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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			The sixth issue of Dimension6… 

			No, it’s okay. The multiverse is still here, so we can all breathe easy and get on with celebrating the end of our second year of publication! 

			We have a special line-up for a special issue. Something old (but kick-arse) in Jason Fischer’s end-of-the-word-in-a-V8 tale, ‘Everything is a Graveyard’, something borrowed in an extract of Louise Katz’s latest novel The Orchid Nursery, and something new — the fantasy/ fairy tale mash-up ‘Lodloc and The Bear’ by Steve Cameron.

			Thanks as always for downloading and reading Dimension6. If you like the stories in this issue, feel free to share the file and tell your friends.

			Our omnibus edition of stories from 2015 will be out in November.

		

	
		
			Everything is a Graveyard — Jason Fischer

			Everything stopped in 1976.

			The Festival Centre hunched on the banks of the Torrens like a cement barnacle, silent of arias. Now, it was a place best avoided. The Apollo Stadium no longer rocked out to bands like Status Quo, Queen and AC/DC. Anzac Highway was broad and empty, and it led to a pristine beach at Glenelg, long untouched by thongs.

			Rundle Mall only ever opened to eager shoppers for a few months. Now, it was a mess of broken glass and rubble, burnt buildings interrupting the façade like rotten teeth.

			Across the Adelaide Plains, tiled roofs baked in the sun, gutters long since clogged with leaves and muck. Hills Hoists sagged and span in backyards, still wearing the rags of cricket whites and pinafores. Above, the TV antennae lay dormant, coathangers scratching at the sky with futility. There was no more Number 96, no more Dick Jane Show, no more Channel Niners. Nothing but silence on the airwaves.

			The Holden factory at Elizabeth was a lonely place. Shells of cars still sat on the production line, quietly rusting in the dark. Once, great machines used to roll out into the lot, roaring monsters of metal and glass. The Kingswood for dad, the Monaro if you were a petrolhead. A Statesman if you had money in the bank.

			Everything stopped in 1976. So when a cherry-red LJ Torana blasted across the corpse of Adelaide, it was like a loud fart in a church.

			Gretel was squeezed in behind the steering wheel, foot to the floor. She was a big girl, and had to have the driver’s seat all the way back. Working through the gears, she wove the muscle-car through the ancient wreckage littering South Road. Abandoned cars, burnt cars, cars wrapped around cement stobie poles.

			The Torana danced through the wreckage like a dressage horse, and Gretel rarely had to slow down, navigating the forest of dead cars by memory alone. Sometimes she thought of herself like an ancient sailor, and pictured the wrecked cars as a dangerous reef she knew off by heart.

			When she’d restored the LJ from three different wrecks, Gretel dropped in a big 3300 engine. It chewed through the fuel like a pig, but the power and speed of this machine was unrivalled. It was the same basic set-up that Peter Brock once used at Bathurst, and nothing had a hope of touching her.

			In the beginning, some of the other rovers got around on motorbikes. Anyone with a brain in their head put as much metal around them as they possibly could. No-one bothered with the bikes anymore – and these days, anyone with a death-wish never had to wait too long anyway.

			Gretel was headed north, through the city and on to the trading post at Port Wakefield. No cargo today, just a passenger run. A very important man was waiting for her there, and she had to bring him back to Stanvac in one piece. As per usual, Gretel was running early, so she decided to organise some trade for herself.

			‘What do you think, Mog?’ Gretel asked the cat. Draped across the dashboard, the tomcat of questionable parentage opened one eye, closing it again with disgust. He continued to soak up the sun from the hot dash, sliding across the vinyl when Gretel turned from the main road. Mog didn’t even stir.

			The Torana growled through the side-streets of some broken suburb, and Gretel looked for a likely place. The new supermarkets like the Bi-Lo were too big, long picked over. Dangerous to enter now.

			Houses were too depressing to enter, and just as unsafe. If you were gonna get out of your car, it might as well be worth your while.

			She pulled over, smiling. It was a corner store, and yellowed signs offered everything from milk to mixed lollies. While someone had kicked the door in, none of the windows had been smashed.

			‘That’s usually good,’ she told Mog, who ignored her. Fighting her way out of the driver’s seat, she left the motor running, just to be safe. The Torana rumbled like a beast at bay. Looking into the back seat, Gretel considered the big.303 she took on roving trips, but left it behind. She wanted a hand free to snatch up anything the looters had overlooked.

			Gretel fished out the service revolver from her pocket. Her dad’s.38, well-worn. At close range, it could kill the damn things, but she’d need to be quick.

			Never longer than thirty seconds. Booting the door all the way open, she swept the shadows with the gun, heart pounding till she thought she might be sick. No movement, no sound. Good. Gretel picked through the leftovers, stuffing her pockets with the dregs the previous looters didn’t think worth taking.

			Canned dog food. A jar of Vegemite with the seal intact. Cigarettes. A dirty magazine. Gretel smiled some more, and stepped out into the street.

			That’s when the hairs stood up on the back of her neck, and she froze. She’d just seen a movement out of the corner of her eye. Everything was still now, but she knew what was about to come.

			Shooing Mog away from the dash, Gretel lay down the pistol where she could reach it. She quietly slid into the car with as much grace as she could muster. Making sure the windows were up, she kept her eyes straight ahead.

			There. Behind the billboard advertising Chiko Rolls. She saw the barest shadow where it clutched to the back of the sign. A twitching ear. The sliver of a questing nose.

			Gretel contemplated reverse, but then she dropped it into first gear. Slowly she brought up the revs, felt the torque rock the car from side to side. The wheels fought the hand-brake, and a cloud of smoking rubber began to fill the street.

			‘How do you like that!’ Gretel shouted, punching the steering wheel. Mog hissed from the passenger seat. ‘Let’s play a game of fucking chicken.’

			Then she dropped the handbrake.

			The Torana roared defiance, and shot forward like a red blur. At the last moment Gretel yanked the steering wheel left, then right. She passed underneath the billboard, glanced back as a dark shape fell from above.

			Then they were drifting, sliding sideways, and then she fought the car back under control, fishtailing all over the street. Mog settled down, back to sunning and licking himself.

			In the rear-vision mirror, she saw a monster pace the street, howling and frustrated. Bigger than a big dog, all claws, teeth, and bad attitude. It gnashed its enormous jaws, and Gretel knew that it could peel apart the steel skin of a car quicker than anyone ever managed with the jaws of life.

			‘Fucking drop-bears,’ Gretel said.

			On the highway to Port Wakefield she could often get the Torana up to 120 km/hr or more, but here and there she had to slow down to get over the cracked tarmac in one piece. Just past Two Wells, there was a one kilometre stretch where the road had been washed away by a flood. Many years since the councils had rumbled out with their yellow machines, keeping the roads in good nick.

			It was safe out here, more honest. No cars blocking the way, nothing but shitty land and open road. Either side of the highway was a salty marsh, barely interrupted by anything bigger than a box-thorn. The drop-bears had nothing to hide behind, nothing to pounce from.

			The folks at Port Wakefield took no chances. Packs of drop-bears still made it out this far, ribs showing and hungry for any meat they could get. At first the traders made do with a barricade of tyres and junk, but now their camp was surrounded by a big wall. Besser bricks, filled with cement and steel rods, rendered over with more cement to give the bears nothing to grip.

			Times were good out here.

			Gretel guided her car through the steel gates, nodding to the boys tending the fire. The smoke from burning tyres was rumoured to keep drop-bears away, but Gretel had shredded through enough tyres while roving to know that this was wishful thinking.

			‘Can I go for a ride?’ one of the boys asked. He stared at the car in awe, only heaving another retread into the fire-barrel when one of the guards yelled at him. The boys had scarves around their mouths, and sweated from their labour. She put their age as perhaps eight or nine years old.

			‘Maybe later, kid,’ Gretel said. She tooted the air-horn as she passed by and the strains of La Cucaracha announced her arrival. Soon a small crowd of kids kept pace with her, watching as the red muscle-car purred into the trading camp of old Port Wakefield.

			A row of petrol stations flanked the road: ruins now. There wasn’t a drop of fuel left in the place. Around here, they’d gone back to old ways. Horses, buggies, whatever livestock had been saved from the drop-bears. By the jetty, tin dinghies and sailing boats lay at dock. Survivors from the Yorke Peninsula enclaves and even as far as Port Lincoln, come east and south for the good trade.

			Gretel parked the car under shade, next to some cob-webbed fuel pumps. She took care to lock up, and left the window down a crack for Mog. Even now when people would kill each other over a litre of fuel, working cars were worth stealing. She almost pitied the poor sod who interrupted Mog’s sleep.

			The trading camp was the fullest she’d ever seen it. Buggies refitted with car tyres were lined up by the dam, horses hobbled within drinking distance. Fishermen hawked their catch under canvas stands, and another group had just arrived through the north gate, people pushing wheelbarrows from God knew where.

			They haggled furiously, survivors trading for food, for old world forage. These days, entertainment traded well, and Gretel found a man missing several fingers, hawking records out of a milk crate. She took a moment to swap her forage for a bottle of scotch, and talked the scarred man out of a Johnny O’Keefe album.

			This might break me even for this trip, she thought, and knew she was kidding herself. They kept her debt in a neat ledger back at Stanvac, and the trades never quite matched the fuel she went through. She looked back to her car, admired the bright red paint, the authentic shark gills and rims.

			Totally worth it.

			Gretel saw the contingent from Alice Springs over by the livestock pens. Dozens of feral camels were fighting over a water trough, honking and jostling in the sun. After their long journey south, the cameleers were relaxing in their rough camp, a tarp keeping off the worst of the sun.

			The outback men were tanned almost to leather, filthy from months of travel. They had a game of cards going, and a jug of flat beer passed from calloused hand to cracked lip and so on around their muttering circle.

			When they noticed Gretel approaching, the men talked in low voices, and someone chuckled darkly like a crow. She knew the words they were saying to each other, even if she couldn’t hear them yet. Fat. Ugly. Broken nose. Comments about what she’d be like in bed, and then they’d rib the lowest man in their pecking order to have a go at the big girl.

			She stood in front of the desert men, eyes narrowed, lip curled. Someone gave a low whistle, and she felt her bull neck tense up, felt her hands clench into meaty fists.

			‘I’m looking for Purdie,’ Gretel said.

			‘Well, fuck me,’ one man said. ‘You look like a fridge wearing clothes.’

			Even as the cameleers fell about with laughter, one of them got to his feet, smiling broadly. Gavin Purdie, Deputy Prime Minister of Alice Springs. He touched his battered Akubra with his index finger.

			Gretel nodded curtly, fighting down the urge to wade into the group, breaking noses and bones. It must have shown in her eyes, and Purdie’s broad smile fell.

			‘Show some fucking respect,’ he snapped at the others, and the laughter fell back into a low crow murmur, the quiet whisk and slap of cards at play. Purdie offered Gretel a smoke, and she pushed the pack away.

			‘Let’s get to business.’

			Purdie shrugged, poking the crumpled pack back into his shirt pocket. He led her over to the brace of camels.

			‘Take a good look. You’ll need to vouch for these in Stanvac,’ he said. ‘Good stock, plenty of meat on ’em.’

			Gretel had no idea about anything outside of a car’s engine bay. She nodded, pretending to understand as Purdie talked about their operations, the number of beasts they could bring south.

			‘Once your lot get us the fuel to run our trucks, meat from Alice will feed the entire country,’ Purdie said. ‘Mostly camel, but we’ve got pigs, sheep, some cows.’

			‘Bears ever get into them?’

			‘We watch our stock day and night,’ Purdie said flatly. ‘Anyway, the drop-bears are carking it left and right. Stupid things are starving out, girlie.’

			‘Still thousands in the city,’ Gretel said. ‘Only takes one to rip off a man’s head.’

			‘The bears are finished,’ Purdie scoffed. ‘Time we took everything back.’

			‘I used to have one of these when I was a lad,’ Purdie said for perhaps the tenth time. He was eyeing off the steering wheel, the eight-ball gear-stick, everything polished and kept as new. ‘Six cylinder LC, and it ran like a horse. Toffee apple coat, fat rims. Dropped knickers every-time I revved the old girl.’

			Gretel said nothing. When the man wasn’t drooling over her car, he was keeping a careful track of the twists and turns she took, which roads were cleared of wrecks and which were deliberate logjams of trucks and buses. Adelaide was a maze now, and the closer they got to Stanvac, the more convoluted the safe passage got.

			There were between three and six safe ways for cars and bikes to get through the southern suburbs. But only one way for the fuel truck to get through, a safe road cleared of ambush points and anywhere a bear could drop.

			Bastards like Purdie had tried to nick the fuel before, whether en route to Port Wakefield or south to Victor Harbor and further.

			‘I haven’t even seen a working car in almost ten years,’ Purdie said. ‘Every lick of fuel up north, gone. We’re down to riding horses, push-bikes, walking around like a miserable pack of mongrels.’

			Gretel said nothing.

			‘Big engine like this, must take a fortune to keep it running. You making enough scratch to pay your bills, girly?’

			Gretel narrowed her eyes, and Purdie laughed.

			‘You must be greasing a rich cock just to fill the tank. Or you owe more to that mob than you can ever repay. Don’t look at me like that, I can’t see how else you do it.’

			‘Purdie,’ Gretel said in a measured voice. ‘I swear to God I will throw you out and let the bears have you.’

			That shut him up for almost a minute.

			‘Now girly, I want to know something, and I want the truth out of that fat gob.’

			She gripped the steering wheel hard, knuckles tight.

			You play nice, thunderthighs, the Foreman had told her that morning. You represent us today. If this trade goes wrong, don’t bother coming back.

			Tight-lipped, she looked over at the man from Alice. Waited for him to say his piece.

			‘We’ve heard stories. That the fuel in Stanvac’s running out. Your mob aren’t just eking out the supply, they’re almost tapped out.’

			Gretel shrugged, downshifted as she slalomed through a precisely fashioned ‘car-crash’. She didn’t even have to tap the brakes to get through the intersection. Purdie held onto the ceiling, face white as they came within inches of a burnt out ambulance. The speedo read 80km/hr.

			‘Jesus, love,’ he gasped. ‘Don’t fucking kill me.’

			Gretel said nothing. Mog slid around on the dashboard, glaring murder at the stranger who dared to sit in his car. Soon the chimneys of the oil-refinery came into sight: Port Stanvac, dominating the cliff-face like a cluster of medieval turrets.

			It was still fifteen kilometres to the facility, made into twenty by the crafted approach. If Port Stanvac was the castle, the approaches were well-designed curtain walls, capped by ‘barbicans’ of overturned vans. Here were carefully hidden ambush points, caches of weapons in case the mob up north decided to make trouble.

			‘Would it kill you to make some conversation?’ Purdie said. ‘Can we at least play some music?’

			He pointed to the 8-track player, a notion that Gretel had quickly disabused him of early in the trip. The tapes sometimes jammed, and she didn’t want to waste any of them on this sleazy cowboy king.

			You play nice, thunderthighs.

			A heavy sigh fell out of her, and she pointed to the glove box. Purdie popped it open, and his eyes nearly fell out of his leathery old face.

			Almost fifty 8-track cartridges lay neatly stacked. AC/DC, Black Sabbath, Aerosmith. Pink Floyd and Frank Zappa. This collection alone was worth more than she’d made in the last three months of roving.

			Eventually Purdie selected ‘Hotel California’ by the Eagles. The lonely strains of the song’s protagonist echoed through the pristine sound system, and it suited Gretel’s mood as they wound through the final approach to the Fuel Council’s stronghold.

			‘Goddamnit,’ Purdie said when the tape snapped halfway through. ‘I ain’t heard that song in almost twenty years.’

			‘Now you’re never gonna hear it,’ Gretel said. Yanking out the broken cartridge, she threw it out of the window and into the ruins of the old world.

			Even as the Torana negotiated the turns of that metal maze, the cartridge bounced onto the cracked asphalt once, twice. Quick as a flash, a drop-bear broke from hiding, pouncing on the broken tape in the hope that it had snared a mouse.

			It spat out the plastic in disgust, and stared at the disappearing car. Several of its fellows emerged from the wreckage, all mange and pronounced ribs. Even the smallest of these was the size of a big dog, with eyes that spoke more of hunger than common sense.

			They followed the car, a huge pack of drop-bears that didn’t even bother lurking in the shadows now. There was the stink of Man up ahead, all soot and engines, meat and sweat. It was time to eat.

			‘Hope your mob has got something cold to drink in there,’ Purdie said. ‘I’m as dry as a nun’s nasty.’

			They were at the gates of Port Stanvac, waiting for the guard to turn off the power and open the gate. The facility was surrounded by so many chain-link fences that it looked like a prison – and of course these were all electrified at night to keep out the bears.

			For fifty feet beyond the outer fences, the earth was scorched, fused with fire. Only the scars of surrounding houses and factories remained, every brick long since carted away. Nothing left for a hungry bear to hide behind.

			Guards paced a scaffolding walkway behind the inner fence, rifles and crossbows at the ready. At fixed points the defenders had raised flame-throwers, jerry-rigged from hoses and pipes that led back to the fuel-tanks. Others paced the courtyard with home-made Owen guns. Teams with Alsatians checked the fences, watching for any drop-bears attempting to tunnel underneath.

			In the middle of this considerable defence sat the refinery itself: a mass of tank farms and cement silos, pipework and gantries, with rusting catwalks connecting everything. Looming over the site, the old brick chimney, now fashioned into a guard tower.

			On top of the catwalks and gantries, a small town had grown like a rusty tumour. The survivors of Stanvac had made their rude home of tin shanties a safe distance from the ground. Below, thick tangles of barbed-wire, caltrops forged from sharpened rebar, and more dogs.

			You had to be rich to live up there. Gretel wasn’t and didn’t.

			They swung the gate open and waved her through. It was close to dusk now, and the entire compound would be on a high alert for bears. Even as the sun slid down towards the ocean, teams were lighting the first of the fires. Whumping generators lit a chain of spot-lights, and the beams crept from shadow to shadow, daring a drop-bear to make a run.

			Gretel saw how Purdie took in the town defences, the thicket of guns that weren’t just there to keep the drop-bears out. She hadn’t fully appreciated the need to make this trade in Port Stanvac, but as she saw the bravado evaporate from the desert man’s face, she understood.

			Fuel was power, and power was coveted. This was all a show for the hick from the bush, a little theatre to keep him in his place.

			She pulled over in front of the refinery, and tooted a defiant La Cucaracha to let the boss know she was back. They sent an elevator down from those lofty heights, three men working the big winch that lowered the cage.

			‘Come on,’ Gretel said. ‘The Foreman’s waiting.’

			They entered the lift, an old shark-cage refitted for this purpose. Gretel heard the winchmen curse her from above as they wrestled with the big ratchet. Of course she wasn’t a ballerina, but they’d moved heavier loads than her. They paused twice during the ascent, as if to make a point. Beside her, Purdie had broken out into a sweat, and clenched the rails for dear life.

			‘What is it?’ Gretel grunted at him. ‘Heights, confined spaces, or me?’

			‘All of the fucking above.’

			This was the home of the Fuel Council, and all whom they favoured. As they entered the maze of catwalks, Council guards relieved Gretel of her pistol, and the enormous bowie knife hanging from Purdie’s belt. She was little better than a contractor in the Foreman’s eyes, and hardly to be trusted.

			Here, the Fuel Council lived in what passed for luxury now. Pinball machines rattled away in one room, and a record player blared Sherbet’s ‘Howzat!’ from somewhere deeper in the complex. Fans fought the heat, and did little but blow an everlasting cloud of marijuana and tobacco smoke from one room to another.

			Girls with ganja-blank faces lay on pillows, half-naked and numb to everything. Others were on the go-powder, and whizzed about on roller-skates. Everyone was drunk, stoned, or both. Every night a brawl broke out in the Council’s sky-town, and barely a week passed without some idiot falling over the railings and breaking his neck.

			Gretel and Purdie were ushered up another set of stairs, towards the highest point of the complex. They’d reached the fat tube of the chimney, rooms bolted into its sides with enormous brackets that just held on. It was just shy of thirty metres high, and up here, you could see Adelaide laid out from north to south. Huffing up the spiral staircase, Gretel appreciated the view of the bay, saw the oil tanker still rotting in dock far below the cliffs.

			Last delivery from a dead world, she mused and wondered how long the Fuel Council could milk that for.

			It was the highest room, with only the crow’s nest above it. The Foreman held court here and rarely ventured down even to the lower levels of the sky-town. The other rovers said that he’d been nipped by a drop-bear once, and was deathly terrified of the things.

