
 
 



Copyright © Drew Turney 
 
 
First published in Australia by psi Publishing and Design 
 
 
psipublishinganddesign.com 
falling.io 
 
 
ISBN 
978-0-9871945-2-7 
 
 
Cover photo by John Grainger 
Cover design by Drew Turney 
 
 
'Midmorning in the city, 2037' 
Photography by Mark Merton 
Digital art by Joe Beckley 
 
 
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in Falling are 
fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased) is 
intended or should be inferred. 
 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including 
photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, 
without the prior written permission of the publisher. 
 
 
The moral right of the author has been asserted. 
 
 



 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 
 Fear overtook Sydney one warm spring afternoon when the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge trembled, shook, and went crashing into Sydney 
Harbour, changing Dale Milling's life forever. 
 For the better or worse, he was never quite sure until the day he 
died. 



2 
 
 Her words rang in his ears as he mounted the concrete steps from 
Cumberland Street to the highway above. 
 'I can't wait to see you,' she'd said on the phone, 'You got me 
thinking about last Saturday in my bedroom and I've got myself all horny. 
Can't we go straight home instead of going out so we can finish what we 
started last weekend.' 
 Yes, Dale thought, that sounded good. 
 The first few times they'd gone out they'd had dinner or gone to the 
movies, but with her parents out for the night, tonight was going to be 
something else entirely. 
 They weren't so young they had to sneak around hiding from 
parents, but they were young enough so that a time and a place to be 
alone felt like the most important thing in the world. 
 At lunch he'd had flowers delivered to her office, a bunch of mixed 
irises secured with a little plastic loveheart on an elastic string. 
 She'd called him squealing with excitement, saying she loved them 
and confessing in a low, quiet voice with her hand cupped over the 
mouthpiece and a wicked smile in her voice that she'd been thinking 
salacious thoughts. 
 They'd meet at the same spot they had for other dates, halfway 
along the eastern walkway of the Harbour Bridge, where they'd walk 
leisurely back into the city to see a movie or have dinner in Chinatown. 
 Only this time, her parents were going to a work function of her 
father's, and staying at the hotel venue overnight so they didn't have to 
drive home. 'Are you sure you wouldn't rather stay in town and go to a 
movie?' she'd said earlier that week. He'd smiled to himself. 
 Fuck the movie. 
 He'd gone to her place the previous Saturday night and after three 
or four outings – the last two of which had ended with protracted and 
languorous French kisses on doorsteps – nature had nearly overridden 
everything. They'd been rolling around on her bed, legs and tongues 
entwined deliciously. 
 Her shirt was off and her breasts spilled over the top of the lace of 
her bra as if yearning for his grasp. His penis was a hot, hard rock 
crushed indignantly against his stomach as she pressed it, encircling it 
through his pants to tease him. 
 They'd been that way for 20 minutes or so, panting with excitement 
and wondering if they dared go further, when the thumping of her father's 
footsteps on the stairs had quickly extinguished their ardour. 
 Dale had never lost a hard-on so fast in his life. 
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 He hefted his backpack, smiling to himself. At this hour the bridge 
was as full as it ever got, a microcosm of Sydney itself passing in an 
endless parade of cars, trucks and buses. 
 But he ignored them, his mind cast back to the maddening swell of 
skin above the edge of her bra as he passed the pylon and the beginning 
of the arch. It felt like something was going somewhere with her, and 
Dale wasn't like most guys his age – or at least the guys his age as TV 
and movies depicted them, trying to trick anything on two legs that 
showed him a modicum of interest into bed. 
 The bridge reached into the sky like a temple, the enormous dinner 
plate-sized rivets holding the jumble of metal together growing smaller 
until he could hardly see them.  
 He was gazing deep into the architectural symmetry when a 
fleeting thought popped into his head – 
 sudden movement? 
 – amidst his train of thought and was gone just as quickly. 
 He looked down at where their meeting place lay ahead, right at 
the halfway mark, wondering if she was already there.  
 There was a group of people standing not far away. With their 
casual shirts and camera bags it looked like a family of tourists. They 
were all staring towards the north, in the direction Dale was walking, and 
something about their stance made it look like they'd stopped suddenly to 
look at something that had alarmed them. 
 Only the young husband dropped his eyes to Dale as he passed, 
shifting from one foot to another as if breaking out of hypnosis. 
 As he passed them Dale threw a cursory glance up into the criss-
crossing beams of the arch, towards where they'd been looking, seeing 
nothing and looking back down at the path, his mind returning to her 
bedroom. 
 The next thing that happened was the beginning of the nightmare 
that was to last the rest of Dale's life. 
 A dozen or so steps later, the path shook – hard. 
 It was probably no more than a strong gust, but Dale's hand shot 
out to grab the rail in fright. 
 His heart lurched in his chest for a second. When you're only 
centimetres from a 160 foot drop, sudden movement can be scary. 
 He looked back in the direction he'd come, wondering if the family 
of tourists had felt it. 
 Still, had it been the wind? He hadn't felt a gust... 



 He dismissed the heavy clang that rang out somewhere ahead as 
construction on the lower north shore, but the crash that followed was as 
shocking as a slap across the face. 
 It wasn't a heavy crane or the muffled clatter of an industrial drill. 
It was the sharp, glassy sound of metal hitting a hard surface, loud 
enough to ring out violently. 
 From further down, in the direction the sound had come from, 
shouts and squealing tyres drifted towards him. 
 His eye was drawn upwards towards the arch and his mouth fell 
open. 
 A thudding, ringing arose in his ears – not the same sound as the 
crash but his heart starting to roar in rising terror. 
 The upper arch on the northern end of the bridge was falling apart. 
 A gap had opened amid the beams, small pieces of metal raining 
down from it as if there'd been some violent blow. 
 Car horns blared from the highway and Dale looked down to see a 
huge twisted beam laying across two lanes, cars banking up either side. 
The boot of a small sedan was bashed in almost beyond recognition. 
 His mind danced crazily as he searched the arch for more danger, 
the path beneath his feet still rocking from the crash. 
 His knuckles were white, his hand was still clamped tightly to the 
rail and thoughts spun together in his head. One was his voice, the other 
someone else's – 
 relax, it's only a beam, just one whose rivets rusted away or 
something, that's all, nothing... 
 london bridge is falling down 
 But it wasn't all. 
 More beams came loose in cobwebs and fell through the arch. 
Ancient chords of crashing iron filled the sky and the singing in Dale's 
head trebled. His heart pounded against the inside of his ribcage in 
uncomprehending terror. 
 The cascade of metal tore more beams loose. Screams rang out as 
more debris crashed to the road. 
 The bashed-in boot of the sedan had been almost tangible. This 
wasn't an action movie with cars smashed by the dozen, it was real life. A 
bashed-in boot was a bad enough accident for real life. 
 But now it looked like it was going to get a whole lot worse. Bad 
enough for people to get killed. 
 Might I, Dale thought, his attention only now decoupled from 
sexual fantasy, stand here and watch people die? 
 Die myself? 
 The falling metal became a rain upon car rooves and the road and 
the screams of horror turned to screams of agony and panic. 



 A long, thin beam hit a panel van horizontally, shearing its back 
half cleanly off in an explosion of glass. 
 Another hit the roof of a bus, the windows popping out in a glass-
burst. 
 It lurched violently and toppled onto its side, its service number 
and destination Circular Quay the only things connecting Dale's mind to 
reality. 
 Then the shaking hit. When Dale looked up again he saw the arch 
starting to crumble away like it was being slowly erased, more beams 
letting go and knocking others loose. After standing for nearly 90 years it 
suddenly seemed as thin and fragile as a matchstick model. 
 The overturned bus was covered with tiny screaming figures when 
a starlike group of beams cartwheeled through the air and hit it. 
 30 or 35 feet long and probably weighing about five tons between 
them, they hit the bus and struck many of the people scrambling to get 
out or away from it. 
 Dale watched in dreadful fascination as most of the figures rolled 
slackly off onto the asphalt and didn't get up. 
 From somewhere, he tried to think. A single shred of rationality 
came through to him. 
 An asphalt road wouldn't survive a barrage of tens of thousands of 
tonnes of metal raining down on it. Not even with the supporting 
structure holding it aloft from below. 
 And he was still standing there like an idiot, watching like it was a 
disaster movie about the Harbour Bridge falling apart. 
 Except it was real. 
 But even that wasn't the worst part. Their meeting spot, halfway 
along, was right there underneath it. 
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 Dale let out a sound like a sob, but it felt more like air being 
squeezed out of an old, failing bagpipe. Tears sprang forth like someone 
turning on a tap. 
 Her office was on the north shore so he was approaching their 
meeting point from the south, as always. Might she already be trapped? 
 Trapped amongst the iron tearing holes in the road and car tyres 
screaming as drivers ran into other cars or people as they tried to get 
away? 
 If she wasn't already there, running for her life or worse, she might 
be standing down on Ennis Road, Milsons Point, where the stairs to the 
northern end of the bridge began, horrified like he was but safe. 
 Please, he pleaded as he wrenched his bag off his shoulders and 
dug frantically for his mobile, please God let her boss ask her to just do 
one more printout or send one more email. 
 Make her decide to go to the ladies to put lipstick on or go the food 
court at the bottom of her building to buy a bottle of fruit juice. 
 Anything to make her just a single minute late. 
 '-not here right now, leave me a message and I'll call you back!' 
came her chirpy voicemail message, the beginning cut off because when 
she recorded it she'd started speaking too soon. 'You know who I am,' 
she'd smiled when he'd teased her about it, kissing him. 
 Had she left her phone at work by mistake? No, it hadn't even rung, 
so it must have been turned off. 
 But why? Had she let it go flat, realising how low her battery was 
and figuring it didn't matter because she'd be with him soon? 
 Maybe she intended to recharge it at home later, maybe while he 
was touching parts of her he'd been dreaming about only a minute before. 
 Or maybe it was already crushed under a pile of rubble just a few 
hundred metres away. 
 While there was any chance she was up there, Dale couldn't make 
himself turn and leave. If he didn't go down there, he might never know 
whether he could have saved her. 
 But the thought of moving toward the hellish scene before him 
made him shudder. It reminded him of photos he'd seen of volcanic 
eruptions at Pinatubo or Mount Ruapehu. 
 As he put the phone back in the backpack, terrible billowing dust 
rose like smoke, rolling and squirming like a living thing, filling half the 
world and reaching up to the top of the sky. 
 Nothing so horrible should fill up so much of the sky, but that's 
what was happening towards the north. 



 And the part of the world that wasn't filled with falling metal and a 
chorus of violence – the half where Dale stood, holding the handrail in 
terror – was getting smaller. 
 If he ran into such bedlam to find her and got killed himself while 
she stood safe down on the street, she'd never know. 
 Another sob surged out of him like vomit. He couldn't bring 
himself to leave, but nothing on earth would possess him to move even a 
single step towards the sight in front of him. 
 The cloud had begun to drift out from the smashed metal and rock 
and was taking the sharp edge off the sunlight, making Dale feel he was 
in a dream. 
 As soon as he realised the splintering of the arch and rain of beams 
was creeping towards him, the shaking on the path became a quake. 
 Panic hit. 
 A beam crashed to the ground not fifty metres away and he saw the 
shower of dust and shards of asphalt clearly. 
 It was Dale's body rather than his mind that spoke. If you don't get 
off here, it said, you're going to die. That's the only thing you can be sure 
about in all this. 
 The act of letting go of the rail felt like one of unimaginable 
bravado. He turned, didn't even feel himself kick his bag aside where he'd 
dropped it, and ran. 
 The path was like a theme park ride sending him flailing back and 
forth. He tried to stay upright as heavy blows underneath the path joined 
the shaking, as if the underside of the bridge was being struck with a 
giant mallet. 
 Sucking in heaving breaths laced with the taste of terror, Dale 
realised it was the road and its supports underneath him starting to break 
up. 
 He threw a panicked glance over his shoulder at a new sound 
behind him, a thick rumble as big as the whole harbour. 
 Through the thickening dust and fracturing arch he could see 
sandstone and mortar falling from the northeast pylon. Jagged cracks ran 
down the old stonemasonry, explosions of dust billowing as it crumbled. 
 Dale turned back and put all his concentration into running. He 
tried to imagine the number of people dead so far but stopped as soon as 
the thought occurred to him, knowing it would send him insane in a 
heartbeat. 
 The safety of the end of the path was still a hundred metres or more 
in front of him. He threw another look over his shoulder, seeing the 
supports holding up the northern half of the arch begin to buckle as one. 
 A dreadful bong as loud as a supernova crashed out and the metal 
started to crumple faster as the arch started to disintegrate into pieces. 



 All fifty eight thousands tons of it, falling towards him. 
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 Dale couldn't feel the tears streaming from his eyes or the dried 
snot caked to his top lip. He heard the metallic shriek as the vertical 
supports gave way, popping outwards like uncooked spaghetti over the 
water and across the litter of smashed cars below. 
 He screamed just to try and drown the sound out, determined not to 
look back. In doing so, he didn't see the whole northern half of the arch 
structure come down in pieces, crashing onto the road like the world's 
biggest, gloomiest hanging chimes. 
 The southern end of the structure stayed intact – barely – letting go 
of the northern half as it fell, the vertical supports closer to Dale looking 
like they were seconds from giving out too. 
 There was a roar across the other side of the roadway he thought at 
first was coming from the bridge behind him, but as Dale glanced to his 
right he saw a horror more unimaginable than any other. 
 A train rushed past towards the north, straight towards hell. Dale 
had a crazy urge to scream 'no' at it, and even as the train slowed he could 
see it was hopeless. 
 Pieces from the northern half of the arch still rained down, a 
shower of iron bars the size of heavy hand tools clattering to the road 
right beside him. The possibility he might be killed came into a strange 
new focus for him. 
 Despite his panic, it had been too surreal to really believe. But 
pieces of the ruined structure falling around him now were big and heavy 
enough to break bone, shear open skin or split open his skull. 
 Are these the last few seconds of my life? he thought. Should I turn 
and face my doom with dignity? 
 With half the structure gone, the rest of the arch was falling apart 
even faster. And he was under it. 
 The train, its brakes now squealing, trundled towards a gaping hole 
torn through the bridge in its path. Both tracks and one lane of the 
highway beside it were a cavity of twisted metal and asphalt. 
 Dale watched with disbelieving eyes as it plummeted matter-of-
factly off the edge, one carriage after another sliding away like a noodle 
down some giant phantom mouth. 
 The trailing end of the roof on the last carriage clipped the opposite 
edge of the hole with a piece of its roof and the exposed electrical 
transmission apparatus exploded off. 
 Dale didn't even realise he'd stopped to watch the train with 
sickened fascination until the path took another stomach-plunging dive 
downwards into air now choked with dust. 



 As soon as he realised he'd stopped, it struck Dale he had to get 
moving again, but with a fresh wave of panic he realised he didn't know 
which way was which. The dust, confusion and noise blotted too much 
out. 
 On the road to his right, two cars had collided trying to escape – a 
navy Lexus and an overturned white Mitsubishi Colt. 
 They'd slammed into each other so hard the Colt had overturned, 
the front driver's side corner smashed into a twisted wound and the 
bonnet hanging open. The horn sounded from inside the engine bay 
somewhere, quiet and wavering like the last cry of a dying animal. 
 Dale got something close to his bearings as he saw the body on the 
other side of the Colt. 
 It was of a well-dressed, middle aged man in a suit, and in the 
millisecond Dale's eyes fell upon the man before he started to run again, 
he saw how the man had died. 
 Something – maybe the Lexus – had hit him and taken one of his 
legs clean off just below the knee. Judging by the small lake of blood 
around the man's stump he'd died of rapid blood loss, trying to drag 
himself away despite the horrific injury. 
 Even worse, the man's face was turned Dale's way, streaks of blood 
painted across it like a veil. So for a split second, when Dale ran past 
what would have been the man's field of vision, the dead eyes seemed to 
stare straight through him. 
 A cold shudder rocked him. Even amid the terror it made Dale felt 
like the gaze had marked him in some way. 
 After glancing to his left, he saw with a wave of relief he'd passed 
over the harbour's edge. He was somewhere above the tiny lane of 
Hickson Road's northern end. 
 In a few seconds he'd be safely past the southern pylons and out of 
danger. 
 But the screech of splintering rock told him the northeast pylon 
was giving way across the water, and he knew he wouldn't be safe until 
he got off the Bradfield Highway altogether. 
 The movement of so much weight could bring more than just the 
arch down. Maybe the whole span would collapse, with him on it. 
 He glanced behind at where he'd been just minutes before, where 
the family of worried looking – 
 my god, they saw this starting, they saw it! 
 – tourists had stood. 
 It was now nothing but a lurching, groaning surface littered with 
debris. 



 A cyclist sped past towards the city on the opposite path, and Dale 
couldn't see anyone else between him and the deluge. For all he knew he 
was the only person alive between here and Milsons Point. 
 The thought would have made him feel horribly alone on top of 
everything else at that moment... 
 Except he heard voices. 
 Through the misty gloom of his tears and the dust he saw people 
down the path, beyond the southeast pylon. 
 Two young, professionally dressed women, a young man with 
boots and torn, blotchy jeans and a middle-aged jogger in sneakers and 
white shorts were yelling at him. 
 He could only hear snatches of their voices through the thunder 
around him, but as he turned to them they gestured frantically for him to 
go to them. 
 With so much of his mind struggling to process the nightmare 
around him, only a few brain cells realised – they were calling him to 
safety. That was the way he should run! 
 Dale felt his feet turn and his smart brown shoes were slamming 
down on the cement path, the southeast pylon passing on his left and the 
people drawing closer. 
 But he never got there. It all happened so fast. 
 An excruciating shudder rocked the bridge under him, pitching him 
forward. The path ahead cracked completely open, a long scar splitting it 
in two. 
 The gap across to the other side was only metres – if he'd still been 
steady on his feet and running at top speed he might have been able to 
make it if he jumped. 
 But with his legs kicking to try and gain purchase on nothing at all, 
Dale toppled into the hole. It swallowed him up and spewed him out into 
the open air under the road. 
 He spun a single somersault and seemed to freeze. 
 In a microsecond of silence and peace, everything became hyper-
real, startlingly clear. 
 He had time to notice the underside of the highway and the jagged 
gash he'd fallen through a few metres up, the splintering metal of the 
support structure under the road. The ground far below. The buildings of 
The Rocks and Dawes Point. Even cars banked up around the Quay, 
drivers milling around in impotent horror. 
 It took a heartbeat for Dale to fully understand there was nothing 
for him to hold onto any more. He was going to fall... 
 And then he did. 



 His mind buzzed and was useless. His bowels and bladder let go. 
The ground wasn't still anymore. Dawes Park was racing upwards at light 
speed. 
 Dale plunged, arms flailing, trying to turn to the side and squeezing 
his eyes shut just metres before his right side struck... 
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 Dale had no grasp of what was happening to him at the time, as if 
his mind had already shut down to spare him. He turned to protect his 
face, closing his eyes and drawing his hands up in reflex, and he hit hard 
enough to feel the ground move under him. 
 With his mind floating somewhere far away, Dale's physiology 
experienced more instantaneous change than it had since he'd been 
conceived. 
 His head slammed down on his left hand, splintering every bone in 
it and fracturing his skull. He suffered bruising of the brain tissue and 
would go on to beat 70 percent odds at having permanent and severe 
brain damage. 
 His body mass virtually crushed his right arm, the bones in it 
pulverising the surface tissue and skin. Several things in his chest and 
abdomen ruptured and squirted noxious liquids throughout his torso. 
 There were crisp snaps in both his neck and the small of his back 
that he heard inside his skull like someone breaking florets of raw 
broccoli. Every bone in his right foot broke, his ankle splintering to such 
an extent it would be replaced with an articulated implant made from 
ceramic and titanium wire. 
 His knee shattered in seven places, the tibia in eight places. Falling 
on his hip almost destroyed his pelvis, the entire right side of it virtually 
exploding into fragments inside him. 
 Almost every one of his right ribs broke cleanly off, several of his 
left ones following suit from the impact of his left arm on his side. 
 And that was just on the inside. His right shoe simply let go of his 
foot, witnesses noticing later the leather had split from the toe to the 
laces. 
 His head had almost crushed the leather wristband on his left arm 
completely flat, splitting it in two places. 
 The shirt beneath his right shoulder literally blew apart, fibre by 
fibre. One of the corners on a fifty cent coin in his pocket gouged a piece 
out of a twenty cent coin beside it. 
 When Dale started to move a second or so later, the next wave of 
injuries descended, like the jagged stub of a rib puncturing a hole through 
his lung or the blood filling his mouth after the impact sent his tongue 
through his clenched teeth, shredding it. In his unconscious instinct to 
start breathing again he spat a mouthful of blood down his chin and neck. 
 He rolled/collapsed onto his back, further rupturing and straining 
his injuries in a series of clicks, snaps and dislocations. Icy blades of 
agony came to life in networks throughout him as wounds split or opened 
further. 



 He'd heard the screams of onlookers watching his horrible fate as 
he plunged through the air but he hadn't registered them and still couldn't 
hear them as they closed in now. 
 His eyes saw vague colours and shapes through pools of tears from 
pain and shock. His breath grated from his lungs in hitching, racing 
gasps, like a tiny boy on the verge of tears. They were occasionally 
broken by long, agonised moans and deep sobs that further tore his lungs. 
 Blood seeped from his nose, mouth and a dozen other wounds. The 
back of his right hand, his right thigh, a spot on his side where a splinter 
of rib had pierced his skin and his entire upper right arm were already 
caked in it. It flooded together with the explosion of urine and excrement 
that soaked his pants and the bottom of his shirt. 
 His mind was numb with shock and still buzzing uselessly like an 
untuned radio turned on at full volume. It knew only pain like hot 
fireworks throughout his body. 
 Snatches of words and phrases floated through the cocoon of 
disbelief and shock. 
 – is he all right? 
 dead 
 breathing 
 shit himself 
 Christ, call an 
 need help 
 hear me? 
 don't move his – 
 Vague shadows moved into his field of vision. His head was lifted 
gently and something soft put behind it, his shirt and tie were undone and 
cool air touched his chest. 
 His foot was gently cradled and several areas were dabbed with 
soft cloth. Careful fingers brushed hair off his forehead and soothing 
voices spoke incomprehensibly to him. 
 But he just kept hitching pained, urgent breaths, his body fighting 
but preparing to die. 
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 The southern half of the arch quickly followed its northern 
counterpart, crumbling and crashing to the road, obliterating the span and 
sending the last few thousand tonnes into the water, plumes of spray like 
new year's eve fireworks rising over the harbour. 
 The northeast pylon gave up its 86-year hold on the Bradfield 
Highway and crumbled across Milsons Point and into the water with a 
heavy, sluggish rumble. It sounded like the overlong crash of far-off 
thunder. 
 Along with the orchestra of sirens were the screams – of the hurt 
and dying and those in the first, too-bright stages of deep trauma. 
 Over three hundred thousand pairs of horrified eyes watched it. So 
did over sixty thousand cameras from the smallest mobile phone to the 
dozens of pro models. So did four thousand video cameras, wielded by 
anyone from bystanders to weather choppers crewed with soon-to-be-
famous reporters. 
 The world watched as the Sydney Harbour Bridge collapsed, 
taking 583 souls with it and making Friday, October 4, 2019 yet another 
day of infamy. 
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 The dust gradually cleared over the next hour, most of the rubble 
having fallen into the water, and the sun shone down again on a very 
different sight. 
 The two southern pylons were pock-marked but standing. The 
tattered remains of the span, held together by a few stubborn shreds of 
roadbase and supports, hung off them into the harbour. The water 
streamed slowly off towards the heads with the tide, covered with a coat 
of concrete dust, cars that refused to sink, flotsam and bodies. 
 But it was all lost on Dale Milling as he lay broken in the middle of 
Dawes Park. As one of the few survivors to reach dry ground, he was the 
first one a TV crew got to. 
 When they arrived the ambulance crew had barely started bouncing 
over the uneven ground of the park after leaving Hickson Road, so it was 
his pain and the anguish in his tortured eyes that became the human face 
of the event. 
 He was the focus of the news reports for weeks and the eight-page 
spread in the paper later that evening. In a magazine article he'd read 
years later about paparazzi photographers, he'd learn the famous picture 
of him had been sold and resold among news agencies worldwide for 
over two million dollars in just under four hours. 
 But he was unaware of the cameras snapping him incessantly as 
people tried to help him or bring him back to life. He had no notion of the 
reporters yelling things like 'what was going through your mind?', and 
'will you be taking action against the state government?', or the shoving 
match that broke out when onlookers decided the reporters had gone far 
enough. 
 He didn't remember finally – carefully – being bundled away and 
spending the next three months in hospital. He didn't remember the 17 
operations, two transplants, 12 grafts or over 400 courses of drugs. 
 Throughout most of the media circus that would make his small, 
agonised face famous, Dale wasn't even conscious. 
 He finally awoke – paralysed from the waist down, terrified by 
most of the world around him and haunted by what might have been. 
 There were constant visits by doctors and trips to hospital. At night 
the pain kept him from lying in one position for more than an hour and he 
tossed and turned, trying not to cry anymore. When he finally fell asleep 
the night terrors and dreams gripped him, wrenching him out of sleep and 
back into his smashed body for more torment. 
 It was hard at the time to decide which was worse – the waking 
hours or the nightmares. Every day was marked by constant pain and 
every night he relived it all over again, haunted by dreams of falling. 



 Falling to what might as well have been his death. 
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 Away in the deepest pits of his mind Dale fell, screaming, before 
smashing to the ground. He snapped awake, awash with sweat, his 
reflexes struggling to drag him upright. 
 His rise to a sitting position was a small battle, restricted by the 
calculated hydraulic whirr from the machine in his back, more a feeling 
than a sound. 
 Once upright and with his back immaculately straight, Dale stared 
into the darkness of his tiny flat while his heart subsided. 
 He turned his head slowly towards the window next to the bed, 
looking through the sheer, cheaply embroidered curtains into the night. 
His neck had long since healed but it was often stiff when he woke up 
after his nightmares, and if he moved his head too quickly it could give 
him a painful twinge. 
 From the rest of the flat the view through what he called his bed 
window was of the apartment building next door, but sitting up in bed let 
you look along the plane of the window and see a little of the street out 
the front. At this hour the view usually contained a couple of parked cars 
and the streetlight that cast a strip of fluorescent light onto the wall above 
the small bedside table. 
 When he wondered what the time was, Dale could look at the clock 
on the bedside table, but you could also see a small patch of stars past the 
roof, and the pattern he saw told him the time pretty accurately. Years of 
unwittingly recording the heartbeat of the world had made things like the 
positions of stars out his window long since familiar, and he guessed it 
was between three and four. And at that hour of the day the exact time 
hardly mattered. 
 The window on the flats opposite was dark and impenetrable, as of 
course it should be. The young couple who lived there would be fast 
asleep, bodies busily preparing themselves for another day in the world 
after they left at around eight o'clock. 
 Dale wasn't a stickybeak. He didn't need to be – like the stars, 
snippets and glimpses of the young couple had etched their routines into 
his mind without him realising. 
 Just as he started to shift sideways so he could stand up, an angry 
yellow glare erupted into the room. Dale's head unconsciously snapped 
around toward it, a stabbing thud jarring his neck. He winced and grasped 
his neck, suddenly singing in pain. 
 It was the light in the main room next door. The girl who lived 
there was walking through the room towards their kitchen. She absently 



scratched at her head, her hair a scrawled mess and her thin white body 
and smallish breasts free for him to see. 
 Dale didn't try not to look. He wondered (as any man would) what 
it would feel like to touch, kiss and make love to her. He wondered (as 
very few men of nearly 40 did) what it would be like to touch, kiss and 
make love to any woman. 
 For a long time it seemed the worst part of the wheelchair was the 
impotence that stung at the sight of a beautiful woman or an erotic 
thought. The pacemaker he wore during those 14 years kept his heart 
beating limply at the same rate, his lower body cut off and useless. 
 But now, when he bought a girlie magazine online or downloaded 
the odd adult film, he was still grateful to feel the torrent of blood 
streaming into the reservoirs of tissue in his penis. He knew enough about 
social culture to know plenty of women thought penises and erections 
looked ridiculous, but Dale didn't care what anyone said any more. 
Having one was a gift that given back to him as surely as the power to 
walk again, and after going without both for so long he never took either 
for granted again. 
 The girl walked out of her kitchen and as the light went out the unit 
plunged into darkness once again. 
 Dale ran a hand through his hair and swung his legs over the edge 
of the bed, leaning forward to grasp the rail and carefully dragging it to 
bring his weight forward. He stood up, feeling the hydraulics whirr 
steadily inside him again as they guided his spine upright, the brace 
holding it in one piece and the mechanics rolling in response to muscle 
pressure. 
 He stood to his full height and carefully stretched and yawned, 
mindful not to overtax the system. After the immobility of sleep, it 
needed to limber up. It was the last constraint he faced, the last difference 
between having the brace and having his own once-healthy spine in 
perfect working order again. 
 He'd had a long time to get used to it, and by the time he started 
shuffling off to the kitchen he'd already forgotten it was there, fixated 
instead on the glass of water he needed to freshen his mouth. 
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 He'd had a long time to get used to the wheelchair too, but it was a 
different world and he was a different man, not just because he was 
standing on his feet. He'd left home while he was still in the chair after a 
long period of healing. By 2025 he and his mum were still living 
comfortably on his pension and her carer payments, but he could see he 
was a burden on her. 
 After his dad had died so long ago he barely remembered him, 
Dale had always had a strong sense it was going to be he and his mum 
against the whole world, but he knew it was time to change his thinking. 
He prepared meals at every opportunity, tidied as much as he could and 
tried to trundle to the corner shops every now and then, but it wasn't 
enough to save his mother from being an almost constant nursemaid, 
especially in the middle of the night when his nightmares woke him. 
 She'd been a tower of strength once, the matriarch of his world, his 
first love, all that stuff they say about mothers. But she'd been growing 
more tired, and he didn't want to see her old and bent with fatigue 
because of him. He'd already taken more years away from her than he 
could ever give back. 
 On the night of her 53rd birthday, December 11, over crumbed 
chops and green salad and a little caramel mudcake with a candle, Dale 
gave her three presents. The first was a ceramic bowl with irises and 
roses painted on the outside for her to put potpourri in, as she'd been 
complaining for ages about having to use jugs and cereal bowls. The 
second was a tin of chocolates and the third was the lease agreement for a 
disabled persons unit, 20 minutes from their house, rolled up and tied 
with a red ribbon. As she'd smiled and started crying, Dale had held her 
and told her she was finished looking after him. 
 His pension gave him enough for food delivery, cleaning and 
laundry services that collected and changed sheets, towels and clothes 
and a little for a part time housekeeper. 
 He was left with a little over $340 a week. People were generally 
appalled at the amount, asking him how he lived on it, but they didn't 
know the truth of Dale's life. For the first few months he saved it to buy 
himself a media deck, appliances and furniture but after that he spent very 
little. It was surprising how you could get by without the life most people 
had of work, cars and mortgages. 
 He'd roll down to the shopping village now and then and get some 
ingredients to cook something rather than order, but even in the best of 
weather it was too tiring a trip to make too often. The shopping village 
lay halfway up a gently rolling slope and he sometimes imagined himself 
reaching the top of the hill, the pacemaker short-circuiting from the strain 



and the chair – with him in it, clutching his chest and gasping for air – 
rolling all the way back down into the path of a speeding car. 
 Every now and then he'd ask Julie, his housekeeper, to bring a 
bunch of flowers to brighten the place up, but aside from a few birthday, 
Christmas and one-off expenses, his money sat in his account with as 
little to do as Dale himself. 
 Cleaning and household chores didn't have to be done every day 
Julie was in so a lot of the time they simply talked. They talked about her, 
her parents, her course at uni and her no-hoper boyfriend, apparently 
selling drugs and often in trouble with the police but who she seemed 
either too scared or not bothered to get rid of. 
 She knew him from the media coverage she remembered as a 
young teenager and as she washed, ironed, opened mail, filed papers or 
vacuumed over the course of a few years they'd become quite close. 
 When Julie would leave for the day Dale would feel a mixture of 
relief and disappointment. Talking about everything from the weather to 
his recovery after the bridge collapse was exhausting but also therapeutic, 
and apart from his mother Julie was his only real conduit to the outside 
world. 
 Sometimes she came in a rotten mood and she wasn't the most 
reliable, occasionally calling to say she couldn't make it because her 
boyfriend was in court or had been kicked out of home and she had to get 
him out of trouble. But for several years of his life she was most of what 
he'd had. Since he'd been given his legs back they'd spoken once or twice 
– she finally did get rid of the boyfriend, did a degree in criminal law, got 
married and was now working for a small solicitor in Parramatta. 
 These days life wasn't a lot different, except he could walk to the 
kitchen to get a glass of water instead of dragging himself into his chair 
and rolling there. He had TV, enough books to keep his mind from going 
rusty, and when his mum visited once or twice a week he'd make them a 
cup of tea or lunch and they'd talk about everything from the mundane to 
the momentous, all the while appreciating the years they'd been given 
together. 
 It was Dale's safe, enclosed little world, and he found himself as 
happy as he could be. 
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 He smacked his chops against the dry pastiness that made his 
mouth feel like it had been carpeted, leaving the light off and walking 
towards the sink, not in the mood for its sudden, piercing glare – the one 
next door had been bad enough at this hour. He groped around the 
draining board for a glass, filling it from the filter outlet and gulping it 
down gratefully, feeling the waxiness in his mouth dissolve. 
 Scratching absently at his crotch through his flannelette pyjama 
bottoms, Dale stared out the window over the sink at the billowing gum 
tree in the front grounds, letting the air of the small hours cool him after 
the warmth of bed and trying to let the fragments of the nightmare 
dissolve. 
 For the millionth time he reminded himself not only that he'd lived, 
but lived long enough to get the chance to live as he had before, the 
pieces put back together. His suffering had been relative. People had been 
sitting on the bus or in their car, deciding what to make for dinner, talking 
to their lovers or preparing for a client meeting when a wall of steel had 
sheared them or the person next to them in two, taking lives that had been 
peaceful a second before and soaking them in blood. 
 Or they'd been sitting on the train chatting to their friend, 
interrupted by the scream of brakes and the sensation of freefall. The 
crash would have been horrendous when they hit the water, and those 
who didn't die instantly with broken necks or impaled on the sharp edges 
of seats or fittings would have watched water cascade in as the train sank, 
clawing, screaming and clambering for air, treading on each other to keep 
their heads up as they gulped for their last doomed breath. 
 Dale blinked, tipping the rest of the water down the sink and 
returning to the living room. Instead of returning to bed he sat down at 
the desk adjacent to the kitchen and snapped on the desk lamp. 
 Reaching into the bottom drawer, he pulled out a large, overstuffed 
scrapbook, its cover emblazoned with photos of surfers, cyclists, roller 
skaters and tennis players, faded and dog eared after 15 years. 
 Sometimes the nightmare was too vivid, too strong, and the images 
stayed with him for too long after he awoke. When they did he went to 
the scrapbook. 
 At first the compulsion to relive the horror over and over again had 
frightened him, made him wonder if the accident had driven him 
psychotic or obsessive compulsive. But one of the many psychologists 
Dale had dealt with in the ensuing years gave a prognosis that satisfied 
him. The reason he felt so compelled to envelop himself in frightening 
and painful memories was to reach the end all over again. 



 In his school years, when he and his friends began to get their 
drivers licenses and buy their first cars, driving was their fun. Sometimes 
there were only three or four of them in one car, sometimes as many as 
20 all packed into rusty, battered late 90s or early century sedans with 
torn seats, oceans of empty junk food wrappers on the floors and music 
blaring from cracked speakers. 
 The best drives were at night, always to one of a few favoured 
destinations – into the city, through the port district along the edge of 
Botany Bay or south, through the Royal National Park and along the 
high, lonely coast roads towards Wollongong and beyond. 
 They'd leave the brightly lit suburbs and go plunging into the bush, 
speeding down the highways further and further into the grip of darkness 
as they talked about school, girls, rock stars and the future. When he had 
the back seat Dale would turn and look out the window to watch the road 
stretch off into the dark, the silent trees either side and cold, hard stars 
glittering fiercely overhead. 
 He'd tease himself, imagining being lost out here in the pitch black, 
fancying awful night creatures or flesh-eating zombies bursting from the 
trees to run after them. 
 And when they returned, more soft drink cans at their feet and the 
welcome lights of suburbia burning around them, Dale would feel what 
he eventually recognised as relief. He'd willingly put himself in death's 
grasp not for its own sake, but for the relief of returning to safety again. 
 He'd told the story of the drives to the psychologist years after the 
bridge and the man had understood immediately. He'd told Dale about 
men who cross dress, often the result of being bought up afraid of losing 
their masculinity by fathers who saw emotions as shameful. The reason 
they dressed as women, the psychologist had said, wasn't a desire to be 
one, but the relief of becoming a man again. It was a strong emotional 
characteristic, one we all possessed to some degree. 
 'The human psyche,' he'd explained, 'wants to put itself within 
reach of that horror, that unknown, whatever it may be, purely for the 
reason of returning to find that safe landing pad still there. It's your own 
reassurance of sanity, finding somewhere you can come back to in all the 
horrors your mind is capable of.' 
 He'd convinced Dale the same was true of his scrapbook, that he 
relived the horror and cried for lost chances because the end of the book 
was his reward – the truth that it really was over, that he'd come out all 
right. He'd told Dale there was nothing obsessive or unhealthy about it 
and he should do it for as long as it felt necessary. 
 Occasionally Dale wondered if that psychologist would say the 
same knowing he was still doing it over a decade and a half later, but the 
nightmares were still there, and the scrapbook still helped. Plus, he wasn't 



waking up in strange rooms splattered with the blood of young women he 
didn't remember strangling or butchering, so he figured his mental state 
could probably be far worse. 
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 Dale opened the book to the first page. The most recent article he'd 
never gotten around to sticking in was still inside the front cover. It was a 
story wedged between two square photos – on the left, the famous photo 
of him on the ground in Dawes Park and on the right, a picture of him 
standing proudly upright, the brace only four weeks old inside him. 
 The story had been a sidebar in a science magazine about the 
technology behind the brace, and he was the human angle. As always 
Dale smiled in amusement at the image of himself a few years younger, 
with longer hair and looking a little less weathered around the eyes. 
 When he turned the page, his smile disappeared. Stuck on the 
opening pages were the cover and inside cover of the early evening 
edition of the Daily Telegraph, Friday, October 4th, 2019. 
 The headline screamed BRIDGE FALLS. The smaller subhead 
read HUNDREDS DEAD. 
 And there he was, all seven columns and thirty centimetres of him. 
Bleeding, broken, crying, half dead, barely in focus and perfect for the 
whole drama. His 15 minutes of fame. The way the world remembered 
him. 
 It was of his upper half, taken from his right. It was shaky and out 
of focus the way photos of dramatic moments always seemed to be, as if 
he was a warzone victim or abandoned terrorist hostage. 
 He was on his back, his teeth bared, his face a grimace of pain, the 
explosion of blood that had been the right side of his head just visible. 
His white shirt was splattered with blood like a painter had flicked a 
brush at him. His right hand was a pulpy mess as it lay across his 
stomach, smashed almost flat and with the little finger sticking up as if 
taking tea with royalty. There was a blurred hand reaching for his head 
from the top left of the shot and the black shoe of someone standing 
nearby in the top right. 
 The caption read A city watches in disbelief as the Harbour 
Bridge collapses. And, inside a grey box across the bottom of the page, 
Full story, pictures pg 2-12. 
 The next page was entirely covered with a crystal clear aerial still 
of the bridge with half the arch a litter across the road and the water, the 
span littered with holes. Dale skimmed the main story, knowing every 
over-indulgent metaphor word for word – thousands feared dead 
...trembled and literally crashed into the harbour ...packed afternoon 
train plunged sickeningly... drowned or crushed to death by a 
downpour of steel shards. 
 The third spread of the report had two main pictures, one of the 
bridge intact with the caption Before, and in the opposite corner, the 



wreckage after it was all over with a caption reading After: 5pm 
yesterday. 
 The next spread was a series of eight photos in sequence of the 
bridge crumbling, taken from the deck of the HMAS Uluru, in port at 
Garden Island at the time. 
 He hadn't collected every clipping and report – the press had been 
full of them for months afterwards, and when he'd started the scrapbook 
the incident was almost four years old and it had been hard enough 
digging up as much as he had. 
 But the lawsuits, accusations and blame had flown back and forth 
like leaves on a jagged wind for years afterwards. Magazines had sat side 
by side in newsagents, one conservative cover asking Spot Riveting, 
Time to Rethink? While another shrieked Heartbroken Mother of 
Four Tells 'I Watched My Kids Fall To Their Deaths'. 
 And, like always, as he looked into his own agonised face on the 
front page, the fear gripped him, that feeling, now 19 years old, of 
desperate, grappling panic – 
 o god o christ help me i'm in midair and i'm grabbing but there's 
nothing to hold onto any more o god and i'm going to fall help me i'm 
going to fall so far o god 
 – and then (mercifully, he now figured), fear seemed to simply 
overload his mind. It hummed loudly and was gone. He remembered 
every detail until his last spin (surely it couldn't have been so slow!) in 
the air as soon as he'd fallen through the shattered path, the last instant he 
realised there was nothing to grab on to. 
 The next thing he knew, he'd woken up months later out of an 
induced coma, in agony that would take years to fully subside. His eyes 
would have seen the buildings rushing past, the ground streaking 
upwards. His limbs would have flailed and he would have hit the ground 
so hard he'd hear it break under him, sending up a plume of dust like Wile 
E Coyote in the old Road Runner cartoons. 
 He didn't know if he remembered it or if he'd just dreamt it up in 
the years since, but it was always that awful sound of his body hitting the 
ground, so loud it was like he was made of metal himself. So loud it 
drowned out the bridge falling apart above him. 
 And when he hit the ground in his nightmares, it was always that 
sound that woke him up. 
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 The scrapbook was a little over halfway full. The last article was 
from seven years before, a TIME magazine special on the defining 
disasters of the 21st century. It covered the 2001 terrorist attacks, the 
Boxing Day 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, the Northeast Japan earthquake 
of 2011, Shanghai's Jin Mao Tower fire in July 2019, the October 2019 
collapse of the Sydney Harbour Bridge just a few months later and the 
February 2027 undersea earthquake and tsunami that washed away half 
the Barbary coast of Northwestern Africa. 
 There were summaries from the final results of various enquiries, 
heartbreaking survivor accounts and photos that would only ever be 
passed around online – including one from a water police clean-up crew 
taken on October 10, a little under a week later. It showed a carriage of 
the peak hour train resting on the harbour floor, packed full of the bloated 
corpses of unfortunate commuters floating against the ceiling by the 
noxious gases in them. 
 A few more loose scraps followed the glued-in articles - mentions 
of the brace, the harbour tunnel bursting at the seams while taking the 
brunt of the traffic. Dale had kept them, thinking they were related, long 
before he realised they didn't really contribute to his erstwhile therapy. 
 The psychologist all that time ago had said Dale didn't have to 
worry about the scrapbook, but that guy – one of about six therapists in 
the years after the accident – didn't know that over time, a new purpose 
would evolve from it. 
 It started to remind him of the girl he was walking across the 
bridge to meet. Some fleeting connection in the news articles and 
printouts had dredged something up, and he held onto it tightly. It was all 
he had of her – for all he knew it was all that remained of her in the world 
at all, a half-remembered mental image carried by a boy she used to 
know, 20 years later. 
 His recovery had been terrible, both physically and mentally. The 
neurologist who'd been watching for encephalitis had explained that it 
made no difference how strong or important memories in your brain 
were, if an impact or trauma affected the wrong cluster of brain cells and 
dislodged or disconnected the neural map they contained, anything at all 
might be gone forever. 
 It was often the same with stroke victims, the neurologist had said. 
Not just memories but whole personality traits could disappear, manifest 
out of thin air or shift. 
 In Dale's case, memories he never seemed to forget were simply 
gone, from the trivial to the critical. Where he'd put the stapler that was 
usually in the desk drawer in the lounge room. The toy he'd received for 



his 10th birthday and played with until he wore it out – he remembered 
how much he loved it, its physical shape in his hands and even the feeling 
he had while playing with it, he just had no idea any more what it had 
been. He couldn't remember whether the Princes Highway or West 
Botany Street was the quickest way to the airport from his mum's place. 
 And he couldn't remember the girl. 
 He remembered the flowers he'd bought for her, the little elastic 
string that bound them together with the plastic loveheart attached, but he 
couldn't remember her face or her name. 
 He remembered his mum and he remembered how to dress 
himself. During the years that followed he came to understand it could 
have been a lot worse, but the girl would never get that chance. 
 If he'd plunged into the choking dust and the assault of sound, she 
might still be safe and well somewhere, right at that very moment. 
 When the nightly agonies of stillness during those early months 
settled in he sometimes punched his own splintered arm or pressed a 
finger deeply into his hip, screaming through gritted teeth as electrical 
lances jangled throughout his shattered pelvis. 
 He deserved it. If he'd gone in after her, she might be in a hospital 
somewhere recovering like he was. Or he might have died with her. 
 He deserved that too. 
 Psychiatrists joined the parade of doctors and specialists, all of 
them trying to convince him it wasn't his fault, but none of them knowing 
so any more than he did. 
 The image of her the scrapbook dredged up was also very specific. 
It was the closest he ever came to a complete picture of her, but it felt 
indistinct, the way dreams are about how we feel rather than what we see. 
However accurate it was, it was the same mental representation he had of 
her to this day. 
 Had the memory been from a birthday? An office party? A family 
gathering somewhere? Was it even a party? He didn't remember and it 
didn't matter. All the other details had been washed away like pictures 
drawn in sand, like everything else about her. He only remembered those 
few precious seconds. 
 She was in blue. It wasn't a quite a ballgown, but it was the word 
he always had to describe it. It had no straps, revealing the skin of her 
shoulders. The top edge hugged her chest halfway down the welcoming 
swell of her breasts and dipped down beneath her shoulder blades at the 
back. 
 The body fitted her, squeezing the inward curve of her waist, and 
the blue skirt billowed like an ocean, streaming out from the bodice 
around the outward radius of her hips. 



 He'd been watching her from across whatever room they'd been in 
and she'd turned to him, silky caramel hair spilling like a brook over her 
shoulder. She'd pursed her lips to blow him a playful kiss and then smiled 
at him, a dazzling, secret smile that looked – felt – like love. 
 He doubted very much the smile and kiss had been intended to 
promise a lifetime of happiness, but that's what it had felt like since. His 
memory of her face might have been all wrong, but one thing that was 
still as clear as fine cut crystal was what she seemed to embody, the 
vibrant bursting energy of youth, a world of possibilities yet to be 
realised. 
 That smile, blue dress and blown kiss felt like they represented all 
the chances he'd never get. When he got to the end of the scrapbook, they 
still felt like the most important things that had been lost that day. 
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 Under other circumstances he might still have access to pictures of 
her – it wasn't exactly the 19th century where you had to dig through 
paper archives for old daguerreotypes. He'd had plenty on his phone, but 
that was nothing more than a few rustproof components, probably still 
strewn across the floor of Sydney Harbour 20 years later along with 
thousands of others. 
 He'd also had a couple of pictures in personal folders on the work 
server, but six months after it was obvious he wasn't returning to his job, 
they'd sought his mothers' permission to remove his account. 
 Former colleagues had offered to forward the personal data he'd 
left there, but Dale – more concerned at that point with trying to lift a 
glass of water without screaming – said no, assuming it would only be 
old bookmarks, movie files of cats doing funny things and calendar notes. 
 He might have been able to get pictures of her from her family, but 
he'd never contacted them. Back when the scrapbook had started to 
remind him of her he thought of seeking them out, but it was already 
years later, and as more time passed it became harder and harder to 
imagine trying to find them. Asking for pictures hardly warranted 
showing up out of the blue after nearly half a decade. 
 Except that the scrapbook made him remember how much they 
were starting to like each other. In the couple of weeks they'd been seeing 
each other, they'd gone as far as they'd dared in empty train carriages and 
their own bedrooms. The very day the bridge decided to change the lives 
of everyone around it, she'd teased him with promise of consummating 
their desire that night. 
 Anyway, what if he contacted a family who was still doubtlessly 
healing and they asked him the same questions he asked himself every 
time; when she didn't answer her phone did you run forward to try to 
reach her? Or did you leave her there to die, all alone? 
 At some point he admitted he'd probably never try, papering over 
the shame by convincing himself it was because he had no idea how to 
track them down. Hadn't she said her mother had died when she was 
little? Had she mentioned a brother at some point? He didn't try too hard 
to remember. 
 Some time after that, he just stopped thinking about it. It was when 
he started to put the scrapbook together that he realised how much of her 
he'd lost, and the last times he'd looked at the official fatality list none of 
the female names on it were the least bit familiar. 
 Now, even if the picture of her in his head was a cipher for 
something else (maybe there'd never been a party or a blue dress. Maybe 
it had been a scene from a TV show Dale's memory had claimed as its 



own – after all the psychologists he'd talked to he knew how fragile and 
imprecise memory was), something of her deserved to exist, even if it 
was the guilt that occasionally overpowered him almost as much as the 
nightmares did. 
 Dale sighed deeply as he closed the book and dropped it back into 
the drawer. He snapped the lamp off and turned to look at the clock 
beside the kitchen door but it was invisible in the darkness. 
 He looked back out the window and noticed the first cool, salmony 
band of rose-coloured light on the horizon. It must have been between 
five and five thirty. He'd been sitting, reading and thinking to himself for 
over an hour and a half. 
 Dale walked back to bed, sitting down on the edge and swinging 
his legs up, yawning deeply. He could feel the few hours of lost sleep 
catching up on him already. 
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 At 10:51 the same morning he boarded a train bound for Town 
Hall station, his first in over a decade after so long using taxis and buses 
to get between home, his mum's place and various appointments. 
 He tentatively stepped through the doors and grabbed the metal bar 
in the centre of the vestibule area. The train swallowed him and a few 
other passengers, jerking roughly as it started off. 
 Dale jumped, startled, as the train began to move, walking to a seat 
to avoid the embarrassing glances of a few other people. Rail commuters 
were a subspecies all their own, and they could tell an outsider like a herd 
of gazelle smelling a predator. 
 He sat in the end of the carriage reserved for the elderly and 
disabled, a guideline he could see was largely ignored even though he had 
a sudden urge to turn to the young Asian woman beside him and tell her 
he used to be disabled, so it was okay. 
 Instead he watched trees, streets, cars, stations and people flicker 
by out the long windows opposite for a minute before going back to the 
news story he'd been halfway through reading on his phone. Dale's 
stomach clenched tighter, choked with butterflies, and he told himself 
again he was checking it to read the story he was halfway through, not 
just to make sure of the date again, even though he'd been counting the 
weeks down to this day. 
 The headline read Freeway Upgrade Bill Passed, and he returned 
to reading about the federal decision to repave and widen the M5 
Motorway by sections. The debate had been put on the political 
backburner since the election, but it had to be addressed some time, the 
Sydney metropolitan area now encompassing Stanwell Tops to the south, 
Gosford to the north, and well into the Blue Mountains. With a 
population of almost six and a half million the old expressway – 
unchanged since the early 2010s – was hardly adequate. 
 Before he could talk himself out of it, Dale glanced at the top of 
the screen to reassure himself it was indeed January 6, 2037, the day of 
his first psychological evaluation in a very long time. 
 The information pack from the NSW health department had 
advised him to treat the appointment like a job interview, not to be 
nervous (how the two could possibly co-exist Dale hadn't figured out) 
and that it was structured that way to get candidates for the Re-enabled 
Workers Scheme used to a job interview environment. 
 Like governments around the world had done when millions were 
able to leave wheelchairs to stand and walk again, the political leadership 
of New South Wales saw a goldmine of good politics. It could take credit 
for putting a whole demographic back into the workforce to answer the 



desperate call for non-skilled labour and save a fortune moving the care 
burden to the private sector in the form of salaries, slashing benefits and 
adding to the tax base. 
 'Soft' evictions from care housing began, pensions were ruthlessly 
cut and the ads encouraging businesses to employ ex paraplegics 
appeared everywhere. In one, two hard-hatted men worked side by side in 
a factory, performing the same task with the same speed above the 
strapline 'spot the difference'. Both men looked solemnly but proudly into 
the camera and the picture faded out to the words The man on the left 
has just spent 25 years in a wheelchair. 
 And the job of shepherding almost 7,000 former paraplegics 
through the employment machinery began. Dale received the letter in 
October telling him he was expected to attend a psychological evaluation 
and medical by the following March and get a job or be cut off from the 
generous auspices of state welfare. 
 He put the phone to sleep, unable to concentrate on the story he 
was trying to read, breathing deeply. The butterflies weren't because of 
the psychological interview – psychologists had cleared him as sane years 
ago. They weren't about the medical either, scheduled for a week or so 
after the psychologist's report and not likely to show up anything 
untoward. 
 They were because, pending a disaster, Dale could conceivably be 
a salary earner and taxpayer again by February, for the first time since the 
day the bridge fell 18 years before. 
 He'd be out there again in the world, no longer a little goldfish 
gaping in wonder from the safe haven of its bowl. The thought terrified 
him like he was a kid being dragged, crying and pleading, into 
kindergarten. He had no ability to relate to people. He had no idea what 
they were like, and he was afraid learning would be more of a shock than 
he could handle. 
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 When he stepped out onto platform 5 of Town Hall station soon 
after, the apprehension was still there, but now the fear he'd been pressing 
down started to rise slowly. He only had to board a train to North Sydney 
and get a bus from there to the Royal North Shore Hospital for the 
appointment, but his stomach knotted as he read the station names on the 
monitor – Wynyard, Milsons Point and North Sydney. 
 There wasn't even the slightest gap on the monitor between 
Wynyard and Milsons Point, but Dale knew what lay between them was 
enormous, and not just physically. 
 An ancient sense of doom, like a cold, steely hand, came up inside 
to seize his throat, making him feel horribly alone amongst the colourful 
billboard ads on the walls opposite, the constant drone of trains and PA 
announcements. 
 Milsons Point lay on the southernmost tip of the North Shore. 
Wynyard was the last stop this side of the harbour. Between them had 
once stood the Sydney Harbour Bridge, which had lived for only as old as 
the average human rather the centuries it should have. 
 But that was a long time ago, Dale tried to remind himself. This 
time he'd be crossing a different road spanning a different bridge. 
 It had once been called the Bradfield Highway, named after a man 
who's mark on Sydney was still indelible – NSW Department of Public 
Works engineer John Bradfield's 1915 report that first suggested the 
bridge also contained a plan to build a subterranean rail loop under the 
city, one that still existed more than a century later as the City Circle. 
 Now the road that replaced the Bradfield Highway was called the 
Port Jackson Highway, after the body of water is spanned. 
 And though the original bridge didn't have a formal name, the new 
one was officially named The Macquarie Bennelong Bridge, after the 
penal colony-era Sydney governor and indigenous leader. 
 Most people had colloquially called it the New Harbour Bridge for 
a little while – while the wound was still raw in the public consciousness 
– but before long most people just went back to calling it the Harbour 
Bridge, like its predecessor. 
 A rush of warm air scooted up the tunnel, ruffling hair, coats and 
old papers strewn across the tracks. Dale watched the front of the train 
appear in the dark like a demon with its grotesque configuration of 
unblinking white eyes. 
 He boarded with a midmorning mix of office workers, tourists, 
sightseers and shopping families. Dale smiled, catching himself. Stop 
being so observant, he scolded, or one day you might see something you 
don't want to. 



