Who do you know at PulpAss?

—No idea. Never heard of them.

—It says: Then Antenna read the email out loud;

Dear Bash,

Thanks for letting us know about that stand of old-growth forest. 

PulpAss was previously unaware of this timber and, thanks to 

you, it is all destined for the wood chippers. We have made a 

large donation to Ektek in your name. Please let us know at 

once if you find any more of these trees on private land. Love 

your work!

Antenna and Zip stared at each other. Antenna shook her head in wonderment—

Old-growth forest?

Zip stared at Bash—Bash?

—It wasn’t me.

—What’s going on, Bash? Antenna leaned forward and took a good look at the 

black-and-yellow amphibian—What have you been up to?

—Nothing!

—Who have you been talking to?

—No one.

—But you must have.

—But I didn’t!
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—You flew that banner out of the plane drawing attention to yourself and to 

corroboree frogs. You must have kept going and made some kind of deal with this 

timber company. You’ve said you flew a long way. Maybe you flew too far.

—Obviously, said Zip—Way too far.

The tiny frog frowned, giving an impression of a walnut; a shiny, lacquered walnut. 

For a moment, it looked as though he might cry or implode but suddenly he jumped 

up and shouted—But I didn’t and I wouldn’t and I can’t believe you’d ever imagine I 

possibly could! How dare you! I’ve given my whole life to Ektek: all my dreams; all my 

efforts; all my energies go into helping my fellow creatures and now you’re saying I’d 

sell old growth forests down the river? Why? Why would I do that?

—That’s not what I’m saying. It’s what this timber company, this Ass is saying, 

They say you located a stand of trees, perfect for their industry, that they didn’t know 

about and made it possible for them to get in and pulp the lot. How did you do it? Did 

you use some new technology? Worse; did you use our technology? Or, no, did you 

take some beetles?

—I didn’t. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. It’s so not true. You’ve got to believe me.

—I’m sorry, Bash. You’re going to have to stay in your tank until we sort this out.

—I always do what I’m told.

Indicating the ribbon, Antenna said—Not always.

Bash just shook his head in frustration.

Antenna jumped up and went to the hallway calling—Spark? Torque? You there?

—Yes, Antenna, said Torque—Ready and waiting.

—And Spark?

—Yup.

—Spark, can you please escort Bash back to his frog-quarium? Torque, a word?

As Spark and Bash headed out, Bash turned back—I’ll co-operate. I’ll stay where 

you put me. I’ll do anything. But you have to believe me, I didn’t do it.

Antenna just looked at him. She really didn’t know anymore. After Hod, she 

couldn’t tell who to trust.

—Come on, Bash, said Spark.
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Zip, Antenna and Torque watched them go. Then they turned to each other, all of 

them confused by this mystery.

—Torque, I’m going to need surveillance on the frog-quarium at all times.

—You don’t believe him? asked Zip.

—Can’t take the chance. Whichever way, I need to know where he is at any 

moment of any day.

—Word’ll get out. There’ll be talk. There always is. This is a scandal waiting to 

happen, said Torque—I should know. I’ve seen enough scandals round here. Living in a 

Zoo. Shouldn’t happen to a dog.

—They’ll blame him.

—That’s precisely why he’s going to need guarding.
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Chapter Eleven

Helmut was pressed up against the window. Outside, wisps of cloud wafted past at eye 

level. The sky was a searing blue. If he looked down he could see a kind of red-orange 

skin; folds and creases, warts and bulbous nodules, wrinkles and growths. He was 

flying over a desert, a land that looked like the lived-in skin on the belly of a creature. 

Sadly he was losing buoyancy and the skin was getting closer and closer …

No one steered the ship. Helmut wept—Where are you? Tell me where? Tell me 

how to find you. Tell me where? Tell me what it’s like? I only want to help you, you know 

that, I only want to see you. To be with you. You are my divine blessed one, my star 

amongst the stars, my dream against wakefulness ... 

The airship engine slowly puttered and coughed. The floor of the bridge tilted and 

Helmut slid across to the other side of the space and smacked up against the wall. The 

engine stopped finally. The airship began to sink.

Helmut scrabbled to remain upright. When he realised he was certainly going to 

crash, he covered his head with his wings and held his breath.

The impact was huge.

The noise was explosive. A huge ball of flame billowed into the air from the 

remaining hydrogen in the balloon.

Jets of dust spurted into the still air and debris spilled crazily over metres of dirt.

The airship cockpit was designed as a safety escape pod but it detached from the 

hydrogen balloon and broke open like an egg. Helmut was thrown out of the cabin. He 

sprawled a little way from the machine, his beak half open in the dirt. He had a small cut 

on his head. He shook his head as he came to. He was alive.

Helmut stood. He seemed unhurt but he was dazed. He looked at the smashed 

airship and smelt the fire in the air. He shook his head and turned his back to it. He 

began to walk. He was walking on sandy dirt. Scattered rocky outcrops grew out of a 

vast expanse of orange grit. The vegetation was sparse.

Helmut had crashed the airship into the desert. As this fact dawned on him he also 

realised how thirsty he was. The idea of not having any water began to haunt him. Taunt 
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him. He had to have water. Immediately. He coughed. His throat tightened. The air 

rasped down his long neck. All he could think was—Water. Water.

He scoured the landscape. He walked. As he walked he leaned one way and then 

the other and then another as he tried to balance. The ground came closer and then 

faded into the distance again. His vision blurred. He persevered. He had to. He wanted 

to survive.

Finally he found some fat fleshy plants and ate some of their bitter leaves. They 

tasted cool. He swayed as he stood. He kept walking. The sun baked the dusty dirt. The 

surface of the ground shimmered in front of him. The rocks were weird shapes in the 

distance. The sun drove down into his back, into the bony plate on his head. Helmut’s 

vision began to cloud. He tripped over a rock. He was clumsy but did not fall this time. 

He regained his balance and he kept moving forward. Then he misjudged a step and 

losing the fight to keep his balance, finally, he fell, and kept falling. He had toppled over 

the edge of a cliff. A precipice. As he fell through the air he felt as though he were flying 

but he knew that was wrong. Cassowaries are flightless. He could barely move his 

useless wings but still, he flew.

Down, down, down, he fell, seemingly endlessly until ...

OOOOPH.

He met the ground.

He lay, bent strangely, at the bottom of the rock face. He lost consciousness. The 

shade moved to cover him. The day turned into darkness. Night enveloped him and the 

stars winked at his plight.

He grew cold.

He dreamed of asteroids.
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Chapter Twelve

Crawf, Antenna and Zip were busy in the shadowy Ektek centre. Crawf was bent over 

the radio mic, his crest feathers lying calmly flat on his head as he repeated—Come in, 

Helmut. Hullo? Over. All three creatures listened to a slight hiss in reply. They hoped. 

They waited. Nothing broke through. Just more hiss.

—Come in, Helmut. Crawf tried again, as he had been trying, again and again, for 

some time—Hullo? Helmut? Hullo? Over.

Antenna was running all six monitors in the computer phalanx. One screen 

featured the PulpAss website. It was a torrent of forest, logs and woodchips in gaudy 

images. Another screen displayed a spreadsheet listing endless screeds of numbers. 

She was typing at a keyboard designed specially for animal paws.

In front of another keyboard, Zip scrolled through a list of PulpAss employees—

Can we work out who actually put the money in our account?

Antenna sighed—I’m in our bank records now. I really don’t know how to trace it …

—Hullo? Helmut? Crawf tried again—Hullo? Over.

Antenna paused in her typing and looked over to Zip—What on earth can we do 

with Bash?

—I always say you can’t trust the small ones, said Crawf—Hullo? He’s clearly a 

danger to everyone in Ektek.

—Not to mention all the creatures done out of a habitat when that forest’s pulped, 

said Zip.

—You work with him, Crawf. Do you believe he had time to do it? And do you 

honestly believe he would actually do such a thing?

—PulpAss say he has, said Crawf.

—Do you really think so? Bash? Such a little frog? Antenna continued down a list 

of figures, now on the PulpAss website.

—I know, said Zip—Who would have thought? Suddenly we’ve got two creatures 

in lock up when we’ve never even needed a prison before.

—Probably should have locked up Hod, said Crawf—Might have taught him 
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something.

—We’re Ektek. We can’t shut creatures up just because we don’t agree with them, 

said Antenna.

—We have to if they’re potentially harmful, said Zip.

—Chimera can’t stay here indefinitely. She’s already keeping her cockroaches 

busy running her food and drinks day and night and there’s some problem now with the 

rest of the beetles. They’re feeling invaded, I think.

—I heard that, too, said Crawf—The cockroaches just move in, take what they 

want and never speak to any one or ask permission for anything. They’re not disruptive, 

but they’re not …

—Friendly?

 —Polite?

—I’ll give her another internet lesson later, said Zip—She’s a fast learner, I’ll give 

her that.

—Maybe she’s got some hidden talent we can use? said Crawf  and all three 

creatures sniggered before he bent to the mic again—Hullo? Helmut? Hullo? Over.

There was that hiss again.

As the three creatures listened intently for a voice that never came, Torque flew in 

to the computer bank and landed in front of Antenna. She acknowledged him—Torque.

He said—I have news, very quietly—Just between you and me.

Antenna said, also very quietly—Okay. She moved in closer to the old security 

guard. He looked around to see who was paying attention to them.

Crawf and Zip concentrated very hard on not listening and became completely 

absorbed in their tasks.

Antenna nodded and Torque went on—They’re being delivered ...

—They?

—Your numbats.

—They’re not mine. Today?

—Now.

—Oh. Thanks, Torque.
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—Was it okay to, well, tell you like this?

—It was okay. See you, Torque.

—Antenna. Torque flew out of the control centre again.

Crawf and Zip hardly heard a thing. They focussed on looking busy.

Antenna stood and stretched and went for a little jog around the perimeter of the 

control cave. She looked up, stretching her back. She rolled herself forward, looking 

down to the ground. She felt overwhelmed and kept shaking her head in disbelief as 

she paced around the control room. She was not going to let these new numbats get 

to her. She was senior Ektek now. She had work to do; animals to help. She needed 

to concentrate. She snapped into alert mode—Okay. What we have here is mayhem; 

Helmut’s lost, Hod’s escaped, Bash has turned into some kind of traitor, Chimera’s been 

kicked out of the chimps. What else could possibly go wrong?

—Don’t say that! We’ve got to be constructive, said Zip—Let’s think. What about 

the PulpAss employee who signed off on the payment?

—Okay, I can work with that, said Antenna and she returned to the PulpAss 

website and began to search their accounts paid department.

—Who could Bash have contacted? Can we find the sent email? asked Crawf.

—Should be able to see when it was sent, yes, yes, I’ll look. Thanks.

—What about thanking PulpAss? If we do it in such a way they’ll reply? asked Zip.

—Keep those ideas coming, said Antenna as she typed and clicked. Then, as 

she realised what she was doing, she shook her head and slowed again—How the hell 

could he do it?

—We’ll just have to ask him, said Zip—…and keep asking until he can tell us 

something plausible.

—He’ll just deny it, said Crawf— … again.

—What if he’s telling the truth? What if he really doesn’t know anything? Antenna 

looked worried as she scanned the list of payments in the bank website—Oh, I don’t 

know, I don’t know …

Spark, followed closely by another beetle, rushed into the room, flying straight 

at Antenna. He landed on the control desk in front of her and flipped his shiny wing 
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carapace over his delicate flight wings—Sorry to interrupt, Antenna, but there’s a new 

beetle alert come in and you need to hear this one straight from her own mandibles. Go 

ahead, Nellie.

The new beetle fluttered down to the desk and arranged herself neatly. She was a 

seven spot ladybird. Antenna turned to the little beetle—Thanks, you can proceed.

—Three hundred and twenty six. Wallaby says to be alert and alarmed. There’s 

five crocs waiting for you.

—Five crocs? Antenna thought for a moment and then looked over to Crawf—

Five? Isn’t that…?

— No. What are the chances?

Then Antenna thought again and said to the ladybird—Wallaby? What sort of 

wallaby?

—Just a wallaby.

—Yellow feet?

—Sorry, just a wallaby.

—Shall we…? The beetle, Crawf and Antenna went into the honey-bee direction 

dance, an ancient ritual taught to the founders by a series of trusted bees. Refined 

over the years, the honey-bee dance was how Ektek managed to navigate over huge 

distances.

—Thanks, said Antenna, bowing slightly to the beetle and Crawf— … and thanks, 

Spark. Can you get this beetle some rest and sustenance?

—No problemo. Come this way, Nellie. The two beetles flittered out of the cave.

Crawf looked nervous—Different direction, different place, different problem ...

—Can’t be, said Antenna—Can it?

—It would have to be the biggest co-incidence …

—Crocs are rather partial to a tasty wallaby. They aren’t going to keep him on ice 

for long, said Zip—Especially if it’s Hod because, being Hod, he’s going to piss them off 

sooner rather than later.

—And then, cruncho.

Zip and Crawf chuckled together.
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—Don’t know why you should be sounding so happy about that. It’s going to have 

to be you, Crawf, and you’re going to have to keep your wits about you, said Antenna.

—Don’t worry, if it’s those same big croc girls, I’ll be keeping my distance. With a 

megaphone.

Zip laughed—Hey, what about telepathy?

Crawf looked hopeful—That could work …

—I’m sorry there’s no one to send with you, said Antenna—While there’s no-one 

looking for Helmut.

—I can take that on, said Zip.

Crawf nodded, stood and stretched his wings, just a little bit, in the enclosed space 

of the control cave—I’ll be off then.

—Good luck, Crawf.

—Can’t see much good coming out of this …

Zip and Antenna shared a wry smile as Crawf left them. Zip moved to replace 

Crawf near the mic—How much fuel do we think Helmut had on board when he took 

off?

—That’s the thing, no one can remember when it was last refuelled, said Antenna.

—He could go for miles.

—We just don’t know.

—What on earth can we do?

—No idea, Zip. Antenna sighed—I’m really at a loss. Starting to think we may not 

ever see Helmut again.

—Don’t say that, Antenna. Don’t even think it. Zip bent over the radio mic—Come 

in, Helmut. Hullo? Hullo? Helmut? Over.

The two animals listened to the white noise fuzz from the speaker. Could there be 

some kind of hidden message amidst the hiss?
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Chapter Thirteen

Helmut opened his eyes. It was a bright new day. He was thirsty. His vision was blurred. 

It seemed like there was something impeding the bright blue sky. A great round shape 

blocked out the sun. An orange-and-black striped shape, made out of fur. A wild-

smelling, hairy shape etched with white patches and wiry sides. Whiskers. Fur. Hot sour 

breath puffed onto Helmut’s pointed bird face.

—How are you feeling? A big deep voice—Do you need mouth-to-beak 

resuscitation? You ever done that before? Kissed a tiger?

Helmut screamed.
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Chapter Fourteen

I

Spark and Nellie picked over some titbits dropped by human workers on their routine 

journeys to and from the rear of the zoo’s food storage area. Nellie had just been 

explaining how she would head off as soon as she’d finished eating—I have to fly away 

home to look after my children. I’ve already been away too long.

As they chatted and munched, a line of grey cockroaches marched in from the 

direction of the bush boundary. Spark regarded the cockroach family with his head 

slightly to one side. Nellie was too hungry to notice anything amiss and continued to 

nibble. Spark, being a trained security officer, watched the roaches as they arrived and 

took up positions around the piles of scrap food.

—Hi, said Spark—How’s it going? The cockroaches did not appear to have heard 

him and tucked in hungrily. He looked at them even more carefully. They were all dusty 

and footsore. They helped themselves to the food crumbs as though they hadn’t eaten 

for days. Only a quiet ‘yip’ could be heard muttered under one or another’s breath. It 

was if the spark had gone out of this team.

Spark wandered over and paused next to Blatta. He smiled at her in his whimsical 

Christmas beetle way—What have you all been up to, then?

Blatta just looked at him and continued to slurp from a drop of water on a bit of 

banana peel. Spark noticed that she appeared to be holding her front leg underneath 

her—Are you hurt?

—It’s nothing.

—Show me.

—I can cope. 

—What have you been doing?

—Nothing.

—Come on.

—No, really. Please don’t ask. I can’t talk to you.

—Why not? We’re just chatting, friendly like. Why, would you like to meet Nellie? 
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She’s a ladybird just flown in …

—It’s not for me. Friendly chatting. I can’t do that. You mustn’t expect it. I have 

work to do. Blatta left him, pushing past too hard, too hurriedly. He stared after her, 

confused. What had he said? 

—Yip, said Blatta, and—Yip, yip, yip, the others replied. The cockroaches quickly 

finished chewing and left, as downtrodden as they had been when they’d arrived. 

Spark looked down at something he’d kicked. It was a grain of sand that must 

have dislodged from Blatta’s carapace as she brushed past. It was unlike any sand he 

had seen before. It was the colour of blood. Mammalian blood.

Nellie slowed in her eating and looked up at him—They’re not very friendly.

Spark shook his head—No.  He stared at the red sand grain—No. They’re not 

friendly at all.

II

Antenna shredded paperbark in her paws, adding to a large pile of shredded bark, twigs 

and leaves at her feet. She’d been shredding bark when she couldn’t sleep, which was 

most of the night, because she was so worried. Nothing like this had ever happened at 

Ektek before. How could one of their number be so treacherous?

Bash jumped up onto the console in front of her—What?

—Yeah. Hi, Bash. She paused and when he said nothing she continued—Good 

morning to you, too. I’m well. Nice of you to ask. How are you? Antenna looked at the 

tiny little frog—Okay?

Bash sighed—Shithouse, actually, Antenna. Really shithouse.

—I’m glad Torque could bring you. I’ve got some news.

Bash looked at her without any animation in his demeanour—Good or bad?

—That depends on how you look at it.

—From the point of view of a wrongly accused victim; or … ? Wait, is there 

another aspect I’m missing?

—Sci-poon.

—Sci-who-what?
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—I’ve just received an email from Sci-poon, notifying you of their huge donation 

to Ektek. The money is already in our account and I’ve personally never seen so much 

wealth.

—Sci-come-again is, what exactly?

—Sci-poon is a fishing company. As if you didn’t know.

—Antenna. I didn’t know.

—You don’t stop at anything, do you, Bash?

—Just tell me, Antenna. What exactly am I supposed to have done?

—You’ve given them the whereabouts of a pod of southern right whales, which 

was lucky, because that’s exactly what they were looking for.

—Noooo… Bash shrank down and smacked his head on the hard surface of the 

console.

—Yes. Sci-poon tell me that southern right whales make very tasty eating. After 

they’ve been scientifically studied, of course. Then they’ll boil the blubber down to make 

soap …

—Antenna …

—They’ll make the soap into the shape of the corroboree frog …

—I can’t take much more of this.

—As a celebration, a reward, for their nice friend, Bash.

—How do they know what I look like?

—You don’t know?

—No, of course I don’t.

—Well, apparently, you sent them a signed photo of yourself.

—I didn’t. I didn’t do it.

—I wish I could believe you, Bash.

—You have to believe me, Antenna. I couldn’t, Antenna. I’ve never signed anything 

in my life. How can I? I can’t even write. Who can? Can you?

Antenna didn’t know what to think. She stared at Bash—I don’t know what to do, 

Bash. What do you imagine the other creatures will think? When they hear about the 

whales? What are the whales going to think as they get dragged up the ramp to the 
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freezers?

—Are you going to tell them?

—I can’t keep it a secret.

—But I didn’t do it …

—Someone did. You’d better keep a low profile, that’s all I can say.

—I’ll have to. Bash hopped down from the console, onto Antenna’s rock and then, 

onto the ground. He hopped towards the door.

—You’d better wait for Torque or Spark, hadn’t you?

—I think I’d rather be by myself, if you don’t mind. I’ll go straight back to my tank 

and I’ll stay there. Until you realise I’m innocent; or until I’m dead. Whichever happens 

first.

—Fine. Antenna swallowed but kept her stern exterior as she nodded that Bash 

was indeed dismissed. After he’d gone, she shook her head. She stared at the screens 

in front of her with no comprehension. She threw the last shred of paper bark on top of 

the heap and paused. Then she stood up and left the control centre. Like an automaton, 

she headed down the tunnels towards her old home.

Once she’d made the decision to go, she broke into a run as fast as she’d ever 

run down those familiar tunnels. She paused as she got closer and sniffed, then sniffed 

again. Yes, there it was. The unmistakable smell of numbats. They were here. The new 

numbat family. Her kin. This would be her first look at the new family. What would they 

be like? How many were there? What ages would they be?

She could just see the crack of light at the end of the tunnel. She took one step 

forward, sniffing and smelling eagerly … 

She stood still, tense, quivering, testing the air, leaning forward, savouring the idea 

of a numbat family, any numbat family, a group of creatures that spoke her language, 

that ate her kind of food, that liked the sorts of things she liked … 

She bowed her head and breathed slowly in.

Then she stepped backwards and ran out the way she had come, ran fast, ran 

away, out past the control centre, past the hangar and out into the bushland surrounding 

the Ektek entrance. There, she ran to a paper bark tree and began to tear strips off it, 
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ripping the great sheets that sounded like her heart breaking.

III

Bash kept moving through the tunnels towards his home. He had never felt so 

desperate. How could he prove he hadn’t done it? Why was this happening to him 

anyway? It was like a morass, a great whirling hole and he was sinking and he couldn’t 

see how to save himself.

—Gidday, Bashy boy, came a deep, greasy voice from the dim low shadows of the 

tunnel—Long way from home, aren’t you? All alone in the dark, poor little creature… 

It was Spill, the diamond python. Spill was large for his size and Bash stared into 

his glittering eyes as though he’d been pinned to the ground. Bash wasn’t scared of 

many things but pythons were up there with the most scary things of all. Well up there. 

Pythons were never conducive to a frog’s feeling of good health, especially when that 

frog had recently been staring into a dark pit of despair. Suddenly Bash’s pit seemed 

very deep and very dark and there was absolutely no way out—Hi, Spill, didn’t see you 

there, in the dark… How have you been? How’s the family? Busy?

—Not as busy as you, Bash, from all accounts. I hear you’ve been very busy, 

Bashy boy. You’ve been up to some particularly interesting dealings, young Mr Frog, 

haven’t you, hmmmmm?

Bash nodded, following Spill’s every head sway, every movement, gently 

hypnotised into staying put while Spill slid just that little bit closer … —I admit, I did 

make a banner to encourage everyone to vote for the corroboree frog. We’ve got a lot 

of friends and I thought I could do my bit for the family but I haven’t done anything else, 

I swear, just the banner and I know that wasn’t right but corroboree frogs are in with a 

good chance, don’t you …

—What did I hear? Old growth forests, wasn’t it? Pulped? Was that you, Bashy? 

Pulping habitat. Ummm … That’s a naughty no-no, isn’t it. I would have thought you’d 

know better … Spill moved closer to the little frog who, in turn, moved back hard into 

the wall of the cave. So hard he could feel grit cutting into his thin frog skin. Spill was so 
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close, Bash could feel the breath puffing out of his mouth. He turned his mouth to the 

side to suck clean air into his froggy lungs—Nothing to do with me, Spill. I swear …

—Swearing’s a nasty habit. Those poor little whales. I really feel for them. Gone 

for munchies. Makes me hungry just thinking about them. All I’d need would be one little 

morsel, maybe a little dorsal morsal, and I’d be satisfied …

—You were listening …

—Hey, froggie, the walls have ears around here. You should know that. Just 

happened to be passing. Fascinating the titbits that fall in one’s path, ain’t it.

Bash swallowed hard.

—The things you learn, continued Spill—Makes you think, don’t it. Makes me 

think; that’s for sure, about all sorts of things; like, you. I’ve been thinking about you, 

Bash, ol’Basheola, Bashy boy; do you think you deserve to live? Or would you say I 

deserve a snack? A little Bashy-nashy snack?

—Spill, I didn’t do it, I really didn’t do it, whatever you’ve heard, Spill, honestly, 

it’s all lies. Bash became louder and louder as Spill got closer and closer. Bash was 

shouting for his life—Really. I don’t know what’s going on. It’s complete fabrication and 

I can’t imagine why anyone would want to ruin me like this. I’ve never done anything to 

hurt anybody …

Who is to say what might have happened if, suddenly, like super heroes, Torque 

and Spark had not flown down the tunnel towards Bash and Spill at that very moment 

with Bash stuck, hard and squealing, in Spill’s hypnotising eye beam.

—Hi-ya there, Bash, all right, then? said Torque cheerfully—Evening, Spill. How’s 

it hanging?

—Come to see you home, Bash, said Spark—Need a lift?

Without waiting for discussion, Torque and Spark flew down to either side of the 

little frog and lifted an arm of black and yellow each. They flapped their flight wings as 

hard as they could and, before the amphibian had any idea of what was happening, got 

purchase and winged that little black-and-yellow corroboree frog out of there as fast as 

they could carry him.

Spill slid round and watched the bizarre trio fly erratically down the hallway. He 
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sneered and had a quiet little chuckle deep down in his long scaly throat before moving 

quietly on his way.

The two beetles flew so fast their antennae bent back over their heads. Tears 

came into Bash’s eyes, though that could have been caused by something other than 

the wind, as they travelled around the bend. As soon as they figured they were past 

the danger zone, Torque and Spark glanced at each other and lowered their altitude. 

Together they let go of Bash and all came to the ground at the same time.

Spark looked at the shiny frog sympathetically—All right, then?

Bash stayed where he’d been dropped and another tear rolled down his cheek—I 

wish you’d left me there.

—More than our job’s worth, young tadpole. Torque laughed, a brusque, jolly-up 

sort of growl—How could we begin to explain your disappearance to Antenna?

—She’d be glad. She’d only think I’d got what was coming to me.

—Why do you think she’s got us guarding you, Bash?

—To stop me getting out and making any more deals.

—She doesn’t think you made any deals.

—She does.

—Nah. She’s asked us to keep an eye on you for your own safety. Other creatures 

might take offence, like maybe old Spill there, without knowing all the facts, see? We’re 

looking out for you. We’re your friends, like. And don’t forget it, young dribble features.

—Torque? said Spark.

—Young germ?

—Could I take him back? By myself? I’d look out for him. I would. He’d be right 

with me.

—Don’t know about that, young grub. Think we’ll stick together until he’s home. 