			Rumour had it that he’d been a spanner-jockey once, back in the old days. Now, the Foreman ran Port Stanvac like a feudal warlord. More than one person had died at a word from his lips, plummeting from the towers or doused in fuel and torched in the courtyard.

			Purdie climbed the stairs, exuding patience and a stockman’s calm. Part of Gretel hoped the deal would go sour, just to see what would happen to the man.

			A set of plastic shop-strips kept out the flies, and Gretel pushed past these to enter the Foreman’s house. The master of Port Stanvac sat in a folding chair, his feet in a plastic wading pool full of water. He wore a kimono over grimy footy shorts, and a shark-tooth necklace was almost lost in his thatch of chest hair. From throat to crotch, his torso was hashed with old scars. Deep, and roughly Y-shaped, as if an animal had attempted an autopsy on him. His eyes were bugged out, glassy. Needles and spoons littered his tiny throne room.

			‘Gretel, Gretel,’ he shouted suddenly, flinging out his arms. ‘Light as a fucking petal.’

			‘Boss,’ she said. ‘I brought Purdie.’

			‘Mister Purdie, do come in. I trust my Rubenesque rover delivered you in comfort?’

			‘That she did, Mister Foreman sir, I –’

			‘Derwent.’

			‘Derwent, I want to get down to brass tacks. We’ve got a lot of livestock to move. Prime Minister says to offer meat for fuel. Ongoing trade. For as long as your supplies can hold out.’

			‘Heh. I’ve heard those rumours too. We’re bone dry, running on fumes. This place,’ the Foreman gestured wildly, kimono sleeves flapping, ‘will be a ghost town inside of six months.’

			Purdie stood in front of the drug-addled boss, hands hitched in his belt. He stared down the Foreman with the contempt of the country man for his soft-handed urban cousin, until the latter broke into laughter.

			‘We’ve got years’ worth of fuel, Mister Purdie. Years. It’s simple mathematics. Once there were over a million of us in this fine state. Living, working, driving our cars to and fro. A fuel stoppage would grind the place to a halt within the month. Rationing, the whole box and dice, right?’

			Purdie nodded.

			‘And now that the drop-bears have chewed the place down to the stubble, how many cars do you see driving around now? A few thousand? No? Less than a few hundred?’

			There were fewer than a hundred working vehicles within a day’s travel, and everyone in Port Stanvac knew this. Because this was the only fuel to be had between the Nullarbor and the eastern seaboard.

			‘We are still processing crude oil from that tanker. Production is at a fraction of what we can do, because we don’t need to make much fuel. Even getting your cattle trucks on the road won’t make a dent in our reserves.’

			His one tactic gone, Purdie simply nodded. Alice Springs wasn’t going to roll over Port Stanvac that easily.

			‘You, tell me what you saw,’ the Foreman said to Gretel. ‘Do they have what they say they have? Camels and some such? In good nick?’

			‘Yes,’ Gretel said.

			‘Good. You, fuck off,’ and he pointed to the door. ‘And you, pull up a chair.’

			Gretel left the two important men to their trade deal, and prayed that the creaking shed would shear free of the chimney, plummeting straight to the ground. The image made her smile, even as she huffed and sweated and made her way back downstairs.

			‘What will you give me?’

			‘Hmm.’

			The Bursar poked around in her trade goods. He considered the bottle of booze, examined the record for scratches. Gretel had even broken her own rule, and a half-dozen of her precious eight-track tapes lay on the counter.

			‘Fifty Stanbucks for the lot.’

			‘Don’t insult me, Don.’

			‘Fine. Go somewhere else then.’

			She got him up to fifty-five, and he wrote the figure down in his ledger. She saw that her page was still well into the red, and that it hadn’t even covered the fuel she’d used for that trip.

			‘I was driving on Council business. You can do better than that.’

			‘Deal was, you could forage on that tank. You need to start bringing in some trade, girl. Or we are going to have to get nasty about this debt.’

			‘I can pay my bills,’ she said, leaning on the counter. The wood groaned underneath her weight.

			‘So pay them.’

			She left the Bursar’s warehouse before the Council heavies could throw her out. Behind the wire-mesh barrier lay a fortune in loot, which grew with every squirt of petrol and mouldered in the dark.

			Gretel panicked — wondered what she would do next. There was no other option but Port Stanvac, not if she wanted to keep her beast of a car on the road. She owed more money than she could hope to repay, and they’d let her hang herself, one tank of petrol at a time.

			If the Bursar told the Foreman just how the books were looking, he’d probably stake her out for the drop-bears to munch on. Or cut her hamstrings, and put her in the fuck-shack to pay off her debt.

			I just need to talk them out of one last tank of petrol, she decided. And then I will get the fuck out of here.

			Gretel drove away from the Bursary, rumbling across the courtyard. She made her way through the outbuildings, the poor part of town. These people paid away a fortune in loot for a spot on a cement floor, for days of back breaking labour in the plant.

			Flush against the inner fence was the rover’s shed. A workshop from the old days, this was home for the dozen or so scavengers who ran the roads in Stanvac’s name.

			Gretel guided the Torana into the bay she’d claimed as her own, settled the car square over the pit. She saw that everyone was in from the road, and the shed rang with spanners, arc-welders, and colourful language. She climbed out of the car, and Mog disappeared into the shadows on his own errands.

			‘Look out, here comes ten tonnes of fun,’ someone shouted, and she responded with her middle finger. Someone laughed, but in a good natured way. She’d earned her place here.

			There was Percy, an old poof with a FJ panel-van and more miles on his face than anyone. ‘Wog’ Carlotto had his HQ Monaro halfway through a service, blower out and oil everywhere. Louis and Mick were Ford men, with a Mark II Escort and XB Falcon respectively.

			Others she was less friendly with, but no-one was stupid enough to fight her anymore. It was easier just to work on your machine, tell bullshit stories about what you’d seen on the road, and leave the ‘psycho butch’ alone.

			At the thought of leaving this place forever, Gretel felt despondent. This was the only world she knew, but it was time to start over. Maybe she’d make it up to Coober Pedy or even Alice Springs, work in an enclave. Dream of some place where the siphoning was good and the drop-bears all starved out.

			Gretel moved through the dank corner that passed for her bedroom, quietly scooping up belongings and stuffing them into a bag. The sum total of her life came to some tools, a handful of dirty clothes, toys from when Mog was a kitten, and a dog-eared copy of Picnic at Hanging Rock. Last month, she’d traded in her mum’s jewellery box on a full tank, and the promise of enough trade to get the heirloom out of hock.

			They tore up her slip when she couldn’t pay, moved a number over to the bad side of the ledger. Her debt was growing, eating up everything she was, nibbling at her future.

			‘Thinking of leaving us, love?’ someone muttered at her elbow, and she was ready to come out swinging when she realised it was only Percy. The world had given him little more than wrinkled skin, a twinkle in his eye and a thick white beard. But still, he had moments of kindness. He’d done a turn as Father Christmas a few years ago, when this place still bothered with such things.

			‘Just doing some washing,’ she said, slinging the bag in through the driver’s window. He nodded in understanding, and nudged a tin forward with his foot.

			‘All I can spare you,’ he said, and was gone before Gretel realised he’d left her five litres of super. She smiled, and her heart broke just a little more.

			The rovers lived much like a commune, and boosted the nightly stew delivery from the ‘commons’ cart with their own collection of scavenged tins and condiments. Wog broke out a backgammon set – this was the game of choice in rover circles.

			Gretel staked a cartridge of Richard Clapton, and lost it to Mick on her second game. When the moonshine jug passed around their circle, she passed it on without touching the potent muck.

			Tonight, she needed her wits about her.

			Gretel helped Wog put the head and everything else back into the Monaro. When he turned the key it roared like a dragon, and the big Italian smiled.

			‘Got a run tomorrow to Victor Harbor,’ he said. ‘You want to come with?’

			She’d ridden shotgun – literally – for Wog before. Plenty of drop-bears on the southern run. He paid well, and it was fun to ride in the big HQ. Even if he listened exclusively to disco.

			She looked over at the Torana, the way the red paint gleamed in the flickering lamplight. She’d started off as a spanner monkey, then gone on runs. Got a taste for the life, the feel of thousands of horses under her right foot. She shook her head.

			‘Suit yourself,’ Wog said.

			‘Got another job on.’

			He nodded. She’d only gotten that Port Wakefield run because everyone else was out on the road. Everyone knew Gretel was on the outer, but none of the rovers realised just how badly.

			‘Take my advice. You’re not a driver who forages. You’re a forager who drives.’

			Gretel nodded. It was far too late for advice.

			Mick played some Slim Dusty on the record player. The fences were quiet that night, apart from one rifle-shot, and the whoof of burning fuel as the guards cooked a drop-bear that got too close. Over at the sky-town, a party was in full swing, complete with the sounds of laughter, breaking glass, and vomit raining onto the cement far below. Soon, a Council runner came to the rover’s shed, already the worse for wear with grog.

			‘Foreman’s invited you all upstairs,’ he slurred. ‘Big trade deal just went down. Drinks and ganja on the house, fuck-shack for free.’

			That got the rovers moving. It wasn’t often the Fuel Council opened the liquor cabinet to the ground dwellers. In moments the shed emptied, laughter and horseplay following the men towards the elevators.

			Percy paused in the doorway, nodding at Gretel. There was nothing left to say. Soon she was the only one left in the workshop, and she couldn’t believe her good luck.

			First, fuel up, she thought. Then I nick enough food to see me well away from this place, and talk my way past the gate while the party is in full swing.

			Easy.

			She took a quick stroll across the courtyard, enough to see that the plant bowsers were still under heavy guard. Over at the Bursary, the lights still blazed and shadows could be seen moving inside.

			Taking turns to attend the party, the guard seemed to be running at about two-thirds full strength tonight. But the search-lights still swept relentlessly and the gates were buttoned up tight.

			Heart sinking, she returned to the workshop. Her plan B was less than honourable, but she was desperate now.

			She moved from bay to bay with her siphoning hose and jerry-can. If she was caught doing this, all bets were off. Rover justice was just as fast and brutal as anything the Foreman could mete out.

			Cracking open the Wog’s petrol tank, she drew out a little over two litres down the garden hose. Percy added another litre to his recent donation. Mick and Louis added two litres each, and she moved down the line, taking just enough that the others wouldn’t notice.

			Even as Gretel crouched behind the last car, shaking a few more drops into her jerry-can, she heard footsteps; someone entering the shed. She froze. If they found her back here . . .

			The steps echoed closer, but then stopped. The visitor turned, paced along the row of vehicles. As if looking for someone.

			‘Gretel. Gretel!’ a man shouted. It was Purdie. He sounded three-sheets-to-the-wind drunk, and she risked a glance around the car, saw him swaying on his feet. He’d lost his hat somewhere and was barely able to see, let alone walk.

			She pushed the jerry-can underneath the car, made sure to hide the siphoning hose. Standing up slowly, she walked out of the other rover’s bay, as if she had all the reason in the world to be poking around another man’s machine.

			‘There you are, sweetheart,’ Purdie slurred. ‘You’re missing the party.’

			‘I don’t go up there if I don’t have to,’ Gretel said, nodding in the direction of the sky-town. ‘So, what is it?’

			‘You. You’ve got something that I want,’ the man crowed. He stared at her with glassy eyes, and grinned, as if sharing a confidence.

			‘Not interested,’ Gretel said. ‘Go to the fuck-shack.’

			‘No. Oh, no no no. I’m talking about that.’

			He pointed to her car. The cherry-red LJ Torana with the 3300 engine, the car of her dreams. The beast she’d restored with her own two hands, had gone into a mountain of debt over. She had a rapport with this car, and just as she’d saved its life, it had often saved hers.

			‘You have got to be fucking kidding,’ she said. ‘That’s my car. It’s not for sale, dickhead.’

			‘Well, that’s not up to you,’ Purdie said. He spent a long moment looking at the Torana, admiring the polish, the shark-gill cut-outs, the rims that Gretel buffed to a shine whenever she came back from a run.

			‘What are you talking about?’ Gretel said. A cold fury rose from her core, threatening to take over everything. The big man from Alice was looking at her car with the same fuck-eyes a man gave a beautiful girl, and Gretel didn’t like it one bit.

			‘They’ve called in your tab,’ Purdie said. ‘Your bossman said he’s done with you. Should have heard the things he was planning to do to you, girlie.’ He shivered for effect, smiling broadly.

			‘But don’t worry, Gretel. I talked the man around. He wants to keep me happy, see, and now I’ve fixed everyone’s problem. You’re debt-free, Gretel.’

			Her chest squeezed tight at the words, and the fury bubbled over, sending a cold fire tickling through her body. Her hands were fists, and just like that she was in a place beyond common sense.

			‘When I leave tomorrow, I’m leaving in this. This is my car now.’

			Purdie leaned in through the driver’s window, popped the hood open.

			‘This whole machine is a credit to your skill,’ he said, leaning on the edge of the engine bay. ‘Bloody immaculate.’

			The sight of the man leering over the car, her car, was more than Gretel could bear. She sobbed, and staggered away, shaking her head. She’d been so close. He continued to enthuse over the car, oblivious to her heartbreak.

			‘There’s a place for you in Alice,’ Purdie said, fiddling with the distributor cap. ‘Come with me, and I’ll put you to work on fixing our trucks.’

			Brushing against a trolley, Gretel was blinded with tears, and her hands fumbled through the detritus of oil cans, a socket set, needle-nose pliers. Finally, her hands closed around what she was after.

			‘What do you say, girlie? You’ll have a better future up there with our mob. You might even find a fella. Miners get pretty lonely, heh.’

			She sidled up to the engine bay, weeping openly. He ignored her, more interested in his new toy, and she stood behind him snuffling, said his name quietly.

			‘What?’ he said, annoyed, and turned around just in time to catch a 24-inch spanner across the face. He crumpled backwards in a mess of blood and teeth, and grabbed at the car blindly, moaning, fumbling for something to defend himself with.

			Gretel hit him again with the spanner, and this time she knocked all the fight out of the man. He sagged across the front of the car, coughing and sobbing and dripping blood and spit all over everything.

			‘You want the fucking car?’ Gretel shouted. ‘It’s yours!’

			She slammed the hood down on his head, once, twice. By the third time, Gavin Purdie wasn’t moving anymore.

			A thousand eyes watched the refinery that night. They stayed just out of reach of the bright lights, wise to the tricks of Man. Hunger bred canny, and only one of the runts broke cover, dead and charred before he could reach that first fence.

			The moon was full tonight, and so the beasts moved slowly, bellies flat to the grass. They got as close to the fence as the weak eyesight of Man allowed them to, and looked for a way in.

			They’d hunted in packs before, but never to this scale. They possessed the rudiments of tactics, as all predators do, but their slow advance wasn’t the action of a regiment. It was a body of ants, of locusts, rolling forward, following the path of least resistance. They had reached a critical mass, and had to operate to new rules.

			Back in the old, familiar world, they’d been at the top of the food chain. Apex predators, fierce and unopposed. One of them alone could take out a Diprotodon, a creature half again the size of the cows of this world.

			At their lead was a scarred old beast, one of the last to be drawn through the veil of time. The younger ones, pups who had only known this soft world, feared and respected this one. He followed the mesh fence patiently, sniffing at the watching guards, heeding the stink of their guns. There were others behind these shepherds, hundreds of soft throats, braying and playing stupidly in the night.

			The Thylacoleo Carnifex was an ambush predator, designed for maximum damage. It had a bite comparable to any of the big cats, with teeth that could shear through bone. The marsupial lions had operated well in the Pleistocene era, and did even better in this one.

			A favoured tactic was to drop on their prey from above – they just weren’t built for speed, for chasing anything over a great distance. The Men clutched at their tools, dubbed the invaders ‘drop-bears’, and told jokes to salve the cosmic joke of this invasion. For all their godlike skills, the bald creatures of this time had died by the millions.

			The scarred beast ignored the three main fences of the refinery. They were too well kept, and Men were in place, watching for their approach. The drop-bears were wary of the guns now, scared of the whistling arrows and crossbow bolts. These days, they had to earn their meat the smart way.

			Finally, they’d circled the whole fence line, and the battered old veteran looked out on the bay, animal eyes considering the moonlight on the water. All of this had been covered in a glacier in his time, and in the depths of his hind-brain, this barely-realised anachronism made him angry.

			The old drop-bear slipped over the cliff’s edge, clutching at the chalky clay with his sharp claws. It was a long way down to the sharp rocks, and the rusting hulk tied to the pier looked like a leaf on a pond.

			He fought for purchase, slipped and scrabbled across the cliff-face. The fences ended in a cluster of tiger wire and barbed strands, and it was necessary to climb down for several metres to get around the sparking, dangerous tangle. Behind him, another drop-bear attempted the crossing, and another. One slipped and scratched at the air for purchase, mewling the whole way down.

			The cliff-face was sheer, and the current lodgers of the refinery had designed their fortification like a Tintagel. Only a token fence stood here to keep out anything stupid enough to scale the cliff. The wire-mesh was patchy, long worn to rust by the salt in the air.

			The old drop-bear made it down and around the edge of the fence. He climbed up over the lip of the cliff, eyes narrowed as he took in the lights, the sounds of so many Men.

			He ran for a gap in the fence, the thrill of the chase rising in his heart. For one brief instant, the scarred old beast felt no hunger, felt nothing but the most primitive urge. Slay, eat, repeat.

			He was halfway through the wire before the electricity killed him. Others bounced from the barrier, charred and plummeting into the black ocean below, but the old bear shuddered and shook, joined by others who tried to claw through similar gaps.

			Under the weight of such a sustained assault, the electric fence finally failed. Soon the bears were pouring in through gaps in the fence, and whole sections of rusted mesh crumpled under their weight.

			The few guards watching in that direction were drunk, the rest absent. Above, the party continued, oblivious to the horde of drop-bears swarming into their midst.

			The stereo thumped out Skyhooks’ ‘Ego is Not a Dirty Word’, the fuel barons fought and fucked, and the pinball machines rang out into the night like a chorus of dinner bells.

			Gretel stood by the front of her car, numb with shock. She staggered past the remains of Gavin Purdie, slipping in the blood. She fell heavily to one knee, even as a spray of vomit fought its way past her lips.

			She got to her feet to see Wog Carlotto standing behind her, mouth open, the backgammon set forgotten in his hands.

			‘Wog . . . I–’

			‘What the fuck,’ he whispered. ‘What the fuck did you do?’

			‘He was gonna take it,’ she cried. ‘He was gonna take my car.’

			Wog stared at the mess, gagged when he saw the caved-in head, the mess of brain and skull splattered all over the front of the Torana. Even as Gretel fussed around, trying to wrap the body in a tarp, Wog stood back, arms folded.

			‘This is on you,’ he said. ‘We can’t protect you.’

			She wiped away a rope of snot from her face, nodded.

			‘You know I’m going to have to tell the Foreman. You killed the big man in our shed. In our fucking shed! You fat fucking idiot!’ Wog threw the backgammon set across the workshop, kicked over buckets and toolboxes and anything that got in his way.

			‘It was an accident,’ Gretel said, numb to Wog’s abuse. She began to mop up the blood and gore, and quickly gave it up as a waste of effort. It would take her hours to clean the murder scene, time she didn’t have. Dragging Purdie’s body to one side, she used the mop-water to sluice his life-fluids from the front of her car.

			There was a scream from near the sky-town, long and loud. They both flinched at the sound. The party was still in full swing and there was laughter, the sound of smashing glass.

			‘You fucked up, Gretel,’ Wog finally said. ‘I’ll give you five minutes to pack up your shit and go. No more.’

			‘Thanks,’ Gretel said. Wog merely shook his head, leaving the shed without saying another word. In moments, Gretel had the fuel-can in the boot, stuffed her bedding into the back seat, and walked around the shed with a beating heart, jingling her keys and whistling for Mog.

			‘Come on, you stupid bloody cat,’ she whispered. ‘We’ve gotta go. Quickly!’

			Finally the battered tom appeared, dragging a dead rat into the shed. He dropped it at her feet, rubbing at her legs and proud.

			‘Sadly, that’s not the most disgusting thing I’ve seen tonight,’ Gretel said. She hurled the cat into the car by the scruff of his neck, and got behind the wheel.

			When Wog Carlotto finished telling his story to the Bursar, the man pressed his lips together, picked up the phone. A dedicated line to the sky-town, cobbled together from spit and copper wire.

			‘Derwent,’ the unsmiling man said into the handpiece. ‘The fat rover killed Purdie. In their shed. Of course his mob will find out. Forget the trade. Trade’s fucked now.’

			‘Yes boss,’ he said finally, and hung up the phone. He clicked his fingers, and the Council goons instantly sprung from their slouching game of cards, all leather and spikes.