 He took a seat in the upper level beside a window and felt the train 
move off. As the platform disappeared behind him, the train pierced the 
darkness and he turned his face to the window, watching the white 
fluorescent lights along the tunnel's walls flash intermittently past and 
thinking about the interview. 
 Sunshine exploded into the carriage after a minute as the train 
emerged from the tunnel. Dale pressed his head to the window to look 
towards the front where the train was rising out of the underground trench 
towards road level. The butterflies were still there, but a new sensation 
joined them, deeper and more physical, as if his breakfast was suddenly 
much more active than it should be. The train began towards the pylons, 
cars scooting along beside him on the right. 
 The fluttering in his stomach became a jumping, the jumping a 
thudding jolt. Dale hitched in a breath as quietly as possible to try and 
suck the sudden pain out of his abdomen, but his stomach began to fold 
and turn, painfully. 
 The two south pylons whizzed past in carnival-like flashes of 
orange and the train started out across the water. Dale crossed his arms 
over his stomach, trying to ease it, conscious of the look of discomfort he 
could feel on his face. Though he'd never been back here since 2019, he 
knew the trip wouldn't be the same as last time. Before, after passing the 
pylons, you'd then see the jumble of iron as the arch began its long climb 
to its apex 130 metres above sea level. 
 Now, instead of a grand arch spanning the length, the new bridge 
had three vertical frameworks that echoed the shape of the old arch – a 
taller one across the centre of the span and two shorter ones towards 
either end. 
 Along with the rest of Sydney, Dale remembered the 
reconstruction well. The pylons were still stone, but instead of the charm 
of the original pylons' old-style stonemasonry the new ones were tall, 
slender spires of ochre and sandy hues that homaged Australia's desert 
interior. To most people they resembled square versions of the Saturn 5 
rocket that had gone to the moon. 
 The train passed the first vertical. There was only one track this 
time, the southbound track had been built across the other side of the 
span, riding and walking tracks outside the tracks on both sides. 
 Again something gorged up in his throat. The train seemed 
achingly slow and Dale felt certain he was going to be sick, the safety and 
freedom of Milsons Point seeming eons away. 
 To try and squeeze the pain out Dale closed his eyes tightly. What 
happened nearly made him cry out. It felt like two white-hot clamps were 
grinding at the back of his eyes. He'd never had a migraine, but he knew 
in a single searing moment he was experiencing his first. He opened his 



eyes and squinted at his fellow passengers. Nobody seemed to have 
noticed. 
 He leant his head against the window, panting softly, gazing at 
nothing and praying for the stabbing and hammering in his head and 
stomach to dissolve as the train passed the central vertical. It was the 
tallest point on the cable car, the final piece to be added to the new 
project. 
 The pylons were hollow, huge iron supports holding their lower 
sections firmly to the ground while the upper reaches contained visitor 
areas, exhibition spaces and the cable car ride. Inside each pylon, visible 
through the same arched opening of the old pylons, passersby could see 
the platforms of the ride, the gondolas wheeling slowly back and forth. 
 Dale had never been on it – he never wanted to be anywhere that 
high again, and as he passed the central vertical and the thought occurred 
to him, bitter bile started to bubble up his throat and he closed his eyes 
just a touch tighter, pleading for the feeling to sink back down but trying 
not to bring on the same stabbing pain in his head. 
 Each pylon had a cable car loading platform and the gondolas 
passed from one to the other for passengers to board before making their 
way across the bridge towards the platforms in the far pylons, the cable 
tethered to the underside of each vertical framework's nose cap. Passing 
below the central vertical, Dale knew, meant being almost 110 metres 
above the road. 
 The train finally passed the north pylons and began to slow 
towards its approach to Milsons Point. Dale stumbled out through the 
doors when they opened, trying not to barge people over but hurrying as 
fast as he could, fighting the feeling back and hoping the mens room was 
in the same place he remembered it. 
 Old memories from years ago (the automated gates to the platform, 
newsagency, ticket office) tried to make themselves known but he just 
kept his head down as he blundered through the door of the mens and 
crashed into a cubicle, emptying the contents of his stomach in heaving 
spasms while he held either side of the bowl, trying to breathe. 
 After a minute he was able to shuffle out to lean over a sink, 
splashing water on his face and rinsing his mouth out, breathing like he'd 
run a marathon. 
 A few people asked if he was all right, Dale smiling weakly and 
nodding. The headache was subsiding to a twinge and his stomach was 
settling, flopping every now and then like a dying fish. 
 He washed his face again, his mouth tasting much better, and stood 
up to dry himself and catch his breath. 



 But as Dale did so, his lower back – where the motor and 
mechanics of the brace had given him five years of faithful service – 
yelped loudly in pain. 
 It was the first time his back had hurt in 18 and a half years. 
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 The same afternoon, sometime after 1pm, Dale boarded a ferry 
from McMahon's Point bound for Circular Quay. 
 He tried to keep his mind on the interview. The psychologist had 
been a friendly and pleasant middle-aged lady and the whole thing had 
seemed to consist of chatting about how satisfied Dale was with his life 
and if he actually fancied working again. 
 It was also over quickly, the lady having a slight air of haste. The 
government had made a big splash on the program, she'd told him, and 
given themselves ample pats on the back, gala dinners and fact finding 
missions, but when it came time to get the work done they'd demanded 
cost cuts at every step and the number of interviewees to be processed 
versus qualified clinical staff was soon out of balance. 
 But every time he tried to replay any of the meeting and look for 
gestures he'd misinterpreted or things he should have said differently, his 
eyes strayed up to the looming figure of the bridge, not a hundred percent 
sure why he was avoiding it. 
 Just nerves, stress, winding down, he told himself, trying to 
override the disquiet down deep in the pit of his stomach. 
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 Dale arrived home with just enough time to get a taxi to Miranda 
for his monthly check up with his orthopaedic specialist of nearly 20 
years, Barry Paul. 
 During the summer of 2019 and 2020, while still in hospital 
recovering after the fall from the Harbour Bridge, Dale had been treated 
by Dr McGarry, the Milling family's regular doctor. 
 He saw Dale through his recovery, then referred him to Dr Paul, 
whom he'd seen once a month ever since. 
 He'd barely had time to sit in the reception area after waving at 
Barry's long-time receptionist Eileen when Barry came out, throwing 
Dale a quick hello salute as he escorted his last patient out. 
 Barry Paul was a huge bear of a man, six feet six inches tall, broad 
shouldered and wide around the middle, with a torso like a barrel. He had 
dark, piercing eyes and a wide but somehow elegant nose, his cheeks, 
chin and upper lip covered by a finely trimmed beard, as jet black as the 
hair on his head. 
 In the beginning, when Dale had been timid, unconfident and 
afraid of the world around him, Barry had almost frightened him. His 
sheer physical size had been domineering, and while his voice was 
neither loud nor harsh, it seemed to command authority coming from 
such a large, imposing head. 
 But that was all a long time ago, as much a part of history as the 
old bridge. Even before Dr McGarry had retired a couple of years ago 
Dale had been going to Barry for everything, from colds and flus to the 
cut on his leg that had bled slowly for three hours in bed because he 
couldn't feel it. 
 Barry was asking Eileen to send Mrs Pollard the appointment 
reminder for February the 24th and excused himself so the old lady could 
discuss Medicare benefits with Eileen, gesturing Dale over. 
 He sat down heavily in his chair after closing the door after Dale, 
sighing loudly. 
 Dale smiled, settling back. "Time to get on the treadmill, big guy," 
he said, helping himself to a jellybean from the pot at the top of the desk. 
 "Time to stop buying those bloody things for my desk all the time," 
Barry murmured, leaning forward to flick through Dale's paper file. 
 "I'm sure a handful of jellybeans make a huge difference to your 
size." 
 Barry smirked. "Might have to get in shape if I'm going to be on 
the lecture circuit soon." 
 "Really," Dale said excitedly, "they bought it?" 



 "The AMA's looking at it. They're the ones that submit it to 
journals overseas, you can do it yourself but you just end up in the slush 
pile with every crackpot undergraduate." 
 "What then?" 
 Barry shrugged. "If the business model in the article's well 
received, it could be all systems go. I can get a surgeon, get a physio, get 
a chiropractor, get a franchise license and have the only complete spinal 
treatment south of the city." 
 "'Spines R Us'?" Dale suggested, laughing. "Or 'Barry's Back 
Shop'?" 
 Barry smiled. "There's a long way to go yet. I've only just written 
the article. Plus, I don't know... I'm 59 this year. I'm too bloody old to be 
risking money on a new business." 
 "Van Gogh never knew he was changing art, but centuries later he 
had." 
 "Long after he died broke and depressed," Barry said with a wry 
smile, tapping on the keyboard in front of him. "But more importantly, I 
see here you had your psych exam today for the re-entry scheme?" 
 Dale hummed agreement. "Yeah, she seemed happy. I don't know 
what sort of assessment she could have made. It took 20 minutes and all 
we did was talk about mum, my flat and what I'm qualified for. Then 
when the results of that come back I go back for the medical, but I've had 
so many of them in my life I reckon I could swindle them even if I had a 
seeing eye dog and a triple bypass." 
 "You'll be gainfully employed again before you know it. The psych 
analysis won't show up anything they don't like. You're more balanced 
than most people in your position. Take those whackos in America suing 
the government after getting the brace for free for the emotional trauma 
of such a steep lifestyle change." 
 Dale chuckled, Barry going back to the computer record. 
 "I think something might need adjusting though," Dale said 
hesitantly. 
 "In your head?" Barry said, turning back from the keyboard as 
Dale helped himself to another jellybean. 
 "In the brace." 
 What flickered across Barry's face wasn't exactly worry, but it 
wasn't encouraging. Dale was sure his friend was thinking the same thing 
he was. 
 The brace had been fitted in 2032. The company that had 
developed it had gone into receivership and sold the lot to the giant 
American consumer goods company 3M a few years later, and even 
though it hadn't posed any problems, both men had agreed Dale should 
get the new generation improvements and parts available around 



Christmastime 2034 after the huge injection of development capital the 
product received by its new owner. 
 Among the improvements were newer, smaller, faster acting 
mechanics and an updated control box and microprocessor. The 
technology of the original box was already several years old and the 
update was reprogrammed for increased muscular response and better 
security against electrical overload. 
 With decades of manufacturing experience and global marketing 
clout the worldwide revolution in spinal prosthesis that should have 
happened when the brace was invented finally did. By mid 2036, 95 
percent of paraplegics in the developed world were on their feet. The 
figure in the third world was 34 percent, largely due to the work of relief 
and charity organisations. 
 3M embarked on an expansion effort that rivalled the expenditure 
of several small countries, installing, acquiring and deploying 
manufacturing, distribution, R&D and healthcare assets to keep up with 
the demand. A whole industry sprung up around the brace and products 
like it with new classes of insurance cover, financing and government 
liaison. 
 The brace assumed its place in the world and virtually replaced the 
wheelchair in everyday life, paraplegia relegated to medical history as 
surely as the Black Plague had been. 
 And throughout all that time, it had never given Dale a minute of 
discomfort or trouble. Not since the day in 2031 he'd sat in this very 
surgery looking at the blue A4 sheet with the intricate white diagram on it 
and looking up at Barry to say "What do you mean, my freedom?" 
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 "That diagram is a prototype designed by a team of orthopaedic 
PhDs from the University of Glasgow," Barry had replied all those years 
before. "They formed a company called MedTech PLC last year and 
released it commercially. A friend of mine from RPA told me about it, so 
I sent for some information." 
 "What's it do?" Dale asked. 
 Barry smiled. "Basically, it reconnects your spine." 
 Dale's eye widened the tiniest anxious but timid fraction. "So I 
can..." 
 "Stand," Barry finished, "Walk, sit, bend, run." He put his hands up 
in a warning gesture, foreseeing any dashed hopes, "Not like you used to. 
Not so efficiently. The spine has 26 connections, this has one." 
 But Dale was only half listening. 
 To stand. To walk. They were concepts he hadn't dreamed of for 
years. Paraplegia was supposed to be for life. He'd always believed so. 
Everyone had. Why hadn't anyone imagined one day – during his lifetime 
– technology would change that? 
 Barry reached across to the other side of the desk for a notepad and 
put it between them, starting to sketch on it. 
 "While it's sinking in, let me explain it," he said, drawing a long, 
thin vertical bar on the paper he then drew a line through. "Here's your 
spine, and here's where it's been broken. Now, the two clamps come 
custom designed to firmly grasp your individual vertebrae, one either side 
of the break. The rod in between them acts as your backbone, giving the 
same support to your body your spine used to." 
 As he spoke, he indicated the upper and lower clamps on the 
blueprint and the long support shaft. The clamps attached right below the 
neck and just above the pelvis. "The electrical impulses from the brain 
are transmitted as far as the first clamp, where the receptors take them 
into the wires in the support shaft instead of letting them continue down 
the spine. 
 "The microprocessor in the junction box-" he indicated a box about 
two thirds of the way down the shaft that showed a cutaway section, 
revealing a computer circuit board underneath, "decides which nerve in 
the spinal cord was being used and which wire to send the message down. 
Each major nerve is tapped by the wires, so the command is processed, 
the appropriate cable used, and the message passed back into the nervous 
system via the lower clamp." 
 "Your brain can't send messages to your lower body any more. It 
passes electrical impulses around the body through the amygdala and into 
the spine, but now the system's broken your muscles just wait forever for 



a command that never comes. This machine interprets and conveys the 
message, bypassing the break." 
 "Like having a second spine," Dale suggested, quite 
knowledgeable in the mechanics of the nervous and muscular system, a 
hobby very much in his own interests. 
 "Exactly," Barry agreed. "The two halves of your body that are 
disconnected in paraplegia are joined again. Your legs can feel, and your 
brain regains control of your muscles." He tried to read Dale's face for a 
reaction, but it was clouded over with concentration. 
 Dale reached out and tapped the diagram of the prototype with his 
finger. "So what are all these cogs for?" he asked, indicating the 
mechanics below the junction box. 
 Barry went back to his drawing and drew a dotted line that skewed 
forward from the shaft and a double pointed arrow between the two, 
indicating movement. "The mechanical system, the cogs and motor, 
become your waist. Obviously you can't sit and stand without bending 
your waist, and your spine can't bend itself any more, so with the 
message through the system, your muscles react to the commands. But 
now the shaft has to bend in place of the spine, so the mechanical system 
reacts to muscle pressure. 
 "The motor, here," he pointed to the small black box between the 
cog systems, one of which was on each side, "powers the mechanics and 
the computer and drives the vertical backwards and forwards according to 
your brain, and in turn, your muscles. It's got one of those eight hundred 
year caesium batteries or something... so, you can only bend your back at 
the waist, the rest stays dead straight, but..." he tapped the armrest of the 
wheelchair with his pen, "maybe better than spending your life sitting in 
this?" 
 Dale laughed lightly and nodded agreement, but he was unable for 
a second to speak further. 13 years of sitting, all but unaware of the 
wilted bags of muscle and bone sprouting from his waist, and now he'd 
walk again? The notion was a drumming in his skull like the onset of a 
sudden headache, and still he couldn't grasp it. 
 He shook his head a little to try and clear it. "Will it work? I mean, 
does this technology work?" 
 Barry shrugged. "People with amputated limbs and paraplegia have 
been controlling robot limbs with their thoughts in the lab since the 
2010s, but it's been pretty rudimentary. It's just taken awhile for a big 
enough commercialisation effort for the tech to be reliable enough and 
catch up to the theory. There also hasn't been anything this complicated 
before, but electronic prosthetics are pretty proven. There's a leg 
prosthetic that uses processors to adjust your gait, that's been around 



since the late 90s. Scientists have been working on using muscle impulses 
to drive motors for nearly 80 years." 
 "Why isn't this all over the news? 
 "They haven't run it very well," Barry said, opening the folder he'd 
produced the blueprint from. He spread out papers that included a 
professional looking letter with the words MedTech PLC in an art deco 
script and several papers with the crests of various UK government 
agencies on them. "They're scientists, not businessmen. It's doing better 
in the UK but they've had trouble getting funding and it's been in 
development for longer than it should have. They're no good at 
advertising, but the science and medicine behind it's good." 
 Dale still couldn't think what to say, fishing softly through the 
papers in the file and trying to take it all in. 
 When he looked up, Barry had been smiling. "Well?" he'd asked. 
 Dale hadn't been able to answer. 
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 But even then, deep down, he'd known what the answer was, even 
before he and Barry had spent so many evenings looking over the reams 
of information and the months of red tape while they thrashed out the 
administration and delays with health insurance companies, Medicare, 
MedTech PLC and the Australian Medical Association. 
 As an orthopaedic surgeon with a thirty-year career behind him 
Barry had been fully qualified for spinal surgery, but he still hadn't 
expected Dale to ask him to fit the brace. 
 They'd argued at first. As one of the first patients in the country to 
receive what promised to be a world-changing new technology, Dale 
would have his pick of the best surgeons in the region, and Barry didn't 
understand why his friend didn't want to take advantage of it. 
 But late one night a couple of days later, Barry suddenly 
understood. He was lounging in his study at home, leaning back lazily in 
the heavy, dark leather chair he'd gotten for his fiftieth birthday with his 
feet resting on the desk. There was a stubby in his hand and New Zealand 
was pounding Australia at the MCG. 
 He was trying to watch the game but his mind kept straying when 
he suddenly realised how frightened Dale must be. The question 'How 
would I feel?' popped into his head, and the answer hit him with such 
force he almost flinched from it. 
 He'd seen it a million times. When people were suffering or taking 
a risk for the chance of better health they didn't want miracles, they 
wanted familiarity. They'd rather put their lives in the hands of friends 
and lovers they trusted than those of the old New Testament God who 
had all the power in the universe but could be indescribably cruel. 
 Barry had phoned Dale the next morning at home to tell him he'd 
perform the operation. Comprehensive x-rays of Dale's spine had been 
sent to Scotland and MedTech had sent back a wooden packing crate the 
size of a coffin via a specialist medical courier. The box contained a 
sterile plastic balloon (in turn encased in polyurethane) that carried the 
brace, test equipment and installation tools and Barry and his crew 
practised with them for weeks until they knew them all backwards. 
 At the same time Dale was in the final stages of a rigourous 
program of physiotherapy and exercise and a nutrient rich diet. The 
muscles in his legs and lower body were going to carry his weight for the 
first time in 20 years, so they had to learn balance, weight distribution 
and harmony with each other all over again. 
 At 9:20am on June 6, Barry was finally lowering a scalpel toward 
Dale's back. 



 The clamps were fitted and in place by 12:40pm. Assisted by the 
electrocardiologist, Barry began connecting the wires with the spinal cord 
and completed the circuit that would give Dale's lower body life again. At 
8:10pm Dale's back was closed and stitched up. Two more hours were 
spent testing the limits and resistance of the brace and motor and the 
muscular response. 
 Dale was wheeled into his ward and put to bed, his anaesthetic not 
due to wear off until the following day, and Barry wrote notes and 
discussed the day with the doctors and nurses who'd assisted him until 
1:30am. 
 The next morning he made straight for the hospital, his heart 
pounding with anxiety. It was then he realised the true test had come and 
gone – Dale wasn't a patient any more. Barry held something in his heart 
for the man. He had put himself inside Dale's very flesh and become a 
living part of him. 
 He rushed to the correct ward and into the room to see Dale 
standing – 
 Good God, he was about six feet tall! 
 – on his own two feet, a young nurse holding his arm to steady his 
disorientation. The nurse was smiling up at Dale's face. Dale was crying. 
 In his confusion, Barry's heart lurched in his chest. Had the brace 
failed? Was it causing him pain? Dale looked up at him, his eyes bleary 
and lost, and took a tentative step forward on his shaking legs. 
 Barry felt tears well in his own eyes, fought for them to stop, but 
one spilled down into his black beard. 
 Dale stepped forward again, his back dead straight, his stance 
groggy and confused, and looked timidly down at his feet. The nurse let 
him go to Barry and covered her mouth with her hands, laughing, a tear 
spilling from her eye too. Barry opened his arms and Dale embraced him, 
the way men only do when emotion finally overcomes them, laughing 
and crying for a long, long time. 
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 And now, it had been five years since the brace had been fitted, 
ending the 15 years Dale had spent in a wheelchair after the accident. 
There'd been a few tics electronic or programming tweaks had fixed, but 
neither man had seen anything like what Dale had just described. 
 Barry shook his head with a reassuring smile. "I'm sure it's 
nothing," he said. "Let's do a bend test." He reached for a stethoscope on 
a little equipment rack at the other end of the desk while Dale stood and 
moved the chair back. 
 Barry put the diaphragm of the stethoscope on Dale's stomach and 
his hand against Dale's shoulder. Dale started to bend slowly towards 
him, Barry pressing slowly back, causing Dale's to press harder and 
making the mechanical system work harder in turn. 
 They repeated the action with Dale leaning backwards, then to the 
left and right, Barry watching for any signs the system was slipping or 
snagging. From the outside mechanical problems looked like hiccups, but 
through the earpiece Barry could hear the whirr of a perfectly running 
mechanical system. 
 "Feel any catching?" Barry said. 
 Dale shook his head. "Smooth as silk." 
 "Okay, sit up on the bed and I'll do electrical response." 
 As Dale sat on the short bed on the back wall of the surgery taking 
off his shirt, Barry produced the test apparatus from one of the cabinets in 
the surgery's anteroom, where he stored everything from syringes to 
anaesthetic gas tanks. He came back into the room with a device that 
looked like a set of earphones for a giant head, putting the pads on Dales 
sides, the cable plugged into a small portable terminal. 
 "What exactly happened?" Barry asked as the machine booted up. 
 "The problem in my back was only right at the end," Dale said. "I 
was going across the bridge on the train and started to feel really seedy. 
Sick." 
 "Throw-up sick?" Barry asked, tapping commands into the device. 
As always Dale felt a buzzing in his torso, the fluttery tickle that told him 
Barry had sent the charge from one pad to the other. 
 Like a weak lightning bolt, the charge went through Dale's flesh 
into the computer attached to the brace and into the pad on the other side 
of his body. 
 The result was sent to the screen of the device attached to the 
oversized earphones, telling Barry whether there'd been any errors linking 
the signal to the right nerve. If Dale tried to wiggle the toes on his right 
foot and he ended up slapping himself in the face with his left hand 
instead, the computer was seriously misinterpreting motor signals. 



 "Yeah," Dale answered. "In fact I did. I got off the train early and 
had to run to the mens room." 
 "That might just have been nerves. You'd never been back there... 
okay, start whenever you're ready." 
 Dale knew the sequence perfectly after doing the electrical test 
with Barry so many times, and started moving his limbs and extremities 
this way and that, one after the other, feeling the flutter in his back each 
time while the machine read the result and sent it to the terminal. 
 "Yeah, it just came on so fast. And it was so ...physical. I can 
understanding being scared, but not to the extent of having to run off a 
train to spew everywhere." 
 "We don't know what you still feel about it that might manifest 
itself physically. You've been to enough psychiatrists to understand 
phobias and transferred response. Ever hear about the man who can only 
orgasm while holding a train ticket?" 
 Dale laughed. "I'm glad I was only sick, then." 
 Barry removed the oversized headphones. "All right, that's all 
normal," he said, "sit down again and we'll do a quick diagnostic. What 
about your back?" 
 Dale returned to his chair beside the desk to sit while Barry bought 
the device and giant headphones across to put it on the table between 
them, returning to the case he'd taken them out of to rummage for more 
equipment. 
 "Well, I was just standing there, leaning over the sink washing my 
face. I'd walked from the toilet cubicle without any trouble, and then 
when I stood up..." 
 Barry was attaching two sticky electrodes to Dale's temples and 
plugging them into the terminal, looking at Dale expectantly. 
 "It hurt?" he asked. 
 "It was like something was stabbing me. No, not stabbing..." Dale 
splayed his hands out, as if trying to catch the right thought to articulate, 
looking at the floor for inspiration. "Right down, in my waist, like I'd 
been kicked." 
 "How long had you been leaning over like that?" 
 Dale shrugged. "Half a minute, no more." 
 Barry turned to the terminal and started to input commands on the 
small keyboard. "Well, it could still be anything so don't worry. It could 
be a pinched nerve, electrical surge, maybe just a muscular ache. Even if 
it was the brace, it's too well insulated to give you any real trouble. It 
might have just given you a twinge." 
 "What, you mean an electric shock?" 
 "Maybe," Barry said, tapping commands into the terminal. "How 
long did it last?" 



 "Only a second, it was just so sharp." 
 "Well the voltage is the right amount," Barry mumbled, tapping in 
more commands, "everything's in sequence-" Suddenly, "Jesus, you been 
sitting on top of your microwave?" 
 "No," Dale asked fearfully, "what is it?" 
 "This electromagnetic reading." Barry turned to Dale. "The brace 
has soaked up so much magnetism it's a wonder you're not at home stuck 
to your fridge door." 
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 It's a common fallacy night is black, but Dale knew better. Night 
was a blanket of aquiline blue that enshrouded the world and gave it a 
slow, dreamlike quality, extinguishing the colours of the daylight hours 
and sending them to another dimension, familiar objects mere shadows or 
outlines in the true world of the dark. 
 Only one reality of the other world remained – the glow of green 
light that emanated into the dark from the bedside clock. 
 It read 4:07 when Dale burst from under the covers, struggling with 
the clutches of the nightmare, trying to throw the sheets off. He was 
slicked with sweat, breathing in ragged gasps, his eyes fixed to the 
ceiling, knowing if he turned to look out the window he'd see that white, 
wrinkled face, split from the rank water, algae caked along its teeth and 
hair, fragments of white bloodless flesh flapping, hanging, eaten away by 
fish... 
 He rubbed his face hard, reaching for the lamp and clicking it on. 
In the sanctity of the light he turned to the window and his heart lurched 
as if bursting free as the dead face, two rotted chasms where its nose had 
been, stared back at him. 
 Dale hitched in a breath to scream, but as the folds of midnight 
fantasy peeled away and the horrible dead face revealed itself to be only 
the moon he rubbed his eyes, trying to press the dream from his memory, 
safe in his little island of light, his heart thundering. 
 It wasn't like any nightmare he'd had before. Normally his 
nightmares contained snippets of what had really happened. The running, 
the crashing metal. The falling. 
 This time he'd been travelling across the old bridge on one of the 
silver trains from the 1990s, but he was himself, not the 19-year-old Dale 
from when it had actually happened. 
 The train had been trundling along slowly when the clanging and 
crashing had started and the bridge began falling. People ran, screaming, 
cars screeched to sudden halts and beams and iron shards began to crash 
and clatter onto the roof of the train. 
 For the millionth time he watched the bus overturn, the spires from 
above crash down on the people trying to escape. He saw the train (the 
same train – because of crazy dream logic – he'd been in a moment 
before) plummet one carriage after another into the gaping hole on the 
edge of the bridge. 
 All the horrors unfolded in front of him, and suddenly he was back 
inside a train again – moving far too slowly, as if the scene in front of 
him were staged for a studio backlot ride and he was the only one on it, 
hearing the screams, smelling the metal, dust and blood all alone. 



 A detail from the old dream swam into focus, the overturned 
Mitsubishi Colt. The exhaust pipe and muffler hung askew like always, 
the horn braying weakly and the flecks of white paint spattered on the 
road beneath the bashed-in front corner. 
 The familiarity of the image was almost comforting, but as Dale's 
eyes were drawn downward, on the road closer to him, he saw something 
else. 
 A man had crawled from the car towards him. His left leg had been 
torn off at the knee somehow, the tattered remains of his suit trousers 
turning red in the river of blood his leg was seeping onto the road. 
 He reached out to drag himself along the street, his fingers bent 
and dislocated, strips of flesh hanging from his forearms, and looked up 
at Dale, straight at him, into him with those wide white eyes. 
 Dale felt punched as those horrid eyes fell upon him, wheezing in a 
polluted breath. He suddenly saw this man wasn't sickeningly injured. 
 He was dead. His face was a sickly pale mask like fish skin, the 
skin around his eyes dark and sallow, his eyes dirty white shells that 
lolled and stared. 
 Blood seeped from his nose and mouth like oily water against the 
dead pallor of his face. His teeth were smashed in, the skin and hair 
above his left ear blasted outward from a wound. 
 The figure made a choked howling noise and dragged himself 
onward towards Dale. 
 He gazed anxiously as the man dragged his cut-off leg and bashed 
in brains out of his line of vision, down beside the train. 
 He was vaguely aware of people vaulting over the rail on the far 
side of the bridge, where the train had gone down, splashing water as they 
swung their drenched limbs and shambled towards the train like extras in 
a zombie splatter movie. 
 – how in God's name – 
 – over a hundred feet in the air – 
 People spilled from the upturned bus, those who had lain dead rose 
up, and they joined the undead exodus toward the side of the train. 
 Dale heard a shuffle and bump on the side of the carriage below 
him, despite the cacophony of raining metal and cars careening down the 
road trying to get away. They hit each other, overturned after hitting 
beams lying in their paths, smashed the vertical arch supports aside to 
plunge over the side or rammed clusters of people who rose again, their 
injuries more horrible. 
 Dale turned from the window to see if there was anyone else in the 
carriage. He'd seen the train he was now standing on. It was now crowded 
with commuters. 
 But he was alone. 



 A soft bump in front of him bought his attention back to the front, 
and he turned to look. 
 Inches away was that dead-white, bleeding face, gaping and staring 
at him like a dumb, hungry animal. 
 Dale screamed and scrambled away from the window. The dead 
man thumped at the train window and howled wetly again. The sound 
made Dale's insides turn to water. How the hell could he climb up the 
side of a train carriage? 
 There was a crash of breaking glass down in the vestibule area, and 
they were coming in. More dead, cut and bloody hands beat at the 
windows, nails tearing and squealing on the dirty glass. 
 Dale, standing in the aisle now, watched the first corpse shamble 
into the train – a young professional woman, her knees (probably the 
same knees male colleagues ogled as she passed) bruised and bleeding, 
hair fraying from beneath her headband in wild tufts. 
 The floor of the train was suddenly gone and Dale found himself 
watching the ironworks under the highway, in midair. After the familiar 
split second of blind terror – 
 nothing to hold onto! 
 – he was screaming, plunging past the buildings around him and 
watching the grass surge at an insane rate upwards, screaming to his own 
deaf ears, turning his face desperately away as the green filled the world 
below him in the last few feet... 
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 The light from the lamp made him feel a little better, but the 
pictures and news stories called to him. The picture of his 19-year-old 
self. The results of the McGarvey Royal Commission into the accident, 
which traced the cause back to repairs that hadn't been carried out 
properly back in the 1950s. The girl, whether he remembered what she 
looked like or not. There'd been something else in the dream he'd never 
noticed before, something he couldn't remember the shape or form of. 
 It was the sensation of a place. Of course he knew where he was. 
He was back in that October afternoon 2019 – he went there every night 
while he slept. But there was another feeling in the background, of a 
place that was far more dangerous. Not even a place – just a feeling. The 
feeling was morbid and clutching, like an undersea animal reaching up 
from the black depths to grab him. 
 Wherever this place was, there'd been a dreadful sense of certainty 
in the nightmare that he'd die there. 
 He shook his head as if to try and dislodge the feeling and the 
images there. He'd quickly empty his bladder and sit down with the 
scrapbook and in half an hour he'd have forgotten the whole thing, he told 
himself, trying to control his pounding heart as he swung his legs out of 
bed. 
 Dale stood, and as soon as the cogs and wheels of the mechanics 
stopped dragging his torso forward and he was fully upright, an arthritic 
spasm of pain lanced up and down his back, like a burning arrow. He 
hadn't quite screamed when he'd thought the moon was the face of a 
grinning corpse staring in at him, but this time he did. 
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 Dale walked in the door laden with shopping bags and with a large 
kraft envelope in his mouth. He shoved the door shut with his foot, 
dumped the shopping bags on the kitchen bench along with his keys and 
went through to the main room to sit at the desk that contained his 
scrapbook. 
 The envelope was from the NSW Health Department, and there 
was only one reason for dealings with the government in his life right 
now. It was the results of his psych interview. He experimentally touched 
the skin above his lower spine for the thousandth time that day since the 
demagnetisation procedure, feeling a pinch of anxiety. No pain, all back 
to normal. Dale sighed softly in relief. He'd been even less concerned 
about his medical showing up anything than the psych exam, but after the 
events of the past few days now he wasn't so sure. 
 After getting out of bed that night last week he'd stood dead still, 
afraid to move for fear he was damaging the brace or himself, but even 
more so that he didn't feel that cruel, stabbing pain again. That day in 
Barry's surgery he'd called the attack in the train station mens room a 
'stabbing' pain, then corrected himself. But late the night after that new, 
awful dream that's what it had been, like a medieval knight had run him 
through with a jousting lance. 
 After long minutes and with his feet getting tired, he'd gingerly 
moved across to the desk and sat down, trying to keep calm until the sun 
cast its haze over the horizon and rose. At seven in the morning, he'd 
called Barry at home. 
 An ambulance had come and taken him to hospital where they 
performed primary tests on his respiratory and circulatory systems before 
referring him to Barry's surgery for spinal tests. 
 Barry performed every test he had the equipment for. The brace 
itself was functioning perfectly and showed no sign of damage or system 
fluctuation. Dale's back and muscles responded well to hot and cold tests, 
mild electroshock and strength tests. 
 All the specialised testing methods associated with the brace – 
from the bend test to listening for irregularities in the mechanics to the 
full battery of diagnostic tools in the giant headphone machine – were 
normal. It was magnetism that explained Dale's sudden attack. 
 The brace had been producing an electromagnetic field so strong it 
was reacting with anything made of metal nearby, becoming more 
magnetised in the process. The resulting field had caused Dale's nervous 
system to convulsively spasm, usually triggered off by movement and 
causing brief but extreme pain. 



 Barry had given Dale a liberal course of painkillers in case it 
happened again and ordered him to bed for the rest of the week. He also 
contacted the school of orthopaedic medicine at the University of New 
South Wales to have treatment for prosthetic magnetism organised, 
making the appointment for a few days hence. 
 Barry had called Dale on the weekend to reveal what he'd 
discovered after his hours of trawling through research material. 
 "It's not just the brace," Barry had said. "It's all the other similar 
products that correct any neck, shoulder, elbow, knee or ankle damage. 
Not all of them have computers, but they nearly all have battery-powered 
motors. There's been a few reports of minor complaints. In fact they're 
fairly common. You know, people walk past the TV and lose the signal for 
a second, phone calls get cut off, stuff like that. But I can't find anything 
as serious as what happened to you." 
 "What causes it?" Dale had asked, sitting up in bed and trying to 
keep still but feeling restless after so long. 
 "Well the prosthetic becomes magnetised naturally because of the 
magnetic field in the environment and all the electromagnetic noise we 
live in these days because of all the appliances and machinery. It builds 
up until it becomes strong enough to generate an electric spark, like 
static. It's never supposed to be stronger than a pinched nerve or neck 
twinge. In the case of self-regulating prosthetics like yours, it's not 
supposed to happen at all because of the onboard resistors. You're well 
insulated against surges or power problems." 
 "Apparently not." 
 "Well I'd say the field has grown so strong it's overriding even the 
in-built buffers. If they weren't there it might be a lot worse." 
 "So what do we do at this lab?" 
 "It's nothing. We literally lay you down on a gurney and wheel you 
into a chamber that generates a field that demagnetises you. Same as 
you'd do in a high school physics class, only on a bigger scale." 
 Dale sighed heavily. "Surely somebody somewhere knew it could 
generate a field this strong?" 
 "To be honest mate I think we're seeing something new," Barry had 
said. "They built in system buffers against the background 
electromagnetic pollution we soak up every day. It couldn't have been 
appliances at your flat, not even the train the day of your trip when you 
got sick." 
 "Tell me you've got a theory." 
 "Yes, and I don't want you to worry, because there's only two 
possible explanations. The first is there's some sort of chemical 
imbalance in your body that reacts to the background electromagnetism 



in the world and caused the brace to be much more magnetised than it 
would normally be." 
 "Wouldn't it have shown up before now? I've had it five years." 
 "Yes, and that's why the second possibility's more likely. Somehow, 
somewhere, you've come into contact with an electromagnetic field so 
strong it should have caused your whole block of flats to black out." 
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 Dale tore open the envelope and emptied the contents onto the 
desk. On top was an official looking printed form, covered with fields for 
every personal detail the health department had on him and some he had 
no idea they knew. 
 The fields that mattered were near the bottom of the page. Beside 
Interview Result a computer had printed Cleared. And beside Re-
enablement Class it read 1A. 
 The interviewer had studied her notes from the interview (or just as 
likely decided he was all right as he wasn't carrying a bloodied axe and 
drooling while telling her all about the voices), submitted her single-value 
assessment, and as far as the state government was concerned, Dale 
Milling was emotionally stable enough to re-enter the workforce with no 
restrictions or conditions. 
 An accompanying letter congratulated him on the result and gave 
him the instructions to attend a corresponding medical to complete the 
assessment two days later. If the doctor who oversaw it cleared him, he'd 
get a similar notice of good physical health on the spot and then the 
government's job was done apart from gradually withholding pension 
money to further incentivise him to find work. 
 But the economy was good and people he'd spoken to told Dale he 
could be fairly confident of getting an office job. The question was, 
should he start thinking about a career all over again? Did the word even 
exist in his vocabulary any more? 
 He'd been taking the first tentative steps into one before the 
accident. Unable to face another day of studying when he finished high 
school, Dale bought a smart shirt and some ties and boarded trains at 
ungodly hours of the morning to work in the city. 
 In December 2018 he'd started work at Amlock Office Products 
and Systems on a salary of $35,000 a year, measuring office and building 
plans to calculate the necessary fixtures and fittings. After only a few 
months an employment agency he'd registered with had told him about a 
vacancy at Thomas Ross Engineering, Constructions, Interiors & Design 
Pty Ltd, a vast national building conglomerate over a century old. 
 He'd started in March 2019 in the department that researched floor 
plans or contracts the company had secured. Designers and architects 
consulted his team of 12 for simple floor space queries or entire 
architectural layouts. Their job was to provide reports on factors that 
affected the final construction, anything from safety laws to the best 
construction materials. His basic knowledge in floor space construction 
had got him the job, and suddenly he had a skill. 



 The bridge falling had interrupted him from learning a couple of 
decades of advances in materials and practices but some of the materials 
from the Health Department about the re-enablement program had 
mentioned subsidies for employers to send people like him on courses if 
they had catching up to do. 
 But that had been 20 years ago. Was anything Dale had learned in 
those few months so long ago of any use any more, or would he just end 
up with some job stamping forms? 
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 By the time he'd unpacked his shopping, read some of the book he 
was halfway through, called his mother and made some dinner, he was 
exhausted. 
 It was 11:50pm when he dawdled out onto the balcony and looked 
around at the dark, empty street, almost no lights burning in neighbouring 
windows. 
 He was overcome with an urge to re-pot the gardenia at the end of 
the verandah. He'd tried to clip it back to keep it small, but he was no 
bonsai artist and all he knew about gardening he'd learned trying to tend 
the handful of plants he'd kept on the few verandahs he'd lived with over 
the previous ten years or more. 
 The gardenia was skew-whiff now, going every which way, and 
he'd been meaning to re-pot it for weeks. 
 With the cool air feeling nice against his naked top half, he got the 
gardening gloves and trowel from the empty pot at the end of the 
verandah. The old pot, a cracked terracotta apparition, sat inside the 
speckled beige one he'd bought six months ago which would give the 
roots of the poor thing their freedom. A bag of potting mix lay against the 
rail. 
 As Dale transferred the fragrant plant, deep into summer bloom, he 
breathed its aroma along with the cool night air and enjoyed the calm. 
The smells of the perfume and the richness of the dirt jostled memories 
loose, memories of his backyard, of sunshine and laughing. 
 It reminded him of his mum. Sometimes when she laughed or 
smiled, when he hugged her and she smelled the same way she had when 
she'd been in her twenties and he'd been only a toddler, it reminded him 
she was still the same woman. She was still strong inside. 
 Thinking about his Mum and gently tending his plant, Dale felt 
more relaxed than he had in a long time, and enjoyed those few moments 
of peace. 
 Later that night after he'd had a shower and fallen into bed, the last 
thing he was aware of was a picture in his mind of the iron and stone of 
the old Sydney Harbour Bridge. He was also aware that as soon as he 
thought it, his back began to ache. 
 But pretty soon Dale slept, the last peaceful sleep of his life. 
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 Looking around Town Hall station waiting for the train that would 
take him across to the north side, Dale took in the sights, sounds and 
smells. It was the same, all right. 
 The memories had flooded back one after the other, just the way he 
remembered it from years ago. The train that had bought him this far, 
where he had to change trains to cross the harbour, was full to bursting – 
by the time it had gone two more stations on from his stop at Allawah 
even the vestibule and aisles were full of standing commuters. 
 People stared, slept, read or listened to headphones attached to 
their phones, but not a word was spoken except between one or more 
travellers who knew each other, the embarrassed tension of everyone 
fiercely minding their own business filling the air. 
 It felt like his final dry run for working. The medical was at 9:30 at 
the hospital, which meant travelling in a real live rush hour with everyone 
else, the way he'd probably be doing again every day in just a few weeks. 
The midmorning trip for the psychiatric evaluation had taken him on the 
same route of two trains and a bus, but somehow the time of day made all 
the difference. The people surrounding him right then were a breed all 
their own. 
 The next train roared into the station out of the tunnel, cutting off 
the view to the billboard ads opposite as if swallowing them up. It drew 
to a shuddering halt and as many people poured off as there were waiting 
to cram back in. 
 This train was a little emptier than the last one had been, so Dale 
went upstairs and selected a seat by the window on the right hand side of 
the carriage, swallowing hard as the train lurched and pulled away 
slowly. 
 His back had given him no more trouble since the demagnetisation, 
and he doubted a medical would involve taking magnetic readings of the 
brace. When Barry had looked into it for him he'd found out they 
wouldn't even be looking at the brace. Part of the process was a report 
from the candidate's doctor on pre-existing conditions, and Barry had 
given them all they'd needed to know about the brace and its condition 
months ago. 
 Today would involve no more than weighing him, measuring his 
hearing, testing his lung capacity and tapping his knees with a small 
rubber mallet. He was all-but in the clear. 
 Breathing deeply, Dale told himself that was why he felt so tense 
(he didn't quite dare use the word 'frightened' in his mind). Working 
would be entering a new world, like being forced screaming from the 
warmth and safety of the womb into the cold, hard, cruel world. 



 He told himself it wasn't because of what had happened the 
previous week when he'd crossed the bridge for the psych interview. 
 The train filled up a lot more at the next station, Wynyard. A 
woman sat beside Dale and began to read a women's magazine, the cover 
of which proclaimed that boobs were back, that you could find a summer 
beauty booklet inside and the reason why some Hollywood leading men 
are just awful in bed. 
 As the train took off again Dale clutched the armrest, his heart 
thumping and his throat tight. 
 Sunlight flooded in as he emerged from the tunnel and climbed 
towards the highway. Ahead of him Dale could see the first two huge 
orange and red pylons. It would take less than half a minute to reach the 
other side. Not far to go at all, he told himself. 
 The pylons passed and nothing unusual happened. There was no 
pain in his back, his head or his stomach. 
 Cars and buses scooted along the road beside him. Above he could 
see some of the gondolas of the cable car ride, motionless and empty until 
it started operating at 10am each day. 
 He pressed the heel of his hand into his side, prodding his flesh 
experimentally for pain. His heart jack-rabbited in fear and anticipation 
like he was reaching for a light switch in the middle of the night just 
knowing a rotten hand dripping moss and squirming with cemetery 
worms was going to clamp hard on his wrist. 
 Nothing. 
 Dale sighed softly to himself, settling back and looking out the 
window at where the centre vertical passed in a flash. It had just been a 
dream. Just a silly dream and a sore back. 
 No sooner had he spoken the words to himself than a ten foot long 
shard of steel clanged to the road between two lanes of traffic. 
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 Dale felt his awareness shrink to a tiny pinprick of white light, 
panic and denial filling the cosmos around him. The tiniest voice in his 
head said no, one that threatened to scream so loud it would deafen him. 
 His adrenal glands squirted his body with fear and his heart 
punched the inside of his ribs, fit to burst. 
 – where did that come from – 
 – this bridge doesn't have beams like the old one, where did that – 
 He craned upwards to see the cable cars and the vertical suppor- 
 A hallucination. 
 A dream. 
 A trick. 
 Oh Christ, it had to be. 
 The rest of Sydney, the train, the people, the buildings, the very air 
were the same. But above him was the steel framework of the old Sydney 
Harbour Bridge arch. 
 Dale stiffened and pressed himself back in the seat in terror, not 
noticing the woman look up curiously from her article (What You 
Always Wanted To Ask About His Penis). 
 The world around him flooded back in and, conscious of the 
woman beside him, Dale turned towards the window so she couldn't see 
him press his eyes tightly closed, trying to squeeze what he'd just seen out 
of his mind. 
 He looked up again and there were the cable car gondolas and the 
blue sky beyond. 
 Aware he'd been holding his breath, Dale blew out a heavy breath, 
inflating his cheeks in relief, prompting several questioning (but carefully 
brief) looks from people near him. The woman beside him looked away, 
obviously embarrassed by Dale's behaviour, and went back to He Can 
Come More Than Once A Night! 
 Sweat sprang out on his temples and he held his hand against his 
chest to try to quell his sledgehammering heart. 
 A massive iron girder fell from above and hit the roof of a bus 
coming in the other direction. An explosion of glass erupted outwards 
and the front of the bus swung upwards. It crashed heavily onto its side 
and slid, hitting cars in its path and bashing them aside with low booms 
like far off rocket impacts in a war zone. 
 Dale's eyes felt eight inches wide. He leaped to his feet with a 
scream, banging his head on the inward slope of the ceiling. 
 Then came a downpour, a deluge of metal beams and struts from 
the arch. Cars slammed to violent halts against the debris or launched into 



the air, skidding or rolling violently over as they as they ran over it. 
Bodies, torn and bloodied, emerged from windshields like bullets. 
 It wasn't like last time, when he'd had time to run half the length of 
the bridge. This was pandemonium. 
 He looked around in panic. The train had stopped, and he was 
trapped in it. He turned to the woman, cowering from behind her penis 
article, and grabbed desperately at her. 
 "Can't you see all that?" he screeched pleadingly at her, at all of 
them. Some people nearby were standing and raising their hands to calm 
him, but some... their hands. 
 They were holding on. 
 The train – in the real world – was still moving. 
 Dale looked back out the window, whimpering in panic. He alone 
was stuck in this vision. The train had come to rest beside an overturned 
Mitsubishi Colt, its corner bashed in, its horn shuddering towards silence. 
 A flailing web of beams, joined at one end, fell through the air to 
crash onto the bus and the people crawling out. The beams bashed in their 
heads, tore off their limbs and opened their bodies up. 
 A flash of movement caught his eye. Dale looked down and it felt 
like a medicine ball hitting him in the chest, so strong was the rush of air 
he took in, ready to scream in panic. 
 – no, it can't be here, this isn't a nightmare, I'm really on this train 
right now – 
 The already-dead man, his leg sheared off, his face pale, bruised 
and blood-spattered, had crawled out of the overturned Mitsubishi, 
trailing blood and sinews. He let out an animal-liked howl and raised his 
head to look at Dale with dirty, dead eyes. 
 At that moment, he saw the real man in his mind, on the real 
bridge, the dead eye locking onto Dale's as he ran past. 
 Back then Dale had felt something black and bilious stain him, and 
this time it happened again. The same lurching, squeezing in the pit of his 
stomach, the same awful buzz at the back of his head like someone had 
attached electrodes to him in preparation to throw a fatal switch. 
 Only now the man wasn't laying dead on the road. 
 He was crawling towards Dale one agonised, broken inch at a time. 
 Even more horrible, he dragged his rotten lips back to reveal 
broken teeth. The thing was grinning. 
 Dale tried to shove himself backwards and didn't feel the hands 
trying to restrain him. 
 A city-bound train rumbled by on the opposite track towards the 
cavernous hole. Dale was so far beyond rational thought he'd forgotten he 
was probably hallucinating it all. 



 All he knew as he watched the train plummet through, the 
electrical equipment of the last carriage torn off in an explosion of sparks 
as it clipped the edge was that it was happening. He wasn't asleep. It was 
real. 
 Metal rained down on the road, crushing vehicles and people, and 
when the view from the window was blocked as the bloodless, hideous 
face thrust itself upwards inches from the window, the dead man emitting 
a hissing scream, eyes wide with mad rage. 
 Dale didn't hear himself scream. He didn't hear the woman beside 
him scream as she tried to get away but in his panic he crushed her 
painfully against the armrest of her seat. 
 The dead thing's eyes widened and its mouth grimaced in a hideous 
vampire rictus. It raised his hands – 
 his hands his hands what's holding him up?!? 
 – and punched them through the window of the carriage, shattering 
the glass. It showered over Dale, who tried to force himself backwards 
but just couldn't get back ...any ...further. 
 The dead man dribbled a ruptured mouthful of black blood and 
began to reach through with jagged, torn, cold hands. 
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 Barry strode into the ward number the desk nurse had given him. A 
uniformed policeman was sitting beside Dale flicking through a magazine 
and two nurses performed various duties throughout the ward. 
 The standing alerts Barry had on Dale being admitted to any care 
facility had told him his friend had been rushed from a peak hour train on 
the Harbour Bridge to Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, Camperdown. 
 Barry had left instructions with Eileen to cancel the rest of the 
morning's appointments and apologise to the patients before rushing out. 
He wanted to be with Dale within the hour if he could. After the scare 
with the magnetism, he wanted to catch any new evidence fresh. 
 "Doctor Paul?" the police officer said, standing up and extending 
his hand. Barry crossed to the man to grasp it, glancing with concern at 
his friend's face and seeing only the angry lump on his hairline. Dale 
wasn't hooked up to anything but oxygen, which was a good sign. The 
alert service had told Barry he'd been treated briefly for shock. 
 "Appreciate you waiting for me," Barry said. When he'd called, a 
sergeant at Sydney command had told him an officer would wait with 
Dale to get his history from Barry to complete the police report, but since 
nobody had been hurt they wouldn't be too interested. 
 "Constable Dalley. No problem, my sergeant told me you were on 
the way." He consulted the notes on his small handheld as he sat down 
again. 
 "Now, I'm told he'll probably wake up around tea time tonight. 
When he came to around 9:20am he started to hyperventilate so they 
sedated him again and they're regulating his airflow. His heart rate and 
vital functions are all normal and there's no lasting effects apart from a 
bump on the forehead." 
 "Did he say anything?" Barry asked. 
 One of the nurses across the room answered. "I attended when he 
woke up," she began. "It was pretty quick, he started to cry out a bit. He 
wouldn't listen to my voice and hardly acknowledged where he was." 
 "He didn't say anything coherent?" Barry asked her. 
 The nurse came over and keyed some buttons on the small data 
terminal embedded into the wall above Dale's bed. She looked down at 
Dale's face, lightly brushing the bruise. "I can't be sure," she said, "but I 
think I heard 'fall' or 'falling'. He just... whimpered it." 
 "Does that mean anything to you?" the police officer asked Barry, 
who shrugged. 
 "He has trouble with nightmares about the accident sometimes," he 
answered, assuming the police and nurse would both know Dale's history. 



 The policeman nodded, jotting on his handheld. "Maybe that's all 
that was then, he just had a dream when he passed out."  
 Barry looked back at Dale's sleeping face. His brow furrowed and 
twitched even under heavy anaesthetic. "Is the brace all right?" he asked 
the nurse. 
 "X-rays didn't show anything, you're clear to do your own tests 
though. We didn't pay a lot of attention to it as his muscular response was 
good all over." 
 "What about eyewitness statements?" 
 "Yeah," the cop began, following his notes on his screen with a 
stylus, "a Mrs Michelle Raymond of North Glebe was sitting next to Mr 
Milling in the train's upper deck. According to her he... quote – became 
agitated at something outside the train I wasn't aware of – unquote. 
 "Witnesses said he became increasingly panicky, staring out the 
window at some procession of events he found particularly disturbing, 
looking around at everyone else as if he expected them to see it too. He 
grabbed the lapels of Mrs Raymond's top, at which point other passengers 
started forward to assist, and yelled at her, quote – 'Can't you see all that?' 
 "He turned his attention back outside the carriage, still very upset, 
and not long after seemed to lose control of himself completely. He 
screamed and starting pushing away from the window, trapping Mrs 
Raymond against the armrest and causing her minor injuries. The 
gentleman sitting in front of them tried to pull him away from Mrs 
Raymond and commented that it was like trying to wrestle a bear. After a 
few more seconds, Mr Milling fainted." 
 Barry looked at his friend. What had he seen? 
 "They thought he'd died because he started to bleed from the 
mouth, but ambulance officers identified that as Mr Milling having bitten 
the inside of his lip... Some passengers carried him from the train when it 
arrived at Milsons Point and called 000, who dispatched police and 
ambulance services. A few of them had traded contact details before 
leaving the train, which is how we tracked Ms Raymond and the other 
witnesses down." 
 "I see," Barry nodded, "have any others you contacted given you 
any thing else?" 
 "No, we got four or five statements and they were all the same. Ah, 
the attending officers assumed he was on his way to work but nobody's 
been able to call and tell them he's here because he hasn't been awake 
long enough to tell us where he works." 
 "No, it's all right, he was on his way for the re-enablement scheme 
medical at Royal North Shore," Barry said. "I'll take care of that." 
 "Thank you, that'd be great," the officer said. He closed the 
handheld down and stood up. "Well, he's all right and he didn't do any 



damage apart from give some people a fright, so it's not really a police 
matter. We've had a few calls about former paraplegics lately. It's a pretty 
stressful time with them all having to go back to work and if there's any 
mental illness involved they don't seem to handle it too well." 
 Barry stood up too, shrugging his bear-like shoulders again. "He's 
as healthy in the head as any other patient I have in spite of everything. I 
don't suppose a psychiatrist would hurt though, I probably should have 
thought of it before." 
 "There's obviously something there," the cop agreed. "I'm not an 
expert but he's bound to lose it in the place he's most scared of after what 
happened to him there." 
 "All right, well, I bought all my equipment, I'll test the brace and 
hopefully not have to trouble you guys again about it. If anything comes 
out of it I'll let you know." 
 When the policeman had said his goodbyes and was gone, Barry 
returned to his car to collect the brace testing terminal, calling Eileen on 
the way to tell her he hoped to be back for the first afternoon 
appointments. He also asked her to call the Royal North Shore clinic to 
explain that Dale had been held up with a small accident on the way but 
they'd make a new appointment. 
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 The bend test was all clear but it wasn't easy, Barry having to lift 
his friend's body this way and that while he listened to the mechanics of 
the brace inside him. 
 Next he attached the transmitter pads – the giant earphones – 
around Dale's middle and connected it by the cable to the small 
diagnostic computer. The title screen appeared after a few seconds; 
 
3M SPINAL ELECTROPROSTHESIS TEST SYSTEM. Strike a key 
when ready... 
 
