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​The Drop Bear’s Dilemma
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DOUGAL HAD A PROBLEM. A big, hairy, misunderstood problem.

He crouched on his favourite branch in the old river red gum, the coarse bark digging into his paws. Below, an abandoned camping area was coming back to life. The mum struggled with the tent, her face taut with concentration, while the dad cursed at a camp stove with a metallic tang that pricked the air. The whole scene smelled of damp earth and the smoky ghost of a long-dead fire. Only the distant calls of wildlife broke the eerie silence, and far off, a kookaburra laughed too loud, too close—chilling him to the bone. Shadows flickered in the fading sunlight, casting strange shapes that made Dougal’s wiry fur bristle with a static crackle.

“Right-o,” he muttered, scratching behind one fuzzy ear. “This time I’ll be extra gentle. No sudden movements. Maybe I’ll even smile.”

He practiced his friendliest smile, revealing sharp teeth that gleamed in the twilight. The wind stiffened, and an unsettling rustle traveled through the leaves. Dougal’s heart thumped, half-excited, half-terrified. It wasn’t just the family below that made his fur stand on end; there was something lurking in the trees, watching him with black, beady eyes... but he dismissed the feeling, shaking off the prickly unease.

“Just keep it together, Dougal,” he said, eyeing the family again. “They seem like a good mob.”

As the sun dipped below the horizon, the campsite fell into an unnatural hush. The last rays of light cast long shadows that danced like phantoms around the trees.

“Tell us a scary story, Dad!” the girl said, bouncing on her log, her eyes gleaming like saucers.

“Yeah, something really spooky!” the boy chimed in, his voice piercing the tense atmosphere that enveloped Dougal like a cold blanket.

Their dad grinned, a flicker of mischief in his eyes. “Well, have you heard about the drop bears?”

Dougal perked up. Finally, a story! Maybe they’d finally get it right.

“They say these vicious carnivorous marsupials lurk in the trees, waiting for unsuspecting tourists. And then they—”

Mum cut in, “Drop down and attack with their razor-sharp claws and powerful jaws!”

Dad lowered his voice. “They say the only way to stop a drop bear attack is to smear Vegemite behind your ears. The smell makes ’em gag worse than a brussels sprout smoothie!”

Dougal’s ears twitched. Vegemite? He licked his lips. From his perch, he could practically smell the salty yeast from the family’s breakfast supplies. Morons! I’d love a Vegemite snack!

“Rubbish!” Dougal bellowed, unable to contain himself. “Put it on toast and I’ll do yer dishes!”

The family jumped as if an earthquake had hit.

“What was that?” the boy whispered, eyes wide, scanning the treetops.

“Probably just a possum,” the dad said, but his bravado faltered. “So, uh, drop bears can smell fear from fifty metres away...”

“Right,” Dougal said, rolling his large, furry eyes. “And I’m a stuffed teddy bear at a Christmas party! I’m a vegetarian! My worst offense is overcooking a batch of gum nuts!”

A shuddering croak echoed through the trees, and Dougal felt a chill run down his spine.

“Is that a frog, or...?” the girl asked, her voice trailing off as a twig snapped under Dougal’s considerable weight.

“Now look what you’ve done, Dougal,” he thought, perched awkwardly as anxiety clawed at him. “It’s time to set the record straight.”

With a determined huff, he began descending. His intention was to ease their fears, but his plan fell apart like a bad campfire marshmallow as he misjudged his landing.

CRASH!

Dougal hit the ground, entangled in a mess of slick, cold canvas, jabbing poles, and his own panicked fur. The sheer chaos of it all sent the family scrambling. The dad leapt back, tripping into the tent, which promptly collapsed on top of the poor mum.

“Ahhh!” Dad screamed, his voice pitched high.

The boy and girl clutched each other, eyes glued to the writhing mass.

“Um,” said Dougal, trying to unstick himself with dignity. “G’day. Sorry about the tent. Bit of a clumsy landing.”

The kids blinked, their fear slowly morphing into confusion.

“You can talk,” the girl finally said, right at the edge of giggles.

“Too right, I can talk,” Dougal replied, pulling a vine from his fur. “I graduated top of my class with a degree in Environmental Science. Serious business, that.”