Not sure danger’s all over yet. That’s if there was any to start with. You know old Spill, 

bit of a joker, that one. Come on, Bash, can you walk or do you fancy flying again?

Bash hiccoughed, rubbed his wet face with his little frog hands and then said—

Can we fly? That was cool!

Torque looked at Spark—Now look what you’ve started.
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—If it’s too much for you?

—If it’s too much for you. Why, you cheeky young embryo, it’s not too much for 

me. I could carry twice as many frogs as you … Why, in my day … Come on, Bash. Up, 

up and away …
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Chapter Fifteen

Helmut lay on the ground, breathing quickly and painfully through what, if he could 

reason, he might have imagined was a broken rib. He wasn’t thinking clearly. Dribble 

came out of his beak and stained the dirt beneath him. A shadow fell across his feathers 

and a large orange-and-white paw stepped into his vision. The claws were the colour 

of old ivory and clenched into the dirt. The tiger spat out a mouthful of juicy leaves and 

berries onto the pile already on the ground in front of the ailing bird—You must eat.

Helmut raised his head and looked at the offering—I don’t know that I can.

The tiger growled slightly, deep in his throat—You have to.

—What is your name?

—Gleam. And you?

—Helmut. The cassowary looked up at Gleam with distrust and nervousness writ 

large on his face—What about you, Gleam? When will you eat?

Gleam shook his head slightly and indicated the leaves and berries on the 

ground—I’m fine. This is all I need.

Helmut sat up at this and stared at the assortment of fruits and leaves—What? 

Flowers and fruit?

—Absolutely.

—You’re joking?

—No joke.

—How can you digest this beetle food? Vegetation? Surely you need meat? To 

survive?

—Sometimes I might find a bit of road kill …

—Ah. You do eat meat.

—But I don’t kill.

—A tiger that doesn’t kill.

—That is so.

—Why should I trust you? You might be lying. You might kill me in my sleep.

—You might just as easily kill me.
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—I’m a cassowary. You’re a tiger. I think we both know who the executioner is.

—What of those spur things on your legs?

—Excuse me? I’m the one lying on the ground. I can’t get up.

—Soon you will be stronger.

—I’m not going to try to kick you to death.

—Fine. We’ve got a deal. I won’t kill you either.

—Tell me—you must have killed? In the past?

—Of course. Like all tigers, I was raised to eat meat; chickens and legs of beasts 

thrown to us by our keeper. My brothers and sisters and I would play, argue, fight over 

the carcasses. Then we grew older and hunted on our own. Oh, yes, the taste of flesh 

with the warm blood rising into my mouth … Aaaaaaarrr ... Gleam roared into the desert 

sky.

Helmut closed his eyes and shuddered. The roar was so loud in his head, in his 

bone cap, in his mind – it seemed to shake his already shaken frame – he felt as if 

he’d just endured an earthquake. After he managed to control his palpitations and his 

breathing he said—Why not eat me?

—Helmut. I don’t want to offend you but you’re a bit scrawny.

—I’ve still got a heart, warm blood …

—You’re still alive. Consider yourself lucky.

Helmut nodded and began to peck at a berry—How came you to be here? In the 

desert, like this? Wandering, lost?

—I could ask you the same question, said Gleam.

—And I will tell you for sure. Helmut picked up a leaf, nuzzled it in his beak and 

then swallowed—There. That’s my part of the deal. Now your story.

—More eating from you.

—Of course. Helmut pecked at more of the berries—Where did you grow up, you 

and your brothers and sisters?

—The Project Tiger, Gleam looked expectantly at the cassowary—My 

grandmother was Tara.

After a pause Helmut raised his head from his repast and looked curiously at the 
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tiger—Tara? Sorry, don’t know …  Should I recognise her?

—She was given to the Project when she was only a cub. She was symbolically 

released into our reserve many years ago: a wonderful gift; a marvellous start to the 

continuation of tigers. Tara was a half-breed.

Helmut sighed, recognising the problem.

Gleam continued—There was recently a purge in the Project. Half-breed tigers 

were caught. Half-breeds are no good any more. All us half-breeds were taken to 

a reserve where mixed breed tigers are kept for the viewing pleasure of tourists. 

Sometimes a rich tourist would buy a tiger to shoot.

—Oh, dear.

—Yes. They trapped me to release into the hunting area. Unfortunately for me the 

reserve was a desert and because of my Siberian background I carry a long shaggy fur 

coat. I’m always hot. As a result I have a short temper. When they trapped me and took 

me to be hunted down and shot by the fat pale hunter, I lost my temper and killed him …

—No-one could blame you for that! cried Helmut.

Gleam shook his head and went on in a rush— … and, more regrettably, I killed 

my own keeper who had looked after me since I was a cub. I do seriously regret this. It 

was a mistake. A bad mistake.

—But they were going to kill you.

—I should have died.

—You acted in self-defence.

—I should not have killed my keeper. I swore I would never kill again.

—It wasn’t your fault.

—What do you know, scrawny bird? Aaaaaaarrr … I know how much damage I 

could do if I chose—eating animals—many of whom represent endangered species 

themselves. I want no part in granting tourist humans a thrill kill. I can’t be responsible 

for another life. Too many creatures have died. Too many more will die, even today. 

Even this night. But not by my cause. Aaaaaaarrr ...

Helmut looked at the tiger, his majestic head back, his mouth open, enormous 

teeth gleaming and throat roaring and the bird shook nervously in his weakened jelly 
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spine.

Gleam shook his head and slowed, remembering where he was and whom he was 

with. He focussed on the bird—That reminds me. We have to get you home. There’ll be 

some worried ones waiting for you?

Helmut rubbed his face over his wings and winced as the movement jarred his 

rib—I suppose so. Of course. They’ll not know where I am. I should get back to the 

airship and try the radio. I can reassure them of my safety.

—Air … ship?

—You haven’t seen it?

—No. There is no ship near here.

—It can’t be far. I walked from it before I fell.

—You mean, both cassowary and tiger looked up at the sheer wall of craggy rock 

beside them—It’s up there?

—I guess so.

—Better get your strength up, then.
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Chapter Sixteen

—Oh, no, no, no! I don’t believe it! Antenna shouted and jumped up from her 

seat—This is beyond the limit!

Zip leaned forward to read the email Antenna had left open on the screen. It was 

headed with a dramatic yellow and black logo featuring the letters CMC with black 

triangles surrounding a circle.

Dear Mr Bash,

Following your suggestions precisely, we are pleased to inform 

you we have indeed located high-quality uranium just where 

you predicted. CMC will proceed with mining forthwith.

Henceforth the lake will be known as Bash Lake and the works 

will be called the Corroboree Mine.

Mr Bash, we are pleased to inform you that you, and your 

company Ektek, will receive a high percentage of the profits 

from overseas uranium sales. You will never need to work 

again. Congratulations and we look forward to a long and 

rewarding relationship. 

Caldicott Mining Co.

Zip looked around her, up and down, and back again, as her numbat friend 

paced the cave. Antenna sat down and then curled into her shredded paperbark nest 

momentarily before she jumped up and kept pacing.

Zip shook her head but kept watching for a while and then asked—What do you 

think Bash’s done to deserve all this?

—What?

—It’s not Bash.

—You’re sure.

—Of course. You must know that.
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—That email says it is.

—You don’t want to believe everything you read, Antenna.

—Uranium? I know he wants to be an emblem but, mining?

—Is that the reason?

—Must be. He must want money to campaign. I mean, what else?

—Antenna. Come on. He’s being set up.

—What? Who would do that to a frog?

—Who else wants to be faunal emblem?

—Do you know, it’s not something I’ve been giving a lot of thought. I mean, we’ve 

got Helmut missing, Hod … I don’t know, there’s just too much …

—Let me talk to him, said Zip.

—‘Course. Be my guest. Can’t do any worse than me.

Zip headed off to the Frog Centre and Bash’s frog-quarium. When she got there, 

the first thing she saw was Torque, curled up at the entrance. As Zip grew closer she 

could see that Torque was, in fact, asleep on the job. Zip looked at him, quietly snoring, 

raised a batty eyebrow and stepped over him. She flew up to the corroboree frog tank 

and peered into the glass. She breathed into the surface, creating a fog. She wrote 

‘BASH’ in big letters with her big fat bat nose.

She landed and waited by Torque, who was evidently having a pleasing dream. 

Quiet chuckles crept out of the side of his old beetle mouth. She shook her head and 

looked with increasing annoyance for Bash.

Eventually Bash made an appearance down the side of the tank.

—What do you want?

—Ssssshhhh … Zip indicated the sleeping beetle—What took you so long?

—Didn’t seem much point in rushing out of bed.

—Feeling sorry for yourself?

—Wouldn’t you? You all think I betrayed Ektek. You think I gave away old-growth 

timber and, now, the latest, the whales …

—That’s not the latest.

—Yes, it is. He looked at her directly, realising there was more to her story—Isn’t 
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it?

—No. Uranium is the latest.

—Uranium? Mining? Oh, for Zed’s sake  ...

—Bash, it’s obvious you didn’t do it.

—It is?

—Of course it is.

Bash closed his eyes and paused for a while. He seemed to be meditating.

Zip watched him warily. Then she reached out the tip of her wing—Wake up. 

We’ve got work to do.

Bash opened his eyes and shook himself—You have no idea how wonderful it is to 

hear you say that.

—Probably not …but you can’t just take this lying down. You’ve got to fight it. 

Someone’s setting you up and you have to protect yourself. We have to find out what’s 

going on and you have to help.

—I’m just a little frog …

—Not so small if the whole of Ektek think you’re so powerful you can communicate 

with multinationals.

—But I didn’t.

—They think you could have. So you must have some powers you don’t know 

about. Get up. Get into the control room and start sending out some emails. Find out 

who’s doing this to you.

Bash flashed his black frog eyes at her, suddenly attentive—…and give the money 

back.

—What?

—We got to give the money back.

—Do we have to?

—Of course we do. Come on, Zip. Let’s get cracking. Come on, bend down. Bash 

hopped up to Zip’s back pocket—Right you are. Go!

Zip opened her mouth to comment but then shut it again with a quiet little smile. 

No need for words. Job done.
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Torque snored on as Zip took off and flew down the hallway to the control centre.

Torque turned over and grunted.

After a little while, Spark flew into the Frog Centre from the opposite direction. 

He landed in front of Torque and snorted in derision. Then he went up to the tank. He 

could see the faint ‘BASH’ still lingering on the glass. He flew up and into the tank and 

shouted—Bash! Where are you? Bash?

Spark started to panic. He searched through the frog habitat, still calling Bash’s 

name. On finding another corroboree frog, Spark asked what news of Bash? The other 

frog replied—Got taken out.

Spark stared as the implications of ‘taken out’ sank in. Bash had been 

assassinated? Surely not. This frog would be more upset, wouldn’t he?—What do you 

mean? Taken out?

—What’s it sound like? He got removed.

—Removed? Who by?

—Dunno, mate. Do you mind? Got to get on, know what I mean? Got some tads 

here need educating, all right with you, then?

—Know what you mean. Thanks. Spark flew out of the tank and balanced on the 

glass ledge looking down at Torque. He took a deep breath and flew down to wake his 

superior officer.
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Chapter Seventeen

Four crocodiles lay warm and comfortable in and beside a pool in a gloomy concrete 

cave. There were no windows in the brutal bunker. The entrance was distant, through 

twists and turns of tunnel. Yet light seemed to emanate from the green water. The glow 

was enough to see each other by and the crocs lounged, comfortable as humans in a 

spa.

—Time to get going, girls! Shining Teeth shouted through the doorway—Rise and 

shine!

The crocs rolled and stretched and groaned—Must be morning, said Grater.

Jata moaned—How do you know?

—You got eyes, don’t you? said Asunder—Look. Illumination.

—There’s no window, said Damura.

—Shouldn’t be light in here at all, said Jata.

—Probably some kind of algae, said Damura.

—Algae? said Jata.

—Whatever. Can’t stay here all day. Have to get out and find us some food, said 

Damura.

—Can’t we just eat the wallaby and the bandicoots? asked Jata.

—What about just the wallaby? said Damura.

—Come on, girls. Where the death are ya? Shining Teeth shouted again.

It was loyal Grater who first came to attention and stood up. She moved, with 

difficulty, towards the door. The rest of the harem followed more slowly, groaning a little. 

They seemed to have developed all sorts of aches and pains overnight.

Outside, it had been raining. Things were wet and a blare of sunlight though the 

clouds forced them to strain to see—Aaah, that’s terrible, said Asunder.

Shining Teeth had no sympathy—Where the agony have you been?

—It’s more than morning, we’ve missed half the day, said Jata.

—No wonder I’m starving, said Grater.

—All right, then, said Jata. What you want to do? Get round the tip and ambush a 
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few seagulls?

—Too salty, said Grater.

—Make me thirsty, said Damura.

—Yeah, me too, said Asunder.

The crocs stopped their casual amble through the tip and watched quietly as a 

vehicle, doofing with loud noise, drove into the carpark and stopped with a crunch of 

tyre against gravel.

— Look, said Grater—That’s a bit more like it. 

—Yeah, said Shining Teeth—Meals on wheels.

The doof-doof stopped. A plump, beared man with white skin got out and slammed 

the door behind him. He wore jeans, a red tartan shirt and a baseball cap. His greasy 

curling hair straggled down his collar. He strolled up to a small wooden building near the 

entrance to the tip, went inside and shut the door. Safe. For the moment.

—What a shame, said Damura.

—Don’t worry, said Grater—We’ll get him when he comes out.

—Get into formation, girls, said Shining Teeth—Come on.

—Sometimes I get sick of you giving all the orders, Shining Teeth, said Asunder—I 

really do.

Shining Teeth wasn’t bothered but just to keep up appearances she added—You 

don’t have to be here.

The five crocodiles spread out, slid into puddles and hiding places around the 

car park, and waited. After a while the man in the red tartan shirt meandered out and 

leaned his back on the wooden shed wall, crossed his booted feet and squinted into the 

sunshine while he lit a cigarette.

Shining Teeth started out towards him—Doesn’t he know those things will kill him?

The crocs ran quickly across the carpark and the man, still shielding his match with 

a cupped hand, barely had time to register he was surrounded by reptiles before he felt 

the teeth sink into his leg. Soon he was splayed out across the gravel, there was a croc 

on each of his limbs and they were pulling as hard as they could go. His screams and 

yowls echoed off the rubbish, ricocheted into the gravel and bounced infinitely into the 
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hard grey sky.

His arm was torn off first and Shining Teeth took hold of his gushing shoulder 

while Jata chewed on her prize. Slowly his coughs and groans subsided and his futile 

struggles ended.

—Zed, I hate this peel, said Grater as she ripped off a boot and spat it out—It’s too 

tough. Quickly she grabbed higher over the man’s meaty thigh.

With astounding strength the crocs dragged the man back to their bunker and 

forced the pieces into the tunnel. Shining Teeth watched as they picked up every bit 

of their prey and eventually the crocs made it back through the maze into the pool, 

the green water now warmly tinged with red. A piece of tartan fabric floated quietly by 

Damura. The crocs were happy now; warm and fed.

Just as Shining Teeth was about to enter the bunker she lifted her head and 

listened. Then she shouted to the harem—What’s that?

—What?

—That noise; I’ve heard it before. Hey … You’ve heard it too …

—Isn’t that …?

Shining Teeth sprinted out into the sunshine again. The drumming sound grew 

louder and louder until, sure enough, there was the Ektek wingship parked in the car 

park; elegant, spare and graceful in design.

—That’s a quick result. The rest of the harem followed Shining Teeth as fast as 

their crocodile legs would carry them over the uneven patchwork of rubbish and dirt.

—How would Ektek have known where to look for us?

—What do you think they’re doing?

—Hurry up, Shining Teeth kept moving on. She knew how Ektek had come to 

know about the rubbish tip, of course, but saw no need to share the information.

Soon enough Shining Teeth could see the pale black bird tapping out his mad 

rhythm onto the wing. (Even she knew that palm cockatoos were the best avian 

drummers in the world.) She shouted out—Here! We’re here! And then she saw Hod 

leaping forward, just to her left, followed by the scurrying bandicoot.

—What’s going on? Shining Teeth sprinted and grabbed, taking a fierce-sounding 
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snap at Hod’s leg and holding on. Hod fell face forward into the dirt. The bandicoot 

squarked in alarm and the palm cockatoo dropped his drum stick, lowered his head and 

began to growl, albeit from the safety of his wingship—What the…?

—Why did you call them? I thought we had a deal? Shining Teeth managed, even 

with her mouth full.

Jata breathlessly translated—He called them?

Shining Teeth spat out Hod’s leg—Thanks, Jata. I think I can talk for myself here.

—I don’t think he understood. Did you?

—No, Jata, no, I didn’t. But then, that might be because a crocodile had bitten 

me and I thought I was going to die and I was distracted by my ego. Listen, Shining 

Teeth, unless that was some kind of novel plan to prove to Ektek there’s no relationship 

between us, then you’re just going to have to trust me. Yes, I called them. I’ve got a plan 

and you’ve got a choice. Either you work with me, or against me. Your decision.

—I didn’t hurt you, Shining Teeth glared at the yellow-footed rock wallaby.

Hod stood and brushed himself down—Will you let me get on with this?

—Okay, have it your own way. Shining Teeth looked at him, almost playfully—I’ll 

be waiting for you to stuff up. And when you do …

—I know, I know. Dead meat.

—You got it.

A cavalcade of creatures marched out of the tip driveway to the wingship—the five 

crocodiles, lead by Shining Teeth, and then Hod and FJ. All came to a halt by the aircraft 

and Crawf surveyed them. He threw his chewed stick into the pilot’s window and stood 

his ground. On the plane, that is. He hardly looked nervous at all. Of course, that’s not 

how he felt inside—Hullo … 

Interrupting him, Hod raised himself up to his tallest stance—Hail, Ektek! Ektek 

creature that I do not know at all …

Crawf watched him warily. Here was Hod, plucking himself out of a crocodile’s 

mouth, apparently unharmed, shouting at him that he did not know him. Luckily the 

beetle’s information had included the hint to stay alert because Crawf was feeling 

well out of his depth here. Crawf’s head feathers rose in suspicion and his face patch 
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paled—Hullo?

Hod continued his salutation—Having never seen you before in my life, I have 

called for your help in regard to a family of bandicoots.

—Bandicoots? Crawf was feeling very confused—What are the crocs doing here? 

Is that Shining Teeth?

—Indeed. It is I. Shining Teeth lifted her snout—We’re all here. Where’s your frog?

—Bit tied up, I’m afraid. Long way from home for you, isn’t it?

—Lost. What can I say?

—It is the bandicoots that need your immediate help, oh, Ektek aviator. Hod broke 

into these pleasantries—They are sick, suffering in their home of many generations. We 

would like to travel with you to Ektek headquarters to research a particular symbol used 

here.

—Hullo? Civilians? Travelling in Ektek craft? That’s … Never been heard of … 

Never been done before. Doesn’t sound right. Doesn’t sound safe.

—Just take this bandicoot, then. His name is FJ.

FJ squawked—Fair crack of the whip, Hod? Aren’t you coming?

Shining Teeth opened her jaw a crack, perhaps she might have thought of it as 

smiling, who knows—no one else did—I think Hod is going to keep us company, isn’t 

he? We can’t let both of you go, can we? Then where would we be?

Hod shouted—Tell me, Ektek aviator, what other Ektek craft are there? 

Crawf looked askance at him but couldn’t see the harm—There’s Uptek, Subtek, 

Intek and Ontek. Various ones.

—All with different pilots?

—Yeah, said Crawf—What do you want to know for?

—We don’t believe you can help us.

—Well, we can give it a crack, get a plan cooking, then we’ll bring up the best craft 

and personnel for the job and see what can be done getting you lost crocodiles home 

again. Not sure how many of you we can take at a time, but we’ll give it our best shot.

—How long’s all that going to take? said FJ.

—It’s okay, FJ. Hod nodded—You’ll be back in a couple of days and we can 
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decide what’s best.

—My family?

—FJ, I give you my word as a yellow-footed rock wallaby that no harm will come to 

your family while I am alive.

—You trying to reassure me, Hod?

—Best I can do right now.

Crawf was not having a good time. He was trying to avoid imagining the response 

back at Ektek if he returned home without Hod. He twisted and mumbled at his beak 

and then clapped it together thoughtfully—I could take both of you. It’d be a squeeze 

but it’s possible. Haven’t got a navigator today.  Even though it’s never been done. Even 

though it’s probably far too dangerous.

—Thank you, Ektek creature, but I will stay. FJ knows what needs to be done.

FJ clambered up into the wingship. He turned and looked at Hod—Hoo roo, Hod. 

Stay alive.

Crawf turned, too. With a slightly snide expression—Good idea, ‘Hod’, do you call 

yourself? Humph. Then Crawf climbed back into his pilot’s seat and ignored the wallaby 

as he fastened FJ’s safety belt and fussed over his civilian visitor.

Hod looked a little embarrassed. After a few splutters and coughs the wingship’s 

engines hummed perfectly. Crawf was able to take off with only a small spray of gravel 

landing in Asunder’s eye.

The wingship flew straight and disappeared into the clouds.

The crocs all turned to look at Hod.

Hod appeared to be fascinated in a streak of blood across the gravel. Did he only 

just notice it?

—What’s your game, then? Shining Teeth took a step forward—You just happened 

along, broke into a sanctuary and suddenly you want to do the right thing by a 

bandicoot?

—Maybe.

—Or maybe it’s that you want to do the wrong thing by Ektek? said Shining 

Teeth—Like we agreed? I don’t like creatures that don’t keep bargains.
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—I told you I had a plan.

—Hard to believe, Hod, said Shining Teeth—You just let our hostage go. What are 

we supposed to think?

—What have you got against them? asked Hod—Ektek, I mean.

—You don’t need to know, said Grater.

—Ektek killed our mate, said Jata.

—Ektek did?

—Not them, not directly, said Shining Teeth—It was their negligence.

—Humans trapped him, said Damura.

—We could have got him out but Ektek stopped us, said Asunder.

—Them goody two shoes and their stupid little activities. I hate them, said Jata.

—All us harem hate them and we want to teach them a lesson, said Asunder.

—A big lesson they can’t forget, said Damura.

—A lesson they can’t ever come back from, said Jata.

—Only way to get things done, isn’t it, said Asunder.

—Why did you let the bandicoot go? said Grater.

Hod watched the crocodiles clamour questions at him with his arms folded in front 

of his fluffy pale chest. He took his time to reply—I thought Ektek might come back with 

more of them to help us out. Then we’d be in a better position to work out how many of 

them there are and how to get them most effectively.

Shining Teeth spoke first—When Hardback got taken they said they had too much 

going on to help right at that moment.

—Couldn’t spare the staff, said Grater.

—We trapped them. The bird and the frog I told you about but we got busy and 

couldn’t see the point after a while and let them go, said Shining Teeth.

—Darn shame, too, said Grater.

—My thinking is there’ll be some research and a meeting and then we’ll get a mob 

of Ektek back here to help solve the problems, said Hod.

Shining Teeth was not convinced—What problems?

—You know FJ’s bent arm? Hod assumed they agreed—Seems his entire family 
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have defects like that …

—Defects? said Jata.

—Wouldn’t stop me eating him, said Asunder.

—As well as deformities, many of their young have been stillborn. I believe there is 

some invisible danger here we do not understand.

—And you think Ektek’ll turn out in force for an invisible danger? asked Shining 

Teeth.

—Maybe.

—If they come at all, said Jata.

—If not, then what? said Asunder.

—Then it’ll be Plan B.

—What’s Plan B? asked Damura.

—I’ll let you know, said Hod—If we need it.

—You don’t have one, said Jata.

—You’re bluffing, said Grater.

—Let’s just see if they swallow the bandicoot before we go rushing into hasty 

decisions.

—Nice one. Swallow the bandicoot, said Damura.

—Yeah. Good one. Sounds like a plan, said Asunder.

Hod and Shining Teeth started to walk towards the bunker. The rest of the harem 

fell in behind them, still giggling over a potentially swallowed bandicoot, looking forward 

to a nice siesta in their pool.

As they walked, Shining Teeth stole a glimpse at the wallaby. How could she 

ascertain where his loyalties lay; could she trust him?—Why are you on the road?

—Nasty trail of blood there. Fresh, is it? Hod went on conversationally, making 

relaxed little observations as though he didn’t have a care in the world—Bloody boot 

over there. Entrails. Something die here today? Some one?

—What business is it of yours?

—None. None at all. But you’d think there’d be some interest in this death 

sometime soon. Humans do like to find out what happened to their deceased. They’re 
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like ants; maybe organise punishment, retribution and even some retaliation ...

Shining Teeth couldn’t believe the chutzpah of this wallaby—You going to give us 

away?

—Of course not. I’m on your side. You’re the ones who’re going to make the 

changes on this planet.

—What changes? said Shining Teeth.

—What’s he talking about? asked Jata.

—You, said Hod—You get to kill the humans. You’re the apex predator.

—We’re only interested in survival, mate, said Shining Teeth. We got to live. We’re 

not interested in martyrdom, we just eat what’s put in front of us.

—But, don’t you think they deserve to die? They’re destroying our habitats and 

overpopulating and …

—Yeah? said Shining Teeth.

—So? said Grater.

—What difference does that make to us? said Jata.

—Ektek destroyed our mate. We’ll destroy them. An eye for an eye. A life for a life, 

said Shining Teeth— Maybe Hardback’s worth a few lives, don’t you think, girls? Only 

reason to eat people is to get fuel for our revenge.

Hod held his composure on the outside. Had he been closely observed perhaps 

that twitch in his top lip might have given him away. Inside he was thinking that he might 

just be in a bit deeper than he ought to be.
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Chapter Eighteen

I

Spark flew fast down through the dug out corridors of Ektek Torque trying to keep up as 

best as he could. Torque shouted at his apprentice as they zinged around corners—We 

should tell Antenna.

—Tell her what? shouted back Spark—That Bash has been frog-napped because 

you were catching up on some well-earned rest?

Torque was angry with himself. He shouted back—We don’t know what’s 

happened to him. He could have gone for a walk!

—You should have let me do it. You can’t keep pretending you can still do this job 

when you just go to sleep… You could use me more. You don’t have to do it by yourself. 

You’ve got to let me have more responsibility, Torque.