 Barry hit a key and was greeted with a menu of several functions; 
 
> Circuit timer 
> Reflex test 
> System measurements 
> Error log 
 
 He'd have to wait until that night to test the circuit timer when Dale 
could move consciously. He selected System Measurements and four 
new choices appeared; 
 
> System voltage 
> System delay 
> System resistance  
> Diagnostic tools 
 
 Barry called up the operations manual on a small window in the 
foreground. The test system had come with the 2035 upgrades and the 
brace had given Dale so little trouble since, Barry had never done more 
than the basic testing operations. 
 He selected System voltage; 
 
Computer/control box battery: 
8v 
 
Motor: 
2v 
 
Complete system voltage (current): 
4.012906v 
 



(Please note fluctuations of no more than .1v allowed due to external 
electrical fields and self-reconfiguration by the system) 
 
 Barry checked the manual for System parameters and the 
standard system voltage was four volts, so the system voltage was fine. 
He hit a key to sync the result to Dale's patient file and continued. 
 He returned to the sub-menu and selected System resistance; 
 
Bioware® microprocessor/control box fuse resistance: 
6.9 ohm 
 
Motor power surge resistance: 
1.65 ohm 
 
Total multi-cellular resistance of system: 
2.980137 ohm 
 
(Please note system resistors can only be altered surgically) 
 
 According to the manual, the resistors were set at strategic points 
right around the brace, in both clasps and the main shaft. The total 
standard resistance of every fuse and resistor cell in the system was 3 
ohms, not to be lower than 1.75 ohms, so that was okay too. 
 The brace had been in for five years and the fuses had deteriorated 
to such a point the resistance had fallen 0.019863 – as he worked out on 
the calculator pad of the terminal. 
 He made another calculation. The total resistance, given uniform 
conditions of degeneration, wouldn't reach 1.75 for another 314 years, by 
which time Dale's problem would be far behind him. 
 Barry returned to the sub-menu, choosing the last option; System 
Delay. 
 
Clasp 1/Receptor 1 >> To/from Bioware® microprocessor delay: 
1.8464639 microsecond 
 
Clasp 2/Receptor 2 >> To/from Bioware® microprocessor delay: 
4.3668193 microsecond 
 
Signal analysis and process delay: 
38.69936838 microsecond 
 
Standard nervous delay: 
0.13477839 microsecond 



 
Approximate total command/response delay: 
44.92613 microsecond 
 
 Barry read from the manual: 
 
The average command/response delay in a fully biological system is 
41.200 microseconds. 
 
The total system delay (including nervous delay) should not be more 
than 4.00 microseconds slower, or 45.200 microseconds. 
 
If so, all connections and the Bioware® microprocessor should be 
checked surgically and rewired if necessary. 
  
 He went back to the calculator pad and calculated the difference 
between Dale's nervous system with the brace and what it would be 
without it. The brace and computer made the system 3.726 microseconds 
seconds slower than a fully biological spine and was therefore acceptable. 
 The percentage breakdown of the whole system – how long each 
component of the system took – was available to Barry at his prompting; 
 
Bioware® microprocessor: 
86.14% 
 
Wiring (clasp 1 >> control box): 
4.11% 
 
Wiring (clasp 2 >> control box): 
9.72% 
 
Nervous delay: 
0.03% 
 
 The difference in delay between the two clasps was a question of 
simple distance. The computer and motor were closer to the top clamp so 
the electrical signals only had half the distance to travel. 
 And while computer power had been growing exponentially every 
year since about 1950, nature still designed the ultimate microprocessor. 
Of the hundred thousandth of a second a mental command passed from 
the brain to the muscle via the brace, the brain and nerves only took up a 
ten thousandth of that fraction. 



 Barry exited to the main menu and selected Error log, prompting a 
new menu to appear; 
 
> Electrical error 
> Mechanical error (jolting) 
> Bioware Organitech® microprocessor error 
> Connections/relay error 
> Insufficient muscular/nervous response 
> Prosthetic magnetisation 
> Power surge 
> Expired/low battery 
> Leaks or ruptures of shaft, clasps, control box or motor 
> Organic growths or blockages 
 
 Barry didn't really have a clue what to look for until his eye fell 
upon Prosthetic magnetisation. The last software patch for the test 
system had been issued only a few months before, and the prosthetic 
magnetisation error was new. Because the manufacturer knew about it, 
Dale's case obviously wasn't isolated. He made a mental note to check 
later or even contact 3M for related cases in the US. 
 He selected it and after a few seconds chirruping its electronic 
music the terminal cleared the screen and told him; 
 
Prescribed voltage of electromagnetic field surrounding 3M SPINAL 
ELECTROPROSTHESIS: 
8.9v 
 
Patient is suffering prosthetic magnetisation. 
 
Press any key to continue... 
 
 Below that, a rough outline of a human body appeared and a 
vertical bar of light appeared in the torso, from the shoulder region to the 
navel – the brace. 
 Barry pressed the space bar and below the image of the figure a 
new line appeared; 
 
Current voltage of electromagnetic field surrounding 3M SPINAL 
ELECTROPROSTHESIS: 
 
 The space remained blank as the test terminal whirred and clicked 
to itself. The machine was five years old now and was probably due for a 
firmware update. It wasn't nearly as powerful as the processor of an 



average CMD, but measuring readings from the brace normally wasn't 
such a processor-intensive task and should be fairly instant. 
 Yet it was taking long, disturbing seconds to measure a simple 
low-level electromagnetic field. Did that mean it wasn't so low? 
 The answer presently appeared, shocking and final as a guilty 
verdict; 
 
58.45v 
 
 "Shit," Barry hissed to himself. The word Severe began flash at the 
bottom of the screen. 
 Barry stared at it, thinking. It had to be the bridge. Each time the 
brace had turned up badly magnetised it had been after Dale had been 
near it. Could it be a danger to Dale and people like him with electro-
prosthetic implants? Had some unforeseeable engineering or 
metallurgical detail become a medical hazard? 
 He could approach the relevant health authority to ask for an 
inquiry, but an industry body like the AMA had no real clout against the 
city council or state government without going through the courts. For a 
second Barry saw a possible future – his career in ruins and his house 
gone to pay legal bills if he was wrong. If he was right, it was just as 
likely his career would be ruined after overturning something plenty of 
powerful people wouldn't want any publicity about. Even then, he 
realised as he looked from the damning electromagnetic reading back to 
his sleeping friend, it wouldn't tell him what was sending Dale into 
violent hysterics. 
 But there was worse still. One the way to Camperdown he'd called 
up and subscribed to a news feed about the bridge that sent a voice stream 
of the most recent headlines to the car's media player. 
 The first had been about a commuter who'd gone crazy and 
attacked other passengers but caused no serious injuries. It was obviously 
the story about Dale and either had the facts not quite right or was 
considered by some news producer to be far more sensational the way it 
was. 
 But it was the second headline that made Barry's brow furrow even 
more. 
 'Strange happenings reported on peak hour Harbour Bridge,' the 
computerised voice told him, 'fifteen witnesses.' 
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 It wasn't for nothing a biography of one of the most famous 
Australian businessmen was called The Last Mogul, comparing his larger 
than life persona and aggressive business tactics to barons throughout 
industrial history from Rockefeller to Murdoch. 
 He'd worked his way up from the stock room of a suburban 
department store to owning the whole chain in just nine years, branching 
into other industries throughout his career. By the time he retired in 2030 
(for tax purposes, he physically spent no less time overseeing his 
businesses) he had directorial or managerial interests in the Sure-Buy 
supermarket and Morsens Department store chains, the Western Rivers 
Brewing Company, casino hotel complexes in both Sydney and 
Melbourne and the Kakadu 2021 Uranium Mining Scheme. 
 With two marriages and a sabbatical to escape substance abuse 
behind him, Reginald Peters was one of Australia's most successful 
entrepreneurs, said to have influential contacts everywhere it mattered. 
He had good friends across business and parliament and his picture 
adorned the wall at the Rose Bay Masonic Lodge alongside several 
former Prime Ministers. 
 Only a few people knew the truth about the way Reginald Peters 
did business, and most of them were people paid to make sure nobody 
else knew as much as they did. In a reflective moment, he might have 
justified his tactics by responding that life was seldom fair and he'd 
simply seized every opportunity to advance his interests. 
 The first such transaction came in 1987 when Reggie was barely a 
month out of school, having left halfway through his 10th year. At his 
first job in the stock room of Morsens Furnishing and Bedding, 
Kingsgrove, he'd been unloading a truckload of StudyLine desk settings 
at the dock when he'd been disturbed by what seemed like someone 
having trouble breathing in an aisle nearby. 
 17-year-old Reggie interrupted the withered, matronly office lady 
Mrs Harris on her knees with the fat, balding store manager Mr Whitley's 
expansive pants around his ankles, his penis planted firmly in Mrs Harris' 
mouth. 
 After requesting a short meeting with Mr Whiteley, Reggie was the 
assistant buyer five days later. Within a year he was the Southwest region 
manager. The very married Mr Whitley began to suffer irritable bowel 
syndrome and had several episodes of myocardial infarction. 
 It was the beginning of a colourful career for the up and coming 
magnate. At 36, his first marriage to model Gabriella Hacker behind him, 
rumours of links to organised crime began to dog him. A colleague who 
left the board of Morsens thought his old colleague would be happy when 



he informed Peters informally over drinks of his plans to buy and expand 
a competing department store chain. A gang of six men in dark clothes 
burst into the man's home two nights later, drove him to a long dead end 
in Dural, in Sydney's west, shot him through the head and buried him 
beside a creek where beetles and earthworms would soon strip him of 
flesh. 
 At 49 and one of the three richest men in the country, Reginald had 
a penchant for hiring secretaries in their early 20s, usually slim and full-
busted. He'd gone through almost a dozen such young women who 
dreamed of the riches and perks of being at the right hand of one of 
Australia's most successful businessmen, and although his predilections 
were trouble waiting to happen, Reginald had faith in his coterie to keep 
anything embarrassing out of the papers. 
 The first incident happened in November 2024 when a 22-year-old 
Merrylands woman filed a sexual harassment complaint. Her statement to 
police led to the questioning of four other women aged between 20 and 
27, all of whom filed supporting statements in agreement with her claims. 
 Each told of Reginald's charming demeanour quickly winning their 
trust before he promised an opulent lunch in appreciation of her work. 
Each woman reported being driven by limousine from the restaurant to 
the same five star Sydney hotel for drinks, whereupon Reginald would 
ask the girl to go to bed with him. 
 Each woman claimed to have refused, whereupon they were 
threatened not just with their jobs but with slander in the media under the 
considerable powers of Peters' influence. Two of the women, when 
pressed further by police, reluctantly reported he'd also hinted at threats 
to their personal safety. 
 In response to affidavits lodged by each of the four women a state 
prosecutor called for Peters' trial for sexual harassment. A long and 
bloody battle of depositions ensued not even Peters could keep out of the 
papers, and when he made grief stricken public appearances he received 
the overwhelming support of family, friends and the public. Among them 
was a federal justice overseeing the pre-trial assessment of the defence. 
The case never reached trial. 
 Three months later, one of the young women interviewed by police 
in connection with the pending trial was abducted in the car park of 
Blacktown train station. Two days later she was found unconscious and 
naked in a Macquarie Fields recycling yard after a brutal assault. 
 The bubble almost burst again in May 2030 when a young 
gardening attendant made a complaint to police alleging that Peters had 
harassed and assaulted her. 
 Visiting the offices of his Sydney property development company 
to tend the hired plants, she claimed Peters asked her to check a tree in 



his office, proceeding to lock the door and offering the girl money to see 
her breasts. She told police that when she refused he forcibly leaned her 
over his desk and indecently assaulted her. 
 The court case was dragging, both parties at loggerheads. 
Suddenly, after the girl received a series of late night phone calls at her 
home, she abruptly changed her testimony and her name and left New 
South Wales. 
 Nor had Peters' sexual peccadilloes been the only thing that led to 
legal wrangling in his life. After his brief divorce case in 2006 he'd had 
his ex wife Gabriella and their two and a half year old son Tim thrown 
out of his house without a cent. 
 Gabriella Hacker fought her ex-husband with bitter determination. 
She'd given up a promising modelling career when she married him and 
struggled with a job in a clothing boutique, living in a rented property in 
Arncliffe while she paid legal expenses and sent her son to school. 
 The battle went on long enough so that Tim grew to be an age 
where he more or less understood what was going on. Every night in his 
bed before his mother kissed him and said goodnight, she asked him to 
pray with her that they'd be all right. 
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 Looking back when he was in his teens, Tim realised what odds his 
mother had beaten by simply fighting on. There was simply no way a 
single mother with little money could have the legal system force her 
former husband – with his army of lawyers and connections across the 
country – to help pay for his child's upbringing. 
 But every night, when they prayed together asking God to take care 
of them, Tim felt his mother's belief. That belief, she said, was the only 
thing that would take care of them, because nothing on this Earth would – 
apart from each other. He felt strength between them those nights, and 
when veiled threats, discouraging verdicts and lack of access blocked her 
at every turn, he knew instinctively that her arms around him while he lay 
in his tiny bed, telling him God would take care of them, were the things 
that gave her the strength to keep believing. 
 In 2013 the state supreme court ordered Reginald Peters to pay 
$3.4 million compensation and child support back pay to his ex wife 
along with $88,000 a year for the rest of his working life. He didn't 
appeal the ruling, and neither Gabriella nor Tim ever heard from him 
again. 
 The money went towards getting Tim the best possible education, 
and it allowed his natural talent for the sciences full flight. 
 After Tim left school in 2022, Gabriella retired to the Gold Coast 
and used the money to set up a charity foundation for unskilled single 
mothers. Tim might have gone with her if he'd been any less driven. 
 But he'd realised his dream early and sought it with a terrible and 
ambitious ferocity that made his mother think of the former husband who 
swept her off her feet, an intelligent young man who was as determined 
as he was gorgeous. When it came to such determination, Tim was the 
spitting image of his father. 
 His budding primary school interest in science had developed into 
a fully-fledged obsession with cognitive science, neurology and 
psychology. When he left school he attended the University of Sydney 
for six years, completing a degree in psychology, another in neuroscience 
and a postdoctorate degree in parapsychology. 
 In 2028, nine weeks after graduating, Tim was appointed to the 
board of the School of Psychological Sciences at the Sydney campus of 
the Australian National University. 
 For the next three years he studied the workings and disorders of 
the human brain, explained and unexplained. The unexplained included 
parapsychology, and ghosts, psychic phenomena and hauntings soon 
became Tim's passion. 



 In 2031 his mother was struck down with cancer of the bowel, 
beginning the second great fight of her life, one that – in time – she'd 
lose. Tim left work to be with her, sitting at her bedside watching her 
deteriorate and die with little else to do but read copious amounts of 
material from the academic to the sensational about ghosts, poltergeists, 
apparitions and the paranormal. 
 After saying goodbye to his mother for the last time while they 
lowered her into the ground at Southport Lawn Cemetery, he returned to 
Sydney with time, money, experience and little else. He could have 
walked into the board of any university studies unit but he'd had enough 
of the frustrations of working for an employer, especially a government 
research employer. If it wasn't outdated equipment tripping you up, it was 
the continual pandering to the corporate sponsors of one endowed chair 
or other who only wanted to fund research they could commercialise. 
 The thought of working for himself started to intrigue Tim, so he 
returned to the ANU to propose his own business, based in Sydney and 
with full access to university resources in return for publication rights to 
his findings. 
 And so, in early 2033, Tim Hacker became a consultant 
parapsychologist. On January 21st, he opened the doors of his Birchgrove 
office. 
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 In late January 2037 the office didn't look much different as Tim 
sat at the desk. He was meticulously organised, always trying to keep his 
desk clear and never starting one thing without having finished the other. 
 Like the glass doors stencilled with the simple title Dr Timothy J 
Hacker, Psychologist, Neuroscientist, the office was uncluttered and 
spotless. 
 The cool blues and greys of the walls and furniture, a colour 
scheme that wouldn't have looked out of place in a corporate boardroom, 
was intentionally calming. Tim hadn't wanted to do business in a white 
coat or receive people in a laboratory full of mind-boggling equipment. 
His lab was at home in Rozelle and anything he needed to do at the 
Birchgrove office could be done on his CMD with the office array. It 
synced automatically with the lab data anyway and that's where the real 
computing power was – a system he'd had built from the ground up at a 
cost of almost fourteen thousand dollars. 
 Tim was careful to appear to prospective clients like a private 
investigator rather than a ghost hunter, so he received them in the office 
at Birchgrove, gave them coffee and a Tim Tam and talked about their 
problems like their family doctor would ask about flu symptoms. 
 Almost all his clients had commented at some time or other how 
surprised they were at the surroundings. It was unnerving enough seeking 
professional help for an unexplained phenomenon, and most people 
expected boiling beakers and ominous machinery, maybe druid monks 
intoning sacred chants while standing in pentagrams. 
 But as he explained to them all, he understood while they were 
paying him money they didn't care how interested in ghosts he was. They 
wanted their problem solved so they could sleep at night again. 
 He lived very comfortably on the estate of investments and 
property his mother had left him and the quiet payments from his 
biological father so he didn't really need to work. The business more or 
less broke even but it was a great way to get on the front line of 
paranormal research with the right equipment – in people's houses and 
workplaces where it was happening – in a way research scientists rarely 
did. 
 Like any undergraduate taking a class in parapsychology knows, 
90 percent of what people thought was unexplained had a perfectly 
logical earth-bound explanation if you knew what to investigate. 
 But there was always that one case in ten that defied anything 
science threw at it. The fault lay with science and all the things people 
failed to understand about the world. Everything, after all, had a rational 



explanation – even the supernatural. We just didn't know what many of 
them were yet. 
 Because there was a power in the universe that could make 
anything happen. Tim had seen what faith in that power could do. He'd 
seen it overcome what was impossible in this world, when his mother had 
used nothing but faith and determination to beat the commercial and legal 
power of one of the country's most protected individuals. 
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 He was trying to compile a report of this morning's activity, but as 
Tim kept reminding himself as he dragged lank hair out of his eyes, he 
wasn't as young as he used to be. He'd have to go home sooner or later 
and sacrifice the rest of the day and all this fresh data to sleep. It already 
felt like days ago, but the phone call had only come at three thirty that 
morning. 
 The previous night, a Mr Waylan Pakesh had held a séance at his 
dual occupancy house in Fairfield for his followers, like he did late every 
Tuesday. 
 Mr Pakesh was a 39-year-old immigrant from the civil war that 
tore Pakistan in half during the late 2020s, a tax assessor at the Australian 
Tax Office and a self-proclaimed faith healer, psychic and spiritual 
medium. 
 At 1:52 that morning, the tenants sharing the bungalow in the other 
flat called the police to complain about the commotion next door. 
 At 2:03am, with a patrol on its way to the scene, the tenants again 
called the station to report what sounded like gunshots. The police 
advised them to vacate the premises as a matter of urgency. 
 Four more patrols arrived at the scene and by the time they'd 
converged on the house Fairfield area command had received eighteen 
different complaints from nearby residents of loud crashes and bangs, 
flashing lights, peculiar smells and screams. 
 A middle-aged man assumed to be Mr Pakesh, refused to open the 
door and warned the police not to approach the house. With no 
information about the other people present at the séance the siege was 
kept under observation and treated with extreme caution. 
 A hostage negotiator was there at 3:20am and a criminal 
psychologist at 3:40am. They worked together to try and gauge the 
character of the perpetrator and see what would weaken his resolve. 
 Every police officer present during the ordeal – as well as the few 
onlookers and neighbours barricaded off down the other end of the street 
– witnessed a series of phenomena later described as both 'incredible' and 
'eerie'. 
 Enquiries across police communications revealed there was a 
practising parapsychologist on 24-hour call other local area commands 
had used for advice in the past. They tracked him down and Dr Tim 
Hacker arrived with his plethora of equipment just before sunrise. 
 A constable guarding the barrier at the end of the street pulled it 
aside for Tim and called to another to lead him to a senior sergeant 
named Gaunt. Tim jogged alongside the young man through a very 
surreal scene. It was a darkened suburban street, the first light of dawn 



only just peeking over the horizon, and it should have been pitch black 
and empty except for a few streetlights. 
 But emergency crews ran everywhere, police cars and ambulances 
filled the footpaths and street parked this way and that, the few resident 
gawkers the conflagration had woken up massing at the cordons and a 
blaze of light came from up ahead. Even more menacingly, an acrid smell 
like burning plastic hung in the air. 
 The young officer called to an older man in tactical dress leaning 
against a patrol car talking to a small cluster of other cops. 
 "Mr Hacker? Senior Sergeant Gaunt, thanks for coming at such an 
ungodly hour," he said after the young cop introduced them. 
 "Tim," Tim told him, accepting the older policeman's hand for a 
single shake. "Hope I can help." 
 "If you need to set anything up do it right there," Gaunt said, 
pointing to a small empty patch behind one of the barriers near the kerb. 
He passed Tim a Kevlar vest he had only to pull over his head and a 
motorcycle crash helmet. "Put these on here, and if you have any 
questions, save them up and I'll be with you in ten minutes." 
 Apparently – and understandably – being pulled in a dozen 
directions at once, Gaunt turned and left, ignoring Tim and no doubt 
expecting him to be self-sufficient. 
 Tim struggled into the helmet and vest and crossed to the small 
patch appointed to him, ready to make himself useful. For all he knew the 
order to call him had come from higher up and everyone there considered 
him a nuisance. He had a good standing with the NSW Police because of 
help he'd given on several cases, but not all cops on the ground took 
kindly to a ghost hunter in their midst while they tried to work. 
 All he'd been told on the phone was a crackpot was holding 
hostages and people were reporting 'strange phenomena' the police hoped 
he could identify to give them any clue what was going on inside. They 
didn't want ghosts, they wanted Pakesh disarmed and sitting in the back 
of a paddy wagon. 
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 As Tim set his camcorder up on the small tripod he looked across 
the lawn of the dingy pre-century style house, paint peeling from the 
stained fibro, weeds overgrowing the spiky buffalo grass and the wooden 
slats of the patio peeling back and splitting. The smell of burning plastic 
was stronger this close to the house, seeming to exude from it in waves. 
Few others present would have realised it was an odour notorious for 
accompanying ectoplasmic activity. 
 The scene was lit by a barrage of free standing and vehicle-
mounted spotlights stabbing through the pre-dawn light, illuminating the 
house and unkempt lawn, making it seem like some warzone no man's 
land. 
 "When did you hear from him last?" Tim asked one of the TRG 
sharpshooters crouched nearby. 
 "'Bout ten past three," the rifleman answered out of the side of his 
mouth. "Since then the lights and smells have just been here and there." 
 Tim started the camcorder recording at the highest frame rate, 
attaching the ultrasensitive mike. He set up small radiation and 
magnetism counters and hunkered down to make preliminary notes on his 
wireless headset. The footage and sound from the camera, the readings 
from the radiation and magnetism meters and his voice notes were all 
transmitted straight to his CMD, which then sent them to the lab network. 
He wouldn't miss a flicker. 
 There was a hushed voice from behind him. "Doctor?" Tim turned 
to the young female constable who'd crouched low and walked on her 
haunches to where he could hear her. "We've just messaged you the 
background report." 
 Tim gave her a grateful wave, mouthing 'thank you' as he pulled 
his CMD from his pocket. He opened the received file and read through 
the notes. They'd enlisted the relevant emergency provision of the privacy 
act to have the phone carrier release Pakesh's number, but it had gone to 
his voicemail on each of the three calls they'd made to it. 
 Based on the cars parked nearby, the police also thought they'd 
identified as many as five other people who might be inside. Cross-
referencing the number plates of the vehicles nearby with more phone 
company data had led to a few dozen calls. A couple of people had 
answered in dazed fear, expecting any number of the bad things that 
come from a phone call in the small hours. But most numbers simply 
hadn't been answered, simply because of the number of people who don't 
tend to answer their mobiles at such an ungodly hour. 
 It left the police with what they thought was an accurate list of the 
people inside by matching the phone numbers that hadn't answered with 



people who's cars were present but not registered to addresses near 
Pakesh's street. 
 They'd also called EnergyAustralia, the power provider, to cut the 
power to the house at 2:47am. The power company was adamant they'd 
done so at 2:56am and that there was no circuit fault in the area, but still 
the lights in the house stayed on. 
 Tim started up the voice recorder on the CMD, whispering into it. 
"It's..." he checked the time in the top corner, "4:41am. I'm reading from 
the police report. The perpetrator is a man in his late thirties and he's 
inside with an unknown number of people..." 
 Tim scrolled down and kept reading. "They'd turned the electricity 
off already to no effect and at 3:19am an emergency technician from the 
power provider climbed the power pole down the road and physically cut 
the wires to the house. The police have done scans and a generator would 
have shown up even on my pocket magnetometer. There's no possible 
power source..." 
 He looked up. Behind the haze of police spotlights, every light in 
the small fibro house and on the dishevelled porch burned. 
 "If there's still anyone left alive in there the police are trying to find 
a way of communicating with them... They'd tried over a megaphone a 
few times but they haven't heard from him or anyone else in nearly two 
hours." 
 Tim clicked off the recorder. There wasn't much to do now but 
watch and wait. 
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 They brought Pakesh down around eight in the morning. It seemed 
fast and simple, but Tim had never been shot at, and never wanted to be 
again. 
 He was squatting beside the barricades taking readings on his new 
pride and joy, the Infrared Field meter. The camcorder had sent over 
three hours of footage of a suburban house doing absolutely nothing to 
the lab and there was no radiation or magnetism the normal environment 
and atmosphere couldn't account for. 
 He'd asked to be let go to return to his car to bring the device – 
which he'd already christened Penny – to take more specialised readings. 
 Penny was shaped like an oversized megaphone. The wide dish at 
the end detected radiation of almost every sort known to science whether 
thermal, infrared and electromagnetic. The dish collected readings, the 
receptors and microprocessor measured fields and radiation and the result 
was projected onto a six by ten inch LCD screen at the operator's end, 
where the system could sketch and record a graphical representation of 
the energy field it was tuned to. 
 A control pad covered the left face of the body, a battery receptacle 
its right. The user could also sync wireless headphones to the device to 
convert the field into an audio signal, letting him hear a representation of 
any fluctuations. 
 It had been developed in Europe from research Tim himself had 
contributed to, and so far it was the only handheld device that allowed its 
operator to see and hear fields of energy in real time. Tim had bought it 
six weeks before and it was very much his new toy. 
 He knelt on the ground amid his small battery of equipment, 
adjusting Penny while keeping his eyes fixed on her screen. 
 It showed the house surrounded by a waxing and waning rainbow 
of infrared. Tim had taken his CMD out of his pocket and put it on the 
ground beside everything else so he could keep an eye on it. The field 
strength was being sent wirelessly to the digital oscillogram application, 
the bright green nibs of ink scratching across the black background with 
every jolt in field strength. 
 The sun was up and the air was getting humid. Sweat was 
gathering in his shirt beneath the Kevlar vest and dribbling down his 
temple from under the helmet. 
 Nothing much had happened and Tim was starting to think about 
his stomach when the digital readout at the bottom of Penny's screen 
suddenly jumped into four figures. The picture on the screen 
automatically zoomed out to show an explosion of vibrant, leaping 
colours around the tiny house. 



 The needles on the mobile's oscillogram application jumped into 
tumultuous action, stabbing wild scrawls across the timeline. 
 A burst of glass from ahead made Tim start in shock. A huge white 
object was falling towards the porch amid a shower of glass from the 
obliterated front window. It crashed down onto the warped floorboards, 
its frame buckling and shuddering. A scattering of objects flew from it as 
it rolled off the porch, crashing over onto the grass. 
 Only when the police erupted into activity behind him did Tim 
focus on the things strewn across the lawn – a split milk bottle, plastic 
food containers, ceramic dishes, jars and bottles. 
 It was a refrigerator, probably 200 kilograms in weight, and it had 
been hurled out of the front window. Not just pushed, either. 
 Thrown. 
 Tim was dimly aware of the police marksmen around him 
swinging their rifles towards the house before he was knocked roughly 
down. A knee was planted in his back and a hand clapped down over the 
helmet, holding his head down. There was a flash behind the window, a 
muffled crack, and a splinter burst from the barricade to Tim's left. 
 Suddenly his face felt horribly exposed, an easy target. The hand 
held his head hard and he was too terrified to open his mouth to ask the 
person on top of him to let him turn his face away. 
 Penny continued reading the situation, oblivious to the tension and 
danger. The LCD display showed an enormous electromagnetic field, 
vibrating, pulsating and orbiting the house while the oscillogram 
scribbled angry gashes on the CMD. 
 More shots rang out, punching the panels of police cars, trees 
across the street and the asphalt of the road. Tim squeezed his eyes shut 
and tried to press his head back further into the helmet in reflex. He was 
frozen. 
 Nobody moved until five minutes later when Pakesh calmly came 
out his front door. Halted warnings rang out as he stepped onto the grass. 
He calmly raised the revolver to waist level, the cries around Tim telling 
the man to stop growing more urgent, and fired twice. 
 The first shot punched a small hole through the windscreen of an 
ambulance, the second hit the small magnetometer on its stand just feet 
from Tim. There was an almost dainty tinkle of glass before the machine 
crashed onto the asphalt as it toppled over . 
 Tim squeezed his eyes shut, a violent shudder shaking him as 
gunfire broke out around him, the hollow pop of Glock sidearms and the 
hideous metallic chainwhip of SWAT automatics. 
 When he opened his eyes again the man was laying peacefully 
across his lawn, looking like he'd decided to relax in the sun except for 
the flowers of red blossoming across his chest and abdomen. 



 The cop on top of Tim dragged him indignantly to his feet and 
shoved him back into the crowds of police where someone else took his 
arm and directed him in a daze to a patrol car, shoving him inside. 
 He sat in the back of the car for close to half an hour before an 
officer joined him for a statement, then waited impatiently outside the 
house for another half hour to be let in. 
 It was ten twenty before the police finished their search for 
evidence and removed whatever they wanted and allowed Tim onto the 
premises. They'd freed survivors from the locked room where they'd 
spent over twelve hours – several more were dead, the victims of gunshot 
wounds. Otherwise, the house was extensively photographed, fingerprint 
thermographed and left as it was for forensic follow-up. 
 Tim reset all his equipment, making sure all the data had been 
uploaded to the lab before purging the memory on his CMD, Penny and 
the other tools. He threw the electromagnetic meter into the boot of his 
restored 2006 Peugeot 407 with annoyance – it had a neat hole through 
the front and would cost at least five grand to replace. 
 With all his equipment running, monitoring and recording every 
square centimetre of the property, Tim took 6700 more photographs, five 
hours of film, and made a further four and a half hours of spoken notes. 
 The refrigerator wasn't the only misplaced object. Doors of 
cupboards had been torn neatly from their hinges and a lounge suite was 
tossed around like it had been dolls furniture. 
 But they weren't the strangest things he found. When Tim found 
the first example – a jar of Vaseline in the bathroom – he went in search 
of others like it. There was a tin of automotive grease in the garage in the 
back of the house, a block of frying grease in the kitchen pantry and a 
motley collection of scented lip balm sticks in the bedside drawer, and 
they all showed the same thing. 
 All the household oils and greases were cooked. 
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 The sunlight felt heavy and the air was explosively hot as Dale 
emerged onto Grafton Street from the underground platforms of Bondi 
Junction station. 
 Summer was in full swing. The mid January humidity hung like a 
moist veil, pasting shirts to backs and making skin clammy and sticky 
and making hundreds of thousands wish like never before they were at 
the beach or by the pool instead of at work. 
 He immediately unbuttoned the cuffs of his white cotton shirt and 
rolled them to the elbows. He'd pressed his black jeans and shined his 
casual black shoes that morning, the only good shoes he owned among a 
motley collection of sneakers, thongs and massaging sandals that 
occupied the bottom of his wardrobe and had for years. Together, the 
white shirt, smart black jeans and black shoes formed one of the only real 
going-out outfits he owned. 
 He wiped his palms across his jeans, scraping away the greasy film 
from holding the pole in the vestibule of the train, and looked around. 
 Bondi Junction was a city in itself complete with high-rise 
buildings and a bustling shopping district. He could see Bondi Capital 
Tower and supposed there were a million ways to get there through the 
rabbit warren of walkways and thoroughfares that linked the station and 
shopping centre with the rest of the commercial district, but Dale wasn't 
at all familiar with the eastern suburbs and figured he'd just walk towards 
it until he got there. 
 He looked at the appointment card; Dr Victoria Holt, FRACPE, 
BSc, Dip Psych, Dip Med (NSW), BMntl Hlth Med (Syd). 10:30, 
Friday, January 16, 2037. 
 He'd woken on Wednesday night in hospital and they'd kept him in 
overnight until the sedatives wore off fully, putting him in a taxi for home 
just after breakfast. On the way to his flat he'd called Barry to tell him he 
was okay. He was relieved his friend had thought to reorganise the 
appointment for the medical – he hadn't even thought about the reason 
he'd been on the train in the first place since waking up. 
 But he'd been horrified as Barry had told him what he'd done 
before blacking out. Dale's mind was still full of images – the rocking of 
the old train, the awful dead face – but they just felt like more things he'd 
dreamed. He didn't remember any of it actually happening. 
 Barry had also said he thought a session with a psychiatrist might 
help, and he could pull strings to get Dale in quickly. 
 Dale had sighed heavily and told Barry he thought his days of 
seeing psychiatrists were long gone. 



 Barry had assured Dale it didn't mean there was anything wrong 
with him, just that there was obviously still a lot of fear nobody had 
counted on, fear they might be able to work out of his system if he talked 
it over with a professional. 
 Dale had reluctantly agreed, and Barry's promise to get him an 
appointment fast hadn't been over ambitious. Strings of the sort only 
doctors seemed to have access to were pulled, and Dale had an 
appointment for two days later. 
 And now, as he started off toward Bondi Capital Tower, his 
stomach was a jangle of nerves. Not at the thought of having 
psychological counselling again, but the thought of what he might 
remember. 
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 The waiting room was long and thin. Two other people waited in 
the wide brown leather lounges against the walls of the reception area. 
The only other things in the room were the reception desk itself opposite 
the door Dale had come through, a tall rubber plant in another corner and 
a door beside that which presumably led to the psychiatrist's office. 
 Dale walked across to the desk and the sprite, smiling girl behind it 
took his name and told him to take a seat. He sat in the first lounge and 
picked up a July 2033 Style Council magazine, leafing through it but not 
paying attention. 
 His knees shook gently, his stomach tight with apprehension. The 
waiting room was quiet and tense, the occasional rustle of paper or clack 
of keys from behind the reception desk somehow worse, giving the 
tension an urgent edge. 
 Victoria Holt, he thought to himself. 
 What did a Victoria look like? Like an old, fat British monarch? 
No, she was a professional psychoanalyst. She probably wore a short but 
sensible skirt, dark stockings, stiletto heels, and a matching blouse and 
blazer. 
 Her hair would be pulled back tight from her forehead to a tiny bun 
at the back, and her hard, stern, bespectacled face would command 
obedience. She would exude feminine professionalism and confidence. 
She'd look like a stockbroker. 
 She'd have shortish nails painted an acceptable shade. Her hair 
would be black. Maybe brunette. Her ears would wear small gold loops. 
No, pearls. Small ones. She'd have no distracting jewellery, just a small 
ring or neck chain. She'd be ladylike but not calling attention to it. She'd– 
 The office door opened and a woman – presumably Dr Victoria 
Holt – was ushering a young man out. She was none of what Dale 
imagined, instead looked in her thirties with wavy caramel brown hair 
peppered with loose flecks of dark blonde that spilled around her 
shoulders, and a friendly face with none of the sternness he'd imagined. 
 "-and after that you'll be off on holidays so I'll see you in April," 
she was saying to the man, and then, to the receptionist, "about ten weeks 
please, Felicity." The two people waiting had stood to join the young man 
at the reception desk and Dr Holt tapped at the array screen at the end of 
the reception desk. 
 She looked at Dale. "Mr Milling?" she smiled. 
 "Yes," Dale said, standing up. 
 She smiled wider, gesturing into the office. "Please." He walked in 
and sat at her desk, the office around him a warming display of fittings 



and decorations, the sort that makes it plain a woman occupies a room or 
area. 
 A wide window with wooden Venetian blinds offered a beautiful 
view of Bondi Junction below and across the water to where the city and 
New Harbour Bridge shimmered in the hot sunlight far beyond, a view 
Dale found unsettlingly ironic. She closed the door and walked around to 
her seat. He watched her and couldn't suppress a smile. 
 "You're not at all what I expected," he said. 
 "What?" she laughed, "Not fair, psychiatrists are people too." 
 "I know," Dale hastened to add, put at ease by her manner, "it's just 
that you have a prejudgment of a certain type of person." 
 She nodded. "We tend to do that, don't we? You're not quite what I 
thought an ex-paraplegic would look like." 
 Dale smiled. If they taught them at psychiatry school to put their 
patients at ease, this woman was good at it. 
 "Well it's nice to meet you," she said, "I've spoken to Dr Paul and 
like he told you, this session and any more that follow are just in case. 
We'll just go slowly and see how it goes, see if there's something there. If 
after today you don't feel a bit more relaxed about the Harbour Bridge 
we'll talk about whether you want to take another step. So to start with," 
she put her hand modestly against her chest, "I'm Vicki. Please don't call 
me doctor, it makes me feel old." 
 Dale nodded. "Dale, then," he agreed. 
 She smiled and nodded her head once in approval. "Right," she 
began, looking at the array screen on the desk in front of her, "Dr Paul 
told me a bit about you but I wanted to ask how you're feeling in 
general." 
 Dale shrugged. "Normal as can be expected." 
 "No digestion or dietary problems, sleeping okay?" 
 "Yes," he said, an automatic response. "Well ...I have nightmares 
pretty often but they're kind of like the wheelchair used to be. You learn 
to live around them, if you know what I mean." 
 "Do you feel like you get enough sleep even with the nightmares 
interrupting it?" 
 "Well, I don't usually have anywhere to go first thing in the 
morning so if I've had a rough night I can just stay in bed an extra hour." 
 Vicki smiled. "And I hear that'll all be changing soon?" 
 "Fingers crossed," Dale said, smiling back. 
 "And how are you feeling in yourself, in relation to the brace, 
compared to how you were five or ten years ago?" 
 Dale looked out over the view and breathed deeply. His emotional 
state since those days before the brace had seemed to drop steadily from a 
high plateau of stress and terror to one of timid relaxation. "I feel a lot 



more secure now than I did ...after ...and, in the wheelchair. I'm more 
independent with the brace and that's made things different. I've had five 
years to get used to it so I don't really feel like I ever did in the chair, but 
I spent a long time ...I don't know. Angry, scared." 
 "Scared of the memories?" 
 "I think so. They've never really gone away, it's more back then I 
didn't know how to handle them and everything seemed too fresh 
somehow. Most of the time now it feels like another life someone else 
lived. I just feel a bit more whole now, I suppose." 
 "Do you remember feeling sure of yourself or confident as a 
teenager, before it all?" Vicki asked. 
 "Oh God," Dale shook his head. "So long ago... I can hardly 
remember. I don't think so, I was too young, only just venturing into the 
world." 
 "I was just interested in your description about feeling whole 
again," she continued, and Dale suddenly felt under a spotlight, 
wondering if he should be more careful what he said if he was already 
being psychoanalysed. 
 She sat back slightly, looked back at the screen and flicked her hair 
over her ear before looking back at him. "It might be nothing though," 
she continued, "just the brace. Dr Paul gave me the brass tacks on the 
witness statements from Wednesday morning. I know you've had trouble 
remembering the details, but I'd like to try a little bit of very light 
hypnotherapy to see what you can recollect. It's not really hypnosis, 
you're still quite conscious, but it brings you to a state where you can 
remember a little easier because some of those mental barriers are gone." 
 Dale shrugged, nodding. It didn't sound too creepy. 
 "Whatever you saw on Wednesday that upset you so much will 
give us a clue about what might have been bothering you all this time 
without you even knowing it. I'm thinking the nightmares are a reflection 
of old anxieties, and that's what I think's flared up here, almost like an old 
sore that's healed over but when you put a new fabric against it it irritates 
it again." 
 "Makes sense," Dale said. 
 "Should we try it then?" she said with another smile. Dale nodded, 
smiling back despite himself. "If you don't feel ready we can leave it for 
now and just talk about it." 
 "No, it's okay. I feel pretty relaxed." 
 "All right," she pushed a button on the phone, saying "No 
interruptions until the end of this session please, Felicity." She switched 
off the desk lamp and went to the door, locking it and dimming the lights.  



 "I'll get you to sit over there," she said, gesturing to a heavy leather 
chair on the back wall. She drew the Venetian blinds and the sunlight and 
bridge disappeared. 
 It was darker now, the sharpness and clarity gone, a dream-like 
half light filling the room. She returned to the desk and picked up a 
remote control, pointing it at a media deck in the corner of the room. Soft 
music emanated from somewhere, serene and on the edge of hearing. 
 "I hope to be able to afford a separate office and surgery soon, but 
for now they're sort of both in one," she told him, turning her chair to face 
him. 
 For a few seconds she tapped notes into the keyboard of her desk 
array and Dale gradually felt tension like weights slip down his body into 
the floor. He didn't bother to say anything in answer to her, suddenly 
seeing no need, his breathing already slower, his limbs light. 
 Vicki (now it seemed right) leant forward, pen in hand, and smiled. 
"Now tell me about your ghosts," she said. 
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 Dr Donald Chin-Hsei Lambert tapped in more codes to the 
terminal on the bench and noted down more readings from the bank of 
instruments along the inside wall of the van. Barry Paul stood behind 
him, watching. 
 The were inside the carry cab of a late model Ford, painted black 
and stencilled with the words University of Sydney in silver gothic script 
and the university coat of arms. 
 It was parked in East Crescent Street at the bottom of the north 
shore suburb of McMahon's Point. When Barry had sought out and met 
the young metallurgy and physics professor he'd been impressed with the 
battery of detection equipment on the roof – a small rotating dish, 
industrial-sized antennae and receptor wands. 
 It was slightly rusty and stained with the overhead passage of 
countless birds, but in working order. And if the outside had impressed 
him, the inside had dazzled him. It was like the command deck of a 
spaceship. Both sides, the back wall and the ceiling were covered in 
readouts, panels, keyboards, monitors, switches, knobs, lights and dials. 
And somehow the young man was manning all of them at once. 
 Australian born but of Taiwanese descent, he was an associate 
research fellow with the university's School of Metallurgy and 
Engineering. When Barry had issued the call for assistance through the 
TAFE and university portal systems on Thursday morning, Donald had 
contacted him by the end of the day. The young researcher had explained 
that he was between projects and had the time and access to the 
equipment he thought Barry's enquiries needed. 
 They'd both digitally signed the standard contract that obligated the 
university to provide resources and expertise in return for full publication 
rights, and arranged to meet the next day in the department's mobile 
research lab, MARV. MARV was almost two million dollars worth of 
computers and detection equipment built into a $175,000 2034 Ford 
Carrier, officially termed the Mobile Research Vehicle and thus 
nicknamed MARV. 
 When Barry had arrived and first met Donald the two had talked 
for a while before getting started. Donald was studious and professional, 
so Barry was shocked when the young man had told him so matter-of-
factly that he'd abandoned another project to accept Barry's network RFA 
because he had history with the bridge. 
 "My mum died in the old bridge collapse," he'd said as 
nonchalantly as if he was telling Barry he'd had eggs for breakfast. 
 "Oh Christ, Donald, I'm so sorry to hear that," Barry had said. 



 "Yeah, thanks," the young man had said with a smile. "We were in 
our car, a beam hit it and someone got me out and carried me off the 
bridge, but it probably killed her instantly." 
 Barry hadn't known what to say. "Are you sure you're up to 
working on this?" was all he'd been able to think of. 
 "That's why I want to work on it, so nobody else gets hurt." 
 And now, after close to half an hour of tinkering with the 
equipment all around him, Donald brushed his hand back through his hair 
and adjusted his small round glasses. 
 "Well, it's electromagnetised all right," he said in perfect English. 
He was a handsome young man, his angular face had the purity of line of 
an Asian but thinner Anglo Saxon features. It was due to his parentage, 
his mother a poor peasant outside Kaohsiung unknowingly put on a mail 
order bride website, his father a kindly Australian container ship engineer 
in port around Southeast Asia in 2010 who took her away from the 
squalor she lived in. 
 "I've taken the readings, but they have to be confirmed at the lab, 
compared with manuals and equations. So I'll lock onto its wavelength 
and frequency and set up a temp-link – a temporary radio lock onto the 
signal. If the field's growing or oscillating, knowing why is just as 
important as why it's there in the first place. So far the computer says the 
range and voltage are constant, but anything in the environment could 
change them." 
 He began tapping the keyboard again, reading, adjusting and taking 
notes on the machines in front of him as well. 
 "Sounds... comprehensive," Barry replied, "What can I do while 
you're doing all that? Anything that would speed up your side?" 
 "If you had original plans from the construction that would help a 
lot and we wouldn't have to determine the materials ourselves. I don't 
know how receptive the council or state government is to that sort of 
thing, though." 
 "If we're coming to them with stories of dangerous magnetic levels 
they'll either give us unfettered access in a panic or lock us out 
completely and ram through an investigation of their own." 
 "Even if they do there's nothing they know that we can't work out." 
 "Find out soon enough, I suppose," Barry murmured half to 
himself, not relishing the prospect of going against the city government. 
 "What would also be really good is access to the in-built test and 
diagnostic system." 
 "There is one?" 
 "All the electrical systems, the lights, the train line transformers, 
the cable car can all be accessed through the control system. The whole 
bridge is wired up together from one end to another and top to bottom, 



every light globe and security camera can be turned on and off from 
anywhere else in the system – even remotely if you have access." 
 "They don't have staff on site doing all this though, do they?" 
 "No, it's all automated so it tells the bridge authority if a light 
blows or something. The traffic control's the only constant job and that's 
routed to Roads and Maritime to manage. But if you can get into the 
master system you can test the metallurgical stress on the joints, the 
voltage of the light or train network, the electromagnetic field, infrared 
field, any radiation..." 
 "You can do all that remotely?" 
 "Well you can, but it's not quite the same. A few of us went in for a 
demo a few years ago. It's a bit like driving a rover on Mars, it's doable 
remotely but it's much easier to be there and plug into the bridge 
systems." 
 "Might see if I can get access to that too then," Barry said, standing 
up carefully so he didn't bang his head on the low ceiling. "In fact I'll get 
off and get started." 
 Donald spun around in his chair, extending his hand to Barry. The 
two men shook. "Thanks for bringing me in," the scientist said, "this'll be 
quite cool to work on. It'll take me about half an hour to calibrate and get 
locked on, then I can shut down and go back to work to do some reading 
on it. I'll call you in a day or so unless I hear from you first." 
 "Glad to have someone who knows what they're doing," Barry 
said. He stepped awkwardly through the small hatch out into the main cab 
to leave. "Talk to you soon." 
 As he walked from the van towards his car, Barry wondered how 
anyone could miss a severe electromagnetic field around the city's most 
vital thoroughfare? After the people who claimed to see the strange 
electrical phenomena on Wednesday morning he'd heard on the news, he 
liked to think the government would have put someone on it, especially if 
it was as automated and easy to diagnose as Donald said. 
 On the other hand, it might be completely harmless. After all, what 
had it affected? It obviously wasn't disrupting trains or traffic to any large 
degree – or hadn't until this past week. Maybe the government did know 
about it and had for ages but hadn't bothered correcting it. 
 But now for some reason, it was disrupting the life of a single man. 
Even if that was as far as this mysterious magnetism ever went, Barry 
knew had to get to the bottom of it. He couldn't watch Dale fall apart after 
spending so long slowly building himself back up. 
 He'd already done his best to organise work around the task ahead 
of him. Eileen wasn't booking any new appointments and was trying to 
move the ones he had into clusters so he could have most of his days free 
until the middle of the following week. If this all went well he'd be back 



at work by Thursday while city engineers replaced bad cabling and this 
would all be a fading memory. 
 But as he slid in behind the wheel of his LTD Falcon Elite parked 
up the street from the university van, Barry looked up at the bridge and 
his expression darkened. Something told him otherwise. 
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 By the time half an hour had passed Dale felt better. Almost 
cleansed. He'd talked at length about the content of his hallucination but 
felt no fear, almost as if he'd seen it in some horror movie he'd been 
telling Dr Holt about (calling her 'Vicki' didn't seem right now the light of 
the outside world was invading the room again). 
 "You're full of old tensions," she said, pouring them both glasses of 
cool water from the filter unit in the corner, "and that's very normal. 
You're carrying emotional trauma from the accident. Even if you don't 
feel scarred by it any more that's where the nightmares are coming from. 
If you see a picture of the bridge or see it on TV does it make you feel 
even a little bit apprehensive?" 
 Dale nodded while he sipped his water. "It's gotten better over the 
years, but yes." 
 Vicki nodded, sitting back and crossing legs Dale had a hard time 
not looking down at as they swished together. 
 "Being there again is just those same fears only a hundred times 
bigger and stronger," she explained. "Without even knowing just how 
afraid you are your brain gets pretty hyperactive and believe it or not, can 
just make stuff up. We're always more prone to hallucinations or other 
fantasies when we're stressed." 
 "Why make stuff up that's exactly what you're afraid of?" 
 "When you're afraid of something that's what you're thinking 
about. That's filling your thoughts, even subconsciously. You're not afraid 
of the bridge, you're afraid of the things you saw during the collapse. 
Even if it wasn't conscious, you were thinking of them, your poor brain 
was probably bursting with them, so that's the stuff it put in front of your 
eyes. It's just your mind releasing anxieties. Often that's all hallucinations 
are." 
 Dale sighed, taking another drink. "So am I..." 
 "Curable?" Vicki smiled. Dale nodded, smiling back with mild 
embarrassment. "Don't think of it as a disease or disability. Fears are 
expressions of mental processes. I'm scared of spiders like you're scared 
of the Harbour Bridge and there's a good reason somewhere in my 
subconscious, it's just a question of degree. So we don't even talk about 
trying to remove phobias or irrational fears unless they're interfering with 
normal life." 
 "Luckily mine is," Dale smiled. 
 Vicki leaned forward, smiling only slightly, showing the tips of her 
teeth but with real concern in her eyes. 
 "Please promise me you won't think of it as something wrong with 
you, Dale... it's really not." 