“But... but aren’t you a koala?” the boy stammered.

Dougal’s furry shoulders stiffened. “Koala? Koala?!” His voice rose like a wattlebird’s squawk. “Blimey, mate! Do koalas have chompers like this?” He stretched his jaws wide, revealing curved fangs that glinted in the firelight. The kids gasped.

“Um...no?”

“Right-o! And eyes like this?” He leaned in, his bloodshot peepers glowing like twin campfire coals. “Blinking radioactive gum nuts, these are! You ever see a koala with eyes that could spot a gum leaf at fifty paces?”

“Not really...”

“And claws like...” Dougal extended a paw. The curved black claws clicked against each other. “Well...okay, they’ve got those too. Fair dinkum. Need ‘em for climbing, same as me. And they do have a high tolerance for eucalyptus. I gotta give ‘em credit for that.”

The girl giggled as Dougal plucked a leathery leaf. “Most drop bears can’t handle the spicy stuff,” he continued, rubbing the leaf under his nostrils with a loud sniff. “Sneeze themselves off the branch! But me? I love the tingle. Keeps my sinuses clear.”

He tossed the leaf into his maw. “Teeth like mine? Proper predator gear. Mum used to catch goannas before she went veggo. Dad once chomped a whole emu pie.” He shuddered. “Couldn’t stomach it meself. Leaves and berries do me fine. Well...mostly.”

Dougal’s belly rumbled. He patted it sheepishly. “Though I wouldn’t say no to a Vegemite sanger. That salty tang! Like licking the sky after bushfire season...”

The boy let out a snort, and lowered his marshmallow stick. “Hold on—you’re allergic to eucalyptus but eat it anyway?”

“Too right! That’s the fun of being a drop bear,” Dougal said, scratching his ear. “Our whole mob’s allergic to Australia. Makes life interesting!”

From within the tent, muffled arguing continued.

“You’re not going to eat us?” the girl asked, her voice wavering.

“Eat you? Strewth, no! I’d rather choke down a truckload of broccoli! I’m just after company and a decent chat. Honestly, I’m more scared of you lot!”

His admission pierced their fright. He plucked another handful of eucalyptus leaves, munching on them to prove his point.

“See? Leaves! Better for you than processed camping food.”

The boy chuckled. “You’re like my mum trying to get me to eat veggies!”

“Right,” Dougal laughed. “We should help your parents before they start a wrestling match in there.”

Together, they untangled the tent, revealing two bewildered adults in a mess of sleeping bags.

“This is Dougal,” the girl announced. “He’s a vegetarian drop bear with a university degree!”

The parents blinked. “So, he doesn’t want to eat us?” the dad asked nervously.

“I promise,” Dougal said, his deep-set eyes shining with earnestness. “I’m not a monster. Just a bloke looking for a mate who can teach me how to roast marshmallows without a flare-up.”

As the fire crackled, Dougal’s ears twitched. A shower of gum leaves drifted down, followed by the unmistakable scritch-scritch of claws on bark overhead.

“Stone the flamin’ crows,” Dougal muttered, his fur bristling into a prickly halo. He squinted into the inky branches where two amber eyes glowed like dying embers.

“What’s wrong?” the girl asked, clutching her marshmallow stick like a sword.

“Reckon we’ve got company,” Dougal said, standing so fast his shadow loomed monstrously against the tent. A low growl rumbled through the campsite.

CRUNCH.

A hulking shape dropped onto the picnic table, flattening a tin of leftover spaghetti. This drop bear had fur the colour of burnt toast and a snaggletooth that hooked over her bottom lip. A whiff of something sour, like bad meat and old creek water, drifted from her fur.

“G’day, cuz,” she rasped, sniffing the air loudly. “Smells like... campers.”

The kids froze.

“You’re... you’re a vegetarian too, right?” the boy whispered desperately to Dougal.

Dougal edged in front of them, claws clicking nervously. “Well... Trixie here was when we were joeys. Preferred pumpkin scones to possum stew.” He swallowed hard as Trixie licked her chops. “Course, that was before her... phase.”