—Listen, youngster. Once. Once I go to sleep. That’s not enough for you to be 

laying down the law to me. Come on, let’s head in to the control centre.

—But what will you say?

—Leave that to me, you preposterous young grub. I’m still the beetle in charge 

here and we’re losing time trying to find him by ourselves. We need to get a search 

party organised …

The two beetles flew into the control cave and immediately slowed and came to a 

rest by the doorway. They could see Zip and Antenna watching Bash as he arduously 

typed at the keyboard. The keyboard was more like a touch screen; the lightest tap of 

paw or amphibian foot would get a response from the keys. Bash was, of course, a 

skilled pilot and able to use technology without too much bother but he really didn’t like 

typing—I don’t like computers. I really don’t. See? I’m just not good at this stuff. There’s 

no way I typed out all those emails. And I wouldn’t use those words. I don’t know what 

half of them mean.

The two beetles watched from the doorway—Ah, said Spark as he turned to look 

at his senior beetle—There he is. Helping them with their inquiries.
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—No need for a search party then, said Torque—Why don’t we go and inspect the 

boundaries?

—Good idea. Tell you what? Why don’t you let me do that and you go and have a 

rest? Recover from the shock.

—Not a bad plan, Spark. You’re in charge.

—Thanks, boss. I’ll let you know if there are any developments.

—Over to you, Spark. The two beetles made their way quietly out of the cave.

II

Antenna had been busy. She’d found the sent emails purporting to be from Bash. Not 

only regarding the trees but also the whales and the one regarding the uranium. She’d 

contacted the Ektek employees responsible for payment and arranged for the money to 

be returned. Apparently the trees on the edge of the forest designated for pulping had 

been marked with fluro paint. The whales’ whereabouts and the uranium had merely 

been described in emails and that had been enough.

—So, we’re sure? said Zip.

—We agree it’s not Bash, said Antenna—The next question is; who on earth would 

think this would possibly be a good idea?

—Has to be someone with access to the control centre ...

—With the ability to turn on computers …

—Hang on, could they have sent those emails from any other computer? I mean, 

there’s tons of computers around the zoo … said Bash.

—No, they were sent from here, said Antenna.

—They got out to tag those trees, said Zip—Maybe it’s not even an Ektek animal? 

Did we think of that?

The animals stared at each other in horror—You mean a human? said Bash—

Impossible.

—Can’t discount it, said Antenna—They’d certainly have the ability to do all this. 

Most of our creatures simply couldn’t.
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Zip stared at her—That is so full on.

—We may as well give up, said Bash—How the hell can we solve this?

—We’ve got to, said Zip—What say they set up something else? We’ve got to stop 

them.

—Come on, guys, said Antenna—Let’s concentrate. Started the same day as 

Min’s memorial service, we know that. So most of the Ektek creatures were here and 

there, out milling around …

Bash said—Everyone was out. Could have been anyone ….

—But not everyone wants to be a faunal emblem, said Antenna.

—You think it’s tied up with that? said Zip.

—Could be. Yup, said Antenna—Could be anything, of course.

—We know Carney’s keen. Who else? said Zip.

—Spill, Thumper and Sweep all talked about it, said Bash—No secrets there. I 

mean, who wouldn’t want to be an emblem?

Antenna and Zip smiled at each other—Indeed, said Antenna, who, as a numbat, 

was an emblem herself.

Zip thought for a moment—What if it’s someone who doesn’t necessarily want it 

for themselves but doesn’t think the corroboree frog should get it either? What do you 

think, Bash? Have you got any enemies? Do you think there’s someone trying to stop 

you? Or can you think of someone who doesn’t like frogs at all?

—Not that I can think of. I mean, Crawf didn’t like the banner but then no one did 

and I can sort of see why. Maybe I’ve done something to someone unawares? I can’t 

imagine. I can’t tell you what it’s like knowing that someone hates me this much. Thank 

Zed you two believe in me, at least.

—Huge effort, just to undermine someone, said Zip.

—Plus, as we’ve seen, it’s got to be someone who can write; or at least turn on the 

computer, said Antenna—Not to mention picking up and posting the photo.

—That could have been sent electronically, said Zip.

—Better find out. Lot harder to physically pick up a postcard… said Bash.

Antenna was thinking aloud— … address it … post it … I know Spill talked about 
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being the emblem but there’s no way he could write. Pythons are useless at picking 

things up and I think that lets Rick out as well. Crayfish can hold things but they don’t 

normally write … On the other claw, Sweep can hold things and owls are known for their 

quick learning …

—Needs to be someone with access to the boat, said Bash.

—To find the whales? said Antenna—Of course.

—Well? Who’s that? asked Bash.

Antenna thought—Gumfluff and Carney have been working together on the illegal 

fishing traps up river. I honestly don’t know anyone else who could start her up. The 

boat has a key and most creatures we know can’t twist a key.

—Can’t be Gumfluff. Koalas are already an emblem.

—Don’t see her getting caught up in causing trouble for the corroborees either. Not 

her thing, said Antenna.

—I can’t believe Carney would do it either, said Zip—But … looks like she’s our 

only suspect, am I right?

Bash sighed—It could be anyone or simply coincidence or … 

—I don’t know, it’s just spiteful, said Antenna.

—What about doing a handwriting comparison? said Zip—Can we get Sci-poon to 

send the photo back?

Antenna nodded—If it was a postcard. Right. I’ll do their email next. We also have 

to clear our name with the whales. This is bad for Ektek. In fact, it couldn’t be worse.

III

Bright lights snapped on to the tiger quoll’s furry face.  She blinked. Her spots stood out 

like chunks of ice in the glare. Her long thick tail wrapped around her hunched body for 

protection. She was cold and defensive. Her small ears flicked backwards and forwards 

in confusion. Her round black eyes watched Antenna as she paced between shredded 

paperbark and her desk—This is ridiculous, Carney spat—You’ve been downloading too 

many cop shows. What a joke.
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—We’re deadly serious, Carney, said Bash.

—What on earth makes you think I’d want to destroy an old-growth forest?

—Exactly my point! shouted Bash—Now you know how I feel! Why won’t you 

believe me?

— … and the whales? We couldn’t even go near the open sea if it weren’t for the 

whales helping us. How can you possibly imagine I’d want to something as dastardly 

as that? It’s criminal. All I want is for us tiger quolls to be able to live in relative peace, 

not to be put upon and falsely accused of hurting other creatures when this stupid frog 

has stuck his unthinking selfish neck out far too far and needs a serious trim. Below the 

chin, preferably. You’ve got to punish him.

—But, Carney, seriously, said Zip—It’s obviously a put up job. He’s not that stupid. 

No one is.

—Who would frame him? said Carney.

—That’s what we’re trying to find out, said Antenna.

—So, are you asking everyone or just me?

—Well, everyone eventually. We just thought we’d start with you. I mean, it had to 

be someone with access to the boat … said Antenna.

—Here we go. You do think it’s me …

—Hang on, hang on, said Antenna—We’re just talking here! Have you noticed 

anyone hanging around that isn’t normally there?

Carney, although furious, was mollified enough to try to think about this until Zip 

interrupted—What if it were more than one creature?

—That’d make sense, said Antenna—A team. Certainly a computer-minded animal 

working the strategies and the emails and then some other creature going out and 

about doing reccies … 

—Just the fact you’ve accused me. How could you begin to see me as such a 

traitor?

—Same applies to you. How could I ever do anything like that? I’m only a little 

frog. I can’t even start the boat. See? You don’t know. I don’t know. I couldn’t have even 

dreamed these things much less have gone and done them.
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—I suppose if I’d thought about that, it’s obvious. Okay, Bash, if you say I didn’t do 

it then I’ll say you didn’t …

—Then, maybe, we can turn our attention to whoever did do it? said Zip.
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Chapter Nineteen

The figure of the tiger climbing over rocks and around twisted pathways was the only 

thing moving in the afternoon light. The land bumped and tumbled with rocks and 

wisps of trees as the shimmering air cooled after the hot day. Gleam and Helmut had 

sheltered from the worst of the sun, resting and gaining strength through the heat. 

Now, as they made their way up the hill, the shadows lengthened and the desert crust 

stretched for kilometres into the horizon. Earlier they had walked around the cliff face 

looking for an easier gradient to make their way back up the hill. When they had found it 

Gleam put his feet carefully down onto uneven ground and climbed up the hill.

Helmut lolled on the tiger’s back, his head resting near Gleam’s head. They talked 

in whispers as Gleam continued to walk as smoothly as he could. They whispered about 

Ektek and families and journeys and means of transport. They talked about loyalty and 

meteors and fruit.

—Gleam? Perhaps we should rest. You have carried me very far. You must be 

weary.

—I’m happy to keep on. We can travel slowly. There is no need to race.

It was rocky underfoot and the going was indeed slow. The sinking sun picked out 

flashes of gold in the stripes of the tiger and highlighted the hints of gloss still left in the 

cassowary’s black dusty feathers.

Helmut flopped on the tiger’s back. His mind was hazy and he was almost sinking 

into unconsciousness. He began to mutter—In space all the animals are free from time. 

Free with the asteroids and the meteors, light and giddy as feathers, floating without 

decisions. There is no need to think.

Gleam had not heard him raving like this before. His tiger curiosity was piqued—

Helmut?

—Hmmm.

—How do you know? I mean, all this space stuff? That asteroids float and stars 

flicker?

—I just know.
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—But how?

Helmut became worried. He started to look in all directions, fraught, tense and 

bothered. He twitched, increasingly uncomfortable—I think maybe I should try to walk 

for a while, Gleam. Give you a rest.

—If you would like, Gleam slowed down—I’m happy, however …

Helmut got down and stumbled. He was able to lean on Gleam and catch his 

breath. His long neck shook when he tried to hold his head up. Each footstep was 

laborious.

Gleam watched him, doubting Helmut would be able to go much further by himself.

—She’s gone. Helmut sighed and put his head down into the soft fur of the cat—I 

haven’t heard her for days.

—Who?

—She’s like another presence… I don’t know. My conscience, perhaps? My 

consciousness?

—Your consciousness? Isn’t that you?

—I don’t know what you would call her; my muse, my friend, my angel ...

—You’ve been hearing a voice?

—A voice. Yes.

—Not yours? In your head?

—My heart.

—Do you hear the voice now?

—Gone. All gone. I’m alone. Helmut lifted his head and cried out—if he could have 

roared perhaps that’s what he would have sounded like—as it was, a thin reedy wail 

quickly dissipated into the infinite sunset.

They were near the top of the hill and the desert stretched out its red rainbow 

skin; stretched and wrinkled and gnarled over as far as the distant horizon. It was 

difficult now to say where the land finished and where the sky began. The sky, too, was 

contoured and shaped by endless colour and cloud; less skin, more depth.

Gleam watched the red distance as the bird snivelled into his back. The tiger’s 

chest rumbled when he spoke to the crumbling bird—You’re not alone.
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—I am.

—You’re not. You’ve got me.

Helmut gasped and lifted his head—It’s true. You are here. Yes. Thank you.

Gleam smiled—No need for thanks. We can help each other.

—You are better than she, though it is she who tells me what is happening in outer 

space. She describes the stars and the planets and the satellites and I feel lost without 

her …

—When did you last hear her?

—I suppose … It must have been the airship.

—Can you walk? We should go further while there is still light.

—We must go further. Yes. Perhaps I can hold on to your fur while we walk?

—That would be fine, Helmut. Just fine.

The bird placed his huge feet, like the triangular trunks of a wiry tree, into the dirt 

one after another, and they kept walking, the scaly prehistoric feet, next to the four great 

pads of orange and white. They reached the top of the hill and walked until they found 

the remains of the airship.

The smash site was a charcoal scar on the landscape, the cockpit snapped open 

like an egg. The tiger opened his mouth and very gently put his teeth around Helmut’s 

neck as he lifted the sore, feathered body with his great furred paws. He guided Helmut 

into the passenger seat without harming a cell of Helmut’s blue and red skin. Helmut 

slumped into the seat almost unknowing.

Gleam went around to the other side of the cockpit and sat, next to Helmut’s dusty 

pile of feathers, in the pilot’s seat. Both creatures were exhausted and sank further into 

their seats, letting their tiredness flood through them. They slept. The bright stars rose in 

the sky and turned inexorably in the immense wheel of the hemisphere.

Suddenly Gleam sat up. His hair stood on end—Oh, Zed! He had heard a voice. 

Where was she? Then he realised. It must have been the cassowary’s angel. The tiger 

listened intently, his head tilted on one side, curiosity overtaking his need for sleep. As 

he listened, a snide guffaw snuck out from between his disapproving lips—Some angel 

…
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He looked over at Helmut—Let the poor bastard have a break. He would tell him 

in the morning. In the meantime, Gleam got out of the seat and slid under a piece of 

cockpit wreckage in the sand. He lay, staring out into the enormous darkness, watching 

those same stars and thinking of the extraordinary voice he’d heard before his eyes 

closed and he slept again, the sleep of the completely whacked.

He woke to the strange mutterings of a cassowary in futile communication— … 

I have been dreaming of the stars, sliding into the Milky Way. I’ve been following the 

drama of the darkness, the velvet black touched by gleams and shimmers, I want to see 

your world, show me, how can I see where you are?

Sure enough, Helmut was poised in an earnest listening position in the pilot’s seat 

silhouetted against a magic tinge of light in the east. The cassowary swayed as he was 

captured again by the siren song of space.

Gleam shook the sleep from his head, jumped up and ran to the cockpit. He 

grabbed Helmut in a bear hug with his two great paws and wrestled him out into the 

air—I think not, my friend. I like you best in this time and place. Can you snap out of it? 

Do you know who I am? Let me listen again. Don’t keep all the good stuff to yourself.

Gleam bustled past the floppy bird and sat down again in the pilot’s seat—Sounds 

like one voice, doesn’t it. Frustrated. Not happy. Trapped. Do you think you’ve been 

picking up this transmission for some time?

—Trans … mission?

—Some kind of vehicle stranded somewhere perhaps? Certainly sounds a long 

way away. Maybe under the ocean. She’s not a whale?

—No, not a whale. She’s no whale.

—Thanks, Helmut. Beginning to think you weren’t coming back. You right?

—Thanks, yes, Gleam. Sorry.

—What? We’re in this together. Better?

—Yes. I’m all right.

—Well. I think we get some rest and some food and then we head out and try to 

get you back to Bedlam.

—Ektek. Should contact them.
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—Did you try to use the radio?

—No, I will now.

—Not sure that’s such a great idea. We’ve got to keep you safe from your 

mysterious voices, don’t we? Can you access the radio from the passenger’s seat?

—I’ll try.

—You do need to protect yourself, Helmut. That voice has convinced you to 

abandon your home and your organisation. She’s too powerful. You do know that, don’t 

you? Don’t you?

—I know.

—I’ll help you. Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.

Helmut watched the tiger carefully. He was worried. What he really wanted was 

to sit enthralled in the pilot’s seat and plug his mind in to the voice of dreams and be 

wafted into orbit.

He resisted.

Helmut sat in the passenger seat and switched the radio mic to ‘on’. He leaned in 

to the mic—Hullo? Come in, please? Uptek calling Ektek. Can you come in, please?

There was no reply and, as the dawn seeped in to the new day, gorgeous, new, 

soft as a sonnet, the two creatures set out, slowly at first, to find food and to locate a 

beetle. As they walked, Helmut called to the beetles—Ektek! Ektek! His thin voice drifted 

unheard into the air.

Maybe there were no beetles in this arid area. Maybe they could not hear Helmut’s 

weak voice but something stopped Gleam from shouting too. Helmut’s authority or 

Helmut’s need to be useful, whatever the reason, Gleam was solicitous of his friend’s 

role. Soon enough, they found a large cactus plant and feasted on the fruit, juicy and 

quenching. They set out again with renewed vigour.

—It will be good, you’ll see, Gleam. We’ll get you into the zoo and you’ll be able 

to eat meat. You’ll never have to worry about scraping old mince meat off the roadside 

again. You’re just the sort of creature we need in Ektek now. You have the same sort of 

concerns. Beliefs. Change through peace, non-violent activities, that’s what …

WHAP!
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Helmut was hit.

He never heard it coming.

It was a ground shaking engine roar.

A huge, dusty off-road vehicle sped through the land.

Helmut soared into the air and flew, flopping like a rag doll over and over until he 

fell, smashed, into the dirt.

The four-wheel drive growled on, jumping over rocks and bounding into 

indentations in the dusty land, heedless.

Gleam stood in horror and watched the life drain from his friend’s broken back. A 

trickle of blood dribbled out of Helmut’s beak. His eyes rolled in his head, never to see 

again.

The tiger roared, too, as the machine tossed and leapt across the desert into the 

distant day—Ektek! Ektek! Ektek!

This time, he was heard. A melyrid beetle flipped its wings and leapt for the sky.

—One.

The tiger roared on, feeling useless, frustrated and alone.
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Chapter Twenty

I

—Crikey, FJ was staring out the window of the wingship—Never, ever, not in my 

wildest dreams …

—What?

—I never imagined I’d fly. I mean, I’m a bandicoot, for fluff’s sake! None of my 

family have ever seen this view. My ma and pa would just die … Thanks, Crawf. Really. 

It’s awesome. You’re awesome. How the heck did you find out how to fly a plane?

—Just doing my job. Anyone could do it. Better than me, too, I bet. Better hang on, 

we’re landing soon.

II

Antenna and Spark walked from the control centre towards the hangar. Antenna was 

expecting Crawf to return any moment. She wanted to be there to greet him and 

discover out how he’d got on with those crocs.

Spark had been looking for a chance to talk to Antenna privately. He looked 

around carefully to make sure the corridor was clear before he spoke—I’ve seen them.

Antenna knew right away what, or rather who, he was talking about—Have you?

—Did you?

—No, said Antenna—I didn’t.

—Not yet?

—I had no right.

—No, Spark agreed. Then he paused and looked at her seriously—Then again, 

maybe you do.

—Do I?

—Well. You know as much about the workings of the zoo as anyone else. Maybe 

more. Who better than one of their own kind…

—Own kind? What does that mean? 
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—You know what I mean…

—I don’t. Does it matter what our ‘own kind’ is?

—You don’t think so?

—I don’t know. I don’t want it to be so. Is not every living creature my family?

—Maybe some family are more family than others.

—Maybe some families are entitled to their privacy?

—Maybe. There’s seven of them all together. 

—Seven?

—There might have been more sleeping but there’s certainly a young mother with 

two babies …

—Already?

—A young male, another older couple and one more female.

—Three females, two males and two babies. Antenna shook her head. She had no 

business discussing the new numbats with a surveillance beetle—Spark. Thanks, but 

please don’t tell me any more. She felt ashamed of herself—Sounds like Crawf’s back. 

Come on.

Antenna moved into the hangar proper where the beetles were gathered to 

welcome the returning wingship. 

Crawf piloted the craft in and parked as directed by the beetle crew.

Antenna could see Crawf had brought a small passenger with him. A long pointed 

nose and black bead eyes were peering out of the window. This was irregular; civilians 

were not normally carried in Ektek vehicles. She assumed Crawf would have good 

reason and watched as he disembarked and went to attend to his passenger.

Just as Crawf was helping the little round bandicoot out of the wingship; a visitor, a 

bright red cardinal beetle, fluttered into the cave. 

Spark flew to greet the newcomer, communicated briefly and then turned back to 

find Antenna.

As Crawf brought the small hopping bandicoot over to meet her, Antenna could 

also see Spark approaching with the new beetle. 

Crawf got there first, not seeing the beetles coming over from the other direction 
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and spoke urgently—Antenna. This is FJ, our bandicoot from the tip. You won’t believe 

what he’s got …

—Wait a minute, Crawf, sorry, said Antenna, as she nodded and turned to attend 

to the beetles. Spark pointed at Antenna and encouraged the cardinal beetle—This is 

Antenna. You can tell her.

Crawf and FJ watched, taken aback by this blatant thunder stealing.

The cardinal bowed, waving his long serrated antennae—Forty seven. Tiger in 

desert.

—Tiger?

—Did you say, tiger?

—What sort of tiger?

—You know, national emblem, big, stripey, hairy, mammal. Calling to Ektek for 

help.

—Tiger? Antenna immediately began to calculate the whereabouts of her 

personnel—I’m sorry, Crawf, it’s happened again. Antenna looked up at Crawf—There’s 

only you.

—But … I’ve only just landed. They’ll have to check the vehicle, refuel ...

—You will also need feeding, I take it? Please tell Sunday I’m sorry…

—If I get time. It’s really not fair on her.

—No. It’s not. Do you want me to talk to her?

—That might help.

—We’ll make it up to you as soon as we can.

Crawf nodded his reluctant assent and then added—One question.

—Go ahead.

—How am I going to deal with a tiger?

—Very carefully?

—Thanks, Antenna. You’re a great help. What would I do without you? I’d better 

get going. Will you look after FJ?

—Of course, she said—FJ, welcome to Ektek. Come on, everyone, Antenna 

motioned to FJ and the beetles—Let’s go in and find you all some food.
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III

Later that day, Ektek creatures jammed into the control centre cave. Rick, Spill and 

Carney were there, by the door. Bash, Torque and Spark were ranged along the 

console, together with a gathering of ants. FJ was seated with Zip, Antenna and 

Chimera next to the computers.

Bash spent his time surveying the other animals. He checked out each one, 

weighing up their appearance, their character, their interest in the faunal emblem ... He 

was still not convinced that Carney was innocent, though she seemed thoughtful as 

she, too, surreptitiously examined the company. Rick waved his long crayfish antennae 

and looked as if he might be drying out. Bash tried very hard not to catch Spill’s eye. 

Even Zip and Antenna were not above his observations, though he wasn’t sure he could 

reasonably suspect them.

Bash even contemplated Crawf, who was not with them, having left to find out 

what a tiger was doing calling Ektek from the middle of a desert. Crawf had been doing 

a heck of a lot of travel recently. He would have had plenty of opportunity to mark a few 

timber trees on that flight searching for Helmut. But what had Crawf to gain? Bash’s 

thoughts travelled to Helmut. Would Helmut be capable of causing old growth forests to 

get pulped? Why would Helmut want to discredit him? Though, come to that, why would 

anyone want to discredit him? It was a mystery, that was plain, but it was causing him 

more grief than any mere puzzle.

—Hod? Torque couldn’t quite believe the news—Our Hod?

Spark said—Didn’t think we’d heard the last of him.

—Yes, and who’d have thought he’d get involved with Hardback’s harem? Torque 

clicked his wings—Of all the creatures in the world …

—Can we trust him? Bash muttered quietly to himself.

Torque heard, though—That’s the question, ain’t it. Hod and a bunch of crocs; 

that’s some strong combination … That’s more than my job’s worth, that’s for sure …

—Especially if Hod is playing some weird double-agent game, said Spark with 
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respect resonating in his tiny beetle voice for the bravery of an intelligence officer.

—What makes you think that?

—Well, he’s clever, ain’t he.

Bash, obsessed by his own concerns, let his thoughts bubble to the surface—Not 

if he’s busy trying to destroy me and make sure corroboree frogs don’t get to be an 

emblem, he’s not clever at all.

Everyone stared at him.

Zip voiced the question on all their minds—What are you on about?

—We’re here to talk about Hod, if we can concentrate, please, Antenna quietly 

reminded him—FJ, could you clarify the situation for us all?

FJ stood in front of Antenna and Zip and, as he talked, he was willing them to 

make a quick response—There’s no doubt, it’s fair dinkum the crocodiles want to pay 

Ektek back. They want to destroy Ektek. They want to make you pay for Hardback’s 

death and, well, Hod volunteered to help them.

—There! See! said Torque—That Hod, he always was a bad egg!

—He’s a mammal, said Spark and Torque gave him such a look.

—But he volunteered first because of me. He saved my life. Too right, Shining 

Teeth was going to eat me. For sure, it was a close thing. I was right in her gob when 

Hod spoke up. Covered in her spit slime, I was. Crikey, if it hadn’t been for Hod, I don’t 

know, well, I wouldn’t be here telling you this, that’s for sure, FJ’s voice was clear and 

steady—I’d’ve been a repast.

—Well, then. Hod is still one of us, said Spark—How’s he holding up, do you think, 

FJ?

FJ continued—He’s hunky dory, or he was when I last saw him but as you might 

imagine, things change pretty quick when you’ve got five crocs moved in down the 

street from your family.

—Threatening your family, he means, explained Torque to Spark.

—Got that, said Spark.

Antenna rose to address the meeting—We haven’t been wasting our time since FJ 

arrived. We’ve researched the symbol that Hod noticed outside the bunker where the 
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crocs were staying. It’s a symbol humans use to indicate radioactive material.

—Radioactive?

—It’s unsafe material that spontaneously disintegrates at an atomic level. Contact 

with radioactivity can cause defects in living organisms, even death.

—What good’s that then? Do humans make it?

—It’s generally naturally associated with particular minerals, like, for instance, 

uranium.

—Don’t look at me! cried Bash.

—Don’t worry, Bash, said Antenna—Humans dig it up with particular purposes in 

mind.

—Better off in the ground, said Spark.

—They use radioactivity for energy, medicine, security ...

—Also in weapons, said Zip.

—There’s a number of drawbacks with radioactivity, the main being a dangerous 

left-over substance that is difficult to store. It’s known as nuclear waste. Apparently FJ’s 

tip is being used as some kind of waste facility but we can’t tell exactly what. All we 

know is that something with a level of radioactivity is being stored there. We also know 

that the wall of the building, where the radioactive material is being stored, has been 

weakened by water or some kind of fault, allowing the crocs access. There’s now a lake 

in that bunker building and the crocs think it’s purpose built for them.

—So, the crocs are okay amongst this radioactivity? said Zip.

—It was perfect for them. Nice swimming pool, said FJ—They love it. Think it’s 

very comfortable.

—What’s it going to do to them?

—They shouldn’t touch it, said Antenna—According to the web, the actual 

hazardous stuff will be in some kind of protective covering, maybe concrete casing. I 

mean, could one of the containers be damaged or flawed in some way?

—Does that mean they could be affected? said Zip—Concrete doesn’t necessarily 

stop radiation, does it?

—We just don’t know. At least it’s not enriched or military which could be stronger 
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or even more unsafe. We think, said Antenna, who then added after a pause—We hope.

—What’s the story about FJ’s family? said Zip—Did you say they had problems?