 Dale nodded once, having trouble meeting such caring eyes all of a 
sudden. "But I do need help," he said. 
 "Simple exposure. The more time you spend there the more you'll 
realise it's not going to hurt you." 
 "Really?" 
 "Yeah, we do it all the time. If you've ever gone sky diving to get 
over your fear of heights or learnt to surf it's the same thing. You're self 
medicating." 
 "So I just ...go back there? Go to my next appointment?" 
 "Well, I think we should control the exposure a bit more. My 
suggestion would be to go with you when you go back so I can observe 
how you react." 
 "You mean come on the train with me?" 
 "I'd probably start off in a car or just standing nearby, a train's a bit 
too disorderly. Now it needs your full consent and I have to cover my 
bases with the medical authority, but it'd just tell us so much more if I 
could see your reactions first hand." 
 Dale shrugged. "I'm game if you think it'll help." 
 "Because there was something else you said, about some other 
place." Vicki shook her head a little. "I didn't know quite what to make of 
it." 
 Dale nodded slowly. He knew what she was talking about. He 
knew it very well. He'd never been so aware of something in his life that 
he couldn't name. 
 "Can you tell me more about it?" Vicki prompted. 
 Dale shrugged again, smiling and shaking his head, feeling silly in 
the hard light of day. "I... I call it 'the faraway'," he began, chuckling. "I 
don't even know what that means. It's just the words I've come up with 
for some reason to..." 
 "Symbolise it?" Vicki suggested. 
 "Yeah. The... I don't know, the look or the... smell..." He looked 
out the window, shaking his head as he searched for the right words in the 
sky outside. "It feels a certain way, if you know what I mean. And it's the 
only place I know that feels like it. But I don't have the words to describe 
what it feels like or looks like, just the whole vibe in the air. I mean, it 
doesn't even really look or sound or smell like anything, it's just some 
place I always dream about." 
 "And those words, 'the faraway', you say that and you just know 
exactly what it is." 
 "Exactly," Dale said, lifting an open palm towards her. Like 
always, she was spot on. 
 Vicki nodded, smiling. "It's like when you have a pet name for a 
grandparent or favourite animal when you're a toddler. Even if you never 



mention the word again it gives you instant recall for all those feelings 
and state of mind." 
 "I read once we're very attuned to symbols, that's why we 
developed language and the chimps never did." 
 "That's the theory," Vicki said, turning to tap some notes into her 
array keyboard. She turned back. "So you've been more aware of this 
place – the faraway – in the last few days or weeks? You said so before." 
 "Yeah, I don't know what that is. I've only ever had a very vague 
sense of it in my nightmares, but it was really strong in the new one I had 
the other night." 
 "That's when you dreamed about the face you mentioned?" She 
asked. Dale nodded. "So do you think it's near the bridge or the bridge is 
in this place, somehow?" 
 Dale sighed deeply, bringing his hand to his mouth and looking at 
the floor in thought while he nibbled his thumbnail. Before he looked up 
he saw Dr Holt had a slender, unobtrusive chain around the ankle above 
her low-heeled shoe. It didn't seem the sort of thing for a ball-breaking 
professional woman to wear, and suddenly the idea she probably wore it 
in bed with pyjamas and in the shower while she was nude flustered him. 
 "It's just," he said, looking back up and trying not to let it show, 
"...it's just so vague. It's just a feeling in the background of everything 
else." He shrugged again. "It's really hard to even put my finger on while 
I'm awake without using the word for it. But when I'm in my dreams it's 
everywhere..." he chuckled. "Sorry." 
 "It's okay. The reason I think it's significant is because whatever 
this place or feeling is, I think you might even be a little more afraid of it 
than anything else. I got the sense when you were talking about it you 
almost expect something bad to happen that's related to it but you never 
know what it is." 
 Dale shrugged. "I can't say I'm aware of that feeling now I'm 
awake." 
 "Maybe not, but that's why I think it means something. Everything 
else – the face, the falling metal – you know what all that is. You 
survived it and you survive it in your nightmares. Even when they end in 
you falling, you survived the fall. Whatever this other thing is, you don't 
know if you'll survive it. You told me you've always had a vague fear it'll 
kill you." 
 Dale felt embarrassed that he'd been so melodramatic, but it had 
seemed a quite natural thing to say 20 minutes earlier. He chuckled at 
himself. "I know it sounds weird." 
 Vicki smiled too, putting him instantly at ease again. "Dreams 
always are. But that's also why I think going there under controlled 
conditions will help. If you get a sense of this place while you're on the 



bridge again, we might be able to identify it. It might be anything, an 
object or memory you blocked out. Seeing what it is will make it 
manageable." 
 He took a deep breath. The thought of going back there again made 
his heart race a little, but the thought of this woman going with him made 
it race a little differently. "Well, I've got to go anyway for the medical for 
this job scheme," he said, "might as well kill two birds." 
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 The rest of Friday and the weekend passed mostly without incident 
for everyone. 
 Barry Paul spent the next few days trying not to give in to the 
growing sense of disquiet. The fact that the bridge was generating a 
stronger magnetic field than it should be was serious enough – it must 
have been in the midst of the densest electromagnetic field in the country 
thanks to the countless electrical and data systems surrounding the area. 
Who knows what an even stronger field might do if nobody knew what 
was causing it? 
 But the news story worried him more. It was like finding the last 
piece of a jigsaw didn't fit and realising you'd done something wrong and 
had to go all the way back to the beginning. The bridge was magnetised, 
and Dale was having hallucinations. They were two different things. 
 Barry could even accept the idea of the field contributing to Dale's 
visions in some way. He wasn't a physicist but he knew electromagnetism 
affected flesh and blood. 
 But how did that account for the other people who'd seen things? 
The news talked about strange sounds on the edge of hearing, echoes of 
car accidents and unexplained clanging noises like the tolling of bells. 
Had they all been people with electro-prosthetics? Even if they were, why 
did they experience such similar things, things so particular and personal 
to Dale Milling? 
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 Tim Hacker also saw the article when he stopped for dinner while 
knee-deep in data from the Waylan Pakesh case, scrolling through the 
day's major stories on the array screen on his kitchen table. 
 The police had considered the case closed. Three of Pakesh's 
hostages had gone free and autopsies had been conducted on the three 
who hadn't. One female victim had wet herself – whether out of fear or 
because of confinement wasn't clear, but there was no evidence of the 
supernatural in the killings, each the result of a 9mm compact round to 
the back of the head from almost point blank range. 
 And since Pakesh was at that moment laying in cold storage at 
Westmead morgue, never to practise spiritual contact with the afterlife or 
assess tax returns again, the police had no official interest in the strange 
smells or the electricity that refused to go off. The data was Tim's to do 
with what he wanted. 
 And with hours of footage, reams of notes, thousands of images 
and all the data taken by his equipment to scour through, he'd barely even 
scratched the surface of reviewing it all, let alone cross referencing it or 
coming up with any theories. 
 So he made himself take a break, eating a home delivery Thai 
dinner as he flicked through the headlines. 
 Tim saw the same one many others around Australia did that day – 
STRANGE PHENOMENA ON BRIDGE – but took more of an 
interest than most because of his line of work. 
 'At least a dozen people reported strange sounds while crossing 
the Harbour Bridge during peak hour this morning,' the story began. 
'Though witness accounts varied, each described the sounds as being 
those of crashing metal.' 
 The story went on to say how some people had heard cars crashing, 
others falling beams and others a passing train that hadn't been visible at 
the time. The story was quick to point out that even though the noises had 
no apparent source, they reminded everyone uneasily of the Harbour 
Bridge collapse of 2019. 
 Even stranger, some said they heard the sounds from outside while 
some heard them over media players inside their cars. 
 The story continued. 'This morning's frightening but harmless 
phenomena accompanied an unnamed man on a packed peak hour 
train who suffered a hallucinatory, possibly psychotic episode, 
causing superficial injuries to other passengers before he was rushed 
to hospital for treatment.' 
 Tim dug around in the plastic box, frowning in thought and pulling 
out one of the shrivelled shrimp the menu had promised was a king 



prawn. He'd never make such assumptions if he was retained on a case 
and he'd certainly never get his facts from a news story, but the sounds on 
the bridge had all the hallmarks of a classic sensory-recurrent haunting. 
 Of course it was probably a strange echo from a construction site 
or a wave of radiation static from a sunspot, just like a ghost terrorising a 
house was usually a rat nesting in the roof or a home data server giving 
off an eerie vibration the shape of the walls amplified. 
 But phenomena that rebuffed all attempts at explanation and 
commanded the title 'haunting' were usually attributed to the environment 
or surroundings replaying a scene or event. When the spirits of the dead 
walked through walls they were said to be walking through whatever 
thoroughfare had been there when they were alive, even if it didn't exist 
any more. A house, a single room or even an object could manifest the 
sight, sound or even the smell of a presence. 
 Three years before, Tim had been part of a delegation of 
researchers who travelled to the UK to investigate a persistent paranormal 
event. A middle-aged miner had been digging in a quarry in Staffordshire 
when a mud wall collapsed on top of him, smothering him to death. 
Every evening at quarter past seven, the same cry of terror his co-workers 
said he'd emitted that night rang out. 
 The team had set up their equipment at the edges of the by-then 
abandoned quarry, every grain of dirt and breath of wind under scrutiny. 
At 19:13'44"93 hours, a sudden gurgling shriek pierced the night, clear as 
a bell from the middle of the quarry where the wall had once stood, the 
remains long since having crumbled into dust. Tim and the rest of the 
team had recorded the sound over and over, every night for a week, but 
never uncovered any visual evidence. 
 The recording, stringently analysed at the Middlesex University 
department of Electrical Engineering by audio technology experts, was 
proven to be a genuine human voice with no evidence of reproduction. In 
conjunction with the Royal Physics Society, who'd sponsored the trip, the 
investigation was closed, left unexplained and to this day remained one of 
the most intriguing unsolved cases in paranormal research. 
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 Why or how such phenomena attached themselves to places or 
people nobody knew, and it was the life's work of a parapsychologist to 
find out, but sensory-recurrent phenomena usually appeared long after the 
fact. One of the prevailing mysteries was whether the effects were 
reduced, heightened or unaffected by the passage of time. 
 In fact he'd often wondered what he might have found when the 
bridge had first come down if he'd had the knowledge and equipment he 
had now. 
 He'd been a 14-year-old boy with nothing but a burgeoning interest 
in the field and like the rest of Sydney he'd been more concerned with 
watching the clean-up and rebuilding take place than wondering what 
opportunities it presented for paranormal research. 
 The tunnel, which had been completed 27 years before the collapse 
in 1992, would take the brunt of the traffic for a little over a year, but in 
the early days after the memorials and remembrances, the NSW Roads 
and Maritime Services and the Sydney City Council spent two months 
issuing statements about their consultations with engineers and architects 
to design and build a new bridge. During December 2019 they signed just 
under $580m dollars worth of contracts and work went ahead. 
 Tim remembered watching the news footage at school as the 
southern pylons of the old bridge – nearly a century old – were 
demolished, the remains of the Bradfield Highway that was still hanging 
into the water from the northern end of the highway dismantled and 
hauled away behind high, water-borne barriers that still didn't quite mask 
the horror that had occurred. 
 Cranes, vehicles and equipment arrived in place. Banners on the 
cranes proclaimed the bridge was a WACE project, the popular acronym 
for Wyer Australia Construction & Engineering. 
 Four new pylons, sharper and more modern looking, rose from the 
grasses where the other ones had stood. Iron framework grew out from 
them across the water, holding the new deck aloft. They inched, bit by bit 
towards the middle where they would meet the same way the original 
arch had during the late 1920s. 
 Older style engineering would have demanded a central pile in the 
water, resting on the harbour floor almost 20 metres below the waterline. 
It wasn't needed for the old bridge because rather than being simply 
decorative and iconic, the arch quite literally held the load of the span and 
traffic aloft. 
 The three vertical supports along the deck of the new bridge held 
the cable car up but they had no load bearing effect on the span itself. 
However (as a lot of the marketing around the time of the construction 



had shouted from the rooftops), the Macquarie Bennelong Bridge 
represented the cutting edge of civil engineering materials science and 
rendered a lot of the old principles obsolete. 
 A combination of graphene technology, nano-level structure 
bonding and micrometre-level design of the load exerted by the pitch and 
yaw of the deck meant the entire thing wasn't only half the weight of the 
old span, it could bear the weight of more cars, trucks and people than 
would ever fit on it at once. 
 In July 2020 the first stage was completed and the Port Jackson 
Highway was in place, eight traffic lanes, the northbound rail line on the 
western edge and the southbound line on the opposite edge of the span. 
 The ochre and clay colours in the new, square pillars were 
described as everything from 'an iconic tribute to the original pylons' to 
'the red rockets' in the press. But the four faces on each pylon had the 
same archway and were the same height as their stone forebears, and the 
public mostly accepted them, appreciating the profile that reminded them 
of the bridge they'd lost. 
 Three huge frames – the centre one higher than the others – were 
raised aloft along the span, and at quarter, half and three quarter lengths 
they echoed the arch of the old bridge too, a tall flagpole affixed to the 
apex of each one. The final shape had none of the stone-hewn charm of 
the first bridge but was still a comforting echo of the past. 
 The cabling was installed in the last few months before the 
November 2020 opening, securing the three main frames along the edges 
of the span. The cable car ride went through each pylon from one end of 
the bridge to the other, tethered under the centre points of each vertical 
frame. 
 The official media sponsors christened November 15, 2020 Bridge 
2 Day, and Tim, like hundreds of thousands of other kids who'd rather be 
there, had to watch it in his school auditorium on a big screen. 
 It seemed like every green and gold balloon in the world billowed 
in a docile explosion into the sky as a million Sydneysiders walked a 
mass exodus from north to south. The harbour had been full of pleasure 
craft and ferries, the sky alive with air force jets, news helicopters and 
light aircraft. 
 As time passed, the queues and congestion in and around the tunnel 
eased and the city started to heal, the tragedy as much a part of national 
history as the existence of the bridge itself. 
 As he munched on another tiny prawn Tim tried to think of a way 
of getting access to Pakesh's house some time in the next few weeks. If 
there had been anything paranormal it might show up again and give Tim 
an idea what to look for in his mountains of data. It might take him 



weeks, even months, to sift through it all and come up with anything 
concrete – it had before. 
 If some talented and discreet real estate agent managed to get new 
tenants, they'd certainly complain about any strange phenomena to the 
police. Even if they thought they were being stalked by the beyond most 
people called the cops first, with no idea who else to try. 
 If they did, Tim should be ready. He should get in touch with some 
police contacts and ask them to flag the address on their system so if a 
call did come in they'd let him know. 
 After all, it was much easier approaching people who needed help. 
The alternative approach – showing up at their door saying 'hi, something 
unnatural and violent happened here a few weeks back, do you mind if I 
put recorders and equipment everywhere in case ghosts turn up?' – wasn't 
a good idea. 
 As Tim went back to his reading, he realised with a small inner 
sigh he'd probably just have to do it the old fashioned way, by playing 
detective with enough information to fill several volumes. 
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 Vicki and Dale's session on Friday had gone until about quarter to 
twelve, so as she ate her lunch Vicki called the AMA and spoke to a case 
officer about taking Dale out in public for a session of treatment. The 
medical profession, being the legal minefield it always had been, 
delivered her to a matronly-sounding woman who cross-examined Vicki 
about Dale and sounded like a mother deciding whether to let her 
teenaged daughter out on a date with a boy. 
 But Vicki agreed to accept all the liability and terms, signing the 
form the woman sent her as they spoke and sending it straight back. She 
had to agree to carry appropriate equipment to administer emergency 
sedatives with her at all times, which she intended to anyway, and it was 
all set. 
 She'd called Dale between appointments to tell him they were 
ready to go, noticing how genuinely pleased he sounded to hear from her. 
 The medical at Royal North Shore Hospital was set for Monday 
morning, so Vicki suggested she accompany him. She almost heard him 
stiffen in fear over the phone. She imagined the look 'what? so soon?' 
look on his face, as if he'd once said he'd like to try base jumping some 
day and had suddenly found himself standing on the edge of a building. 
 "We'll take it very, very slow," she'd promised. "We'll go early so 
we can just stand nearby. If you feel okay we can go on. Any discomfort 
we'll just come back through Strathfield or some other way. You'll make 
your appointment either way." 
 "Yeah, that'd work, I suppose," he'd said, sounding like he felt 
better. 
 "So how about I come and pick you up at your place in Ramsgate 
in the morning?" 
 "No, that's ridiculous, it's all the way out here then all the way 
back. I'll just jump on the train again and meet you at your office. We can 
leave from there." 
 Vicki had made him promise to call her on her CMD any time over 
the weekend if he changed his mind. She didn't want to give him any 
pressure to add to his anxiety, but he'd breathed deep, steeling himself 
and saying they might as well do it sooner rather than later. 
 Vicki saw two more patients in the afternoon and started attacking 
the mountain of paperwork that threatened to keep her late into the night, 
finally finishing up close to 9.30. 
 She rounded off her evening by ordering a pizza, pouring herself a 
gin and tonic from her locked drawer in the communal kitchen and 
downloading a movie call Rogue's Vengeance to her CMD, sending it to 
her array screen to fully enjoy the abysmal acting and production values. 



 As the movie loaded up the final step was to get the cushion from 
the lounge across the room to put on her chair. She knew herself well 
enough to know she'd soon be leaning back luxuriantly, and whatever 
injury she'd sustained in her coccyx years ago didn't take kindly to her 
putting so much off-centre pressure on it. 
 On the way back to her desk her eyes fell on the bridge through the 
window, the lights sparkling across the water between the city and Bondi 
as always. Vicki's eyes furrowed, a tiny knot of worry settling in her 
stomach. 
 Soon it was forgotten, Vicki leaning back luxuriously with her skirt 
around her thighs as she watched the pirate captain carry the serving girl 
downstairs into the belly of the ship and lay her roughly over a rum 
barrel... 
 As she watched the screen she tried not to let her eyes flick 
upwards at the view of bridge through the window. Why it was suddenly 
bothering her, she wasn't sure. 
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 Dale went home on Friday from his appointment with Dr Holt and 
did some stuff around the house before calling his mother. 
 He thought he might spend the weekend relaxing, maybe go to the 
supermarket and buy the ingredients for a special salad for dinner. But his 
imagination was far from relaxed. He was in a chaos of intrigue about 
her. He couldn't stop thinking about the tiny glint of light off the chain 
around her ankle, her small half smile when she emphasised a point, the 
split seconds that had made her look so familiar. 
 When she called later in the day to say she had approval for their 
bridge visit he'd been happy to hear her voice and bemused at being so 
happy to hear her voice in equal measure. 
 For the rest of the weekend he found his concentration lapsing, 
suddenly replaying snatches of their conversation over again in a 
daydream, hearing every accent and inflection he remembered from her 
voice. 
 So when he stepped into her reception area almost exactly at 7.45 
on Monday morning he could hardly keep from smiling. 
 She'd come out and greeted him wearing a white cotton top and a 
dark tan skirt, black stockings and what he thought were the same short 
heels she'd worn the previous Friday. He only realised because he was 
looking for the little anklet and was disappointed to see she wasn't 
wearing it. 
 "You're sure you're still ready to go ahead?" she asked as they 
pulled out of the parking garage of her building into the traffic heading 
west. "It's not too late to change your mind." 
 "I have to go today one way or another," he said, stealing glances 
at her while they spoke. He tried not to look at her as much as he felt 
compelled to but as she directed the little Holden through the traffic and 
peeled a stray hair back from her face or absentmindedly tapped her 
fingertips on the wheel, Dale noticed. 
 "The sedatives aren't for anyone's safety but yours," she was 
saying. "But it's not even going to get to that stage. Just like we planned, 
we'll park in The Rocks first and see how you feel, maybe go up the stairs 
to the highway if you're okay. It's up to you how much further we go. We 
can go across after that if you like but I won't even consider it unless 
you're completely comfortable. The name of the game today is to take it 
really slow." 
 "After last week I wouldn't want it any other way," he laughed, 
pulling the sleeve of his sports coat down again. He wasn't quite sure why 
he'd worn it, the polo shirt and jeans were perfectly adequate for a 
medical. Surely he hadn't talked himself into it because he knew he'd be 



seeing her? The coat was pretty old and now he just felt self-conscious 
because it was a little short in the sleeves. 
 "But that's also why you have to tell me immediately, and I mean 
immediately, if you see anything you don't like," Vicki said. "If there's 
going to be any cause to sedate you I want to avoid it before it happens." 
 "I promise," Dale said as they turned into The Rocks, "but if my 
past form is anything to go by it won't be hard to tell if I'm seeing things." 
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 They emerged onto the easternmost footpath from the Cumberland 
Street steps and Dale looked around. Behind them the Port Jackson 
Highway split and crisscrossed among the skyscrapers just back from The 
Rocks. Ahead, the bridge loomed. 
 "Anything?" Vicki asked him, hefting the vinyl equipment case of 
over her arm. 
 Dale slowly shook his head. "Just my back," he said, rubbing it. 
 "Hurts?" she asked with concern. 
 "Yeah, it feels..." Dale struggled for the right word, "like it's 
buzzing... Electrified." 
 "Magnetisation again, maybe?" 
 "I hope I'm not going to get it every bloody time I come near here," 
Dale grumbled. "Are you sure you won't let me carry that?" 
 Vicki smiled and shook her head. "If you did and anything 
happened there'd be lawyers from here to Perth tearing up my license. 
Thanks though." 
 Dale smiled and they walked on. This time the pain had started as 
soon as he'd caught sight of the bridge through the buildings of the city, a 
sleepy ache in the bottom of his back like a muscular inflammation. 
 They approached the first pylons, Vicki asking every now and then 
if he was still okay. He breathed deeply as they walked, forcing his 
stomach down and trying to relax. 
 There was no sign of the old bridge, the old trains or any of the 
carnage from his dreams, but the anticipation of it, almost a taste in the 
air, had him tied up in knots. He blew out a whistling breath and when 
Vicki turned she didn't ask him if he was okay, she just gave him a pretty 
and encouraging smile. For some reason, it worked better. 
 When they were past the first pylon and onto the bridge and a 10-
foot iron beam materialised as if out from behind a lace veil, Dale was 
almost relieved as he stopped to watch it fall. 
 It appeared before his eyes, 30 metres away, halfway between the 
top of the vertical frame and the highway and looking like scratchy like 
old video footage superimposed over another, better quality film. As it 
fell into existence it gained clarity and by the time it hit the asphalt it was 
as real and heavy as the cars driving along the highway below it. It 
crashed to the road with an ear splitting chime. 
 But it wasn't real. Passing cars from the real world went through it. 
The image of the beam seemed... washed away by the bridge and world 
around it. Or was the beam real, the bridge and himself and Vicki the 
fading image? For a second Dale lost perspective. He was watching two 



perfect quality moving images now, overlapping each other, and he 
couldn't tell which one didn't belong. 
 The tension broke because something had happened, but his heart 
began to jackrabbit and his breath became short and shallow in fear. 
Vicki noticed the change in him instantly. 
 "There," he said in an urgent whisper, pointing to where the 
phantom object lay splayed across two lanes, "see that?" 
 She pulled her CMD out of her pocket, switched the phone 
function to silent and activated the voice recorder. She tried not to make 
it obvious to Dale as she slipped it back in her pocket where it would pick 
up everything they said. 
 "Do you see anything else?" she said, scanning the road where he'd 
pointed. There was nothing there. 
 "No, not yet, just that-" he broke off. 
 Vicki looked up into his face. He was looking down the far end. 
 "It's doing it just as I remember," he continued in a hoarse whisper, 
terror creeping onto his face. 
 "What is?" 
 "The old bridge. The arch is falling apart, in great big pieces, just 
like it did when I was there! Look!" 
 Vicki looked, and still there was nothing. 
 Dale turned his head. 
 "Here comes the train," he said, "Can't you feel it in your feet?" 
 Vicki turned, trying to keep up with him. No train, no vibration. 
 "Some of it's raspy, like a bad TV picture," he said, "it breaks up 
and flickers, like I'm looking at it underwater." 
 Vicki unzipped the bag and put it down beside her feet in 
readiness. He was scared but nowhere near hysterical. He seemed like a 
child at a scary zoo exhibit or dinosaur museum. He was definitely afraid, 
but there was an element of confidence. 
 "Dale, can you hear me?" she said. He snapped his head towards 
her and nodded, albeit urgently. "Can you describe what you're seeing?" 
 "I feel all right," he began in a steady voice. "...things aren't 
coming at me, like before. I don't feel in danger. I... Oh God." He put his 
hands to his head in futile desperation looking across to the other edge of 
the span. "Oh God, oh God, the train. I know it's not happening, but God, 
those people, they're..." he shot out and grabbed her elbow "look, it's 
going through the hole, it's falling through. Listen, you'll hear the roof hit 
the edge..." He winced, appalled by something Vicki couldn't perceive, 
and while she was still trying, his attention shifted focus again. 
 "Here comes the bus, like always." 
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 The beam hit the roof of the bus, same as it always did, the 
windows exploding outwards like a dying star ejecting its outer layers, 
but instead of falling onto its side like it did that day and had in dreams 
for 18 years since it careened towards them, smashing cars out of its way 
as it slid. 
 A semi filled with landfill crossed its path, brakes only just starting 
their low scream. The crash was an explosion, the sound of a rocket 
impact in a steel yard, the dirt and stones erupting through the splintered 
trailer of the truck like it was a volcano. Its body was broken in two and 
flung aside like a broken toy, scattering cars aside like they were toys. 
 The bus, still full of commuters, crashed through the guardrail right 
in front of Dale, splintered the iron footpath guard on the edge of the old 
bridge and rocketed off into the air. 
 

**** 
 
 He was craning to look over the rail into the water, breathing in 
great ragged gasps of terror. 
 "Dale, look at me," Vicki said firmly. He turned to her, took a deep 
breath and nodded. "Now try and concentrate. I know you're frightened, 
but describe to me what's happening." 
 "Well..." he began, looking down onto the road. 
 Across the highway was an overturned white Mitsubishi, its bonnet 
hanging open, the sick cawing of the fading horn coming from 
underneath after being tripped in the impact with a nearby Lexus. 
 Leading from it in a lazy river was a red-black trail of blood, 
weaving this way and that. 
 Dale leaned over the guardrail between the footpath and the 
highway and right there below him was the dead, legless, besuited man, 
the one he knew so well. When the thing saw Dale it lifted its dead eyes 
to him, and he felt the same punch in the gut from every dream he'd had 
about it. 
 Only this time his flesh crawled slowly, the same way it did 
walking into the bathroom to see a huge huntsman spider on the wall. 
Apart from the hallucination on the train he'd never been this close to the 
dead man. And he wasn't hallucinating this time. 
 Was he? 
 The man turned his head slowly from one side to the other, like a 
dog trying to understand an unfamiliar command. Dale heard the tendons 
and tissue snap and tear in his neck. The blood streaking his bashed-in 



face was still as black as oil and the eyes were still hateful, but this time 
they were oddly pleading. 
 "Dale, what can you see down there?" Vicki asked him from some 
other world. He just shook his head. Something was wrong. 
 Something was different. 
 The strangled howl that came from the dead mouth was more like 
the whimper of an injured animal. The man lifted one of his dead hands 
up towards Dale but he didn't seem to be able to stretch any further. 
 Surely it can't be ...afraid of me, Dale thought to himself, confused, 
thrilled, horrified and sickened all at once. 
 He leaned further over the rail and reached down slowly towards 
the corpse. 
 As he did, the man withdrew the bloodied hand a few inches and 
shrank back the tiniest fraction. Dale reached down further and the man 
seemed to try to press his body flatter against the asphalt, even squirm 
back in the direction he'd come. 
 Dale withdrew his hand a little and the man rose back up again an 
inch or two. 
 A memory flashed through Dale's mind. In primary school science 
along with millions of children the world over, he'd shaken iron filings 
out of a jar and watched with fascination as they'd scurried around a piece 
of paper, away from the middle of a bar magnet as if afraid of it. 
 Something about the way the dead man moved in reaction to Dale's 
outstretched hand made him remember it now, years later. Just iron 
filings, he thought, attracted and repulsed by the same thing. 
 As soon as the thought crossed Dale's mind, it was all gone. 
 The falling beams, the destruction, the dead man, they were all 
there one instant and the next he was reaching over the guardrail towards 
the nearest lane of the highway, the new bridge reaching proudly into the 
sky around them. 
 He stood back up and turned to look at Vicki, her face full of 
concern. 
 "It's..." he began. 
 Realisation flooded through him like a wave – of having power in 
this place, power he'd never had before – especially not here. He wasn't 
aware of it but he had an erection. 
 "What?" Vicki asked, looking at him intently. 
 Dale couldn't believe he was hearing the words out of his own 
mouth. "They can't hurt me after all." 
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 Barry's CMD rang on the passenger seat when he was approaching 
the city on the Eastern Distributor. He pressed the answer button on the 
media deck touch screen and Donald's voice came through as clearly as if 
he were sitting in the passenger seat. 
 "It's Donald, doctor, I just wondered if you were nearby?" 
 "Just coming through Alexandria, I might be half an hour or more 
yet depending on the traffic. Anything up?" 
 "I got here early like we talked about, I wanted to be monitoring 
through peak hour. It happened like I expected, it started building slowly 
between about seven thirty and eight, then five minutes ago it just... 
stopped." 
 "The field?" Barry said, trying to manoeuvre into the lane that 
would take him right through to the end of Macquarie Street. From there 
it was just a quick trip across the Quay and he'd be at the bridge, ready to 
meet Donald in Milson's Point where he'd parked the research van. 
 "Yeah, the level went through the floor. It went straight back to the 
level of the background voltage like someone had disconnected 
something." 
 "How?" 
 "I couldn't even hazard a guess, but I think we should keep a close 
eye on it for the next hour or so." 
 "All right," Barry said, pressing the accelerator a little harder and 
trying to ignore the tightness gathering in his chest, "I'll get there when I 
can." 
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 "You're absolutely sure?" Vicki said. 
 "Trust me, it's gone." Dale said from the passenger seat beside her, 
"It feels like a weight's been lifted. Almost like the air was really smoky 
after a fire and a big wind's just cleared it all away." 
 "We're going to be in the car though," Vicki said. "We're not going 
to be able to just stop or turn around very easily. That's why I suggested 
we go out via Lane Cove instead of over the bridge." 
 "You said yourself," Dale said as he shifted in his seat, trying to 
give his legs more room in a car that was much too small for a man of six 
feet, "the more time I spend here the less scared I'll be. I'm not the least 
scared at the moment because honestly, I felt it leave... I don't know how. 
But I couldn't be more sure." 
 "Okay," Dr Holt murmured as she concentrated on joining the flow 
of traffic onto the bridge from the Grosvenor Street on-ramp, glancing at 
him with uncertainty. "I can't make a professional decision on this and 
when I can it might be too late to turn back, I have to go completely on 
how you feel." 
 Dale looked at her, and she saw confidence in his face the likes of 
which she hadn't seen so far that morning or during his appointment the 
other day. "We're fine," he assured her. 
 She smiled at him, raising her eyebrows and looking back out at 
the merging lanes ahead of them. "I've been told, then," she said with a 
smile. 
 She selected the lane closest to the edge of the bridge beside the 
northbound rail line, going through the tollgate that prompted a beep 
from her media player, the $12.50 deducted from her account as they 
passed. 
 They were in the slowest lane and Vicki kept the DeMode at 
around 45. "Anything?" she asked, glancing at him every few seconds. 
 He inhaled deeply and rubbed his stomach. "Just butterflies. Still a 
little bit of pain in my back, but not as bad as before. It feels like it's 
fading." 
 "Okay," she said, checking the CMD on the dashboard was still 
recording, "just talk as it comes to you. Tell me what you're seeing and 
how you feel." 
 "Nothing yet," Dale said. She glanced at him again, the shadow of 
the first pylon passing outside, and even though he looked anxious, he 
appeared to be holding it together. 
 They both heard the rumbling of a train approaching from behind 
and she reached across and touched his hand, startling him. 
 "Still okay? Not sick or anything?" 



 He shook his head. "Still nothing, just a–" 
 Up ahead was a clatter of steel, and a dozen or more beams came 
from above to crash across the road. Dale hitched in a sharp breath. His 
heart started to thunder and the slowly vanishing ache in his back turned 
into a sudden fire. 
 Dale glanced to the left, and like a huge wave filling a tiny inlet on 
a rocky shore, the fear surged in. 
 At the edge of the roadway at least thirty metres away was the half-
legged crash victim again. He was standing, hovering on one leg, blood 
dripping from the stump of the other. 
 His eyes were wide and white, like a beacon amongst the bedlam 
of movement that appeared around Vicki's car as beams and metal rained 
down again. 
 They were locked on Dale, and he was pointing. 
 Dale heard himself sob from it, the blackness that washed over him 
at the creature's gaze total, horror blowing all other awareness out of his 
body. 
 Something else was different this time. 
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 "Dale," Vicki began. She started to press the brake and they slowed 
to a walking pace, the first horns ringing out behind them. 
 His eyes were wild, staring at something down the street. Even 
from here she could see him start to shake. He ignored her. 
 "Dale, tell me what you're looking at," Vicki demanded, trying to 
bring him back to the present. The train was screeching along almost 
level with the car, the squeal of wheels on tracks so loud she almost had 
to yell to be heard. 
 She was rigidly conscious of the split second she'd have if she 
needed to stop, reach over and get the needle from the open case. Even if 
she managed that, she had to jab Dale with it and still have the time to 
pump the contents into him. She also had to pick her moment – the 
threshold of what might turn into hysteria – with no room for error. 
 "Okay, I'm speeding up, I'm going to get us off here. You're safe 
Dale, it's just a hallucination. Nothing can hurt you. I promise. Are you 
with me? ...Dale!" 
 He snapped his head towards her, his eyes fear-stricken and 
unrecognising. Something in them caused Vicki to bring the hatchback to 
a full stop. Dale was already hitching in a breath to scream and before she 
was even conscious of thinking it, Vicki knew she'd have to sedate him 
and she had only seconds left before he lost it completely. 
 

**** 
 
 He heard Vicki shout his name beside him and the sound somehow 
reminded him what he was watching wasn't real. 
 I'm still in the car beside her. She's right here. I just have to turn 
and look at her and everything will be all- 
 He turned to look at her and saw the flash as a hand shot out to 
clamp around his neck, the fingers digging into the skin either side of his 
trachea painfully. 
 The dead man from the road outside screamed in rage as he 
thrashed across the seat to attack Dale, crushing him against the door. 
 Only his scream was a choked howl from his waterlogged throat, 
and filthy air surrounded Dale in a cloud, full of fetid seawater and 
putrefying flesh. 
 Dale had a hand against the man's thrashing chest, trying to hold 
him at arm's length and feeling the fingers tighten around his throat. The 
thing was coming closer, and in only seconds he'd feel its disgusting 
mouth on him. Dale started to panic and lash out, sending a fist 
plummeting into the side of its head. 
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 "-just because we can't be sure how fast it's going to decrease-" 
Donald was saying while Barry watched the screen behind him. 
 "Jesus, what's that?" Barry said, pointing. The picture on the 
monitor looked like a digital oscilloscope, a series of lines flickering back 
and forth. 
 They'd been watching the needles draw lazy, consistent lines for 
close to half an hour, little more than the background electromagnetic 
field of the city after the decrease Donald had reported. 
 Suddenly the reading sprang into activity, the lines dancing back 
and forth looking like an earthquake and filling the cool black 
background with a chaos of terror-stricken bright green. 
 Donald's legs had been crossed, his body relaxed as they talked, 
but when he turned back to look at the monitor he went rigid with shock. 
 "Holy shit," he said. "It's just gone through the roof!" 
 

**** 
 
 The wires overhanging the tracks on both sides of the bridge came 
alive. Cracks like lightning rang out and electric arcs rocketed between 
main supports, cables and cars. 
 Motorists screeched to terrified halts, fenders and panels dented 
and smashed in panicked impacts.  
 Four trains along the same line, one as far out as Waverton – three 
stations and over 10 kilometres away – shorted out. 
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 As soon as Dale turned to look at her, Vicki knew she was 
probably too late. He was not only miles away, he'd lost all capacity to 
think calmly at a single stroke. Her only chance was to get the syringe 
from the kit behind them and pray he stayed still long enough for her to 
inject the serum. 
 She thought maybe yelling his name again might drag him some 
small distance back to her, but instead of reaching for the needle, she 
made the mistake of touching his arm first. 
 Dale's eyes went as wide as saucers and he screamed with the most 
terrible apoplexy she could imagine from a grown man. He tore himself 
out of her grip, scrambled to press himself back against the door, and she 
didn't even see him strike. 
 Something rocketed into her temple, clipping her forearm so fast 
and hard she felt the bone shake. A sheet of flaring white noise exploded 
in her head and she was dimly aware of a rivulet of warmth down her 
cheek. 
 Even as she heard the passenger door open and the sounds from the 
traffic around them flood in she couldn't make herself think for long 
seconds. The pain in her head was like a church bell tolling from only 
feet away, driving everything else out. 
 When she could finally see and hear, Vicki opened her eyes to see 
Dale stumbling past in front of the car, clutching his head blindly and 
screaming as he ran towards the traffic around them... 
 "Dale!" she screamed in fear, making herself shove her door open 
and gesturing wildly for oncoming cars to stop. He was already gone, off 
amongst cars that were beeping and swerving around him. Vicki's heart 
rose into her throat as she started after him, still frantically trying to stop 
the traffic approaching from behind and not get killed herself. His luck 
wouldn't hold. 
 A long, low horn blared, and Vicki's heart lurched up even further 
as a blue and white state transit bus careened past her with no chance of 
stopping or swerving in time. Its great tires bellowed on the road, 
hydraulic brakes hissing and squealing and it bore down on Dale, 
shielding him from Vicki at the last second. 
 A fleshy clang rang out and she watched his body roll out into 
view. His arms flailed limply and he crashed, deadweight, onto the 
asphalt. 
 She emitted the most piercing wail she could manage, tears of 
terror filling her eyes as she ran to his crumpled form on the road. Dale 
was on his front, one knee drawn up helplessly like a sleeping child, a 
line of blood across his cheek. 



 People were already getting out of cars, running forward or 
standing and watching in shock. Vicki crouched beside Dale's body, 
feeling his neck and grasping his wrist as well. Her hands were shaking 
and sobs racked her body so strongly couldn't tell if there was a pulse or 
not. 
 "Is he all right?" a voice beside her said. It was the bus driver, an 
elderly man with a crop of white hair. "An ambulance is on the way." 
 "I don't know," Vicki said, fighting the tears with her voice and 
trying to stay in control. She was a doctor, if he had any chance she was 
it. She had to hold it together. 
 But the pain and ringing in her head were threatening to knock her 
out and she just couldn't stop sobbing... 
 "I don't know," she repeated, trying to dry her eyes but with great 
bellowing sobs still coming out of her, "I need to check his pulse." 
 "Come on," another voice said behind her, strong arms drawing her 
to her feet, "we'll take care of him. You're hurt too. Come on." 
 She saw someone pass a hankie across in front of her and someone 
else pressed it gingerly to her temple where it felt like an arrow was 
embedded in her head. She leaned into the arms holding her up and saw 
blood had dribbled down the front of her top. 
 "I need to-" she said in a whisper, the breath hitching in and out of 
her finally calming down. 
 Again voices told her not to worry, but Vicki suddenly heard 
something that didn't belong amid the traffic and voices. 
 "What was that?" she asked nobody at all as she raised her eyes to 
the road ahead. A few cars were stopped in a cluster around the bus, the 
traffic inching carefully around the conflagration. 
 A wave of pain overwhelmed her and Vicki was about to let her 
head hang forward in exhaustion again when a curved piece of grey 
metal, 14 feet long, crashed to the road with an ear splitting clang not 30 
feet from where she stood. 
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 Driving south from the city of Sydney leads through several 
regions and municipalities. Between the inner city industrial district of 
South Sydney and the Georges River is the St George region, heavily 
populated with one of Australia's highest populations of what the 1960s 
dubbed 'New Australians'. 
 Throughout the entire second half of the 20th century Rockdale, 
Hurstville, Kogarah, and the suburbs that surround them became home to 
tens of thousands of Middle Easterners, southern Europeans and Asians 
trying to find a better life in the legendary blessings of the Lucky Country 
– escaping war, famine or persecution all over the world. 
 Barry Paul was a second generation Australian. His parents had 
met in the southern New South Wales town of Cooma, his mother's 
family – Romanian Jews – having fled there to escape the Nazi advance 
in 1944 before she was born. 
 Barry's paternal grandfather Francis was a British soldier stationed 
with the UN forces in Japan in 1951. The fighting across the Japan Sea in 
Korea had become entrenched with Macarthur bombarding the whole 
region mercilessly, and there were murmurs of joining the front any day. 
 When his regiment got their orders to ship out, he offered an entire 
week's pay to an old man transporting grain on a donkey-drawn wagon to 
escort him to the ports at Kagoshima. Once there he bribed his way onto a 
huge fishing ketch bound for Tokyo, where he knew an American navy 
ship was leaving to carry damaged munitions to Melbourne for repair in a 
few weeks. 
 He spent four days belowdecks sleeping on crates and eating scraps 
from the rubbish hold, the stench of fish guts, rotting wood, soppy rags 
and his own stale excrement his only company. 
 Once in Tokyo harbour, Francis dived off the ship before it berthed 
and swam half a mile through 6ºC water to the USS Minnesota, stowing 
away by climbing up the algae-slimed anchor chain. 
 The craft was covered with servicemen and as it wasn't under 
combat alert life was pretty casual, so Francis didn't need to take a lot of 
care moving around. He ate on his own in the ship's mess area and slept 
on deck or in a lifeboat, staying mostly out of sight. 
 Sneaking off the ship in Melbourne, he used his remaining cash 
(American dollars, which everyone was accepting in the big Australian 
ports owing to the number of yank sailors around) to get a seedy room in 
Flinders Lane and patronise the services of a young prostitute named 
Dolly. 
 He won enough for a train fare to Brisbane by betting his 
wristwatch in a game of backgammon, getting off in Sydney and 



boarding an inland train to further hide his tracks, aware that by then the 
British Army would have a court martial waiting for him. 
 He eventually found his way to a small town named Cooma and 
obtained work doing odd jobs at a local farm under a false name. 
 It didn't take Francis long to seduce his employer's 15 year old 
daughter, who'd been taking his lunch into the fields for him every day. 
Barry's father was conceived in a hay pile in the farm's small supply barn. 
In October 1951 the terrified young girl told him she was pregnant and 
that night he disappeared, travelling further west and out of the Paul 
family history. 
 Francis actually spent the rest of his life between Alice Springs and 
Kalgoorlie making money droving, farming or whatever living he could 
scrape off the harsh central landscape. 
 At around Christmas 2000 the Kalgoorlie Herald ran a feature 
story on him, calling the secret war deserter a 'local icon'. The young 
female reporter sent to his home to do the interview had gushed 
enthusiastically – it had been her first job away from the copy desk – 
until he'd propositioned her. That part didn't make it into the article. 
 Francis died quietly of heart failure on September 12, 2001 
watching the endless replays of the terrorist attacks in New York and 
Washington DC on TV, nobody ever knowing the United Kingdom still 
had a 50 year old warrant for his arrest. 
 Barry's grandmother, having just turned 16, died during childbirth. 
Her parents reared the baby as their own, giving it their adopted western 
name of Paul rather than their Romanian surname of Pavel and the first 
name Christof, after his mother's teddy bear and favourite toy as a girl. 
 Christof worked on the farm until he was seventeen, when he 
began courting the daughter of the Australian family who owned the 
tobacco shop. They fell in love, married in November 1969 and moved to 
Sydney, giving birth to four children. The last child, born in 1978, was 
named after the father who'd raised Christof – Barry. 
 Barry had decided before he was even in his teens that he wanted 
to be a doctor. He graduated from high school in 1996 and completed his 
first degree in 2001, just days after his unknown grandfather died a few 
thousand kilometres to the west of him. After working as a GP for five 
years he went back to school to get his masters in orthopaedic medicine 
and made a good living as a specialist. He worked with several partners 
over the next decade and a half before establishing his own clinic in 
2019, barely months before the Harbour Bridge collapse. 
 The experience of working with other doctors had given Barry the 
idea of putting together his own speciality practice covering all aspects of 
back and spinal care. He'd toyed with the idea for nearly ten years, simply 
too busy with patients to do much about it, until he'd finally written his 



article over the course of the last half of 2036. It detailed a business 
model he'd figured out with his accountant for setting the business up 
around the various rebates and labyrinthine financial apparatus of the 
private health funds and government health authorities. 
 Barry was more or less happy with his career. It at least proved a 
respite from his marriage. His beard and hair were greyer and he knew 
he'd aged too much for his wife to be interested in him any more, which 
suited him fine – she was always more interested in her highbrow friends 
and dinner parties than him. 
 The turning point had come over ten years before at one of his 
wife's pretentious charity events. She'd introduced him to a nervous 
young man, a merchant banker or some bloody thing and later that 
evening he'd chanced to look out the kitchen window and had seen the 
young man sitting undressed on the edge of the spa beside the pool. The 
mans' back was turned but Barry could plainly see his wife's head moving 
up and down in the man's lap while he played with her hair lovingly. 
 Barry had spent the next few days trying to be infuriated but found 
he didn't really care. He had no doubt she'd been fucking half her yuppie 
clique for years. Driving home from work one night soon after he'd 
pulled into the rear car park of a brothel in Blakehurst, gone inside and 
had the best goddamned screw of his life. 
 So now, like millions of other middle aged men in the western 
world, there was nothing in his life but his work. He had a house a stone's 
throw from the water in Coora Road, Yowie Bay, decorated by a wife he 
hardly spoke to except to fight with. She'd been a beautiful young woman 
once, a charity co-ordinator in the health sector. They'd met at a medical 
conference on the Gold Coast, where he'd spent half the night getting her 
drunk and the other half banging her for all he was worth in his hotel 
room. 
 They'd loved each other once, then just lived together, and now... it 
was just too late to change their ways and do anything about it. 
 



28 
 
 Living in the St George area and working across the Georges River 
in the Sutherland Shire, Barry had no trouble finding 15 Green Street, 
Kogarah. It was one of the thousands of roads that intersected the Princes 
Highway, the main road south out of the city that ran through three local 
government areas and eventually all the way to Melbourne. 
 The street was full of small, compact bungalows from the 60s and 
70s, some modern, some done in the ubiquitous federation style that 
epitomised Australian house building throughout the 1990s. Number 15 
was a simple compact bungalow of white fibro and a crappy porch 
nestled between adjacent front walls. Barry pulled in to the kerb outside 
the house and walked up to the front door, knocking firmly three times. 
 He sighed heavily. He'd promised himself a week ago this would 
all be over. Then Dale had been hit by a bus while running around on the 
bridge with a psychiatrist, a practice Barry himself wouldn't have 
condoned had he known. Aside from the shock and horror of what had 
happened to his friend, it had opened up a whole new can of worms and 
this saga was far from over. 
 He'd seen what patients he couldn't avoid the previous morning and 
then told Eileen to start ringing people and sound crestfallen and 
apologetic while putting them off until the following Wednesday. 
 This time next week, Barry promised himself, it would be over. 
 A short, wild haired Indian man with the face and body of a new 
world ape – glasses balancing on the tip of his nose and an array screen 
tucked under his arm – answered, wearing trousers and a white work 
shirt, askew, untucked and open, revealing a protruding, chocolate 
coloured belly. 
 "Mr Sahid?" Barry enquired. 
 "Yes?" the man said, his accent thick. 
 "My name is Barry Paul, I'm investigating the incident on Monday 
morning." He showed the man his AMA credentials and hoped the old 
train driver was too dense or uncaring to ask why a doctor wanted to 
know what had happened. "I understand you're a train driver with 
CityRail?" 
 "Yes?" 
 "Good. Now, please understand you're not in any trouble, I know 
the Transit Authority has cleared you of negligence. What you tell me, if 
anything, will simply aid an independent investigation. It won't reflect 
your actions during the incident." 
 The man, nodding all the time, his eyes growing calmer, nodded 
again. "Yes?" 



 "Excellent," Barry continued, "now, I need to ask about your 
statement. You said the train began to stop and experienced some drag. Is 
that right?" 
 "That's right," the man said, using his hands and screen to 
emphasise his words, "I feel something stopping the train, and I think a 
passenger has used emergency brake," (he pronounced it 'brek'). 
 Barry nodded. "I asked the CityRail incident assessor, he said the 
internal technical test showed it wasn't a mechanical fault, it was just a 
short in the electrical system caused by a power surge. They said the 
emergency brakes hadn't been activated. Did you apply the brakes 
yourself, Mr Sahid?" 
 "I try to see the outside, you know, the accident. I didn't stop the 
train." 
 "Shouldn't it have coasted all the way to the next station then?" 
Barry said, "If you're sure you never applied the brakes, I mean?" The 
man looked both puzzled and troubled. "Mr Sahid, when the commotion 
was over, did you – before checking the electrical fault – have time to 
notice the train was stationary... did the train stop by itself?" 
 "Yes." 
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 Donald looked up as Barry entered the office adjoining his lab at 
the university. He stood to greet the investigator, they shook hands and 
both sat. 
 "So," Donald asked as Barry put his briefcase down, "What'd you 
find out?" 
 "He didn't touch the brake," Barry said, "so whatever stopped the 
train must have affected my patient too. They happened right on top of 
each other." 
 "It'd have to seem that way," Donald answered, sifting through 
some papers in a file on his desk to reveal his array keyboard hidden 
amongst them. "I've collated some data here, but it really only lets us 
speculate. Hang on, let me just call it up." 
 Barry sat back and looked across the work area, piled high with 
papers, books and boxes of equipment. He picked up a large hardcover 
book called The Sydney Harbour Bridge; Past, Present & Future. 
 Flicking through it for a minute while Donald's fingers clacked and 
clattered over his keyboard, it seemed to Barry the site had always been 
cursed with bad luck. Sixteen workers had died building the old bridge. 
After its opening in 1932, an estimated 60 to 70 people had died there by 
murder, suicide or accident. 
 When the bridge shuddered and fell into Sydney harbour in 2019 it 
claimed over 580 people from start to finish. And already, in the 19 years 
since, 23 people had died there. Everybody remembered the infamous 
March 2024 murder where a jealous boyfriend took his lover across in the 
cable car ride, sexually assaulted her, stabbed her 37 times, sexually 
assaulted her corpse and threw her body so hard through the window it 
cleared the edge of the highway and landed in the water far below. 
 Was it worth having a thoroughfare just to keep Sydney's 
infrastructure intact? Not for that girl's family, not for six hundred other 
families, not for the widows and orphans struggling through the Great 
Depression. 
 Not for Dale Milling. 
 "Okay," Donald began, turning back, "there were no random 
fluctuations. I collected some weather reports and we've had an up and 
down week as far as barometric pressure and pollution readings. Data 
from the Malin satellite reported a range of magnitudes in positive and 
negative charge at sea level for the last week. I'll have to keep monitoring 
to be sure, at least for another week when they've forecast storms, but I 
think it's safe to say the weather has no effect. 
 "So our first assumption, still yet to be proven, mind you, is that 
while the field's high in voltage, it's very low in either density or 



frequency. That's why it can't be affected by the weather, because any 
static charge from the weather at sea level are very high frequency. One 
thing that could produce or magnify a low frequency electromagnetic 
field is certain processed or industrial metals." 
 "So it could be because of the bridge itself, the metal?" Barry 
asked, putting the book back on the bench. 
 "That's one theory. The other is this. Even though the data reports 
the field isn't fluctuating randomly, it did detect a steady drop." 
 "So it's demagnetising itself?" 
 "It could be, but we've only been watching since last Friday. It may 
be levelling out from a peak we were too late to detect, as if something 
big had happened and we're witnessing the diminishing echo. The reason 
I think so is the computer produced this graph when I gave it the readings 
taken over the time since we set up the temp-link." 
 Donald called up a graph on his array monitor and Barry pulled his 
glasses out of his top pocket, leaning in close to see where the scientist 
traced the curved line with his finger. 
 "See?" Donald said, "It's not a steady decline, otherwise the curve 
would be a straight line. It's more like half a bell curve. The voltage is 
shrinking, but to a lesser degree as time passes." 
 "So, what is this big thing we've missed, then?" Barry asked, not 
sure how the speculations were of any benefit. 
 "Well, because the factor of decrease is proportionate I can feed 
any old voltage into the equation and see what point in time the system 
would have been magnetised to that level," Donald said. He shrugged. 
"Theoretically." 
 "So you know when the peak was?" 
 "No, we'll never know. It could be any time before we started 
monitoring. In the wild some electromagnetic charges can fluctuate over 
the course of years, decades." 
 "So what good does it do us?" Barry asked, confused and 
frustrated. 
 "Well, I won't bore you with the figures, but I checked for the 
amount of voltage running through the overhead train lines during your 
average Monday rush hour. Now, for the electromagnetic field to short 
out the train, it would have to be at least that same voltage to override the 
train's electrical systems. So, I put that figure through the computer and it 
gave me this point in time." 
 He called up another document, tracing the text with his finger 
until he reached the line he was looking for. "Here. 8:16am, Monday 
January 19." 
 He picked up another paper and handed it to Barry. "This is the 
CityRail report you sent me. Read the highlighted line." 



 Barry took his glasses off, cursing himself for the millionth time 
for getting old and having to switch between reading glasses and no 
glasses and read the text encased in yellow fluorescent pen aloud 
"...according to the CityRail Redfern Central Control room log, the 
7:09am Blacktown service stopped at 08hrs, 14'37", 19/1/37 between 
Wynyard and Milsons Point stations." 
 "The difference in time between the two reports is immaterial, 
obviously," Donald said. 
 "What times?" Barry said, shaking his head. 
 "The voltage of the lines I fed into the computer gave us 8.16," 
Donald said, pointing between the screen and the page in Barry's hand, 
"and the CityRail report said the train stopped at 8.14. According to the 
computer the voltage at this point when the train stopped was 58.45. It's a 
fair enough assumption that was the peak, because if it had been higher 
before that we would have seen more related phenomena like the train 
stopping before we did." 
 "Fifty eight volts," Barry almost whispered, the number a ghost of 
a memory. He made a mental note to search the surgery records network 
from his CMD when he got back to the car, a promise Donald's next 
revelation made him forget just as quickly. 
 "Now, bear in mind what I said," the scientist continued. "If the 
train shorted out at 8.14, that's why we can assume the voltage peaked at 
that same time. And the electromagnetism was severe enough not only to 
short out the train, but to magnify the tracks," Donald said. "That wheels 
would've just stuck to them. That's why it stopped. It would have been 
just like someone slamming on an emergency brake. If it gets bigger, 
imagine how much damage it could do." 
 "Real magnetism, like a fridge magnet?" 
 "Exactly like a fridge magnet, only a kilometre long and half a 
kilometre tall. What if the field got so strong it started tearing watches off 
wrists or cars off the road? What about if it got strong enough to pull 
planes out of the sky?" 
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 Was it Vicki? The girl in the blue dress? Was it the man with his 
leg sheared off, looking up from the road and cawing like an old, sick 
bird, trying to reach him? 
 Was he in Vicki's car or on the path, in a train or running from 
twisted, falling metal? 
 Was he awake, hallucinating or dreaming? 
 We've got to get out of here, he cried, you've got to get us out of 
this. 
 I can't, Vicki had said beside him. It's in you now Dale. It's part of 
you. 
 No, he'd pleaded, but as he'd turned back to her in the car/on the 
path/falling through the air it had been her. Vicki, her leg sheared off, the 
blue dress splattered with blood and soaked from seawater as she dragged 
herself along the road on cracked, split nails to reach Dale. 
 She looked up at him, saying Why did you leave me there Dale? 
Why didn't you come and get me? I was trapped and you just left me 
there. 
 No, he'd said, feeling the guilt like a ton weight wrap itself around 
his heart, so strong it felt like it had in the old days, after he first 
recovered. I didn't know. I didn't know you were there. I would have died 
too if I'd tried to reach you. 
 You left me there to die alone, Dale. 
 Please, he began, reaching for her hand in the car beside him, 
watching blood and water slowly soak the blue dress. I'm so sorry- 
 Her hand struck, clamping around his wrist like a vice. The zombie 
thing with the torn-off leg dragged him close until he was inches from its 
putrid face, dead breath choked with salt water and rot. 
 It's inside you now, Dale. 
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 There are all sorts of freak coincidences in nature. Sometimes 
they're incredible, sometimes horrifying. 
 A young biologist from Cambridge University was on a research 
expedition in Colombia in 1836. When a midafternoon thunderstorm 
blew up he felt quite safe in the dark depths of the jungle, the treetops 
towering hundreds of feet above. 
 At 3:34pm a bolt of lightning streaked from the sky and penetrated 
the jungle canopy. It lanced through the maze of high branches, the 
extensive mid-level growth and vine network and into the cathedral of 
three metre wide trunks and dense floor foliage and hit the biologist in the 
head, killing him instantly. When they retrieved his body and performed 
an autopsy in Cartagena they found a piece of apple in his mouth, 
unchewed but made into perfectly baked apple sauce. 
 In June 1964, thirty miles outside Ernesto, Oklahoma, a family of 
five all hid in the master bedroom closet when they realised a tornado 
was heading their way during a violent summer thunderstorm. They 
reported hearing 'a thousand freight trains passing right beside us' and 
when they emerged from the closet the house was rubble around them, 
their hiding place untouched. 
 All dressed up for a new day on the job, a middle aged safari guide 
in Mozambique in spring of 2022 decided to try the new cologne his wife 
had given him for his birthday, quite proud of its masculine scent. 
 Drought and subsequent near-starvation had driven local lion 
prides to desperation, and his tour group was attacked during the day by a 
group of over ten adults. The man crouched beside a tree watching in 
terror as his clients were systematically chased down, torn to shreds and 
eaten alive. As the lions did so they glared warily at him, steering well 
clear. 
 Dale Milling was struck by a Sydney bus at 8:16am on Monday, 
January 19, 2037. Because of the angle of impact and the position of his 
body, his only injuries were light concussion, mild lesions to the face and 
head, and a clean break in his right index finger. 
 Waking up thrashing under the sheets from a nightmare felt 
natural, but when his mobile went off on the small bedside table a few 
seconds after he'd caught his breath, he nearly screamed with fright. 
 It was night, and he was at home. But something wasn't right. His 
hand felt heavy, padded with something. There was a belt or something 
strapped around his chest, a small box attached to the front of it. He felt 
the weight of another strap or constraint around his arm. 
 In the split second between realising he was all right and answering 
his CMD, a hundred thoughts crowded into Dale's consciousness. Images 



flying like bugs in firelight, just out of sight but unmistakable. Where had 
he been? Had he been for the medical? How did he get home? Had there 
even been a medical, or was it just another dream? 
 And the bridge. 
 He'd been there again. He'd seen that face. Had he dreamed that? 
No, he didn't think so. He'd gone to the bridge to get to the hospital for 
the medical. Had he made it? Why couldn't he remember? Had there been 
an accident? Where was Dr Holt? Was she- 
 Dale's heart missed two beats. 
 Dr Holt. 
 No, it wasn't. It had been her. The girl he'd left on the bridge to die. 
 Except that it was Dr Holt, wearing the blue dress. Dead on the 
side of the road. Smiling and blowing him the kiss that promised 
everything the bridge had taken away. 
 Which was which? 
 Or were they the same? 
 Threads started to trickle back into his mind. She'd been driving 
him across the bridge when... That's why he was here. 
 "Oh no," he whimpered, scrabbling around for the phone beside 
him. He found the switch of the lamp first, flicked it on, and too late he 
saw the thick white bandage around his finger as he jabbed the 'answer' 
button on the mobile. 
 An electrified lance of pain seared down his finger into his arm and 
Dale roared through clenched teeth in agony, each thud of his pulse 
already hammering his finger mercilessly. 
 "Mr Milling?" came a male voice from the phone's speaker. 
 Dale cut off his cry, feeling tears of pain prickle his eyes. "Sorry," 
he said into the phone, "I-" 
 "Now I don't want to you be alarmed, Mr Milling," the voice told 
him. "You're at home in bed and you're safe. I'm a nurse, my name's 
Daniel. The device strapped around your chest told us you were awake, 
that's how I knew to call you." 
 "What happened to me?" Dale said, sitting up. The thing around his 
chest tightened, and he saw the pressure he could feel on his other arm 
was a splint holding his elbow straight. A plastic tube came out from 
underneath it somewhere, twirling up into a sac full of yellow liquid on 
an IV stand beside his bed. 
 "You're okay," the nurse told him, "you're safe. I promise. You had 
an accident on the Harbour Bridge the other day-" 
 "When?" Dale said, exasperated. "How long have I been here?" 
 "Okay Mr Milling, I need you to do something for me. I promise 
you you're safe and I'll explain everything. First I want you to take two 
deep breaths. Can you do that for me?" 