			‘You boys, grab your gear. Rover,’ and here he looked to Wog, ‘you’re coming too. Boss wants her alive, but not too much.’

			Thus commandeered, Wog accepted the cricket-bat that the Bursar pushed into his hands. He was philosophical about this turn of events. Friends became scum at the drop of a hat, and the bossman filled up the cars and kept them in food.

			The hard men crossed the compound, only to see the Torana blast out of the shed, wheels chewing up the dirt. Gretel was headed straight for them.

			The thugs scattered, but the Bursar stood calmly in the glow of her headlights, a crossbow raised. He contemplated the difficult shot, but at the last moment he smiled, stepping aside.

			The Torana roared past the jumped-up pawnbroker, missing him by inches. The muscle-car punched through the first set of gates, shearing through the set of gates as if it was made of tissue-paper.

			‘Looks like you rovers are about to earn your keep,’ the Bursar said to Wog. ‘Party’s over.’

			Gretel had reached the outer gates now, and made no sign of slowing. The guards sprayed her car with twinkling rifle fire, only jumping away at the last moment. The LJ Torana ploughed through the electrified fence, leaving a tangle of wire and steel in its wake.

			Wog smiled. Clear as a bell he could hear the strains of AC/DC’s ‘Jailbreak’, blasting out of Gretel’s Torana, echoing out into the still night.

			‘I want her in chains,’ the Foreman screamed into the phone. ‘I’ll feed that fat slut to the bears, one toe at a time.’

			He slammed the phone into the cradle, breaking the Bakelite handset. Storming over to the squawking record player, he threw it out of the nearest window. The sound of the Bay City Rollers continued for one long second, until the portable player exploded on the cement far below.

			He was greeted with a chorus of complaints from the party, and came out swinging. He sent the girls back to the fuck-shack, one with a bloody nose. A ground dweller protested about being sent back downstairs, and the Foreman tossed him over the railing to make a point.

			He herded a posse of drunk gunmen to the armoury, press-ganging the rovers and anyone else too slow to hide from his fury. He handed out all of the good gear, scavenged from police stations and the RAAF base. Assault rifles, mortars, a light machine gun, a bazooka, sniper rifles that could hit a shadow on the moon. Weighed down with this arsenal, the Council shooters staggered towards the elevators.

			Only half of the winch-men could be found, the others drunk or comatose. The lifts descended with maddening slowness, and with bug-eyed junkie fury the Foreman screamed his frustration out into the night.

			‘Wind quicker, you fuckers!’ he shouted. ‘She’s getting away!’

			Scanning the horizon for signs of Gretel’s escaping Torana, the Foreman didn’t notice the silence below. Guard-posts unmanned, outbuildings on fire. Big shapes darting through the shadows.

			‘You lot, we’re going in your cars,’ he told Percy and the other rovers. ‘You know all the squirrely ways she might run. If that bitch of yours gets away, you’ll share her punishment.’

			‘Gretel?’ Percy said. ‘What’s she done?’

			‘Speak again, and I’ll nail your tongue to your forehead,’ the Foreman said, and that was as democratic as he got.

			The cage cars reached the ground. The Foreman herded his army towards the rover shed, pistol whipping anyone too slow to move.

			‘Don? What are you doing, you grizzled old knacker-guts?’ he said, squinting through a heroin haze as the Bursar ran across the compound, waving his arms frantically.

			He heard the first scream. A growl, interrupted by a gunshot and turning into a yelp. When he heard the yip of drop-bears on the hunt, the Foreman turned around slowly, and his heart sank into the depths of his greasy shorts.

			Drop-bears in their hundreds, running loose in his refinery. The livestock screamed and pressed against their fences, bleating and helpless as they were slaughtered in their pens. The ground-dwellers were being hunted from building to building, and he saw a drop-bear snatch a young boy out of a shattered window by the neck.

			The Foreman felt his balls contract, dry-retching as his worst fears were realised. They were everywhere, foxes in the hen-house. The guards on the outer fences were only just now realising the danger within, training their guns and flamers inward.

			Then those around him were yelling, shooting in every direction. A wave of drop-bears was leaping from a nearby roof, snapping and growling. At least a hundred of the beasts, and they’d crept to within thirty feet of him before anyone noticed.

			The Foreman moaned with terror, emptying clip after clip of bullets into that horde. Someone’s gun jammed, and in moments the unfortunate man was covered in bears. They dragged him beneath the refinery, and the man screamed as he was eaten alive.

			In the chaos, someone loaded a rocket into the bazooka tube. It skimmed above the drop-bears’ heads, and almost instantly punched into a fuel silo.

			Man and beast alike were knocked prone by the explosion. For one moment, night became day, and the Foreman saw the sheer number of monsters who’d crept through his fences.

			Then a second fuel tank erupted, and another. A pipe leading towards the tank farm cracked under the heat, and if that went up . . .

			‘Run. Run, you idiots!’ he shouted. Perhaps half of the people who’d stepped out the elevators moments ago were still breathing. The Foreman made a bee-line for the Bursar, who was waving and shouting from just outside the rover’s shed.

			Behind them, some of the drop-bears began to scale the elevator ropes, drawn to the smell of those hidden in the sky-town. The winch-men were too late to draw the elevators back up, and ran for their lives.

			The fire was in the pipes now, and in one sickening moment the fuel bowsers and generators all went up. Some of the guards on the fence became flaming marionettes, their flame-throwers erupting in their hands.

			‘Get inside,’ the Bursar was shouting, and rover and gunmen alike ran into the shed, piling into the motley collection of hotrods and muscle-cars.

			‘She did this,’ the Foreman said, shaken and sweaty. He needed his gear badly, but the best drugs were under lock and key in his room, high above the burning compound. He slid into the passenger’s seat of Wog Carlotto’s HQ Monaro, a thousand horses under the hood now rumbling and ready to gallop.

			‘She let those bears in, Wog. I’m gonna catch that bitch, and I’m going to fuck her up.’

			‘Sure thing boss,’ Wog Carlotto said quietly.

			A dozen cars rolled out of the shattered front gates. Big guns chattered out of the open windows, driving off the handful of drop-bears that ran to investigate the noise.

			As the convoy drove towards Adelaide, the tank-farm caught a spark. Port Stanvac erupted into a furious blaze of flame, the explosion visible for miles. A moment later, the flames danced down through the pipes and reached the oil in the tanker. The sides of the ship erupted into fire and smoke, and it flipped over like a toy boat, destroying the pier. It shuddered and sank in seconds.

			‘We’re finished, boss,’ the Bursar said from the back seat, as dry as a man who’d lost nothing. The Foreman was silent, reloading his pistol with shaking fingers.

			Gretel ran the car hard up the Lonsdale Highway, and the AC/DC blaring out of the stereo matched her mood. She got as far as Seacliff before the engine shuddered, coughed, and finally rattled into silence.

			The Torana rolled to a stop, just near the ANZAC monument. Lugging out the fuel-can one-handed, Gretel trained her revolver on the shadows, listened for a rustle in the overgrown hedges.

			What she heard was the fat thunderclap from the south, a ball of flame and smoke marking where Port Stanvac had once stood. She watched, gob-smacked as her former home went up in a series of brilliant explosions.

			‘Holy shit,’ she said. Gretel felt a flood of relief, followed quickly by shame and guilt. She was safe now, and not a moment too soon. Place had always been a death-trap, run by incompetent junkies. She’d escaped the clutches of the Foreman, all evidence of her crime burnt to ash – but her friends were most likely all dead.

			Aiming the jerry-can at the funnel, she cursed herself when she spilled half a cup of fuel onto the road. The sweet liquid poured into the Torana’s belly, and by the light of the burning oil refinery, Gretel wondered if she would ever fuel up again.

			Definitely going north, she decided. Up to Port Wakefield, and sell the car before they hear about this disaster. Buy passage on a boat to Port Lincoln, and keep running.

			Still, I get to drive the old girl one last time.

			A stick snapped behind her. Gretel dropped the jerry-can to the ground, more precious fuel sloshing out over the sides, gun up and tracking for a drop-bear. She watched the hedges by the memorial statue, big heart hammering. By the time you heard one, you usually had about two seconds before it tore your head off.

			The bushes parted, and Gretel zeroed in on the threat, applying pressure to the trigger. When Mog emerged with a twitching pigeon clamped in his mouth, she almost considered shooting him anyway.

			‘Stupid bloody cat. You scared the shit out of me! Well go on. You can take your revolting dinner into the car.’

			Smiling, she lifted the jerry-can to finish fuelling up, and that’s when she heard the engines, saw the glow of headlights. Someone flicked on a bank of spotlights, and she blinked at the sudden glare on the pitch-dark road.

			Snapping the lid shut, she heaved the jerry-can into the back seat. It was still half full. Gretel threw herself behind the driver’s wheel, swearing. Booting the car into life, she saw that she’d only filled up one-third of the tank.

			Gretel looked over to Mog, who was steadily ignoring her as he tore feathers out of the dead bird. Throwing the stick into second gear, she punched the accelerator pedal to the floor, and when she dropped the clutch the Torana leapt forward like a greyhound from the starting box.

			Bare seconds later, she had the big LJ up in fourth, pushing 90km/hr. She took the last bend onto Brighton Road at speed, drifting almost sideways with a squeal of rubber echoed by the horrified Mog, who almost slid out of the open window, pigeon and all.

			Weaving through the artfully placed wrecks, Gretel glanced at the rear-view mirror. At least ten cars were following her through the reef of dead vehicles, all making for her with great speed. She realised then that she wasn’t the greyhound. She was the rabbit.

			She reached for the CB radio under the dash, flicked it into life. The American radios had still been unauthorised for use when the bears came, and found mainly in trucks and the homes of ham enthusiasts. The rovers had found a few, treated them like gold.

			The rovers had a standing arrangement to talk on Channel 3 when on the road, and when Gretel flicked over she heard familiar voices, speculating on where she was going. Three cars were heading over to South Road, in case she tried to slip through the side-streets.

			They’d shared a meal only a couple of hours ago. Now, her former comrades were rounding her up, doing their best to cut her off from a clear escape. Worst of all, she heard the nasal strine of the Foreman, dominating the airwaves as he directed the fleet of cars, urged the rovers to run her off the road.

			‘Get her!’ he shouted. ‘Make her pay for what she did.’

			‘You’re all idiots,’ she said, thumbing the mic. ‘I can hear everything you’re saying.’

			‘You’re gonna die, Gretel,’ the Foreman shouted. ‘I’m gonna break you apart, I’m-’

			‘What a dickhead,’ Gretel said to Mog, switching off the squawking radio. She put a Foghat cartridge into the 8-track, and focussed on the dangerous road.

			The first strains of ‘Drivin’ Wheel’ blasted out of the speakers. Gretel saw the flicker of headlights closing in fast in her mirror, someone driving with suicidal abandon. It was Mick in his XB Falcon, and the battered old tank bounced from wreck to wreck. He clipped a wing mirror, and wiped out a stop-sign without missing a beat.

			Soon he was nipping at her heels, tapping at her rear bumper almost playfully. Gretel veered left, putting an overturned cement mixer between them. Her car was faster on the straight, but Mick was ploughing through debris, heedless of the damage to his own machine.

			Something struck her side panels like a sledgehammer. Again, and then she saw the man leaning out of the passenger window, working the slide action on a shotgun. A council thug, face wild with speed and howling for her blood. He unleashed another round of buckshot into the side of the Torana, and she winced at the sound.

			The other cars were closer now. She could make out Wog’s HQ, Percy’s panel-van, the whole pack of Cadillacs and muscle-cars. Mick was tying her up with evasive manoeuvres, robbing her of speed. Another flash of the shotgun, and her rear window shattered in a spray of glass. A few of the glass slivers sliced at her neck, wasp stings that made her swear and grit her teeth.

			‘Hang on, Mog,’ she gasped, yanking up the handbrake. The Torana shuddered, swung away from the main road. Downshifting, she punched through an overgrown front yard, obliterating two picket fences and bypassing the truck parked across the mouth of the side-street.

			She flicked off her headlights, took care to never touch her brakes. Gretel stole through the backstreets, navigating by moonlight alone. From time to time she saw headlights pass by. They were hunting her on the side-streets, roaring down the old alleyways the shit-carts used to take, knocking over bins gone long rotten for want of a garbo. Their rolling lights painted the dead houses, cast the shadows of wild trees across iron fences.

			It was Mick who kept the closest. Something in his drunkard’s logic kept him close to her heels, and blind luck would have him onto her if she didn’t slip away soon. Gretel looked for a shed to pull into, but even as she cast around, she saw shapes moving against the moonlight, a quick silhouette on a rooftop and then gone. Drop-bears, stirred up by all the noise. She couldn’t stop.

			Then she rolled past the corner store, saw the familiar billboard advertising Chiko Rolls. She saw the shapes crouching there, waiting for her to pass underneath, and she smiled. She stopped just shy of the ambush point, could feel dozens of hungry eyes on her. Once she left the middle of the street, the moment she was close to an eave or fence, they’d make their move.

			Gretel revved the shit out of the 3300 engine, and leaned on the airhorn for all she was worth. La Cucaracha blared across the dead suburb, over and over again.

			They came around the corner like over-eager dogs. Two cars. Mick in his XB almost colliding with one of the Cadillac boys and at the last moment punching through a mail-box like it was made of tissue paper.

			Gretel had the car in a slow reverse, now flicking her headlights in time with the garish mariachi tune. Then the two cars passed beneath the billboard, and she saw the dark shapes tumble from above, drop-bears by the dozen. Fat muscled shapes that smashed at glass, buckling roofs and shearing through the tin in seconds.

			The Cadillac was covered with wriggling drop-bears, and in his panic to shake them loose the driver ploughed straight into the corner-store. The American car went up in a fireball, roasting bear and man alike.

			Mick got closer, keeping his car aimed straight at her. Ford raced towards Holden, and not even a coat of monsters could persuade the drunken Irishman away from his final assault.

			Gretel punched it then, reversing in a panic. The XB nudged her bumper, and even as she fought to stay on the road, she looked forward, straight into Mick’s eyes.

			He was already dead. A bear had his head almost free of his neck, and the hands that clenched the steering wheel were no longer attached to the rest of him. The drop-bears were efficiently stripping the carcases of all meat, before the car had even stopped rolling.

			The camber of the road took the XB over the curb, and into someone’s front yard. Gretel took no pleasure from that final sight, and long after she left the scene she could still see the car rocking back and forth, the headlights painting an abandoned swing-set, the shadows of the drop-bears as they ate their fill.

			They got her on the way through Adelaide.

			Each road she tried the other rovers had already been to, hauling wrecks with winches to block off the main roads. She heard them on the CB radio, goading her, barking misdirections and threats. They’d blocked all the roads north, all the sneaky ways she might take to get to Port Wakefield. She could see bright headlights in the parklands to the south. Cars watching the ways out of Colonel Light’s square mile, daring her to double-back, to make a run for Victor Harbor after all.

			Teeth gritted, she played their game. All through the little side streets and alleys she raced them, but there were just too many cars to shake. One bloke with a rusty old Charger stuck to her like glue, nipping at her bumper. He was joined by a souped-up T-Bucket, which belched flames and herded her as sure as a kelpie drove the sheep to the knacker-truck.

			Rundle Mall.

			Fishtailing through the rubbish and rubble, Gretel could barely spare the ruins a glance. The Foreman’s men were leaning out of the windows, spraying her car with gun-fire. They were aiming low, and it sounded like a symphony of hammers on the boot and bumper. They were trying to wreck the tires and force her to a halt.

			There was no way to get out of the shopping strip, and she knew what was waiting for her a moment before the lights came on, blinding her. Four cars, spotlights on, and a rank of outlines in silhouette, guns out and blazing.

			The volley of bullets made a mess of her radiator, shattered her headlights. Two bullets starred her windshield, but the glass held. Gretel felt the front-right tyre burst, and fought the slide, the rim sending up a shower of sparks as it ground against the flagstones.

			A long-dry water fountain loomed in front of her. Even as Gretel jumped on the brake she knew she’d hit it at speed. The Torana met the masonry. Gretel flew forward, steering wheel breaking at least one rib, and her head flipped forward and down, slamming her face against the dashboard.

			Groggy, nose leaking blood, Gretel had no fight in her as they levered her door open. The Torana was absolutely fucked. Everything was buckled, and it took three men to get her out of the car. She looked up through one half-closed eye to see the Foreman reach into her car, pulling out the mangled corpse of Mog.

			‘Look! It’s a broken pussy!’ he shouted, shaking the dead cat in his hand. Gretel screamed at the sight, swearing and trying to fight her way out of the huddle of men it took to hold her down.

			The Foreman turned and punted Mog’s body into the darkness. The men cheered, and a few moments later came the snarls of the drop-bears, the ripping sounds as they made short work of the cat. Her cat.

			Next they dragged her across the pavement, whooping, spitting on her, kicking her in the ribs and gut like she was a big slab of wriggling pork. As her broken bones grated against each other she cried out, and this just drove them on even more.

			Soon they had her on top of a car bonnet, heavy men leaning on her arms and legs, pinning her down like a big butterfly on a board. Gretel fought them, fought like a mongrel, but it didn’t matter. They had her.

			She noticed that she was on top of Wog’s beautiful HQ. Wog Carlotto and Percy were at the edges of this slavering pack, but they were in the pack nonetheless. They didn’t say a word, didn’t raise a hand to help her.

			‘You burned down our town, ya fucking mole,’ the Foreman grunted in her ear.

			‘Let those fucking bears in, too,’ someone else said.

			‘I . . . don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said, and a moment later she was sucking for air, winded as the Bursar drove the butt of a rifle into her guts. Hard.

			‘We had a good thing going. A real home,’ the Foreman said, dripping sweat and spit down into her face. ‘We were rich! Good looking birds, anything we wanted. Now we got nothing.’

			Someone started tugging on her boots, trying to pull them off her big feet. The Foreman grinned down at her, and all at once several hands were yanking at her shirt buttons, trying to undo her belt and zip.

			Even as Gretel went someplace else in her mind, determined to blank out what was about to happen, she heard the first scream, the stutter of a semi-automatic. The noise broke the group-lust like a bucket of cold water, and in seconds they were snatching up their guns. One bloke already had his pants down to his knees, and tried to hitch them up and load his shotgun all at the same time.

			Coughing up blood and snot, Gretel sat up, and in numb horror she saw them coming. Dozens, hundreds of drop-bears, spilling out of the ruined store-fronts and swarming towards them like flies to a meat-tray. The men did a messy approximation of a fighting withdrawal, guns barking out into that hungry mass as they backed towards the cars.

			Rifle cracking, Louis wandered too close to the eaves out the front of John Martins. More drop-bears fell on him from above, a waterfall of fur and claws that came pouring out of the windows, dropping from the roof. Louis screamed for one long terrible moment, and then there was nothing but the ripping of meat, the grunting and squabbling of animals over a carcase.

			In the face of that starved advance, the rovers tossed down their guns and ran for their muscle-cars and hot-rods. The motors roared defiance, chewing through the last of the petrol they were likely to ever see. In seconds, they’d laid down rubber, abandoning what was left of the Fuel Council.

			‘You pack of fucking cunts!’ the Foreman screamed at their tail lights. He was almost surrounded by drop-bears, and in a mad panic he sprayed an M16 in all directions, emptying the clip to little effect. He shot one of his own men by mistake, and peeled a shotgun out of the dying man’s hands.

			Gretel leaned into the wreck of her Torana, wincing at the pain in her side. She emerged with the big .303 rifle. Climbing onto the roof of the LJ, she picked off drop-bears with a calmness that she didn’t feel. There were so many it was almost impossible to miss.

			Then the tide of flesh and fur had reached her car, and she was cut off from escape. Two men climbed up on the roof to join her. The Foreman, blood-spattered, working the empty slide of the pump action. The Bursar, his pinch-faced little lackey to the bitter end.

			‘Gimme your gun,’ the Foreman demanded, waving his hand at her. He was so preoccupied with the advancing bears that he barely noticed when Gretel levelled the big rifle in his direction.

			‘It’s all yours,’ she said, and with one pull of the trigger the Foreman gained a fist-sized hole in his guts. White-faced with shock, he clutched at the wound, and slid down from the roof in a mess of guts and blood.

			The bears went berserk with this latest offering, and Gretel jumped down from the roof, pushing through the feeding frenzy with her boots and her rifle butt. Those that weren’t feasting on the dead man tried to nip at her, and she let the revolver blaze a path to freedom. Six roaring bullets and she was clear and running.