—All my life, anyway, said FJ. He raised his bent forearm to show the assembled 

creatures—My sister’s last litter were all born dead. We don’t speak about it. We didn’t 

ever look for what might be causing it. It was only Hod who connected this symbol with 

us. There still could be something else causing it or it could be drought or maybe we 

just don’t get enough food …

—So, either the bandicoots have to move or the waste does. said Rick.

—Is it possible to move this stuff? asked Zip.

—We can’t do that, said Antenna.

—Why not? said Spill.

—Because, said Antenna—Where would we put it?

—I guess anywhere it goes will have some effect on whoever lives nearby, said 

Zip—That’s the problem for the bandicoots.

—That goes double for the crocs, of course, said Antenna—Because we’d have to 

move them as well as the bandicoots.

—Can’t we just leave them? The crocs? said Zip—They could be full of radiation 

by now. Swimming in it. Won’t they affect everyone they meet? 

—That’s assuming it is leaking. It still might be something else that’s causing the 

bandicoots distress, said Antenna—It is a tip, after all. They’re surrounded by waste 

products.

—If we just leave them without telling them what we suspect? The crocs, I mean. 

They could just die? said Zip—That’d solve it. They wouldn’t cause anyone else any 

problems, just swim themselves quietly to death.

—What about Hod? Won’t he be affected too? asked Bash.

—What if he’s acting as a double agent? He could easily infiltrate and destroy 

Ektek to keep the crocs happy. How can we be certain? said Carney.

—We can’t be certain of anything. Ever, said Antenna.

—I can, shouted Bash and he jumped up and down as he continued shouting—I 

can be certain that it’s Chimera! It’s been Chimera all along! She’s the one that’s been 
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setting me up and I demand she be punished! Chimera’s the one! She’s a traitor!

—How dare you! Chimera jumped to her feet and screamed at the miniscule 

frog—Why you low-down, jumped-up, pip-squeak! What would you know about 

anything?

—Wait! Zip shouted—Stop!

—Bash, how do you know? asked Antenna.

—Look at her hands! Look at her finger-nails! She’s got yellow fluoro paint on her 

hands! Look! Look for yourself!

—What’s that? asked Torque.

Spark muttered—Fluoro paint was used to mark the trees that got pulped.

—And! Bash jumped up and down again, agitated and elated to have caught his 

attacker—And! And! Of course you know how to run the boat! They brought you all 

the way home from the Congo in it! You must be the one who’s been causing all this 

trouble. There’s no one else who could have done it! It has to be her. Who else?

—Why? Why did you want to trash a perfectly good forest? said Carney.

—I didn’t! screamed Chimera.

—How dare you, said Zip.

—How dare YOU. There’s nothing to link me to this, Chimera was beside herself.

—What about the paint? said Antenna.

—I painted a wall in the machine cage. You can see for yourself. Bit vivid but it 

brightens up the place. It had nothing to do with trees, she eyed the group nervously but 

then decided it might be better to brazen out the accusation—You did say trees, didn’t 

you? What’s the rest of it?

—You know perfectly well, said Bash.

—No, as a matter of fact, I don’t. Why don’t one of you explain exactly what is 

going on here? If I were a male you would not treat me so. But, no, I’m alone, far from 

my family, far from my homeland, lost, with no friends; and you attack me unmercifully.

Spark stood up and waved for his turn to speak. Antenna nodded and Spark faced 

Chimera and squeaked in his little beetle voice—Chimera? Can you explain where your 

cockroaches were last week?
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—What?

—Your cockroach team went out to a place with red sand. Could your cockroaches 

have been on a uranium exploration exercise?

After a pause where the assembled creatures looked at each other in disbelief, 

pandemonium burst forth in the cave as everyone shouted over everyone else. It was 

loud and tense and fraught. It was Bedlam.

—Chimera, what do you want? asked Antenna.

—It must have been you, said Bash.

—How did you get out of your cage? asked Zip.

—I’m sure she did, said Bash.

—She must have, agreed Carney.

—You knew of this forest previously! You sent your cockroach team to discover 

uranium deposits and I suppose when you went out in the boat you were contacted by 

a whale, Smacker, was it? That’s how you knew where they were. My only question is, 

why? said Zip.

—That’s my question too, said Carney.

—And mine! said Rick.

—She’s got to be punished! said Bash.

—She should be locked up! said Carney.

—Forever! said Rick.

—She should be cleared! said Carney. 

—No! said Antenna.

—Kill her! said Rick.

—She’s too dangerous to keep, said Zip.

—There’s got to be a way to make her pay! said Bash.

—She should have to work to protect the whales, said Zip.

—She’s got to learn you can’t destroy animals and get away with it! said Bash.

Tempers were high and eyeballs bulged with fury.

Antenna looked around at them all and sighed.  Where was this going to end?
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IV

Then, stepping into the eye of the storm, Crawf brought Gleam into the space. Suddenly 

there was no room in the control centre. All the creatures flattened themselves against 

the wall. All eyes were on the tiger, monstrous and hairy and breathing and filling the 

cave. He was dirty, smelly and gaunt.

Crawf’s crest was flat and his pink face patch was so pale it was almost white. 

He was downcast and spoke softly. Everyone had to sit forward to hear him—This is 

Gleam. He has brought us a report about Helmut. I warn you, it is not good news. If it is 

acceptable to everyone, I’d like him to tell us all together to save him repeating his story.

Antenna leaned forward with an involuntary gulp – an intake of air that sounded 

like a sob.

Gleam had his head bowed as he entered the cave but now he raised his noble 

face and looked at every creature in turn as he spoke. Aware of the high emotion in 

the space, his voice was a deep glorious rumble and there was great sincerity in his 

words—Thank you, Crawf. I cannot tell you how sorry I am to arrive at Ektek’s door 

with such news. I want to say first that I admired Helmut more than I can say. He was 

filled with wisdom, compassion and love for you all. He particularly spoke of Crawf 

and Antenna, Zip and Bash as the four who should lead Ektek into the future. He 

remembered working with your parents and felt enormous affection and admiration for 

you all.

—Where is Helmut? said Bash.

—He cannot be here. He is …

—Not dead? said Carney.

—No! said Zip.

—Is he …? said Rick.

Antenna said nothing and looked down at the ground.

—Helmut is dead. Gleam and Crawf both bowed their heads and waited for this 

dreadful information to sink in.

—What happened to him? asked Zip.
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—He was hit by a car.

—In the desert? asked Rick.

—One of those off-road SUVs.

—How do we know he’s telling the truth? asked Carney.

—Oh, he’s telling the truth, said Crawf.

—But how do we know? For certain? said Rick.

—You don’t want to know, said Crawf, looking over to Antenna who still looked to 

the ground and offered no help.

—I do, said Zip.

—Yes, me too, said Bash.

—He’s brought Helmut’s remains home.

—What? said Rick.

—Show us, said Zip.

Crawf stood his ground—You really don’t want to …

The animals moved, shifted in their places, uncertain, wanting to speak …

—I will show them. Gleam shook a black necklace from his neck and over his 

head. Now that it wasn’t hidden amongst his fur, the animals could see the cord was 

made of Helmut’s black feathers, rolled and woven together. At the bottom, the feathers 

had been fashioned into a vessel that had hung under Gleam’s chin.

Gleam cracked the feathers of the vessel open with his frightful claws to reveal 

Helmut’s head, still crowned by the bony chef’s cap, still stained by a dribble of blood. 

The once fiercely intelligent eyes were now blank, clouded and unseeing. Gleam placed 

the head, with the neck neatly severed and blood free, nested in black feathers, in the 

centre of the cave. The animals gasped and shifted again, uneasy now, as they looked 

at the disconnected head of their most senior member.

—But, where’s the rest of him?

—He had been run over. He was roadkill.

—You … ? Slowly realisation dawned on Antenna and she finally looked up at the 

tiger—You ate him?

Gleam nodded—But I didn’t kill him. We had a deal.
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V

A bright yellow smiley face grimaced down from the sandstone wall of the machine 

cage. Anyone could see it had been sprayed in a rush. Paint dribbled from the mouth, 

causing it to turn down, and the eyes seeped yellow custard tears.

Gleam curled up on one side of the machine cage. Exhausted, he lay his majestic 

head down on his forepaws with a sigh and closed his weary eyes. He did not rest easy, 

however.

Inside the same cage, as far from Gleam as she could get, Chimera was furious. 

She stood and shouted, rattling a rectangle of metal across the bars, trying to make as 

much noise as she could—What does that say about me, hey? You can’t keep me in 

here with a tiger! What does that make me? I’ll tell you! Bait!

Antenna, Zip and Crawf stood with their backs to the hangar opening. They 

watched Chimera’s antics impassively. Her cries did not register with them.

—We have to get Hod out, said Antenna.

—That also means extricating an entire bandicoot family, said Zip.

—What can we do about the crocs? asked Crawf.

— We can’t just leave them there to fry, said Antenna—Sorry, Crawf. Get some 

rest before you go.

—You’ll be right, Crawf, said Zip—It’s all in a day’s work for Ektek.

Gleam raised his head and stared at Chimera, still clamouring and clattering in 

their shared cage. He took in a deep breath and roared—Aaaaaaarrr ... 

That made Antenna, Zip and Crawf pay attention and it turned Chimera into jelly. 

She screamed and then began to sob as they approached the cage—Oh, you’ve got to 

get me out, he’s going to kill me, can’t you see? Why are you leaving me here to die? 

It’s inhumane, it’s inanimalane, it’s diabolical, you’re murdering me …

Antenna looked at Gleam, who nodded at her, and then she glanced back to 

Chimera—Chimera? Shut up.

As Chimera gasped in surprise, Gleam said—Just one more thing …

Antenna nodded.
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Gleam asked her—Helmut had been haunted by a strange voice in his head 

recently, telling him what to do?

—That’s true. We were worried about him.

—With good reason. Turns out, his mysterious siren was actually a transmission 

from somewhere else. The pilot of the airship worked as a kind of receiver, getting the 

sounds and words directly from another creature. If you sat in the pilot’s seat, you could 

hear the signals quite clearly. I did. I don’t know how it worked. Perhaps the pilot sitting 

in the seat and touching the controls acts as a conductor, who knows. Whatever it is, 

this animal is still trapped somewhere and very unhappy. Helmut was tormented by 

thoughts of finding her.

—Did he? Find her?

—He couldn’t have. No one could. Not in this lifetime. Not on this planet. Gleam 

had everyone’s attention by now and he looked at his listeners carefully before he next 

spoke—I think she’s in space.

—Space? echoed Antenna.

Chimera dropped her metal noisemaker with a clang.

—What do you mean, space? asked Zip.

—The sort of space that’s not on earth. Beyond-our-atmosphere space.

—Orbiting space? said Crawf.

—You mean, a satellite space? said Zip.

—You think there’s a live creature on our satellite? Transmitting to our airship? 

said Antenna.

—That’s what I think.

If anyone had been watching Chimera, which they were not, they would have 

noticed a quiver and a shiver as a change was wrought within her. At each repetition 

of the word ‘space’ in the preceding conversation, Chimera altered. She straightened 

up. She became serious. Her face focussed. Her eyes undimmed to reveal a flare of 

intense intelligence.

Chimera’s time had come. She did indeed have hidden talents and, it would have 

been obvious to any observer, they were to do with ‘space’.
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Chapter Twenty-one

The orbiting satellite hummed with very little life at all. Only the most basic systems 

were operational. Stillness and lack of expectancy haunted corridors of neatly organised 

purpose. The internal fixtures and fittings managed only to gather dust. Only one living 

thing roamed the orderly hallways and currently she was resting on the bridge.

Her long, furry, striped body drifted in solitary comfort over a couch facing a bank 

of buttons. She did not touch the couch. She did not touch anything. She floated, 

weightless, in zero gravity. Everything about her was long. She had a long face, long 

limbs and a long tail. She had a long, thin body and breathed in long, lonely sighs.

With one long, languid arm she reached over to a bank of faders and curling 

out one long claw, lifted a button gently. The air filled with the gentle sound of whale 

mothers playing with their young, milling in the warm waters of their breeding grounds. 

The whales sang and screeched and communicated their love for one another in 

tousled eddies.

She lay back, hummed to herself and twisted slightly in the lethargic air until she 

could stare out of her porthole. She could see for kilometres. Infinitely. One side of her 

view was black velvet strewn with generous vomits of glittering gem stars and the other 

side was taken up with a huge, blue-green orb she called Earth. Her parents had called 

it Earth and her grandparents had called it Earth and so it had ever been called: Earth. It 

had always been there, filling half her vision and she had always been in orbit around it.

She screeched, loud and long, joining in the whale song, singing along.

Or she could have been screaming.

Out of her porthole, Earth’s blue-green pattern was wreathed in smoky cloud 

swirls. Never was a sphere so round. Never was a planet so unreachable. Never was 

there a creature so out of touch with the world. 
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Chapter Twenty-two

I

In the Ektek control centre, Gleam and Zip drew in close to the communications centre 

deck, offering little more than moral support as Antenna set up the communications 

relay system.

They could all hear the unspoken words, ‘If only Min were here … ’ and they all 

decided to leave them unspoken.

Zip busied herself on the other keyboard, picking out the way to the Ektek 

website—Gleam?

—Ah ha?

—Do you think … I just wondered … Do you think this voice … this siren … Could 

she be … I mean, I know about the story and all but …

—Yes? said Gleam, patiently.

—Would it be at all possible that it’s an …

—Yes?

—Well, you know, like, an… um …alien?

—An alien? snorted Antenna.

—Sounded like a real animal to me, said Gleam.

—Come on, Zip, you don’t really believe in aliens?

—We’re talking about a voice from space. That’s all we know. Typing arduously, 

Zip’s bat fingers checked the Ektek email inbox—You think it’s normal to have a 

creature from Earth in orbit?

—I can’t honestly say I’m surprised, said Antenna—There’s always been rumours, 

haven’t there.

—Legends, said Zip—Which don’t discount aliens. What if the aliens had overrun 

the animals? Imagine if they’ve interbred?

—Zip. Really. Shut up.

—Hmmmm, Gleam examined the complex equipment: bones, plant roots and 

shells wound though with cables and metal object trouvés. Gleam was overwhelmed. 
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He’d never imagined that animals could control this much technology. Full of awe, he 

watched Antenna as she opened websites and turned everything on. He asked—Why 

are there so many computer screens here?

—We can’t ever really know what was in their minds when the founders set it 

up. Sometimes it can be helpful, said Antenna—We seem to use them all. We might 

be broadcasting live material from several sources and editing on the fly. We might 

still need to check up on other sites and keep incoming channels open in case of an 

emergency from one of the actives out in the field.

—You must be very proud.

—Proud?

—Of your parents? The founders.

—Yes, of course. Antenna continued with her connections, explaining everything 

as simply as she could to the newest, and largest, member of Ektek. She also noted, 

privately, that he had the biggest, most yellow teeth of any creature that she’d had the 

pleasure of working with.

—What if they’d want to kill us and collect us for their museums? Zip shook her 

head—We’d be stuffed.

—Didn’t sound like an alien to me, said Gleam—Really, Zip. I wouldn’t worry about 

aliens.

—Yeah. But what do aliens sound like?

—Forget about aliens. It’s not aliens, okay? Antenna was beginning to sound 

annoyed—Aliens. Zed. If it were aliens the airforce would have killed them by now. Or 

put them in their zoos. Can you imagine? People would pay big money to see aliens, 

wouldn’t they? Antenna turned her attention to the computer screen in front of her. She 

typed away, thinking on her paws—You think Helmut was picking up a real creature? 

Broadcasting direct from the satellite?

—Yes, I think so, said Gleam—I believe so.

—Could be anywhere, couldn’t it? said Zip—We don’t know this …

—Don’t say it …

—This … voice … really is in space. I mean, space is a bloody big place, isn’t it.
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—Got to start somewhere, said Antenna—It’s just we’ve never connected with the 

satellite directly before. It’s always been a means to an end. I mean, it was a joke, right? 

Who thought that scientist-making-an-ark thing was for real?

Zip, still doubtful, turned to Gleam yet again—Do you think Helmut was really 

talking with her? Like, you know; to and fro, give and take, listen and comment type 

conversation?

The tiger considered before answering—I think he thought he was, to-ing and fro-

ing, as you put it. Presumably she’d answer something in a pertinent way and then he’d 

believe they’d connected. If enough serendipitous remarks interlaced, then, hey presto, 

they’d be communicating.

—But, only in his head.

—Well, here goes our first space contact. Antenna, Ektek radio numbat-ham, 

attempted to find the channel of communication for the fabled satellite. Suddenly, 

through the speakers, and the magic of digital radio, they were in a pod of whales, 

dancing in motes of mottled sea-sun, singing their hearts out.

—That’s weird.

—What’s that?

—Sounds like Smacker’s family having a party!

—Sounds alien to me.

—It’s not aliens. It’s whales, Zip, whales. I told you, forget the aliens.

—Though, why are whales transmitting? They don’t need radio to communicate 

with us.

—Antenna turned to Gleam to explain—Helmut was one; an understander. Whales 

can use extra-sensory perception to connect. Smacker will miss him.

—Whatever we’re listening to, said Zip—We’re not in space any more.

—Unless there’s whales out there swimming through the stars. Antenna altered 

the frequency and the animals leaned in to listen to a new world—This isn’t right 

either… Their cave filled with human sounds patting little word shapes with their gravely 

voices—Maybe that’s truck drivers or police or …

—Amateur astrologers?
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—Who knows? Aliens, maybe?

—Zip, can you please drop …

—You want me to google this freq?

—No time.

The discussion was so intent on their radio exploration that no one noticed 

Chimera enter the office. The chimpanzee stood to attention, surveying the scrum of 

creatures around the cacophony of human sounds crackling through the system. She 

decided that actions were louder than words and she knew what needed to be done. 

Time was a-wasting.

Chimera’s long, dark, hairy arm reached out over Antenna’s shoulder and her 

long, dark, hairy hand adjusted the frequency on the stations. Chimera’s hairy, dark face 

moved in to the mic and said in a businesslike voice—Zee One One, come in please, 

Zee One One? Can you read me? Over.

Gleam, Zip and Antenna looked at each other in alarm and then stared, completely 

taken aback, at this new version of what, or who, Chimera was. Their concern was not 

tempered when the sound of whales blasted back into the room. Without turning a hair, 

or a cockroach, Chimera turned down the volume and repeated herself—Zee One One, 

can you copy? Over.

The sound of whales came abruptly to a halt. A howl of feedback flared through the 

cave. A hiss of static and then a rusty old voice sawed out of the speaker—Helloooo, 

Houston! Is that really you?

—That’s her! said Gleam—That’s the voice!

—Hey, I’m here to help, said Chimera. With her yellow oblong teeth, Chimera 

stretched back her lips and grinned at everyone staring at her before bending back 

to the mic—Zee One One, welcome aboard. Sorry to say, my Houston days are over, 

we’re Bedlam calling here. Pleased to meet you. Over.

Zip, Gleam and Antenna were non the wiser. What did she mean her Houston 

days were over? And who let Chimera out of her cage?

Up in orbit, the long lean, creature floated closer to the mic embedded into the 

control deck—Bedlam? What happened to Woomera? Nah, I don’t care. Just get me 
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out of here. When are you coming to get me? All four of her paws were clinging onto the 

deck as though she could squeeze herself into the comm system and she pushed her 

face desperately into the mic. Finally. She’d been contacted. Finally, her mission would 

be over. She was finding it hard to breathe. Her jaw jutted out …

The speakers blared—Can’t say yet, Zee One One. We’ve only just worked out 

where you are after all this time but you can be darn tootin’ we’re keen as to meet you. 

Can you tell us a bit about yourself, please? What’s your situation? Over.

Her long limbs pulled towards the radio. She was frantic. Tears came out of her 

eyes; she started to shout, her limbs were shaking—Get me out of here!

—Can you tell us a bit about yourself, Zee One One? Over.

She jammed her foot down on the communications button—I am the walrus, goo 

goo a joob … Then she lifted her foot again.

Chimera’s strange business like voice echoed her with the question—You’re a 

walrus? Over.

Down went the red communications button—‘Course not. I’m Big Taz. When am I 

coming home?

—Right you are, Big Taz. Soon as we can get organised we’ll have you back on 

Earth. We’ve got a bit of homework to do here and we’ll be there as soon as we can. 

Can you let us know what you’re seeing out your window, there, Big Taz? Over.

—Metal sculpture forest. Shards of burnt-out smashed satellites. Never hit us, 

though. Not hard, anyway. Tinkle, tinkle little sat, up above the world you’re at …

—Us? Who else is up there with you, Big Taz? Over.

—All my family. All the creatures. Great and small. We’re all here.

—But only you speak? Over.

—Yis. That’s right. I’m the only one doing talking now. Talking. To you. I’m the only 

one doing anything. I’m the only one who can move. I’m the only one with flesh on her 

bones; hair on her skin. I’m the only one who can breathe. I’m the only one who can 

eat… Oh, food! Give me something decent to eat, will you, for the love of Zed, please, 

you’ve got to get me out of here, come on, please, get me out of here …

—You’re the only one left alive? Over.
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—I’m the only one. That’s right. Are you coming today? I’m ready.

—Where are you, Big Taz? Over.

—I told you that. Up, way up high. Higher than you, little Bed Lamb. Much, much 

higher …

—Can you see any land at all? Over.

—Dark. Stars. Rocks. Planets. Satellites. Earth.

—Earth? Can you tell us what Earth looks like? Over.

—Round. Big. Clouds. Blue. There’s a green hook curving through it.

—How long have you been out, Big Taz? Over.

—Out? Never been out. Only in.

—You were born in space? Over.

—Yis, yis, yis, born in space. Parents born in space. Their parents pups when sat 

shot out.

—Who shot the sat? Over.

—Don’t you know nothing? Zed, of course. Zed made everything in the beginning. 

You know that. Enough talking. Get me out. Get me out now.

—No worries, Big Taz. We’re on our way. Hang on in there. Over and out. Chimera 

pushed back from the mic and settled in close to the keyboard—Let me search this 

sat and we’ll see if we can find its launch and orbit range. She began typing quickly, 

efficiently and searching her way through a complicated series of databases—Ah, ha, 

yup, thought so… hmmm, she muttered to herself as she linked through various sites.

Antenna, Gleam and Zip all watched Chimera in complete amazement before they 

came to their senses and spoke at once—How?

—How did you get through? said Gleam.

—How did you get out of the machine cage? said Zip.

—How did you know what to say? said Gleam.

—Why did you tell me you couldn’t use a computer? said Antenna.

—How on earth are we going to get her down? said Zip.

Chimera looked up at her audience with knowing amusement burning in her eyes. 

She smiled. She appeared to be brimming with confidence and knowledge about this 
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business. It was as though she were an old horse, back in harness and she certainly 

knew her way home. She spoke as though the answer should be obvious to all—Build a 

rocket, she said, smiling a broad chimpanzee grin.

—Build a rocket? How do you propose we do that?

—It’s only a sat. All we have to do is get out of the Earth’s first layer of atmos, 

dock, break in, rescue the Big Taz and get back down to Earth without burning up. 

Shouldn’t take more than a week all up.

The three earthbound creatures watched her, speechless. Gradually each one 

came back to life, shaking their head a little or blinking as the strange ideas filtered 

through their impossibility gauges.

—A week? echoed Antenna.

—But … said Zip.

—You’re talking space travel … said Gleam.

—Orbiting the planet? said Antenna.

—How the heck are we going to do that? said Zip.

Again, Chimera seemed to take charge. She seemed confident. She appeared 

calm. It was as though everything were possible—You must have some sort of craft 

we can adapt? All we have to do is attach rockets, fuel tanks… Some kind of airtight, 

watertight, flameproof cockpit?

—The airship cockpit …

— … is in the middle of the desert …

—The plane …

— … isn’t waterproof …

—Subtek?

—Subtek. Oh, yeah.

—Subtek might just work …

—Flameproof?

—Certainly treated for a wide temperature range and has its own oxygenation 

systems, said Antenna thoughtfully—Might be able to reinforce the outer surface …

—There we are then. I knew you could do it, said Chimera.
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—Hang on, said Antenna—We’re a long way a way from finalising this yet. What 

about fuel? We can’t use biodiesel to get out of the atmosphere. We need real rocket 

fuel. Where can we get that?

—Ah, I may just have a solution, said Chimera—Or rather, you might.

II

Minutes later, in the hangar, Chimera, Gleam, Zip and Antenna were gathered around 

Manifold. With a strong arch of her abdomen, Manifold demonstrated the ejection of 

her defence system: a hot, fast and powerful jet spray out of her rear end. Chimera had 

seen the explosions the flying bombardier beetles had performed at the entomological 

tattoo memorial service for Min and filed them away for reference.

—That’s just great! Chimera was fascinated and bombarded the bombardier with 

questions—Can you just release the spray without the chemical reaction? Like, just the 

actual liquid? How much of this stuff do you generate every day? How long do you need 

to recharge before you can go again? Without waiting for the answers, Chimera turned 

to the assembled creatures. She seemed to be speeding up before their eyes and they 

watched her, bemused—We can use this fuel. It’s obviously some kind of hydrogen 

peroxide. We might be able to boost its efficiency by adding polyethylene residues 

collected from rubbish left at the zoo. We just need to collect enough chemical from the 

beetles. If we could emulate the method whereby this energy is transformed, this will 

certainly be enough to get us into orbit. Not to mention the fact it’s not going to affect 

Ektek’s carbon footprint.

—Chimera? said Antenna—What is going on here? You’re talking like you think 

Ektek really could go into space.

—That’s true. That’s what I believe.

—Chimera. We don’t have the resources. None of us has any experience…

—I’ve got plenty enough for all of us.

—What are you talking about?

—You got to relax. Trust me. I’m an astronaut. NASA born and bred. I mean to 
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make it happen. You guys just hang on and enjoy the ride.

—But what ride? Where are we going?

—We’re going to rescue a Big Taz from the satellite that Zed built. Of course.

Zip and Antenna stared at each other and then back to Chimera. She just 

grinned—Hey, don’t worry, guys. Nothing can go wrong if I’m in charge.