 There was nobody else in the flat. He wasn't dreaming. He was in 
his own bed, hooked up to a small portable IV with his finger bandaged 
up, but he was okay. 
 "All right, sorry," he told the voice. 
 "Do it with me now..." the nurse said. "One... two... That's good. 
Whatever you do don't get out of bed just now, you're probably pretty 
weak. Now I'll explain everything, but I promise you you're out of 
danger." 
 "Okay, sorry. I'm okay now," Dale said, aware how crazy he must 
have sounded. 
 "Okay. You were with Dr..." Dale heard keys being tapped. "Holt 
in her car. You suffered a hallucination and in the panic you were struck 
and mildly injured by a passing vehicle. You had a bit of concussion and 
your pointing finger's broken, so you're going to have to be very careful 
with it. Now, your own doctor, Dr ...Paul has been overseeing your 
recovery. You were in hospital overnight but he released you on Tuesday 
afternoon. 
 "Since then he's been checking in on you and we've had you 
connected to some food and the waking monitor. If a patient's not in any 
danger we'll often send them home to sleep it off. The only thing is you 
can be a little disoriented when you wake up, so the monitor tells us when 
your heart rate and brain waves indicate that you're waking up. That's 
our signal to give you a call and assure you you're okay." 
 "Can I get off this IV?" 
 "Yes, but it's a good idea to stay laying down for up to an hour. 
You'll see a valve on the IV hose near your splint, a little blue button, just 
disconnect it there and remove the hose. Let Dr Paul pack it up the rest of 
the way when he comes over. The monitor facility has also sent him a 
message you're awake so he'll be on his way to your place at the moment. 
 "When you feel able to you can stand up, make yourself a cup of 
tea, have a walk around. The paperwork to contact us will be there with 
your phone, or else you have Dr Paul's number." 
 "Yes, thanks," Dale said. "Do you know if Dr Holt's okay?" 
 "Sorry Mr Milling, we don't get all that info, I can only tell you 
what's going on with you yourself. I'm sure she's fine though, why don't I 
let you go and you can give her a call?" 
 "Thanks, thanks for your help." 
 "A pleasure. Now you can disconnect the chest monitor too but 
please leave the rest of your dressings intact and you take it easy." The 
nurse disconnected and the line went silent. 
 Dale sat up slowly, looking at the line leading into his arm. There 
was indeed a small valve just above the splint, so he closed it and 



unplugged the line, taking the strap and box from around his chest and 
swinging his legs onto the floor. 
 The light outside the windows was a deep twilight and the bedside 
clock read 7:42. There was a slip of paper where his CMD had been as 
the nurse had said, but it only had Monday's date on it. He had no idea 
how long he'd been out but the nurse has said 'the other day', and as he 
rubbed his face he felt more than just a couple of days of scratchy 
stubble. 
 On the small table, the mobile trilled to say it had received a 
message. Dale picked it up and saw Barry had sent on my way, 1/2 hr. 
 He was at home. He was okay. He'd had an accident and Barry was 
on the way. 
 So why didn't any of it feel real? With the girl in the blue dress 
suddenly back in his thoughts, it felt like it was ten years ago when she'd 
been all he'd thought about, sick with regret and guilt. 
 If he hadn't been told to just stay still by the nurse over the phone 
Dale would have anyway, eyes glancing furtively around the flat, terrified 
of his inability to pull the dreams apart from the reality surrounding him. 
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 "What do you mean it shorted out?" Dale repeated as Barry finally 
sat down across from him at the chair where he kept his scrapbook and 
other odds and ends. 
 Dale was slumped in the lounge and already feeling weak after just 
a little activity. The terror that had gripped him had gradually dissipated. 
He'd had a careful but clumsy shower, unable to get either arm wet, and a 
shave. He pulled on some shorts and a shirt, spread a tin of tuna on toast, 
sliced himself up a small salad and felt almost human again while he sat 
down to eat. 
 Barry had arrived to Dale's barrage of questions. As he removed 
the splint and patched the IV needle mark with a wad of cotton wool and 
a bandaid he'd explained he'd bought Dale home on Monday, four days 
ago, and changed and cleaned him up every day since. 
 He'd said Vicki had been fine apart from a cut and bruise on her 
head, that Dale had gone running off into the traffic and been knocked 
down by a bus, but that was all he knew. 
 But when he'd said the train passing them had shorted out and 
frozen on the line, he'd woken Dale out of the last few snatches of his 
days-long slumber. 
 "I need you to try and remember what you saw," Barry said. "Do 
you remember the train being there?" 
 Dale's face darkened. "It was like in my nightmares. I saw the train 
go into the hole like it did when I was there, but..." He tried to block the 
images out of his mind. All their horrified faces. "I was right next to it." 
 "There was a real train there too, it was passing in Vicki's car and 
there was an electromagnetic surge that stopped it." 
 "Are you saying that had something to do with me?" Dale asked. 
 "We don't know until we know what happened when you saw it. 
There were electrical arcs. You know, like those big sparks of static when 
switches open at power stations and there's a short? After that the train 
had stopped dead." 
 "I don't know how comfortable I am with all these arcs and short 
circuits. Remember how worried I was where you told me about the 
killswitch code when we first put in the new brace components a few 
years back?" 
 "Sure, but that's totally different," Barry assured him. 
 "How?" Dale said, looking fearful. "You promised me it was a 
good thing, having this way of switching the whole system off remotely. 
What if some spark or something does that?" 
 "It is a good thing. If something bad happens we don't have to get 
you to surgery and open you up, it's as fast as messaging you." 



 "Bad like what?" 
 Barry sighed. "Look, it's got all the buffers and resistors and 
insulation and we can't possibly make it any safer, but despite all that it's 
an electrical device inside your body. Just like planes are full of 
computers and satellite guidance systems and everything else they can 
think of but nobody suggests there'll never be another plane crash. 
Nothing's failsafe. But the killswitch isn't just an off button and it can't 
just be bought to life by a spark or short circuit. Remember what I told 
you?" 
 Dale shrugged. All he really remembered, despite Barry's 
assurances, was the fear someone could come along, point a remote 
control at him and make him collapse to the ground by switching the 
brace off like a robot in a cheesy science fiction movie. 
 "You have to input a code that unlocks the software," Barry 
continued. "It goes back to a server that changes the encryption key 60 
times a second and if the code doesn't match it won't work. It's not just 
like turning off your media deck." 
 Dale looked at the floor and shook his head, trying to shake all 
thoughts of the killswitch code out. He had enough to be scared of right 
now. 
 "Look," Barry began, "just don't let anything worry you right now, 
take your time and relax and we'll get to the bottom of it. I've organised a 
guy to do tests early next week, we'll know a lot more then." 
 "What about the medical?" 
 "I'll take care of it." 
 Dale sighed. "Thanks Barry. They're not going to let us change it 
much more without wanting to know why though. They'll get me back for 
another psych exam and I'll never get a job when they hear what I've been 
doing, throwing fits on trains and running into traffic." 
 The two men fell silent, both sipping the coffee Dale had served. 
"Anyway, there's good news," Barry said after awhile. "There's a way of 
stopping the magnetism at the very least. You shouldn't get any more 
pain from magnetic heating like you did that first day on the train." 
 "How?" 
 "A thing you won't even know is there, not even as big as a 
chipolata sausage. We just snap it into one of the empty hardware sockets 
and it starts working straight away." 
 "What, on the brace? You have to open me up again?" 
 "Relax," Barry said as Dale slumped back, resting an arm across 
his forehead. "It's so easy to reach the operation will be like a paper cut, 
and not even hurt as much." 
 Dale's CMD trilled on the coffee table in front of him. It was a 
message from Vicki, responding to the one he'd sent her to ask if she was 



all right and apologise profusely. It said to call her any time that night as 
long as he was still up. 
 "It's her," Dale said, "she says to ring her." 
 Barry stood, smiling. "I better get cracking and let you do it then, 
you shouldn't stay up too late, don't overdo it when you've just woken up, 
you might not feel it but you'll still be groggy." 
 "Don't worry, I feel it," Dale said, following his friend to the door. 
 "Good thing she's not coming over," Barry said with a smile, 
gesturing back into the flat, "you'd have to get all the porn off your array 
and do the dishes, she'd be the first woman you've had here besides your 
Mum in I don't know how long." 
 Dale smiled and as Barry pulled the door open he turned. "You 
sure you're all right?" 
 Dale nodded. "Barry..." he began. "You're doing all this running 
around, trying to find out what's going on..." 
 He wasn't sure how to go on, but Barry smiled and wrapped Dale 
in his expansive embrace. It was like hugging a bear. "Thanks," Dale 
finished in a near-whisper. 
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 Vicki was sitting up in bed with a magazine when her CMD rang 
and she saw Dale's number on the screen. 
 "Hi there slugger," she said warmly. 
 "I don't know about that," he answered with a chuckle. 
 "I do! God, run over and you're up on your feet a week later. How 
do you feel?" 
 "I feel fine, a bit tired, but I'm more worried about you. I don't 
know what to say, doctor, I'm so, so sorry. Did I hurt you badly?" 
 "Don't be silly, and stop calling me doctor!" she said. For the first 
time, she didn't have the urge to cover the bandaid beside her eye 
defensively. Instead, she smiled. "It'll take more than that to damage my 
thick head. I got a small cut, it could have been much worse. The doctor 
said it was a hard enough hit to break my jaw or knock teeth out if your 
aim had been off." She laughed. "If you were aiming for my jaw, that is." 
 "I can't believe it. I don't know what kind of state I must have been 
in to do that to you." 
 "Forget it, we've got more important things to worry about. What 
happened? You said on the path you felt it leave..." 
 She heard Dale sigh heavily. "I did, I swear I did, I felt is as plain 
as day, this... oppressive fear was there and then it was gone." 
 "So you don't have a sense of any sort of presence or phenomenon 
before it happens, just your feelings about it?" 
 "I suppose so. It seemed like I could feel how close it all was. 
Obviously I was completely wrong about that, it came back when we were 
in the car with no warning whatsoever. You heard about the train?" 
 "Yeah, but there'll be smarter people than me working that out. We 
only have to worry about you. I know you must feel really disoriented 
Dale, but honestly, let's just take our time. Get better. Rest for a few 
days." 
 "I don't feel like I'll have much choice. Barry says I'll be a bit 
zonked for awhile and I should get plenty of sleep." 
 "He's right," she said, shuffling down a little in bed. "When you 
feel okay again, we'll get you back in for another session and take it very, 
very slowly, how does that sound?" 
 She heard Dale groan softly wherever he was, as if he was getting 
more comfortable. She thought she heard him open his mouth to start to 
speak and wondered if he was going to tell her he'd changed his mind, he 
didn't want a medical, he didn't want to get a job and he never wanted to 
go anywhere near that accursed place ever again. 
 "Would it be really wrong if I asked you to have dinner with me 
some time?" he asked. 



 Vicki smiled and blushed, covering her chest with her hand in 
astonishment. Of course it was wrong, but he hadn't asked her out on an 
official date, had he? Or had she known very well that's what he was 
asking and she was trying to convince herself it was okay by pretending 
otherwise? 
 It wouldn't be the first time she'd dated guys she'd treated, but 
they'd been long after treatment was over. Psychiatry wasn't like on TV 
where rich neurotics visited her for years on end. Most people had pretty 
simple problems and she saw most patients a handful of times at the 
most. Once or twice a message had arrived weeks after the last visit 
asking her for coffee and there hadn't been any harm done. 
 However, Dale was extremely vulnerable and, as far as she was 
concerned, still in treatment. But did that mean if she saw him in a milk 
bar while he was buying a sandwich and asked her if she wanted to sit 
down, she'd have to pretend she hadn't seen him? That was ridiculous. 
 These thoughts flashed through her brain in split seconds, but one 
thing Vicki Holt had learned both at her age and from navigating the 
minefield of the human emotional landscape was not to overanalyse. He'd 
asked for her company at a harmless dinner, not forty minutes of fellatio. 
 "I don't see why," she told him. "That'd be nice." 
 Dale sighed again, but this time it sounded more like surprise and 
contentment than exhaustion. "Okay," he began, "I'll defer to your 
medical expertise. Should we go back there or should I come back to your 
office?" 
 "It's entirely up to you Dale, whatever you feel-" She was 
interrupted by a beep. 
 "That's me, sorry, I have another call," he said. 
 "Grab it, that's fine. I'll let you go." 
 "You sure?" 
 "Absolutely. Have a nice long sleep tonight and spend the weekend 
relaxing. We can talk after that and see how you feel. Sound good?" 
 "Sounds good." 
 "All right, Dale. Take care. Good night." 
 He said good night and thanked her again. Vicki hung up and laid 
back a little more, nestling into the pillows behind her, looking at the 
mobile in her hand and hardly aware of the smile playing around her lips. 
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 At the sound of her voice it had come back. The picture of the girl, 
the blown kiss. It was clearer than it had been in years, and for the first 
time in what felt like decades it was more than just a knot of feelings – he 
could see the girl's face clearly. It was Vicki's, and her face fit the scene 
perfectly. 
 A male voice he didn't recognised spoke when he answered, 
hoping the call would make him forget the picture in his head. "Mr Dale 
Milling?" 
 Yes, this is Dale," he said, standing up to stretch. He'd gone out to 
sit on the plastic garden chair on the balcony to call Vicki, and he wanted 
nothing more than to shuffle along towards the bed, shedding his clothes 
on the way and collapsing. He'd just been asleep for nearly a week and he 
felt like he could sleep all weekend. 
 "Sorry to ring you so late Mr Milling, my name's Ashley Prasad, 
I'm with News One. I understand you were the survivor in the famous 
photo from the bridge collapse and I just wanted to ask about an incident 
on a train in the city last Monday?" 
 Dale's stomach plunged more with every word the young man said. 
He was suffering from a debilitating hallucinatory mental illness and 
feeling like his eyes were about to melt out of their socket in fatigue. He 
in no way wanted to be in the news again tonight. "I can't tell you much 
about it, sorry," Dale said. 
 "It's just some of my enquiries have led me to believe you were 
there, and possibly involved? I'm doing a story on it and just wanted to 
get your input on what you witnessed." 
 "Well," Dale said, stumbling over what to say. Rudeness wasn't in 
his nature and he couldn't just hang up. "I was there, but... I didn't have 
anything to do with it. There was just a problem with a train, I heard." 
 "If you were there, can you tell me what you saw, Mr Milling?" 
 "No, I didn't really... I can't help. Sorry." 
 But the man wasn't giving up, and Dale started to think he would 
have to just cut him off. "I also understand you've been in medical care 
since the incident, can you tell me why?" 
 "No, sorry," Dale said a little more forcefully, feeling like being 
out of action all week was a detail a reporter shouldn't have been able to 
get hold of. "I can't help you. I'm going to have to go as it's very late." 
 "If you were on the bridge can you just tell me if you saw the 
train?" 
 "I can't, I'm sorry, I'd just like to keep my privacy please," Dale 
said, hanging up and looking at the mobile like it was a rock that had 
been thrown through his window. 



 He walked towards the bed, sitting down heavily and dropping the 
CMD on the bedside table. After a few seconds he picked it up again and 
turned it off. 
 The thought of reporters ringing him made him feel sick and 
depressed. All of a sudden it was like a heavy blanket was settling on his 
head, blocking out the fresh air and light. He'd had his quiet little life, 
he'd been happy with it. Psychotic episodes where his nightmares turned 
real were bad enough, but newspaper reporters chasing him down the 
street or standing under his balcony would bring him undone. He'd hide 
inside, too scared to venture out into the world, and he'd done that once. 
 He never wanted to go back. 
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 Sean Briner mounted the service stairway on the central vertical of 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge, glancing upwards at the apex 50 feet above, 
the 15 foot long Australian flag perched proudly on top. 
 He hoisted the case of equipment strapped to his back into a more 
comfortable position, careful to keep his balance. The entire shaft of the 
vertical was barely four feet wide, scarcely enough to keep you safe if 
you tripped while wearing a 17 kilogram pack of electronic apparatus. 
 He lifted the walkie-talkie to his mouth and depressed the button, 
reporting his progress in his thick Irish accent. "All right, I'm on my way 
up." 
 The device crackled and a voice sounded. "Good, feeling okay?" 
 "I feel like chucking this bloody equipment over the side," Sean 
grumbled. 
 He grasped the short handrail to help himself up, the only thing 
between the small stairs set into the vertical and the Port Jackson 
Highway far below. 
 He had an excellent view in every direction and the sounds of the 
city rang out, muffled by distance and scattered on the wind. The cable 
car gave off a constant whirr and the gondolas rolling across the tether 
attached to the underside of the vertical's apex rattled and clanked as each 
car passed. 
 Sean hoisted the pack higher onto his back, wiped his brow with 
his wrist and put his head down, concentrating on putting one foot ahead 
of the other. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry Paul took off his jacket and pitched it onto the bonnet of the 
station wagon, unbuttoning his sleeves and rolling them up. The wind that 
whipped the heights of the bridge didn't reach down here. 
 Yesterday the heat had been heavy, wet and slow, throwing 
people's moods and rhythms into a resigned lethargy. But today it was 
dry and explosive, the sun seeming to blast the ground and everything on 
it. The city seemed vibrant and alive with it. 
 He turned back to the man at the rear of the 2036 Holden V10 
station wagon, its side proclaiming McCormick Slater Engineering 
Consultants Ltd. The man's name was Bill Forbeaux and he was the 
supervisor of the engineer they'd sent up to do the tests. He was leaning 
against the back door mumbling 'roger' into a walkie-talkie. 
 "Can you see him?" Barry asked the man, who shook his head. He 
turned back to look in the same direction. 



 The wagon was parked on Alfred Street, alongside Bradfield Park 
in Milsons Point. Looking south, they could see the Warringah Freeway 
curve around to the right and span the harbour across the bridge. The tall 
central vertical towered above the water, the smaller verticals either end 
flying the state and city governments flags, although they often changed 
to celebrate national holidays or sporting events. 
 Somewhere along the farthest diagonal shaft of the central support, 
the young Irish engineer Barry had met earlier was making his way 
upward. He'd been a pleasant guy, newly arrived in Australia with his 
young family in search of a better life. 
 Only a few hours before, Donald had called Barry's mobile to say 
he'd received the plans, the result of another small victory after Barry had 
wrangled some very delicate politics. 
 And with consultants now assigned to test the bridge, everything 
was moving forward. For the first time in a week Barry thought things 
might draw to a satisfying conclusion sooner than he thought. 
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 Sean carefully took the pack off and laid it on the step behind him. 
 He lifted the walkie-talkie. "All right, I'm at the maintenance 
hatch." 
 "Check," came Forbeaux's voice, "go straight through when you're 
ready."  
 Briner turned and undid the pack, producing a heavy beige canvas 
jacket like a fireman's coat, stencilled across the back with MS 
Maintenance. He took his tool belt off, buckled the coat over his overalls 
and attached the tool belt to it instead, rummaging through the bag for the 
helmet. 
 Ahead of him on the stairs was a panel, six of the steps alternating 
black and yellow instead of the brassy platinum colour of the rest of the 
vertical. 
 Briner grasped the handle of the release lever beside his foot, 
slipped it out of the cup and yanked it towards himself. The section of the 
black and yellow steps snapped upwards with a heavy clank, released 
from whatever latch held them down, and he shoved them upwards, 
rolling them away from the hole they popped out of and pushing them 
along the runners until they locked into place above the hatch. 
 In the hole, a similar set of stairs descended down to the inner floor 
of the shaft. He grabbed the pack and started down to the floor, stooping 
to fit into the 150 centimetre diameter shaft of the vertical. A few feet 
away, a rectangular panel on the floor of the shaft was painted with the 
same black/yellow warning stripes as the steps that had led him here. 
 Sean stood either side of it, feeling for the release catch as he 
stared up the shaft towards the apex, small maintenance lights penetrating 
the dark dimly. 
 He found the release level and flicked it. Another clang rang out, 
much louder in the cramped steel tube as it echoed up and down 
momentarily and a gust of cool air billowed in, stirring the musty, 
stagnant air inside the tube and producing a haunting moan. 
 The inner hatch operated the same as the stairway hatch, rising into 
the tube on tracks so Sean could roll it up out of the way. 
 His heart thumped wildly for a second as he looked through the 
crisscross mesh of the maintenance hammock at the road 70 or so metres 
below. Buses and cars crawled along and the whirr of the cable car 
runners drifted into the tube, oblivious to the wide-eyed engineer. 
 Thank God he wouldn't be looking down while he worked. 
 The maintenance hammock was a bed of steel mesh cable, strung 
taught in a rectangular frame and hanging by four rods which folded up 
against the tubular body of the vertical. When he opened the hatch the 



bed was flush against the underside of the shaft, so he only had to hold a 
locking lever on the ceiling and press down on the mesh with one foot. 
The bars anchoring the frame to the shaft rolled on their axes and the bed 
fell the two or so feet away from the underside of the steel and locked 
into position. 
 Sean kicked the mesh and the frame a few times to make sure it 
was locked and stepped through the hole to stand on the hammock. 
 With the wind whipping him from the knees down, he carefully 
took the pack off the floor inside the tube and held it to his chest as he 
laid down, jamming the soles of his boots against the foot-shaped guards 
at the end of the hammock to stop himself sliding right off. 
 Well, here you are, he told himself, on a mesh sling on the 
underside of the highest (no – don't say that word) part of the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge. Being a construction engineer Sean wasn't unused to 
working at heights, but he preferred not to. 
 He reached up for the running lever on one of the support rods near 
his head and flicked it downwards. The maintenance hammock jolted – 
sickeningly – and began to roll down the shaft along its tracks, shaking 
and bumping as it moved. 
 When it came eye level with the maintenance panel about five 
seconds later Sean released the lever, the hammock lurching to a 
terrifying stop. 
 Above him were two long padlocked doors the length of a man 
with the words WARNING – The S.H.B. Maintenance panel contains 
HIGH VOLTAGE painted on them. 
 Sean fumbled in his breast pocket for the key and took off the 
padlock, opening the bolt and sliding the doors away into their housings 
inside the tube, revealing a computerised panel covered with switches, 
sockets, gauges and digital readouts. 
 As the doors slid aside into the body of the shaft, something fell 
out onto Sean's chest, glittering in the sunlight. Frowning, he picked it up 
off his chest and looked at it. 
 It was a little red loveheart with a piece of elastic attached to the 
back, the sort of thing you'd tie around a gift box or something. 
 "-fuck's that doing in there?" he muttered to himself, putting it into 
his pocket along with the key that had opened the panel, making a mental 
note to have the project manager get some arses kicked among the 
security contractors. What a stupid thing for some engineer to put in a 
place like this. 
 As he began to unbuckle the equipment pack, Sean reported in. 
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 "Point four five five, was it?" Forbeaux almost shouted into the 
walkie-talkie. 
 "Four five nine," it crackled back. 
 Forbeaux consulted the array attached to his CMD on the station 
wagon's bonnet, checking some numbers in the engineering software he 
was using. 
 "Are you sure?" he asked into the walkie-talkie. "The standard's for 
maximum of point four one." 
 

**** 
 
 "Of course I'm bloody sure, the gauge is right here in front of me," 
Sean said, looking at the digital voltmeter planted on his chest, the cord 
spiralling from it to the socket on the panel above him. 
 He punched a small rubber key at the deck and the LCD told him; 
2nd, 3rd, 4th tertiary junctions, metallurgy stress. 
 The readout on the voltmeter flicked up to .64 and another meter 
resting indignantly in his crotch registered 490 psi of pressure. 
 Sean opened his mouth to speak and had a fleeting moment of 
annoyance – 
 that noise again 
 – from a squeak of metal above him. As he reported the readings to 
Forbeaux, he searched the shaft and hammock supports for a cable 
rubbing or a panel moving in the wind. 
 "The stress is normal but the voltmeter's reading too high," 
Forbeaux's voice came crackling over the communicator. 
 "Well, why don't we worry about it when I get down? Let's just get 
on with it." 
 "All right, that's enough of the junctions, let's try magnetism." 
 "In the joints?" Sean asked, fishing for the right equipment in the 
pack nestled between his feet. 
 "No, start with the whole vertical," Forbeaux said. 
 "Okay," Sean muttered, shoving himself further up the hammock 
with his heels. A cable of the mesh was slicing right into him across his 
shoulder blades. 
 He plugged the small handheld magnetic meter into the jack on the 
maintenance panel and switched it on. It had a small LCD screen and a 
dial with points marked Field, Oscillating and Strength. 
 First he flicked the machine to Field and the digital readout 
displayed the word YES. He flicked to Oscillating and the YES flickered 
and reappeared. 



 "There's a field, and it's fluctuating," he said into the walkie talkie. 
"I'll just do a readout of the strength." 
 "Okay," came Forbeaux's crackling voice. "It should be an average 
of 12.6 volts, certainly no more than 15.5." 
 Sean flicked the dial to Strength, there was another flicker on the 
digital readout and the figure for the field strength appeared. 
 58.4463305 volts. 
 Before he had a chance to react, the meter jumped in his hand and 
produced a loud spark out of the back, the punch of an electric shock at 
his elbows. He dropped the machine, swearing in fright as it tumbled off 
the maintenance hammock to dangle by the cord attached to the panel 
above him in mid air. 
 "I just lost the field meter," he said into the walkie-talkie as he 
dragged it back up. 
 "What do you mean you lost it?" Forbeaux crackled back. 
 Sean removed the plastic back off the meter. The wires and chips 
inside were a cooked pulp of metal and plastic, smoking lightly. He 
looked up at the maintenance panel, frightened. 
 "Input overload's just cooked it," he told the communicator. 
"Before it blew it put the strength at over fifty volts." 
 He didn't listen to Forbeaux's swearing and exclaiming. He was 
thinking. The machine had been plugged into the socket to test field 
strength and size. The strength was calculated by the maintenance panel 
and transferred to the meter for output. The circuits of the small machine 
had not only overloaded, they were cooked by the intensity of the 
incoming data. 
 The bridge was producing a field big enough to destroy a 36-volt 
testing machine when it should've been generating a field small enough 
for a pocket voltmeter to calculate. 
 "I can't calculate the field size with this equipment," he told the 
men on the ground, "But it's big." 
 



38 
 
 Forbeaux looked at Barry. 
 "We're going to need air-based test equipment by the sounds of 
this. Handheld machinery's going to be useless." 
 "Why?" Barry said. 
 Forbeaux shrugged. "It's like using a tape measure to figure out 
how far it is to Newcastle." Then, back into the walkie-talkie, "Sean, test 
for radiation." 
 

**** 
 
 Briner punched commands and numbers into the keypad at the 
maintenance deck. Engineers didn't carry Geiger counters as a rule, so he 
had to run the maintenance panel's internal check. 
 "No, radiation count's clear-" 
 Suddenly that squeak again. 
 "Shit," he cursed to himself, then, into the walkie-talkie, "there's a 
weird noise up here that I can't place, I'm just going to listen with the 
sonar." 
 "All right, hurry up," Forbeaux said. 
 "Yeah, yeah, fuck off," Sean mumbled after releasing the transmit 
button. 
 He dragged the terminal out of the pack, a device the size of an old, 
larger CMD connected to stereo headphones, removed his helmet and 
balanced it on his knees to slip the headphones over his ears. Pulling the 
connector cable from the back of the terminal, he stuck the adhesive pad 
to the metal of the shaft. 
 Sean switched the machine on and punched in a few commands. 
The screen cleared and the word Monitoring flashed on and off while 
electrical and sonar signals were sent into and collected from the vertical. 
Presently the words Metallurgy network appeared, and a rough diagram 
of the whole bridge appeared, including the deck, supports underneath 
and all three verticals.  
 Sean spent a few seconds dividing the picture into sectors and 
directed the unit to let him listen to each one in turn. 
 As he executed a command, the appropriate sector of the vertical 
would light up as the screen picture zoomed in on it, and he could hear 
the low squeaks and thrumming from that sector – the creaking, settling 
and movement of the entire structure. He moved to the next sector and 
heard a similar result, then another. 
 Suddenly, there was something else there. 
 Voices. A whisper. 



 He jumped with a start and craned his head back to look up the 
shaft reaching toward the apex of the vertical opposite him. 
 It looked the same as it always had. Why wouldn't it? The sun was 
shining down, a ferry was making its steady way out of the harbour into 
the Parramatta River, traffic was snaking around Pyrmont. The 
whispering tapered off and the sound of the creaking resumed. The hairs 
on the back of Briner's neck stood straight, and a violent shudder passed 
through him. 
 He flicked the machine to the next sector along and nearly 
screamed. 
 A hundred voices this time, wailing in terror. 
 They drifted in and out of earshot, ebbing and faltering, not quite 
whole, as if they were snippets clumsily recorded together, the cries of a 
million souls in terror for their lives. 
 With a wave of relief, Briner sighed and felt his body go limp 
against the mesh of the bed. It was just stress – his own and that of the 
bridge. Not the cries of the tormented and dying but the thousands of tons 
of steel and iron fighting, stretching, holding and resisting the forces of 
nature. God, it was creepy. 
 He switched to the next section, the apex. The noises (screams) got 
worse, as he expected – it'd have the combined weight of either side of 
the vertical pressing it together. 
 Clangs and screeches rang out, creaking like an old, rusty ship. 
Long, tortured squeals wailed until his ears hurt. He moved to a lower 
sector – the one he was in, poised on the maintenance hammock. 
 After listening to the cacophony of groans, he realised he should 
run some numbers. They might be higher than they should be, like the 
electromagnetic field had been. 
 "Bill," he said into his walkie-talkie, "can you give me a total 
figure for pressure on the whole structure?" 
 A few seconds later Forbeaux came back with a figure of 8160 psi. 
"Why?" he added, "Anything amiss?" 
 "I've been listening direct on the structure through the pad and it 
seems the cable supports and rigging along the edge of the road are 
exerting too much stress on the structure. It's concentrated at the apex. I 
reckon it'll be sixty thousand or more." 
 "Christ... what's the readout say?" 
 Sean did the calculations on the machine still balanced on his chest 
and waited. Before long, the answer appeared. 
 8156.9 pounds. 
 "Well?" Forbeaux said after a few seconds. 



 "It's normal," Sean answered him, bewildered, "I-" the squeal from 
above interrupted his thoughts again, momentarily, "I can't work out what 
all the noise is." 
 "What noise?" his supervisor prompted. 
 "It sounds hellish up here, a real battle. It sounds like the thing's 
breaking apart-" 
 A chilling wind gripped his body, raking at him through the heavy 
coat, his breath caught in his throat, his balls crawled up into his crotch, 
and his scalp tingled and went numb with terror as a sound through the 
earphones stopped him. 
 It was fuzzy and unreal but unmistakable, as if travelling from 
another dimension – the sound of tyres on some enormous, heavy vehicle 
screaming deeply, mournfully as it skidded across some phantom road. 
 Then, a crash... 
 Exploding glass... 
 Metal clanging and crashing as it fell... 
 The urgent squeal from the brakes on the ghost of a train... 
 Screaming. Not engineering fault or metallic quaking this time. 
People screaming. Running. Dying. 
 Another squeal – from this world – seared into Sean's head, 
shattering his eardrums as the bolt holding the support rod to its runner to 
the left of his head snapped. 
 The maintenance hammock lurched down at one corner and he 
screamed in abject terror, unable to hear himself. 
 His hand clamped around the other support desperately to halt his 
slide down the mesh, and he ignored the equipment as it fell off him. The 
earphones stayed on his head, jolting painfully as the weight of the 
machine wrenched the plug free of the socket as it fell, along with the 
pack, walkie-talkie and voltmeter. The stress meter and burnt-out 
magnetic meter dangled, tethered to the maintenance deck by cords 
strong enough to hold them. 
 Sean didn't feel the blood seeping from his ears or hear the crash of 
the pack and machines as they hit the street and traffic far below. He just 
held on, screaming and screaming for something, anything, to save him.  
 

**** 
 
 "Sean, I repeat, describe the noise to me..." Forbeaux released the 
switch, looked at Barry and shrugged. "He must have turned it off." 
 "Why would he?" Barry asked. 
 "We better go up there, in case he's in trouble," Forbeaux said, 
shaking his head as he and Barry climbed into the station wagon. "Stupid 
dickhead probably dropped it." 
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 The maintenance hammock hung precariously. His ears rang 
painfully, his eyes streamed with tears. The side of his head was a mess, 
smeared with blood. He'd looked at his blood streaked hand once in 
horror – 
 god my eardrum's broken oh good christ it blew out my eardrum it 
deafened me! – 
 Slowly and carefully, terrified of the tiniest movement, Sean 
reached for the running lever and pushed it back towards the entryway. 
 It vibrated and ground in his hand and the hammock jolted 
sickeningly without moving. He snatched his hand away as terror, black 
and hateful, blossomed in his chest and throat. The motor that drove the 
hammock wasn't working. 
 He was trapped out here... 
 He cried out, tears blinding him, gripping the hammock until his 
knuckles were deathly white, trying to force himself away, out of his 
body to anywhere but there, hanging 270 feet above... 
 Sean's eye fell upon the bolt that held the other support rod in place 
beside his head, the one at the head end that was still holding on. 
 He blinked hard several times, truly insane now, surely. 
 It was undoing. 
 The bolt was slowly turning. 
 "No," he whispered to his own deaf ears, reaching for the tool belt 
and grappling for an adjustable wrench. 
 The bolt would have been applied with an industrial fastener and 
probably welded in place afterward. And here it was, turning smoothly 
like invisible fingers were undoing it, already half way out. 
 His fear forgotten in a sudden crushing need to survive, Sean tore 
the wrench free and tried to shove himself upwards to where he could 
reach the support rod, his feet scrambling on the mesh. 
 But his feet were slipping, his heels couldn't get a hold on the 
mesh, and he watched the fate of his doom in terrible clarity as the bolt 
tinkled out of the hole and the rectangular frame of the maintenance 
hammock burst from beneath him. 
 Sean Briner watched the shaft a few feet above him and his mind 
screamed at him that there was nothing to hold onto, nothing to grab to 
save his life. 
 Nothing to stop him falling. 
 The shaft was there, and then it began to streak away. 
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 Forbeaux ran along the footpath, Barry panting to keep up behind 
them, drenched with sweat. They'd abandoned the wagon in the 
inexplicable and ominous traffic jam leading in both directions. 
 "He just dropped his walkie-talkie, that's all," Forbeaux whispered 
to himself, "It hit somebody's car, that's all." 
 They'd gotten onto the highway where traffic was already at a 
complete stop and waited, worrying, for five minutes before police and 
ambulance crews ran past, unable to get their own vehicles onto the 
bridge. 
 Forbeaux had jumped out in panic to run after the emergency 
workers, leaving Barry no choice but to follow. 
 People were milling around in increasing numbers, getting out of 
their cars, gripped by the communal fear and panic, and soon both men 
arrived at a strip of blue and white police tape sealing a small area of the 
road off. Forbeaux pushed himself through the crowds and a policeman at 
the barrier cautioned him to stay back as Barry caught up. 
 They strained to see past the police where the ambulance crew 
crowded around in a cluster. Scattered around on the asphalt were the 
obliterated remains of machinery and a split-open duffle bag. On the 
ground, covered by a sheet, surrounded by the ambulance attendants and 
presumably also obliterated, was Sean Briner. The medics were looking 
into Briner's face, feeling his neck, and even from the police barrier Barry 
could see it was streaked with spatters of blood, the man's skin white. 
 "Constable," Forbeaux grabbed the police officer's arm, "that man 
is my employee, we're on a site test!" 
 The cop raised his hand. "We'll inform his family and employer 
and approach you for a statement, sir, but right now all you can do is keep 
back-" 
 "Is he alive?" Barry demanded. 
 "I don't know, I'm sorry," the cop answered, quickly moving on to 
urge more people back. 
 Before long, one of the ambulance crew covered Briner's face with 
the sheet. 
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 Halfway through their third cups of coffee, Dale and Vicki sat 
quietly talking. It was 12:40 on a Saturday morning and only one other 
table in the Leichhardt restaurant was occupied. 
 The meal had been nice, but the night had been something he'd 
forgotten existed – the pleasure of someone's company, getting to know 
someone new. After waking up two days before he'd still felt lazy and 
lethargic, assuming it was just being unconscious all week but unable to 
shake the strange dream he'd had while he was out. It's inside you now, 
Dale, the horrible dead thing had said, the horrible dead thing that had 
looked like Vicki. 
 Is that why he felt so weighed down? What exactly what inside 
him? 
 But tonight, the feeling had lifted almost completely away. 
Conversation had flowed, they'd been on each other's wavelength, they'd 
giggled like a pair of kids, sometimes they'd just sat in companionable 
silence, enjoying being together. Most of all, despite the nerves Dale had 
been feeling about seeing her all weekend, he found her a strangely 
calming influence. 
 He was completely relaxed as they told each stories and jokes, 
nothing like his usual timid self. Everything and everyone else in the 
world was an insubstantial shadow. The only thing that existed was this 
woman, her face an island in a dark sea, her eyes smiling across at him. 
 Dale was looking into his cup, swirling the last of his coffee 
around before swigging it down. "Obviously you need a psychiatrist too 
then," he said with a smile, "I know a good one." 
 Vicki shook her head in exhaustion at the thought. "Oh, Dale, I 
think I just went mad for a second. I don't even remember it properly 
anymore, just parts. I can't see the piece of metal that fell. But..." she 
frowned into space, dragging the memories to the surface, "...I can see the 
little shower of asphalt that it kicked up. So clearly." 
 "Well if that makes you mad, I must be certifiable." 
 She rolled her eyes ruefully. "You and I both know what your brain 
can do at time of high stress. Do I need to spring a test on you about what 
we talked about?" 
 Dale laughed. "I was so nervous about seeing a psychiatrist again 
you're lucky I found my way to your office, let alone remember the 
session." 
 "Well then let me remind you, and in our next session I won't go so 
easy on you!" she snapped in mock seriousness. "You'd just left the car, 
gone running into the traffic, been hit by a bus and I was running after 
you bleeding out of the head. It's a wonder I didn't see fairies and circus 



clowns. I don't know how I even stood upright. I was a mess, I was in 
shock, I was crying so much I couldn't see, I couldn't focus, some guy 
was holding me up." She looked into her own coffee cup, shaking her 
head. "But it was just so clear. What if it's not you?" 
 "You mean what if you really saw something?" 
 She shrugged. "Maybe there's some sort of neural tissue 
breakdown caused by whatever stopped the train. I don't mean it really 
existed, but maybe you're not the only one hallucinating and it has 
nothing to do with your anxiety?" 
 "What, a neurovirus?" he smirked. 
 "Well, mental illness is the breakdown of tissue from age or 
damage and there are viral causes, just like the flu." 
 "Okay, but even so, there's no way we'd see the same thing at the 
same time." 
 "That's true," she sighed, slumping back in her chair. 
 Dale took a deep breath, as if preparing to say something he found 
difficult to convey. He shuffled forward in his seat and crossed his arms 
on the table, careful not to catch his bandaged finger on anything. "If you 
want to know what I think, I may well be flipping my lid because I fell 
off the bridge years ago, but what if my mind's not making it all up?" 
 Vicki frowned. "Okay..." 
 "Maybe it's really there." 
 She looked disturbed, offended by a sense of something suddenly 
beyond her grasp. "Really where? It's only there for you, and apparently 
me." 
 "They say not everyone can perceive these things." 
 Vicki raised her eyebrows quizzically and smiled a little. "What, 
are we both psychic mediums? Would we see lonely figures rattling 
chains if we went out there now?" She looked into the sky past the wide 
umbrella covering their outdoor table. "I don't think it's a full moon 
tonight." 
 "It's just got a Hollywood reputation, Vicki, it's never been 
disproved. It's a science in this day and age. I've read about it." 
 "Oh yeah, but Dale-" 
 "Look, a piece of iron from a structure that hasn't been there for 20 
years fell out of the sky. Don't tell me it was hazy or you don't remember, 
the point is you saw it. If something's really wrong maybe it's not you or 
me... Come on, you're a scientist. This is unexplained, and there are 
people that deal with the unexplained. Just because it's unexplained 
doesn't mean it's supernatural. They thought eclipses were the gods being 
angry until they invented the telescope." 
 Vicki looked unsure. 



 "Look," he continued, "most of the time it's a creaky floor board or 
a possum crawling in a roof. It might even be a brain virus like you said. 
But if it is, these people have the time and experience to find out. I've got 
no doubt I'm harbouring anxiety and you can still treat me for that but 
what if all the rest doesn't go away?" 
 Vicki shrugged, looking off into the street. 
 Dale saw he'd worried her and put his hand on her arm, squeezing 
affectionately. "It's nothing to worry about, they don't turn up in robes 
and chant and sprinkle holy water. They use Geiger counters and maps of 
town water pipes. I wouldn't know who they are or how to contact one, 
though." 
 "They're called parapsychologists," Vicki said, "I know of a few." 
 "Colleagues?" 
 "No, just people I've read about and met at a few conferences. You 
do psychology when you're studying parapsychology so I went through a 
few course units with a couple of them. It's not just ghosts, it's... 
unexplained phenomena, psychic powers and all that. Ghosts and 
hauntings are just part of it." 
 "So what's to worry about?" Dale shrugged. 
 "I don't know, Dale," she flung her hands up as if trying to banish 
the thought, "it just seems far fetched, bringing ghosts and monsters into 
all this." 
 "It doesn't have to be a haunting, Vicki, it's just something we can't 
explain. It might help us separate what I'm feeling so I'm only a bit nuts 
instead of totally cracked." Vicki tilted her head onto the side, smiling at 
him but still looking worried. "You, on the other hand..." he smiled. 
 "What about me?" 
 He leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table. "You just seem a 
little bit more tense about it, talking about it when we're not in session." 
 She smiled, looked off into the sky, looked back at him and 
chuckled, shaking her head softly. 
 "Aren't you the perceptive one? ...All right, you've twisted my arm, 
okay? I'm a little bit scared of the Harbour Bridge." 
 "You didn't tell me that before," he said. 
 "It doesn't mean I can't treat you." 
 "Oh, I understand. I'm just... surprised." 
 "It's pretty common, every time there's a really visible traumatic 
event. I mean, it hasn't bothered me in forever. In fact I'd forgotten. 
Having you in to talk about your case reminded me, I guess. But it doesn't 
affect my ability to-" 
 He was already reaching for her hand again, unconsciously. "I 
don't doubt it for a second. You made me feel better after our first 
session. I also don't doubt you're a bit scared after what happened on 



Monday. But I can still just see you at your surgery while we find one of 
these parawhatsits to do their work. I don't want to go back there any 
more than you do." 
 She shook her head, looking at him like a woman looking at a 
boyfriend who drove her insane but who she just couldn't resist. "It's not 
that," she said, leaning forward to drink down the last of her coffee. She 
didn't tell him the whole story of how fearful she'd been the night after 
their first session, and (as it involved her usual relaxation ritual of junk 
food, alcohol and masturbation) nor would she. 
 But even now she was surprised at the force of her fear and how it 
had manifested. As Rogue's Vengeance had become a little hotter – and 
her along with it – something dark and crushing had arisen in her. 
Something that seemed to expand around her, something that threatened 
to cut off all the light in the world and smother her. 
 It hadn't been strong enough for her to scream and dance on the 
chair like a housewife frightened by a mouse, but she felt like she was 
racing it to her orgasm before it overcame her, that as the sexual 
crescendo broke and abated, so would the darkness. 
 Before Vicki continued she looked around at the nearly-empty 
restaurant. "It's pretty late. We should be letting these people get to bed." 
She leaned back in her chair and waved at the waiter inside. 
 Dale sat back while the eager-looking young man came outside. 
Vicki told him they were all done, apologised for keeping him so late and 
asked for the bill. After the waiter walked off with the last of their dishes, 
Dale thought he should push just a little. "You don't want to talk about 
it?" 
 Vicki pulled the sheer scarf draped over the chair around her 
shoulders and pushed her chair back. "Want to talk while we walk back to 
the car?" 
 "Yeah, let's do that," Dale said, standing up. As Vicki stood he 
realised he remembered how beautiful she looked in the long black dress. 
When the waiter returned she wouldn't hear of him paying even though 
he argued he should since she was driving them, but he also didn't know 
if he should make it seem like a date by insisting, feeling his first 
trepidation of the night. 
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 In the end they split the bill and started down Norton Street back 
towards Vicki's car, in no hurry despite the late hour. 
 She wasn't in a rush to tell her tale, and Dale didn't force her. They 
looked around at the people, the huge leafy fig trees, the shops and 
restaurants. Dale had sensed her walking unconsciously close to him and 
when he held his elbow out she smiled and hooked her wrist through it. 
 "Seeing that..." she paused. "Whatever I saw the day we went out 
there... It reminded me of the problem I used to have with the whole 
bridge thing." 
 Dale waited. "The whole bridge thing?" he repeated when he 
wondered if she was going to go on. 
 She decided to describe it to him like it was a dream. A few days 
after her vision, the blackness had arisen again – not as badly, but it 
seemed like it'd be around for a while from then on. 
 "I had a nightmare the other night, while you were still 
unconscious. I've had problems with the bridge before, Monday just 
bought it all back to me." She squeezed his arm a little tighter, looking up 
into his eyes. "Nothing like what you've been through, but... seeing 
that..." She shook her head. 
 "It was just a steel beam, Vicki, I'm sure you're quite normal." 
 Vicki laughed, sounding relieved, like she'd been holding her 
breath. "I don't even want to give it a name. Since then, especially after 
my nightmare, it's just reminded me how scared of the bridge I am... 
Dredged up bad memories." 
 Dale nodded softly, watching their feet. They'd slowed to a dawdle 
and for a second, still arm in arm as they were, he felt like they were 
lovers. He felt a desire to pull her closer to him and protect her. 
 Most people had bad memories about that October day in 2019, 
just like she'd said. People all over the world had watched it unfold as it 
happened. Many people were only a few steps from someone who'd lost 
their lives. Even those who weren't had watched as people had been 
crushed by cars or debris or drowned in their dozens live on the news. He 
defied anyone alive at the time to not be traumatised. 
 Every image, every horrific memory was intensely personal. 
Despite what had happened to him, his own made him feel no worse than 
Vicki's made her feel. 
 "I lost a girlfriend there," Vicki said after nearly a minute. 
 "I'm sorry." 
 "I haven't thought about her in ages. I try not to, but everything 
that's happened this week has bought it all back to me. She was a 
workmate. She left that afternoon and decided to walk across instead of 



getting the train. The horrible part is she left a couple of minutes later 
than usual. If she'd caught the train she usually did she would have made 
it, it was the southbound train that made it across when it was just 
starting. Instead we think she decided to walk and ended up right in the 
middle of it." 
 Dale nodded, kicking a small pile of leaves aside. "That's exactly 
what I did." 
 She squeezed his arm again. "None of us went through what you 
did." 
 "Well, I'm still here, so I came out of it better than your friend did. 
I didn't feel that way for a long time." 
 "It's worth the long battles just to stay alive, isn't it?" Vicki 
suggested. "You realise that stuff one day years down the track. I've seen 
it in patients, no matter how bad they once felt they always say it's worth 
it when their kids smile at them or even if the sun keeps coming up." 
 "Even tonight," Dale said, glancing at her with a sheepish smile. 
"You don't remember things like this can happen. Little things, but... nice 
ones." 
 Vicki squeezed him closer for a second, enjoying the warmth of 
both his touch and the bloom of sweet happiness inside her. Touching 
him made her feel confident enough to go on. 
 "Monday also made me realise how I've spent my life avoiding the 
bridge if I possibly can. I wouldn't say I'm phobic, but it's so long since 
I'd cut it out of my worldview I didn't even remember being scared of it 
when we organised to drive across. Even when we were there I was too 
focused on you to even realise. 
 "Well, at least we've got something in common," Dale joked. 
"Maybe that's why I feel so..." 
 After he trailed off she looked up into his face and he looked 
embarrassed, stumbling over his thoughts for the right word. But she 
could tell what he was thinking, what he'd been about to say, because she 
agreed. 
 Drawn to you. Close to you. 
 And a little scared of how good it feels. 
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 Living and working in the eastern suburbs meant Vicki didn't often 
have to travel further west than the city. She didn't know the inner west at 
all well, so she was late pulling into the car park of the Birchgrove Road 
Professional Centre after finishing her morning appointments. 
 She walked through the small open courtyard garden in the middle 
of the modest block of commercial units and climbed the stairs to find 
suite 13. 
 Merely by visiting, it felt like she was admitting this was one 
occasion where she just wasn't good enough. She'd felt a grip on Dale's 
problem until deciding to come here today. He was a stable but emotional 
man with a terrible, crushing fear – millions of people went through their 
whole lives like it. 
 Only now she was frightened as well. What if the thing Dale 
sensed was real? 
 At least this guy Tim would have the willingness – never mind 
skill – to dabble where she couldn't, and grateful he had the courage. She 
sure as hell didn't. 
 He was a man around her age, dressed in black dress trousers and a 
light blue shirt rather than a robe dangling crucifixes and vials of holy 
water. He received her warmly and before long they were sitting in a 
lounge suite in the corner of the office, drinking coffee and talking. 
 "I keep it pretty low key here," he was explaining, gesturing around 
the muted colours and sensible furniture of the office after Vicki had told 
him she was relieved she hadn't had to visit him in a church belfry or 
medieval castle. "The aspect most people don't realise is that coming to 
me can be very embarrassing to clients. A lot of people are really 
conscious of ridicule, especially if they're in a specialised profession like 
you are." 
 "Yes," Vicki had agreed, "actually I hadn't even thought of that. It's 
good to hear though, now that you mention it." 
 He nodded. "If need be clients often refer to me as a surveyor or 
engineer. That's also why I don't emblazon 'parapsychologist' all over my 
door." 
 Vicki looked up at the glass doors across from Tim's little lounge 
area. She hadn't even noticed. "I guess I can understand people's 
reluctance." 
 "I certainly can," Tim said, "public perception can be pretty 
damning. They thought chiropractors were witch doctors once." 
 "They didn't hunt werewolves and bogeymen." 
 Tim laughed. "No, but they realised everything in the human body 
affects everything else. Parapsychology is just physics with a different 



business card. Everything around us made up of fields of energy and so 
many forces can affect and manipulate them. Even our own bodies." 
 Vicki felt herself relaxing. He didn't seem like a crackpot and was 
keeping things informal, but when he asked the questions she'd been 
expecting, it still startled her. 
 "As a medical practitioner you're trained in the sciences. What do 
you think we're dealing with?" 
 Vicki sipped her coffee and thought about it for a second. She 
opened her mouth several times to speak. They both smiled to ease the 
tension. "Doctor I... I'm... I know what my patient said he thought it was. 
He mentioned... hauntings and the like. I suppose it depends on your 
definition." 
 "Tell me yours," he prompted. 
 "Well," she breathed deeply, "only what I touched on during my 
studies. The manifestation of people or events from the past into the 
physical world, vibrations of energy, ghosts." 
 "That's pretty much the textbook version. Today the term 'ghost' is 
pretty broad. The classic ghost from literature of a lady in white walking 
through the walls and moaning, we call an apparition. 
 "But you're right. In my profession, a haunting can be a recurrence 
or appearance of a person or event that manifests itself in the physical 
world somewhere across the emission spectrum. It can be a field of 
electromagnetism, visible light, microwave, radio waves, radiation... But 
you also realise most of the time the answer's something quite simple." 
 "It could be anything on the bridge, then?" 
 "Almost certainly will be," he said, making her feel better. "People 
don't pay me to tell them the previous owners of their houses want to 
drive them away from beyond the grave. The media player comes on in 
the middle of the night at full volume, but it's not a restless spirit, it's just 
bad wiring tripping the circuits. It's about looking for the explanation, not 
the unexplained." 
 The hope in Vicki's voice dwindled away as she saw, in her minds 
eye, that iron girder crash to the ground. "I don't know how anyone can 
explain this. If we're talking about a dusty attic or cemetery on a misty 
night... you know, it's a difficult environment to trust your senses. But 
you can't mistake a 20-foot piece of metal hitting the ground in front of 
you in the middle of the day. It's been very easy to just assume this 
patient's been hallucinating, but when I suddenly see things too it moves 
this to a whole other area I have no idea about." 
 "Well, you know better than I do the human mind's capable of 
some pretty incredible things," Tim said, "Our consciousness is at the 
mercy of what the brain wants us to perceive to make sense of the 



environment. Under certain conditions, who knows what your mind 
could've subjected you to?" 
 Vicki nodded, then laughed ruefully. "I should know that more 
than most people. It was just so real. I hope it's that simple... what can we 
do if it isn't?" 
 "Depends completely on the case at hand. There's no pattern to 
these things, they all behave differently." 
 Vicki interrupted the second half of Tim's sentence with an 
exhausted yawn. She covered her mouth and laughed in apology. Tim 
smiled. "Oh God, sorry," she explained, "Meeting you has had me up all 
night worrying." 
 "Don't let it get to you. You have your patient to care for, he's far 
more important." 
 She nodded. "It's just frustrating. Supposing it is true, why would it 
happen?" 
 Tim shrugged and sipped his coffee. "Psychics will tell you 
hauntings occur at the scenes of unhappiness or sudden accidents or 
deaths because the spirits can't let go and pass over to the next world." 
 "What do you say?" 
 He smiled. "I'm not a psychic. If you want to go down that path I 
can recommend people. But I don't think you lose your way to the light 
and hang around trying to avenge your death or anything. Usually in 
hauntings you're not supposed to be able to interact with them any more 
than you can talk to a recording." 
 "But why do these events recur?" 
 Tim shrugged, smiling again. "Unfortunately we're no closer to 
explaining that than when we were painting pentagrams on the floor." 
 