			She looked back only once, to see the Bursar still standing on the roof of her car. He could have run too, Gretel thought. Very calmly, the man put his pistol against the roof of his mouth and he blew his own brains out.

			Gretel took the opportunity to run like fucking Phar Lap.

			Drop-bears weren’t very fast on the ground; they were ambush predators, built for surprise attacks, the quick pounce. Their limb proportions and muscle mass slowed them down. It was possible to outrun them, but the squat little killers had stamina. People had to stop running sooner or later, and on land the drop-bears relied on tiring out their prey.

			Gretel barrelled through the night streets of Adelaide like a fridge on skates, pausing only once to jam another bullet into the .303 and get her bearings. It seemed like the noise of the gunfight had brought all of the starving critters out of hiding.

			They lumbered awkwardly out of the storefronts, out of the pubs and even Parliament House. Hang-faced killers watched her from balconies and broken windows, willing her to come just that little bit closer.

			There.

			She headed for the horse statue commemorating the Boer War, with a wary eye to the overgrown gardens of Government House. She was within stone’s throw of the River Torrens, and once she had the water between her and Adelaide, the horde should find it harder to get to her. Wearily she considered her options. Without a car or a horse, it would take her days to trudge up the highway to Port Wakefield.

			Her ribs gave a painful twinge then, and Gretel stopped by the base of the statue, leaning against the plinth and trying to catch her breath. By that point she was huffing like a horse herself – she didn’t get to that size by running around a lot.

			Past the barrier of wrecks, King William Street was broad and empty. Gretel considered the hulk of the Festival Centre, the rotunda long rotten and crumbling. Behind that, a gentle slope of overgrown grass and boats drawn up to a dock.

			Even as she smiled and shuffled towards the river, a shadow fell across her. Gretel had the barest moment to realise that a bear was dropping from the top of the horse statue, and cried out in terror.

			It fell on her like a stone with teeth, clawing at her, biting. As they rolled around on the road, she had the presence of mind to jam her rifle stock into the drop-bear’s snapping jaws. She held it at bay, crying out as the creature tore her arms to ribbons with its claws.

			In one horrifying moment, the drop-bear crunched down on her big .303 with relish, shearing through stock, iron barrel and all. Spitting out all that metal and wood, the monster lunged at the woman, only to find itself spitted on a sharp blade. It looked at Gretel with its piggie eyes, bleeding and gurgling and confused to its last breath.

			She rolled the creature to one side, pulling Purdie’s big bowie knife out of its throat. Slowly rising to her feet, she shuffled forward, bloody knife held limp and dripping in one hand.

			Everything was pain. The riverbank seemed an impossible distance. Even as Gretel leaked blood from a dozen deep wounds, she staggered forward, unable to even muster a fast walk. Behind her she could hear them, a pack of starved killers hooting in delight, about to run her down in the middle of the road.

			Then she saw it. Behind the Rotunda, parked neatly along the banks, she could now see the strangest machine. Something like a cross between a tractor and a steam-train, a big-bellied machine with a fat smoke-stack. It was draped with carnival lights, and behind it was a string of cars and trailers.

			‘Hey,’ she called out, waving her arms above her head. ‘Hey! Help me!’

			The motion of her arms sent a wave of dizziness through her, and she wondered how much blood she’d lost. She shouted again, a wordless cry, and continued with the left foot, right foot, repeat, gasp.

			She heard the machine cough into life, the hiss and roar of a big steam-engine. She was close enough now to see two figures hauling water pipes out of the river, and then they doused all the lights. Groggily she saw the road-train rolling forward, the reflection as it passed alongside the moonlit Torrens. They were leaving.

			Gretel was on her knees now, and didn’t even notice the transition. She stared at nothing in particular, and went somewhere beyond fear, past the pack of monsters that crept towards her. This was where she’d fallen, and she knew she wouldn’t be getting up.

			I die now, she thought, and that was when the machine crested the grassy banks, spot-lights suddenly ablaze, steam-whistle shrill and defiant. It was a juggernaut of metal, complete with iron cow-catcher. She saw the shape of a man in the cabin, and a boy scrambling onto the roof.

			A seat up there. A turret, and above it the biggest crossbow she’d ever seen. The lad worked it with a set of levers, and it fired enormous spears just over her head. Ka-chunk, and the next big bolt was loaded into the crossbow, the string already drawn back and ready to fire.

			‘That’s a steam-powered bow,’ she mumbled. She watched numbly as the machine slipped past her, didn’t turn when she heard the crunching sounds, the squeals of pain. When the steam-engine returned and pulled up alongside her, she was still kneeling in the road, surrounded by a growing puddle of her own blood.

			‘Get up love,’ she heard a gruff voice say. ‘Please. I don’t think I can lift you.’

			She felt a hand slide into hers, a rough calloused grip. Bleary-eyed, she rose to her feet, and in a weak daze she found herself remembering her father, remembered being scooped up on Christmas Eve, carried past a street of lit-up houses. Being safe, and warm, and on her way home.

			‘No room in the cab for you,’ the voice said. ‘You’ll have to ride in back with my dad.’

			More movement, and somehow she hauled herself up a set of steps. Then there was a flat surface under her back. Gretel let go, let the darkness come in.

			‘Hold still. Stop wriggling around!’

			Gretel woke up fighting, thrashing around and yelling. It took her a long moment to realise that she was safe, and that a strange man was trying to stitch up her wounds.

			She lay back down, blinking as the man fed a needle through her skin, sewing her up with something that looked suspiciously like fishing line. The man was aboriginal, his lined face buried in an enormous white beard. He wore an outfit of worn denim, and a greasy old Akubra on his head.

			He whistled cheerfully as he worked, and in minutes he’d sealed up the worst of the damage. Her shirt was in shreds now, and Gretel felt a little embarrassed as the man poked around her ribs, pulling the wounds together.

			She was in a type of trailer, stacked with crates and hessian sacks. Around her was a mess of bloody cloth, and the floor was damp beneath her. Sitting up made her feel woozy, and she wondered just how much blood she’d lost during the night.

			It was dawn. Somewhere a pair of magpies were trading insults, and she could see trees, a crest of hill. They’d made it out of the city.

			‘Got an old shirt you can have,’ the man said, wiping his bloody hands on a rag. ‘Not much left of that one.’

			Gretel nodded. She saw a tousled head appear at the top of the steps, and under the mop of hair a pair of gentle brown eyes watched her warily.

			‘Boy,’ the man barked without turning. ‘Get water.’

			The lad disappeared like a skink.

			‘He doesn’t talk,’ the man said. ‘Not to me, anyways.’

			Gretel finally managed to sit up, and rested her back against the wall of the trailer. That was when she saw the dead body. It was neatly packed up, like everything else back there. Canvas wrapped from head to toe, a coil of rope holding everything in place. But there was no mistaking that shape for anything but a corpse.

			‘That’s my dad,’ the man offered. ‘Sorry. Don’t have anywhere else for you to ride.’

			‘That’s okay,’ Gretel croaked. The quiet boy reappeared with water, and she sucked greedily from the canteen. The man gave her a shirt, a tent of flannel made for a big man. They gave her the privacy to change, and she gingerly removed the ruined shirt, let the bloody rag fall to the floor. It was all she could do to button up the new shirt, and then she was drifting back into sleep.

			She woke to the movement of the steam-car. It was jolting around. Gripping the side of the trailer, Gretel peered over the side. She recognised the Princes Highway, and knew they were well into the Adelaide Hills. Her rescuer had taken the peculiar vehicle onto the shoulder of the Highway and was passing a snarl of abandoned cars and trucks.

			Up front, the road locomotive coughed and chugged. It looked like an old showman’s machine, all decked out in lights and trim. PELICAN AND SON TRAVELLING SHOW – PERTH’S BEST! the bunting declared. She could see the man in the cab, working the mass of levers and switches. Next to him the boy worked at shovelling, flicking coals from the tender and down into the furnace.

			An enormous water tanker was attached behind the trailer she was in, and it was clear that the pair were equipped to travel an extremely long distance in the old-fashioned machine.

			Gretel was dozing off again, lulled by the motion of the road train. She woke with a start to find the boy sitting across from her, cross-legged from where he’d been watching her sleep.

			‘Got any food?’ she asked, and the boy nodded shyly. He rummaged through the stack of supplies, emerging with a can of beans and finally a tin opener. When she smiled her thanks, the boy renewed his efforts. From a sack he pulled out a tile of oat biscuit, almost rock solid.

			‘Someone cooked this to last,’ she said, breaking the biscuit up with a dribble of water from her canteen. The boy kept his vigil, watching as she cracked open the baked beans.

			‘He your dad?’ she said around a mouthful of food, indicating the man in the cab. The boy shook his head, and drew his knees up around his chin. He was months away from his last hair-cut, and it was impossible to tell if he was pink or black underneath all the coal-dust on his face and hands.

			His shoes were a couple of sizes too big for him, ancient workboots held together with duct-tape and string. He wore an old school blazer over a t-shirt, and grimy slacks that needed taking up.

			She did her best to scrape the cold beans out of the tin with the biscuit, and in the end she resorted to scooping them out with her fingers. She licked her fingers clean and, tossing the can onto the roadside, she wondered if the boy would give her something else to eat. Even though her stomach rumbled and twinged, she did her best to keep to her manners, ignoring the big stockpiles of food around her.

			‘You got a name?’ she ventured. ‘I’m Gretel.’

			He didn’t offer a name in return, but leaned forward when she offered her hand, giving her a quick hand shake before returning to his side of the trailer. Gretel smiled, and they spent many miles in a companionable silence.

			Soon they were looking down over the broad sweep of the Murray River, a brown ribbon winding to the horizon and beyond. The road led downwards, to a long bridge and a township on the far side. Either side, the trees grew thick, many sprouting from the water itself.

			The man eased the road locomotive to a stop, climbed back over the tender to join his passengers. He sat next to the boy, tousling his hair affectionately.

			‘We’re not stopping in Murray Bridge, but I can let you off there if you want,’ the man said. ‘Safer than Adelaide.’

			‘Where are you going?’

			‘Lake Alexandrina,’ he said. ‘Gotta bury my dad there.’

			‘Long drive just to bury a man,’ Gretel said. ‘Look around you. Everything is a graveyard.’

			‘My dad was Ngarrindjeri,’ the man said, eyes suddenly bright and passionate. ‘He was born here, told me he wanted to come home before he died. Said he was strong enough to make the trip, but he died on the Nullarbor.’

			She looked at the body, now noticing the care with which the man had wrapped it. She mumbled her apologies, and the man waved them away.

			‘Don’t expect you to understand. Used to be our land, all around here. Then you white fellas took it, then the bears took it. Now it’s no-one’s.’

			When the road-train left Murray Bridge, Gretel rode with it.

			Gretel and the boy kept the fire going for three days, while the man kept vigil at the edge of the great lake. He buried his father by the water’s edge, scooping out the sand and grit with his own hands. He didn’t bother with a marker, and Gretel thought she understood.

			She gave the boy a haircut, washed months of filth from his skin. His body was covered with scars, old jagged marks from a bear attack, silvered lines from a whip or belt. Someone had put a lit cigarette to his tiny little chest, over and over. Whatever horrors had brought him to this man had robbed him of all of his words.

			Gretel did her best to care for the boy. She told him stories, sang silly songs her mother had taught her. Once, the boy laughed, and it was the most beautiful sound she could remember hearing.

			When the man had finished mourning, he came back to their camp and slept like he was dead himself. By some sort of unspoken agreement the boy unpacked the trailer, erecting canvas shades and setting up a camp. After their journey of almost three thousand kilometres, she supposed the pair were entitled to a little break.

			She learned the man’s name was William Pelican, and he was the ‘Son’ spoken of on the bunting on the steam-engine. Pelican Senior had been a boiler-maker over in Western Australia, and built the steam-tractor himself shortly after the Depression.

			‘We ran rides in the country fairs. Hurdy-gurdies, powered by the engine. Quiet times, he’d get the out-of-work circus folk, do little shows in towns. Cost us nothing to move from town to town. Just water, a little wood. Caught what food we needed.’

			They had fishing lines in the lake, and as the sun set they cooked a big mulloway over the coals of their fire. Pelican senior had told stories of bad fishing, of a river in decline. It was rare to land such a big fish so far from the river mouth.

			‘Fish are coming back to the lakes,’ William said. ‘People gone away long enough, everything else starts to come back. Once the bears die out, the land will recover.’

			‘What are you going to do now, William?’ Gretel asked. She juggled hot fish meat in her hands, gobbling it down when it was cool enough to bear. The boy was wrapped up in a nest of blankets by the fire, watching them with dark eyes.

			‘I’m the first one to come back from the west,’ he said. ‘Figured I might stay now. Put in a claim.’

			‘Claim?’

			‘Might not be tomorrow, might not even be next year, but they’ll be coming over from Perth soon enough. When I left, they were getting a steam-train up and running. Once they’ve got the tracks fixed and the supply depots set up, people will come. Water here, good land.’

			‘How many people?’

			‘There must be ten thousand now,’ William said, and Gretel nearly choked on her fish. Since the bears came, at most she’d seen two or three hundred people in one place.

			‘And I got here first,’ he said with some satisfaction. ‘They’ll see the wreckage of Adelaide and keep on going. It’ll be water drives the new world, not oil. Steam. And when they get to the Murray River, I’ll be waiting for them. With a town. My town.’

			‘An old bloke and a mute boy. You won’t last five minutes out here. If the enclaves don’t roll over you, a band of rovers will. There’s some bad folks out on the road.’

			‘Heh. They’re all finished, just like the bears. Them out west have got a government now, and a train soon. Next comes the laws, and the money.’

			‘Laws are just words,’ Gretel said. ‘And government didn’t stop the bears here. Sabretooths in America, dinosaurs in Europe. All of our laws and money didn’t do a damn thing. Humanity is on its knees, and we deserve to be here.’

			‘Are you one of those believe we got punished? By God, or a mad scientist at Woomera?’ William Pelican said, looking at her in mock seriousness.

			‘Yes. You give a better reason. Millions of monsters don’t just happen.’

			‘Here a reason – it doesn’t matter why it happened.’ He spat a fish bone into the flames. ‘That’s done. What matters is what we do now.’

			The lad watched him closely, and Gretel realised that the troubled boy worshipped William Pelican. He’d followed him across a dead continent, and would follow him in this new ambition. So would others.

			‘We live within our means. We let the land heal. The world has given us a second chance, and we’d best not fuck it up.’

			Two men trudged up the dusty road, bothered by flies and the sheer distance of their walk. They’d passed skeletons on the way, folks who died within a day of water. They passed by cars long gone to rust, and didn’t even bother to tap at the petrol tanks these days.

			A rumour drove their trudging feet onward. A prosperous new place, a town that had succeeded in opening up the Murray River to trade and settlement. Towns were springing up, right through into Victoria and New South Wales. Government was spreading from west to east, squashing out the looting enclaves wherever they resisted the rule of law.

			Good manners were back in fashion.

			When they heard the hissing and whomping of a steam-engine, the men stood their ground. Nowhere to hide here. One of the men held a revolver by his side, but his companion snatched it away, kicked it into the ditch for all the good it could do them.

			A dust cloud approached, and the men waited patiently, only using their energy to flag the driver down when the vehicle got close. When the dust cleared, it revealed a refurbished LJ Torana, cherry-red.

			The engine bay had been gutted to fit a bespoke steam engine, and water lines fed from a water tank in the boot to the boiler up front. From the depths of the car, a stereo was playing ‘Jump in My Car’ by the Ted Mulry Gang.

			‘Well look at you two idiots,’ someone said, and the door opened to reveal a big woman, kitted out in animal hides. Dumbfounded, a man named Wog and a man named Percy watched as a dead woman stepped onto the road, as large as life.

			‘Gretel,’ Percy said. ‘We thought the bears got you.’

			‘There were too many for us,’ Wog ventured after an awkward moment. ‘We had to run. You understand, right?’

			‘Well, as long as you boys can sleep at night,’ Gretel said. ‘So, where’s your car?’

			‘No fuel left,’ Wog said. Percy said nothing, choosing to look down at his shoes.

			‘Oh hell, Gretel. You know what it was like. You’d have done the same if you were us. Bossman says you get someone, you get them.’

			‘Hmm. So how’s that world working out for you both?’

			The men stood in the road, unable to frame anything worth saying. Gretel reached into the car, pulling out a loaded crossbow.

			‘Now Gretel, wait a minute –’ Wog Carlotto said. She raised the weapon in their direction, and Percy gave a strangled cry as she pulled the trigger.

			From a tree just behind them, an emaciated drop-bear fell to the ground, a fat crossbow bolt piercing it through the skull. The two men looked at each other, realising how close they’d been to death.

			‘Stupid things,’ Gretel said. ‘I’ve dropped shits scarier than that.’

			‘Gretel, are you – are you going to the new town?’ Percy ventured. ‘Pomberuk, or Murray Bridge or whatever they call it now?’

			‘Yep,’ she said. ‘I’m Deputy Mayor. It’s about thirty kilometres that way.’

			The two men made to move forward, to get into her new car, but the big woman shook her head.

			‘Have a nice walk boys.’

			She climbed back into the car, and booted the home-made engine into hissing life. Throwing a lever, the steam-car lurched forward at a terrifying speed, the spinning tyres showering the men in sheep-shit and small stones.

			Gretel left them in the dust, her music blaring, and gave a solid middle-finger salute out of the car window.
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			When I originally wrote the novella ‘Everything is a Graveyard’ for Russell B Farr, it was inspired by a few things. Ticonderoga Publications were publishing my first short story collection, which I’d pitched to Russ as a collection of my post-apocalyptic short works. I had enough material for two or three books, and tried to distil this down to the stories that best fit the brief.

			The end selection was heavy with zombie stories, lots of Australiana, and some of my more inventive end–of–the–world scenarios. Most of these stories aligned with my usual dislike of apocalypse fiction; for my dollar, the interesting stories aren’t told when people are running around scared, trying to survive the initial destructive event. Take me way down the road, to a point where we are in the true ‘post’ of a post-apocalypse. Forget Mad Max 1, take me to Mad Max 2 or Mad Max: Fury Road (More on Mad Max in a moment).

			When we were brainstorming ideas for the title of the collection, Russ and I both liked Everything is a Graveyard. It summed up that these weren’t just zombie stories, these were pieces driven by the ruin of everything. My characters are all navigating the remains of a once-abundant world, and everything that’s left is a marker for the past. Skyscrapers serving as headstones for an age that is done with, that sort of thing. 

			Russell commissioned legendary comic artist Jason Paulos to provide the cover-art. Russ kindly allowed me to offer input into the finished artwork, and I wanted something crazy, outstanding. We ended up with the following image: a bogan woman in leathers, built like a brick shit-house, wielding a shotgun. An LJ Torana, cherry-red, the worse for wear. Ruins. In the distance, a slavering drop-bear, because: Australian apocalypse. The end result was a power-chord of a cover, and oh boy did I love it.

			We ended up with the following image — this is the original wrap-around of the cover without the floating text:
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			(artwork courtesy of the transcendently talented Jason Paulos)

		

		
			So of course Russell asked me to write this up as a story, the title piece for the collection. A novella fell out of my head in record time, the end product being what you have just read. It was an interesting challenge, with both the story title and concept art existing before the story did, but I’d like to think I pulled it off!

			Fast forward a couple of years. George Miller releases a new instalment in the Mad Max series. Long-time fans of the movie are of course excited, but nobody expected what Fury Road was going to do. It is hyper-realist, and nasty, and all things Mad Max of course, but it has an amazing story for what is essentially a two-hour car chase. It has depth. It deals with feminist issues in the most misogynist of settings, and does this well. When Mad Max: Fury Road hit the big screen, everybody lost their minds.

			For a movie that was essentially unscripted and shot straight from the storyboards, Fury Road achieved a lot of things. It was vital, spare but at the same time ridiculously over the top (picture the Doof Wagon, an enormous citadel in a mesa spewing out water, and an army of pasty white Warboys with chromed teeth!).

			It’s no secret to anyone who knows me that Mad Max is one of my biggest influences as a writer. It pleases me that Fury Road is more nuanced than MM1, that the story is told confidently, that it works on several levels. It’s no longer cheap Ozploitation, and has become an epic myth told with the fervour of a bard. It’s an Australian retelling of ‘The Odyssey,’ with flavours of ‘Beowulf’ and of course Max filling in as an admirable Gilgamesh, a quasi-immortal figure who belongs nowhere. One of the actors from Fury Road lives in Adelaide and assures me that sequels will be forthcoming in the franchise. This pleases me greatly!