Zip stared at Antenna—She’s trying to reassure us, right? asked Zip—She thinks 

this is a good thing? To risk our lives rescuing who-knows-what that has already 

caused Helmut’s death? A creature that up till now we thought was a joke, a part of a 

mythological ark from the mists of ancient history? Their shared smile was more like a 

grimace.
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Chapter Twenty-three

High up in the air, all Crawf could think was how Ektek never seemed to get involved in 

anything nice and easy. Space? Get real. Just because this new arrival tiger said outer 

space they had to take it seriously and jump just so high. And what if Gleam had killed 

Helmut? Who knew? Antenna and Zip seemed to think Gleam was bona fide but Crawf 

wasn’t convinced at all. He hoped they didn’t make contact with any creature out in 

space. He didn’t think Ektek needed to get caught up in aliens. What if the aliens liked 

to eat animals? As far as he could see, whatever was decided was bound to be difficult 

and there would be more work for everyone, particularly the ones who didn’t need any 

more work, like him for a start, with his partner alone back in their enclosure, trying to 

have an egg, her heart breaking because she couldn’t seem to and him getting sad 

and miserable because he knew he should spend more time with her but he certainly 

hadn’t said any of this because he’d learned to keep his beak shut when young, hopeful 

creatures were curious and passionate and wouldn’t listen to common sense. He 

grunted and looked over to his fluffy passenger—Nearly there.

—So soon?

—Sooner you tell them, sooner we can start moving them out.

—They’re not going to go, Crawf.

—But they’ve got to. There’s no choice. They can’t survive there.

—They’ll never leave. This is the only home, the only safe home, they’ve … we’ve 

ever known.

—But it’s not safe.

—I know that. You know that. They know that.

—They know?

—Well, it’s about risk management, isn’t it. They’ve seen the problems; we all 

have, of course. They knew it wasn’t right when Serena’s last litter were all born dead. 

But they’ve learned to live with it. The risks are far greater outside the tip. It’s just when 

Hod comes in, all bouncy and fresh, he can see the problems with his outsider’s eyes 

and he’s all keen for me to go and tell Ektek all our problems but it’s still not going to get 
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Ma and Pa out of their comfort car. Nothing’s ever going to do that. They like it there. If it 

wasn’t for the crocs we’d still be there, not knowing the extent of the danger but … 

—Even though it probably means the end of the line?

—They don’t like change.

—Could you go? By yourself?

FJ hummed for a little bit. Then he said in a small voice—In one way I’d like to.

—You could come and work with Ektek and live in Bedlam ... 

—It’d be great, wouldn’t it? But I couldn’t leave my family.

—What will you’ll tell them? You’ll still try to get them out?

—Yup. I’ll try. But don’t hold your breath.

—We’ll all try. I don’t know what good I can do but maybe Hod will have better …

—Hod. How am I ... ?

—I don’t know, FJ. He’s got himself into this. He’s going to have to get himself out. 

If you drop him in it, well, it’s not your responsibility. He’s a big wally now.

Back on earth’s hard gravel car park, Shining Teeth finished laughing.

—You mammals, you kill me, you really do. She gave one last snort and drew 

breath—Don’t know why you’re making such a fuss. There’s bloody radioactivity 

everywhere. Her fellow harem members began nodding their heads as if they knew 

what she was talking about—In all the dirt, all the rocks, all the air. Radioactivity’s all 

around us all the bloody time.

Crawf and FJ stood to one side and Hod on the other. Everyone nodded their 

heads, as agreement was entirely the best way to deal with Shining Teeth, just as 

with any large rogue croc, and they’d survived so far, so they knew they were doing 

something right—Especially now there’s all those goddamn radio waves and mobile 

phone towers everywhere. My ancestors put up with more radioactivity than you’ve had 

back scratches and look at me; I turned out just bonza.

—Yes, well, Crawf was not exactly sure how bonza Shining Teeth really was— 

… we’re simply not sure how more or less radioactive this particular area might be, 

Crawf kept nodding his head— … and we’re not sure what levels might be safe for 
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you or for anyone else for that matter. So we’re offering you a chance to transport you 

somewhere. Somewhere else. Somewhere safer. If we can find such a place  ... 

—Let me get this straight. You’re telling me that Ektek wants to rescue us.

—Well, yes.

—That’s not turned out too well in the past, has it? said Shining Teeth.

—Well, no. It hasn’t, said Crawf.

—How do you propose getting the five of us out of here?

—We’ve got a vehicle, we call it the tank, which could transport two or perhaps 

three at a time. Trouble is, it’s slow and it’s parked up in the Ektek garage. It’s going to 

take time to drive it over here. I’ve got to get to the fallen airship – see if we can bring a 

crew out to fix that up – and then I’ll be heading out.

—What’s wrong with the airship? asked Hod.

—Crashed it.

—Anyone hurt?

Shining Teeth suddenly swirled around to face Hod—You seem mighty interested 

in Ektek business, young flat-footed wallaby. What’s got into you all of a sudden?

Hod opened and shut his mouth, speechless. Had he given himself away?

Crawf sighed and looked up to the heavens. He looked at Hod and sighed again—

No one you’d know. Anyway, I’m going to need a driver. Any ideas? He looked out over 

the sea of crocodiles and sighed once more.

Shining Teeth looked in turn at FJ and Hod and then back to Crawf.

—I’m your mammal, Hod said, adding quickly—If it’s not too tough to learn.

—Thanks, Crawf nodded—You’ll cope. About the right size. I suggest the crocs 

move out of the bunker – can you find them somewhere, FJ? I’ll head out with my 

volunteer here. We’ll be back in a couple of days. Perhaps if you source your food away 

from the tip you might avoid any more serious contamination. We’ll get you all out as 

soon as we can. If we can. Barring disasters.

The two animals climbed on board the plane and got into the cockpit. Crawf 

spoke loudly for the sake of the crocodiles and his voice was sharp, too. He was plainly 

annoyed with Hod—Come on, ‘Hod’, is it? ‘Hod’. You sit there. Do up your seat belt. 
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Never been on a plane before, then? Just do what I tell you and we’ll try to make you as 

comfortable as possible.

FJ waved as the plane took off into a grey cloudy sky and flew out of sight. He 

turned around to see the crocs watching him very carefully indeed. He willed himself to 

remain calm though nothing could hide the shivers of fear shaking his little bent limbs—

Rightio. I reckon maybe the Italian job with the real leather seats? Or perhaps you’d 

prefer something more roomy and American?

Hod and Crawf flew along in silence for a while and then headed out over the desert. 

Hod was watching the changes in the landscape out of the window—It’s not so much a 

line in the sand, is it? It’s a gradual shift. When you fly over it, I mean. When he spoke it 

was almost to himself, a kind of meditation. He was almost unaware of Crawf, certainly 

of Crawf’s suspicions, and meant him no harm. He would have been surprised if he’d 

known the struggle that was going on in Crawf’s mind. He continued his meditation 

on the landscape—The plants change, the soils change and then, without noticing 

the change itself has happened, everywhere you look, you’re in the desert when you 

weren’t there before.

Crawf flicked Hod a glance. He shook off some of his disapproval and decided 

to join his ex-friend in making pleasant chat. Not that he’d forgiven him, mind, no, Hod 

wasn’t forgiven just yet—I picked up Gleam from just about here, yes, you can see it 

now … 

—Gleam?

—Gleam is Helmut’s … friend. Tiger. Helping Ektek.

—Tiger? Big, bloody, hairy, roaring thing? Excellent. Tiger’s not going to muck 

around with namby pamby peaceful little actions, is it? Then Hod was still as he saw the 

extent of the airship wreckage—Oh, Zed. He was lucky to get out alive.

—Who?

—Helmut.

—Hod … 

Hod looked over at the palm cockatoo—What?
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—Helmut didn’t make it.

—But you said …

—Did you want me to tell you in front of the crocodiles? Crawf concentrated as he 

guided the wingship through some turbulence—Hullo? I’m not completely stupid, though 

you might think I am.

Hod stared hard at the grey cockatoo. After a little while his anger turned to 

understanding and then sorrow and he hastily wiped his eyes—Right. How did you find 

… ?

—Gleam found him. And ate him.

—Ate him?

—He’s a tiger.

Hod struggled with understanding—That’s what tigers do, I guess.

—He brought Helmut’s head back to Ektek. He says he didn’t kill him. He says he 

doesn’t kill. He only eats roadkill. He’s the one who asked to be put in safe custody ...

—Crawf?

—Yup? You might consider bringing the crocs here, to the desert. How long can 

they survive without water? Maybe we can find a river for them ...

—Crawf?

—Maybe see if they’ve got any radiation sickness before bringing them back to 

Bedlam. Like a quarantine. Though what good that’s going to do us in the long run, 

I don’t know. Germs, radioactivity, bacteria, insecticides, poisons, bird-flu, swine flu, 

human flu; all out to get us; if we don’t go from one then we’ll go from the mutation. Next 

time…

—Crawf. Listen. I just want to apologise. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have run away.

—Let’s just see what we can salvage, shall we? Crawf brought the plane down on 

a flat area near the wreck. He and Hod got out and began sifting through the debris. The 

mess was scattered over a considerable distance – most of it from the fuel framework. 

Crawf and Hod loaded up the wingship with as much of the computer assembly and the 

engine systems as they could safely carry. Then they stood quietly surveying the litter. 

Hod wasn’t sure any overtures would be welcome so he just looked at the wreck.
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It was Crawf who spoke first—You’ll have plenty of time to think about things; long 

drive back in the tank.

—Better get going, then. Hod looked around the smash site and then over at 

Crawf—I really liked Helmut.

—Bullshit. You were always arguing with him. There was never a moment’s peace 

with you two in the same place.

—But I liked him for all that. At least he died quick.

—Maybe. Hope so. We don’t know. It’s not very likely, is it? I mean, hullo?

—I would have liked him to be proud of me, one day.

—He’d be proud now. I’m proud of you. I’m glad you apologised. Makes a hard job 

a bit more do-able. Thank you.

—Really? Even though I’m working for a bunch of crocs?

Crawf looked at him seriously—Are you?

Hod bounced back into the plane—Let’s get this stuff back to Ektek. It’s time to 

face the music.

Crawf followed more thoughtfully. He was still not certain if he could trust this 

wallaby. What was Hod up to?
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Chapter Twenty-four

I

The call went out across the world. Bombardier beetles on every landform lined up 

to donate their precious fuel to one unknown but endangered creature, up in space. 

The bombardier beetles would be making history and it was not an entirely unpleasant 

experience. A fuel donation was a safe process, carried out among friends and relatives 

and rewarded with an invigorating massage, before and after, from the stag beetles, 

their large pronged mandibles proving to be excellent equipment for getting deep into 

pressure points and relieving the stress of fuel release.

Huge tanks were filled, lashed together and swallowed by a whale, much as 

though the enormous mammals were swallowing a tiny vitamin pill, and then brought 

to Bedlam. Some of the whales needed to be persuaded of Bash’s innocence before 

assisting Ektek, of course, but once they had heard the extraordinary tale of a Big Taz, 

whatever that was, who had been stuck out in orbit for all of her life, indeed all of her 

parents’ lives, most creatures were only too happy to help.

Finally, the beetles ran over the surface of their newly fuelled and provisioned 

rocket, ready to proclaim it finished. They had taken the submarine, coated it with highly 

protective cells from the backs of giant tortoises, attached colossal disposable fuel 

tanks and made ready the detachable capsule, which would once again become the 

bare submarine by the time it splashed back into the ocean on Earth (if everything went 

according to plan, and that was a very big IF).

There could be no test flight. The rocket fuel was so precious, so difficult to gather, 

there could only be one execution of this plan and it would be led by Chimera, Ekteks’ 

first astronaut.

II

Spark sighed, watching the cockroaches follow Chimera’s brusque orders as they 

worked in the hangar—She never lets them rest.
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 Faint yips echoed around the hangar as the roaches worked.

—Who? said Torque.

—The cockroaches. She’s always got them slaving away on some task, carrying 

things far too heavy, fitting machinery together …

—Just between you and me, Spark my friend, can you tell them apart? They all 

look the same to me.

Spark looked across the hangar to the hard-working team. He could see Blatta 

straining under the weight of the main fuel tank together with about a hundred of her 

colleagues. Blatta worried him. She was not free. He did not believe that she was ever 

happy.

—Not to me.

—I got to tell you, I’m having trouble. I mean, does that make me old?

—No, Torque. Just beetl-ist.

III

Chimera told everyone who would listen that she had been training for this event all 

her life. Gleam was particularly interested in her history. He was prepared to listen to 

her for hours, all the stories about her experience flying in the space shuttle and her 

involvement in experiments in space labs. It was apparently on her re-entry to Earth’s 

atmosphere that her capsule had smashed open and she’d been swallowed by a whale. 

Then she’d been spat out onto the shores of the Congo where she’d caused a civil war 

between two chimpanzee tribes and from where she’d been rescued by Ektek during 

the heat of battle. Gleam shook his head with amazement.

It was true, though, that she knew exactly what was required to get the rocket to 

the satellite. She and Antenna had spent hours plotting the precise course the rocket 

would need to take in order to intersect with the satellite’s path.

Chimera and Zip worked through the re-entry protocol and it was with Mandible 

that Chimera went through every eventuality on board the ship. Together with Blatta 

and her team of cockroaches, Chimera and her Heads of Departments calculated 
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food requirements, waste storage and how best to contain a creature, they knew not 

what, who had very probably grown into never-before-seen shapes in zero gravity. 

Chimera seemed to have boundless energy. She was able to think of everything—every 

contingency, every possibility. She had revealed her hidden talents and they were 

formidable.

IV

Blatta and her team were returning to work in the hangar after a food break. They were 

all exhausted and marched slowly back to their duties.

—How you doing? Spark greeted the cockroach and then walked beside Blatta 

when she did not stop. He was not sure what he should say to her. After a little moment 

he asked—Can I get you anything?

Blatta said—We’re fine.

—I meant you. You, particularly, Blatta. Spark stood in front of her and Blatta had 

no choice but to stop—Can I do anything to help you? You all look so tired. Why do you 

help her so much?

—She’s my friend.

—Chimera?

—Yes. I’ve been with her since …

—Yes?

—I was there, at the space lab. She looked after me.

—Saved your life?

She glanced at him. He understood this was the case and also understood that it 

wasn’t a subject for casual comment—You don’t have to say anything …

—I shouldn’t ... too much to do before we go.

—You’re going? All of you?

—Just me. She needs me.

—What will you be doing?

—Anything that needs doing.
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—Like always, said Spark.

—She looks after me.

—She’s the lucky one.

—Have to go. She stood and waved at the rest of the team to get back to work. 

Then she turned back to Spark—Thanks, Spark.

—Good luck, he said—I’ll see you when you get back.

She paused, looked down, then looked quickly up at him again and then, 

surprisingly, fleetingly, smiled—Yes. I’d like that. She quickly returned to the chain gang, 

handing up supplies to the rocket frame.

Spark stood and watched her work and then, with a fresh spring in his step, flew 

up into the air.

V

Crawf taxied the wingship into a parking space in the hangar and came to a standstill. 

As they unclipped their safety harnesses, he looked over to Hod—Good luck, Hod.

—Thanks, Crawf, Hod nodded—Going to need it. He knew he had a lot more than 

just plain cold humble pie on his menu this day. It felt like years that Hod had been away 

from Ektek, when really it was only a couple of months. He looked around him as he 

disembarked from the wingship. Everything seemed familiar yet strange and small to 

him.

Hod met Antenna as he walked down the corridor away from the hangar. They 

looked at each other for a considerable time before Antenna said—Welcome home, 

Hod.

Hod stared at her. Then he looked to the floor. Then he looked up and came 

closer in order to give her an embarrassed hug—You have no idea. He released her 

immediately and stepped back. Then he leaned down towards her again and Antenna 

could see that he wanted to touch foreheads. Since childhood the two old friends had 

been close in so many ways. They had evolved a system of commingling their breath; 

a touch of their forehead and a bringing together of their noses gave them a sense 
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of togetherness and community. The touching of foreheads was almost a meeting of 

minds. It was a sign of trust. Hod obviously wanted to rekindle their friendship and to 

pick up where they had left it just weeks before.

Antenna was not ready for that. She quickly moved out of reach and clenched her 

jaw. Her mind was ready to forgive him but she was finding it difficult all the same. She 

found it difficult to look at him and turned away to look into the hangar.

When Zip, however, came down the corridor, she had no such inhibitions—You 

working for the crocs or for us, buddy Hod, old wally shit head?

Antenna gasped but Hod just stared at the bat—Zip. Give me a break. I’ve only 

just found out about Helmut.

—Is that right? Poor thing. If you’re part of Ektek you’ll suck it up, won’t you. 

If you’re working with the crocs, then you’re lying. So, either way, I don’t trust you, 

Hod. Remember that. I just don’t trust you. Zip turned and left him, slumping slightly 

now against the wall. She turned and just before marching out of sight, spat over her 

shoulder—I never trusted you, wally shit-head.

Hod bowed his head and took a deep breath in before looking at Antenna. She 

returned his gaze as he asked—Is that what you think, too?

—I wish I didn’t, Hod. I want to forgive you …

—I’d better get going, then. I’ve got some bandicoots to rescue.

—Stay for the launch first.

—I want to come home, Antenna. It’s not easy out there. I’m on the run the entire 

time. I thought there’d be a wilderness and I could catch up with all the other rock 

wallabies and go tribal but I couldn’t … There just isn’t … It’s not like I thought.

—No.

—I’ll take the tank and get the bandicoots and do something about the crocs and 

then I’ll be back; as soon as I can.

—Hod?

—Yup?

—I do trust you.

—Thanks, Antenna. That makes it easier.
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—At least come and take a look at our rocket.

Hod nodded and turned to walk with her through the hangar, back through the 

forecourt, through bushland and into a disused part of the zoo. Designated for a new 

elephant enclosure in five years’ time, it was an abandoned concrete area once used as 

a home for polar bears. As they rounded the corner Hod could see the extensive rocket 

building works. A new tunnel had been excavated specifically to make way for the body 

of the fuel tanks. These were stored partly outside, in what was once a rudimentary 

swimming pool, for access and ventilation. An army of beetles and cockroaches were 

loading in fuel from the drums, still slightly slimy from whale spit. Chimera was siting 

cross-legged on the concrete ground, holding a meeting with a group of earnest grey 

cockroaches—Yip, they said—Yip, yip, yip.

Antenna explained the set up to Hod who was completely gob-smacked by the 

breadth of the operation—But, Chimera? Of all creatures? Who knew?

—She’s certainly familiar with the language and I do believe she’s had some 

training somewhere. NASA certainly used chimpanzees. A lot of scientific laboratories 

still do research into HIV AIDS and Hepatitis with chimpanzee labour. Gleam has 

taken it on himself to double-check her stories when she’s not around. He’s found 

some reasonable accounts that might back her up, even though she does spin some 

incredible yarns. There’s no doubt she’s had an adventurous life. I mean, she’s scarred, 

isn’t she; inside and out.

—What if something goes wrong?

—Chimera seems happy with her odds.

—What are the chances of missing the intercept?

—High.

—What happens then?

—She goes sailing off into outer space and is never heard of again.

—She can’t turn back?

—She’s got enough power to make an attempt but if she misses by much, she 

won’t be back.

—Does she have the right co-ordinates to get back to Bedlam?
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—They’ll get pretty near.

—If everything goes according to plan.

—Yes. If everything goes right.

Hod had something else on his mind. He tore his eyes away from the rocket ship 

and turned back to face Antenna—About… Helmut?

—Hod. I couldn’t stop him going. I wanted him to go to the vet. I thought he was 

depressed. Hearing voices. I didn’t imagine they could be real.

—It was his choice, said Hod—To leave.

—Was it your choice, too? asked Antenna.

—Of course. You have to make your own decisions.

—I do trust you, Hod.

—Thanks, Antenna. You know, I am sorry. For deserting …

Hod and Antenna were embarrassed. They had been friends and now they were 

finding it difficult to speak at all. Hod drew in a deep breath and forced himself to look 

directly at Antenna—I was wondering about Helmut.

—You know about Gleam?

—Yes, Crawf told me about the road kill. I was wondering if you’d buried him. I 

mean …

—His head. No. It’s still in the control centre.

—What about taking him up in the rocket, too? Get him up to the stars? Maybe 

leave him in the satellite. Where he wanted …

— … to go. Yes. Antenna looked at the wallaby in wonder. He would never cease 

to surprise her. Imagine Hod of all creatures, thinking of Helmut so kindly—Thanks, 

Hod.

—No worries. Better get going. Pong’s already over by the tank.

Antenna watched him lope over in his rock-wallaby way and saw him give the tank 

a once-over, check the fuel was topped up, and talk with Pong, the dung beetle, about 

the latest report from the mechanics. Hod looked over to Antenna and gave her a smart 

little salute before hopping into the cabin and firing up the engine.

The tank roared into life. Beetles ran over the hangar, shouting, clearing the way 
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and waving him through.

Antenna lifted a paw in response. She didn’t know if she would ever see him 

again—All clear above and astern, she whispered, echoing the business of the beetles. 

Then she turned back to the control centre, ready to find Helmut’s remains, ready to 

give him the send-off of his life.

VI

For once, soft darkness enveloped all the caves and tunnels under Bedlam Zoo except 

one place. The light concentrated in only one area. The glow-worms and the fireflies 

had been enticed into the control centre by their avid interest in the take-off. All Ektek 

creatures were enamoured by the idea of space travel. It had once seemed so remote, 

so impossible, and now everyone had strange imaginings of living in orbit and habitats 

on the Moon … Never before had the Ektek passageways reverberated with so many 

discussions about air supply, solar power and hydroponic farming. Exciting mutterings 

about aliens as well – but quietly, between only the closest of friends.

The launch had to be at night to avoid detection by zoo staff. Antenna was fairly 

certain some amateur astrologers might be a bit confused by an unofficial rocket launch 

from the middle of the CBD but that was their problem.

The rocket was primed and ready in the disused enclosure, pointing at the sky, 

surrounded by beetles performing last minute checks. It was shiny and stood incredibly 

tall, considering a team of ants and beetles in an old polar bear pool had assembled it. 

The two fuel tanks were massive and decorated boldly in blue and red, the colours of 

bombardier beetles. The mixing tank was large and shiny and coloured black in honour 

of the ants.

Chimera was lying in place, locked into the former submarine, earphones on, 

talking to Antenna. Her cockroach team had been left behind, all except Blatta, who was 

able to brace herself in a corner of Chimera’s suit, able to breathe the same air mixture 

as Chimera. She would assist Chimera, mainly by keeping out of her way until required. 

It had been so forever, it seemed.
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Antenna was in the control centre and nearly every animal ever seen in an Ektek 

tunnel was in there with her – or trying to be. Crawf, Gleam, Zip and Bash were next 

to her, all with roles of their own: Zip was in charge of communications and research, 

Bash was monitoring the co-ordinates of the trajectory, Gleam was observing Chimera’s 

physical status (and when he had time, continuing his research into her past). Gleam 

was most interested in Chimera’s age. Since chimpanzees were long-lived Gleam 

suspected that Chimera was older than she was letting them think. Vanity? Gleam 

thought so and he worried about her physical ability to withstand the forces she would 

encounter on the journey out of the atmosphere.

Crawf was keeping a close eye on the exterior of the rocket. He would be 

responsible for seeing the fuel tanks disconnected at the right time and the docking 

system operated smoothly.

Ektek creatures, large and small, packed into the central cave, stuffed out along 

the hallway and jammed into the hangar. They were all trying to hear what was going on 

and watching everything they could see out of the hangar entrance.

Antenna had contact, not only with Chimera, but also with Big Taz, who was trying 

impatiently to come to terms with her imminent release, unable to say anything useful 

or sensible. Antenna spoke clearly and slowly to Chimera knowing full well she was 

actually speaking to the multitudes gathered around her—After the tattoo in honour of 

Min I knew Ektek to be an extraordinary team but I did not imagine then that we would 

soon take off into space. I am deeply proud of each and every one who has worked on 

this endeavour, as I am sure both Helmut and Min would also have been.

 Zip started the countdown when they were a minute-and-a-half away from launch 

time, which then built to a chorus with every creature shouting—5 – 4 – 3 – 2 – 1 …

And then …

Then …

No-body breathed …

Nothing …

 … happened …

Animals looked at each other …
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Uh oh …

Just as the pause was beginning to turn …

 … into a sense of failure …

 ... instead ...

 … a loud hiss, a whoosh and a flare of flame!

—BLAST OFF!

The jets burst into action, a blare of roaring blasted everyone’s ears, a cushion 

of fumes and fog accumulated under the rocket and filled the concrete enclosure, 

making made everyone splutter and cough as the rocket took off. Bombardier fuel was 

concocted of a series of chemicals that, after mixing, turned into water vapour. It was 

quite harmless, despite the intense force.

Everyone screamed and yelled and applauded in their different creature way and 

the rocket shivered up into the sky, roaring and fizzing and blasting out into space—

Zed, said Manifold to Torque—Reminds me of my crazy old grandfather. He used to fly 

like that. Used to smell like that, too.

When the safety beetles gave them the all clear, the creatures ran out into the 

darkness and watched the silver stream of the rocket as it straightened out and flew up 

and out into the clear black night like an arrow.

Spark said—Who’s that like, then?

—That’s more like me. Manifold said—Obviously.

The three watching beetles laughed. Then Torque said—What if we hit some of 

that space junk?

Manifold said—If that’s the only thing that goes wrong, we’ll have done well.

—What if, what if … if we only ever worried about risks then nothing would ever 

get done, said Spark—Risks, risks, risks; just breathing is a risk.

—Of course, we could hit something, said Manifold.

—We’re about to make some more junk of our own, said Torque—When those fuel 

tanks are dropped.

— … but wouldn’t it be great if it worked? First time? No problems? said Spark—

Ektek’s first flight into space, how awesome!
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—What’s the likelihood of that, young greenhorn, eh? said Torque as they watched 

the thin thread of the rocket fumes winding up into the sky.

VII

The rocket raced onwards, up, up, up, towards the stars, up through the troposphere, 

up through the stratosphere, up into the mesosphere and on into the thermosphere 

where the sub would go into orbit in less than an hour.  With her face plastered back 

into the submarine chair, Chimera whispered with the effort of speaking against the G 

forces working against her small frame—Destiny.

Blatta curled in behind Chimera’s neck and waited. She could sense she was off 

duty now and could take the opportunity for some rest. It would not last long. It never 

did.