2 
 
 It was quarter past three when Vicki returned to work. She didn't 
feel much better about the bizarre vision on the bridge – the clarity of 
what she'd seen made it very hard to convince herself it was her stressed 
mind and dulled senses. 
 But as she walked back through the door and greeted Felicity she 
did feel better because she could concentrate on Dale and forget 
everything else. His next appointment was for the next day, and Vicki 
wanted nothing more than to put the incident on the bridge behind her 
and work with Dale in the secure comfort of her surgery. 
 As she sat down at her desk a message reminder trilled loudly from 
her bag. Her phone must have gone off in the car on the way back, and 
Vicki furrowed her brow, scolding herself as she fished in her handbag 
for it. She always had music in the car up too loud and wondered if she 
unconsciously did so on purpose. Because it usually meant more 
commitments than she had time for, she hated the sound of her mobile 
going off – or CMD, as they were commonly called nowadays. 
 Converged Media Devices swallowed up the fragmented mobile 
communications, media player and handheld device market throughout 
the 2020s and finding someone who didn't have one was increasingly 
rare. 
 Born in 2001, Vicki didn't get her first mobile until she was nearly 
12 – unusual among most kids who had them by eight or nine. Back then 
mobile phones were pretty rudimentary compared to even a basic model 
CMD. 
 Now they'd taken the place of the bulky desk-bound computer 
tower and laptop, the mobile smartphone, the midsize tablet and 
everything in between. You could perform all general computing, media 
consumption and mobile connectivity tasks on it, but that was just the 
beginning. 
 Text to speech algorithms could make your whole workflow voice 
or text based, converting between the two whenever you liked. Search 
services and heuristics had combined to come as close to human intuition 
as computer science had ever come, and speaking a query could spark off 
fact-finding missions by software agents that returned and filtered results 
from finding a plumber to writing a thesis. 
 Solar panels powered devices for long enough so you need never 
connect them to mains. Projector and hologram technology could 
replicate 3D renderings of scenes or still images captured by more 
powerful and sensitive cameras than had ever existed in standalone 
photographic equipment. 



 Hardware like fingerprint unlock scanners and hyperspectral 
cameras had morphed into bio-sensitive panels and optic sensors that 
sampled any number of biological markers, telling you anything from 
whether your salad was fresh to sequencing a gene to test how you'd 
likely respond to a drug compound. The same tools had long been applied 
to digital identity verification, which gave even basic models expansive 
monetary transaction abilities. 
 They'd also long since overtaken the capacity of the bulky disk 
platters of the PC era. Most data was stored in far-flung servers and the 
very airwaves overhead as magnetic or phonic waves, onboard disk 
storage virtually phased out. 
 Processing power inside CMDs was rudimentary, only enough to 
manage the data of input and display, giving them a far longer charge 
cycle and overall life than old smartphones had ever boasted, with the 
actual computation of functions distributed among far flung networks at 
lightning speed. 
 But to many people, the most important feature was that the 
concept of having so many different methods to contact someone like 
written SMS, old–style email and embedded chat clients had more or less 
disappeared. You simply 'messaged' someone through a generic gateway 
and software agents between you and them decided the best way to 
transmit it depending on what services or applications the recipient was 
using at that moment. 
 The same intelligent software agents that conducted searches also 
screened incoming communications and the unsolicited or unwanted 
messages that had plagued the online world's early days had become a 
thing of the past. 
 As the CMD replaced everything from the computer to the movie 
player and game console, the combined array rose in prominence – 
generic, inexpensive combinations of screen and keyboard that became 
your input and display for work that wasn't feasible on the small screen of 
a CMD. 
 Arrays replaced the PC on the desks and living room tables of 
workplaces and households the world over, cheap accessibility driving 
them farther than the PC ever reached. In this day and age, there were 
few places in society you couldn't sit down and plug your CMD into the 
nearest array to work if you preferred – they were as common as power 
outlets. 
 Nobody had been quite sure what to call the early everything-in-
your-pocket devices, but an early product name – CMD – had stuck, like 
people still used the brand name 'Hoover' for any domestic vacuum 
cleaner. 



 Vicki pulled it out of the chaos of her bag, pressed her thumb to the 
plate to unlock it and said 'message'. 
 Dale's voice sent an icy trickle of fear down her spine. "Vicki, 
something's happened. All day I've been... seeing things. I'm not sure. I'm 
just calling to see if I can come later today or tonight. You said the other 
night you didn't have any bookings this afternoon. I can't explain what's 
happened, I'm not even sure myself. Please call me at home." 
 



3 
 
 It started early in the morning at the convenience store down on the 
main road. Dale had slept unusually late and – even more unusually – 
hadn't had a single nightmare. 
 Actually it had started the night before, after Vicki had dropped 
him home a little before 2am. She was starting to look zonked and had a 
long drive home to Woollahra, so Dale insisted she go straight home. 
 When he kissed her quickly on the cheek and said thanks it had 
neatly avoided any end-of-date awkwardness they might have 
experienced. 
 He wasn't sure if he'd already started feeling oppressively lethargic 
rather than just in need of sleep, or if the message waiting for him 
upstairs did it. When he walked through the door, the alert icon was 
blinking softly on the corner of the TV screen. 
 It was from the health department, and as soon as he saw it his 
shoulders fell. His medical. He'd missed it twice, the second time when 
he'd been with Vicki in her car and lost his mind. In all the excitement 
(and catatonia) he'd completely forgotten it. 
 As he flicked the TV on and called up the latest message, he knew 
there was only one thing it could be about even though the subject line 
(Patient File No: 56774-MIL2217 Update) was so innocuous. 
  
 We note the abovementioned patient failed to attend two 
compulsory medical examinations for Re-enabled Workers' Scheme 
assessment on January 14 and January 19 at the assigned clinic 
(Northern Suburbs Spinal Health) at Royal North Shore Hospital. 
 Under the Re-enabled Worker's Scheme legislation, it is the 
patient's responsibility to inform the Department no more than four 
(4) business days after failure to attend a medical or psychological 
assessment to make a new appointment. 
 As you failed to inform us of any changes in your 
circumstances, your status has been changed to: 
  
Ineligible. 
  
 Further, you will not be able to claim the Re-Enabled Worker's 
Scheme allowance, nor will the Scheme be able to assist you in 
finding work. The penalty period imposed will total six (6) months. 
 If you feel this decision was made in error or you have 
extraordinary circumstances, you may appeal the ruling. Contact us 
on... 
  



 For long minutes Dale didn't know how he felt. He felt like he 
should be crestfallen, disappointed. He went to bed with a voice telling 
him 'You're not normal, you never have been and you're a fool to think 
you ever could be. You're either seriously fucked up in the head or you're 
seeing the ghosts of people who died while you survived. How can you be 
normal? 
 But another, quieter voice was almost relieved. There'd be no 
rescheduling it for another time, so he wouldn't have to go near the bridge 
again at all. He knew he should tell Barry about it straight away so his 
friend could do something about it, ring the Health Department or 
something. He was sure Barry could pull some strings. 
 Dale just wasn't sure he wanted him to. 
 But he slept well and didn't have any nightmares, so in the morning 
when he still felt sluggish and weakened, like the flu was coming on, he 
knew something was wrong. 
 He decided to go out and buy some fresh rolls, ham and salad for 
lunch to brighten himself up, but he couldn't stop the dark cloud 
gathering in him, still replaying the voice from his dreams while he'd 
been knocked out the previous week. 
 It's inside you now, Dale. 
 What if it was true? He didn't know what happened to him after 
that bus hit him. When he woke up it was four days later and he was at 
home. 
 He remembered the grinning ghoul with the cut-off leg, how it had 
shrank back from his touch. What if, while he was asleep for so long, it 
stopped shrinking back from him and reached out, encircling a cold white 
hand, slimy with seawater, around Dale's wrist? 
 It did. It did just that in Vicki's car. Vicki/the girl in the blue 
dress/that thing grabbed you. Who knows what it put into you? 
 Dale walked down to the convenience store, trying to ignore the 
dream, the voice and the awful weight of depressed fatigue he couldn't 
shake. 
 Once the automatic doors of the convenience store buzzed closed 
behind him he shivered, a cold finger of ice moving down his back and 
settling just above his buttocks. There was nobody in the store but 
himself and a young cashier, and Dale started toward the opposite corner 
where the fruit stand was. 
 It began with a loaf of bread. As he passed the shelf it fell to the 
floor. Dale brushed it off as he replaced it, giving a split second's thought 
to the rushed shopper who'd left it in a precarious position hours before. 
 Next, while standing at the fruit stand, there was a flicker of 
movement in his peripheral vision and he felt a movement of air behind 



him, as if someone had passed close. He turned quickly in shock, but 
nobody was there. 
 Panting from the sudden fright, Dale dropped a fourth and last 
tomato into the plastic bag he was holding open. It hit the others with a 
heavy squelch. He lifted the bag and looked inside. 
 When he'd picked them up off the display they'd been pump and 
ripe, just like the ones on the shelf were. 
 Now, the ones in the bag looked like they'd been in the store for a 
month. They were old and split, sickly yellow juice oozing out and filling 
the bottom of the bag. 
 Disgusted and frightened, Dale dropped the bag on the tray of fruit 
and strode out. 
 His only other option was the supermarket. Any other day it would 
have been nothing for him to walk, but the thought of it made the cloying 
blanket of lethargy feel even heavier. 
 There was a bus just pulling into the bus stop up the road, so he 
broke into a jog towards it, fumbling in his pocket for his mobile to pay 
the fare when the driver saw him approaching they'd wait for him. 
 Fifteen feet from the bus, he looked up and stopped dead, gasping 
in fright. 
 The convenience store and the supermarket were on the Grand 
Parade, the main road that runs along the beachfront through Brighton-
Le-Sands and Ramsgate. It should have been the 478 Dolls Point service. 
 The destination display read Wynyard – 272. Dale had seen it a 
million times in dreams and just once in real life as it was smashed during 
the bridge collapse of 2019. 
 It's inside you now, Dale. 
 His heart started to pound. The windows were blown out, the side 
bashed in, filthy blue smoke belching from the back and the front 
windscreen was so blackened and cracked Dale – mercifully – couldn't 
see the driver. 
 He jammed the balls of his fists into his eyes and rubbed hard. 
When he looked again the 478 Dolls Point bus, windows and paintwork 
shiny in the sun, pulled out into the traffic and grumbled past. 
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 "Hello, Barry Paul." 
 "Dr Paul, it's Victoria Holt speaking, Dale's psychiatrist." 
 Barry pushed the folder full of plans for the original bridge 
construction aside. "Oh hi, what can I do for you, doctor?" he asked, 
turning his attention to the array screen so he could save what he'd been 
working on. 
 "It's Dale," Dr Holt began, "he left me a message sounding very 
distressed. I tried his number but couldn't get him. I thought there might 
be a chance you'd heard from him today." 
 "No," Barry said, worried, "I haven't spoken to him since Thursday 
night when he woke up. He wasn't hysterical again, I hope?" 
 "Not at all, just upset. I'm due to see him tomorrow. But he said he 
wanted to come in tonight. Plus..." she hesitated, "there's been a new 
development in his fear of the bridge." 
 "Not the accident yesterday?" Barry asked, fearful that the full 
details of Sean Briner's last ever job might have leaked. 
 "Accident?" Vicki asked fearfully. "No." 
 Barry breathed deeply. She hadn't heard, obviously. "Not 
everything's been released in the news yet, but I hired a construction 
consultancy to test some of the works. After all the trouble with Dale 
experiencing back pain I've spent the last fortnight trying to find if there's 
something wrong with the bridge systems. On Sunday we sent an 
engineer up to test the electrical network and... he fell off, died when he 
hit the road." 
 "Good God," Vicki whispered. "Dr Paul, I think we have some 
things to talk about." 
 

**** 
 
 In the supermarket it started again. The feeling, the cold. 
 But at least he felt safer here. Here and there were mothers with 
kids and elderly couples going about their day. It felt familiar, like a 
world the supernatural could never reach. 
 Beyond the end of the aisle was the supermarket butcher, a brightly 
lit area full of chopping benches and sides of beef and pork hanging on 
hooks but empty of staff. Way down the other end Dale could see his dim 
reflection in the glass, backlit by the sun streaming in through the front 
windows behind him. 
 He took a deep breath and started down the aisle. A left turn at the 
end would take him to the fruit and vegetable area. As he passed the rows 



of tins, bags and packets he ran his hand through his hair, glancing again 
at the reflection of himself as it grew closer in the window of the butcher. 
 His hair seemed straggly, sticking out like he'd just got out of bed. 
He smoothed it flat with his hand, seeing the reflection do the same, the 
hair in the erstwhile mirror sticking stubbornly out. 
 Didn't I remember to bloody comb it? He asked himself, trying to 
press his hair flat with his hands, the reflection growing larger when he 
neared the end of the aisle. 
 But there was something else. He was limping. No... his reflection 
was. 
 He drew nearer, almost at the end of the aisle. The reflection came 
into focus as the sunlight faded away. It wasn't wearing a T-shirt 
emblazoned with Orange County Ping Pong '23, it was wearing a dress 
shirt, blue tie and a grey suit jacket. 
 The shirt appeared to be dotted with some dark liquid, as if 
someone had thrown paint at it... 
 The skin of the figure was white and pallid... 
 Water dripped off its chin... 
 And those cold, dead eyes looked at him. From his own reflection. 
 It's inside you now, Dale. 
 Dale hitched in a breath but he was determined not to scream or 
freak out. He spun away from the glass behind the butcher and deli 
counter and turned back down the aisle the way he'd come, looking at the 
speckle-tiled floor and trying to breathe steadily to slow his suddenly 
thundering heartbeat. He'd just get out of here, get home... 
 He glanced up after a minute to see how close to the end of the 
aisle he was, and his heart almost stopped. 
 The supermarket was now a thousand miles long, the aisle 
extending so far into the distance he couldn't see the end. Wanting to 
scream now, his heart threatening to lurch out of his chest, Dale spun 
back towards the butcher, where the aisle extended just as far away in the 
other direction, more packets of rice, bottle of oil, bags of flour and racks 
of spices filling more supermarket shelves than existed in the world. 
 The muzak still played over the speakers every few dozen metres 
along the ceiling and Dale started slowly forward, telling himself he was 
seeing things, just like on the bridge, none of it was real. He fought the 
terror back down. If only he could stay calm. 
 A packet of spaghetti burst from the shelf opposite and hit his 
shoulder. Dale jumped with fright. Although he was oblivious to it, the 
fluorescent ceiling lights around him flickered and distant 'pings' rang out 
as every cash register drawer at the front of the store opened in unison. 
 Then the optical tricks stopped, and the nightmare began. A moan 
came from the next aisle, a horrible, sub-human howl. Something big 



crashed against the other side. Something huge, and it crashed hard, 
bottles and tins toppling off as the whole frame of shelves shook 
violently. 
 The moaning then turned to screams, drifting in like someone had 
tuned them in on a radio, getting louder until he couldn't hear himself 
think over them – the screams of people dying. 
 A stack of tomato soup tins (Tuscan Sunlight Tomato Soup. 
New! More Flavour! on the label was the only shred of reality that kept 
him sane) crashed out, hitting Dale's hip painfully, and a torn, bloody arm 
shot out, reaching for him. 
 Lower down, a greenish, decomposed arm burst through a pile of 
lasagne boxes. 
 Amid the awful screams and wails now coming from the aisles on 
both sides, hundreds of bloodied, broken and dead hands shattered the 
displays and reached for Dale – pale, bleeding, hanging strips of sodden 
flesh, some only bones and sinew. He tried to shrink in on himself, 
panting in terror and with his eyes feeling as big as saucers, looking back 
and forth in each direction desperately. 
 The aisle was still miles long in both directions, the arms of those 
who'd lain dying and dead on the bridge and their orchestra of moans and 
screams reaching for him. 
 There was an ungodly squeal as the shelving moved, raking slowly 
across the floor towards the centre of the aisle where Dale cowered. An 
icy wave that felt like doom swept down throughout his body and he 
thumped to the ground on his knees, mute with fear. 
 The millions of arms shoved at the supermarket shelves, crashing 
and pushing them forward, shaking packets of food onto the floor and 
bending the frames. 
 The grasping grew more frantic, as if they could smell his blood 
and the impending feast drove them into a frenzy. The shelves loomed, 
reaching up away into the sky as well now, further than he could see, the 
reaching, dead hands inches away. 
 Then suddenly, there was a clang. The shelving on either side 
stopped against some invisible barrier, the arms reaching in bloodlust, 
their sweet prize millimetres away. 
 It was as if there was an enormous sheet of glass on each side of 
him, invulnerable to the onslaught, allowing the broken and bleeding 
limbs to come within a hairs breadth but not reach him. He could smell 
the cemetery dirt, see the torn ligaments. 
 Dale looked around at the phantom hands in horror, fingers 
stretching to try and cross the last few millimetres to him. He could repel 
them if he wanted to. He'd done it, he'd seen it. 
 But what did he have to do? 



 Gingerly, slowly, Dale lifted his own hand up in front of his face. 
Every fibre in him screamed at him not to reach forward where any 
number of bloodied fingers could touch him. He felt the way he would if 
he were about to stick his hand down a public toilet, into the dirt of a 
disinterred grave. 
 Suddenly – there! The hand that was reaching the closest shrank 
back the tiniest bit. Nails which had once been nicely polished and 
rounded but were now split and bloody drew back millimetres, the gold-
coloured bracelet (now tarnished green from salt water) shivering as the 
wrist stiffened. 
 Dale felt a wave of something that was cooling and relieving 
course through him. He didn't know if it was relief, gratitude or whatever 
raw power he had over the thing that haunted him. 
 He stood slowly, his fear draining away. He reached towards them, 
snatching at them, and every time, they were torn hastily back from him, 
their owners apparently as horrified at the prospect of having him touch 
them as the other way around. 
 Dale felt a burst of confidence and fearlessness like an orgasm. He 
rushed forward, a scream building in his throat that might have been 'get 
out of me!' but might just have been a bellow of rage. 
 As he grabbed the nearest steel shelf there was a boom and a wave 
of terrible force as the world shattered. Bottles and tins exploded, the 
arms blew apart in eruptions of blood and bones or were severed as the 
rifts in Dale's world closed on them. The lights went out above as the 
fluorescent tubes exploded and he was in the middle of a tornado of glass, 
metal, food and blood. 
 

**** 
 
 Mrs Chalmers told Craig to put the bubble gum back on the shelf at 
the checkout and no, he couldn't have it, when the lights flickered and the 
till drawers at each checkout 'binged' and opened. The checkout girls all 
closed their drawers and shared amused and bewildered looks with their 
customers. Mrs Chalmers' checkout operator (Hi! I'm Jayde, the badge 
said) shrugged and continued to run the groceries over the barcode 
scanner. 
 A minute later Craig reached for the Milky Way bar instead and 
Mrs Chalmers reached out to slap his hand in exasperation when there 
was an agonised scream from the other end of the store. Mrs Chalmers 
gasped. It sounded like a man hurt. 
 At that moment there was an explosion of sparks from the till, the 
cash drawer thundering outwards, cracking violently against Jayde's 
elbow. The top of the register popped open and the receipt roll catapulted 



out like a streamer thrown at a party. Jayde, her elbow badly fractured, 
stumbled backwards. The illuminated sign displaying the number of each 
checkout exploded, showering plastic across the air. And all over the 
store, several of the fluorescent tube ceiling lights popped like gunshots 
and shattered across the ground. 
 The scream stopped and people cowered in fear beside smoking 
cash registers. 
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 Vicki sat at the table, her head resting on her hand, staring at her 
CMD and tapping it with her fingers. 
 "That won't make it go off," came Barry's voice above her. She 
looked up and smiled as he put a beer and her double Bloody Maria on 
the table, sitting down heavily. 
 "Thanks, Doctor Paul," she said, slipping the phone back into her 
handbag. 
 "If you're starting with double Tequila you'd better call me Barry 
straight away," he smiled. 
 She'd gone home to change and they'd chosen one of the swanky 
pubs near Vicki's office, all dark, floor-level lighting and sweeping 
porcelain lines. Vicki leaned forward even more, feeling like she could 
fall asleep. 
 "You look exhausted," Barry told her. 
 Vicki opened her mouth to say what came to mind and nearly 
stopped herself speaking, scolding herself for her unladylike behaviour. 
 But right now she felt less like a lady and more like a little girl lost. 
Besides, it was hard not to like this great big man. He was like a giant 
teddy bear and made you feel so protected just being with him. It was 
hard not to trust him. "I feel like getting really pissed," she drawled. 
Barry laughed heartily, an accepting laugh, a sympathetic one, for which 
she was grateful. "But I can't," she continued, sitting up. "Not until I find 
Dale. Or until he shows up." she checked her watch. 4:40. Just under an 
hour until their appointment – she hoped. 
 "So what was your news?" Barry said, interrupting her thoughts. 
 She sighed. "On Dale's suggestion, I've hired a parapsychologist." 
 "A ghost hunter?" Barry asked. 
 She nodded, silently conceding that it was as ridiculous as it 
sounded. If she could be bothered and wasn't so tired right then she 
would've sifted through her bag for her CMD, called Tim Hacker and 
fired him before she lost her mind. 
 If she could be bothered, and if the image of that metal beam 
crashing to the road would just fade and disappear. "Barry," she said, 
staring wide-eyed into space, "I'm frightened. Last time I went onto the 
bridge with Dale, I saw it too." 
 Barry leant forwards, shifting his enormous body in a gesture that 
seemed to say he cared. "What did you see?" he asked. 
 "The bridge," she explained, "the old bridge, like Dale always sees 
when he's there." She smiled and shook her head. "A piece of a ghost." 
 Barry didn't seem to be able to think what to say. It didn't make her 
feel any better, something about him made her feel like he should have all 



the answers. "What've you found?" she asked, hoping ongoing 
conversation would hold the malaise she was starting to feel back. 
 "Bad construction, we think," he said. "Electromagnetism, but 
whether it's arising from metallurgical stress or incorrect materials we 
don't know. There's been at least one death so far from it... one we know 
of." 
 "The maintenance man?" 
 "He was on a maintenance platform below the centre vertical," 
Barry nodded, "they said it hadn't been fastened. They found the bolt 
that'd given way on the road below and it wasn't stripped or warped, 
apparently it'd just fallen out, maybe before he even got up there." 
 "What's going to happen now?" Vicki asked. 
 "I'm starting to talk to a lot of government types. I'm sharing data 
with them and there's talk of a formal enquiry, maybe shutdowns if some 
answer or another doesn't show up." He took a sip of his beer and sighed 
heavily, looking around the pub. "I'd actually hoped it would all be over 
by this week, I've got a practice to run and my receptionist's running out 
of bullshit." He looked back at Vicki, who was smiling sympathetically. 
"Now, after this engineer..." he waved his hand vaguely at some point in 
the future where it might all be behind him, further away than he could 
see. 
 Vicki put her chin in her hands, elbows leaning on the table. "God, 
my head doesn't feel big enough to deal with all this and I've only got 
Dale to worry about. How are you coping?" 
 "Bones of my arse," Barry smiled. "You just concentrate on Dale." 
 "If the train stopping and now this accident with this poor man is 
somehow related to what he's been seeing, maybe we should swap notes," 
Vicki suggested. "We're both his doctors, after all. I'm not sure what sorts 
of ethics are involved." 
 "None from me," Barry assured her, taking his mobile out of the 
inside pocket of his suit jacket. "Dale and I have been good mates for 20 
years and trust each other implicitly. Would I get access to your 
parapsychologist's records too?" 
 "He's going to put stuff in a public folder for me, so you'll have 
that," she said, reaching down to retrieve her CMD. "I assume it'd be 
everything, he's not going to have any secrets to keep from me." 
 They sent access credentials for the relevant folders, calendars and 
contact details to each other and Tim, Dale, Barry and Vicki all had right 
of entry to each others' information related to the bridge and some about 
Dale's treatment – Vicki kept clinical notes separate and private. 
 "Tell me what else the parapsychologist said," Barry asked, 
slipping his phone away. 



 Vicki sighed, recollecting. "He wants to go out onto the bridge 
with Dale. He said if it's a real paranormal incident, Dale could be the 
catalyst or conductor for the manifestations." 
 "Do you think that's a good idea? Every time he goes there it seems 
something bad happens." 
 "Well, as his psychiatrist I can stop him going until I'm confident 
he can handle it, and I'm hoping to make a breakthrough tomorr-" she 
looked at her watch, "tonight. 
 "How's he going in therapy?" 
 "Great. He's responded really well to relaxation therapy and a bit of 
light hypnotherapy, he really opens up to it. I think it's going to be a case 
of unearthing the anxiety and showing him it can't hurt him. It's pretty 
open and shut." 
 "So it's not a matter of getting rid of it, just seeing it?" 
 "You can't really erase trauma, you just help people live with it 
instead of it ruling them. I'm sure you've seen it, knowing Dale as long as 
you have, but he's not a strong-willed man. He doesn't want to fight the 
world. It's just that..." 
 Barry raised his eyebrows inquisitively. 
 "I don't know if I can keep up the treatment. He seems more at ease 
and more confident when I'm with him." 
 "So what's the problem?" 
 Vicki took a sip of her drink, looking like she didn't want to say but 
knowing she had to. "I think he's like that because he feels a bit attracted 
to me." 
 "I thought that was pretty common in psychiatry when a patient 
opens up," Barry said. "Sometimes if it's to do with shameful memories 
and their therapist accepts them and doesn't judge them they can mistake 
it for love. It's not such a problem if you manage it, is it?" 
 Vicki sighed. "It's a problem when I'm starting to feel a little bit the 
same." 
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 As Vicki had done from time to time over the last few days, she 
might have worried about how good it felt to have him near her, 
wondering what it was doing to her professional judgment. 
 But all she felt was a sense of completeness and warmth. Finally 
she had him with her, safe. 
 Vicki looked up at Dale from her typing, sitting across the office 
reading a New Scientist magazine. She smiled again, letting the feeling of 
relief wash through her, the dull heaviness in her heart melting away. 
 They were alone. Dale had arrived just as Felicity was packing up 
to leave and they had the evening to themselves. 
 Vicki was writing preliminary notes of what she hoped to 
accomplish, particularly in light of the incident at the supermarket earlier 
that day, and they were talking absently as she wrote and Dale read. 
 Even though it was a scheduled session, neither of them felt in any 
hurry. There seemed an unspoken agreement that it wasn't a psychiatrist 
talking to a patient who'd wish him goodbye when the hour was up. It felt 
like they were working on a problem together, like colleagues in some 
office figuring out a sales campaign. That was how it felt to her, anyway. 
And she liked it. 
 Dale was already half convinced he'd dreamed up the whole 
episode that morning. The sound of real screams had broken through the 
chorus of ghostly voices he'd been hearing, there'd been a violent crack in 
his perception and suddenly he'd found himself kneeling in a very 
ordered and everyday supermarket aisle with his hands over his head. 
Except for the glass scattered everywhere from the fluorescent tubes that 
had exploded above him, nothing had been out of place. 
 He'd wandered dumbly out, past the distraught shoppers and litter 
of broken lights and cash registers. He stopped to help several people to 
their feet and exchange bewildered words with them, telling them he had 
no idea where the scream had come from. 
 But as he'd walked home, things had been completely different. 
Contours were sharper. Colours were denser. The awful stifling blanket 
had lifted. Whatever was in him, he'd cast it out. 
 But the terror of what he'd seen left him badly shaken and 
physically exhausted, like he'd spent the morning chopping wood. He'd 
called Vicki's number while walking home from the supermarket to leave 
the message that had driven her half mad all day and then gone home to 
sleep, praying he wouldn't dream. 
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 After going over the events of the day, Vicki had suggested she 
write some notes and try hypnotherapy again. So when she saved and 
closed the file on her array she closed the inner office door and put the 
edge-of-hearing music on. She switched off the overhead lights, leaving 
just the dim desk lamp, enough to throw a warm glow into the room. 
 Instead of leaving the Venetians closed she opened them to reveal 
the sparkling splendour of the city, harbour, bridge and north shore, the 
myriad of lights and neon company names reflected in Port Jackson. 
 "Not going to bother you?" she asked. He shrugged, looking at the 
pillars and cables of the bridge face on. 
 His adversary. 
 "No, I'll be fine." 
 He settled back as she pulled her chair around to face him, setting 
the CMD to record and laying it on the desk nearby. 
 "All right, tell me how you feel now after talking about all that." 
 There was a pause before Dale said "Light." 
 Vicki smiled at him, frowning quizzically with her eyebrows. 
 "That's the only way I can describe it," he said, smiling. "I feel like 
a weight's been thrown off me. Since the other day when we were there 
I've felt like there's been something pulling me down. Now it's gone." 
 "You've felt downtrodden?" Vicki suggested. 
 "No, physically. Tired, like I was getting the flu." 
 "When did it leave you?" 
 "This morning, at the shops. It was like before. It couldn't get me. I 
realised it was scared of me too, or at least repelled in some way." 
 The memories of what he'd seen came to him easily, at his 
command and under his control. More importantly, they were detached. 
He wasn't at their mercy. They were just memories. 
 "What left you?" Vicki asked, glad it was all being recorded. It 
looked like a train of thought was coming that might be otherwise 
irretrievable. 
 "The feeling of heaviness... they'd been inside me. I'd dreamt it but 
it turned out to be true, because I could feel it when I woke up at home 
after the morning I went there with you. 
 "I saw one in a window and they tried to get me in the aisle of the 
supermarket. But they couldn't. They got so close, but something stopped 
them. It was me, stopping them, without even knowing. They couldn't 
reach me. And when I realised that, I... forced them out, somehow." 
 Thoughts seemed to be flooding into his head, each one causing the 
next to make sense. "Okay, slow down just a bit," Vicki said calmly. 
"Who was after you?" 



 "The same thing that wanted to get me on the bridge... monsters, 
ghosts." He focused on her eyes and she realised he wasn't in some 
dreamland, he was with her in the here and now, completely coherent. 
"Remember when we walked out there?" Dale continued. "They couldn't 
get me. They got close but they couldn't reach me." 
 "But you still came out with the brace badly magnetised." 
 "You'd have to ask Barry about that," he said, dismissing the 
thought with a small wave, "I haven't got a clue how that works. But they 
couldn't get me on the bridge when I was in control, so they came into me 
somehow. I felt them come inside when I reached for you when I thought 
you were dead. You grabbed me, and they got in, like they had to wait 
until my guard was down, or something." 
 "You're saying you were possessed?" Vicki asked, careful not to let 
any sarcasm into her voice. 
 He sat back, sighing lightly in frustration as he searched for the 
right words. 
 "Do you want a break?" she suggested. 
 He nodded, smiling. "Could you give me the reception keys? I'm 
going to go to the mens room." 
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 After Dale left, Vicki made some spoken notes, staring at the desk 
and trying to make sense of what he'd said. 
 "He seems... convinced it's an outside force at work that he's 
somehow conquered. If there's anything else involved, which I suppose 
Dr Hacker will locate, I guess it's only produced a further emotional 
reaction in him. 
 "The important thing at this stage is he remembered the chain of 
events, and regardless of whether it's a product of his mind or not, he's 
overcome the initial helplessness and he's still in control when he 
remembers. I don't think he's afraid of it any more. Maybe the exposure 
therapy's already working. 
 "There still might be some emotional fallout. He can bring the fear 
to the surface and recognise it, but it still may attack him. Still, perceiving 
the strength to fight it because he believes he's the more powerful of the 
two is a breakthrough." 
 She paused for a minute, staring through the blinds at the bridge, 
surrounded on both sides by twinkling lights, and flicked the CMD off. 
 There it was, suddenly. The blackness. It was tiny, but it was 
building, and she could already feel its form inside her, the shape of it, 
how it would grow. 
 She reached over her head, stretching her arms high as she heard 
the keys jangle in the lock, Dale's footsteps across the reception area, and 
she smiled as she came in and sat. 
 "I was in there feeling grateful about you," he said. "You take me 
at my word even though you think I'm bonkers because I think I've been 
seeing ghosts." 
 "I've just told my recorder I think you've found peace with it," she 
told him. "Which reminds me, I had a drink with your orthopaedic doctor 
today. He gave me access to his files. I hope that's okay." 
 "Well I have his so that means I can get into yours, so you better 
watch what you write about me," he smiled. 
 "None of my clinical patient stuff's in there, so forget it," she said 
with a laugh. 
 Dale shrugged, still smiling. 
 "But all right," she admitted, "I'm worried." 
 "Vicki," he said, reaching for her hand unconsciously, "I don't care 
what it was, not right now. Whether it was ghosts or my imagination 
haunting me, I fought it and won. If it's emotional stress, I've seen it as 
part of my mind, just like you say. I've accepted it and seen my anxiety 
and all that." 



 "Good. Regardless of everything else, you feel better. That's all 
that matters to me." 
 She went back to make some more notes on the surgery admin 
system when Dale said "And you?" 
 "Me?" she repeated, half turning back to him. 
 "Do you feel better, after what you saw out there last week?" 
 She looked out the window, as if weighing up whether she was. 
"It's hard to stop thinking about," she said. "But I haven't had any more 
nightmares." 
 "What about your friend? Have you ever talked to anyone about 
her?" 
 "Ad nauseam," she said, rolling her eyes. "I think it's half the 
reason I decided to be a psychiatrist." 
 "You must have started young." 
 "I worked at a marketing agency until the accident. I was off work 
for about six months after it, but instead of getting another job I did a 
bachelor of health at university. I'd had depression for a few years while I 
studied but it was all over by the time I was in practice myself." 
 "Is it stuff you ever want to talk about again?" he said. "I'm only 
curious. I talked to a few other survivors not long after I first woke up, 
but it was a bit too early. Nowadays, it's..." 
 "A bit like your scrapbook?" 
 Dale smiled, nodding. Vicki saved and closed the document she 
was working on, sat back and clasped her hands behind her head. She 
took a deep breath. 
 "Well, there's not much to tell. We'd worked together about six 
months. It was my first job out of school. I was a co-ordinator, basically 
the PA to some of the account directors, sending all the orders for poster 
ads, banners, printed stuff. She was... I can't even remember what her job 
was now. Maybe an account manager or something, she was more senior 
than me." 
 "What was her name?" 
 "Stephanie. I can't even remember why we got on so well from the 
beginning." She laughed. "We both got drunk at a work reception at the 
State Library, I was in a ladies room holding her hair back while she 
threw up in the toilets. 
 "Anyway, she was leaving work early to go and meet her boyfriend 
for one of their date nights. She had an early mark this particular day and 
we were all jealous of her..." Her smiled disappeared and she looked 
down at the floor, through it, searching memories that looked like they 
still hurt no matter how long ago it had been. 
 "She'd left about half an hour before. We heard the noise of the 
arch falling apart, like everyone did. I remember someone saying 



something like 'hurry up and finish that hammering!' I wasn't really 
concentrating but that's what it sounded like, construction. 
 "Then this other lady whose office was on the window gave out 
this horrible shriek, I can still hear it. We all ran to the window and we... 
had a front row seat. Then I realised Steph would have had time to make 
it that far and..." she wiped a tear and laughed a little, "might have been 
in it. Silly to get upset after all this time." 
 "It's not," Dale said. "What did you do when you realised what was 
going on?" 
 "A few people went to ring their husbands or wives or whoever, 
make sure they weren't anywhere near it. A few people said they were 
going to run down or get taxis to see if they could help, but I don't 
know... you could run there in ten minutes from our building if you 
sprinted but it looked like it was going to be all over by then." 
 "You didn't try and call her or anything?" 
 Vicki frowned, looking out through the blinds at the bridge again 
and shaking her head slightly. "It's the strangest thing, but somebody 
must have thought of that. I must have. I just don't remember doing it. I 
don't remember ever leaving that window until everyone had stopped 
crying and started leaving to go home or go to see if they could do 
anything. A lot of us had family members come and pick us up, but a few 
people had to wait to try and get public transport." 
 She rolled her eyes. "God, that was bedlam. You were probably 
already in hospital by this time but you wouldn't believe the scramble 
while they tried to put buses on. It was like peak hour all night because 
they were trying to get so many people out and so many emergency 
vehicles in. They shut the tunnel down too in case any falling debris 
ruptured it. Apparently people who worked on the North Shore and lived 
down your way didn't get home until one or two the next morning, they 
all had to go out across the Gladesville or Ryde Bridges and they were 
clogged up all night." 
 Vicki shook her head softly, staring into space, as if marvelling at 
memories she hadn't thought of in a long, long time. "You know what 
else I remember, as clear as day?" 
 "What?" Dale said, leaning forward. 
 "I remember this bird." Vicki paused while she looked down at the 
array screen on her desk, as if searching for every nuance of the memory 
on it. "It was a big waterbird, like a crane or a heron. It might have been 
one of those black headed ibises we have so many of, but it didn't look 
like one, I think it was much bigger than that. It was blue-grey and had a 
really sleek body and a long neck... I remember thinking 'where would 
you possibly see a bird like that around here?' It looked like it belonged 
near a river out in the country. 



 "Maybe that's why I remember it... It was on one of the upper 
levels of the pylon that collapsed, the northeast one. I remember because 
I can still see the office buildings in North Sydney behind it. If you watch 
some of the video footage you see the whole top levels kind of shear off 
and slip to one side before the whole thing went, remember?" 
 "Yeah, you see all the cracks split across the front of the stone?" 
 "Mmm," Vicki agreed, nodding. The awful mechanics of the 
collapse were well known, they'd been pored over by engineers, scientists 
and conspiracy theorists, replayed endlessly no differently than the 
tragedies at the World Trade Centre and Jin Mao towers. 
 Like the rest of the world, Dale and Vicki knew when the northeast 
pylon had started to crumble away, it was the southeast-facing top corner 
that had slid away first, terrifying the bird Vicki had watched. 
 "I remember wondering if this bird might have been nesting up 
there," she continued, "I can still see it so clearly, that bird being scared 
off when that first movement hit the pylon, opening its wings and flying 
away." 
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 Every beat of its great wingspan, the breeze in her hair, the first 
taste of ancient dust from crumbling rock and metal in the air. 
 She hadn't thought about it in such detail since... she couldn't even 
remember. It had been so long since she'd talked about it. In the early 
days it was bought up by psychiatrists like her and handled like a live 
grenade. 
 Had she ever told anyone the story of the bird since then, even 
casually? If she had she couldn't remember, but she knew she'd just been 
describing it to someone. The detail of the image occupied her whole 
being and all her senses. 
 "Why do you think she was on the bridge anyway when it started?" 
came a voice. "Is that where she was going?" 
 Vicki looked up, realising she was actually in her office and Dale 
was sitting in front of her. He was the one she'd been describing the bird 
to. 
 She gave her head a little shake, as if to clear the image out. After 
remembering everything from that day years ago so vividly for the first 
time in so long, the darkness had started to grow like a knot inside her. It 
pressed against the inside of her stomach, giving her the kind of 
butterflies she could tell would turn to outright terror if unchecked. 
 Another tear came to Vicki's eye and she chuckled apologetically 
and wiped it away. 
 But the blackness kept growing. 
 She'd known for years that when she got to this part of the story it 
was going to hurt. Since she'd graduated and come back to life she didn't 
like to think about it, knowing what the memory would do to her. 
 But having Dale there did something else to her. The darkness 
inside didn't balloon as fast as it had in the last week or more. She'd just 
thought it was nice having him with her – unhealthily so, considering her 
professional relationship to him. 
 But all of a sudden she realised that his presence was somehow 
holding the rising fear back. She felt like nothing could hurt her, not even 
the hollow roar building up in her head from 20 year old fear. 
 As well as that – in a way that felt both even weirder and the most 
natural thing in the world all at once – she realised she wanted to go to 
bed with him. For the last little while, downloading some stupid porno 
was enough to head off the darkness the thought of the bridge brought on. 
 But looking across at the care in his eyes, she realised he was 
heading it off instead. 
 "Oh, he worked over in the city and we were in North Sydney. It 
was their little ritual to meet halfway across the Harbour Bridge on the 



walking path. We just knew because of when it started she would have 
had enough time to be out there." 
 Dale's felt his smile go slack, the tiniest pinch of emotion prickling 
in his stomach. He hoped Vicki didn't notice. 
 Something was wrong. 
 Suddenly thoughts started to whirl up in a jumble like pieces of 
rubbish in a sudden gust. He realised in a single terrifying moment he 
couldn't pick apart what was true, what really existed and what was only 
a memory. The sudden roaring in his ears made everything feel real. 
 Vicki was in front of him, he was sure of that. But suddenly so was 
the girl in the blue dress, the girl who blew that beautiful kiss. They were 
the same. 
 The bird on the pylon. 
 The blown kiss and the blue dress 
 The girl he was there to meet when it started. 
 "-really can't remember why we didn't call her," Vicki was saying, 
still looking out the window. "I don't think I've ever thought about that 
before and now you've said it I'm really bothered that I can't remember. I 
probably did and just got her voicemail. Amongst everything else I've 
probably forgotten it." 
 Vicki looked up at him and her smile disappeared. "What's the 
matter?" she said, her voice urgent. 
 Dale tried to smile and wave her concern away. "Nothing. Stupid... 
just something you said about her going out to meet her boyfriend on the 
bridge." 
 "What about it?" Vicki said, shifting forward and reaching for his 
hands. He realised how terrified or crazy he must look, but he took them 
anyway, hoping they anchored him to the right universe so it would 
reveal the rest as the confused memory it must be. 
 Dale opened his mouth to tell her, but the chest-tightening sense of 
guilt slowly thundered in. He knew it was a memory now – taking her 
hands had helped a little – but he could see the cloud of black dust 
billowing up in front of him and he could almost feel his glands squirting 
a noxious cocktail of terror and guilt into his bloodstream. 
 There was only one place worse than looking into those billowing 
clouds, and that was being up there in it, which is where she might be. He 
had to go and try to find her, but he couldn't bring himself to move a step 
closer. 
 And he hadn't, he'd turned and ran like a coward. 
 Suddenly Dale realised he was crying. Not only that, but he hadn't 
been thinking about the episode, he'd been babbling it all to Vicki without 
realising. 



 His description of the clouds of dust couldn't have been a better 
metaphor for the fear inside Vicki, but she'd never felt them build so fast 
or powerfully before. With a shudder of dread she knew she was losing 
the world around her and would soon drown in it. 
 Dale had slid out of his seat and was kneeling on the floor before 
her, choking back sobs. Vicki squeezed his hands tighter. "Dale," she 
said, letting go with one hand and reaching for his cheek. Suddenly she 
was kneeling on the floor too, in front of him, close enough to embrace, 
and the closer she got the more she could feel opposing pressure against 
the blackness threatening to engulf her. 
 When she touched him he looked up at her with a strange new look 
on his face. "What is it?" she said. 
 "What if it was you and not your friend?" 
 Vicki drew back a little, dropping her hand from his face but still 
holding the other one for dear life. "Me?" 
 "Not your friend. What if it was you who left work?" 
 "I don't know what you-" 
 "To meet me?" 
 Now the blackness was almost gone and she started to cry tears of 
gratitude and joy, but her emotions were a tornado. Suddenly, nothing 
seemed real. 
 "Dale... what? My friend left work. I watched the bridge fall down 
from the window of my building! What are you talking about?" 
 Tears blurred Dale's vision. 
 The girl in the blue dress. 
 Vicki. 
 Weren't they the same? Hadn't fate somehow played one of its 
infrequent but amazing practical joke coincidences, delivering them back 
into each other's arms? 
 "Steph?" he repeated from their conversation before. 
 "Stephanie," Vicki said, running her hand through the hair over his 
ear, looking from one eye to the other, wishing he'd calm down but 
seeing with fear that he was completely calm. "We called her Steph. I can 
still see the dark blue pantsuit she wore when she left. It was..." she 
looked around the office from where they knelt together on the floor, 
eventually pointing to a tissue box on the desk. "...the navy colour of the 
stripe on that box. Every time I think about it it makes me think of the 
colour of the sky in spring, before it gets hot and the air gets all hazy, that 
really deep blue. I can see it clear as day." 
 "And her boyfriend's name?" Dale asked. 
 Vicki started to speak, puffed her cheeks out in frustration. 
 "You don't remember because there wasn't one," Dale said, tears 
now running, "it was you. You were there to meet me, and I lost you in 



all that smoke and all that chaos. You must remember how we felt about 
each other!" Dale exclaimed, clasping her hands tighter and pressing 
them to his chest. 
 "Dale... Dale," she began dumbly. She dragged a hand out of his 
grip and wiped her eyes, but he grabbed it back and kissed it. 
 "We loved each other, Vicki," he said. "Why do you think we love 
each other now?" 
 At that, the roaring blackness inside Vicki became a wave, like a 
tsunami building before it reaches the shore, rearing up to engulf 
everything. 
 To engulf her. 
 Because she knew it would beat the wave back down, Vicki freed 
her other hand, pulled his head towards hers and pressed her lips to his, 
feeling sweetness course through her, the terror dissolving into a waterfall 
of relief and a vibrant lust that throbbed within her. 
 She climbed up to sit on his upper legs, straddling them to crush 
herself against him. He let go of her hand and wrapped his arms around 
her and she kissed him more deeply than she ever remembered doing to 
anybody, her arms around his neck and her hands buried in his hair. 
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 The lights shimmered on the water, the lazy traffic drifted back and 
forth, the hot breeze whistled through the cables and the national flag 
watched impassive over the majesty of the harbour. 
 Far off, Vicki sat on the edge of the desk, its contents shoved 
roughly aside, while Dale stood before her. Her thin floral cotton skirt 
was hitched up above her knees, her shoes were off, and her legs were 
hooked around Dale, raking at his legs and buttocks through his cotton 
pants as his hands crushed her to him, feeling the smoothness of her back 
beneath her jacket. Their lips were locked lovingly together. 
 The spot right above the cleft of her bottom ached, like it always 
did if she put pressure on her spine in the wrong way. But having Dale in 
her arms felt so good she did her best to ignore whatever years-old 
accident had jarred her backbone. She didn't know what was better, the 
feeling of his body being so close or the banishment of the darkness. 
 Some voice somewhere – one that didn't even seem to be coming 
from within her – told her this would destroy everything, not least of all 
her career. But a much bigger part of her was so turned on to him it was 
like an ache. 
 She still didn't know what was real, and every time worry about it 
crept into her thoughts she pushed it far back. She recognised that worry. 
It was the blackness in another guise, and in his arms as they kissed, she 
had the strength to push it back – more strength than she'd had even two 
minutes before while merely holding his hands. 
 The only thing she let in that she knew was true was how much she 
wanted him. 
 Dale's head was buried beneath her hair as he sucked and bit her 
neck. She panted, squeezing him against her until her breathing was 
almost cut off, still never close enough. 
 He tentatively pushed her jacket over her shoulders and pushed the 
straps of the camisole down, peeling it down to her waist. 
 As Vicki struggled with his belt and trousers he moved back from 
chewing her neck and she locked her lips to his deliciously, unhooking 
her legs from him and pushing his pants down his legs, gripping a penis 
that was more than ready for her and feeling him moan into her mouth. 
 He ran his hands up Vicki's thighs to her waist and as she felt him 
hook his fingers into her underwear, she lifted her hips to let him peel 
them off, adjusting the position of her bottom on the edge of the desk so 
the pain in her coccyx eased a little. She breathed a sigh of both relief and 
lust as he ran his fingers up her waist to her back where he unclipped her 
bra, sliding it off. 



 Vicki unbuttoned his shirt and buried herself against his chest, a 
tiny sprinkling of hair tickling her nipples, moaning as she guided Dale 
inside her. 
 You idiot, that voice from outside kept saying, you're committing 
suicide. But inside was only warmth, desire for him as sharp and bright as 
a spotlight, and a feeling of fullness that left no room for terror, 
confusion, or even who she really was. 
 Dale put one hand beneath her skirt and cradled her bottom, easing 
the pressure on her lower spine more, squeezing her flesh as he pressed 
himself into her. 
 With his other hand he cradled her back, holding her to him, biting 
her ears softly, looking at the sweat starting to bead across her breasts as 
they fell up and down to the rhythm of their lovemaking. 
 As beautiful as he was, as good as it felt, as sweet the release, 
Vicki was reasonably sure he was a virgin, and he wasn't likely to last 
long. She didn't want to cheat herself of satisfaction while it felt so 
complete. 
 So she leant back, supporting herself with one arm, pressing her 
heels into the small of his back to hold on and reaching down to hurry 
herself along to orgasm. Nothing would feel more beautiful than to come 
when he did. 
 It seemed to give Dale a new air of urgency. His mouth dropped 
open and his eyes rolled back in his head at the sight of her, breasts 
coated in perspiration and passion. No matter how shy he was, what man 
didn't love the sight of a woman splayed across a table touching herself as 
he made love to her? 
 He gripped her waist, pulling her body back and forth onto him. 
His breath quickened and he began to groan as he exhaled. Vicki looked 
down at his stomach, and the sight of it thumping against her thighs was 
all she could stand as she felt him twitch and swell inside her. 
 Dale threw his head back, crying out, pressing himself hard into 
her and clutching at her desperately. 
 Vicki clenched her bottom lip with her teeth, watching him and 
feeling her own waves of pleasure start to crash through her. His eyes 
sprang open in shock and his whole body twitched violently. 
 Her orgasm was the thump of a dull hammer across her groin and 
she dug her nails into his hip as he wailed, trying to push himself further 
into her as he pumped and pulsed inside, eventually trailing off, his chest 
rising and falling with heavy breaths. 
 A lazy smile drifting across her face, Vicki sat up, pressing herself 
against him again, feeling both their heartbeats thundering through their 
skins, kissing and blowing on his neck. 



 She looked at the lights of the city twinkle outside, smoothly 
illuminating their bodies as they panted in satisfaction and all the voices 
were silent, except one. 
 Put me out there, standing in the middle of it, she thought. For the 
first time in forever, I'm not a bit scared. 
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 "Maybe it should have been closed weeks ago, then," Barry said 
into the phone, leaning back in the chair of his study and trying not to 
sigh, then deciding there was no reason not to. He was already in a foul 
mood thanks to his bitch of a wife, and didn't mind taking it out on the 
overpaid shinyarse on the other end of the line. 
 It had started the previous night. Barry hadn't been at work the day 
before either after poring over engineering and blueprint documents that 
gave him no clue what they were about but which he knew he had to 
organise to get to the right people. He'd gone to bed early, mentally 
exhausted. 
 Emily had gone to some dinner for the community bank or Rotary 
or something and had worn a short black dress, choker and black heels. 
Despite himself Barry couldn't deny how beautiful she looked, and 
suddenly he'd wanted to tell her how sorry he was they'd fallen out of 
love, but that might just have been the uncertainty that surrounded him 
with the bridge thing. He felt out of his depth and out of control, feelings 
sex with a beautiful woman always seemed to quash when you were a 
man. 
 But he knew she'd only tell him to get stuffed and he'd finish up 
with a magazine or his array screen in one hand and himself in the other, 
and that would grind what dignity he had left into the dust. 
 If he was really lucky, he'd become impotent (with a picture, not 
even a real girl – it had happened before) or catch a glimpse of himself in 
the mirrored wardrobe doors, a fat, tired old man married to a cold bitch 
who hated him, wanking himself guiltily like a teenager. 
 The erection he'd had stirring at the sight of his wife's legs went 
limp at the thought. He thought of calling an escort service but had no 
idea what time she'd be back, and one indignity he couldn't deal with – 
one she'd never let him live down – would be for her to discover him in 
their bed with some beautiful young hooker they all knew was only there 
for the money. 
 She eventually came home at about eleven. He'd heard a car pull 
up outside and thought it would be her, but when she didn't come inside 
he supposed it was one of the neighbours. 
 But she'd come in and climbed the stairs half an hour later, her hair 
tousled and her legs shaky, peeling off the dress and falling onto the bed 
beside him, smelling of the strong, heady scent of musky masculine 
sweat. 
 Barry flicked the lamp on, flung the covers back and stood, telling 
her she was a filthy slut. She hardly even tried to hide her infidelities and 
it didn't usually bother him much any more, but even while he was 



working so hard to try and contain this thing and save lives she couldn't 
offer him one iota of support, and suddenly it hurt. 
 Emily had ignored him and rolled back over. When he had grabbed 
her to try to make her listen to him she punched him in the jaw. 
 He told her he wanted a divorce, she screamed at him that if he was 
going to lose his practice, stop bringing money in and bankrupt them 
because of this stupid bridge thing that suited her fine, he might as well 
piss off right then. 
 That morning it had gone on, and the only respite had been when 
she'd gone to yoga or some crap. When she'd come back to find him still 
at home she'd had another go at him for not going to work, asking how 
they expected to pay their bills when he kept taking time off for 
something what wasn't his problem. 
 Barry had asked what bills she meant, pointing out they'd paid the 
mortgage off fifteen years before and lived very comfortably because he'd 
worked for thirty years while she enjoyed society lunches and charity 
events with her wanker friends. 
 It had grown louder and more hateful from there, and only the 
phone ringing had saved him from it. Emily had been screaming "-going 
to lose your fucking practice over this bullshit. If you think I'm working 
you've got something else coming." The phone stopped her, briefly. "I'll 
get it," she spat, turning her back on him and making for the kitchen. 
 "You won't touch it," he yelled back at her, "It's for me, I'll get it in 
the study." 
 Before she could say another word he turned away and started up 
the stairs. He didn't really know it was for him, but any excuse to get 
away from her was fine. 
 But the phone call hadn't been much consolation. The task he'd set 
himself, recruiting Donald and trying to project manage whatever he 
turned up, was difficult enough. Now the media, lawyers and government 
were buzzing around it like flies on shit it was both ten times harder and 
increasingly easy to forget he was doing this for Dale and people like him 
that might suffer. 
 Since they'd closed the bridge after the shocking death of Sean 
Briner the powers that be had descended, most of them less than happy to 
take orders from a suburban medical specialist. The lawyer appointed to 
look into the case by the Sydney City Council at the other end of the line 
– Edmund Clancy – was just the latest in a line of them that wouldn't end 
any time soon. 
 "Well, it'll be re-opened tomorrow," Clancy said, seeming to ignore 
Barry's irritation. "I have the report here from the metallurgical engineers 
and the other consultants, and they found the same-" Barry heard papers 
shuffle in the background as the man searched for terminology he either 



wanted to get just right or whose meaning he had no clue about, "-
background electromagnetism but promised the minister it wasn't 
dangerous. Are you saying you've found otherwise?" 
 "As I told Doctor Lawrence at the department, my tests haven't 
reported any dangerous effects, only levels that could become 
dangerous." 
 "Obviously it is. That maintenance bed was obviously dangerous." 
 "That wasn't electromagnetism, Mr Clancy. It was a loose screw. 
Instead of making a joke about how many of them I've been dealing with 
I'll just add that the police have already found the tests and maintenance 
contractor negligent." 
 "Well, engineers dropping from the sky is bad enough. What else 
are we talking about, potentially?" 
 "Anything electrical. Under the most threat is the rail system, 
which could suffer shorts or surges. At worst, we could have a train crash 
or a mass electrocution. It could knock out the electrical systems of cars, 
interfere with telecommunications..." 
 "So what are you doing to get to the bottom of it?" 
 "My contact at the university is devoting all his time to finding 
out." 
 "With respect Doctor Paul, if you'd bought this to light earlier and 
there'd been more people working on it this terrible tragedy might have-" 
 "I absolutely will not let you or anyone try to impart any guilt 
about Sean Briner on me, Mr Clancy," Barry said, feeling blood rise in 
his temples and trying to keep his voice even. "Nothing I learned would 
have prepared us for faulty test equipment, and you will undoubtedly 
have it there in your notes that I contacted the minister's department 
immediately afterwards in case there was a danger. It was a minor 
electromagnetic disturbance before Sunday and I hardly had reason to 
call in the army." 
 The man huffed. "Well I hope it means you'll co-operate fully with 
our enquiries-" 
 "As I assured the minister's liaison, I'll make all my findings 
available to him and expect no less co-operation from himself, his 
researchers, and-" Barry couldn't help adding "-his legal team." 
 "You have no such impediment from myself or my firm, doctor." 
 "I'm glad to hear it, Mr Clancy," Barry began. As if perfectly cued, 
his CMD trilled on the desk. "Now if you'll excuse me my other line is 
ringing, and I can see it's my university engineer so you can look forward 
to more information very soon." 
 He didn't wait for Clancy to say goodbye before hanging up and 
picking up the CMD. 