Trixie’s belly growled like a distant thunderstorm. Somewhere in the bush, a kookaburra stopped mid-laugh.

The mum slowly pushed the Vegemite jar across the table with trembling hands.

“Fair dinkum,” Trixie purred, unscrewing the lid with terrifying delicacy. “Haven’t had this since primary school.”

As the family huddled together, Dougal gave them a shaky thumbs-up that somehow wasn’t reassuring at all.
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​Eight Legs of Misunderstanding
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THE DISTANT THUMP OF Harold’s spindly legs against the hallway plaster was drowned by the summer storm outside. Rain pounded against the tin roof, creating the perfect camouflage for his midnight wanderings. The enormous huntsman spider paused at the bedroom doorway, his eight eyes gleaming in the faint glow of a nightlight. In the bed lay young Logan Wilson, sprawled across his dinosaur sheets, one arm dangling toward the floor like a perfect bridge.

Harold watched a mosquito land on Logan’s exposed forearm, its needle-like proboscis preparing to feast. The sight made Harold’s chelicerae twitch with anticipation. This was his moment to be a hero. As thunder rumbled outside, he scurried silently across the ceiling, positioning himself directly above the unsuspecting mozzie. The wooden floorboards creaked and settled in the old Queenslander home, masking the gentle tap-tap-tap of his hairy legs as he descended on a nearly invisible silk thread.

Just as Harold prepared to pounce on the blood-sucking pest, Logan shifted in his sleep. The movement sent Harold swinging like a pendulum on his silken rope, and instead of gracefully capturing his prey, he landed with a soft plop directly onto the boy’s face.

“MUM!” Logan shrieked, bolting upright and swatting wildly at his cheek. “DAD! THERE’S A MASSIVE SPIDER ON ME FACE!”

Harold scrambled to avoid the flailing hands, his legs working overtime as he tried to explain himself. “Wait! I was just—” But of course, the humans couldn’t understand his tiny spider voice. He leapt to the safety of the bedpost, clinging there as the bedroom light flicked on and Logan’s parents burst through the door.

“It was huge! Like, heaps huge!” Logan was standing on his bed now, pointing toward Harold with a trembling finger. “It was on me face! I could feel its hairy legs!” He shuddered dramatically, hopping from foot to foot.

“Calm down, mate,” Logan’s dad said, though he looked none too calm himself as he spotted Harold. “It’s just a huntsman. They’re harmless.”

“Harmless?” Logan’s voice cracked. “It was using me for a mattress!”

Harold felt his spirits sink. This wasn’t the first time his pest control efforts had been misunderstood. He’d been trying for weeks to show this family how helpful he could be, but they just wouldn’t appreciate him. Three nights ago, he’d caught a massive blowfly that had been buzzing around the kitchen, and the mum had nearly squashed him with a newspaper for his troubles.

“I’ll get a container,” Logan’s mum sighed, heading for the kitchen. “We’ll pop him outside.”

“Outside?” Harold whispered to himself, horrified. Outside meant rain and wind and birds that would love nothing more than a spider snack. Outside meant no more cozy ceiling corners or warm light bulbs to cuddle up to at night.

Before Logan’s mum could return, Harold made a dash for it, scurrying up the wall and disappearing into a small crack in the ceiling cornice.

“Where’d it go?” Logan yelped, pulling his blanket up to his chin.

“Probably back to whatever spider business it was up to,” his dad yawned. “Go back to sleep, Logan. School tomorrow, remember?”

After his parents left, Logan sat rigid in bed, eyes darting around the room. “I know you’re still in here,” he whispered to the shadows. “Just... stay on your side of the room, right?”

Harold watched from his hiding spot, his spider heart heavy. Why couldn’t they see he was trying to help? He’d caught fourteen mosquitoes this week alone! That had to be worth at least a thank you, not this constant screaming and swatting.

As the days passed, Harold tried everything to prove his worth. He strategically positioned himself above fruit flies in the kitchen, eliminated ants near the sugar jar, and even took care of a cockroach that had been terrorizing Logan’s little sister. But each time he appeared, the result was the same. Screams, chaos, and Harold retreating to safety.