			‘Everything is a Graveyard’ is unashamedly my homage to Mad Max, indeed to all Ozploitation. I wanted to tell the story of a woman operating in a misogynist setting, living life by her own terms. Here, as in Fury Road, the uber-macho survivalist enclaves are stagnant and failing. There’s some unnamed disaster in the past that has reduced humanity to its knees (in Mad Max, it’s fuel shortages and perhaps a nuclear war, in mine it’s an unexplained drop-bear invasion). In both stories, the only viable solution for the future is the rule of law, of compassion and cooperation.

			In short, I was very pleased by my efforts to tell this story, and then a couple of years later I saw George Miller’s Imperator Furiosa on the big screen. In one fell swoop, he made me want to hang up my pen!  Long story short, I think I accidentally wrote a half-arsed Fury Road before George Miller knocked it out of the park. If the next Mad Max contains drop-bears, I shall wail and gnash my teeth…

			Anyway, now is the time to don my pimp hat and to shill for my collection. The wonderful folks at Ticonderoga Publications have just re-released most of their backlist as e-books, so for the first time Everything is a Graveyard (the full collection, also containing the novella you have just read) is available to purchase for your favourite reading device. Try these links:

			Amazon: http://www.amazon.com/Everything-Graveyard-Jason-Fischer-ebook/dp/B01522HNMI/ref=asap_bc?ie=UTF8

			And also via Smashwords: https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/575321

			If you groove on hard-copy books, here’s how to order a physical copy:

			http://www.indiebooksonline.com/catalog/advanced_search_result.php/keywords/everything%20is%20a%20graveyard/page/1/sort/5a?osCsid=52c414910ed6c25e286fea98028bde9f or

			http://www.amazon.com/Everything-Graveyard-Jason-Fischer/dp/1921857595/ref=tmm_pap_title_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1441937487&sr=1-1

			More stuff about me and my writing can be found at this spiffy website here: http://jasonfischer.com.au/

			Cheerio, and whenever you pass beneath a tree, LOOK UP.

			Jason Fischer

			Adelaide

			September 2015
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			The Orchid Nursery — Louise Katz

			MICA

			The Orchid Nursery is set into the centre of the corp-yard. The high, round dome is made of segments of lovely pink-hued glass, a rare flesh colour created by masters of the art of isolating and manipulating fundamental aspects of the elements, water, air and the earth, our wild mother, whose unreliable humours must be subdued and made to obey the dictates of Men lest we all fall pray to the exigencies of her whims. The shimmering half-globe rises from a circular stone wall inscribed with the sacred maxim, FORM FOLLOWS FUNCTION. This wall is twice the height of a Man, the granite surface obscured by the boughs of espaliered pear trees, their limbs splayed flat against the wall. 

			Most of the Nursery is under the earth; the mysterious lives within enjoy the filtered sunlight, safe against the extremes of seasons and the gaze of profane eyes. Before the western face of the Nursery is the stone altar with its Plea Box for annual Beseechings. It is a sacred secret/un-secret: it is a mystery, but one we all see every day. It lies at the heart of all the concentric circles of our Perfect State. 

			We pass by the Nursery all the time on our daily rounds and sometimes a girlie will stop to pay her respects to the womanidols within, who we know to be there though we never see them. We leave small offerings sometimes, a comb we have made, a piece of fruit. These are always gone by morning. But we don’t go in, ever. The careforcers do, but they never tell, having sacrificed their voices to their sacred tasks when they are first commissioned. The Seed-Bearers enter the Nursery too, when they are selected for service, but they are Men so naturally we rarely speak to them. And of course those destined to become womanidols go inside; they go inside once only and they never, ever come out. 

			Yet all my life I have imagined being there, the place that all little girlies desire to end their childhood. The highest privilege is to be among those chosen to serve as a womanidol, clean and Perfect. Females born of unPerfected (wo)Men become foot-soldiers, gardeners or house-mothers if they are not themselves graced through a successful Beseeching for Perfection; the boys become Craftsmen or Scholars, Seed-Bearers or Ecumen. But the sons born of womanidols become our Properganders, Men of Right-Sight and Construers of the sacred DoppelBook, and are destined to succeed our Brother Ministers, the wise and mighty heroes of Liberation, for they are marked as Elect by GodFather (Blessed Be His Cock-and-Muscle, alive-alive-oh-oh ever amen). They devote their lives to prayer and interpretation of the Holy Strictures from the age when their tender lips can first form words until the day they are taken by merciful death into the embrace of GodFather (BBHCM) in Heaven above to live forever in blissful oversight of many farms and factories, with cunny aplenty trained perfectly in all the sexual arts, five-hundred apiece, that they might always be sated and (wo)Men need not be overtaxed.

			The Properganders of Art & Pain, of Yearning & Duty, of Instruction & Destruction, guide us within the blessed order established after the long, hard-won Liberation. They teach us with righteous words and show us the way through this evil world that exists in tension of oppositional forces that must ever be kept separate. Evil is always ready to assail the good by seeking ingress to the minds of Men and (wo)Men through our ears and eyes and mouths and very skins created by GodFather (BBHCM) to seal us off from the world’s profanity. Oh, the evil ones have soft phrases and pretty images to seduce us. The sensuous touch of the light-fingered breeze who cools the sweat risen to the skin from righteous labour, and she says, Only rest awhile – such temptations are sent to test us, and must be resisted. Or the wicked magic of the twilight, arousing the passive air as if it were the exposed skin of a virgin, but then comes the inevitable setting of the sun, filling the sky with blood. Our Properganders are our guides through this world of art and pain, yearning and duty, and they maintain harmonious relations between the Houses for they are the safeguards of Civilisation itself.

			The week before was our birthday. Mother Oblation 7th came into our cunnydorm to wake all the new Oblation Fifteens of Stone House: Anapaite, Antimony, Galena, Nickeline, Opal, Pearl and me. All of our stone names have meanings. Like my name, Mica, which means ‘crumb’. So there stood MaOblat at the door on the first day of my life as a (wo)Man. The light from the kitchen haloed the frizz of hair escaping her cap so that it shone brightly. The smell of nutmeg from the kitchen was making my belly rumble and my mouth water. MaOblat’s face had on its usual look that Pearl calls ‘poo-jammed’, and it is true that while MaOblat might want to be pleasant, her feelings are all blocked up behind a plug of hard scale. Of course I never let Pearl know I agreed with her about that because she did not need any encouragement in her irreverence. I have a duty to my friend and I have kept her safe so far – or so I thought last week.

			‘Fifteens,’ said MaOblat from the doorway, ‘As you know, today is your Day of Attainment. The Plea Box on the Altar awaits. You may Beseech. Then cake.’ She had forgotten to detach her electric whisk-aug from her right wrist-branch with its multi-purpose connectors. Cake-mix dripped onto the floor while the safety light flickered through the thin weave of her crone’s opaque dressless. (It had only been last year that she’d finally given in to a decent matron’s garb – someone must have told her – at last – that it was simply not enough just to have her fat surgically removed and redistributed and her pendulous labia tightened to disguise the ravages of age, thank GodFather (Blessed Be His Cock-and-Muscle)!). I wrapped my arms around my body and hugged myself against the cold of the morning, perhaps for the last time. By this time next month, GodFather willing (BBHCM, alive-alive-oh-oh ever amen), I might well be Perfected, inshallaweh, or at least augmented like the mothers and the soldiers. I felt nervousness and pride uncoiling below my heart and spreading like tentacles of hot magnesium wire through my body from heart to cockslot.

			But Pearl wasn’t having any of that. ‘How festive,’ she murmured quietly to me so that no-one else could hear. ‘Maybe she’ll let us watch a bit of telly with the careforcers later,’ she added, ‘even stay up for the Late News post-Anthem. Yay.’ Pearl has always been a sharp one, but this level of sarcasm was new.

			Oh, I worry about Pearl, for she is the most porous of girlies, always listening and touching, always looking at everything around her, availing her senses to any assault, leaving herself open to the Fleshly Fallacy. Her eyes are bright with curiosity like the little cat we learned of so long ago when we had only been in the world four years, at Minus-Eleven from Attainment. We had this story from Bobander A/P, child-instructor of the Propergandery of Art & Pain, a most edifying tale about the little cat who poked her inquisitive nose into cupboards and behind doors … ‘Until the day came,’ said Bobander, ‘the day came when she learned her lesson, oh yes.’ He smiled upon us benignly, so that we knew that he loved us. And the brightest of us thought hard about which lesson of all the many lessons this one would be. We were on the edges of our seats. 

			‘It was a day of filthy rain like Satan’s buckshot, rain that rattled the skulls of the fledglings in the trees, braining them! Braining them so that they fell down; they fell down dead!’ 

			‘Ah …’ we said with one voice, awed and terrified as we watched with our minds’ eyes the falling chicks … 

			‘They fell down hard, their little corpses dropping from their nests like cherry stones spat from the pursed lips of devils’ imps …’ He paused, seeing our eyes wide with horror at the devils’ imps, and also with a terrible guilty wanting-to-know, for Bobander was a wise one; he tempted us to the brink of sin then drew us back with a lesson …oh, he was good. ‘On this day, the little cat watched and watched the rain and thought and thought her kitty-thoughts when she should have been … when she should have been what, girlies?’

			The quickest got our hands up so fast it was as if we punched holes in the air in our keenness to show our knowledge. I remember he chose Anapaite. I remember because I was envious and I was frightened of my feeling because only the week before we had learned about GodFather’s preferred punishment for the envious. So I tried hard not to mind. Oh, no-one was better than her at repeating back the semenal texts of the Holy Strictures word-for-word, or at adapting the lyrical phrases and gentle rhythms of the Doppelbook into daily life. And not only that, but Ana was fast. ‘Working, sir,’ she said. ‘That little kitty should have been working!’ I was relieved for so clever-clever Ana had got only half the answer! I had my chance to shine brightly in the eyes of lovely Bobander, so quick as a shot I had my hand up the air again. He nodded towards me, and I was so honoured and nervous I almost forgot my answer. Almost, but not quite: ‘And praying,’ I said, ‘She should have been praying very hard in silence as she worked!’ He smiled on me and I felt warm from head to toe. Then he said to us all, ‘Good girlies. Yes. Praying and working with all the other little kittens of the House. But no! Not this little kitten! This little kitten was watching and prowling and thinking about pretty-this and funny-that and when will I have my dab of cream to lick off my whiskers?’ Here Bobander did a very funny impression of the kitten looking sharply left and right, then licking, lap-lap-lap so quick and kitteny we all laughed aloud. 

			His gaze became stern because some of us had giggled overlong, and the end of the story was coming, and he needed our full attention. ‘And then, GodFather’s (BBHCM) Angel of Righteousness descended upon her!’ Bobander acted out the shock of the Curious Kitty with wide eyes and stiff hands held up in front of his face, like a creature blinded with fright. ‘The Angel descended upon her and he slit her gut from throat to arsehole!’ Slash-slash went Bobander’s hands. ‘And the Angel spread her innards out for her old enemy the Rat to take to feed to his children, for this is the punishment for the curious.’ And the girls who had laughed too long looked down at their shoes in shame and fear. ‘This,’ he said solemnly, ‘is the fate of those curious girlies so taken with pretty and funny, with this and that, that and this, that they fail in their duty.’

			There were other cat stories too that Bobander invented for us and told as we gathered around the heater with its friendly stink of kerosene, and the raindrops marking their paths down the window, so cosy inside. After a while there were so many cat stories we came to call them the Naughty Kitty Tales: Cheeky and Saucy, Wayward and Waggish were my favourites. He was a great orator, so good that some girls had bad dreams after his stories. They tried to hide it, but we others heard them weeping or crying out in their beds. Especially Nickeline. She was the most soft-headed of all the stupidest girlies in Oblation. In the morning we dutifully reported her and she was punished in Supervised Peer Slapping and Kicking so that she would remember with her body if her mind was too flighty to retain the lesson. We were so well taught by Bobander that after he was taken by death a memorial to Truth was erected in his honour at the South Gate which we all visit each Sorrow and Penitence month. 

			I know I should not waste my energies on concern for Pearl, for my duty lies with the work I do in the gardens, with my training with the girlie-guards, and the prayers I must repeat silently always to keep distractions of the world and the mind at bay that I may one day be worthy to perform the act of sacrifice, that is, to make sacred my own life. But I love Pearl dearly. We are different: I am careful; she is not. I am pious; she lacks a natural impulse towards devotion. But I can help her for she is the sister of my soul. 

			I remember saying to her then, as our House mother stood in the doorway dripping cake mix onto the floor of highly polished concrete, buffed daily to a high gloss by careforcers, ‘Pearl, hush. MaOblat is a woman of virtue, our guide and mother.’ Pearl rolled her eyes at me and gave me a quick kiss, flicking my ear with the tip of her tongue. ‘Behave!’ I hissed. And ducked my head so that she would not see my smile. Just a small smile. I could not help it.

			We knew what to do. We had watched Fifteens’ processions since the age of Minus-Ten from Attainment, which is when girlies become more or less sentient. We took off the sleeping-dresslesses we wore at night to keep us warm, drew our masks down over our faces, put on our high heels and tightly knotted broad-belts, and in the pure state of available nakedness made our way through the mild drizzle, two by two across the yard in a crocodile towards the sealed Orchid Nursery and the altar with its Plea Box, to Beseech. I could feel the heat of the boys’ and Men’s scrutiny of my body from the males’ apartments that surrounded our corp-yard, for I had learned my lessons in Attracting the Gaze and I felt so proud of my power to draw their eyes to my form. Pride again, I said to myself. Remember who you are: a palliation vehicle for the desire of Men, and if you are very, very lucky, in due course a vessel for a Seed-Bearer, a womanidol. You have a function to fulfill. No more or less. But then, I found even that made my heart swell … with pride.

			As we made our way through the gentle rain towards the Plea Box, an occasional Craftsman or Scholar would come down from his apartment and avail himself of one of us, or even a Man from one of the Ecumenical Houses, Trojan, Gabriel, Usama or Caedmon. But more often it was a gamey young boy for, having just awoken, their needs were strongest. I looked over at Pearl. She was walking purposefully, as if by her demeanour she could avoid the glances of boys and Men and also their touch. As if she was exempt! Yes, Pearl is a proud one. Even worse than me. But her conceits take strange turns – taking pride in things that would cause me only shame. My closest friend, yet a conundrum as convoluted as the infolded female forms we had studied in The Labial Mystery as Metaphor for Life.

			I watched with interest the coupling of one young Man with Galena, who had obligingly leant over and placed her hands on her widespread knees and tilted her arse upwards to make it easier for him to achieve access. The height of her heels was helpful in this regard also. Gal’s dugs were bigger and plumper than anyone else’s. She was hot. I noticed Opal looking on greedily, poor thing: Men rarely fucked her, she was so unappealing with her blue-white skin and that awful red-furred cunny, and she was so awkward and seemingly incapable of absorbing any of the advice in our many manuals, from Attracting the Gaze to Charming the Snake. Still, somehow she did manage to become pregnant at Minus-Three from Attainment – an uncommon piece of good fortune! But when her time came she made a horrible racket in the birthroom behind the latrine. It is one thing to remind us all of (wo)Mankind’s necessary suffering for Eve’s sin, but her howling and screaming was self-indulgent to a terrible degree. Unsurprisingly, she birthed a dudbub which, naturally, was taken to Spare Parts shortly after. This quietened her down, and she’s been silent ever since. She’ll be praying hard to be Chosen for Perfection to make up for her failure. 

			I looked back at Gal. Her dugs were shaking like jellies now that the Man was close to climax. I looked down at my own and thought they might be the smallest of all, hardly there really. Maybe when my bloods become more regular there will be an improvement. I hope, inshallaweh, they will grow into such big round bulbs as Galena’s, for the Men seemed to like them so very much. This Man now had one in each hand as he pumped away from behind her like an engine – so virile! – and he squeezed hard, his face all scrunched up in concentration, and her flesh bulged around his fingers like some ripe fruit, but with a thicker skin than any fruit. No mere peach could remain intact under such pressure! 

			We passed beneath the Way of Banners, erected especially to honour Fifteens on Attainment Day. First a series of small pennants banded with the colours of our House, sage green and violet; then our Flag with its representation of the Beautiful Man, Jesumuh, His sword in one hand, unfurled orchid in the other; finally a succession of inspirational passages from the DoppelBook, Romans 5:3–5, each phrase with a banner of its own to represent suffering, endurance, character, and hope: 

			We rejoice in our sufferings … 

			Knowing that suffering produces endurance …

			And endurance produces character … 

			And character produces hope …

			And oh, on that morning, we were all filled with such hope!

			Then my attention was disturbed by Pearl’s elbow in my ribs. One reason we are such close friends is because we were combed from the vessels of neighbouring womanidols on the same day and had been together from cradle to now: Attainment Day. (At last!) We even look alike – everyone says so – and there isn’t anything we don’t do together. It is funny how close you can be to someone, yet there are parts of them you never ever get, not really. I always try to get on with other people, but Pearl never cares to. She shows her bad feelings when she has them. At other times she gets very enthusiastic about something so that other girlies look at her in a funny way because her face gets flushed, and sometimes her eyes go all gleamy with a feeling she cannot hold in like a proper girlie learns to do. She has trouble getting the balance right, never really was any good at blending into the female body corporate. I look after her. It is a duty of love for the strong to look after the weak. And she tries to look after me as best she can, too, in her way. She never lets any girlie say anything unkind to me. If they did she would hit them, or at least spit. I did explain that this was not helpful, no-one likes a spitting girlie. But she’d do it anyway. Pearl has always been brave and foolish like that, led by her heart. And now we stood together, as we had done always, from earliest childhood through all our Minus-years from Attainment (as we counted them off, looking forward, year by year). The day had come.

			‘I’m not going to Beseech.’ Pearl’s eyes were bright and wild behind the mask. 

			I could not believe what I was hearing. I was glad for the mask that hid my face. But in any case, she rushed on before I had a chance to formulate any kind of answer. ‘Mica. I have been thinking very very hard these last days,’ she said, her voice low and hard. ‘I have a question for you. Why be a womanidol?’

			I had no idea why she would say such a thing. Orchids live and grow in beauty and fecundity in secret places. The greatest thing a girlie can do is to live that metaphor, to be the image, to live and serve and die in humility. ‘Pearl, why ask? What else are we for?’

			‘House mothers. Gardeners. Foot-soldiers. You know this. And, Mica, you have excelled in all girlie-guard exercises since Minus-Ten! There are other things …’

			Very few are able to attain the zenith of our ambition, but we are raised to aim for it at least. She knew full well that regardless of any other talents we may have (inshallaweh) this sacrifice is at the core of the meaning of our lives! ‘There is nothing nobler than to aspire always towards the height of female Perfection, Pearl. You know this. Would you waste your life …?’

			‘Waiting in the dark for a Seed-Bearer to fuck a baby into me?’

			I turned away from her then. She would have felt the chill of my withdrawal. 

			The foul heresy and the evil way she spat it out had rocked me so very badly. To denigrate the Attainment of life in death, flesh made spirit through the Sacred Blood Rites of Perfection to become what is no more or less than a living goddess from whose loins may spring one of the next generation of Civilation’s leaders, arbiters of Truth, interpreters of the Holy Strictures of blessed Jesumuh! Yet she would spurn it! What had been going on in her mind? And for how long? It was horrible, and false, and arrogant … What sort of Cybelean imp had taken the place of my beloved friend? Where and how had she learned to betray? Even now I can barely bring myself to re-think her words even in the privacy of my own heart.

			We of Oblation gathered at the base of the Nursery along with Sacricunt and Dutilove to hear the wisdom of the Son of the Son, the centre of all the circles, Elect of the Elect. He spoke in public on only the most sacred of occasions. And on this day of our Beseeching, he spoke to us Fifteens of Stone House. It was an annual ritual, but this year I was one of that ‘us’. As I stood with head reverently bowed I felt all due humility, and yet … there was another feeling, an opposite feeling: pride. And it was clamouring to me to attend to it, to stand erect, to raise my head, to gaze directly into the eyes of the Son. I prayed silently for the strength to bear within my breast this paradox of conjoined opposites, one pure, the other a defilement that would ruin me if I let it. 