 "Bill that six minutes," he muttered to himself, hitting the answer 
key, "self-important cock... Donald?" 
 "Barry," said the scientist's shaken voice, "you have to come right 
now. Something's happened." 
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 Tim Hacker searched along the digital oscillogram record until he 
found where the reading had burst into life. The time had been 7:48am. 
He switched to the chronology, a list of the notable events during the 
ordeal he'd compiled from cues in the audio and video recordings. 
According to the file, the refrigerator had come through the window at 
0747'38". 
 Tim thumped his desk in satisfaction at the breakthrough and 
leaned back. One tiny revelation in the entire mess, but he'd done it. He 
turned to tap out several paragraphs about it on the array keyboard. 
 None of the survivors from the Fairfield siege recalled a six foot 
refrigerator in the lounge room in their police statements, and even if the 
number of people still alive at the time of the fridge's appearance had 
pushed it through the front window of the house, it would merely have 
fallen through the window and landed on the porch. 
 But the video was undeniable. The refrigerator had been thrown. 
Catapulted hard enough to bounce off the porch and end up on the lawn, 
its contents spilled across the dry grass like innards from a terrible injury. 
 And there was still the question of how the refrigerator actually got 
to the front room from the kitchen, a riddle that fascinated Tim as much 
as its flight through the window. There was no sign it had touched the 
kitchen linoleum anywhere but where it had stood, and the carpet from 
the edge of the kitchen to the front window showed no signs of blemish 
other than general wear. 
 In other words, a 180-kilogram object had left the ground at one 
end of the house and contacted it next on the front porch, a trip of almost 
10 metres. 
 But now, the chronology told Tim there'd been an explosion of 
electromagnetic activity split seconds before the refrigerator appeared. To 
a parapsychologist who was aware about how electromagnetic energy 
accompanied almost all paranormal activity, that meant something. 
 A supernatural force had been at work in that house, one strong 
enough to lift and throw an enormous object further than any number of 
human hands could manage. The question was whether Pakesh had 
brought that force about. 
 The police would be talking to friends and relatives, trying to put 
together a psychological profile of the man, but even at the end of such a 
drawn out saga of interviews they rarely had a very clear picture. Tim had 
copies of a doctor's report and employer's statement, but they told him 
little. 
 Pakesh was a regular man. He'd been one of thousands of Pakistani 
refugees escaping political turmoil that had culminated in a brutal civil 



war with India at the end of the 2020s. He'd never married and had 
landed a job in a government department where he'd worked ever since 
without incident. 
 He had no criminal convictions or police record and his medical 
reports gave no indication of past trauma or mental illness. His most 
recent doctor's visits had been for a minor operation on an injured 
shoulder in 2034 and a mild STI the previous year. 
 Tim went to the kitchen, poured himself a 2028 Chivas Regal and 
thawed half a kilo of tiger prawns for lunch and returned to his desk. He 
knew the next task would be mentally taxing, and he knew if he made 
himself take a break he'd perform it much better. 
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 "The connection to the transmitter on the van's been broken," was 
Donald's only response to Barry's greeting and apology at being late as he 
entered the researchers laboratory/office in the university's engineering 
department. It was just before six in the evening. 
 It couldn't accurately be called an office. It was a corner, a square 
among many others. The desk backed up against the cupboards of 
whoever occupied the next square. On subsequent visits, Barry would 
come to realise he didn't even know what colour the desk was, so 
crammed as it was with files, dismembered equipment, papers and 
reports, stationery, notes, reminders, shopping bags full of wire and cable 
and a tabletop electric fan. 
 Donald had a tiny corner of the space for his active work, where he 
sat in front of his array screen when Barry walked in. The scientist's face 
was tired, his air ragged. 
 "Broken?" Barry echoed dumbly, as he pulled a chair across and 
sat down. 
 Donald glanced at him. "You better just watch." He searched 
through a oscillogram reading for a few seconds, stopping after a few 
seconds and saying "Here, 1416 hours today." 
 Barry looked closer, the time delay in tens of seconds along the 
bottom of the window, and between 1416'30" and 1416'40" the straight 
line just stopped. "You've got no clue?" he asked. 
 "Well, I know what broke the link, but not what caused the thing 
that broke it," Donald answered. 
 "What?" 
 "Another surge." 
 "So you saw it build before you got cut off?" 
 Donald shrugged. "For some reason there was a one second delay 
between the peak of the surge and the knockout of the equipment. It was 
all recorded on thermograph, electromagnetic and infrared. There was no 
build-up, it was like a lightning bolt." 
 "So why a delay?" Barry said, "Was it just the distance? A 
lightning bolt wouldn't take that long to reach the van from the bridge." 
 "I checked it," Lambert explained, "the knockout was 
instantaneous, and," he searched for a notepad covered with scrawled 
notes and read from it, "point eight zero eight one triple nine seconds 
after the peak of the event. The duration of the increase to the peak was 
point zero zero four seconds." 
 "Maybe something changed so your machinery couldn't detect it," 
Barry offered. "Maybe it changes frequency." 



 Donald was shaking his head. "You don't understand, Barry, look 
at the reading," he pointed back at the timeclock on the screen, where 
increments of passing time and readings all travelled along before 
stopping abruptly. "It didn't just drop out of range... the equipment was 
shut down." 
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 Staring at his array screen later, a litter of prawn heads and shells 
across the sheet of paper and the untouched scotch before him, Tim was 
absent-mindedly reviewing the electrical field in the environment around 
Pakesh's house and the surrounding area his equipment had picked up. 
 As he scrolled horizontally through the small arcs and spikes the 
software displayed as a representation of the field levels, he listened to 
his spoken notes from that night through headphones. 
 Tim had arrived at the house in the small hours and the field was 
no higher than you'd expect from a suburban environment at three in the 
morning. Power lines, household appliances that stay on all day and night 
and thousands of small batteries from cars and CMDs formed a low 
background hum of electro-potential. 
 It was tedious, but reviewing data like this was to parapsychology 
what paperwork was to cops – the boring parts they never show on TV. 
 With the revelation about the time the fridge had appeared through 
the window, he now had to trawl through long recordings of data – 
manually – to see if any fields along the spectrum had behaved in a way 
that looked like they might have caused or contributed to it. 
 Scrolling through every millisecond of five hours of readings on 
several frequencies along the spectrum, Tim's mind wandered to the 
patient Dr Holt had been seeing. 
 From what he imagined, this guy had been a virtual outcast from 
society for 20 years. Did that shatter dreams or make people like Dale 
more determined? Tim supposed it depended on the person, and from the 
character assessment Dr Holt had given him, Dale Milling seemed like 
the quiet, sensitive type who took what the world gave him. Tim 
imagined he might have quietly regretted what had become of his life – 
no sooner had the poor man been given his mobility and freedom back, 
he'd flipped out. 
 He'd be able to make some more informed guesses when he got 
copies of Dr Holt's notes, and she had to get Dale's consent before 
providing them, which she'd promised to do before the end of the week. 
 As for the case itself, Tim had no ideas. Normally he had a few 
theories before he even began field study, but paranormal phenomena on 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge? A house was full of hidden culprits – air 
conditioning ducts, bad wiring, squeaky beams, animals in rooves, 
flooded foundations. Even when the case was legitimate, poltergeist 
activity was mostly centred on the homes of children and young 
teenagers. As the theories said, the electrobiology of a growing 
metabolism and a pituitary gland firing on all cylinders was like a magnet 
to supernatural phenomena. 



 He'd already sent Dr Holt a message saying he thought getting 
construction and planning records was one of the first tasks ahead of him. 
This was going to be a huge research job, and Tim wondered how easy it 
would be to acquire the records of an important piece of public 
infrastructure. 
 Their saving grace might be that – as a government-owned entity – 
anything about the bridge would be publicly available, although it was 
just as likely a few decades of anti-terrorism legislation might have long 
since changed that. 
 It was more likely this guy, Dale, was simply cracking up from 
decades of deeply buried trauma, but if there were any unexplained 
electromagnetic phenomena, there'd be fallout. Century-old engineering 
projects contained more politics than suburban houses or old libraries. 
 Or it would be the Philip effect, named after a 1970s experiment in 
which a group of parapsychologists tried to create a ghost by making up a 
character named Philip who'd died centuries before, creating a whole 
backstory about his life and death, then convening séances to try to 
conjure him up by the powers of suggestions and expectation alone. 
 After weeks of tweaking the atmosphere of their sessions and the 
artefacts present that might have meant something to Philip, a loud 
knocking was heard from the table. A whole host of paranormal 
phenomena followed in later séances – not only did 'Philip' move the 
table and other objects by himself, he answered questions consistent with 
the fictitious history the group had made up. 
 Crucially, Philip didn't talk about anything in his life other than the 
details the group had fictionalised. No explanation for the Philip 
experiment had ever been found, but it lent credence to the outlandish 
theory that the collective mental energy of those present had conjured up 
and unwittingly steered actions in the physical world. 
 What if the poor sap was creating and projecting emotional demons 
onto the Harbour Bridge through the same unknown power of the human 
mind? 
 Either way, if excess bursts of electromagnetism were involved, 
Tim didn't want to think about how much damage something the size and 
chemical make-up of the Harbour Bridge could do. With nearly fifty 
thousand tonnes of steel it would be soaking up enough electromagnetism 
to grind the whole city to a halt if it manifested in magnetic or electrical 
form in some way. 
 Besides, he remembered, his brow furrowing, there was more. A 
fridge flying through a window had indeed been unexplained, but there 
were a million cases of phenomena surrounding everyday objects with all 
the hallmarks of supernatural agency but which turned out to be quite 



possible, however unlikely. Shakespeare had it right when he talked 
about there being more things in heaven and Earth... 
 It was when it turned emotional that it affected most people, like 
the screaming mining pit in England or a major road bridge collapsing 
and killing hundreds of people. When there seemed to be evidence of 
suffering or it seemed to involve you directly, it was hard to stay 
objective. 
 Two shocking things happened in such quick succession Tim 
suddenly wondered if he'd imagined both, entering a strange, dream-like 
state where he didn't know quite what was real. Objectively he knew it 
was fatigue, the somnambulist nature of the work and the dulling of the 
senses it imposed, but his skin still crawled. 
 On the screen in front of him, there was suddenly a huge spike – 
the ambient electrical field had rocketed up to almost sixty volts in the 
milliseconds before the fridge had appeared. 
 The second was the voice in his ears, and it immediately made Tim 
forget what was on the screen in front of him. 
 "It's... 4:41am," his voice has just said to him over the earphones, 
low and quiet but crystal clear. "I'm reading from the police report. The 
perpetrator is a man in his late thirties and he's inside with an unknown 
number of people..." 
 And then another voice – scratchy, like it had been spliced in from 
an old analogue recording – sounded slowly and tonelessly, like its owner 
was slowly choking. 
 'There... were... six... of... us.' 
 As his own voice continued, oblivious to what the recorder had 
picked up, Tim sat dumbly, his hands poised over the array keyboard, 
staring in fear into the middle distance. 
 "They'd turned the electricity off already to no effect and at 3:19am 
an emergency technician from the power provider climbed the power 
pole down the road and physically cut the wires to the house. The police 
have done scans and a generator would have even shown up on my 
pocket magnetometer. There's no possible power source..." 
 There was some scuffling, someone moving nearby or maybe he 
himself shifting to a more comfortable position, and he continued. 
 "If there's still anyone left alive in there the police are trying to 
find a way of communicating with them... They've tried over a megaphone 
a few times but they haven't heard from him or anyone else in nearly two 
hours." 
 And again it came, more distant, as shocking as a bucketful of ice 
water down his back. 
 'That's... because... we're... already... dead.'  
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 Barry had already been feeling like an idiot having to ask Donald 
to elaborate everything so he could understand it properly, but at the 
scientist's last statement he forgot any embarrassment. 
 "If this surge was powerful enough to knock out your machinery 
from over a kilometre away what about media players in cars? Cars? 
Trains?" 
 Donald held his hands up in a shrugging gesture. "Well, exactly. 
Now you can see why I'm so confused. There's no such thing as selective 
electromagnetic interference. If it occurs naturally, it can't target or 
discriminate. Unless..." 
 "What?" Barry prompted. 
 "It's not natural. I think we have to consider the possibility it's 
controlled. That some person or party is behind this." 
 "My patient couldn't possibly have any enemies, Donald, he doesn't 
even have a job. Besides, they'd have to know the exact distance and 
frequency of your equipment to knock it out, wouldn't they? We're the 
only ones who know you're even involved. I haven't even told the lawyers 
and bureaucrats who you are." 
 Donald nodded. "That's all true... but believe it or not, we have 
bigger problems. There's never been visual contact before. But infrared 
caught something in the act. Something that explains the delay, I think, 
but... I don't know what it is." 
 He called up a video file and started it up in the media player, 
recorded from the camera mounted to the roof of the van. It had been 
recording the bridge from Lavender Street North Sydney since the 
previous Sunday, day and night. 
 The picture that appeared was of the bridge from the northwest, the 
Port Jackson freeway veering lazily into the picture from the left, through 
the northern tollgates and across the water. Two counters in each bottom 
corner counted the eight-digit camera time and 24-hour time. 
 Dr Lambert clicked on the forward button in the control palette and 
the hours flicked by like seconds. The shadow of the bridge rolled across 
the water below, tiny zips on the water marking the path of ferries, the 
traffic endless strings of colour. 
 Jogging forward a few minutes at a time, Donald slowed at about 
1416'23". "Now watch," he said, "it's kind of sudden." 
 The seconds ticked by. Barry shuddered violently, feeling an icy 
hand slip beneath the skin of his lower back and grasp his spine. The 
room seemed insubstantial, the picture of the bridge on the monitor too 
real, too full of threat. 



 When a burst of white exploded suddenly around the road and 
arches, Barry jumped. "What was that?" he asked. Microseconds after the 
burst of light, the picture was gone, the equipment dead. 
 "That was it." 
 Barry looked at the scientist. "What, an explosion of light and 
nobody saw it?" 
 Donald stood up and began searching around the desk nearby. "It 
wasn't visible light," he explained, "That's infrared superimposed over the 
video picture. But as for nobody seeing it..." He picked up another array 
screen, passed it to Barry and pointed to the news story entitled 
MAYHEM – MORE ELECTRICAL TROUBLE ON BRIDGE. "I 
thought you'd have seen this by now." 
 Barry looked back up at the video from the news story. He didn't 
have to read on. "What does it look like?" he asked, "Can you play it 
slower? There might be a pattern in it." 
 Donald looked at him. He sighed deeply, looking back at the 
screen. "Yeah, there's a pattern in it." Barry looked at the young scientist. 
He looked more than tired. He looked rattled, maybe even scared. "When 
you see this you'll know why I think someone's fucking with us." 
 He didn't look at Barry, instead leaning in to reset the playback 
right before the flash and turning the speed way down to only a few 
frames a second. The last few flicked by, nothing on the screen moving. 
 The bridge exploded in a gigantic spark of clean, pure lightning 
that coalesced into a cloud of white smog. 
 A shape emerged. 
 A face. 
 It had a long, crinkled snout, cracked and torn lips peeled back 
from broken teeth, the face of some sort of new world monkey, a baboon 
or mandrill, made demonic and disproportionate by a demented 
cartoonist. It was surrounded by a tousle of matted, ripped hair and had 
bleeding eyes, black as hatred and deep as hell. 
 Barry swore in a whisper. Horror cascaded through him and the 
skin of his back crawled. 
 The demon floated – flew – tethered by tendrils to the eruption of 
light, growing as it raced forward with a silent scream. 
 Long, sharp and arthritic claws opened on either side of the hound-
like face and both men flinched back as it engulfed the camera. The 
picture jolted visibly upwards, the bridge jerked suddenly out of the 
frame from some impact and then the picture disappeared completely, the 
screen turning black. 
 The duration of the travel of the hell-face had been just short of 
one second. 



 Barry sat back from the screen heavily, his breath suddenly 
laboured and his heart racing. "Do you know what that was?" he said 
after a long pause during which neither of them spoke. 
 When Donald didn't answer for long seconds, Barry turned to look 
at him. The scientist glanced up and nodded slowly, looking back down 
and pretending to gaze attentively at his fingernails. 
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 Colours and images swam before Dale's eyes. The bridge was a 
tangible shape, and as he turned his head he saw prominences of energy 
flare around the roadway and support cables, fuzzy bands of colour on a 
black background. 
 "Anything?" came Dr Hacker's voice behind him. 
 Doctors, he thought, I'm hanging around too many doctors. My life 
right now is one doctor after another. 
 Of course, one doctor in particular bought a tiny smile 
involuntarily to his lips. For the millionth time, Dale spoke the sentence 
to himself again. 
 I've had sex. 
 He felt kind of stupid feeling so good about it. At his age it should 
have been an everyday part of life no different from work, family and 
everything else. Instead he felt different, physically changed, enveloped 
in the magic of it the way most people get to experience when they're still 
in their teens. He was a man in his late thirties, but it felt no less sweet 
than he'd imagined. 
 He'd spent the day after that magical night in a daze, the only thing 
breaking him out of it the phone call from the parapsychologist Vicki had 
found, Tim Hacker. 
 He'd snatched the phone up, thinking it might be her, but instead it 
was a slightly serious young man who'd explained his investigation and 
his desire to meet Dale and take him back near the bridge to make 
observations. He'd told Dale to check up on him and call back and Dale 
had done so, sending messages to Barry and Vicki. 
 Barry's reply had said Nearby, not on – and stay off the fucking 
road 
 Vicki's had said Only if you feel up to it. Come over after the 
weekend, have a lot to talk about!! with a smiley face, an 'x' and an 'o'. 
 Dale hadn't known what to think the night in her surgery. They'd 
lain together, naked, her head on his chest, on her office couch until the 
small hours. At some point she'd said the crazies had carried them both 
away. 
 Neither had said much more, even as she'd suggested she take him 
home so they could get some sleep. They'd dawdled downstairs to the 
parking garage, hand in hand, and got in her car. She dropped him outside 
his flat in Ramsgate at nearly three. 
 As he'd got out of her car she'd come around to his side, put her 
arms around his neck and squeezed him close. She'd smiled 
encouragingly and promised him they'd talk, but that she had a lot to 
process, kissing him lovingly and driving off. 



 That had been two days ago and he wasn't due to see her for 
another four. His heart ached for her as much as it leapt at the memory of 
the feel of her body and her lips against him. It was all very new and 
strange. 
 "Dale?" came Dr Hacker's voice from behind him. 
 "Sorry," he apologised, wondering how long he'd been 
daydreaming, "No, nothing yet." 
 "Okay, tell me if anything changes. I'm just going to adjust the 
receiver," Tim said. He was kneeling beside Dale, adjusting a setting on 
the machine hooked up to the device strapped on Dale's head. It was like 
an oversized version of those old Viewmaster toys, the large viewer 
strapped to the front of his face. 
 Through it, Dale could see the fields of any type Tim directed the 
machine to detect with the attached controller. 
 The traffic roared past them, oblivious, a vein in the bloodstream 
of the city with no regard for the two men who stood just near the 
southern toll gates, cameras and machine set up around them. They just 
looked like a pair of surveyors. 
 A tone sounded from Tim's CMD. "Okay, I'm changing to 
microwave." 
 "You sure this isn't going to hurt me?" Dale asked, raising the 
goggles and looking down at the scientist kneeling beside him. 
 Tim gave a good natured smile. "No, it's detecting what's in front 
of you, it doesn't amplify it. You aren't getting any more of a dose than if 
you weren't wearing it." 
 Dale nodded and slid the goggles back over his eyes. It was all 
moving so fast. Vicki had sent a pre-paid cab to his flat yesterday 
afternoon, the day of the Health Department letter, and he'd gone to meet 
Tim in his Birchgrove office. 
 Tim was a nice enough guy, probably a little younger than Dale, 
but he didn't talk a whole lot of jargon. Their conversation was easy and 
he hadn't asked Dale if he'd accepted Jesus Christ as his personal saviour 
before laying his hands upon him and trying to cast out evil spirits. 
 Dale had tried to sound a little informed by asking about all the 
electromagnetism and radiation and wavelengths that might be involved, 
but Tim had seemed to sense he wasn't too interested in that. Most of 
their conversation centred on how Dale felt about it all. 
 Tim had suggested a bridge trip and Dale had felt surprisingly 
amenable to the idea. Maybe because Tim was insistent they'd take things 
extra slow and not go anywhere Dale felt uncomfortable. 
 So by the time Tim had picked him up at this place in the 
midmorning and driven them both into the city, Dale already felt 
comfortable around the younger man – unusually so for him. 



 Now, he was afraid Tim would go away empty handed. Dale 
concentrated on the artificially coloured scene in front of him again, 
which now showed only a yellowish hue surrounding the bridge 
components. 
 "Just a... kind of glow," he told Tim. 
 "No spikes or flickers?" 
 Dale shook his head. 
 Tim stood. "Can I have a go?" 
 He helped Dale remove the headset and held an oversized, 
megaphone-shaped instrument out to him. "Can you just hold Penny?" 
 Dale took the device carefully and stood back a little way while 
Tim put the headset on and scanned back and forth. 
 "Penny?" he smiled. "Is that like kids in the fifties who used to call 
their cars Charlene?" 
 Tim took the viewer off, seeming a little frustrated with the lack of 
action. He looked down at the device in Dale's arms and smiled absently. 
"Penny? It's an infrared detector. So you know, infra penny, infra 
pound..." 
 Dale laughed. "I never thought I'd meet a scientist with a sense of 
humour." 
 Tim smiled again as he leaned down, starting to switch things off 
and pack them up. "It's the private sector that does that. If you get stuck 
in academia they suck all that humanity out of you. I'm a consultant, so 
I'm part salesman." 
 He stood up, putting his hands on his hips and looking out across 
the bridge towards the north. "Well, there's nothing happening here. How 
do you feel?" 
 Dale shrugged. "Nothing, really. No back pain, certainly no... 
'appearances'." 
 "Well the next step is to go closer. Maybe get on board, as it were. 
Go and stand on the cable car platforms or something." 
 "Let's go." 
 "Well, let's go slow," Tim suggested. "You remember what 
happened last time. I've read all Doctor Holt's notes." 
 "I repelled them, somehow. I did it, I was right over there." Dale 
pointed off down the path to where he and Vicki had stood before the ill-
fated drive. The risen corpse of the man from the overturned Mitsubishi 
had shrunk back from him as if Dale himself was magnetic. 
 "Yes, but you perceived they attacked you in the car." 
 Dale's eyes darkened, remembering how he'd thought he'd proven 
himself to be safe from whatever wanted to attack him here. Turned out 
he wasn't. "Yeah," he muttered. "Anyway, it's all what my mind makes 
up, isn't it?" 



 "Well, it's a fair assumption, but the reason we're here right now is 
because there's some doubt to that. Neither of us know what kind of 
danger there might be." 
 "Well we don't have to worry about the brace, Barry's fitting a 
demagnetiser when I see him tomorrow. Anyway," Dale smiled, "I don't 
believe in ghosts and goblins. There's nothing out there." He tapped his 
temple. "It's all in here. If you see it it just means it's in you too." 
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 Vicki had been thinking about the night in her surgery two days 
before just as much as Dale had, and for very different reasons. 
 She'd filed the notes from her last consultation and had about half 
an hour until the next one, so as she picked absently at the Tupperware 
box of salad she twirled gently back and forth in her chair, staring out the 
window into the sky. 
 Had sleeping with Dale been good? Sure – he was an attentive if 
slightly fumbling lover. She hadn't been so crass to ask if he was a virgin 
but she'd have put decent money on it after how much she'd learned about 
him through their treatment. 
 Their treatment... 
 It was going fine, and the sex had been as lovely and exciting as it 
was supposed to be. But in the Venn diagram where they intersected was 
an angry black stain that made her stomach plunge every time she 
thought about it. 
 Sleeping with a fucking patient, mid-treatment? What had she 
done? 
 Aside from the memories of the pleasure and attraction – over the 
top of them somehow, quite separate – was another awareness, like a 
fortune-teller had told her she'd be hit by a truck and killed some time this 
week. 
 She tried to ignore it and get on with life and work (which her 
training and experience made possible) but there was a constant 
background hum of dread to everything that increased in volume if she 
didn't consciously block it out. 
 To do that, she concentrated on Dale as a subject. He wasn't the 
only one with trauma about the Sydney Harbour Bridge – she had it 
herself, as the other night had proven. Everybody did. 
 So why did he seem to attract such terror like a magnet? 
 She accessed her online library account and called up The Emotive 
Influence. The Welsh psychologist who'd written it had worked a lot on 
the possibilities of electrical activity in the brain influencing the physical 
world directly. Some thought it was the basis for telekinesis – the power 
to move or manipulate objects with the power of thought. 
 She opened the book in her reader and accessed the search function 
to find the passage she was looking for. It was about a 19th century 
naturalist who reported an incident he believed proved the mind's power 
over the physical environment. 
 Switching the reader software to audio, Vicki held the phone up to 
her ear and listened while the computer-generated voice read what she'd 
selected. 



  
 'British physicist and philosopher Dr Edmund Lexington-Samuel 
travelled to Haiti and the Caribbean in 1839 to prove, like others before 
him, that the supposed supernatural powers of the voodoo cult were 
imagined by occultists in drug and alcohol-crazed orgies. Fascinated by 
the legend of raising the dead for free plantation labour, he travelled far 
inland, away from Port-au-Prince. 
 'The two-day journey along a dirt road led to a small village where 
elders told him about a house on the mountain plateau above where an 
old Earth Mother practised the art of raising the dead with herbs and 
spells to work in the fields. He travelled up the mountain with the help of 
a guide, a further two days of solid climbing, and came across the plains 
of the plateau. The old woman lived in a stonework shack and the doctor 
arranged, through the guide, to witness the exhumation of a zombie. 
 'The old woman's source of labour was a small, disused and run 
down graveyard towards the back of the plain, against the mountain and 
in heavy forest. 
 '"We entered the small encirclement of European-style tomb 
markers and graves," [Dr Samuel wrote], "marked by crucifixes and 
angels, whereupon the woman began to prepare for her ceremony by the 
placement and arrangement of several objects such as herbs, feathers 
and other talismans. 
 '"She threw herself into her task with unalloyed enthusiasm, 
moving in an inelegant, flailing dance. Before long I felt the ground 
quake. I was lucky not to let my fear take hold and flee, for before my 
eyes a living corpse climbed from the ground, clawing its way out, half 
decomposed and rancid in smell, whereupon it stood beside its grave, 
merely watching us with empty sockets in its skull." 
 'Dr Samuel reported that the woman commanded the figure back 
into its grave, which climbed back into the Earth and clumsily covered 
itself over with dirt. He immediately took the old woman prisoner so he 
could transport her back to Britain where she was placed under the most 
stringent psychiatric tests known in the field. 
 'Falling ill by the strain of travelling under the conditions of the 
day, she consequently died during testing, though Dr Samuel had seen 
enough to realise the woman was nobody remarkable. 
 'Apart from vivid trust in her occult beliefs, Dr Samuel called the 
woman "as civilised as a barbarian can get". He believed her faith in the 
voodoo cult had provided her mind with a release of whatever kinetic 
energy it set upon the physical world, causing the corpse to dig itself up. 
 'The only records from her autopsy were of an old woman in poor 
health, the only mark of modern medicine two fillings in her teeth...' 
  



 Vicki stopped the reader software and looked out the window. 
Could that apply to Dale? What was it he believed in so strongly it gave 
his mind the power to pick up these phenomena more than anyone else 
did? His feelings for her? If biochemical electricity was to blame, falling 
in love would certainly be a culprit. 
 But no, it had started before they'd even laid eyes on each other. 
 Was there some darker secret she still had to unearth? 
 



18 
 
 Dale stood in the corner of the cable car platform in the southeast 
pylon. He stared in trepidation past the metal rail at the end of the 
queuing area to the cable system. 
 It was an enormous, upturned bottle-shaped club of dull grey 
metal, a two foot thick axle through its head, and on each end of the axle 
was an enormous iron wheel, turning steadily in opposite directions like 
monstrous wagon wheels. 
 The system rumbled ominously as it came in through the archway 
from the sky outside. It clanked and shook, passing over stabilising bars 
and transfer plates that brought the cars to the slower loading cable where 
they trundled slowly around the floor for passenger access. From there 
they wheeled around the arc of the huge anchor and over the giant wheels 
to pass over more stabilisers and go scooting out into space. 
 Opposite Dale on the back wall was a control room hidden behind 
opaque black windows, halfway up the wall and the length of the 
platform. 
 The walls and fixtures were all adorned with bright colours, a huge 
mural on the wall above the control room of the Sydney Skyway logo, a 
cable car halfway across a comic book Harbour Bridge, full to bursting 
with happily waving native Australian animals. A bold cartoonish 
typeface along the bottom read WELCOME TO THE SYDNEY 
SKYWAY – PLEASE TAKE CARE. 
 "Here you go," came Tim's voice as he walked up to Dale, handing 
him the bright red token, a sort of casino chip emblazoned with the same 
logo and the words Admit One. 
 Tim looked like a tourist from hell as they walked through the 
metal guide rails to the boarding area. A high-def camcorder and camera 
bag were slung over one shoulder, the optic unit case and array bag in the 
other and the IF meter on its fold-up tripod in his hand. 
 Dale reached for Tim's shoulder and took the optic unit and IF 
meter off him as they stepped out onto the platform. Tim smiled a brief 
thanks as he tried to readjust his equipment. 
 Once they boarded the car, they would only have the ten minutes 
of the round trip to take their readings and gauge Dale's reaction. Tim had 
to constantly monitor and adjust all the equipment, take notes, and watch 
for anything unusual as well. 
 They put their tokens into the turnstiles and walked through. A 
young guy in a blue polo shirt with the Skyway logo stitched on the front 
approached and mumbled for them to wait, his hand up, watching for the 
approach of the next car. 



 Dale looked out through the arch. He could see the cable passing 
through the first vertical of the bridge outside. That seemed high enough, 
but then the cable climbed even more, higher than he could see, towards 
the middle vertical. 
 He took a deep breath to calm his nerves as their car came through 
the archway, jolting the buffer guides as it was transferred to the loading 
cable. The guy walked towards it and opened the door, putting his hand 
out to motion them in. Dale kept his eyes on the bright colours of the 
advertising sign on the car's body as he climbed aboard, trying not to look 
at the tether between the car and cable, sure it would look terribly unsafe 
and spindly to his untrained eyes. 
 The door slid smoothly shut behind them and Tim and Dale sat on 
opposite sides of the car. 
 "Lucky this is a weekday," Tim commented as he started to peel 
off the equipment and lay it out on the brightly coloured fabric of the 
bench seat beside him, "we'd be waiting forever to get one on our own 
otherwise." 
 "How did you get permission for all this so fast?" Dale asked, 
mindful of the camera behind the glass cover in the corner of the roof. 
 "I believe your orthopaedic doctor is getting some majorly 
specialised access now after that engineer died the other day," Tim said, 
starting to set everything up. "Dr Holt gave me access to his approval 
credentials so they're giving very good connections to anyone he vouches 
for. From what I gather he's just about got a direct line to the Premier." 
 Dale felt the car swerve around the corner and shake terrifyingly as 
it passed over the gigantic drive wheel. Further clanks and jolts rang out 
as the mechanical systems and pulleys transferred the car to the drive 
cable and it started off towards the archway. 
 Once it left the pylon, it would move to the central post in the 
middle of the highway, meeting the cable coming back the other way, the 
other cars wheeling off towards the opposite pylon to unload and take on 
any more passengers. 
 Once there, he knew, it would turn towards the north and start 
across the bridge, high above the traffic. 
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 "Ssssshit," Dale whispered to himself as the road fell away below 
them. 
 It might have been the knowledge of how high they'd be as the 
gondola travelled towards the apex of the closest vertical, but when it 
swung gently around to face north and begin its ascent, it seemed to be 
moving much faster. 
 Cars and trucks below were soon tiny plastic toys on a toy 
highway. Beyond that, already over 200 feet below, was the harbour. His 
stomach plunged as the car raced upwards, the angle of its travel more 
vertical than horizontal, towards its first tether at the apex of the southern 
vertical. 
 "You all right?" Tim asked, looking at Dale with concern as he 
opened, adjusted, booted up, switched on and activated everything. 
 Dale nodded, transfixed with fascination and fear at the splendour 
of the harbour so far below. Muzak came over the speaker in the ceiling, 
and a bright, smiling game show host voice came on, one they both knew. 
 'Welcome to the Sydney Skyway,' it said, 'the first of its kind in our 
beautiful city. Sydney Skyway harnesses advanced design techniques and 
limitless safety precautions to ensure your visit to Sydney is one you'll 
remember. So relax, sit back, and enjoy the splendour of our beautiful 
city. 
 'If you look briefly back at our point of exit, you can see one of the 
iconic pylons. When the New Sydney Harbour Bridge was designed 18 
years ago, architects wanted a symbol of rebirth and hope for the future, 
so they created-' 
 The voice went on, providing a backdrop Dale found welcoming, 
normal – from a world where ghosts didn't roam city thoroughfares and 
awaken primitive fears of death and injury. 
 He took a deep breath and sighed, trying to make himself relax, 
like the TV celebrity had told him to.  
 "How's your back? Does it hurt?" Tim asked, looking 
intermittently from Dale to his equipment. Dale shook his head. "Feel 
anything?" Tim continued. 
 Dale looked out at the city around him, the car climbing towards its 
highest peak. "Just shit scared," he smiled. Tim laughed. 
 The car jolted and there was a metallic rumble from the roof. Dale 
almost screamed. His hand shot out to the nearest pillar that went from 
the floor to the ceiling. 
 "It's all right," Tim said, "it's just the first anchor point." The 
shuddering stopped and the car seemed to level out a tiny bit. The huge 
tubular shaft of the vertical raced past and fell out of sight below.  



 In a way it was quite magical – it felt like flying. Dale just wished 
it wouldn't go so bloody high. How about one that went underneath, just 
above the water or something? 
 '-and if you look down towards the East, you can see the tiny 
colonial prison island Fort Denison, a stronghold for British convicts 
during the early stages of Australia's European occupation. Beyond lies 
Garden Island, the former docking yards of the Royal Australian Navy-' 
 Tim looked down at the display on the end of the IF meter. There 
was a green splodge – Dale – in the centre of the picture, his proportions 
waxing and waning as he moved. Tim turned the machine up towards the 
roof where the mechanical drive system would be. The picture turned into 
a dancing green smear. There was so much activity among those 
mechanisms, he realised, poor Penny might have a hard time isolating 
anything that didn't belong while it was looking for electromagnetism. 
 He reached down and switched the IF meter to infrared.  
 The colour picture disappeared altogether except for the occasional 
tiny lightning strike of green. He turned the machine back to Dale and 
looked out the window, waiting for something to happen, for some 
reading to look out of the ordinary. 
 The oscilloscope software on his CMD wavered every now and 
then – tiny bursts of static from the electronics of the car, no doubt. Tim 
picked up the optic unit and walked across to hand it to Dale. "Can you 
put this on again and tell me everything you see?" he said, sitting back 
down. "Just give me a running commentary." 
 As Dale slid the machine over his head, Tim connected to the data 
it transmitted wirelessly and watched it shift and dance on his mobile 
screen. 
 '-the office towers of North Sydney should be clearly in sight in 
front, a thriving business district in its own right, made possible by the 
designers, engineers and stonemasons of a bygone era who crafted the 
first Sydney Harbour Bridge-' 
 "All I can see is the city," Dale said, "things going back and forth, 
things on the water. It's all one colour and I can't tell what they are." 
 "Anything weird inside with us?" Tim asked as he bent down to 
make an adjustment by touching his finger to the screen, turning a virtual 
dial to another setting. Dale hummed a non-committal 'no'. 
 "Okay, I think the first thing we have to figure out is what brings 
this on," Tim said. "The first time you walked up to the pylon with your 
psychiatrist, you saw it but it didn't frighten you. Then when you were on 
your way across with her, even the first time on the train, it was a very 
different experience." 
 "It's all stuff out there though, isn't it?" Dale said, slowly scanning 
back and forth in the car, coloured shapes blooming, overlapping and 



disappearing. "How I feel shouldn't make any difference. It's scary so you 
get scared, surely." 
 "That's why it's called parapsychology and not paraphysics," Tim 
answered, peering through Penny's viewfinder intently as he watch the 
scene through the gondola window. "Paranormal phenomena are very 
closely linked with our psychological state. What we perceive is 
completely at the mercy of our emotions, and when we see something we 
can't explain that's where we understand how closely linked they are." 
 "So it's in my head or it's out there?" Dale said, frustration with the 
whole conundrum in his voice. 
 "That's the oldest question in the science of consciousness," Tim 
mumbled, adjusting controls on the keypad along Penny's side. "What's 
the difference between out there and in our heads when everything we see 
happens in our heads? Even if it's in your head does that mean I can't pick 
up on some cue and see it too? Is the whole universe just a construction 
that's downloaded straight into our minds and it's really nothing like what 
we see around us?" 
 "Jesus, doctor," Dale murmured, "you might as well read me 
equations and I'd understand it better than that. I'm either insane or this 
bridge is haunted, surely that's it." 
 "I know it feels like that," Tim answered, moving towards the 
centre of the car to point the device out the opposite window. "We 
evolved with very strict border control between our bodies and the world 
around us. But ask a physicist or a chemist and they'll tell you all matter 
is a single field with different stuff happening at different places. We're 
just blobs of it." 
 Dale shook his head softly to himself. 
 "So come on," Tim said, "let's figure it out. What was different?" 
 Dale sighed heavily, leaning forward to stare through the machine 
at the floor with his elbows resting on his knees as he tried to remember. 
 "Well... I got sick the first time I went across, and my back hurt 
again, for the first time in forever." 
 "But you didn't see anything?" 
 "Not that time." 
 "What about on the way back?" 
 "...No," Dale said, trying to concentrate. Was there some tingling 
in his ears, had the hairs on the back of his neck started to bristle a bit? 
"No, I got the ferry back, I remember now. Next time was going to the 
medical with Vi-... Dr Holt." 
 "You saw stuff then?" 
 "I saw pieces of iron, the buses and cars from the collapse, like I do 
when I have nightmares about it." He thought about the man in the 
waterlogged suit with the sheared-off leg, how every time his eyes fell 



upon Dale it was like being punched. About how he clawed his way 
across the Bradfield Highway to seek Dale out. 
 Something had been different that day, but what? 
 This time a wave of gooseflesh broke out across his arms. The air 
in the cable car grew thicker, heavier. "I freaked out and ran off into the 
traffic," he said. "I don't remember any of it, it was like I was asleep and 
dreaming." 
 "That was when you drove straight across?" 
 "Yeah, but we..." What had happened? He'd seen the man on the 
highway before, and then... "It was like a magnet," Dale continued. 
 "Hm?" came Tim's voice. 
 Dale sat up. The vortices of colour through the apparatus on his 
head were bigger, moving faster, like footage from underwater at the 
beach, of a wave passing overhead. "It was different earlier. It was like I 
was repelling him." 
 "Who's him?" 
 "Just... it, the whole thing. It reached for me and when I reached 
back it couldn't touch me. It was like it was scared of me instead of the 
other way round." 
 "What was different that time?" 
 Dale racked his brains. The gondola around them seem to thrum, to 
vibrate. What had been different? 
 "I felt different, I could see it all just the same but inside it was..." 
He clutched his chest, trying to recollect what he'd felt. The fear was 
there, the horrific things he saw every night in his dreams. But for the 
first time it wasn't blanketing him, suffocating him like a cloud of fog. It 
was all around him but he could still breathe. 
 "Where were you when this happened?" Tim asked. 
 "On the bridge, same as before." 
 "In the car?" 
 Dale didn't hear it, but he felt it in his bones. A sudden change in 
pressure, like he was in a vast steel chamber and the door had just crashed 
shut and sealed. A huge, violent whump in the air. Did it almost wind 
him, or did he imagine it? 
 The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck squirmed, his skin 
crawled. The exquisiteness of the flood that roared through him was icy 
as he realised. 
 No, he hadn't been in Vicki's car that time. 
 With the viewfinder of the optic unit over Dale's eyes and because 
they were sitting across the other side of the gondola, neither man saw the 
oscilloscope application on Tim's CMD burst into life. 
 '-the IDI Tower, in the waters of Farm Cove, was conceived in 
2025, a world first in construction engineering, and was in the planning 



and construction stages for almost three years before its completion in 
2031-' 
 "It couldn't get me," Dale said to himself, too quiet for Tim to hear. 
 How could he have missed it? 
 When it shrank back from him, he was standing on the path. He 
could just turn around and walk away. The corpse of the man on the 
ground that was reaching for him knew he could. 
 In the train, in Vicki's car, he hadn't been able to go anywhere. 
What had the dead girl's voice told him in some dream or other? 
 It's inside you now, Dale. 
 He hadn't repelled it at all. It simply knew it didn't have him 
trapped in a car or a train. 
 Or sitting in a glass case eighty metres in the air, like he was now. 
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 Dale's gorge rose, and he suddenly wondered if he'd launch his 
breakfast all over the floor of the cable car. 
 The window behind him bulged in, the glass moving like liquid as 
a shape pressed against it from behind. Silently, the shape moulded into a 
head. Glass lips sneered backwards from glass teeth, dirty and crooked, 
the glass eyes wild and evil. The demon behind the real world snarled 
silently at Tim, and turned its head to Dale, inches away. Tim was still 
giving his full attention to the IF meter and Dale, staring straight ahead 
through the tunnel vision of the optic sensor, couldn't see the devil beside 
him, hidden behind the fabric of his world. 
 He slowly turned his head, aware of something vibrating beside his 
ear. Colours swam and buzzed through his field of vision, flying like 
tendrils from somewhere off the screen. A shape formed. 
 Centimetres away, so close he'd be able to smell its dead breath if it 
was real, was a green, bloated, dead face, leering at him. 
 Tim jumped and spun back around as he heard Dale shriek. Dale 
had leapt to his feet, tearing the optic unit from his head and falling 
towards Tim, letting the unit clatter to the ground. Dale fell on his behind, 
staring in horror at the windows above the seat. 
 "What-" Tim began, moving towards Dale. 
 The car began to shake as it passed below the centre apex of the 
bridge and there was a bang from outside as it lurched, swinging 
sickeningly forwards. Tim was sent flying past Dale, sprawling to the 
floor. Equipment clattered from the seat, rolling across the floor as the car 
swung back and forth violently. The lights inside the gondola (hardly 
noticeable amid the bright sunlight that flooded in) and the voice-over 
went dead. 
 Dale hung on to the centre pole, his eyes wide with terror, the 
sensation of the swinging carriage sickening as he imagined all that space 
between him and the road below. 
 Tim stayed flat on the floor while the swinging of the gondola 
slowed, not wanting to fall again and smash something expensive. He 
crawled over to Dale, helping him shuffle backwards to the far side seat 
where they propped themselves against it, sitting on the floor and panting 
for breath. 
 It was only then Tim realised the cable car had stopped dead. He 
turned to see if Dale realised too, but Dale was staring in terror at the seat 
opposite where he'd been sitting a moment before. 
 Tim looked up and the colour, detail and movement drained out of 
the rest of the world as if water had been thrown against a freshly painted 
wall. 



 All that remained was the figure standing in front of them, staring 
at them. 
 It was brown and humanoid, looking like it was covered with 
grease. Its skin, if it had any, lay paper-thin across cable-like muscles and 
sinews. It looked like a cross between those plastic body models from 
biology that showed all the internal organs and a horrific Golem figure 
from Jewish legend. 
 It looked at them with eyes that looked like old, rotting wood, its 
head bobbing once. 
 "-the fuck is that thing?" Tim heard Dale say in a low hiss. 
 He just shook his head, his testicles seeming to squirm up into his 
abdomen. He didn't feel his hold on Dale's shirt tighten like a vice. 
 But somewhere, he knew he had to keep it together. The thing in 
front of him was what he did for a living, even though he'd never seen it 
so plainly or horrifyingly. The last thing he needed was to freeze up in 
terror. 
 "We've got to..." he said in a whisper, but he had no idea what he 
had to do. He had to get instruments trained on the phantom, but he 
couldn't make his legs move. 
 The thing opened its mouth slightly, as if licking its lips. In the 
silence of the gondola, both Tim and Dale could hear the wet smacking of 
a mouth that was full of water, blood or worse. 
 "I've got to get up," Tim murmured, even though a voice in his 
head screamed 'Are you fucking crazy? With that thing standing there?' 
Instead he forced his legs to move, keeping hold on Dale's shirt. It 
seemed to focus Tim's mind. "I've got to get Penny and see what it is. 
Come on." 
 Tim started tugging Dale gently to his feet with him and the two 
men inched as quietly as they could to crouching positions. Tim's eyes 
flicked down to the equipment scattered across the floor between them 
and the thing they watched closely, its eyes flicking from one to the other 
like an animal weighing up an attack strategy. 
 "I've got to get to my stuff," Tim said, edging forwards. "Don't 
move." 
 Dale grabbed his arm. "No," he whispered sharply. 
 "It's okay," Tim said, "as long as we move slowly." 
 "It's not a fucking Rottweiler Tim!" Dale hissed. "We don't know 
what-" 
 "I've got to record it," Tim interrupted, reaching forward for the 
nearest tool, a CMD signal booster. He closed his fingers around the 
stock of the unit and moved back close to Dale, glancing down at the 
booster to switch it on. 



 The second he did, it let out a loud snapping sound and a puff of 
smoke, Tim yelping in shock and throwing it into the air. As he did Dale 
felt another heavy thrum around them, from somewhere else behind the 
world. 
 The thing's mouth opened, and through cracked and broken teeth 
they saw a flood of bile, blood and seawater rolling inside it like sewage. 
The stench that bathed them both almost made Dale vomit, and if the 
terror hadn't been clenching his stomach tight, he would have. 
 There was a violent crack and an explosion of sparks from the 
ceiling of the cable car. Dale buried his face in the crook of his elbow 
against it but at the same instant he felt the gondola lurch down toward 
the other end. As Dale scrambled backwards onto the bench seat to get 
hold of the backrest so he could hold on, he heard Tim do the same. 
 The monstrous thing was gone and the roof panel was hanging 
open, exposing the seared and twisted remains of the mechanical system. 
A steel shaft jutted at an alarming angle, looking like an important part of 
the apparatus holding them aloft. 
 Tim was bringing his breathing under control, sounding like his 
heart was pounding as heavily as Dale could feel his own doing. "Are you 
okay?" he asked. 
 "I think-" Dale began, turning back to the now-lower end of the car 
and stopping short. 
 The brown demon-thing was back. 
 Outside the glass, hanging in mid-air. 
 Dale felt his mind say a single word of prayer, a prayer to get him 
out of here, for this to be a nightmare and for him to wake up. 
 Tim followed Dale's gaze and both men sat dumbly, watching as 
the thing raised its hands and sent them crashing through the glass screen 
of the gondola, the whole panel shattering across the seat and the floor 
and the cyclonic wind of their altitude howling in. 
 He saw the creature grip the edge of the frame, its claws flexing as 
it started pulling, and then he had to close his eyes. As the entire end of 
the gondola was wrenched away in a thunderclap of screaming metal and 
glass, the wind inside became a tornado, the dust blinding them both. 
 Dale shrieked, turning his face away to protect it against the 
maelstrom of air and dust, digging his nails into the material of the bench 
seat. 
 When he looked back at the scene in front of him, he suddenly had 
to clench the muscles on his groin to stop from wetting himself. The 
creature had disappeared, but something had torn the entire end wall 
away, wires and shards of metal hanging loose around the gaping hole at 
the other end of the car. 



 There was a loud metallic twang from the pipe emerging crookedly 
from the roof and the car lurched even more askew, low squeals coming 
from the metalwork all around them. The open end was now so much 
lower down than the end where Dale and Tim held on for dear life they 
could see the road and the cars (like bugs, now) far, far below. 
 The empty air loomed at Dale and suddenly he felt like he was in 
midair, plunging towards the hard asphalt, flailing helplessly until he hit 
the ground hard enough to hear himself splatter. 
 Oh Christ, he prayed, please no, this is like running over and 
killing a little kid. If I live through this, this moment will haunt me for the 
rest of my life. I can feel it already. 
 Hanging there, too terrified to move in case he broke his already 
fragile hold, Dale knew he would never sleep again. 
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 The drop that confronted them both froze Dale to the spot, so Tim 
knew he was their only chance of survival. He ignored the equipment 
sliding past him and falling off the edge of the floor, trying not to think 
about who it might kill when it hit the road below them, and clambered 
up towards the seat where Dale hung on. He crashed onto the bench seat 
beside Dale and wrapped an arm around Dale's chest, crushing the other 
man close and holding on for dear life. 
 As soon as he did there was another crunch of grinding metal from 
above, and a sound they'd both heard in a million thriller movies with 
falling elevators – the whipstrike of metal cables. 
 The anchor mechanism was slowly letting go of the gondola, with 
them in it. 
 "We're all right," Tim said, as much to himself as Dale. He looked 
at the ceiling, to the panel that had been torn open. "We've got to get to 
the roof," he said, "We can climb the support and get down the shafts of 
the vertical." 
 "Outside?" Dale repeated in a tone electric with terror, "How will 
we get down?" 
 "The verticals have access stairways inside and on top of the shaft, 
and ladders down the outside. Come on, it'll be easy, it's just a set of stairs 
and a big ladder." He stood slowly up, bracing himself against the pillar 
in the centre of the floor, looking up into the smoking innards of the 
motor. "We just have to climb down to the maintenance hatch." 
 The idea of climbing by ladder all the way to the Port Jackson 
Highway from the apex of the central arch made Dale's bones tingle. The 
thought of going outside, even sticking his head up through that roof, 
made him want to cry. But he knew, with some shred of reason, that this 
cable car was going to- 
 He closed his mind off to any possibility, except getting out. 
 Tim grasped the pole, hefted himself into the air and bashed at the 
motor housing panel with his feet. On the third kick the housing and all 
the innards burst outwards from the force of his kick, clattering down the 
roof and falling past the hole at the end. 
 Tim stuck his head through. There was only the bolt and cable-tie 
system that joined the support shaft of the gondola to the cable a few feet 
above, covered with a small metal hood. 
 He looked back down into the car to tell Dale to stand so he could 
help him to the roof when his eyes fell upon the camcorder, CMD and IF 
meter. They'd fallen to the floor near the hole and got snagged on the 
track the gondola door slid along as it opened. 