One particularly hot Tuesday afternoon, Logan trudged into his room and flung his schoolbag onto the floor. Harold, who had been dozing in the corner, perked up as the boy flopped face-down onto his bed with a dramatic groan.

“Worst. Day. Ever,” Logan mumbled into his pillow.

From his vantage point, Harold noticed something alarming. A tick had hitched a ride on the back of Logan’s neck, partially hidden by his collar. Harold had seen these dangerous parasites before. Unlike him, they weren’t harmless houseguests. They could make humans properly sick.

This was his chance! If he could remove the tick, surely the humans would finally understand his value. With determination, Harold began the journey across the ceiling, down the wall, and onto Logan’s bed.

He approached cautiously, remembering the previous face-landing fiasco. The tick had embedded itself just below Logan’s hairline. A perfect spot for Harold to reach without startling the boy. With precise movements, Harold positioned himself and gently used his pedipalps to dislodge the tick.

Unfortunately, the feeling of eight hairy legs on the back of his neck was too much for Logan. He leapt up with a yelp that could have shattered glass. “IT’S ON ME NECK NOW! THE SPIDER’S TRYING TO BITE ME!”

Harold scrambled away, the tick still clutched in his front legs. He tried desperately to show Logan his prize—look what I saved you from!—but the boy was already halfway out the door, bellowing for his parents.

“I was helping!” Harold wanted to shout, but all that came out was an inaudible spider squeak.

That night, while the family slept, Harold sat dejectedly on the windowsill, watching raindrops race down the glass. Maybe he should just leave. Find a shed or garage where his talents would be appreciated, or at least tolerated.

His brooding was interrupted by a strange noise from Logan’s desk. Harold approached cautiously and found a massive huntsman spider, even larger than himself, attempting to open Logan’s pencil case.

“G’day,” the stranger whispered. “Name’s Sheila. You must be the new bloke in this territory.”

Harold nodded, surprised to find another huntsman. “I’m Harold. What are you doing?”

Sheila’s eight eyes twinkled. “Logan left his sandwich in there today. It’s drawing ants, and not the little ones. Those aggressive bull ants from the back paddock. If they establish a trail in here, this room’ll be crawling with ‘em by morning.”

“You... you help them too?” Harold asked hopefully.

“Course I do! Been watching over this family for generations.” Sheila chuckled, a funny vibrating sound. “Three house spiders ago, I reckon.”

“But they hate us,” Harold sighed. “Always screaming, trying to catch us.”

Sheila used one leg to flip open the pencil case, revealing half a vegemite sandwich crawling with ants. “Humans are complicated creatures. Dead scared of things they don’t understand, but they need us all the same. Our job isn’t to make them like us. It’s just to keep doing what we do.”

Together, they disposed of the sandwich and scattered the ants. As they worked, Sheila shared her wisdom about coexisting with humans. Staying out of sight during the day, avoiding bedrooms during sleeping hours, and most importantly, choosing battles wisely.

“Not every mozzie needs catching,” she advised. “Especially not the ones drinking from a sleeping human’s face.”

The next day, Harold put his new knowledge into practice. He stayed hidden, watching as Logan discovered the empty pencil case.

“Mum!” he called. “The sandwich I saved yesterday—it’s gone! And there’s no ants or anything!”

“Probably cleaned it up myself,” his mother called back, though she sounded confused.

That night, Harold worked diligently in the kitchen, clearing pests from the fruit bowl and pantry. He took special care to remain unseen, darting behind appliances whenever a human appeared for a midnight snack.

His big chance came a week later. Logan had left his window open during a rainstorm, and a small green tree frog had hopped inside, hiding under the bed. Harold watched as Logan searched for his missing cricket ball, crouching to look under the furniture.

The moment Logan spotted the frog, he fell backward with a startled “Oof!” The frog, equally surprised, made a desperate leap. Directly onto Logan’s chest.

What happened next would forever change Harold’s relationship with the family. Instead of staying hidden, Harold sprang into action, scurrying down to create a diversion. He raced in front of the frog, causing it to change direction and leap toward the open window instead of Logan’s face.