VIII

Back down in the forecourt of the hangar, creatures watched the rocket trail lengthen 

out across the sky.

—What about that Big Taz, then? Spark asked Torque—Do we have any idea of 

what kind of creature she is?

—She still says she’s a walrus. What do you think?

—Probably not, said Spark.

—No.

—Still, hard to believe there’s any creatures up there at all.

—Guess it’s wait and see.

—Wonder how she’ll cope when she gets back down to Earth?

—How do any of us cope?
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IX

Antenna was jostled in the control centre. Creatures spilled into the corridors and the 

beetles relayed the news. The crowd buzzed with discussions and comments.

The beetles flew down the corridors shouting as they went—The fuel tanks have 

been jettisoned!

—Meeting point is half an hour away!

—Interception in five minutes …

—Counting down to docking …

—Intercept has been missed!

—Oh, no!

—Fly by is repeated …

—Back on track.

—Docking complete!

—Chimera is having trouble getting the door opened.

—She’s done it.

—Chimera has entered the satellite!

Everyone cheered at that!

—She’s taken Helmut’s head with her!

Torque nodded at Spark—Helmut would be so pleased to know that.

—Such a lovely gesture, Spark agreed.

X

Still in full astronaut gear, Chimera floated through the corridors of the satellite’s zero 

gravity, thoroughly enjoying her return to weightlessness. She held the woven bag 

containing Helmut’s head as she examined the dusty metal of unused cupboards and 

machinery lining the walls. She shook her helmeted head sadly. Her radio contact 

buzzed as she spoke to Antenna—Reminds me of the space lab. Only this one’s more 

like a ghost ship. All fitted up and no one to visit. Nothing’s going on here at all. What a 
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waste.

Antenna’s voice fizzed through the sat’s hallways—Any sign of Big Taz?

—I’ll head up to the bridge. She said she’d be there, Chimera took a gigantic leap 

and pirouetted thrillingly—That’s where she was when I last spoke with her.

—Here you are at last! Let’s go! Big Taz leapt out of a doorway and hugged 

Chimera so hard her helmet fell off—Don’t worry, you won’t need that her, said Big Taz.

With the force of the helmet’s flight, Blatta was flung out of her comfortable nook 

from within Chimera’s space suit. She curved through the stale air and crashed into 

a wall. She slid down and lay still. Chimera did not notice and Big Taz was too busy 

bounding to see the now comatose insect.

Immediately Chimera got a whiff of Big Taz’s intense personal smell, she bent 

down, retrieved and put her helmet back on, firmly—Big Taz! Pleased to meet you. You 

all ready to go?

Blatta stayed where she was, motionless, quiet, cockroach antennae akimbo. 

Disregarded. Comatose. Forgotten.

The two larger, bouncing creatures looked at each other, or rather, Chimera tried to 

look at her, but Big Taz was leaping and floating and bounding all around her and, when 

not leaping, she was trying to jump up and hug her. Chimera found she was warding the 

larger, thinner creature off, albeit in a friendly kind of way—Calm down, Big Taz. Got a 

job to do. She indicated Helmut’s head in the bag. Once Big Taz understood what it was 

she thought it best to leave it on the bridge, where it could float, overseeing the endless 

orbiting journey of the empty satellite. Chimera had hardly known Helmut so it was with 

little ceremony that she tied the bag to the control panel—Anything you want to bring 

with us, Big Taz?

—No, no, let’s go. Got anything fresh to eat? Something to chew? Apple, maybe? 

Let’s go.

Chimera laughed as much as she could, given that Big Taz had a firm hold of 

her round the shoulders—Big Taz certainly seems to enjoy bouncing. She’s leaping all 

around the sat now …

Antenna chuckled—One small leap for the chimpanzees, one giant leap for … Any 
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idea what species she is?

—Mammal. Long tail, almost like a kangaroo. Long thin body, like a dog but 

striped. She’s got a long, thin face with stripey eyes. She could be a relative of yours, 

Antenna, only smooth and ten times bigger. And stinky, phee-heew, is she stinky.

XI

Antenna glanced around the cave and met only blank faces. No one had ever heard 

of a creature that sounded like Big Taz—Maybe that’s the zero gravity? Bones could 

grow any direction, couldn’t they? Antenna got back on the radio to Chimera—Totally 

confused here, Chimera. Can you run through that description again with Zip and we’ll 

get an identikit thing going?

Zip jumped onto the other keyboard and, showing up on one of the six monitors, 

worked up a picture that had all the animals puzzled. They agreed there was nothing 

that looked like Big Taz in the zoo, or any other zoo in the world, for that matter.

—Hang on, said Antenna as she quickly opened yet another web site called 

Extinct Australian Mammals. Antenna indicated a picture and asked Zip—Do you think 

she’s one of those?

—Can’t be. Her whole family would have been extinct for fifty years before sats 

were ever invented.

—Maybe Zed had some kind of supernatural powers after all?

The beetle news-criers flew down the Ektek corridors again, relaying the bizarre 

information that it seemed Big Taz was suspected to be an extinct thylacine; a 

Tasmanian tiger. More news was soon to follow:

—The sat’s been locked up again.

—Chimera has loaded Big Taz into position in the sub.

—Both are strapped in and ready to commence re-entry.

—The space-sub has disconnected from the sat without a hitch.

—They’re heading home!

—It’ll take less than an hour to get back down to the Pacific ocean.
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—We’re going to lose contact with them as they re-enter the atmosphere.

—The whales will pick them up. We’ll have them soon.

XII

Thin slivers of dark clouds lanced across the dawn sky. Looking east as the sun rose, 

under the atmospheric flying javelins of clouds, whale plumes erupted high up out of 

the sea, geysers of greeting. A crew of motley creatures lined the coast and their cheers 

were quickly stifled. They had a job to do and it was not to be noticed by any human 

tourist. The animals stood, waiting to welcome home the first Ektek explorers of space; 

their own hero and their first ever star-dweller.

With a mighty flip and splash of Smacker’s tail, the submarine drove hard up on 

to the beach. Gleam silently acknowledged the work of Smacker’s family. Strangely, 

Gleam had found that he too could communicate with whales without sounds, just 

as Helmut had. Sometimes, he wondered privately, and of course the whales knew 

by default, if eating Helmut’s heart could have imparted those skills within his tiger’s 

digestion. However it had occurred, both Gleam and Smacker acknowledged it was a 

wonderful inheritance. Tiger and whale found they had much to discuss.

On Gleam’s head, almost invisible amongst the fur and stripes, stood a small, 

dignified, black-and-yellow pebble. It was Bash. He shouted out—I, Bash, member 

of Ektek, thank you from the bottom of my heart for all you have done for us and our 

fellow creatures here today. I solemnly swear I have had nothing to do with any fishing 

company, now and forever. I have never, and never will have, anything to do with any 

kind of fishing. Please believe me.

The waves continued to roll carelessly onto the shore and then Gleam chuckled.

—What? said Bash—What’s so funny? What?

—They didn’t think you’d be so small.

—Tell them I haven’t been well.

—Don’t worry. Whales like small things. Krill for example.



Out of spite out of mind              155

—They eat krill!

—Don’t worry. They’re not going to eat you. Not today, anyway.

Bash shook his head, trying to shake out his disgruntle. He watched the spray 

plumes in the distance, revealing the whales were on their way out of the bay.

Still chuckling, Gleam turned to see what was happening around the sub. It was 

surrounded by creatures, among them Zip, Antenna and Crawf, trying to open the 

hatch. The submarine itself had sustained considerable fire damage on re-entry into the 

atmosphere. It was burnt and badly scorched in places and the doorway was stuck shut. 

They banged on the outside and soon enough a muffled bang was heard in response.

—They’re alive then, said Zip.

With some hefty jolting, the hatch opened and out sprang Ektek’s first astronaut, 

Chimera. She wrenched off her space helmet, her eyes beaming with victory. She leapt 

onto the submarine and posed with her hands triumphantly clasped over her head. She 

stood like a mighty warrior on a dead beast as her feet rested on the body of her craft. 

She had survived another trip into space and she wanted to let everyone see her glory.

Gleam, Antenna and Zip watched her for a moment while Crawf entered the sub. 

When he stuck his feathery head out of the vehicle and said—Hullo? I’m going to need 

you lot to lend a paw here … All three glanced quickly at each other and without further 

conference, ran to help. As they drew closer they could hear the inhabitant and, closer 

still, they could smell her, too.

—Oh, for ark’s sake, you’re killing me, aaaaargh, oh, I can’t stand up, this is a 

disaster, I can’t breathe this crap … what do you call it? Air? Disgusting. Revolting. Get 

me to Tasmania at once! Why are you pulling at me? Zed, I hate this life, oh shit, I’m in 

agony!

Antenna entered the submarine and approached carefully—Big Taz? It’s an 

honour to have you on terra firma.

—Terra firma? I’ll give you terra firma! I’m terrified! This is terrible! If this is land 

then I really don’t want to have anything to do with it!

—I think we’d better get you back to Ektek and try to make you comfortable. Can 

you stand at all? Crawf and Gleam, squashed in the doorway, tried to help her stand. 
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Big Taz was almost as long as the tiger but skinny, stretched out like a rubber version of 

a dog, and floppy. Her limbs went everywhere as the group managed to pull her out of 

the submarine and land her on the beach.

—Ah, ark, what are you trying to do to me? Break my legs, you bastards? Big Taz 

sucked in a deep breath and then all the fight went out of her and she slumped onto the 

sand, long legs akimbo.

—What’s wrong with her? asked Bash, slightly panicked.

—She’s fainted, I think. We’ll need the stretcher and the hovercraft. Let’s get her 

into the control centre. Can we find her some food and water, please? said Antenna.

—How the hell are we going to look after her? said Crawf.

—Maybe deliver her to the vet and see what they make of her? The zoo’d be 

pleased to see her, said Zip—Get them a bit of notoriety and a few paying customers 

through the turnstiles. Can you imagine?

—That’s got to be her call. Let’s get her safe and then she can decide when she 

wakes up, said Antenna.

Creatures ran off in all directions, beetles and birds took to the air. Everyone had a 

purpose.

Except Chimera, who watched all the activity with apparent dismay. Everyone 

focussed their attention on rescuing the faint and weak Big Taz and seemed to have 

forgotten her. She stood, still in her astronaut suit, with her helmet under her arm, 

posing as if for celebratory photographs. Only, there was no photographer.

Antenna merely nodded to her as she went past.

—Well? said Chimera—Don’t I get any attention?

—Thanks, Chimera. Good job.

—Good? Good? Is that all? Just ‘good’ job? No photos? No paparazzi? No 

interviews? After all I’ve been through?

Antenna did finally stop and look at her—We can’t exactly tell the world what we’ve 

been up to, can we? Antenna said—Don’t you think that would be counter-productive?

—But I did all that work! I was so clever! Chimera was more than disappointed. 

She was devastated—I rescued an extinct creature from certain death. Don’t you think 
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I deserve some kind of recognition? Some kind of accolade? I’ve worked all my life 

towards this moment and it’s not fair I get nothing at all!

—What did you have in mind, Chimera?

—It’s not supposed to be up to me! You’re supposed to think of something! Ektek 

are supposed to give me a gift, a wonderful and surprising acknowledgement of all that 

I’ve been through! Like, unconditionally! I’ve given all my expertise and my knowledge 

and almost died in space! Like, you know, the keys to the city or a life membership of 

something …

—Just tell me what you want, Chimera.

With a rush, finally, Chimera admitted—I want to be the new faunal emblem.

—That’s why you did it? Chimera, can you please explain to me how you thought 

pulping old-growth forests, selling out whales and organising uranium sales could 

possibly help you to become the faunal emblem?

—It was going to the corroboree frog, wasn’t it? I had to discredit him. You told me 

who Ektek’s friends were. All I had to do was hook up with the opposition and I could 

bring him down. It was easy.

—But, Chimera, so much suffering?

—That’s how it works, isn’t it? Collateral damage. That’s how you get what you 

want. Everyone knows that.

Her eyes blazed out and, for a moment there, Chimera looked every millimetre 

what she was; the closest relative of homo-sapiens.
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Chapter Twenty-five

—Mate, I am so glad to be out of that tank. I’ve been cooped up in there … Hod 

stretched out his little furry arms and swung his head to his left shoulder and then to his 

right and back again. His ears flickered to all angles—Waaay too long.

FJ and Hod were outside FJ’s family car, back at the tip. Hod had driven the 

tank as quickly as he knew how to reach the Eastern barred bandicoots and was now 

preparing himself to get right back into the tank and keep driving. Driving his friends to 

safety.

—You’ve come a long way today, mate. I know. We all know. FJ looked at him and 

controlled a smirk—All you ever think of is helping us poor little endangered creatures. 

Bringing us to a world where we can survive. Just plain old survive. That’d be nice 

wouldn’t it? Wouldn’t have to run anywhere, wouldn’t have to see the sky any more, 

wouldn’t have to sit and watch the wind blow through the gum trees any more …

—Nice to see you too, FJ. You all packed?

—We’re not going.

—Don’t argue, FJ. I don’t have the patience.

—Not arguing. Just the way it is. 

—Don’t believe you.

—You’ll have to talk to them for yourself.

—I will happily do that. Hod hopped impatiently and waited for FJ to take him into 

the tunnels under the car—Come on, then.

—Watch yourself. No need to push, FJ led the way through to the cramped living 

tunnels of the Eastern barred bandicoot family, with Hod puffing and cramped behind 

him—Hi, Ma. Hi, Pa.

Seebeck and Rylah were delighted to see Hod but FJ cut short their welcomes—

Hod’s pretty serious about all this, Ma, Pa. He wants us to go through it all again. He 

reckons we don’t understand the issues. FJ started to describe the Ektek rescue plan to 

Seebeck and Rylah but, of course, Hod couldn’t hold his tongue for long—You’ve got no 

choice, really.
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—You’re a great kid, Hod, but we ‘aint moving. Rylah tipped his head to one side 

and considered Hod—We know you’ve had a big journey and all but we’re just not ones 

for changing.

—If you don’t adapt, you’ll die.

—So be it. Can’t see why anyone would want to live in a world of concrete and 

potted plants and measured meals that arrive from the sky in plastic plates. It’s just not 

our scene, Hod.

—We like it out here. Seekbeck smiled at Hod—No one bothers us …

—Apart from a bunch of crocs …

—Don’t worry about them, said Rylah—They’ll be moving on soon. Not the types 

to hang around a tip.

—We’ve got all we need … Seebeck continued.

—But you don’t. You have to steal food from the sanctuary to survive.

—Guess that’s what sanctuaries are for, eh, said Rylah—Looking after all us 

creatures. Leastways, our sanctuary is, anyhow.

—We’ll do that as long as we can, said Seebeck.

—It’ll be cool, you’ll see, said Rylah.

—Is there anything I can say that’ll change your mind?

—See, Hod, if I could change, I’d be a mynah or a rat or one of them possums or 

something. One of those families who can get on with humans; likes a bit of noise and 

mess and who can change to fit in with what’s available. Nice bit of scavenging, that’s 

all good for some creatures. Not our way. Am I right, Mum?

—Course you are, Dad. Everyone ready for a nice root salad?

—Too right, Mum. Hod? You’re staying, of course?

—Thanks, Rylah, Seebeck, but I already had something on the way over. You’re 

too kind and I really can’t stay. And, actually, neither should you.

—Good luck, mate.

—If you change your mind?

—We’ll give you a shout. FJ, you see him out, darl. Toodle-ooh.

—Come on, Hod. FJ started up the tunnel. Hod followed, his paws getting tangled 
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up with roots and buried rubbish. FJ had no sympathy for him—I hate to say it, but I just 

can’t help it and I know it’s going to feel so good. You ready? Here goes: I flaming told 

you so.

—FJ.

—Yup?

—Shut up.

FJ smiled to himself and kept on climbing up the tunnel.

When Hod and FJ emerged in the car interior, Hod turned to FJ, put one of his 

paws on the smaller creature’s shoulder and spoke in a low insistent voice—You’ve got 

to change their minds, FJ. They’re going to die, worse, they’re going to slowly get sick, 

their grandchildren are going to mutate and it’s not fair to you or your kids …

—I won’t be having kids, Hod.

—What? You mean, you’re coming with me?

—No, mate. I’m staying put. You’ve got kids, don’t you? I thought you would. 

Just don’t like talking about them, am I right? Maybe it’s all a bit too complicated? Too 

many promises to the ladies? No need to dwell. But we do need to think of the kiddies. 

You make ‘em, you try and look after ‘em, that’s what I think. Look at my ma and pa. 

Couldn’t have done more for our family if they’d tried. But they’re tired now. I don’t mind 

being the end of the line. Makes no difference to me. Unless …

—What?

—You want to have my babies?

Hod choked back a laugh and grinned at the smaller creature—No offence, but 

you’re not my type.

—None taken, said FJ—But, can you take the crocs with you? You know where 

they are? I’d be grateful if you got them out of here.

—Next stop. You know you can change your mind at any time.

—Thanks, Hod. For everything.

—Ah, shut up, FJ. It’s what I do. I am Ektek, after all.

It was at that point that Shining Teeth decided to reveal herself. She had heard 

enough and ran forward fast enough to show the wallaby and the bandicoot her full 
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power, and her self control—Is that so? She snarled at Hod—You’re Ektek through and 

through, are you?

FJ let out a honk of alarm—Crikey!

—Oh, for Zed’s sake! Hod sighed—You have to creep up on animals like that?

—What the death do you expect? I am a crocodile after all! Ambush is what I do. 

Got some news for you. Been thinking as I’ve listened to your little tales of woe. Come 

up with a new plan. We’re not leaving.

—You can’t stay here, said Hod.

—We can stay here. We’ve got a nice family of bandicoots to play with and all 

these nice cars to live in. They keep sending us juicy, tender humans to eat. What more 

can we desire?

—I thought you wanted to destroy Ektek?

—Well, yeah, that’s right, said Shining Teeth, still smiling—You’re going to love 

this, Hod. Really love it.

—I am? said Hod, with just a tiny note of disbelief in his voice. He knew sarcasm 

when he heard it. And he also knew that whatever made Shining Teeth so happy was 

bound to be bad for him. Bad for him and bad for Ektek.
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Chapter Twenty-six

I

Chimera snored in a corner of the machine cage. The door was left open these days 

in honour of her valiant space travel efforts but otherwise not much had changed. She 

was still restricted from travel. Gleam had made some progress researching her past 

but as Chimera was animal non grata in Ektek, no one else expressed any interest 

in her at all. Bash would have liked to see her punished but he accepted that, as an 

organisation that purported to protect animals, Ektek could hardly be seen to hurt a 

chimpanzee. Chimera was avoided and ignored when she did venture out of her cage, 

so she generally stayed where she was. She made a soft bed for herself in one corner 

and brought in some small comforts.

Spark, sparkling Christmas beetle, flew into the cage and settled beside the 

chimpanzee on her bedside table. She snored on. He coughed, cleared his throat 

and then whispered—Blatta? You there? He watched Chimera’s hair but there was 

no movement—Blatta? He watched the hairy giant snore and then, coughed again. 

He looked around the cage. What could he put to use? He said—Chimera? Are you 

awake? Nothing. She continued to snore even louder. He shouted even louder—

Chimera? Wake up! He sighed. He looked at her cup beside him and, putting his 

shoulder to it, edged it, bit by bit, to the side of the table. Before he could manage to 

shove it over the edge of the precipice he heard her voice and it was chilling—What are 

you doing?

He turned to find Chimera was awake, with one eye open, watching him. He had 

concentrated for so long on pushing the cup he had not noticed her stop snoring—I 

didn’t know how else to wake you, sorry, Chimera.

—Well? What do you want?

—I was just looking for Blatta. None of the other cockroaches seem to know where 

she is. They’ve searched the rocket and all through your suit but …

—Hmph. Haven’t seen her … Chimera rolled over, dismissing him.  Spark jumped 

in fury—What?
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But she was thinking and after a time she rolled back and propped herself on one 

arm—Haven’t seen her since we went … 

—What?

—No. Haven’t seen her since we got back.

—What do you mean? Where is she?

—I don’t know. What’s it matter?

—What do you mean, what’s it matter?

—She’s just a cockroach, for Zed’s sake.

—Just a cockroach? Spark stared at Chimera, unbelieving. He took a moment to 

compose himself before speaking—She’s your friend!

—I wouldn’t say ‘friend’ …

—She did. That’s exactly what she said. She thought you were her friend and you 

know what, it’s a two-way thing, this friendship lark, normally, that is …

—Kept me amused on the space lab, I’ll give her that. Like a pet, she was. Taught 

her all sorts of tricks.

—Well? Where is she? When did you last see her?

—I don’t know.

—What?

—Haven’t you got better things to worry about? She was there, now she’s not. 

Who cares?

Spark did.

Seems he was the only one.

II

Big Taz lay in Antenna’s torn paperbark nest at the back of the control centre like a 

long stretchy baby. She was weak, confused and dribbling. Her fur was patchy, with a 

number of tufty, scabby bare bits and she was very, very stinky.

Gleam crouched in front of her, speaking softly, trying to get her to eat. After 

a time, seeing he was making no impression, he turned back to his position at the 
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keyboard. The sound of tapping seemed to cause the thylacine some irritation but she 

merely moaned and turned her head and slumped into exhaustion again.

Antenna and Zip watched from the doorway on their way out to the hangar. Ektek 

had agreed each creature would keep watch over Big Taz in turn.

Zip wondered—Could we get her up to the vet?

—Gleam still thinks we have to give her the choice but it’s like she can’t hear at the 

moment.

—Sort of a sensory overload? asked Zip.

—Don’t know. Obviously she’s affected by gravity for the first time in her life …

—What’s Gleam got there? said Zip.

—Couple of rats from the reptiles and a hunk of lamb from the big cats.

—You think she’d love sheep meat, considering the history of the thylacine.

— … but she doesn’t. She doesn’t love anything. When she wakes up all she does 

is complain and whinge and moan and carry on like some pathetic, unhappy, dreary 

monster from a horror lab. She hates that she can’t walk, she can’t bounce, she can’t do 

anything …

—Aren’t we the lucky ones? said Zip—We get to listen to her.

III

Crawf stood, drumming quietly on the side of the control desk with one of those 

ubiquitous little sticks he chewed. He had a faraway look in his eye and his dreamy little 

rhythm had all but hypnotised him. He was shaken suddenly out of his pleasant reverie 

by a screech from the nest in the corner—Aaaaargh. What is that incessant noise? 

Aaaaargh! My mind is beaten! I am whipped! I can’t think! I can’t breathe!

—Hullo, I know, it’s dreadful, I’m sorry. Crawf dropped the stick and moved 

carefully closer to the Tasmanian tiger. It wasn’t that he was afraid she might bite. He 

was afraid he might smell her—Big Taz? Is there anything I can get for you?

—Can you get me the hell away from here? I’m dying!

—I don’t know. I really don’t. We could take you up to the vet?
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—What is this ‘vet’? Why do you all keep on talking about ‘vet’? All you keep 

saying is vet vet vet like vet is Zed or something.

Crawf considered—You know, there is a chance that Zed might have been some 

kind of vet.

—Really?

—Well. Zed made the sat and stuffed it with creatures …

—Never seen your kind before. What are you?

—Cockatoo. When Big Taz remained blank Crawf added—Palm cockatoo? Big 

Taz still showed no sign of recognition. Crawf continued—Bird?

Big Taz shook her head, uncomprehending—Not sure. Bird?

—Feathers? Flight? Eggs?

—Think my parents must have eaten all the ‘birds’ before I was born.

—Right. Crawf drew further away, this time not only because of her smell but also 

because of her omnivorous status—Anyway, the vet might be able to help you. I don’t 

know. Never seemed to do much for me. Just pecks at you and prods and pokes … 

—Nothing can help me. It’s all over for me. I just want to be buried in Tasmania.

—Why don’t you go there? We could get you there. If you like.  Not to get buried. 

Just to see it. Do you know where you want to go?

—Tasmania. That’s all.

—I could ask Antenna to search where your family were last seen, perhaps? I’ll go 

find her.

As Crawf left the cave, Big Taz shook her head and sank into the nest. Soon, she 

dribbled and moaned in her troubled sleep once more.

When Big Taz next woke, she became aware of Antenna, working at the 

keyboard. One monitor was open on an extinct animal site and another to a site entitled 

Tasmanian Tiger Sightings. Antenna was so completely absorbed in her task she nearly 

jumped high enough to touch the sleeping glow-worms when Big Taz shouted out—

What is that noise? Always tapping, tipping, tapping… It’s driving me mad! I tell you, 

arking mad!

—I’m just having a look for you, to see where …



166         EKTEK002

—Well, don’t. Why don’t you just leave me alone? I can’t stand it, I really can’t.

—I’ll come back when you’re feeling better. Though I did wonder if you’ve thought 

any more about the vet?

—Aaaargh, the vet sounds like a torturer; what sort of hocus pocus rubbish is that? 

Get away from me, you vile creature …

—Anything you say, Big Taz. Only too pleased to oblige …

Big Taz gradually calmed down enough to doze again or perhaps she merely 

lapsed out of consciousness. A stream of drool landed into the slop of the paperbark 

nest.

When she woke again it was to the industrious sounds of Zip sanding down a 

small section of the smashed airship’s engine.

Big Taz rolled her eyes and her head—What is this? Am I never to be left by 

myself? What price privacy, I ask you? This is killing me, really killing me. I want to go 

hooooome.

—To Tasmania?

—Don’t be stupid you big bat thing, you. I want to go back to the sat.

—Don’t know you’ll find many arguments from anyone here but you might need 

to work on your fitness. You need to eat something and you need to be able to stand 

before we can get you back in the rocket, don’t you think? You’ve been lying around 

feeling sorry for yourself long enough. Get up and try. Maybe then we’d be willing to 

help you. Come on, hurry up. Get up now. See if you can.

Big Taz was so surprised that she did indeed try to stand up. Her feet gripped the 

filthy shreds of the nesting material and she managed to arrange her limbs in some 

sort of order. She wobbled and struggled and finally pulled herself back up to standing 

on all four feet, until, swaying and dipping, she slowly sank again—Aaaargh! My back! 

Aaargh! I can’t stand! It’s all your fault, you interfering bastards! If only you’d left me 

alone! If only I could be weightless again!