			I looked around at the row of pure and naked would-be vessels standing attentively, faces masked against the vanity of personal identity. I reached out to touch Pearl, but her body was rigid and unyielding. So I withdrew my hand and listened in silence to the Son of the Son, our representative on Earth of the Resolved Twins Jesumuh, only child of GodFather (BBHCM), deliver the prayer, The Way of (wo)Man:

			Forever hide thy face, O (wo)Man! Deflect thine abject gaze from that of your natural master. Be ever ready to serve the husbands whose land you till and protect. As nature’s wilderness must be conquered, controlled and cultivated that its fruits may be brought forth to sustain us, so must (wo)Man’s wildness be husbanded lest the corybantic frenzies of Cybele lay waste to all that is clean and good and orderly in the world we have reclaimed from the mire. Indeed, the dumb earth yearns to be harrowed by the bladed till: so beseeches vegetal (wo)Man for the plough of Man. Rejoice, O Votives of the Flesh, Slaves of the Cannon, born of filth. Exalt now in the gift of redemption wherein all extraneous material may be sheared, sawn, sewn and smoothed into the purest form possible for the female repository to attain: the womanidol as holey Vessel of Man, molded by Man into the fulsome form of tamed fecundity, the Perfected incubator of the Sacred Seed of Man, given by the Father and sewn into the compost-rich mulch that is the essence of the female creature …

			And very soon, I knew, the Beseeching itself could begin. I knew, from having watched Beseechings since as far back as my memory extends, that it would be accompanied by music. Thus I was excited – undue, I know, unfitting – but music is rare, and for good reason, as it belongs to one of the categories of profane activities that are haraamasur. It was forbidden long ago by the wisest of Elders, first ministers and administrators of the Dual True Faith. Not only is music a means of idling away time that may otherwise be spent in useful work or in prayer to GodFather (BBHCM), it is also likely to encourage disobedience by inciting, as it certainly does, untoward emotion in the listener. If the heart of a Man – but particularly a (wo)Man, so soft and biddable – should respond to that call, who knows where it might lead? However, music constrained and disciplined through repetition and monotone, using only drums and never, ever woodwind or string, may serve a sacred purpose. 

			I knew the song we were about to sing. It was an old one from before Liberation, a song of self-sacrifice that anticipated the ideal of female Perfection, yet sung by an unPerfected (wo)Man, tragically common in those days. She had been mistreated in her lifetime in that wretchedly chaotic world, used and abused and finally martyred: forced to inject poison as punishment for her faith in her principles. The Son was introducing the long-awaited climax of our day with the words: ‘All rise and join me in song …’

			To the accompaniment of the big, deep bass drum reserved for ritual occasions we Fifteens chanted as one Billie Holyday’s Hymn of (wo)Man, ‘All of Me’, in which she invites a Man to take her body, her arms, her legs – all of her – so demonstrating her profound understanding of how a (wo)Man may be fulfilled. My heart ached towards the possibility of self-realisation through sacrifice, oh take me, take me …

			And then the moment was here: in an orderly queue we mounted the granite steps, each with a hand on the shoulder of the sister preceding us and clasping that of the one behind so as to remain steady and dignified on our towering heels. We were proudly aware of the hot gaze of the boys and Men below us as their eyes followed the bulge of our calves up to our thighs and between them, our buttocks and waists bound in tightly cinched leather. And so, to the Altar before the western wall of the Orchid House. One by one we prostrated ourselves before the Plea Box. Each girlie then rose and deposited her Plea in the slot – or at least, made that motion. Did Pearl indeed refrain? She made a pass towards the lip of the Plea Box. But was that a slip of paper in her hand, or a flicker of her light fingers to impress the notion of such on those who watched? 

			A week passed. 

			I was not summoned to the audience with the Brother Ministers, though I know Anapaite had been. And Opal. Opal!

			My Plea had not been accepted. I had not been chosen. How I wept when my name was not called! I supposed MaOblat had informed on me, told Tomander from Instruction & Destruction that I was yet to bleed regularly, or worse – told some other Propergander that I had been found wanting in one or more of the virtues of CHOM: Compliance, Humility, Obedience, Modesty. And I have tried so hard. Tried, and failed, imPerfect and still-fallen. Oh, what is wrong with me? Why Opal and not me?

			I could – and can – only comfort myself with the knowledge that there will be other Beseechings. I am young yet.

			And Pearl is gone. She said she would not Beseech, and if she had not, then how could she have been chosen for a vessel? Yet nobody has seen her since. 

			PEARL

			How can I stay here, in my home? I am sickened by all that I see. I do not want the future that has been laid out for me. All the attributes that I once attempted to emulate, that I saw as noble, self-abnegating, dutiful, loyal, I now see differently. This new vision is the Devil’s work for sure, isn’t it? Yes, it is. Brought into my head by his imps and demons. And I welcome the Devil into my mind. I welcome the Devil into my heart. 

			I have confided a little – only a very little – of the turmoil of my mind to my friend, my sweet fierce Mica, who is so good at all the lessons, all the tasks, all the disciplines learned in the classroom, the Ways and Duties and Prayers, and all those practical skills for cleaning, gardening and military training. I do not tell the worst though. I do not tell her where it has led me. I do not tell her that I have been with a man, a single man, alone, with no witnesses. And we have kissed and we have touched each other in the vilest ways, unobserved by any other, as if we were a separate pair of people cut off from the body corporate. I told him I will go with no other. His face went pale, pale, pale at his Pearl’s latest profanation. Then it went all rosy, rosy pink, so I kissed him again. And he held me to him as if I were precious. 

			The demons who possess me have found a comfortable home here among my cerebral folds and all that cosy cushioning brain-flesh. They have no desire to leave.

			But I do. I will find my chance. I will. Soon I will go. Soon, now … and Asa will come with me. He will. 

			Ah, Mica, my little darly. Mica. You looked forward so very very hard with all your heart. You looked forward to Attainment, always just around the corner, always just coming up, Four Years to Attainment, Three, Two, One (ah one diddly um-pum – pumpum!), when we’ll all be standing together in our naked rows – chookies for the plucking, birdies for the fucking – and you so proud, but never for yourself, no, for you are so good good good. You are so proud of all this ‘Perfection’ we have. 

			She knows me so well, does Mica, so she does! She knows me well, my temper and intemperance, how I go all hot and cold and need to run, run, run … But how can a girlie run when everywhere she goes are the eyes? 

			The eyes of the mothers and the soldiers and the Men of all the trades, the Bearers and the Ganders and all the idiot boys. And the eyes of the rest of you stupid breeders, my sisters. 

			My sisters: I loved you all through my childhood and I love you still for I am still a part of you – though now apart. But if you knew, you with your trimmed quims and your sweet neat ways, if you only knew how to wish, wish for the ache, that delicious deep corrupting ache, then you would! But you do not know what I know. I know because they cocked it up, cocked up the operation we all have at Minus-Eleven from Attainment, all of us, Oblation, Sacricunt and Dutilove – Stone and Dirt and Bark – bark bark and howl at the moon! Oh my lovely butchers – you missed a bit! You missed a bit! 

			I have a man and his name is Asa, thank all the ancient gods, whoever you were before the Big Dual One came and knocked you sprawling so that all that’s left of you is bits of broken limb and shattered ribs laid about the world. 

			I took Asa by the hand and I said, ‘Let’s go down where it’s dark dark dark,’ and he was scared, dead scared. And so was I, but I said, ‘We’re all goners – don’t you know we’ll all be dead soon? Death is by your side, your faithful friend and mine, always there to remind you to love what you have, take what you can …’ And my boy Asa found my secret. He found it because he looked, looked and felt with his clever fingers, touched me all over, all over, for a long long time, and tasted me, tasted me with his slippery lips, slippery dip, dip and sway, dip and sway, against his lips and his questing tongue so that I cried to him, ‘Never stop, I love it, I love you!’ and he, he said, ‘I love you, Pearl of All, my prize Pearl, my soft gleamer, light beamer in the dark …’ 

			And we met again, and again, and only ever where it was dark dark dark, out of sight from the eyes that pry and stare and look up and down quivering on their stalks, all wavery and damp, then the body follows, drawn along behind, drawn by the stalk. The eyes, the stalks, the stalkers. 

			Heh. Comic. How things turn out. It was just last week, after much wishing and loving and planning, that I’d sorted out what to do. I knew what I would do. I was certain. Good joke, that, and quite large. Cosmic. 

			One idiot girlie’s certainty in the face of absolute crushing fact of the world as it is. Oh, you’re sure of this are you? says the world that is shaped like a wall of water as big as anything ever was, as big as all space and time. Well, take this! And down crashes the wall. And what’s left of the small person with the loving and the hoping and the certain plan? Nothing. Not a splinter of bone, not a shred of flesh. Not the whisper of a notion of shredness. All washed away and nothing left but a lovely clean beach. 

			Only last week the guileless, hopeful Pearl, incubating her silly certainty and her careful plan, lay by the side of her lover. See her as she pushes back a damp lock from his eye with its pupil so large and black you can hardly see the blue. We’ve finished fucking and lie a muddled bundle of humanity corded together like mangrove roots under the thin skin of swampy water that is our sour-sweet sweat. I say, ‘Look at this map I found – no, never mind where just now, tell you later – we’ll follow the way that leads to the edge of the treeline, on the edge of the world, edge of Civilisation. A crossroad, a forest, all the way to Hagovel where Big River embraces the swamplands, rich in faeiries, feys, and lil’im sprites. And from there I know it is not so far to the ocean, the clean, wide sea that goes on forever …’ 

			A little stray slip of moon gets in to where we lie and I see his eyes are alive with the hope and the terror, as must mine be also. 

			By the look on Asa’s face, which is now quite white, my audacity can blanch a Man’s soul. I wonder what it feels like to have one of those, a soul, blanchable or otherwise? Like this? Like I feel? Oh, haraamasur …

			My infidelity has opened a chasm at my feet between what I always knew and what I have yet to discover. Between what was and what may be. I am terrified at my insolence and what it has done. Anything can happen now I have broken with the Lore, broken it in half and crushed it beneath my feet, and now I creep in my mind to the edge of the abyss and I peer over the lip at the end of the world, at the end of belief, and I see the bright and dark things within, flashes of possibility …

			And then what happens?

			On the night of the Day of Attainment – or not – MaOblat came to me. I was working alone in the garden where I’d been sent – a mild and pleasant punishment for some pettiness, my slapping of a dullard for some irritating inanity, as is usual – to work late under the arc of light from the watchtower. I was here a lot, I liked my ‘Solitary’. Alone amongst the rows of lettuce, turnip, silverbeet, their broad, dark leaves so thick and fleshy, lurid in the watch-light, I plucked the weeds that grew there, sly little stranglers. Then I saw her two feet in their brown felt slippers, all bulgy with aug-sockets for her useful appliances, her gizmos for dusting and brushing, for grabbing and grasping. 

			‘Pearl,’ she said in her crimple-crumpled little voice, her face bright and shiny as a septic carbuncle. At first I thought she’d reprimand me for having my dressless rucked up around my waist and my knees all muddy, but no … Instead, she smiled like one of those antediluvian fishes with bodies of leather and three rows of teeth. ‘Pearl,’ she said, her weak-tea eyes all wet in their dusty pouches, ‘You have been Chosen for Perfection. You have been graced.’

			I did not ask for this!

			This is an edited extract from the full-length novel, The Orchid Nursery, by Louise Katz (Lacuna, October 2015, paperback 9781922198204 rrp $24.50; ebook 9781922198211 rrp $7.99), published under licence. Permissions enquiries should be addressed to Lacuna via email to: general@lacunapublishing.com 
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			It may be less obvious in previous books, but most of what I write comes out of a mixture of anger and love. There, L-word out. I find myself getting riled up about a particular issue or attitude or series of events and I know there’s nothing much I can do about it except write a story. But I only get angry if I feel like something I value is being monstered by people I think are cruel or stupid or both. The novel, The Orchid Nursery, came about as a response to rhetoric around extreme ‘modesty’, populist pornography and raunch culture. These meld in the story in what is I hope a pretty unnerving new model of femininity. I’ve tried to invert notions of sexual ethics and porn, conceptions of choice rhetoric and moral collusion, and of beauty and ugliness through black irony based on exaggerations of pre-existing inconsistencies that influence contemporary popular and traditional cultures.

			The Orchid Nursery feeds into current debates about secularism and religious zealotry, sex and politics. It asks: what if Christian and Muslim fundamentalists realised how much they had in common? Think of The Tea Party and compare some of their pronouncements with those from ISIS. And what if they resolved their differences to join forces in a war against secularism, with the religious victorious?
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			Lodloc and The Bear — Steve Cameron

			When I opened the door in response to the gentle tap, tap, tap, I was somewhat surprised to see a drawing standing there. He was pencil grey and white, with a shaggy mop of hair and overly-large eyes. His short nose and smiling mouth were defined by single lines. He wore slightly flared jeans and a t-shirt, pencil shaded down one side. He wasn’t exactly as I’d drawn him, after all I was never a particularly talented artist as a kid. He was more like I’d imagined him to be.

			He smelled of paper and grey lead.

			‘Hello, Mark,’ he said. ‘Do you remember me?’ His voice was soft and low.

			‘Lodloc? It can’t be. I mean, you’re just . . . I drew you when I was a kid. You’re not even real!’

			He smiled, a sad smile I knew so well. After all, I’d tried to draw it many times. ‘I’m real,’ he said. ‘As real as you, only I’m made from paper and pencil rather than flesh and bones.’ He turned then, revealing his body was three dimensional. The shading moved as he did, much like an animation.

			‘Maybe I’m dreaming,’ I said, but I knew I wasn’t. ‘Maybe I need a drink.’

			Lodloc laughed, and looked past me, hopefully. ‘Well, are you going to invite me in?’

			‘Of course. Please,’ I stepped back to give him room to enter. ‘Where’s the Bear?’ I asked.

			‘He’s on his way.’

			And with that a drawn bear, paper and pencil and about half as tall as either Lodloc or me, scampered past us and into my apartment. I glanced up and down the hallway before closing the door.

			‘Um, why are you here?’ I asked. ‘What do you want?’

			His expression drew tight, worry lines appeared across his forehead.

			‘We’ve been stuck in your world for thirty years,’ he said. ‘We want to go home. We need you to help us.’

			When I was a kid I wanted to be an artist. I drew every day, on every scrap of paper I could find. My mother threw most of it out years ago. I managed to keep the notebooks I filled with my art when I was in high school.

			I was an avid reader. I read and re-read Tintin and Asterix books, and had dreams of writing and drawing my own comics for a living. And so I had created Lodloc and the Bear, two melancholy characters who were lost in our world. They roamed from town to town, searching for the portal that would take them back into Happyland, their own world. As they travelled they had adventures helping others, always without being recognised for their efforts.

			And now Lodloc was seated opposite me in my living room, and the Bear was rummaging in my kitchen.

			‘So,’ I started, ‘how have you been?’

			‘Not too bad, considering we can’t get home and we’re melancholy most of the time.’

			I shook my head. ‘Look, this is impossible. Completely ridiculous. You don’t exist. You were a creation of my imagination thirty years ago.’

			‘We were real enough to you then.’ He shrugged, the pencil shading shifting with his movements, always consistent with the light and shadows from the lamp in the room. ‘You believed in us when you drew us,’

			‘You were very real to me, but only in my imagination. I could picture you, exactly as you appear now.’ I leaned towards him, expecting him to melt into nothing at any moment: the illusion I knew him to be. ‘But I also knew the difference between reality and imagination, and I knew you weren’t real real.’

			‘Yet here we are. And you’re holding a conversation with me while the Bear is in your kitchen.’ With that there was a crash, the sound of a baking tray hitting the tiles.

			‘What’s he doing anyway?’ I asked, leaping to my feet.

			Lodloc laughed. ‘Don’t worry, he hasn’t broken anything. You of all people should know what he’s doing. He’s searching for leftover pizza in your fridge. He always does that. It’s how you wrote him.’

			‘He’ll be disappointed,’ I said, and sat slowly. ‘I don’t have any pizza. I haven’t had any for ages.’ The Bear then marched into the living room, a pizza box held high, drawn, of course, in pencil on white paper. He sat on the floor under the lamp, opened the box and retrieved a slice of paper pizza. Wavy lines emanated from the top of it, indicating it was hot. Munching silently, he watched us with curious eyes.

			‘See?’ said Lodloc.

			‘Pepperoni,’ I said. I could smell it, the spicy scent reaching across the room. ‘Look, I don’t believe any of this. I can’t believe any of this. It’s not real.’ I had raised my voice. I rubbed my eyes, and calmed myself. ‘What is it you’re after? What do you want from me?’

			‘What happened to you? When did you change?’ asked Lodloc, his voice calm and cool. ‘You wanted to be an artist. You wanted to write and draw comic books. Why did you stop?’

			‘I grew up. I left high school, went to university and got a job. Now I’m a software trainer.’ I shrugged. ‘Job. Life. It’s real.’

			‘But you stopped drawing completely? Why?’

			‘I simply wasn’t very good at it.’ I glanced at the Bear who’d started on another grey and white slice of pizza.

			‘You were good enough to bring us to life. Your stories were great, better than you remember them. Sure, you’re artwork wasn’t brilliant, but it was improving. You should have kept on drawing. You never even finished the last storyline.’

			‘That was thirty years ago. I was in university, studying. I didn’t have time for comics.’

			Over by the lamp, the Bear chuckled.

			‘What’s he laughing at?’ I asked.

			‘You studying,’ he snorted, and started laughing as well. ‘The Bear and I both know in high school you didn’t study until just before your exams. Why would university be any different? You were probably too busy with girls, partying and drinking.’

			I felt myself blush, the red creeping up from my chest onto my face.

			‘So why now? Why wait thirty years to come for help? What have you been doing all this time?’

			‘We didn’t know where you were. It’s taken this long to find you. As for what we’ve been doing, we’ve been wandering, not doing much at all.’ Lodloc’s brow furrowed. ‘You didn’t finish writing our last adventure. We’ve kind of been in limbo.’

			I spread my hands wide. ‘So what do you want me to do? Finish the story I started all those years ago when I was a teenager?’

			Lodloc nodded. ‘Pretty much. And then let us find the portal so we can go home.’

			‘To Happyland?’

			Lodloc nodded. The Bear simply burped.

			I asked whether Lodloc wanted a drink. He nodded, but told me he’d have to get it himself. After all, he was a cartoon. In my kitchen, I watched him as he opened a cupboard and retrieved a drawn glass I knew wasn’t in there. Then he opened the refrigerator and pulled out a paper and pencil bottle of soda. He unscrewed the lid and poured some into his glass. Little drawn bubbles appeared above it. He returned the bottle to the refrigerator. A moment later, when I opened the door to grab a beer, his bottle had gone.

			We stayed up late talking; me drinking beer and Lodloc sipping soda. He told me of his adventures, most of which I remembered. He asked me whether I’d given any thought on how to finish the last story. I shrugged. I had no idea. None at all. Those books were all in a box in my mother’s basement. I’d have to go and retrieve them, then read them and think about it.

			I asked Lodloc if I could touch him. When I did, he felt like paper. I checked my hand, expecting a pencil smudge, but there was nothing. With my phone I took their picture. They didn’t show up. The photo showed an empty living room.

			Eventually we called it a night. Lodloc and the Bear were happy to sleep on the couch. I went to my room, and although I was tired, I couldn’t fall asleep. My mind was racing, unable to take all this in. I was still confused, this made no sense, and yet I couldn’t deny Lodloc and the Bear, my creations, my drawings from when I was a kid, were sleeping in my apartment.

			Later, when I went to the bathroom, I glanced in to see them both curled up on the couch. A string of Zs floated from their mouths and disappeared into the ceiling.

			I half expected to wake and find them gone, to realise that this had all been some kind of dream. Instead they were there, watching TV and eating their breakfasts. Drawn breakfasts, of course. I called in sick, told my boss I wasn’t feeling too good. He was fine with that. I’m generally considered reliable. I made myself some toast and coffee and joined them on the couch.

			‘I’ve got to go out for a bit,’ I said. ‘Got to go to my mum’s and pick up your stories. Will you be okay here while I’m gone?’

			The Bear whispered in Lodloc’s ear. He never spoke directly to anyone else. That’s how I wrote him.

			‘We’re coming with you,’ said Lodloc. ‘We’d like to see where we were created.’

			‘But, umm . . . Wouldn’t it be best for you stay here? I mean, what would my mother say? She’ll be able to see you, right?’

			Lodloc shook his head. ‘No, she won’t be able to see us. She doesn’t have the imagination.’

			It’s always nice revisiting my childhood home. The décor has barely changed since I was a kid, and it still has that warm, ‘roast dinner is almost ready’ smell. We sat in the living room; Mum poured coffee for us both, then cut and served slices of lemon cake. It tasted just as moist and rich as her cakes always have. Lodloc sat nearby, watching me intently. I could hear the Bear in the kitchen rummaging through the refrigerator for pizza, which I knew wouldn’t be there and yet he would find. My mother appeared not to hear or see anything of her extra visitors.