Logan, frozen in shock, watched as Harold guided the confused amphibian back outside with strategic movements. When the frog was safely gone, Harold paused on the windowsill, all eight eyes meeting Logan’s wide gaze.

“You... you helped me,” Logan whispered, his fear momentarily forgotten. “You shooed it away.”

Harold raised his two front legs in what he hoped looked like a friendly wave.

Logan didn’t smile, but he didn’t scream either. “Right,” he said slowly. “You’re the same one that’s been around for weeks, aren’t ya?”

Harold nodded his whole body, bouncing slightly on his legs.

“Mum reckons you huntsman eat the bad bugs.” Logan tilted his head thoughtfully. “Is that what you’ve been doing? Mozzie patrol?”

Another enthusiastic nod from Harold.

An uncertain smile tugged at Logan’s lips. “True blue? You’re like... a guard spider?”

Harold stood taller, prouder.

“Well,” Logan said, backing toward the door, “I still don’t want you on me face while I’m sleeping. But I reckon... maybe you can stay. If you stick to the corners and stuff.”

It wasn’t a perfect friendship, not yet. But as Harold watched Logan explain to his parents why they shouldn’t use bug spray in the house anymore, he felt a new sense of purpose. He might never be a beloved pet, but he had found his place. The silent protector. The misunderstood hero.

And that night, when Logan whispered “G’night, spider” before turning out his light, Harold knew that sometimes, even eight legs of misunderstanding could eventually find their footing.
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​Yowie’s Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day
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THE WARM GLOW OF THE campfire did little to keep the shadows at bay as darkness fell across the Australian bushland. Yarrow watched from the treeline as the family huddled closer together, their faces illuminated by the flickering flames. The youngest child kept glancing nervously toward the dense scrub where something, not Yarrow, seemed to be moving.

A twig snapped under Yarrow’s massive foot, and he winced as the kids’ heads whipped around, eyes wide with terror. The mother clutched her jacket tighter, whispering, “Did you hear that?”

The father tried to look brave, poking at the fire with a stick that trembled slightly in his grip. “Probably just a wallaby.”

But Yarrow knew better. He’d sensed something lurking in the creek bed all evening, something that made even the cicadas fall silent when it slithered past. Something that made his thick fur stand on end and sent an icy chill through his massive frame.

From the murky waters came a sound—not quite a laugh, not quite a growl—a wet, gurgling noise that reminded Yarrow of a chainsaw stuck in mud. The children froze, marshmallows suspended midway to their mouths.

“Maybe we should go inside the tent,” the girl suggested, her voice barely audible over the crackling fire.

Yarrow knew this was his chance. If he could protect them from whatever was creeping about in the darkness, they might finally accept him. With newfound determination, he squared his shoulders and moved toward the camp.

“G’day, mates!” he called out, trying to sound friendly rather than terrifying.

It didn’t work.

The father’s scream could have woken every kangaroo within five kilometres. The children scattered like bilbies, nearly collapsing their tent in their haste to get inside. The mother grabbed a camping chair and held it up like a shield, her knuckles white with terror.

“I’m not going to hurt you!” Yarrow insisted, holding his massive paws up in surrender. “There’s something in the creek! I came to warn you!”

The family stared at him, their fear slowly giving way to confusion as they realised the enormous, furry creature wasn’t charging at them with fangs bared.

“You... talk?” the boy ventured, peeking out from behind the tent flap.

“Course I talk,” Yarrow huffed, crossing his arms. “I’m a yowie, not a common wombat.”

The sound from the creek came again, louder this time, and Yarrow spun around, his nose twitching as he scented the air. “Crikey, it’s getting closer!”

The father lowered his makeshift weapon (a marshmallow skewer that wouldn’t have intimidated a ladybug) and frowned. “What exactly is out there?”

“Dunno,” Yarrow admitted, scratching his head. “But it’s got a smell like roadkill wrapped in old socks, which usually means trouble.”

The girl giggled nervously, and Yarrow felt a spark of hope. Laughter was better than screaming, at least.

“I’m Yarrow,” he said, offering a paw the size of a dinner plate. “Local yowie, vegetarian, terrible at first impressions.”

“I’ll say,” the mother muttered, but there was a hint of a smile on her face.