—You’re the one who called for help. You’re the one who drove our pilot to 

despair. You’re the one …

Big Taz released a huge stream of yellow urine. It washed through the shredded 
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paperbark bed and down the middle of the control cave in a stinking steaming river—

Get out! Get out of here and leave me alone! How dare you, you fat-nosed bastard! Get 

out get out get out get out get out get out get out …

Zip got out.

Even the glow-worms were making an arduous getaway, their slimy bodies 

creeping along their strings high in the crevices of the cave. It seemed that no one 

wanted to be near one who should be extinct.

Big Taz burst into hot shouty sobs and slumped even further into her bed of shred, 

burying her nose and trying to hide. Perhaps she was trying to die.

IV

Antenna was out in the bush with a pile of bark strips. She nosed them up until they 

leaned against a tree and came in against them sideways, pushing up close enough 

to have the pile topple over onto her back. She was able to carry a reasonable load if 

they didn’t over balance onto one side. Big Taz was making a foul mess of her nest. It 

needed replenishing. Fully laden, she was heading off towards the Ektek cave when 

Torque flew up beside her. He looked around to see if anyone was in earshot before 

saying—Antenna? Got a minute?

Antenna paused—Torque. ‘Sup?

—Just wanted to let you know there’s seven of them. They got a whole lot of 

cameras and stuff in there.

—I know.

—You’ve seen them?

—No, Spark told me.

—Already? He’s quick, that grub, mighty quick, said Torque—Suppose I should be 

proud. I trained him, after all. I taught him everything he knows, the pipsqueak.

—Thanks, though.

—When are you going?

—Thought I might leave them alone.



168         EKTEK002

—Give them time to get settled.

—They got a right to their privacy.

—Not with all those cameras snooping on them the whole time, they don’t have 

any privacy at all. Like a bloomin’ faunal emblem they are.

—They are.

—Are they? Well, there you go.

Then, Antenna and Torque heard the tank’s unmistakable roar in the distance. 

They looked at each other as they listened to the big engine revved up high and 

crashing down the path towards them.

Torque shook his head—Hod’s driving.

—Don’t make me laugh, said Antenna—I’ve got to carry this stuff. She adjusted 

her load of paper bark and, as the two animals made their slow way back though the 

scrub, she muttered—Hod’s driving us all around the bend.

V

In the hangar, Bash and Gleam looked up from working on the rocket ship as they heard 

Zip approach.

—Impossible, said Zip—She’s totally impossible. Zip kept marching through the 

hangar, spitting out words—She’s her own worst enemy. Bitch.

—Do you want me to take over? said Bash.

—I don’t mind sitting with her—said Gleam, lifting his huge head from the 

mysteries of engineering—I’ve still got a few leads to follow up and she might let 

something slip.

—I wouldn’t bother if I were you. Zip looked at them both with a faint sneer on her 

bat lip—Leave her to stew. Either she’ll wake up to herself or she’ll die and we can just 

leave her body on the vet’s doorstep and cause a furore in the human world as to the 

mysterious arrival of a freshly dead thylacine at Bedlam Zoo. Revolting bitch.

Gleam and Bash exchanged glances—You don’t really think that, said Gleam.

—Yes, said Zip—I do think that.
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Bash sighed—I’ll go, and he lolloped quietly in the direction of the control room. 

But he did not get very far because, with a crash of burly engine, Hod roared the tank 

into the forecourt area. The beast of a vehicle howled as he hauled down through the 

gears. He parked as close as he could next to the rocket. He didn’t even see Bash, Zip 

or Gleam standing behind the burnt submarine and they watched him with curiosity as 

he bounded past them in the direction of the control centre.

When Hod crashed into the control cave he splashed through the urine puddle and 

tripped over Big Taz—Where’s Antenna?

—Get me out of here! I’ve got to get back! I can’t even stand up! It’s an arking 

nightmare! Zed, Zed, Zed, damn and blast it!

Hod backed straight out and leapt down the hallways until he made it back into the 

hangar where he found Crawf working at the wingship—Crawf, mate …

—Hullo, didn’t expect to see you so …

Hod interrupted him—Crawf. Got a problem. An urgent problem. Can you find 

Antenna? Get her here. I’ll go looking for some beetles.

Hod ran through the hangar and, after dashing to and fro and seeking around 

corners and crying out, he found Mandible and Spark, alerted them and rushed back to 

join the others.

In contrast, without moving one step, Crawf looked up and saw Bash, Zip and 

Gleam standing impassively by the rocket. He also saw Antenna, carrying her bark, and 

Torque coming in the entrance to the hangar. He indicated Hod with a simple tilt of his 

head.

Bash, Zip, Gleam, Antenna and Torque all shared a look and shrugged. After 

dropping her bark, Antenna and the others made their way across the hangar. They 

were joined by Crawf and various other creatures as they gathered together.

—Tank’s full, Hod explained—Got a load of dangerous stuff on board. We’re going 

to have to shift it. Immediately.

—What stuff? asked Antenna.

—Don’t know. Maybe radioactive. Maybe some kind of nuclear waste.
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—Nuclear waste? Here?

—Yup and we need to load it onto your rocket and blast it into space.

—What’s new clear waste?

—Here? Did he say here?

—What the ... ? The small crowd erupted into confusion, shouting at Hod and 

muttering with each other—What are you talking about?

—Take it slower, Hod. What exactly is going on?

Hod took an impatient breath, looked around and started again—You know how 

the crocs hate Ektek?

—What? said Bash.

—They blame us for Hardback, said Zip.

—But that’s not our fault, said Bash.

—Doesn’t matter what the truth is, you have to see it their way. They still hate us. 

So, their plan is to keep a load of radioactivity sitting in the hangar … Hod continued.

—You mean that stuff that was buried in the tip with the bandicoots? said Crawf.

—We could all get sick … said Bash.

—It’s here. Now. In the tank.

—Why didn’t you get rid of it somewhere else? said Zip.

—Where?

—Ah, pff, I don’t know … said Zip.

—That’s the problem. Anywhere you put it, it’s going to cause someone a problem 

sooner or later. So, I thought, we could just stick it in a rocket and quickly get rid of it …

—Give the aliens a problem … said Zip.

Antenna glanced at Zip, almost amused by her alien remark, but not quite—We 

can’t quickly get rid of a rocket load of anything, Hod, she said.

—What do you mean?

—The rocket’s been damaged, said Gleam.

—We can fix that.

—Hod. It’s the fuel. We don’t have the fuel, said Antenna.

—What?
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—The rocket fuel. We used it up. Every last drop, said Antenna.

—That fuel doesn’t come easy, Hod, said Bash.

—We had bombardier beetles all over the world donating their personal assets. 

They won’t be able to discharge again for months, said Gleam.

—It was a massive effort, involving half the world’s marine life as well as the 

beetles. We can’t just suddenly whip that one up again, said Antenna.

—Well, now what? How do you suggest we shift a tank load of nuclear waste from 

out of the Ektek hangar? With no time to lose?

The animals were silent, coming to terms with Shining Teeth’s dastardly ploy. 

Everyone was so quiet they could plainly hear the confident voice that spoke out from 

the back of the group—I might just be able to help you with that, said Chimera—That’s if 

you could see your way clear to helping me.

Antenna and Gleam exchanged a look. Not exactly the kind of help they could 

have wished for.
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Chapter Twenty-seven

I

Antenna peered over Gleam’s shoulder at a loading symbol circling around the centre of 

the screen. He had been researching female chimpanzees born in the southern United 

States and their history in experimental science and the space program over the last 

sixty years—I think this might interest you ... The website took a long time to appear—

I’m only guessing how old she is but from her stories I’m putting her around forty ... 

—Forty! Are you sure?

—Maybe older.

—Really? She acts like a teenager.

—Acts is right. I think she may even have been in the movies. No, for real, wait, 

you’ve got to see this chimp who looks so much like her ...

The website loaded and Gleam and Antenna stared at the photo of a much 

younger Chimera. It had to be her. The mascara was a flattering touch. The white lace 

mini dress was not.

—See what I mean? said Gleam.

—Doesn’t that explain a lot?

—Yeah, doesn’t it.

II

Meanwhile, Chimera was throwing a tantrum. She was outside the feeding station 

where the cockroaches had taken up permanent residence. They were cowed and 

clustered together near the bottom of the drain. Chimera took in another breath of air 

and shouted—You stupid, selfish, ninnies! You really think you can just get up and go 

whenever you like? What do you think you’re doing, lazing around, stuffing your faces 

all day? There’s work to be done and just looking at you slothful, indolent slobs make 

me sick.

Torque came up beside Spark who had been standing watching the proceedings 



Out of spite out of mind              173

from a healthy distance—What’s with her?

—Chimera’s annoyed the cockroaches won’t help her.

—Annoyed? I’d hate to see her angry. She can be heard all over Ektek. We’ll get 

zoo workers breaking into the tunnels soon. She’s like a foghorn!

—Come on! We’ve got work to do! Chimera raged on—You have got to snap out 

of this egotistical sulking. How dare you think only of yourselves!

—Don’t look at me, Spark shrugged—I wouldn’t have the first idea how to stop her.

—What’s the cockroaches’ issue? said Torque.

—Blatta. Seems Chimera lost her in space. Just left her. Up in orbit. Forgot about 

her. Not sure if she’s dead or alive. Doesn’t seem to care. So the cockroaches have 

stopped work.

—They can’t! said Torque.

—Don’t blame them, do you? asked Spark—Chimera was taking advantage of 

Blatta. All Blatta wanted was friendship. It was a lie. The cockroaches are upset. They 

are all related to Blatta, after all.

—Does this mean we’re stuck with this radioactive stuff?

—Appears so.

Chimera was still bellowing—I expect you by the rocket in ten minutes. Don’t keep 

me waiting, you self-serving creeps!

—We have to do something, said Torque—We’ve got to get rid of it. They’re the 

only ones qualified to move it.

Chimera, still carrying on, picked up a piece of melon and threw it at the 

cockroaches. They easily dodged the missile and went back to their quiet contemplation 

of the food. Chimera gave up and stamped off towards the control centre.

Torque looked at Spark—Go on. Talk to them. You’ll think of something. You’ve got 

to.

—Thanks for the vote of confidence, boss, Spark sighed—It’s impossible.

—Give it a try. If you talk to the cockroaches, I’ll go tell Antenna what’s going on.

Spark simply nodded his shiny head and proceeded to walk over to talk to Blatta’s 

family. They had multiplied since moving in with Ektek and their numbers now exceeded 
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the hundreds. Before leaving, Torque watched as the crowd quickly surrounded Spark 

and gave him a sense of their mood—Yip!

—We’re not going to do it. 

—Yip!

—Not going to do anything to help that fat, hairy humanoid, shouted out some 

cockroach voices—We’re finished with her.

—Yip, yip, yip.

—Fair enough, said Spark.

—What? said the cockroaches.

—I’m with you.

—You are? muttered the crowd.

—Blatta was my friend.

—It’s true, I saw them talking, shouted out a female.

—Yip, yip.

—I couldn’t believe her when she brushed Blatta off so easily. It’s not fair and I’ve 

told her that myself, said Spark—I think Chimera should be held accountable.

—Not going to bring Blatta back, though, is it, said a gruff male cockroach.

—Yip.

—Yip, yip.

—No, it’s not. Unfortunately, I don’t think we’ll ever find out what happened to 

Blatta.

—Because that fat bitch didn’t care, said a cockroach voice.

—That’s truth, said another.

—Yip, yip.

—So I respect you not wanting to move the radioactive material for Chimera, said 

Spark.

—Thank you, said one of the cockroaches.

—S’okay. Spark sighed again—I wondered what you had planned for your future.

—Not sure. We’re still shocked by Chimera.

—Yeah. How could she?
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—These things do take time, of course, said Spark—But I wondered if you were 

thinking about moving into the human city; great place, rich pickings, full of waste with 

plenty of dropped food?

—I heard that too! squeaked a young cockroach.

—You’re right. But, said an elder—We do have to take some time to work things 

out.

—Yip, yip.

—So, said Spark—You’ll be here?

—Probably.

—Got some things to sort, you know …

Torque scurried across the area, leading Antenna, Gleam and Zip to witness the 

confrontation. They arrived just in time to hear Spark say—What do you think about 

helping Ektek anyway? Seeing as you’re here already? It’s not really helping her—she 

just happens to be here—for the time being. There’s plenty of others to consider who 

live here permanently.

—It is a good cause, said the elder cockroach—Ektek, I mean.

—I ask myself, what would Blatta have done?

—That’s truth.

—Okay, Spark. We’ll do it for you.

—Don’t you worry about me, Spark smiled—Let’s do it for Blatta.

—Yip, yip, yip.

Antenna closed her eyes and took a deep breath in before she too heaved a sigh 

of relief.

III

Blatta woke up. She shook her cockroach head. It took her a while to realise where 

she was. She stood and looked around her, at the cold metal corridors of the satellite. 

Then she began to walk. She walked for a long time. Then she began to run. She ran 

until she tired. Then she took to her wings. She flew all over the satellite. She became 
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exhausted. She realised she was alone. Chimera had left her behind. Blatta had to think 

about that. She did not know how long she had been unconscious. She knew there was 

no way off the satellite. Unless Chimera would come back for her … 

A taste of hope rose in the cockroach, just for a moment. She chewed that idea for 

a little while until the flavour grew sour.

Until Blatta realised that Chimera was not coming back for her.

She began to take more notice of her surroundings. She saw the bones of all the 

animals that had been collected into one place. She saw how the corrals had been too 

flimsy and the aviary had been eaten away at the base. She noticed that she could 

easily crawl into the dried food and recycled water storage and help herself at any time. 

She saw there was a good system to keep her going for all her lifetime and maybe 

some extra should she get any surprise visitors. She refreshed herself and then she 

slept.

When she woke she continued her reconnaissance. She found herself at the 

control desk and flew up to look out of the window. She sat at the lip of the window and 

stared out. There, a round, cloud-wreathed, blue-green bauble hung in a dark, starry 

sky. Blatta stared at the planet and then beyond it, into the depth of space, and the 

infinity of stars scattered beyond her imaginings.

Then, Blatta started to hum, just quietly, under her breath. She had always loved 

cockroach music. She hummed and she relaxed, gazing at the majesty in front of her, 

tapping her toes. With a little smile, Blatta enjoyed uninterrupted, infinite peace, at last.

IV

Later, after Chimera had started the countdown, Gleam, Antenna and Zip stood together 

and watched the cockroach teamwork in amazement. Hundreds of cockroaches bustled 

over the rocket, now back in the defunct polar bear bunker. Not only Blatta’s relations 

now but also thousands more had been called in to assist. Cockroaches were, of 

course, able to withstand much higher levels of radioactivity than other creatures, as 

well as possessing the ability to work together as cohesive units to achieve enormous 
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tasks. The tank had already been emptied and the cockroaches had been deployed 

fitting re-invigorated fuel rods to the altered submarine.

Antenna shook her head at the sheer risk of it all happening in the Ektek facilities.

—Explain to me, said Gleam—how she can make nuclear waste a power source?

—Yeah, said Zip—Isn’t it depleted? Doesn’t that mean it won’t work?

—Apparently the technology has been around for some time. Luckily Chimera 

knows how to squeeze the last drops of energy out of these fuel rods and she says it’s 

safe. All we can do is hope.

Gleam said—You know, I’m going to be beyond relieved to have the waste 

disappear but I can’t help feeling this journey is … well … beyond hazardous?

—When the waste makes it into orbit it’ll be out of reach of any living thing. Even if 

it is unstable, it can’t affect life on Earth.

—Hullo? We hope, said Crawf.

Zip agreed—Yes, I heard Chimera explain it’s heading into a higher orbit than the 

sat but things can still go wrong and the closer we are to that rocket the wronger things 

can go. For us.

—None of it makes me reassured, I have to admit, said Antenna—I don’t like the 

daytime launch timetable, I don’t like any of it.

—Anyone been checking what Chimera’s been doing?

—She’s confounded me with science whenever I’ve asked. I still don’t know if 

they’re working on fission or fusion or what, said Antenna—I’m just waiting for the 

chance to hack in and check up on her.

The three Ektek workers watched as the cockroaches parted ranks to respond to 

Chimera’s arrival from the direction of the control centre. 

—Yip, yip, yip.

She stood and discussed matters before hopping into the rocket for her last 

inspection.

Antenna and Gleam looked at each other. Antenna raised one of her darkened 

eyebrows—Good timing?

—At least we know where she is …
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—What say we go and visit Big Taz? No harm in that?

—No harm at all …

They entered Antenna’s office area and greeted Big Taz who was busy practising 

her exercises. Her long legs could barely keep her standing and she tottered around 

the room swaying dangerously. Ants had been working around the clock to keep her fed 

and cleaned and eucalyptus had been sprinkled around her to keep her smell bearable.

Zip ran to Big Taz’s side and helped her to keep her balance—You have so 

improved, Big Taz. Oooops! Take it easy there …

—Arking hell, this Earth’s a bitch! Is the Tasmania the same? The same as this? 

Arking hell.

Gleam and Antenna moved swiftly to the keyboards and appeared to forget Zip 

and Big Taz as they became absorbed in their tasks. Antenna concentrated on checking 

over the workings Chimera had set up for the rocket’s journey while Gleam continued 

his search through the NASA chimpanzee archive.

Big Taz redoubled her efforts and wobbled out of the doorway. She headed back 

towards the hangar, followed closely by Zip.

In the control room, scanning the settings for the rocket’s trajectory, Antenna 

gasped as she began to understand the scope of Chimera’s constructs. She looked 

over at Gleam to see if he’d noticed. He hadn’t.

—Gleam, said Antenna.

—What? said Gleam, barely lifting his head, busy with his own screen and emails.

—Have you see what she’s done?

—No, no, no, busy for the minute …

—With what?

—Tracing her family. Got a new lead. What? What is it? Explain.

—She’s set landing co-ordinates.

Gleam was still engrossed in his own research. It took him a while to focus and 

then understand what Antenna was telling him. He looked at her and frowned—There 

isn’t going to be a landing.

—That was the plan.
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—It’s heading out into space for as long as there’s energy. But isn’t that the idea? 

Get it into as high an orbit as possible? That’s what I understood.

— … but that’s not what she’s done. Antenna shook her head—We have to stop 

the countdown.

— … and why would you want to do something like that, Antenna? Chimera’s 

dulcet tones washed over the two animals working at their computers. Both froze and 

then looked slowly at Chimera, leaning comfortably in the doorway to the cave.

— Chimera. Antenna stared at the chimpanzee coldly—Either you shut it down or 

I’ll have to.

—No can do, Antenna. You will have seen the system is locked. Can’t have any 

interference, can I? That would be unsafe, wouldn’t it? Got to keep everyone safe, 

haven’t we? After all, we’ve managed to shift the waste from the tip to the rocket without 

any disturbance so far. Wouldn’t it be a tragedy if anything were to happen now, right in 

the middle of Bedlam Zoo?

—Chimera, not only will your plan be interfered with but you will be damn glad of it. 

You won’t be able to live with yourself if this is carried out.

—What? said Gleam—What do you mean? What’s she done, Antenna?

—Oh, you can tell him, Antenna. You’ve got to admit, there’s an element of genius 

in it, isn’t there? Anyone would have to be impressed.

—I’m not impressed, Chimera, said Antenna, turning to Gleam—She’s got the 

rocket aimed at the most densely human populated city in the United States of America. 

It would be a catastrophe if it were to hit …

Chimera turned and swiftly headed out down the corridor.

—Stop! Antenna yelled—She’s trying to run! We need her here!

—Aaaaaaarr … Gleam bounded explosively out of the control room and within a 

split second faced Chimera—What are you thinking?

Chimera dodged him and kept on running, following the twists and turns of the thin 

tunnel system.

Spill, woken by the shouting, stretched himself out across the hallway. Chimera 

tripped and fell headlong. Gleam, roaring profoundly, pounced and cornered Chimera as 
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she lay, face pressed into the ground. He caught her stringy arm in his huge teeth and 

bent it up behind her.

Chimera started shrieking and screaming and crying like a strange hairy fountain.

—You okay? muttered Gleam to Spill.

—I’ll live. Don’t talk with your mouth full.

—You’ve got to change those co-ordinates, Chimera, Antenna ran up behind 

them—You can’t be responsible! We can’t be responsible!

—What have you ever done for me? Chimera thrashed her head from side to side 

and wailed—What has anyone ever done for me? I worked for the whole of the USA 

when I was up in Space Lab. I worked for all the people of the world and what did they 

do for me? I’ll tell you what they did for me, they abandoned me to be swallowed whole 

by a whale and then spat out into the arms of illiterate jungle creatures with no idea 

of culture. That’s how much they cared for me. To them, I’m just an animal. Not even 

sentient …

—Like a cockroach, muttered Zip.

— … Not even worth a nice little retirement condo in Florida.

—That’s what you wanted? said Antenna—A retirement resort in Florida? 

—Why not? I served my country to the best of my ability. I deserved better.

—You did, said Gleam.

—No-one understands and no-one tries to.

—We might be able to help you, said Gleam.

—Florida? said Antenna.

—Well, said Gleam—We might.

—Damn sight easier than making her a faunal emblem; that’s for sure, said 

Antenna.

—You’ll all see how clever I am when there’s a huge gaping crater in the middle of 

the USA. Then they’ll be interested in me, won’t they. Everyone will know I’m a genius.

Gleam loosened off his hold on her hairy arm—We’re already interested in you, 

Chimera. Did you know, I’ve been researching your life? You have had quite a time of it, 

haven’t you?
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Chimera sat up, suddenly interested and gratified—If only you knew …

—I do know some of it and I can tell you now, I‘ve got a surprise for you. I’ve made 

contact with your family. They’re going to come and get you. They should be here any 

day now.

—Mbazi? Mbazi will come for me? My lovely husband Mbazi?

—Mbazi? Isn’t he the one who wanted you executed in Zaire? No. Not Mbazi.

—Then who? Who is coming for me?

—Fix those co-ordinates, Chimera. Antenna was cold—Then we’ll talk.

V

Back in the hangar, a cockroach walked away from the rocket. She was the last 

cockroach mechanic to leave the safety zone, wiping her tiny feet on an oily rag. 

The rocket now stood, empty, quiet, pulsating with radioactive energy; waiting for its 

departure, its journey into space, the computerised countdown continuing inexorably in 

the background. Safety concerns meant a wide cordoned no-go area surrounded the 

vehicle. No living thing was to go near the potentially lethal cargo and power-pack of 

this machine while it still held the threat of destroying an entire city.

Big Taz tottered her long-limbed way down the tunnels and into the hangar, 

closely followed by Zip—Good job. That’s the way. Zip kept up her friendly, interested 

support—Hey, Big Taz you’re surpassing all my expectations. You really are. Big Taz 

made it all the way out into the bushland surrounding the zoo and across to the polar 

bear enclosure—Great work, said Zip—You’ve been working hard. But Big Taz was 

not only inspecting the rocket from a distance, she was intent on ploughing through the 

safety barrier and getting to the rocket—Wait, Big Taz, we’re not supposed to be here. 

We’re too close. Big Taz, we need to stop now. I think we’ve come far enough. Big Taz? 

Can you hear me? It’s time to head back … Big Taz continued her laborious journey by 

climbing the ladder up to the sub—Hey, no, we don’t need to go up there, Big Taz. The 

hatchway had been left open like an invitation—Come on down, Big Taz.

Big Taz put all her effort into climbing the ladder. After some wobbling and swaying 
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she made her way up the slender steps, one foot trembling into the air dangerously and 

then landing almost by chance onto the next level. By this laborious method, Big Taz 

eventually made it up to the doorway of the rocket.

Zip was frantic with worry. Should she run back and fetch help? Should she 

physically pull the decrepit old carcass down from the steps? Would Big Taz fall if she 

left her? Which way to turn? As these thoughts zipped through her bat-mind circuitry 

she was saying—I think we’d better head on back, now. Big Taz. I think you’ve seen 

enough. No, Big Taz. Don’t go in there.

—Of course I’m arking well going in there. Don’t you think I’ve had enough of this 

shit heap? I’m leaving Earth and you can’t stop me. And so, Big Taz entered the ex-

submarine and clambered down the internal stairs.

Zip stood outside and shook her head. She looked down into the rocket as Big Taz 

made her torturous way down to the driver’s seat—Phew. It’s hot in here. Get me some 

water.

Zip looked around the concrete enclosure. There were beetles everywhere, 

working on some aspect of checking and double-checking pre-flight systems. She could 

hear ping-pong questions and responses played out in strict sequence but they were 

too great a distance away for effective shouting and it seemed there was simply no one 

to see any kind of signal. Everyone was too busy, engrossed in their jobs. There were 

orders and rattles and rumbles as tests and procedures were followed. No one was 

looking her way; not a beetle, not an ant, not a cockroach turned to see her. At a loss, 

Zip stepped into the rocket. Slowly she made her way down the stairway, close enough 

to speak to Big Taz without shouting—Okay, Big Taz. You’ve had your fun. Get up. 

We’re leaving.

—Off you go, then.

—You’re coming with me.

—I’m arking not.

—You do know this rocket is not going to your sat?

—Yes, I arking know that. It’s going to the stars. That’s all I need. Except maybe 

some water, bat face.
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—If you want water, get out of here and go and get it yourself. 

—Ark off.

—Then you’d better load up some supplies. There’s no provision on board for any 

animals, just the fuel rods; you can see that for yourself. It was true that the entire sub 

was loaded with nuclear waste. The two seats, that had been designed for chimpanzee 

and for what they had originally thought might be an elongated walrus, had been left in 

place totally surrounded by spent fuel rods in concrete casings.

—Still going somewhere, isn’t it? said Big Taz as she nestled further into the pilot’s 

seat. The two creatures were locked so intently into their argument they didn’t hear 

the sudden increase in activity outside the rocket-sub. With a crunch and a grind, the 

hatchway slammed shut, locking them in with a terrible sound of finality.

—Oh, no! Zip gasped. Then she yelled out—Wait! We’re in here! Big Taz started to 

laugh.

—What are you laughing at? You’ll never get your water now!

Still Big Taz laughed.

—Hey! Wait! Zip rushed up the stairs to the exit and began pounding on the 

door—Help! You’ve got to let us out!

She looked around for something to use to make more noise. She found a small 

metal spanner someone had left and began to bang on the door.