			She talked for a while, about her friends, about the doctor and about her aches and pains, then asked me about what was happening in my life. Was everything alright? How was my job? Did I have a girlfriend? Why wasn’t I at work?

			Yes. Good. No. Mental Health day, Mum.

			And then there was more talk about a girlfriend, and why I didn’t have one.

			‘Mum,’ I finally said. I’d waited until there was a lull in the conversation. After all, I didn’t want it to appear as though I was only here to collect some stuff. ‘Do you remember all those drawings I did when I was a kid?’

			‘Of course,’ she said. ‘You always had a crayon or pencil in your hand, scribbling away. And if we tried to tear you away from your art, you’d cry and cry and cry.’

			I smiled. I’d heard this many times. It was one of her stories. ‘Later, Mum. I mean when I was in High School and I drew comic books.’

			‘Yes,’ she said fondly. ‘I remember them. You were always working on them, even when you should have been doing your homework. You must have written about ten of them.’

			‘Eight,’ said Lodloc. I didn’t say anything.

			‘I really enjoyed the one with the Bear, He was so cute,’ said Mum.

			I glanced over to where the Bear sat against the wall, eating. He held a half-eaten slice before him, but was staring right at me with beaming eyes, a grin as wide as his face.

			‘Why?’ she said. ‘What’s the interest? You haven’t mentioned them in years.’

			‘I’ve been wondering about them this week. I’d like to have a look at them.’

			‘Well they’re down in the basement, in a box somewhere,’ she said, patting my hand. ‘I’ll show you before you leave.’

			‘Thanks, Mum.’

			‘I always thought you were going to be an artist, but you gave up.’

			I shrugged. ‘Dad wanted me to be an accountant like him. He encouraged me to get a career, not a hobby as he put it. A hobby’s fine son, but it won’t pay the bills.’ I laughed. ‘I’m not blaming him,’ I said, noticing concern cross my mother’s face. ‘Times were different and the advice was sound from his experience. It’s difficult to be financially successful in any creative field. Anyway,’ I shrugged. ‘Truth is I could have kept drawing if I’d chosen to.’

			We chatted a while more, before Mum led me downstairs to the basement. She flicked on the lights at the top of the stairs. The stairs creaked as we descended, and for a moment I was in the past. I could almost imagine Dad working at his bench.

			Lodloc sauntered down behind us, not saying anything. Mum pointed at a box on a shelf. ‘They’re in that one,’ she said.

			I pulled the box down onto the concrete floor, then crouched to open it. Inside was an assortment of my things. A model airplane, my football cards bound with an elastic band, and my books and papers. I sorted through the notebooks, looking for the Lodloc stories. The Bear had followed us down. I tried to ignore him as he opened boxes at random, pulling out objects and throwing them behind him; paper and pencil plates, which sounded much more like china when they smashed on the far wall, pencilled sports trophies which clanged as they bounced, and board games, their pieces spilling across the concrete floor. When I glanced over my shoulder, they were all fading, melting, like mists in the sun.

			‘Is it okay if I take the whole box, Mum?’ I asked, and dropped everything back in.

			‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Everything in there is yours, after all.’

			I managed to find an empty parking spot just outside Office Needs, a store that sold everything from pencils and paperclips to desks and chairs. Lodloc followed me up and down aisles as I shopped. I could hear the Bear somewhere else in the store. With the first few crashing noises, I winced slightly, glancing over my shoulder with each new thud. Eventually I managed to ignore them. I had to. Other customers had already noticed me twitching and looking around.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Lodloc. ‘He’s just looking for pizza again. Even I would be surprised if he could find any in here.’

			I nodded in reply, unable to say anything. I didn’t wish to be seen speaking to myself.

			‘We’re the only ones who can hear him,’ said Lodloc.

			I smiled in his direction, to let him know I’d heard, then grabbed a packet of pencils. We moved further along the aisle to where bins overflowed with erasers. The crashes seemed further away, as though he’d moved to the front of the store. A stand spilled somewhere, small items clattering and rolling across the floor. I waited for staff to call out, for someone to go running, but it never happened. I selected an eraser, grabbed another one for good measure, and walked around to the notebook section. Lodloc watched over my shoulder as I flipped through different notebooks until I found a size and style I liked. In the distance, the Bear’s noises had now devolved into a series of scrapes and spills.

			No one else was close by.

			‘I think I have everything I need,’ I muttered.

			Lodloc nodded. ‘Yeah, I can’t think of anything else.’

			I paused, tilted my head. ‘Something’s wrong,’ I said. ‘The Bear’s fallen silent.’

			Lodloc laughed. ‘He must have found pizza, or something else to eat. He’ll be sprawled at the bottom of a display cabinet munching away.’

			Together we strolled back towards the registers, looking up and down every aisle. The Bear could not be seen.

			‘You check that way,’ said Lodloc, indicating one side of the store. ‘I’ll go this way. Meet you at the back.’

			I nodded and went, checking each aisle methodically, looking into every corner, moving quickly without running or looking panicked. Lodloc was waiting for me at the back of the store. I shook my head.

			‘He’s gone,’ he said. ‘And that’s not like him. He just doesn’t leave me.’

			‘I’ll pay for these, meet you outside. You go look for him. He’s probably waiting at the car.’

			He sprinted to the front door. I paid for my supplies, threw them in a bag, and ran. When I got outside, Lodloc was leaning on my car.

			‘The Bear has gone,’ he said. ‘I’ve checked the whole block and he’s nowhere to be seen. What are we going to do?’

			‘I don’t know,’ I said, feeling helpless. ‘I’ve never lost a cartoon before.’

			I drove home slowly, in ever-widening circles radiating from where we’d last seen the Bear. We searched intently, Lodloc and me, leaning out the car windows and calling for him. To everyone else on the street it would have seemed as though I was alone in the car, shouting for the Bear and only scanning one side of the street. Indeed when I pulled up at a stop light, alongside a couple of bored looking cops sitting in their car, one of them asked who I was looking for. When I told him I was looking for my cat, he merely wished me good luck and continued his lack of interest.

			Finally, Lodloc and I conceded defeat and I drove home. I felt it was unlikely he would have managed to make his way there, outrunning the car in the process, but Lodloc reminded me exactly how he scampered, his little legs pumping fast.

			The Bear wasn’t waiting for us at my apartment building.

			‘Don’t worry,’ offered Lodloc. ‘He’s never gone far from me before. He’ll show up.’

			But he didn’t. Not that night, nor the next day.

			Lodloc liked to watch TV, which made it difficult for me to concentrate as I read through my comic books. I needed to remember their history, their behaviours and, most importantly, how to draw them.

			I was well into reading my fourth story when I realised Lodloc had changed channels, using his own paper and pencil remote that he had retrieved from goodness knows where. I hadn’t even noticed. It occurred to me that my writing was indeed better than I recalled, that I had lost myself in the worlds of my own creative past. And so I settled back to enjoy the rest of the stories I had written so long ago.

			An hour or so later, I finished reading everything I’d written, which meant I was about halfway through the last story. It was the tale of Lodloc and the Bear searching for an old woman’s necklace, which had been stolen by a tough street gang. The story finished abruptly, with Lodloc and The Bear finally released after spending the night trapped in a public toilet block. The Bear had entered, followed by Lodloc. The custodian had then arrived and locked up without realising they were inside. The following morning the custodian was full of apologies, mortified he had inadvertently imprisoned them. I was unable to recall writing that particular predicament, and so had no memory of my plans for the rest of the story.

			I put the books down to one side, impressed with what I had just read. Sure, they were clichéd and contrived, but they had been written by a teenage me.

			‘So, what do you think?’ Lodloc interrupted my train of thought.

			‘Not bad,’ I admitted. ‘Much better than I remember.’

			‘So the Bear and I are in the park, having just been released. That was one cold night,’ he said, shivering at the memory.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I smiled. ‘I had no idea I was actually putting you through that stuff. That you were real people . . . I mean, real cartoons.’

			‘It’s fine,’ he said, waving the apology away. ‘We were onto the gang, and you needed to write something that would slow us down, frustrate us. You couldn’t make it too easy for us.’ He chuckled. ‘You certainly did that, didn’t you? You slowed us down for thirty years.’

			I felt myself blush. I mumbled, ‘I’m sorry,’ once more. ‘So what do I do now?’

			‘You finish the story,’ said Lodloc. ‘You pick up where you left off, have us recover the necklace, then after we return it to the old lady, we discover the portal that will take us back to Happyland.’

			‘What if I simply draw the portal outside the toilet block? Then you could just jump straight in.’

			Lodloc shook his head. ‘It won’t work,’ he said. ‘That’s not how stories work. We have to earn our reward. We have to find the necklace and achieve justice before we finish. Then we can go home.’ He sighed. His eyes softened, and he turned to look out the window at the dark night sky. ‘It’s been so long.’

			‘Let me get this straight. I continue writing the story, from just outside the toilets. And you then disappear from here?’

			Lodloc shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Everything you wrote is based on your experience, what you saw. That particular block is in Reynold’s park, the park you played in when you were young, wasn’t it?’

			I nodded.

			‘So you write the story from there, and we go down to the park to continue our adventure from where you left us.’

			I thought for a moment, trying to plan the rest of the story. ‘Hey,’ I said, realising. ‘So we don’t have to worry about finding the Bear? I just start drawing again and he will just appear in Reynold’s Park ready to go.’

			‘No, that won’t happen either. The story has been interrupted. We must find the Bear and then go to the park before we can go further.’

			I shook my head. ‘I don’t get this,’ I said.

			I’d never been a particularly good artist, but years of neglect had caused my limited skills to atrophy. Several of the sketchpads I had retrieved from my mother’s basement were dedicated solely to drawings of both characters from all angles, in a wide variety of poses, performing a number of different actions. I may not have been particularly talented, but I had read and reread a book I’d bought on how to draw cartoons, and I’d learned those lessons well.

			My first attempts to recreate those earlier drawings were awful. Even Lodloc, standing behind me and watching over my shoulder, tutted and shook his head. ‘Hmmm. Maybe the Bear and I better get used to being stuck here.’ When I glanced up to say something, I saw he was grinning broadly.

			I couldn’t help but smile back.

			‘Don’t worry, you’ll get better, Not only have you done this before, but you’re older now. You’ll recover your skills sooner than you think.’

			Several hours later, and frustrated with pages and pages filled with drawings that were pale imitations of my youthful offerings, I gave up and went to bed.

			I was sure I heard Lodloc sigh as I left.

			The next day I had to get back to work. One day off sick would be fine, two would require a visit to the doctor. Not only that, but I was due to give a presentation on Friday and I still had a lot to prepare. I would, however, be able to leave a little earlier than usual.

			Lodloc assured me he’d be fine. He’d spend the day wandering the town, searching for the Bear.

			‘He’ll turn up,’ he said. ‘The Bear will find me, if I don’t find him first.

			I was pretty busy at work, running through the new software, becoming familiar with it so I could anticipate any questions my clients might have. I even had lunch at my desk. All day Lodloc and the Bear occupied the back of my mind. I called home a few times, in the hope Lodloc had found the Bear and returned to my apartment, but I simply got my voice mail. Of course he might be standing out in the hall, unable to get the door open. And if he could, would he even be able to answer my phone? I figured he’d find a way, and I imagined him retrieving a paper key that magically materialised under my doormat, and answering a paper phone that would work only for him.

			I worked through the afternoon, watching the clock, waiting for it to tick over to four which was the very earliest I could leave without too many questions being asked. I grabbed my jacket and raced for the door as soon as it did so, mumbling something about an appointment.

			When I got home, my cartoon housemates were nowhere to be seen.

			I made myself some dinner, grabbed a beer from the refrigerator, and settled in to draw for the evening. The old lines were starting to return, the eyes were just about right, the hair needed practice, but the stances seemed wooden and stiff even compared to my older art. With every little noise in the hallway outside, I’d look up, staring at the door and expecting Lodloc’s timid knock.

			By nine o’clock I could barely stand the waiting any longer. The Bear’s disappearance I could understand. But Lodloc? I was growing more concerned by the minute. I quickly scribbled a note, which I taped to the TV, and left. For the next hour I drove the streets, looking for any sign of either Lodloc or the Bear.

			I called my office early the next morning, well before anyone would have arrived, and left a message that I was sick and wouldn’t be in for the rest of the week. Someone else would just have to take over my sessions on Friday. As for the medical certificate, I’d have to worry about that later.

			Once again I grabbed my jacket and headed out to drive around the town. For the next three hours that’s exactly what I did. I covered all the major roads several times, up avenues and side streets and down lanes and alleys.

			Nothing. There was no sign of either Lodloc or the Bear.

			I stopped for lunch at a diner out on the highway, a place where they serve big juicy hamburgers straight off the grill. The air was thick with the smell of fried onions, and the sound of sizzling meat patties. I slipped into a booth and started on a coke while I waited for my order to arrive.

			Maybe I was worried about nothing. Maybe they’d found a portal and taken the opportunity to return to Happyland. Of course I couldn’t imagine Lodloc doing that, it wasn’t in his nature. But then again I only knew him from what I’d created many years ago. Perhaps in the past thirty years, as they’d wandered in their wilderness, he had changed.

			I shook my head. This was all too ridiculous. What if I was imagining it all? What if all this was some weird dream, or hallucination? Lodloc and the Bear didn’t exist, couldn’t exist. They were cartoon characters I’d drawn when I was a teenager. I chuckled. A couple of women behind me turned and looked, then resumed their meal. I ignored them. If I was to visit my doctor and tell him my story, the rest of the week off wouldn’t be an issue. In fact he’d probably give me more time off, with someone watching over me in a hospital ward to make sure I didn’t harm myself. No, they couldn’t exist. I was sick, fevered perhaps. I had almost convinced myself of this when Lodloc slid into the booth and sat opposite me.

			I was stunned, and I was about to ask him where he’d been when the waitress arrived and dropped a plate with my burger and fried in front of me.

			‘Will that be all?’ she asked as she tucked my bill between the salt and pepper shakers.

			I glanced up at her and muttered a response. But already Lodloc was sliding himself along the vinyl bench and leaving. I wanted to ask him where he was going, but there was no way I could phrase that without the waitress thinking it was some weird kind of come on for her. Instead I simply had to thank her and feign interest in my food. I tried a couple of fries, crisp and salty, and watched Lodloc slowly walk away from me towards the counter. At some point he turned, walking back towards me, only now he held a paper tray with drawn food and drinks on it. He pushed the tray along the table and sat opposite me.

			I quickly glanced over my shoulder. Those two women were still seated directly behind me, and so I grabbed my mobile phone and held it up to my ear.

			‘Hi, where have you been?’ I spoke softly but stared at Lodloc.

			‘Out looking,’ he said. ‘I spent all night wandering the streets searching for the Bear.’

			‘I was worried. You should have called.’ The women looked over at me once, but paid little attention. It’s okay to talk to yourself as long as you’re holding a phone.

			‘No need to worry about me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be fine.’ He picked up his drink, and slurped noisily through the straw.

			‘Like the Bear?’ I said. ‘You thought he was fine too.’

			‘He is. I found him.’

			‘Great! So where is he?’ I looked around, half expecting him to scamper in, pizza tray in hand, knocking things over as he went.

			‘There’s a problem. He’s trapped and we need to rescue him. Finish your burger first,’ he said, biting into his own. ‘There’s no hurry. He isn’t going anywhere.’

			Lodloc directed me as I drove.

			We headed back towards the suburbs, passing parked cars on leafy streets. A left here, a right there, until finally he called for me to stop. I parked, in front of a red brick house, and turned off the engine.

			‘So,’ I said. ‘Where is he?’

			‘That house there.’ Lodloc pointed at a two storey house about a hundred metres away. It sat on a corner block, just up from a school crossing.

			‘Well let’s go get him.’ I said.

			‘How?’ asked Lodloc. ‘You knock on the door, a lady answers and you ask her if you could have your invisible bear friend back? I suspect I’d be sitting here watching as the men in white coats drag you away.’

			‘You,’ I smiled. ‘You’re invisible to them as well. You could just walk in there and bring him back out.’

			‘You don’t think I haven’t tried that? He’s in there. I saw him.’ He stared at me, his brow furrowed. ‘He tried, but he can’t leave. He doesn’t know why.’

			I sighed. ‘So what do we do?’

			‘We wait,’ said Lodloc. ‘See if he comes out.’

			I went for a walk past the house, of course. Slowing down and walking tall, hoping I could see over the fence. The house was well kept, clipped lawn and flowers in the garden. I noticed a swing set in the backyard and a bicycle on the front lawn. I learned nothing from my reconnaissance, and soon returned to the car.

			For the next hour or so I sat and watched, chatting with Lodloc and hoping the Bear would venture out of the house. Of course he didn’t, but I did get a visit from a couple of police officers.

			They pulled up behind me. I didn’t notice them until one of them tapped on my window. The other sat in the car, presumably running number plates.

			‘Afternoon,’ he said as I wound down my window. ‘Your licence, please.’

			I slipped it from my wallet and passed it to him. I recited my name and address to him when he asked me.

			‘What are you doing, sitting in your car on a quiet little street?’ he asked.

			‘This is going to be good,’ grinned Lodloc.

			‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Just sitting, waiting.’

			‘Waiting for what?’

			‘Someone,’ I said. I could hardly tell him I was waiting for a cartoon bear.

			‘Who?’ he asked.

			‘A friend,’ I managed. ‘And I know my rights. I don’t have to tell you anything more.’

			‘Waiting, while talking to yourself.’

			‘Talking to myself? No, I was singing along with the radio.’

			‘Right,’ he said.’ You just happen to be sitting, alone, singing to a radio that wasn’t on when I approached the car, waiting for a nameless friend, in a suburban side street, only 200 metres from a primary school.’

			‘What?’ I exclaimed. ‘You think I’m some sort of pervert?’ I’d been so focussed on looking for the Bear I hadn’t connected the school crossing further along the street with an actual school. ‘I didn’t even realise there was a school up there.’

			He nodded. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘See that crossing up there?’ He pointed along the street. ‘With the signs that say “School Crossing?” You didn’t realise there was a school there, exactly where you’re watching.’ He pulled himself upright. ‘I think you better step out of the car, sir.’

			He searched the car. I knew my rights, but at some point, when the cop has probable cause, they have more rights. And even I have to admit I looked pretty suspicious. Too much resistance and flag-waving would only make me look guiltier. Of course they found nothing, nothing at all. I keep a pretty clean car. But he wasn’t going to let it go at that, and I suppose I should be pleased these cops were conscientious enough not to let something like this go. But right now I was cursing my luck and wishing I had a slack cop talking to me instead.

			‘This friend you’re waiting on,’ he said. ‘I think maybe it’s about time you told me who it is.’

			‘Umm, that’s going to be difficult,’ I admitted.

			‘Difficult,’ he repeated. His grin widened. ‘Let’s try anyway.’

			‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I was driving down here a few days ago, and I saw a woman walking past. It didn’t register at first, but she looked familiar. A bit further up the road and I realised who it was. It was an old friend from university, my old girlfriend in fact. I did a u-turn, came back and looked for her, but she had gone. I drove around a bit looking for her, but didn’t find her.’ I shrugged. ‘When I got home I checked the internet and the white pages, but she’s not listed; not under the name I knew anyway. Maybe she’s married now. But since I have today off, I figured I’d sit here and see if she came past again. It would be great to catch up with her.’

			‘I see,’ he said nodding. ‘What’s her name?’

			‘Leonie Wilkins.’

			‘I think you better come with us down to the station to clear up this matter.’

			‘I don’t really have a choice, do I?’

			‘No,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Not really.’

			I glanced at Lodloc who remained seated in my car. ‘I didn’t think so,’ I sighed, and accompanied them.

			They led me to a small interview room and asked me questions trying to catch me out. I have no record, and there was nothing to suggest I was doing other than I’d told them. They disappeared for a while, leaving me alone.

			I thought of Leonie, who had actually been my girlfriend in university. We’d lost touch, but I had heard through the grapevine recently that she had died. The news was recent enough that it didn’t take much effort to appear shocked when they returned to tell me that Leonie Wilkins had died in a motorcycle accident five years earlier.

			I acted shocked.

			‘It must have been someone else, someone who looked like her,’ I said. ‘It can’t have been her.’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘It can’t have been. I’m sorry.’ But his eyes were clear and sharp and I knew he didn’t believe me. ‘You may go now, sir. We’ll run you back to your car.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, and stood.

			‘You have no reason to be hanging around that school any more. And I’ll be keeping my eyes open.’

			The police sat in their car and watched as I got into my own, started it, and drove off. Then they followed me until I was out on the highway and heading for home.

			Lodloc wanted to know everything that had happened to me. I told him in great detail. He seemed to find it rather amusing, until I pointed out that I would no longer be able to search this area for the Bear.