As they cautiously introduced themselves, the gurgling from the creek grew louder. Yarrow’s ear tufts twitched like radar dishes.

“Right, here’s the deal,” he whispered urgently. “Stay by the fire. Something about this place isn’t right, and it’s not just me lurking about trying to make friends.”

The family huddled closer together as Yarrow lumbered toward the creek, his massive paws silent despite his size. The darkness seemed to thicken around him, clinging to his shaggy fur like cobwebs.

The moon broke through the clouds just as Yarrow reached the water’s edge, its silvery light reflecting off something smooth and slick beneath the surface. Two glowing eyes, like drowned pennies, stared back at him.

“Who’s there?” Yarrow called, his voice far less confident than he’d intended.

The water erupted as something lunged forward—something with dripping wet shaggy green-brown hair that clung to its massive form like swamp moss. Its piercing yellow eyes seemed to see nothing and everything at once, glowing like twin torches in the twilight. Yarrow stumbled backward, tripping over his own feet and landing with an enormous splash in the shallow creek.

“Fair dinkum!” he sputtered, scrambling to his feet as the creature slithered toward him. “A bunyip! Haven’t seen one of you mob in yonks!”

The bunyip hissed, its voice like water trickling through gravel. “This is my creek, fur-face. And those are my snacks!” It gestured toward the campsite with a dripping claw.

“They’re people, not snacks,” Yarrow protested, puffing out his chest despite the water streaming from his sodden fur. “And I saw them first!”

The bunyip’s laugh was like bubbles rising through tar. “This is why I hate vegetarians. No sense of humour!”

With surprising speed, it darted past Yarrow and scuttled toward the campsite, leaving a trail of fetid water behind it. Yarrow gave chase, his panic making him clumsy. He crashed through the underbrush like a runaway tractor, sending birds scattering in alarm.

“Look out!” he bellowed as he burst into the clearing. “Bunyip on the loose!”

The family turned just in time to see the scaled creature slithering toward their food cooler, claws extended and fangs bared in what might have been a smile.

The father reached for his phone. “Is that a... crocodile? In the mountains?”

“Worse,” Yarrow panted, skidding to a halt beside them. “It’s a bunyip. Nasty piece of work. Loves mischief and midnight snacks.”

The bunyip hissed indignantly. “I’m standing right here, you overgrown carpet sample!”

The children’s eyes widened to the size of dinner plates. “It talks too?”

“Everything talks in Australia,” the bunyip snapped, its scaly head swiveling toward them. “The question is, do you have any Tim Tams in that cooler?”

The mother, showing remarkable composure, reached into their snack bag and pulled out a packet of chocolate biscuits. “These?”

The bunyip’s eyes gleamed. “Chuck ‘em here and we can all be mates.”

Yarrow stepped forward protectively. “No deal! You’ll be off with the bikkies and back for more trouble before sunrise.”

The tension was broken by a chorus of low, rumbling growls from the surrounding bushland. Yarrow’s ears flattened against his head, and even the bunyip looked uneasy.

“What now?” the boy whispered, instinctively moving closer to his family.

“My cousins,” Yarrow muttered, his voice dropping to barely a whisper. “Don’t mind them; they’re just jealous of your marshmallows... probably.”

The girl clutched her father’s arm. “Probably?”

Yarrow forced a grin that showed far too many teeth. “Well, they’re not vegetarians like me. But don’t worry. I’ve got this!”

With surprising dexterity for his massive paws, Yarrow snatched up the bag of marshmallows and began juggling them, tossing them high into the air. “Oi, you lot! Festival rules. No eating the performers or their audience!”

Glowing eyes blinked from the darkness, and reluctant chuckles rumbled through the trees.

“He’s a top bloke, Yarrow,” the boy whispered to his sister, watching the yowie’s impromptu performance. “Rubbish at sneaking, but a cracker at juggling!”

“I heard that!” Yarrow called, not missing a beat with his marshmallows. “Been flat out like a lizard drinking trying to keep me cousins from pinchin’ your Tim Tams!”

Even the bunyip seemed amused, its scaly head bobbing in time with the flying marshmallows. It
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