Big Taz groaned and held her head—Always, always, tapping, tapping, I can’t 

stand this arking noise … Ah, bastard … With a wibble and a wobble and a lurch and a 

sway she drove herself to her feet and climbed up the stairs behind Zip.

As Zip kept up her urgent banging on the door, Big Taz managed to claw her 

way up to her. She clung onto the railings and lifted her forepaw … With one blow she 

pushed Zip off the stairs and then paused, panting against the door …

Unprepared and off balance from her beating Zip soared down into the body of 

the renovated submarine without even attempting to fly. When she landed, she banged 

her head hard on the back of the pilot’s chair. Her limp body flopped down broken and 

unconscious.

At the top of the stairway, Big Taz listened to the silence and breathed in—
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That’s better. She leaned against the doorway for a while to get her breath back and 

then made her way down the stairway again. Still breathing hard, she looked at the 

bedraggled bat’s body. Then she grabbed Zip’s head in her huge maw. She flicked the 

head up, twisting and breaking Zip’s neck in the process. Then she dragged Zip down 

to the passenger seat and tucked her in—Ha. We’ll be right. Big Taz settled in to the 

driver’s seat and fastened up the seat belts—Bring her on, Chimera. Let’s get the hell 

out of here! Yee haaaaaaaaa!!!!

Zip’s eyes were open, unseeing. Her wings were spread akimbo, crushed over 

the seating area. Her neck was twisted back into an impossible angle and a thin trail of 

blood ran down her chin. The blood dropped like red tears down her chest.

She was not breathing. She never would again.
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Chapter Twenty-eight

I

Gleam, Bash, Hod, Crawf and Antenna focussed on the bank of flickering computer 

screens. As the shifting light played across their different faces, everyone felt the dread 

simmering in the cave.

Working at the keyboard and switching between screens, Antenna tried to 

untangle the protective layers Chimera had built to prevent interference in her diabolical 

plan. There seemed to be no way through the defences and the red countdown 

numbers clicked over ever downwards at the bottom of the screen.

Gleam worked industriously at another keyboard. At one point, after reading an 

email quietly to himself, he gasped, looked round at Chimera, turned back to the screen 

and shook his head.

Hod happened to see this and said—What?

—All in good time, my friend, all in good time, said Gleam—Though, I have to say, 

it’s amazing how things work out, isn’t it?

Bash shook his head. He was furious. He had agreed to let bygones be bygones 

with Spill, Rick, Thumper and Carney who had all decided that faunal emblems weren’t 

worth fighting over. It was probably a human decision anyway and the position might 

even be best left empty as a memorial to the Leadbeater’s possum. But Chimera was 

another matter and Bash stared at Chimera with hatred burning in his black frog eyes.

Chimera sat in the corner, surrounded by stained and smelly shredded paperbark. 

Both her hands were open, palm up, on her knees. A parade of concerned cockroaches 

walked through the cave, visiting her, checking their final orders … 

—Yip, yip, yip.

She had nothing for them. No word, no gesture, no sign that she even knew they 

were there. The cockroaches stopped and tapped her hands with their long feelers, 

willing her to move or respond in some way but she seemed to have totally shut down.

Spark nodded to the cockroaches as they left—Thanks for trying. I know you did 

your best.
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Antenna turned back from the screen to face Chimera. She moved over and 

crouched down in front of her—What can we do to change your mind?

Chimera merely stared into the distance in front of her.

Antenna came back to the computer screen—I don’t know. It’s like her mind has 

slipped a cog or something. I’m going to have to alert the human defence forces.

—No, wait. Gleam was reading an email—It’s going to be all right. Gleam stood, 

left the computer and went over to Chimera. He lowered his head until he was looking 

directly into the lost chimp’s eyes. With his deep voice he spoke clearly to her—

Chimera? Your mother’s here.

When he made this announcement everyone gasped. Everyone looked at 

everyone else. Who was this old female chimp who had given birth to Chimera? What 

had Gleam been up to?

Chimera slowly looked up at the tiger. Her eyes seemed to come into focus and 

she tilted her head in disbelief—Mommy? Here? Her voice was little and she seemed to 

move like a doll. She was slow, as if hypnotised. She had regressed to her childhood.

—Yes. You’re going home.

—I’m going home? To Mommy?

—Yes. Your mother is looking forward to seeing you. We’re going to get you out of 

here just as soon as …

Chimera stood and moved rapidly towards the door but Gleam was quicker. He 

barred her way—Not so fast, Chimera.

—Can’t keep Mommy waiting. Mommy doesn’t like that.

—Just for a moment. You’ve got to clean up all your mess before you go, don’t 

you?

Chimera looked down in distaste at the messy paperbark, stained with urine and 

faeces—That’s not fair. I didn’t do that!

—Not that mess, Chimera. Antenna indicated the screen containing the 

calculations for the rocket’s flight plan—This mess.

Chimera smiled—Oh, that. Easy fixed. Chimera skipped to the computer and 

started typing. Then she slowed and stopped and stared at the screen.
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—Why have you stopped? asked Bash.

—You play a trick on Chimera?

—Chimera? said Gleam—You don’t really want us to bring your mother in here? 

To this cave? Do you?

Chimera looked around the cave and then back at Gleam.

Gleam stared at her—You want your … mother … to see what you’ve been up to?

—No. Mommy not like. I want my Mommy!

—Right. You’ll see her as soon as you’ve unlocked the rocket system. Come on 

now, focus.

Chimera stared at Gleam and then seemed to shake off her worries again. She 

returned to the keyboard and typed with a flurry until she finished and shyly looked up at 

him—Okey dokey, all done.

—You haven’t quite finished, have you? Gleam was still stern—Correct all the 

flight details, please, Chimera. Then we’ll escort you out.

—The countdown’s still going, said Antenna—Six minutes.

—Zip could drive her, said Bash—Where-ever she needs to go.

—Where is Zip? asked Hod.

—Don’t know. Haven’t seen her … said Bash.

—Wasn’t she with Big Taz? Doing her walking practice? said Antenna—Spark, 

could you go find her? Tell her to get her car ready straight away, please.

—Immediately, Antenna. Spark flew out of the control centre.

Chimera thought for a moment and then continued typing—I thought mommy had 

left me for good. I thought she’d forgotten me.

—Chimera, said Gleam—Your mother loves you very much. She doesn’t think 

threatening millions of people is very nice. She’s disappointed in her baby.

Chimera moved like a sleepwalker away from the computer.

—We good? Gleam asked Antenna as she moved in to check the chimpanzee’s 

work.

—Seem to be …  Antenna examined the systems and then the analytical 

spreadsheets, comparing them to GPS and mapping data—Okay, yes … It’s now aimed 
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out past the space telescope as originally planned. Can’t see any problems. Just as 

soon as it’s out of here, of course.

—I am ready now. Chimera stood in the middle of the stinky cave. The paperbark 

shreds were everywhere—Where is my mommy?

Antenna turned to ask Crawf—No sign of Zip?

—Not so far …

—I’ll go see what’s happening, said Bash.

—I might take a look for her, as well, said Hod—If that’s okay?

—You asking my permission?

Hod looked a bit sheepish. Antenna laughed and said—You’ve got it. As Hod and 

Bash made their way out towards the hangar, Antenna added—Can’t imagine where 

she is.

—Okay, we’ll walk you out, said Gleam—Crawf?

—Hullo? Crawf led the slow-moving chimpanzee out—Hope you’re going to a 

better place, Chimera. But that’s not likely, is it.

As soon as Chimera had left the room, Antenna said—Do you think we can get 

a cleaning team in here? This place stinks. Antenna looked around the cave and at 

Gleam—By the way, where is Big Taz?

—No idea. Here we go. It’s the last two minutes of countdown ...

—That was amazing, Gleam. Is her mother really here?

—Oh, yes. I made contact a couple of days ago. She got on a plane as soon as 

she could.

—A chimpanzee? On a plane? How’s that work?

—Well, Chimera’s mother …  She’s not exactly ... Well, put it this way, she’s not 

what you’d expect …

II

Out in the hangar, two columns of cockroaches marching in battalions flanked Chimera 

as she walked slowly towards the entrance of the Ektek cave system. All the other Ektek 
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creatures joined her as the countdown drew to a close. They watched this countdown in 

silence, with none of the excitement or anticipation of the first launch. This was a dark 

and necessary launch, a dire experiment to save themselves, with profoundly unknown 

consequences.

Still surrounded by cockroaches, Chimera watched with glittering tears in her eyes 

as the power packs kicked into action and the old polar bear pool filled with steam. The 

rocket was propelled with an enormous blast of energy, firing the former submarine into 

the sky once more. This time the power-up didn’t create so much wobble in the craft. 

The steam produced turned into a mist and the creatures stopped coughing and instead 

enjoyed the sensation of cooling rain on their upturned faces. The rocket travelled 

upwards in a smooth straight line.

—It’s out of here, anyway, said Antenna.

—A long way out, said Gleam.

—Still exists, said Bash.

—But we don’t have to worry about it, said Hod.

After the launch area had cooled down and the safety beetles had given the okay, 

Crawf shoved the chimpanzee in her back with his beak. She continued her march 

through the creatures in silence. Most of the Ektek animals still had their heads in the 

sky, watching the ribbon of vapour, imagining the radioactive rubbish speeding away 

from them. Chimera and Crawf kept walking up towards the surrounding bushland.

—Stop, said Chimera, turning and looking down at her cockroach companions. 

She had morphed into her superior astronaut dignity once again. She spoke with 

eloquence and grandeur—Don’t come any further. All of you, I must thank you for your 

tireless loyalty. Thank you for your remarkable work. You have managed to do what 

many scientists and physicists could not even imagine. You have managed to power 

a rocket with nuclear waste and remove the stuff safely from our own atmosphere. We 

hope, of course, it will do no harm to any other life form in the future but at least we 

have removed the most immediate danger from our Earth’s environment for the time 

being. I’m incredibly proud of you and I know Blatta would be too. Perhaps you could 

continue that calling with other dangerous substances around the world? Whatever you 
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choose to do, I wish you well in your future endeavours and now I must go. Chimera 

raised her hand in generous salute before she turned away and began to walk. 

Then, with an afterthought, she turned back again and said, as though it explained 

everything—My mother is waiting for me.

Then Chimera walked away and kept walking without turning again.

Crawf nodded quietly to himself and waited at the back of the crowd respectfully 

until she had turned and walked out of sight. Then he jumped and flew up into the sky, 

still misty from the vapour released from the rocket, and followed her. He became a 

great dark silhouette in a cloudy sky.

The cockroaches milled around in a swirling dance—Yip, yip, yip. They farewelled 

each other before they scattered in all directions.

Crawf watched from the sky as Chimera walked slowly to the nearby Zoo railway 

station. She was quiet and unobtrusive in her movements and was able to pass among 

the humans unnoticed. She went all the way up to the platform and without hesitating 

walked directly towards a small elderly woman. The woman, with soft white hair and 

dressed in a red woollen suit, looked anxiously in all directions until she saw Chimera. 

Then she stopped, put down the small bag she was holding and, throwing her arms 

open wide, smiled broadly at the chimp.

Chimera flung herself forward at a run, shouting something indistinguishable at 

the woman. The woman also gave vent to an emotional cry, perhaps some meaningful 

word but Crawf could not hear from his flying height. The woman bent down and caught 

Chimera as she ran full pelt into her. She picked up the chimpanzee who wrapped 

herself around the human being. Chimera’s legs went around the woman’s waist and 

they stood together like this for a long while, holding each other tightly, until the train 

came.

Then they separated and the woman picked up her bag and took hold of 

Chimera’s hand. They got onto the train and then the train clattered away from the 

station.

Crawf circled in the air above the station and watched light glints refract from the 

train’s roof snaking through the landscape. He flew back down to the safety of Ektek. He 
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was completely bewildered.

III

—Her mother was human? said Bash—Her real mother? 

—A female human person? said Crawf—How’s that work?

—You mean her adoptive mother? said Hod—Was homo sapiens?

All the animals were shaking their heads in wonder and revulsion.

—Surrogate. Gleam corrected him—There’s no doubt that Chimera was of woman 

born.

—’Spose they’re animals, too ... said Bash.

—Though you wouldn’t know it, would you, said Hod.

Gleam took up the explanation —You know that scientists around the world were 

going through chimpanzees at an alarming rate by the end of the last century?

—I’ve heard of some of the experiments … said Antenna—They’d been infected 

with serious diseases, hadn’t they, like hepatitis and HIV AIDS and malaria …

—Everything humans could imagine. And the chimps died. In their hundreds, said 

Gleam—In addition to disease and deliberate maiming in the name of experimentation, 

there were accidents. Some chimpanzees were overheated, some starved, some 

were poisoned; all sorts of terrible incidents. Anyway, chimpanzees became almost 

impossible to get from the wild and, quite simply, became too expensive for scientists to 

even consider for their myriad of tests. So, when reproductive science evolved beyond 

merely helping humans to become parents they tried using different species to grow 

endangered creatures …

—Didn’t the Bedlam vet get involved with using antelopes to carry bongo calves? 

asked Antenna.

—Scientists and vets have also used feral cats to carry wild cat kittens. And of 

course, the closest relative of the chimpanzee is …

—Disgusting, said Hod.

—But she hated humans so much. She was going to blow them up! said Bash.
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—Doesn’t make sense, does it, said Gleam.

—Hullo? said Crawf—Nothing about Chimera ever made sense.

—Apparently, the woman gave birth to Chimera and bought her up for the first four 

years as a human child. Then she handed her over to NASA for her training. That must 

have been a terrible shock. Not the last shock Chimera ever received either. She was 

renowned in NASA for her ability to withstand electric shocks. They called her the chimp 

electric. She’s regarded as a wonder of modern science.

—She’s a bloody criminal, that’s what she is, said Hod.

—Well, she’s out of our hair, said Gleam—Now she’s someone else’s problem.

—We don’t have to be responsible, said Antenna—She was her own creature.

—No, we’re so, so lucky, said Hod—We’re shot of her, got rid of the waste and 

now all we’ve got to do is decide what to do with the one who ought to be extinct.

—Still no sign of Zip, either, said Bash.

—Well. We’d better go find them, said Antenna—Who knows what sort of trouble 

that thylacine could cook up.

IV

The search for Zip and Big Taz became increasingly urgent. Antenna stood in the middle 

of the hangar completely baffled. What could have happened to Zip? Where on earth 

could she be? Torque flew in to land beside her and shook his darkling beetle head, 

accidentally whipping his antennae against Antenna’s leg.

—She hasn’t been anywhere near her enclosure. She’s not been seen. Big Taz 

neither.

Antenna nodded and stepped out of the way of his antennae.

Spark flew in from searching near the feeding buildings. He too shook his head—

The cockroaches have gone. I can’t find any of them anywhere. Nobody.

Bash had been down to the water and found—Nothing.

Hod had been up to the roadside and found—Nothing.

Crawf had retraced his flight from the railway station. He said—They seem to have 
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vanished off the face of the earth.

Antenna tilted her head slightly at that but listened as Manifold reported that her 

team had been focussed on checking off the rocket and disconnecting the electrics—

Oh, there was something, said Manifold—One of the grubs thought perhaps there might 

have been a funny noise coming from the hatch …

Antenna stared—From the rocket?

The mechanic beetle continued—He said the rocket but it could have been from 

anywhere. Lot of sound ricocheting round that pool today. Tough place to work. Must 

have driven the polar bears mad.

—Did you ask what sort of funny noise?

—He did say … um … sort of tapping? Yeah, we thought it might have been a 

loose nut but it wasn’t.

—Like a knocking? Antenna made no further comment but ran back in the 

direction of the control cave.

Hod gasped—Oh, no.

—What? asked Crawf.

—You’re the one who said it, Hod looked at Crawf before he too turned to follow 

Antenna—She thinks they really have vanished off the face of the earth.

V

Antenna’s face was contorted as she ran into the control room and switched on the 

communication system. As the ground computers made contact with the satellite, she 

attempted to find the bandwidth they’d used previously to contact the rocket—Should 

have seen this coming, she muttered bitterly to herself—Should have noticed. Should 

have known. My fault …

With the rest of their friends, Gleam entered the cave and spoke to her—It’s not 

your fault, Antenna. It’s no one’s fault.

She ignored him and spoke forcefully into the mic—Outtek, come in please. 

Outtek? Can you hear me please, Outtek? Are you there, Zip? Over.
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With a rattle and a hiss, the radio fizzed to life and the Ektek team was privy to the 

bizarre and awful sound of Big Taz laughing; a horrendous rusty and maniacal cackle. 

Across the now hundreds of kilometres of air between them, Big Taz crowed. The 

creatures in the control cave could see the horror from the awful screech reflected in 

each others’ faces.

—What can we do? said Antenna. She looked down and tried to pull herself 

together. Her breathing shuddered and her ribs hurt her.

—There’s got to be some way to get them back, said Hod.

Gleam looked at him—Really?

—There has to be something, said Hod.

—What? said Bash.

—I don’t know, said Hod—Something. We can think of something. We can always 

think of something …

Antenna shouted into the mic—Big Taz. Can we speak to Zip, please? Zip? Can 

you hear me? Over.

Crawf looked from creature to creature—Can we get Zip to … I don’t know … 

What?

—There’s nothing we can do, said Gleam.

Antenna kept trying at the mic—Outtek, outtek, come in, please. Over.

—But it’s Zip … said Hod—Zip.

—I know, said Gleam.

—You don’t. You can’t. Not Zip. I’ve known her all my life. You haven’t. We can’t 

just leave her out there. Not Zip.

—We have to, Hod, said Crawf.

—We can’t, said Hod as he ran out of the control room. Gleam followed him with 

Bash and Crawf.

Antenna just stood and stared. Her black eyes shone bright in the line of dark 

fur etched across her face. Another friend lost. Tears trembled in her eyes but did not 

overflow. Antenna stared at the mic, blinked hard several times and then, rising to her 

feet, walked slowly out of the control centre.
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VI

Together with a group of mechanic beetles, the Ektek animals—Bash, Antenna, Hod, 

Crawf and Gleam, stood in the forecourt of the Ektek caves and strained upwards to 

watch the rocket’s now distant trail.

—If we could fly the plane …

—Hod, said Crawf—She’s gone. It’s out of our control.

—She’s my friend. We’ve got to go after her …

—She was a friend to all Ektek and she’s gone because she wanted to help a 

hideous old monster who should have died out eighty years ago … said Bash.

—If it wasn’t for that mad vet called Zed and his ark, said Antenna.

—His arking ark, said Crawf.

—She did it all out of spite, said Gleam.

—She was out of her mind, said Crawf.

—Out of spite, out of mind, echoed Bash—Just like Chimera.

—It should have been me, said Hod—I’m the one who deserted. Zip didn’t. Zip 

was always there. Zip was always looking out for everyone. It’s not right. It’s just not 

right.

—Hod, you have to calm down, said Gleam—We can’t bring her back.

—Who asked you? How can you, some freak of a wild cat, come in here and make 

pronouncements about things you don’t know anything about?

—Hey, Hod. Gleam’s right. There’s nothing we can do, said Crawf.

—I wish I’d never left. It’s obvious, isn’t it? We’ve got to stay together. It’s when we 

go off by ourselves that we get trapped. That’s why Ektek exists. To help animals help 

each other. Together. We’ve got to stay together.

As they stood in the forecourt, staring at the sky, a rustling came from the 

bushland surrounding them. Someone was approaching from the coast. Someone had 

heard Hod’s shouts and was crawling through the bush. That someone broke cover 

from a tough clump of straggly shrubs and dragged the heavy menace of her prehistoric 
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body across the forecourt—Well, well, well, isn’t this cosy? This must be the famous 

Ektek headquarters. How nice. What great good fortune to find you here after all this 

time, Froggy, Bird and good old Wally. And, look at you, there, a big, fuzzy cat thing. 

Aren’t you going to introduce me to all your friends, Hod? Shining Teeth pressed further 

into the cave.

—Shining Teeth.

—I think I’ve been cooling my heels long enough, don’t you? I think it’s time to put 

our little plan into action.

—No. I have to ask you to leave. You don’t need to come in to Ektek. I want you to 

go away and leave us alone.

Antenna looked at Hod in amazement—You brought her here?

—Either that, Gleam interrupted, speaking to Shining Teeth—Or you could stay 

and join us.

—Wait, said Antenna.

—Me? Shining Teeth laughed, flashing her teeth. It was a nasty, nasty laugh—Join 

Ektek? She went on pealing with laughter, her huge teeth glinting in the sun.

Gleam did not seem at all fazed by her colossal reptile strength. He had his own 

resources—We’re in the same boat, Shining Teeth; all of us. It’s not you against Ektek. 

That’s not the point.

Antenna persisted—Hod?

—Yes. What exactly is the point? asked Shining Teeth, grinning all the while—

Hod? Can you explain it to me?

Hod looked quickly at Gleam and then flicked his gaze back to Shining Teeth. He 

said—It’s all of us, together, trying to make a place in the world for animals. Somewhere 

safe. Somewhere away from humans ...

— ... and their waste, added Antenna.

—I’m like you, Shining Teeth, said Gleam—I’m a killer. I’m a tiger; a creature 

to strike fear into the heart of any living beast. But I’ve made choices so that I am no 

longer responsible for fear and death. I choose to work for peace.

—Oh, shut the death up before I vomit.
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—Where is the rest of the harem, Shining Teeth? asked Crawf.

Shining Teeth drew in a deep breath before speaking again—The girls couldn’t 

come. They’re too sick. There was just me surfing on the tank, must say I enjoyed that.

—Surfing? said Antenna—You weren’t in the tank?

—I hitched a ride, said Shining Teeth—Hod was up the front in his little protected 

pod. We stacked all the waste in the back, away from him.

Suddenly, way up in the sky, there was a flash. The rocket, which the Ektek 

creatures now understood contained Zip and Big Taz, transformed, in the daylight sky, 

into a star; a very bright star. It flared and then guttered and finally fluttered out. Star no 

more.

The group of watching creatures gasped in shock. The sound from the explosion 

was much later than the flash, if they heard it at all, much, much later.

—No way. Just no way, said Hod—We just can’t win!

—Oh, for death’s sake, said Shining Teeth—Pull yourself together. I can’t stand 

your feeble whingeing.

Without warning and without thought, Hod jumped into the air. He flew as though 

leaping over rocks was something he had done all his life, which it was, and he landed 

hard on Shining Teeth’s head, crushing her lower mandible into the grit. Blood started 

almost immediately.

Hod continued his trajectory after his energetic leap and was several metres 

away before he stopped. He turned and stared at Shining Teeth as if he could not quite 

believe what he had done. In fact, no one could believe what he had done, least of all, 

Shining Teeth. She spun wildly through the dirt and barked loudly.

Terrified, all the animals ran to what might be a safe distance as fast as they could. 

Some beetles are still running today.

Shining Teeth scrabbled for purchase and swung back round. She lunged 

desperately at the nearest shape. It was Gleam but he was immovable. He lowered his 

great head and he roared in her face—Aaaaaaarrr ...

That stopped her, at least momentarily, and the two of them stayed still, panting, 

staring at each other, a magnum standoff. Shining Teeth lowered her head and backed 
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out a step or two. She nursed her jaw. She was still shaken and a bit dizzy.

Gleam stood in front of Shining Teeth, with his front paw slightly raised in front of 

her and his mouth slightly open, watching her.

Antenna walked up close to Hod and spat through clenched teeth—With me. She 

walked away quickly, expecting Hod to follow, which he did and they marched in single 

file until she stood in among the paper bark trees where she harvested bark for her 

nest.

—Did you? Bring that crocodile into Ektek?

—I didn’t have a choice, Antenna.

—Did you or did you not?

—I did but I didn’t know she was there until we stopped.

—I trusted you.

—You still can.

—Piss off, Hod. You defect and then you arrive back with some pathetic sob story 

about bandicoots and then, instead of a lovely rescue, we get half a tonne of nuclear 

waste and a rogue croc. None of this exactly endears you in my eyes.

—What can I say?

—Say that you’ll take her back.

—I can’t do that.

—Because?

—Her family are probably dead. Her mate is gone. She has nothing.

—And? What the hell do you think we are we going to do with another roving 

magnum? We’ve already got a tiger to deal with in the tunnels. How are we going to 

cope with a crocodile? Especially now you’ve jumped on her head. What was that? 

Peace talks? You are some negotiator, that’s for sure. Can’t you understand that you 

are more than enough wild cards for Ektek? We never know what you’re going to do 

next. Then we’ve had Chimera to contend with and now, to top it all off, you’ve brought 

in something, a loose cannon if ever I saw one, that has promised to finish Ektek. Why 

should I trust you, ever, again?

—We’re all animals. She needs sanctuary.
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—She can just take her chances with all the rest of the wildlife in the world.

—Who is to say which animal should live and which should die? Who is right? 

You? Shining Teeth? Gleam? The zoo? All I can see is that, if we don’t all work together, 

we’re gone.

—The big question for me is, Hod, how can we work together after this? You and 

I? Because, apart from Bash and Crawf, you and I are the only ones left. It’s up to us. 

We’re the elders now.

This gave Hod pause. He stopped and looked around, trying to gather his 

thoughts, pull himself together, before staring at her—Bloody hell, Antenna. What 

chance have we got?

Suddenly a crashing and pounding plunged through the bush and a numbat blasted 

through the undergrowth, colliding full pelt into Antenna and Hod. He fell back, 

confused, staring at both creatures. Then, recognising Antenna as one of his own, he 

said—Hey, you’re a numbat! You from around here?

Antenna and Hod exchanged glances and watched him warily. They were 

speechless. The male numbat stared intently at both creatures and then turned to 

Antenna—Sorry. Didn’t mean to crash into you. I’ve got to get out. Which way to the wild 

lands?

Hod and Antenna looked at each other and burst into laughter.

The young numbat glanced between Hod and Antenna, mystified.

Hod also looked from Antenna to this new numbat. He was glossy, healthy and 

his colours were vibrant. There was no denying they looked good together although 

Antenna was somewhat ruffled and dusty these days.

—Aaaah. Would you look at you two, said Hod, coming up with a new idea—‘Ain’t 

you sweet together? You know, if I was a matchmaking kind of wallaby …

—Shut up, Hod, said Antenna—Or Shining Teeth won’t need to kill you.
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