			‘You have to go back,’ he said. ‘We have to get him.’

			‘I can’t. Not while those cops think I’m a pervert.’ I thumped the steering wheel in frustration. ‘We’ll have to think up some other way to free him.’ I shot a quick look at Lodloc. ‘Do you have any idea why he’s trapped and unable to leave?’

			‘Maybe,’ he nodded. ‘I saw the Bear this afternoon, while you were assisting those cops with their enquiries.’

			‘You saw him?’

			‘Sure,’ he said. ‘He was out in the front garden, playing with a little girl. They were dancing together, and then she had him lying on his back while she pretended to be his doctor.’

			‘The girl could see him?’ I stared at Lodloc, then had to brake suddenly when I realised the traffic in front of me had stopped.

			‘Yeah,’ said Lodloc. ‘She could see him.’

			‘How is that possible?’

			He shrugged. ‘The only thing I can think of is she has a spectacular imagination. One that sees through the reality of your world and can perceive the Bear. She was probably in the store with her mother and when she left she somehow compelled the Bear to go with her. The power of youthful innocence. He’s unable to leave, like he’s orbiting her or something. Which made it dangerous for me. I couldn’t talk to him without her seeing me as well, and then she may have forced me to remain there too.’

			I laughed. ‘I can’t imagine anyone compelling the Bear to do anything. I created you. You came from my imagination. Why don’t I have any power over him?’

			‘You do. You have the power to send us home.’ Lodloc smiled sadly. ‘Or not.’

			It took a day or so to come up with a plan. Lodloc and I talked it through until we were sure it was worth a try. The direct approach wouldn’t work. I mean, how do you convince a kid to give up their imaginary friend? More than that, how do you convince a parent to allow you to speak to their kid about giving up their imaginary friend? I did some research, on a public computer of course, and ascertained their name was Finney. With the cops keeping an eye on me I had to be cautious.

			I drove over to the house, all the way checking I wasn’t being followed by a couple of zealous cops. We were in luck. The Bear was playing with the girl out front. I didn’t look too long in that direction, nothing that would make me look suspicious, and I certainly didn’t look anywhere near the school when we passed. A few streets away I dropped Lodloc off. He would walk over to the school, while I headed over to a shopping mall where I knew there was a public telephone that still worked. Once there I called the house.

			‘Hello?’ It was a woman’s voice, the mother.

			‘Mrs. Finney?’ I asked.

			‘Yes,’ she said.

			‘This is John Walker. I work for Office Needs. How are you this afternoon?’

			‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘What can I do for you?’

			‘I believe you were in our store a couple of days ago with your daughter.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s right.’

			‘Your daughter entered a competition in store, and she’s a winner. All she has to do is answer a couple of simple questions and she will receive a gift pack of art supplies.’ I crossed my fingers. I had to trust that Mrs Finney had been busy with her own purchases and hadn’t kept tabs on her daughter.

			‘That’s fantastic, Mr. Walker. I’ll get her for you.’

			I heard her put the phone down, then her voice calling her daughter. ‘Keira, there’s a phone call for you.’ A short time later I heard a little girl’s voice.

			‘Hello?’ she said.

			‘Keira, this is Mr. Walker from Office Needs. You won our competition. Congratulations.’

			‘Thank you,’ she said.

			‘All you have to do is answer some questions for me.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘We’ve lost our bear, and his mummy misses him. Do you know where he is?’

			‘Outside.’ she said. ‘He’s my friend.’

			‘I’m sure he loves playing with you, but his mummy needs him to come home for dinner. Can you send him home?’

			There was a long pause. ‘Will he still be able to visit me?’

			‘Of course,’ I lied. ‘But right now he needs to come home. You don’t want him to be hungry, do you?’

			‘No,’ she said.

			‘Can you send him home then? Just tell him to walk home past the school.’

			‘Okay,’ she said.

			‘Thank you, Keira. His mummy will be very happy.’

			‘I’ll do it now.’

			‘Good girl. Can I talk to your mum again?’

			Keira called her mum, who had obviously been standing behind her.

			‘Hello?’

			‘Congratulations, again,’ I said. ‘A gift-pack of art supplies will be in the mail tomorrow.’

			I read out her address, confirming it.

			‘Can I ask you something, Mr Walker?’ I could almost imagine her furrowed brow.

			‘Of course,’ I said.

			‘I was listening to her answers. They seemed strange. May I ask what the questions were?’

			‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘It was a series of questions based on a scenario involving a lost bear. They were for our marketing department.’

			Thirty minutes later I picked up Lodloc where I’d dropped him earlier. The Bear was with him, eating pizza once more.

			The following morning I posted a pack of art supplies to Keira.

			The more I practised the better my drawings became. Two days later and I still didn’t think they were good enough. Lodloc disagreed and finally nodded his approval.

			‘They’ll do,’ was all he said. ‘You’ve still got a long way to go, but there’s enough there to get started.’

			I’d wanted to get to the story immediately after rescuing the Bear, but Lodloc had insisted I practice for a day or two first.

			‘That’s not how it works,’ he said. ‘It’s not only the narrative that has to flow on from where you left off, but the style and art is important as well. Anyway, have you spent any time considering where the story goes from here? It’s not just something you can make up as you go.’

			And so I’d resisted continuing the book and simply practiced drawing both my characters in a variety of situations and poses. I’d re-read the original story several times now, trying to remember where I’d planned to run with it and came up with ideas that may not have been what my teenage self had intended, but which my older self considered creative.

			‘Lodloc, I’ve worked out what’s going to happen to you in the story!’ I was drawing at the table. He was watching TV as usual, while the Bear dozed on an armchair nearby. I never tired of seeing those paper and pencil Zs float towards the ceiling, and in fact had to work at not allowing them to distract me.

			‘That’s great,’ he called, and turned his attention back to some daytime drama.

			‘Come over and I’ll show you,’ I said, disappointed by his lack of enthusiasm.

			He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We mustn’t know. You have to draw it and we have to live it, don’t you see?’

			I shook my head and sighed. ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Mind you I’m still not completely convinced you’re actually here and I’m not just going mad.’

			Lodloc laughed, the Bear continued his gentle snoring.

			‘Just don’t go too easy on us. It has to challenge us otherwise it’s not a real story.’

			I returned to my drawing, and tentatively started a new page of panels. After a thirty year hiatus, the story was underway once more.

			I drew for hours, breaking only to get a drink or to rest my aching hand. It was almost 4 am by the time I stopped. I was so tired I was falling asleep where I sat at my dining table, my eyelids heavy and my jaw aching from continual yawning.

			I felt satisfied with my work. The story was almost complete with just a couple of pages left to draw, including the big finale. Lodloc and the Bear had located the street gang, but had been captured by them. Tied up in a disused warehouse the gang used as their headquarters, they only manage to escape when a bird, which the Bear had made friends with in a previous comic, pecks the ropes to release them. The bird then accidentally starts a fire which threatens to engulf the entire building. As the gang members rush to escape the inferno, Lodloc is able to grab the stolen necklace on his way out. The police arrive and arrest the gangsters.

			That was as far as I’d drawn. From here I planned for Lodloc and the Bear to sneak out past the police and make their way to the old woman’s home. They would return the necklace to her, and she would reveal she is a witch. The necklace has power and so, as a reward, she takes them through to a room where she opens the portal to Happyland for them.

			I knew it wasn’t very sophisticated, and it was not what I would have chosen to write if I was commencing the comic anew. But Lodloc had expressed to me the importance of flow, the story needed to continue on stylistically from the old. Not only did it satisfy this, but it also allowed Lodloc and the Bear to face the challenges they required.

			I was usually awoken by the Bear rummaging for breakfast in the kitchen, but when I woke the next morning the apartment was strangely quiet. I rolled over and glanced at the clock only to realise it was quite late. The Bear would already have found what he was looking for, and left quite a mess. Fortunately for me, it was a paper and pencil mess that dissipated as soon as it hit the floor. I wondered for a moment whether the Bear even went through the motions if I wasn’t there to perceive it, the old tree in the forest thing. But then I remembered Lodloc had told me of their past thirty years and that they had seemingly existed and lived without me as an observer.

			I showered, shaved, and dressed before wandering through to the living room. The apartment was filled with the smell of fried bacon. Although I had none in the house that didn’t prevent them finding some in my refrigerator and having a cooked breakfast. My pencils and notebooks were sprawled across the table exactly as I’d left them. Lodloc obviously hadn’t touched them, although he had indicated he didn’t want to know what was going to happen to him. I was surprised the TV wasn’t on and that neither Lodloc nor the Bear could be seen. There was, however, a sheet of paper taped to the TV. I walked over, pulled it off and read it.

			The message was written in pencil, a neat large handwriting. Lodloc’s, I presumed. Gone to continue our adventures. Thanks, was all it said. It suddenly occurred to me that finally I had some proof, an artefact that Lodloc and the Bear existed outside my own imagination. It wasn’t enough evidence to persuade anyone else, but it was enough for me to know this was all real. I smiled, and read it once more, only to have the paper fade and disappear between my fingers.

			I sighed. I still couldn’t make sense of how this whole thing worked.

			Lodloc and the Bear were off on their final adventure. I presumed they’d gone to the toilet block in Reynold’s park, there to commence the story from where the custodian had just released them. I had no idea how much time I had left to draw the last few pages. Since I imagined the second half of this comic book taking place over a few hours, I figured I’d better get on with it.

			I made myself a pot of coffee and sat down to finish the drawings.

			My stomach was grumbling by the time I reached the last page. They had completed their tasks and had arrived at the woman’s house. I had only to draw the witch waving goodbye as they stepped into the portal and I’d be done. I put the pencil down, stood up and stretched. First my back and shoulders, and then my hand and arms. They were aching, simply because I hadn’t done this much drawing or writing in many years. In the kitchen I grabbed a pasta meal from the freezer, and put it into the microwave. I made another coffee while I waited. The seconds counted down, and it was just about to ding when I heard the sound of sirens in the street below. Quite a few sirens, from what I could gather.

			Curious, I stepped out onto my balcony to see what was happening. I looked down, expecting to see a firetruck or an ambulance and a couple of police cars. Instead I saw nothing. A few pedestrians were strolling casually, seemingly unaware of the cacophony that was all around them. I looked up then, scanning the city that sprawled around me. In the distance I could see a pillar of smoke on the skyline. Whatever was burning was big. I stared, trying to determine where it was, only to realise it was all pencil. It was the smoke from the fire at the warehouse I’d drawn the night before.

			It suddenly struck me that if only I’d been quicker, I’d have seen paper police cars racing along the street below me.

			I stood for a moment, gazing at the smoke. My smoke. My art.

			My hand smacked against my forehead as I realised what I’d done. I ran inside, grabbed the comic I was working on, and tore the last two pages into tiny pieces.

			I started drawing them again, my hands shaking with excitement and fear. Excitement that my story was coming true in the city outside, and that Lodloc and the Bear would soon return to Happyland.

			Fear that I might never see either of them again.

			Reynold’s Park sits out in the suburbs near where I grew up. It’s large, has lots of trees and large expanses of grass. It’s a pleasant place to be, even for adults, and I found myself smiling as I parked my car and ran through the gates. Over near the toilet block I found an empty bench and sat down to watch.

			Couples strolled easily, mothers pushed prams, children played on the grass under the watchful eyes of their parents; their voices happy and filled with laughter.

			I’d been there a few minutes when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

			‘Hi,’ said Lodloc.

			I turned and saw the Bear was with him. I sighed heavily. ‘Hi,’ I said. ‘I was worried I’d be too late.’

			‘You changed the ending,’ said Lodloc. ‘We were almost at the old lady’s house when we felt the urge to come here, clear across town. We’ve been walking for ages.’

			I nodded. ‘I couldn’t let you go without saying goodbye. I suddenly realised you’d be gone and I’d have missed it.’

			Lodloc smiled as the Bear danced. ‘I’m glad you did.’ He then came and sat next to me. ‘I’m thrilled to be going back to Happyland, but I’ll miss here. And I’ll miss you.’ With that he reached over and hugged me. Which felt odd, hugging a six foot paper man. I hugged him back. I didn’t care whether anyone saw me sitting on a bench hugging empty air.

			‘What happens now?’ I asked as we let each other go.

			Lodloc shrugged. ‘I don’t know, he said. ‘That’s up to you. I haven’t seen the rest of the story, but I presume the old lady will arrive here and she’ll show us to the portal.’ He grinned. ‘I’m only guessing, of course. After all these adventures I have some idea of how your mind works.’

			‘I’m not going to tell you what I’ve written. You’ll have to live it,’ I said. ‘Hey, where’s he going? I didn’t write this.’ The Bear had stopped dancing, and was running away.

			‘It’s okay,’ said Lodloc. ‘Just watch.’

			The Bear’s legs were a blur as he scampered across the grass. He slowed as he reached a young girl who was playing, her mother standing talking to another woman. The girl grinned when she saw the Bear. They fell to the grass, rolling and playing.

			‘Keira?’ I guessed.

			Lodloc nodded.

			‘I never wrote that either. What’s she doing here?’

			‘These things have a way of happening,’ he said. ‘You wrote the main story, but there are other things afoot.’

			‘Like what?’

			He shrugged, and shook his head. ‘Like this,’ he said, and handed me a book. ‘Read it, don’t talk to me and whatever you do, don’t look in Keira’s direction.’

			‘I’m sorry? Why?’

			‘Read the book,’ Lodloc commanded.

			I opened the book, Lodloc and The Bear, and started to read. It was drawn in pencil, but that was okay. It just looked like a budget, black and white book. It was also a novelisation of my comic book. I was about to ask Lodloc where this came from, when a shadow crossed me. I looked up to see a police officer standing in front of me, the same officer who’d spoken to me outside Keira’s house.

			‘Well, well, well,’ he said. ‘What brings you down here to the park where all the children are playing?’

			I now understood why Lodloc had told me not to look in Keira’s direction.

			‘Hello. Nice to see you again.’ I mustered as much irony as I could manage. ‘I happen to be on my way to visit my mother. I grew up around here and since it’s a nice afternoon, I decided to sit in the park and read.’

			He stared at me. ‘I’ll be watching you,’ he said curtly, and strode away.

			‘Have a pleasant afternoon,’ I called after him.

			Lodloc laughed. ‘Be careful,’ he said.

			‘Thanks for saving my skin. But what’s this book.’ I held it up, only to see it fade into nothing.

			Lodloc smiled. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘The old lady’s just arrived.’ He pointed towards the toilet block, where I saw an old woman looking around. She was pencilled just as I’d drawn her. ‘Goodbye, and thanks,’ he said as he stood.

			I stood with him. ‘Will I see either of you again?’

			‘Not like this. Not here. But you have your comics. Any more is up to you now.’

			I looked down to see the Bear had returned. Keira was leaving. Her mother was pulling her along, but she was waving to the Bear who was waving back.

			‘What happens if I draw more cartoons? Do you come back?’

			‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re not a child anymore.’

			‘But you’re more real to me now than you ever were?’

			He laughed. ‘It’s a different kind of real.’

			‘I’m going to become an artist,’ I declared. ‘I’m going to draw Lodloc and the Bear comics seriously and publish them. I’ll start right from the beginning, tell your whole story and give you the greatest adventures ever.’

			Lodloc clasped my shoulder. ‘That’s fantastic. I look forward to them. But can I make one small suggestion?’

			‘Sure,’ I said.

			‘Take some art classes first, and don’t quit your day job just yet.’

			We made our farewells, hugging each other tightly and saying goodbye. The Bear ran up and hugged my legs. I was crying harder than I had in thirty years, but I couldn’t help myself and laughed uncontrollably when he suddenly burped. The Bear whispered something in Lodloc’s ear, and he smiled and grinned in response.

			‘What was that?’ I asked. ‘What did he say?’

			‘Come back to the park tomorrow,’ he said. ‘The Bear says Keira and her mother will be here. He’s told Keira to come and speak to you. That should give her mother the chance to talk to you as well. You’d like her. She’s lovely.’

			I blushed. ‘The Bear is matchmaking?’

			‘It’s about time we did something for you.’

			‘You already have. More than you could know.’

			They wandered down the hill to meet with the old lady, turning once to wave. I watched as they returned her necklace. She was so happy I could see her beaming even from this distance. Then she walked them to one side, squatted on the grass and closed her eyes. Her mouth moved as she cast the spell I’d written earlier, and a swirling, grey portal opened behind her.

			The next time I wrote this, which would be some time in the future once they finished their series of adventures, the portal would be bright green. This time I would learn to draw, and do it properly in ink and colour.

			Lodloc and the Bear faced me, smiling, arms raised and waving. I brushed the tears from my cheeks with the back of my hand and waved goodbye. Then they turned and stepped through the portal and were gone. A moment later the witch and the portal faded to nothing.

			‘Mark?’

			It was my mum.

			‘Mum,’ I said. ‘What are you doing here?’

			‘It was such a lovely day and I had a sudden urge to come to the park. I haven’t been here in years,’ she said. ‘It really is a beautiful park.’

			‘Isn’t it?’ I agreed.

			‘What about you? What are you doing here?’

			‘I was on my way to see you, and I decided to explore my past.’

			She laughed. ‘Did you find anything?’

			‘More than you could ever imagine, Mum.’
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			Several years ago, I woke one morning with the remnants of a dream still in my mind.

			All I could remember from this dream was a pair of cartoon characters standing at the front door, and the title ‘Lodloc and the Bear’. These details went into my writing notebook, along with a couple of notes on where the dream may have continued if I had my way. And there it stayed until late last year when I had to write a story to submit to Dimension6.

			The birth of this story was painless. I wrote it in twenty four hours, and it remains virtually unchanged from the first draft. As I wrote, I had no real idea of where it was heading. I wasn’t sure of an ending, or even a middle. This was, in writer’s terms, a pantser, as opposed to a fully planned story. All I knew was that I didn’t want this to be an imaginary-friend-is-actually-real kind of story, like the movie Drop Dead Fred. I wanted Lodloc to be real to the artist because he’d created him and imagined him so vividly.

			I loved reading Tintin and Asterix stories as a teen. My school library had most of the comic books in these series, and I would sit and read them during lunch. I even fancied myself as a bit of an artist. I drew, although I could never actually transfer the exact image in my head onto paper, and I even had some success with painting abstracts. But then I entered senior school, where art was an elective and serious students who needed careers were advised to undertake maths and science classes. Painting is a great hobby, I was told, but it won’t get you a career. Which was probably right. But then science and maths never got me a career either.

			From time to time I would return to art, dreaming of becoming a cartoonist. I picked up a couple of books on drawing, tried to create my own characters, and even mapped out and drew a series of comic strips.

			Into my thirties, and I picked up a pen once more. This time I was inspired by Gary Larson’s The Far Side and drew my own series of single panel cartoons. I even submitted these to a cartooning competition that was held by a Japanese newspaper when I was living in Tokyo. I never heard back from them.

			Then one day I realised I liked drawing, but I didn’t love it. I realised I wanted to be an artist but wasn’t bothered enough to take classes, to practice, to draw all the time because I felt I had no other choice. I realised I wasn’t really an artist, I was someone who doodled from time to time. It took me many more years before I realised I was actually a writer.

			And so I suspect there is more than a part of me in this story, not that I see drawings coming to life around me. But I believe one’s imagination can be as powerful as anything in our so-called reality. And just like Peter Blegvad sang, ‘imagination, like a muscle, will increase with exercise.’

			I’ve had a few ideas for a sequel to this story, which may or may not happen. I guess I’ll just wait and go wherever my imagination leads me.

			Steve Cameron is a Scottish/Australian writer who currently resides in the eastern suburbs of Melbourne, Australia. When not writing, he teaches English at a local secondary college. Steve maintains a website at www.stevecameron.com.au
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			Why Dimension6?

			PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

			Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

			Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 

			Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

			Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

			The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 

			That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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			Next Issue

			The next issue of Dimension6 will be available free for download on 1 April 2016, with all-new fiction from Jeff Suwak, Dustin Adams and Emilie Collyer.

			You can download Dimension6 by visiting the Dimension6 webpage. 

			We’d like to thank our affiliates for helping spread the Dimension6 word.

			AntiSF

			Canberra SF Guild

			Cheryl Morgan

			Sharon Johnstone

			Tracie McBride

			Mark Webb

			Jonathan Strahan

			Pulp Fiction Books

			Bookonaut

			Undead Backbrain

			Robert Hood

			Cat Sparks

			Jack Dann

			If you’d like to join our affiliate program, email me at keith@coeurdelion.com.au

			You can also sign up for our MailChimp List to get instant notification of the next issue.
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