 Desperately, wondering if it would kill them both, Tim scrambled 
back down the steel pole and started sliding slowly on his behind towards 
the open end of the gondola. 
 "What the fuck are you doing?" Dale hissed. Tim knew it was a 
good sign. At least his new friend wasn't catatonic. 
 "If we got anything, it might save lives," he said, reaching slowly 
to collect the equipment and hoist it around his neck and into his pockets. 
 Trying to treat the sight of the road far below like it was a movie 
playing right outside the gondola, Tim started pushing himself slowly 
backward towards the steel pole. 
 As soon as he stuck his head out through the roof to take in their 
situation there was a plink beside him in amongst the anchor array and 
something gouged a small cut across his cheek, frightening Tim more 
than hurting him and almost causing him to slip. 
 The car crashed as it dropped down centimetres more, the cable 
barely holding the tether beneath the nosecone of the vertical a few feet 
above him. If it dropped much further they wouldn't be able to reach the 
access ladder that ran down the inside of the vertical and they'd have to 
sit on the roof of the gondola until it let go. Or jump. 
 "All right, come on," he said, reaching down to Dale, not daring 
tell him about the bolt. 
 "How am I going to climb a ladder with this?" Dale said, holding 
up his bandaged finger, a look of pleading in his eyes. 
 "Just use your feet to take your weight, not your hands. You'll be 
fine." 
 Glancing in terror at the gaping hole and the too-big world outside, 
Dale carefully made his way down the floor to the pole. With a lot of 
grunting and pulling, Tim helped him drag himself through the hole until 
they were both sitting on the roof, holding on by use of various panels 
and levers.  
 "We have to slowly stand and reach the underside of the shaft," 
Tim yelled over the wind swirling around them. Above them was the 
steel framework with the pyramidical nose cone and the Australian flag 
flapping in the wind. It looked tiny from down in the city but standing 
right underneath it, Dale could see the whole nosecone was probably five 
or six metres across and tall. 
 Tim looked down along the shaft until his eyes fell on a black and 
yellow panel marked ENTRY – MAINTENANCE ACCESS. 
 It was about 15 metres down from them, and the only way to reach 
it was to climb – upside down at a 45 degree angle – along the ladder to 
the door. His heart plunged and he closed his eyes, gulping. I am sitting, 
for God's sake, on top of a smashed cable car ride that is about to fall 



from under us, with the southern hemisphere's biggest English-speaking 
city buzzing with life all around me. 
 I am going to die here, Tim thought to himself, we both are. How 
surreal. 
 "That's where we're going," he yelled, pointing. "It's not far away. 
Let's go, stand carefully." 
 He slowly got to his knees, steadying himself by holding the thin 
support shaft that tethered the gondola to the cable above them, and rose 
carefully to his feet. The ladder on the shaft was within easy reach, so he 
adjusted the straps of the equipment over his shoulders and dragged 
himself up, hooking his legs over the rungs, fully and terrifyingly aware 
now there was nothing under him. 
 "It's that easy!" he tried to scream above the howling gale, 
climbing down a few rungs so Dale could climb up. 
 Dale closed his eyes tight as he used the gondola's shaft to drag 
himself to his feet like Tim had done, not wanting the expanse of the 
bridge around him and harbour below to reveal itself any more than it 
had. 
 He reached up and grasped a rung with both hands in a vice-like 
grip, and as soon as he'd gripped it the ordeal turned into something not 
even his nightmares dared to show him. 
 There was a loud metallic twang from below him and the last shred 
of evidence that he was awake and living in a real world faded away. It 
had to be a nightmare now. It had to be. 
 The gondola was gone, his feet dangling. 
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 But he wasn't on the path, he wasn't in a train or a car. He wasn't 
dreaming. He was hanging by his hands from a ladder 85 metres above 
the road, watching the gondola spin lazily away below. 
 His mind only allowed him awareness of his circumstances in the 
most objective way, as if it knew it'd implode at a stroke if it gave in to 
his visceral reaction. To keep it that way, he focused on the cable car. It 
fell in a kind of dreamy, drifting slow motion, spinning slowly, and when 
it hit the cross-shaft of the vertical there was an explosive chorus of glass 
and steel as it split apart over the crossbeam, sending a waterfall of metal 
panels and a rain of glass to the road. 
 Later he wouldn't even be sure whether he had the mental capacity 
at the time to hope it didn't land on a car, but Dale saw it erupt in a 
million pieces across the highway far below, the sound of the crash, the 
blare of horns and the screeching tyres drifting up to him. 
 With nothing else to pay attention to, he tried to block everything 
out as he desperately swung himself upwards and hooked both knees over 
another rung, pressing his forehead to the cold metal and wiping his 
hands across his shirt one after the other before holding on again. 
 "Dale," Tim's voice came screaming from below, over the wind, 
"it's all right. You're safe. Start to come down towards me. Follow me 
and I'll let us into the maintenance stairs... Dale?" 
 "I'm all right," he shouted as strongly as he could, taking several 
deep breaths before feeling tentatively for the next rung down, trying not 
to think of the tremendous distance below him. 
 Tim stared straight up at the bronze steel of the shaft, driving all 
his concentration into putting one foot down to the next rung of the 
ladder. He only hoped Dale could keep it together too. If he unravelled 
anywhere through this ordeal – or this entire case, more likely – it would 
be here. 
 "You all right?" Tim shouted.  
 "Yeah," Dale yelled back. He felt below for the next rung, and 
barely felt his other foot slip from its hold. He shrieked as he swung 
outwards, his arms jolting painfully, struggling to kick his legs back up to 
the rungs. Jesus Christ, his mind screamed, you were holding on by one 
single metal bar then. For God's sake be careful. 
 He hooked his feet over the rung and panted, his heart a freight 
train through his chest, pressing his face against the cold rungs again, 
squeezing his eyes closed. 
 "Tim," he said, having to force the words out, "I don't think I can 
go on." 



 "Of course you can," the scientist lied from below, "look, I'm at the 
door already." Tim looked up from the maintenance door, still three 
metres below him, to Dale. He was hugging the rungs of the upside down 
ladder, his face a grimace of terror, his eyes closed. 
 Come on, Timmy, he told himself, move it. Get that door open 
now, because it's the only thing that'll unfreeze him. 
 Tim climbed down faster, his feet slipping, his hands sweaty and 
barely holding on, until the yellow and black warning stripes appeared 
above him. 
 He searched frantically around the edges for the control panel. It 
was a red square down the opposite end of the access panel with a bright 
yellow lever, marked with 'open/close'. Tim shoved it downward with his 
foot. The panel jolted and rose up a few inches into the shaft – with him 
still on it 
 As it slowly began to roll upwards inside the shaft Tim realised 
with a lightning bolt of fear what was happening. The panel, with the 
section of the ladder he was clinging to, would retract up the shaft and 
peel him off to fall to his death. 
 The maintenance bed! That was where you opened the panel from, 
not hanging like a fly onto the panel itself. The same kind of mesh 
hammock that poor engineer had fallen off a few days ago. He cursed his 
own stupidity. If nobody suspected something was wrong here before, 
Tim mused in terror, they will now. Mine is going to be the second death 
in almost as many days. 
 "Oh no," he whispered to himself, letting go with his legs and 
trying to climb, hand over hand, the IF meter and optic unit crashing back 
and forth against his sides, down the ladder as it disappeared above him 
so he could grab hold of the inside of the entrance. 
 His wrist was trapped for an awful second as the rung he was 
grasping slid behind the outside of the shaft. He reached out wildly, 
knowing he was millimetres away from a broken wrist or a long, lonely 
plummet to the asphalt, grabbing the inside of the hole and letting the 
panel go as it disappeared. Kicking and thrashing he dragged himself 
inside the hole, turning around and sticking his head back through to see 
Dale inching towards him, only a few meters away now. 
 "Come on," Tim whispered a silent encouragement. When Dale's 
foot was within reach, he reached out and encircled the ankle. 
 "I've got you," he yelled, "Just climb down a bit further and I can 
pull you in." 
 Dale inched further down until they both realised he wouldn't be 
able to get in from the angle of his climb. 
 "Dale," Tim said, as encouragingly as he could, "you've got to let 
go. You're going to have to let me drag you up." 



 Dale's stomach flipped over and over again. Hang upside down at 
this height while his only hold was someone gripping his ankle? That was 
even worse than holding a single rung of the ladder. 
 "No way," he said, "I'll make it in." He climbed down a few more 
precious inches, trying to bend his knee back the wrong way to grip the 
inside of the hole while Tim pulled him in. 
 "Dale, let go, you're not going to make it this way. You'll slip." 
 And then, Dale did. 
 He felt his body swing downwards until he was staring at the road 
below him, and it was so clear he felt sure it'd start streaking up towards 
him while he kicked his limbs helplessly. His heart seemed to swell and 
fall into his throat. All he could feel was the roaring wind, trying to pluck 
him from the shaft, and the desperate grip around his ankle. 
 Everything faded to black and Dale was gone. 
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 Tim strained to pull what was now a dead weight up, wrapping his 
arm around Dale's knees, grabbing his belt and collar and dragging his 
inert body inside. His eyes were half closed and flickering, his face ashen 
white. 
 "Dale," Tim said, rolling him over as he pulled the lever down and 
the entrance panel began to grumble back into place. He felt for a pulse. 
It was intermittent and weak but it was there. After hanging upside down 
from a height of two hundred feet, Tim expected to feel Dale's heart 
crashing in his chest like a battering ram. It wasn't. Maybe he was he was 
one the verge – or in the grip of – cardiac arrest. 
 The panel clanked back into the place and the sunlight and wind 
from outside was cut off. Tim blocked Dale's nose and blew a long, 
steady breath into his mouth, lowering his ear to Dale's mouth and 
watching his chest, muttering "Come on, man." 
 A low rumble came from down the shaft. At the top end, a few 
metres above, it bent and disappeared on its way down the other side. But 
behind them, past the tiny service staircase that led up through the upper 
hatch to the shaft outside, the tunnel stabbed down into darkness, a long, 
skinny shaft of shadows, barely lit by tiny lamps along its roof. 
 The sound echoed up and down the shaft. Tim knew it wasn't from 
any train, car or metal fatigue, and right now he didn't want to know what 
it was from. 
 He bent down to blow more air into Dale's mouth, keeping his eyes 
up the tunnel. 
 There was another low roar, this time seeming to come from 
closer, maybe somewhere around the apex. Was something moving up 
there in the darkness? 
 Tim scrabbled behind him for Penny, bringing her up to his eyes 
and switching to the thermograph. If anything was alive – in whatever 
form – up there, he'd see it. 
 Scrabbling along the ceiling of the tunnel, like a hideous insect, 
was the creature that had attacked them in the cable car, its eyes leering 
hungrily as it advanced on Tim and Dale. 
 He felt his insides turn to water but fought it again, trying to stay 
rational. He didn't know what the thing was or what it could do, but it had 
already set about doing them harm, and here it was again. 
 He'd recorded pianos playing in the middle of night with nobody 
sitting at them, furniture moving by itself and floorboards creaking in 
abandoned houses. He'd even captured ghostly shadows moving between 
rooms on high intensity ultraviolet camera. 



 But he'd known they weren't really there, they were re-runs of 
history. They could be bloody scary, but despite what horror movies told 
us, the paranormal was almost never dangerous. 
 He switched Penny off and let her drop back to his hip on her strap. 
This wasn't a piano playing by itself or a water stain that came back on a 
floor no matter how many times it was dried. Something was coming to 
hurt them, and as he hooked his hands under Dale's arms and started to 
drag him to the small staircase that led to the outside of the shaft, he 
could see the shadow of the thing coming closer, crawling along the 
ceiling like a grotesque stick insect, snarling like an angry dog. 
 Tim felt for the lever to open the hatch to the outside and shoved it 
forwards, hearing the latches snap to the open position. 
 Sunlight and wind roared into the tunnel as he shoved his back 
against the hatch and it sprang open. He dragged Dale clumsily out and 
laid him down on the outer stairs, trying to get his breath under control. 
 He stared at the open hatch, not quite daring to reach forward to 
pull the lever closed. If he did, he'd be in arms reach of anybody – or 
thing – that wanted to grab him and drag him back inside forever. 
 Tim couldn't hear anything from below. The creature stalking them 
would have reached the hatch by now. Was it lying just underneath in the 
darkness, waiting for him? 
 He reached down the path with his foot, heart started to thunder, 
eyes fixed on the lip of the hatch. In an explosive motion he stretched out 
the last foot, kicked the lever as hard as he could, and let out an explosive 
breath when it snapped closed. 
 He collapsed to the steel stairs beside Dale, feeling like he'd been 
holding his breath for the last ten minutes since the appearance of the 
apparition in the cable car. 
 Christ, the word hardly did this justice any more. What he'd seen in 
the last 15 minutes was no wisp of light through a wall or a shadow 
moving down a corridor. It was something a Hollywood special effects 
artist would have made up. 
 Tim knew more than most people how the environmental 
conditions and the fear and imagination of the observer could conjure up 
almost anything. Cases that couldn't be explained as household noise, 
imagination or hoax were seldom clear enough to analyse with much 
certainty. But the creature that had appeared to them couldn't have been 
any clearer. 
 Even more importantly, it had been really there, with them. It 
hadn't been an electromagnetic echo from a past event. Hauntings were 
supposed to be no more tangible than a film screened in a cinema. The 
actors aren't really there behind the screen playing it over and over for a 
new audience. It had been done, it was just being played back. 



 Parapsychology had no scientific explanation why certain events 
were resurrected but suffering, death or injustice seemed to be the 
inciting incidents. As Tim fished in his pocket for his CMD to call for 
help, he remembered what Vicki had said. She'd seen it too, heard the 
clanging of metal and seen a piece of the old bridge fall to the ground, 
just like in Dale's visions. 
 Any paranormal researcher will tell you the replaying of historical 
events could appear to anyone at any time, but the thing that had menaced 
them in the cable car had been aware of Dale and Tim and their 
environment. Worse still than the movie coming to life, it had reached 
through the screen for them. The force manifested here had shown plain 
intent to harm. 
 What did it mean for the investigation, for the very future of 
paranormal research? 
 Tim turned to look at Dale as he dialled the emergency number 
into his CMD. What did it mean for this poor guy, dragged from his quiet 
life into the middle of all this, and for the lives of the millions of people 
who used this bridge? 
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 Tim started packing up the equipment he'd rescued to pass the time 
waiting for the arrival of the police rescue chopper they'd promised was 
only minutes away. 
 When his eyes fell on the camcorder he froze, an idea forming. Of 
course it had seemed real – a cable car gondola falling to the road with 
barely seconds to spare after they got out was real enough. But as he'd 
said to Vicki during their first meeting, it was actually very hard to tell 
what was real. Whether ghosts, trees or other people, our consciousness is 
always enslaved to our senses, and our senses can very easily lie. 
 That was why a good scientist relied on tools that corroborated the 
senses, and it was why he'd switched the small camcorder on and started 
recording as soon as they'd boarded the cable car. What's more, he'd 
never switched it off until he'd rescued it from the floor before they 
escaped. 
 Which meant that even if it hadn't been pointing straight at the 
thing that had attacked them, it would have picked up the sounds it made. 
 Tim opened the viewfinder, switched the camera on and selected 
the most recent file. The video began showing the view across the 
gondola from the seat where he'd set it down to start the rest of the 
machinery. 
 He was so intent on the tiny display he barely felt the hairs of his 
arms and neck stand up as the skin beneath them squirmed. 
 He started in shock at the figure in his peripheral vision, assuming 
it was Dale. 
 The demonic brown thing stared right into his face, right here on 
top of the harbour bridge, in the brightest sunlight, as clear as day. Its lip 
curled up and Tim felt all the strength drain out of his body, the blood 
rush from his face to leave it deathly white, and although he wouldn't 
remember later exactly when he did it, he wet himself a little. 
 The claw of the thing appeared next to the camera and it closed 
around Tim's hand, clammy and feeling like it was covered with cold, out 
of date petroleum jelly full of grit. 
 It slid the handle of the camcorder off Tim's hand and he heard it 
start to click and snap as the gnarled fist closed around it. His eyes flicked 
momentarily to his hand, shaking almost uncontrollably and covered in 
the awful crusty substance from the creature's putrid hide. 
 The camera exploded in a thousand shards of plastic and metal, 
pieces showering and embedding themselves in Tim's face and neck. 
 He yelped in pain and rubbed at himself to scrape away the 
hundreds of tiny barbs, smearing the noxious slime from the creature's 
skin across his face. When he opened his eyes it was gone, but as he 



craned his neck to look below he could see a litter of black and silver 
plastic rain spinning over and over in the wind. 
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 'Dale' was the first thought that popped into Barry's head as the 
news alert tone sounded from the CMD on the passenger seat beside him. 
 It was only 7:30 in the morning and he was on the way towards the 
surgery. Barry hoped it was going to be a far more normal workday than 
he'd become used to the last few weeks. He intended to see the most 
urgent patients Eileen hadn't been able to put off, then he'd probably be at 
his desk until midnight with paperwork and if things went right, he might 
even get a day off over the weekend. 
 If he thought Sean Briner's death the previous week had swallowed 
him in a black hole of bureaucracy, the bridge closing yesterday had 
quadrupled it. 
 Despite his best efforts all the previous day Barry had had no luck 
finding out what was going on, and the news wasn't saying anything – 
which meant the government overlords who'd descended out of their 
ivory towers to take ownership of the issue weren't saying anything 
either. 
 But this morning a terrifying new detail had been either released or 
leaked. There'd apparently been a fault that had stopped the cable car ride 
and one of the cars had fallen. Roads and Maritime had assured the public 
the gondola had been empty and more information would be released as 
investigations continued. 
 Barry activated the phone's interface on the car's media deck and 
routed the feed alert to the sound system. It connected to the original file, 
a news report issued moments before. 
 'In local news, more chaos on the Harbour Bridge. After a 
frightening but thankfully harmless Sydney Skyway accident, Sydney 
Harbour Bridge was closed to all rail and road traffic from 3pm 
yesterday to undergo stringent safety testing throughout the day. 
 'The closure comes after an empty carriage from the Skyway cable 
car system apparently broke loose from its moorings, damaging several 
cars as it fell to the highway below. Nobody was injured, but Mr Oliver 
Carlden, senior partner of Darby, Hillman and Associates solicitors, 
warns we were only lucky.' 
 An old, educated male voice came on. 'It was very fortunate this 
accident didn't occur during peak hour, and more importantly, that the 
carriage was empty. There were tourists and commuters in three of the 
other cars at the time, and it could've been any of them that fell...' 
 'Mr Carlden,' the newsreader continued, 'whose legal firm only this 
week lodged an injunction on the bridge following the death of an 
engineer testing the works on Monday, has called on the City Council to 



assume what he describes as sole responsibility for unsafe practices, 
materials and test procedures used during and since construction. 
 'The city council and state government, he maintains, are the chief 
perpetrators of the grossest case of corporate negligence in Australia's 
history. The statement has been issued to the Sydney City Council and 
WACE Construction Co, who designed and built the bridge. 
 'The Port Jackson Freeway is scheduled to re-open at midnight 
tonight after examiners from the Council perform an urgent investigation 
to avoid two days of the sort of chaos Sydneysiders are expecting this 
morning." 
 'State transit is running extra hydrofoils and ferries to all points 
across the harbour, and motorists are advised to use caution and be 
patient using the Harbour Tunnel.' 
 Barry had felt a thud inside his head that grew louder with each 
word of the story. As soon as the story ended he cancelled the playback 
and bought up the dial pad, calling Dale's number. 
 Dale sounded spritely and fresh when he answered, as if he'd been 
up for awhile, enjoyed a healthy breakfast and taken a long jog along the 
beach. 
 "You sound happy," Barry began, "I was about to ask you what 
you can tell me about a cable car carriage falling off the bridge." 
 Dale sighed. "Nobody was hurt." 
 "Were you there?" There was a pause, his friend trying to think of 
what to say. "Were you there, Dale?" 
 "Yes I was, all right? Tim and I went there to see-" 
 "Who the fuck's Tim?" 
 "He's the scientist Vicki's hired." 
 "So how did it happen?" 
 "Barry, we're both safe, we got out before it fell-" 
 "Wait... you were in the car that fell?" Barry asked, incredulous, 
having to concentrate on the road so he didn't drift out of his lane and kill 
himself. 
 "Just for a little while, and I told you, we got out." 
 "Right now I'll not even ask what the fucking hell you were doing 
up in the cable car after everything that's happened every time you've 
gone near that place. I'll just ask what the fuck happened for it to fucking 
fall and how the fuck you got out of it." 
 "Barry, you need to calm down. I know you're concerned about my 
wellbeing, but it was my decision. Stuff's happened that made me think 
nothing would go wrong." 
 "Well obviously 'stuff' was way off the fucking mark, Dale! Jesus!" 
Barry squeezed his eyes shut for a second and took a deep breath. He 



could feel his heartbeat roaring in his temples. Dale was right. He had to 
calm down or it'd bring on a heart attack. 
 "Look," he continued in a lower voice, "I know I can't tell you 
what to do. But you have to remember I have a perspective here, I have 
information that can help. Running up to the furthest reaches of the 
bridge with a scientist – whoever he is – wasn't the smartest thing to be 
doing at this point ...quite obviously, in hindsight." 
 "I know that now, believe me. But I'm all right, so's he, and he said 
there's going to be a lot of data to work with now. He could probably tell 
you a lot you could do with knowing, actually." 
 "Great, send me his number and we'll all get together for scones or 
Sunday brunch," Barry said sarcastically. "Now will you tell me what 
happened?" 
 "I don't remember much of it." 
 Barry rubbed his mouth roughly. Whatever experience had 
culminated in the plummeting of a 320kg metal and glass box exploding 
across the road below would no doubt have been traumatic. And Dale had 
– again – blocked whatever he'd seen out. Barry wasn't as qualified as the 
psychiatrist Dale had been seeing, but it sounded like the mark of a 
disturbed mind far from cured. 
 "But Tim got us out, we climbed into the shafts of the vertical on 
the ladder that leads down to the street, and a rescue chopper picked us 
up from there. I was all right, I'd only fainted. But... I remember getting 
into the carriage... and the rest is just a blur. I can't make any of it out." 
 Barry pressed his hand to his chest, trying to quell his heart. Just 
the thought of Dale up that high – let alone hanging onto the side of the 
vertical shafts – was enough to give him a stroke. 
 "Are you still okay to come in today?" he asked his friend. 
 "Yeah, I'll be there at ten. I promise you Barry, I'm fine." 
 "We'll see," Barry said in a voice that sounded angrier than he 
wanted it to. "Look, in all seriousness can you send his number to me, I'd 
like to talk to him before something even worse happens." 
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 Dr Donald Chin-Hsei Lambert pulled MARV into a parking spot 
on the corner of Henry Lawson Avenue and Blues Point Road, 
McMahons Point. 
 The tyres and shocks absorbed every bump and jolt, custom 
designed in conjunction with the CSIRO and costing over $400,000. A 
second set of hydraulic shock absorbers was spread through the body that 
insulated the lab from most of the inertia of the vehicle. For the driver 
and passengers it was an incredibly smooth ride. For personnel in the 
work cell, it was sometimes hard to judge whether the van was even 
moving. 
 Blues Point Road rolled lazily down the hill towards the shore, 
giving Donald an unobstructed view of the bridge spanning the water 
barely a kilometre away. He sat looking at it for several moments, his 
hand frozen on the buckle of the seat belt. Since the previous Wednesday 
when he'd shown Barry the video the infrared camera had taken of 
whatever shut down the data stream, he'd been doing his best not to think 
about it. 
 But now it was unavoidable. Now, he couldn't get the vision of that 
face out of his head. All he had to do now was keep his head and do his 
job. When it came to operating MARV he was like a jet fighter pilot or a 
fireman, the training just took over. He had a photoelectric cell, X-ray 
and infrared transceivers, more computing power than most medium 
sized business and even a small isotope core under his control, and he 
knew that's what would save him from those memories – cool, detached, 
clinical science. 
 Not the icy claw of terror that snaked up his spine when he 
remembered the sound of that awful, angry howl, full of blood and metal. 
As he'd told Barry, he knew what it was about. 
 The last time he'd seen it he'd been all of 12, allowed to stay up too 
late by his auntie and uncle at Casula who cared much less about what he 
watched on TV than his mother ever had when she'd been alive, his uncle 
so drunk most of the time he hardly even realised Donald lived in his 
house. 
 The cheesy 1970s werewolf movie had been a circus of ropey 
dialogue and laughable effects, but a single scene had been enough to 
keep him up for months afterward. The monster had clawed and bashed 
its way into a locked room where a screaming victim waited. 
 The picture quality had been so bad the creature's face looked like 
it was full of razor blades instead of teeth, all broken and crooked and 
with scraggly fur covering its face and snout, its eyes maniacal and 
bloodshot... and despite growing up into a man and a scientist, Donald 



Chin Hsei Lambert only had to remind himself of the monster's cloying, 
guttural howl to raise night sweats. But that had been years ago. 
 Until the same face had come flying across the harbour towards 
him in a burst of infrared light. 
 Somehow, he told himself as he unclipped the seatbelt and turned 
to the hatch into the lab cell, someone knew and was playing with them 
all. 
 While he told himself that, he tried as hard as he could to ignore 
the single hole in the theory. 
 He'd never told anybody about that movie. As a kid he'd probably 
been too ashamed to admit something so silly, and as a grown up it had 
just become another of the countless formative experiences hardly worth 
mentioning. 
 Nobody knew. 
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 Dale and Barry entered the back surgery room of Barry's office, 
used only for the simplest of medical procedures, of which Barry had 
kept assuring Dale this was one. 
 "What if the drugs don't wear off before tonight, like you said?" 
Dale was saying. 
 "Doesn't matter, it's just a local," Barry said, crossing to the bench, 
"it's only going to cover about ten square inches." He pottered on an 
equipment ray, instruments tinkling and clanking as Dale regarded the 
chair in front of him, looking like a piece of modern art. 
 It had arrived with the demagnetiser, specially designed for the 
operation. It was shaped like a huge backwards 's', falling half over on its 
front. Dale's knees fitted into the lower crook and his back stretched over 
the upper curve, leaving the skin pulled taught to access the brace and 
letting him sink in and take all his weight off. 
 He tried not to let the chair make him even more nervous. Barry 
had assured him again and again it would be so quick and simple the 
word 'operation' hardly applied. The brace had a series of special clamps 
specifically for hardware add-ons and updates like this one, no different 
than plugging a new memory chip into an old computer motherboard. 
 Dale breathed deeply as he looked the contraption up and down 
again, trying to think about anything but what was happening. His mind 
scurried back to Vicki's office the other night, hoping the haze of bliss the 
memory gave him might be a distraction. He knew he should tell Barry 
about it – he was a friend of seven years if nothing else – but something 
stopped him. 
 He was grown-up enough to realise what he and Vicki had done 
was against every medical code of practice there was – and possibly the 
law as well. He never did have the power to argue with Barry, and he 
couldn't face what would probably be another angry lecture. 
 Or worse, Barry might be so mad he got Vicki thrown in jail or 
something, and Dale couldn't bear the idea of not being able to touch her 
again the way he had. 
 "Here you go," Barry said, turning and holding the device up with 
a pair of forceps for Dale to see, "there it is out of the packaging." 
 It looked like a short, fat dart only with no needle, a squat body and 
short tail that had four tiny fan blades like a weathervane. When Dale had 
first seen it wrapped in latex plastic in the padded, shoe-boxed sized 
container he'd assumed the tail spun around, the spinning blades 
counteracting the field. But as Barry had explained, they generated the 
field necessary to demagnetise the rest of the system according to 
readings taken by the demagnetiser's body, but they didn't move. 



 Barry thumped the soft padding of the chair. "Shirt off and hop on, 
then." 
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 MARV was really two machines, one a commercial van, the other 
a wholly encased, reinforced steel chamber – virtually a fuselage – 
custom fitted into the rear of the van. It had no windows and only one 
door leading into the cab at the front. The lab was the size of the van's 
entire carry cab – almost five metres long and as wide as the van was 
across. 
 It was a listening, watching and recording machine. There was no 
form of wave or particle emission known to science it couldn't detect. If 
the Jinshan nuclear power plant in Taipei melted down, MARV would 
know in three seconds. If a hydrogen bomb detonated in the northern 
hemisphere, it would know in six. 
 There was a bench down the left hand side with a rolling office 
chair fixed with a clamp that could attach it to one leg of the bench for 
transit. 
 Panels that created a myriad of lights, LCD and digital readouts, 
screens, ports, switches, keyboards, keypads and other adjustment and 
input apparatus covered the walls. 
 Even the ceiling was covered in test fixtures and controls, 
adjustment tools to the transceiver and communications apparatus on the 
roof. 
 Everything was coming online, beeping or whirring with its own 
living music. Donald put his CMD on the bench and tuned it to stream his 
favourite radio station, transmitting it through the sound system speakers. 
 He checked readouts, switched on more machinery, hooked his 
array into the main interface port and soon all MARV's systems were 
gauging, monitoring or awaiting instruction. 
 A quick request on the system management architecture told him 
the battery would need recharging in 40.79403 hours, plenty of time for a 
detailed onsite study. 
 The temporary wireless transmission that had been lost was a much 
cheaper affair. It was managed by the data centre near the back end of the 
bench and effectively streamed all the data from the sensors directly into 
the van's onboard memory as well as via satellite to home base at the 
university lab. 
 Donald took a deep breath, cracked his knuckles and got to work. 
He was going to scour every inch of the bridge, road and surrounds from 
one end of the emissions spectrum to the other. Iron was one of the most 
stable metals known to exist, but all atomic nuclei produced radiation, 
and not even the miniscule background hum of radiation from the bridge 
would escape MARV's sensors. 
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 With the skin lightly anaesthetised and stretched taut over Dale's 
kidney area, Barry had only to make a square incision through the 
thinnest membrane of skin, fat and tissue. 
 His familiarity with the brace's position together with a small 
detector device not unlike the machine that detects beams behind a wall 
did the rest, and within minutes Barry had a flap of skin and underlying 
muscle the size of a matchbox drawn to one side of a square hole. 
 Not far down inside through the blood-smeared tissue, he could see 
a series of small silver hooks – the hardware module clamps. 
Occasionally Barry mopped up blood pooling around the incised dermis 
with a swab. 
 "Feel okay?" he asked. 
 Dale hummed, his voice muffled over the other side of the chair. 
"Can't feel anything, just a bit of pulling." 
 Barry checked the test terminal he used every month during their 
check ups. The pads were attached to Dale's sides and they fed the 
machine a constant reading so Barry could make sure the brace wasn't 
reacting badly by getting too hot or cold or generated any small surges. 
For good measure, Barry had plugged in the headset that could be used 
for voice commands, but it lay on the bench unused – he was only using 
the machine to keep watch for now. 
 Everything was normal. "Just got to clean the blood and guts away 
from the connectors so they close properly when I slot it in," he said, 
padding down deeper with the swab. 
 "Glad I can't see it if that's the way you describe it..." Dale 
murmured. 
 Barry smiled, wiping blood and fat from the tiny twin prongs and 
exposed data connection plate of the clamp. The ceramic/graphene alloy 
connector pins that sent and received data between the module and the 
brace was strongly liquid and corrosion proof, the rest of the module 
made of titanium, just like the brace. 
 The inside of the human body was one of the more extreme 
environments prosthetics engineers had been called on to design for more 
and more over the last few decades, and it made mincemeat of most 
industrial materials over the long term – to say nothing of poisoning the 
host if you used the wrong stuff. 
 But the technology had become as high performance as it was easy 
to handle, and in ten minutes Dale would be closed up and it would all be 
done. 
 

**** 



 
 Across the floor a sensor reading the field strength bleeped and a 
message appeared on the screen in front of him; EM Surge; 
00027.34000v. 
 The main display showed a real-time video image of the bridge, an 
infrared image superimposed over the top. A ripple passed over the 
picture, as if a wave had passed. 
 The oscillogram software registered a noticeable jolt, drawing a 
stabbing scrawl that slowly tapered off. 
 Donald hardly had time to incorporate the reading into the tests he 
was setting up before other devices sang in electronic tones in reaction to 
the event. Donald was partly pleased. The action had begun already. 
 While he watched the EM reading tick slowly upwards, he became 
less pleased. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry was suturing Dale's back closed with a tube of dermagel 
when there was a beep from the testing terminal. 
 He glanced at it but bought his eyes straight back to the tube, 
squeezing softly, the organic compound slowly oozing out onto the cut. 
 He gently spread the dermagel over the area of the incision with his 
pinkie. The clear, toothpaste-like liquid would be dry in a minute or so, 
and then the cells and platelets – bio-engineered from a blood sample 
from Dale – would start to connect to those in the skin over the next few 
weeks, repairing the wound and leaving essentially an artificial patch of 
Dale-compatible skin. 
 When he was happy with the coverage of the gel Barry checked the 
display of the terminal. The brace had barely flickered throughout the 
process and the system told him he'd attached the demagnetiser dead 
straight and it was already measuring and processing. 
 So there was no magnetic field, which Barry expected, but the 
system voltage had suddenly jumped up to just over 27 volts. 
 "Feel anything now?" he asked. 
 "No, should I?" Dale asked. 
 Barry just hummed, going back to check the paste setting on Dale's 
back. 
 

**** 
 
 Donald rolled across the floor on the chair to check the readings 
again. The electromagnetism was still rising steadily – the rate of increase 
hadn't changed. 



 He ran another full image scan. The radar and laser transmitters put 
together an updated diagram of the bridge, which appeared on one of the 
smaller monitors – rough, but not bad for simple graphical rendering 
software. 
 He had the graphics engine isolate and remove the cars moving 
back and forth, the buildings in the background and a ferry passing 
underneath, and was left with a moving, drifting line simulation of the 
bridge structure. 
 He asked the computer to display the field's source area. The main 
processor rack at the end of the room clicked and chattered to itself and 
heavy red bars appeared around the three main verticals of the bridge on 
the picture. 
 He quickly accessed the logs and queried the system for the 
maximum electromagnetic reading they'd seen so far, the day the train 
stopped. A quick calculation told him the field would reach that strength 
again in six minutes 34 seconds. The question was, what would happen 
then? 
 A low buzz sounded from another machine. He directed the system 
to bring the relevant system up on the screen in front of him. The video 
picture showed a steady, real-time view of the bridge. 
 He adjusted the frame rate to 10,000 frames per second and backed 
up the recording a little, slowing it right down. The camera outside would 
still record every second for later scrutiny, so it was okay to use the 
monitor for playback. 
 The frames flicked slowly by until there was a yellow flash – like 
an explosion of light – from the centre of the picture.  
 A burst of infrared light. 
 

**** 
 
 "Ow," Dale said, a little louder than he'd been speaking before. 
 "What?" Barry asked, glancing at the machine's screen again where 
the voltage was slowly rising. 
 "I felt that." 
 "What, heat?" 
 "No, more a pinch. Not where you are – higher up, in the brace 
itself." 
 

**** 
 
 As soon as Donald switched the playback back to real time, 
another burst of light appeared, so sudden it made him jump with fright 
and bright enough – even on the monitor – to hurt his eyes. 



 This time it was like a blast streaking through space towards the 
van. An eruption of energy, like the shock wave of a volcanic eruption. 
As the light engulfed the screen, there was a soft thud against the body of 
the van and it rocked on its wheels. 
 

**** 
 
 Neither of them got any warning, there wasn't any slow build-up of 
pain. All of a sudden Dale's legs kicked out and his head came lurching 
up, his whole body rigid, his teeth gritted and a screeching roar of pain 
coming from him. 
 Barry jumped in fright and tried to hold his friend down, mindful 
of the tray of bloody surgical instruments right next to them. 
 Dale screeched again, spit flying. "Turn it off," he pleaded, "turn it 
off!" 
 With one arm around Dale's shoulders, Barry turned to the test 
machine and started keying through menus to close the whole brace 
down. 
 Before he got there, Dale slumped, dead weight, back into the 
chair, panting as if he'd been running. 
 

**** 
 
 "Jesus!" Donald cried out, standing up from the chair and staring at 
the ceiling of the van. Something had hit him. 
 Before he even had time to imagine what it might have been, there 
was a creak at the end of the van followed by a loud clank. He started in 
terror. 
 The door through to the cab had closed and been latched.  
 By itself. 
 Donald walked over to it and grabbed the latch. It was stuck fast, 
like the lock on a farmhouse that has stood abandoned for generations, 
rusty and unyielding. 
 The machinery around the cell started bleeping and buzzing all at 
once as it started to detect and process sudden activity outside. Donald 
walked back to the master panel and saw the timer was counting down 
the last few seconds to the maximum field strength they'd seen. A word 
appeared in capital letters. 
 
CRITICAL. 
 

**** 
 



 "You're all right," Barry said. He'd run to the sink to wet a cloth 
and was wiping it across Dale's forehead again and again, trying to calm 
his friend. 
 With his other hand he was holding a handful of paper towels to 
Dale's surgical wound. The dermagel was fast acting but a tiny trail of 
blood had started to seep out. 
 Dale's breathing had turned from panicked to heavy by the time 
Barry looked at the screen again to check if the voltage was still rising. If 
it was, he might have to shut the brace down after all. 
 He blinked in confusion. The screen had cleared and was drawing a 
line graphic, slowly, line by line, of two long, low arches, crisscrossed in 
between with a lattice pattern. 
 

**** 
 
 The printer on MARV's report panel spat a single page out. On it 
was a phantom arch, two indistinct blocks forming at each end. 
 

**** 
 
 Two tall arch windows appeared in the blocks at each end of the 
arch on the screen of the terminal. 
 

**** 
 
 The same page printed again, only this time with a long, heavy line 
at road height between the pylons. 
 

**** 
 
 In the University of Sydney Research van and in Barry Paul's 
surgery, 23 kilometres apart, both machines produced identical pictures. 
 Pictures of the old Sydney Harbour Bridge. 
 

**** 
 
 There was a crack from inside the printer and the paper tray shot 
out, rocketing past Donald and across the van to crash against the 
opposite wall where the stack of paper exploded out and showered into 
the air. 
 

**** 
 



 A bang and spark came from the testing machine and the screen 
went blank. 
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 Donald tried the hatch into the cab one more time. It still felt like it 
had been welded closed. 
 He sat down slowly, rolling across to the master panel to call up 
the systems menu to see if anything else had gone wrong, trying not to 
think about the fact that no computer fault could close a latch and hold it 
immobile. 
 An image appeared on the video monitor in front of Donald and his 
heart nearly stopped. 
 There was the old bridge, clear as day, right there spanning the 
harbour. He stretched across to the AV controls and switched the 
superimposed image from infrared to electromagnetic. Immediately a 
shimmering mist of blue light enshrouded the bridge, lancing off in all 
directions, occasionally towards the van (prompting frenzied activity on 
the recording apparatus). A bolt of blue lightning sheared through the air 
and engulfed the camera, rocking the van again. 
 It's energy, Donald protested to himself, it's light. How can it have 
the kinetic force to move a two ton vehicle? For any force to do so it 
needed mass and momentum, and the only medium outside was air. The 
day had been hot and still when he pulled up in the van, an average 
January day in Sydney. But for it to move as much as it had the wind 
outside would have to be cyclonic. 
 He called up the system that reported all the data feeds from 
outside like the time, location, weather, and checked the wind speed. 
 Three knots. Not enough to move the grass. 
 Equations and theories raced through Donald's analytical brain 
while the rest of him watched the rainbow of electromagnetism and 
wondered what the hell to do. 
 Could it be something science hadn't encountered? Maybe the earth 
was passing through the shock wave of an unusually large solar 
prominence or it had fallen into the magnetic field of a passing body? 
Was it causing an electromagnetic force that gave out incredible amounts 
of energy, in short bursts, like a pulsar in deep space? 
 Only now, it was unleashing energy in the physical dimension – 
electromagnetic energy that turned into kinetic energy that moved the air 
and affected the environment. What other fields of energy could it affect? 
Could it destroy or alter time? Create vacuums? He'd read about packets 
of anti-matter that fell into the Earth's atmosphere, where they behaved in 
the ways of deep space physics, not Earth's surface physics. Had one been 
magnetically attracted to the largest antenna in the area? Was the Harbour 
Bridge the event horizon of a black hole mid-formation? 



 If all that were true, he reminded himself with dread, how the hell 
did it choose to lock you in the back of your own van? 
 A sudden, horrible sound cut Donald's thoughts off. It came from 
just outside, where he could hear it through the walls – even without the 
external mikes on. His insides turned to jelly as he listened to the ugly 
howl of the monster from that movie years ago, a hundred times louder 
and bigger, somewhere very close. 
 Something bashed into the side of the van. Hard. Several lights 
blinked and computer screens flickered. Donald gasped, preparing to 
scream. 
 Another crash came, feeling like an elephant had hit him. Donald 
toppled from the chair and fell on his behind on the floor. 
 He knelt up, gripping the bench, and desperately reached for the 
manual external camera control deck, twisting the knob that drove the 
primary viewfinder towards the direction of the object. 
 On the monitor, the view of the road panned smoothly by, the 
apartment buildings, nearby bus stop and the street all quite normal. 
 Another roar sounded, full of rage and hunger, and the weight 
crashed into the other side of the van, making it rock like a toy. 
 The monitor cleared for a brief second and there was the old 
Harbour Bridge again. Not only that, but the camera was facing the 
wrong direction. 
 Worse still, beams were crashing to the ground as the arch 
structure began falling apart. 
 Donald climbed back into the chair and called up the playback 
controls on the keyboard, switching from the superimposed picture to 
ultraviolet. From the shimmering curtain of light around the bridge, 
shapes emerged and Donald felt a punch in his gut as he realised what 
they were. 
 Eyes. 
 Phantom eyes of the demon's face only he knew, turning towards 
the van and growing larger. 
 It was floating across the air towards him. 
 A gaping mouth opened, tendons of old, fused flesh and skin 
stretching and tearing over it. 
 Donald didn't hear himself whisper the word 'no' as the eyes 
became cowled and angry, the snout of the creature coalescing and 
opening wider to reveal craggy sharp teeth, so skewed and oversized they 
filled the entire mouth cavity. 
 It's a monster, Donald's mind screeched at him, and it's floating 
across the harbour right now, coming to get you, locked in this van. 



 The shape of the palm of some heavy, gigantic hand with torn 
claws appeared in front of the face and disjointed from the body of light, 
stretching onward. 
 The fingers flexed in anticipation, the thing scowled an evil 
grin/leer, and as the hand raced over the edge of the water, across the 
grass at the harbour's edge – 
 christ help me it's over thirty feet long 
 – and bore down on the van, the fingers began to curl closed. 
 Something immense crashed into the van (not something, a fucking 
monster from a TV show), the sound of an impossibly heavy weight on 
the metal ringing out. 
 The van lurched so violently Donald felt it move as he gripped the 
bench for support – the tyres rasping on the road, the van sliding a few 
terrifying feet as the blow shoved it hard from above. 
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 By now Barry and Dale were both standing and watching the 
nightmarish show on the screen of the terminal. It showed a moving 
picture, a cartoon of sharp edges and straight lines showing a long, heavy, 
box-shaped vehicle sitting by itself, little round wheels and all. And 
above it was the enormous face of a demon with a dripping snout and a 
mouth full of gaping teeth, prodding and shaking the vehicle as it rocked 
back and forth. 
 Barry became aware of a tiny sound on the bench nearby. It was 
the headset, still plugged into the machine. He told himself as he reached 
for the headset he'd never sleep again if he put it on, but he saw his hand 
pick it up and slip it over his head. 
 The sound was wavy, as if happening behind glass or underwater, 
as unreal as the picture on the screen, but it was unmistakable. The 
animal was growling, screeching with glee as it picked and shoved the 
vehicle below. Barry saw the enormous hand clench into a fist, a cluster 
of green sticks that came crashing down onto the roof of the object. 
 From an even further realm, he heard the crash. 
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 Donald used the external camera controls to swing the camera 
upwards into the sky. It showed an ocean of filthy yellow/grey light, like 
the underside of a violent thundercloud lit up by a weak sunset, and one 
half of the thing's terrible face and blinking, searching eye. He zoomed as 
far out as he could, but now the thing appeared to be only twenty or thirty 
feet from the roof, and he couldn't get a full picture. 
 Is there really a graveyard mist out there containing a monstrous 
apparition attacking me? 
 The dribbling snarl over the crispness of the stereo speakers rose to 
a frenzied shriek, like the screaming bellow of a dinosaur, and the hand 
appeared, rolled into a fist. It rocketed down towards the camera, and 
Donald covered his ears as the crash came, as if a boulder had hit the roof 
from a tall cliff. The van sprung up and down on its shocks after the 
impact. 
 He ran to the front of the van, unhooked the fire extinguisher from 
beside the cell door and began bashing at the latch with it, denting the 
door, but not budging the latch one bit. 
 He dropped the extinguisher and staggered back into the cell, 
trying to stay calm but feeling so lost. He'd been hoping to pick up 
supernatural phenomena. Not this. 
 There was another beep from the main interface, but when Donald 
looked over, it didn't show the usual lists and menus. There was just a 
single line of text at the top of the readout. 
 He moved across the floor to read it. At the top was a single word. 
 
Donald. 
 
 And, a few lines down; 
 
You are Going To Die. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry reached down to the wall and wrenched the plug of the 
machine from the socket. The picture flickered momentarily... and 
remained. 
 "Oh God," Dale whispered. Barry stared at the electrical plug of 
the machine and back to the screen, the demonic tormentor still there, the 
image processor still firing, the processor still calculating each image, the 
monitor refreshing it a few times every second, all with no power to run 
it. 



 
**** 

 
 Donald hit the combination of keys that usually forced the current 
application to quit, trying to get rid of the ominous message, but it had no 
effect. He tried to force a reboot but the computer didn't respond. 
 As he looked around, he saw every read-out and monitor in the lab 
had cleared and now displayed the same two lines. 
 Donald swore loudly and crossed to the systems panel, opening the 
clear plastic door and pressing the emergency restart button. It had never 
been used, the risk of data loss as it forced every program and machine 
aboard to shut down and reboot just too high. 
 At least, it hadn't been until now, Donald thought, jabbing it. 
 Nothing changed. Nothing closed down. Nothing restarted. 
 Donald covered his face with his hands, panic trying to claw its 
way up his throat as the guttural growling from outside continued. He 
tried to tune it out, to think. The only explanation was that it was all an 
elaborate hoax. Barry was a plant, he'd been sent by the psychology 
department to recruit Donald into whatever experiment into fear was 
going on right now. Someone was hacking the video feed and sending the 
image of a special effects reel of the ghostly clouds and creature outside. 
 They were ramming the van with trucks and isolating the external 
microphone to broadcast their own soundtrack, and now they'd broken 
into the network, locking the local user out and disabling the local 
controls. 
 Except it wasn't a hoax. The werewolf from The Curse of 
Blackwoods Manor was a stupid childhood fear. If he wanted to, Donald 
could instantly recall the sight of the thing's dripping, metal-looking 
mouth, the angry rasp of its howl. 
 He sat down again and typed; 
 
What are you? 
 
 The system was still frozen and the text he typed didn't appear, but 
suddenly the screen went blank and the lab erupted in activity. 
 Figures and equations appeared on every monitor in the van, 
scrolling down each screen unceasingly. 
 Every tone, warning, beep, blip and jangle from every machine 
inside sounded in a mad orchestra of electronic music. 
 It was telling Donald what it was. 
 His eyes were drawn back to the video display, and as he screamed 
in terror and jumped up from the chair he nearly keeled over. 



 The van was tilted, the nose pointing down at a crazy angle and 
looking through the beams of the old arch at the street below. The van 
was sitting on top of the old bridge. On top of it, swaying as it balanced 
on the slender beams of the arch. 
 "No", he pleaded in a tiny voice, sliding to his knees and wrapping 
his arms around the leg of the main bench, "it's not real." 
 It wasn't the apparent teleportation that washed away the last of 
Donald's reasoning. The van was creaking. It was rocking. It was 
swaying. It was balanced on top of the bridge. 
 There was a bang and the van started to lurch down the curve of 
the metal, the underside crashing against the iron as it rolled and lurched 
over the beams crisscrossing each other below. 
 Things dislodged from the walls of the lab around him, stationery 
and fittings falling in a rain around him. 
 He'd hardly even realised the arch a little way off had crumbled 
away until he was nearly on top of it. The arch was falling down and he 
was on it right now – 
 years before 
 – as it fell apart and collapsed. 
 The van rolled off the edge and the litter of equipment around him 
all lifted off the floor, falling with it, Donald screaming and screaming 
with his arms wrapped around the leg of the bench. 
 The view on the main screen showed the road streaking upwards as 
the van plummeted towards it, and the last thing Donald knew in the 
milliseconds before it hit was that a car was directly underneath him, 
trapped in the rain of falling metal. It was one he recognised, a 2004 red 
Hyundai Elantra hatchback. 
 He recognised it because he was in it, aged just eight years old, and 
his mother was sitting beside him. 
 He was the piece of iron that was falling down towards them, 
metres away from crushing her flat... 
 

**** 
 
 As soon as the picture on the test unit had disappeared, Dale's back 
had started to itch, and before long it felt like a brand of fire. 
 Barry was searching all over the device. He had it plugged back in 
and it was running and testing normally. 
 Dale inhaled a hissing breath as he sat down again, getting Barry's 
attention away from the terminal. 
 "Is it sore again?" he asked. 
 "Don't know," Dale mumbled, turning slowly around and tensing 
in pain as he did so. 



 Barry swore under his breath. 
 Across Dale's back, over his shoulder blades and down to the top 
of his belt, were three long red welts, rising like blisters on the skin. 
 "What is it?" Dale asked. "It's only just come up." 
 Barry shook his head. "Some sort of..." he bit back the word 
'scratch', "allergic reaction or something." He went back to the bench to 
get the wet facecloth again, and opened the cupboard above the bench to 
take out a tube of sting and allergy treatment. 
 "What kind of reaction?" Dale asked worriedly. 
 Barry didn't think he could answer. It was a scratch from some sort 
of claw. 
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 The police constable knocked on the side wall of the van while his 
partner peered into the empty cab. "Hello?" he yelled, wondering if 
anyone inside would hear him. 
 Dispatch had told them there was no real cause for alarm but they 
should use caution. The van contained some sort of test equipment, and 
the system had transmitted back to the university that an emergency shut 
down sequence had been activated. 
 That wasn't a police emergency in itself, but the university had said 
the professor manning the van should have got straight in touch with 
them to explain what had gone wrong. He hadn't, and they hadn't been 
able to raise him either. The shutdown might have been caused by a fire 
or electric arc, and neither were good news while there was anyone in the 
lab built into the rear of the van. 
 The second cop tested the driver's side door. It was unlocked. He 
climbed in and turned to the steel door built into the back wall of the cab, 
just large enough for a man to climb through. 
 He pushed the door experimentally. It swung open a fraction, so he 
climbed inside. It was a university research van, so they'd expected a few 
computers, maybe a TV monitor. 
 Inside was a small anteroom that looked like NASA mission 
control – after a nuclear holocaust. Paper, machines and rubbish were 
strewn everywhere. Array keyboards dangled limply from benches by 
their cords. An office chair lay in a crumpled heap in the corner. 
 And in the centre of the melee a young Asian man lay awkwardly 
across the floor, a small pool of blood collecting around his head. 
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 Tim was up early, on the phone to the police records section for the 
second time that week. He'd seen some scary things in his professional 
life, but what had happened the day before had been something else 
entirely. 
 It seemed to be the ungodly noise of the helicopter hovering above 
them over the bridge vertical that woke Dale, and while his eyes looked 
fearful on the trip back to the Police Rescue aviation base where an 
ambulance took them both to Royal Prince Alfred hospital, Tim 
suspected it was more about the disorientation of waking up in such a 
way than what they'd seen on the bridge and in the cable car gondola. 
 A doctor gave them both the all clear and they were both asked for 
statements. Tim smoothed the way for their exit by dropping names that 
knew of his history with the police higher up the chain of command, and 
by early afternoon they were in taxis bound for home as if nothing had 
happened. 
 Dale had insisted to Tim that he was okay, just shaken. He said he 
wanted nothing more than to go home to bed, and Tim knew that's 
exactly what he should be doing too. 
 There'd be a huge amount of data to sift through from the incident, 
but he was disciplined. He knew he wouldn't have a clear head and he had 
to resist the temptation to start on it before he'd had a long rest. 
 So he'd gone to bed at three in the afternoon and hardly stirred until 
seven on Saturday morning when he made himself eat a hearty breakfast 
and called Daniella at the Special Services Command. 
 He'd had the foresight to approach the police years ago offering 
expertise in exchange for access, and after his input had solved more than 
one mystery for them he had a lot of currency with some fairly powerful 
commanders and bureaucrats. After calling on them regularly for the past 
few years he was on good terms with the lovely young traffic manager at 
the special services HQ. Daniella sent him copies of statements, 
transcripts and photos and after visiting the office to pick up documents 
or packages a few times, Tim had asked her out. 
 They'd had dinner in a restaurant in Beverly Hills and had gone 
back to her flat in Carlton where they'd drunk coffee, listened to music 
until two thirty in the morning and made love on one of her dining room 
chairs so vigorously the backrest had cracked. 
 Since she got engaged to a senior sergeant at Burwood the year 
before, Tim missed the freshness and excitement of their brief affair. He 
was a loner by nature and, occupying an industry of one, didn't really 
have work friends. When he wasn't working he was researching and he 
knew he spent far too much time cloistered from the human race. 



Daniella had been the first girl he'd been involved with in years and she'd 
been a glimpse back into a world he rarely spent any time in any more. 
 He thought he'd be calling her that morning to ask her for 
information about the cable car incident, but there'd turned out to be 
much more to talk about. 
 "Nothing," Daniella said. "The team assigned to it heard back from 
the security contractor not long after and as soon as the system stopped 
the cameras failed – the security cam inside the gondola and the 
maintenance cam that monitored the cable and drive system from the 
underside of the nosecone. They were on the same circuit or something." 
 "It just shut down?" Tim said, swearing softly under his breath. 
"We could have the most incredible pictures right now. We could both 
retire on the proceeds." 
 Daniella laughed. "Not even on my salary, babe. Anyway when I 
saw it was you calling I thought you'd be asking about the van from the 
university." 
 He remembered Dale saying something about his doctor's 
investigation into the metallurgy and engineering, and he was sure a 
university was involved. "On the bridge?" 
 "No, it was parked in McMahon's Point. Let me check..." Tim 
heard her fingers clatter over keys in the background. "It's been returned 
to the university, they'll be doing tests this morning. They're under 
instruction to report back to us because the researcher's still in hospital. 
Want me to send you all the findings when they come in?" 
 "I'm going to have to impose on your hospitality even more, Dani," 
Tim said, standing and walking towards the home lab at the back of the 
house. "Can you get me in on it?" 
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 The Como Hotel was close to Barry's place so Tim had agreed to 
meet him there for a drink to compare notes. A drink became several, 
several became dinner, and more drinks followed. 
 Now it was almost 9:30 and the two men sat with a cheese platter 
between them, a glass of port each. 
 They'd slowed down and Barry wasn't feeling as tipsy as he had 
before dinner. His size gave him an edge when it came to the effects of 
alcohol. It took a lot to knock him sideways, but his liver wouldn't last 
forever. He'd put it through a hell of a time over the past few years, 
spending nights in his study with a case of Crown Lager Gold Standard 
for company instead of that bitch he was married to. 
 'You're out fucking your secretary, are you?' had been her only 
reaction to his phone call when he'd called to tell her he wasn't going to 
be home. He'd almost said yes just to antagonise her more, found he 
couldn't be bothered, grappled for a comment of his own about her many 
lovers, didn't bother with that either and hung up, not caring what she 
thought or did. 
 And for the last hour, full of food, he could feel the slight 
wooziness that had hit earlier in the evening sloughing off him like he 
was shedding skin. 
 He wanted to get drunk tonight like no other night regardless of his 
car sitting patiently in the carpark outside. If he had to, he'd get a room. 
After the video playback from the van Tim had already explained, Barry 
didn't think he wanted to go to sleep tonight no matter where he was. 
 On the way here he'd been quite prepared to give Tim what for 
about the cable car episode, but the scientist had beaten him to it. Within 
seconds of introducing himself, Tim assured Barry of his professionalism, 
apologising graciously and profusely for the error of judgement and 
promising he'd never take Dale into danger willingly. 
 Vicki had retained him to find out what was going on, but he 
couldn't assure Barry enough that if he ever worked with cases with even 
a hint of danger, the safety of subjects and bystanders was non-
negotiable. 
 Aside from the younger man's humble and disarming manner, 
Barry had learned enough about what had apparently happened to Donald 
in the van, and chastising Tim had suddenly seemed so unimportant in the 
face of what they were dealing with. 
 He was trying to convey his horror to Tim at the sight that had 
greeted he and Dale on the brace-testing device at his surgery. 
 "I swear to God, it was a picture of a great big... dragon... poking at 
this truck below it," Barry was explaining, "The only sound from the 



headphones was a whooshing sound, like wind, but every time this thing 
hit the car, I could hear a crash, like it was a long way away, through a 
storm, but I could just pick it up." 
 "Did it go for long?" Tim asked, taking a large swig of his port. 
 Barry looked up fully to face the younger man. "That's not even the 
half of it. I pulled the plug out of the wall and the bloody thing... kept... 
going. It flickered, then it stayed there." 
 Tim stared at the doctor patiently, trying to ignore the crawling 
feeling he was camping with his friends in the Blue Mountains as a kid 
and they'd started telling ghost stories that were just a bit too real. After 
what he'd seen the day before, he was still rattled. 
 "Then what?" he asked quietly. 
 Barry sipped his own glass, reached for a slice of Edam, and 
shrugged. "That was when Dale noticed the pain in his back." 
 "The brace again?" 
 "No, on his back. He sat down and started to take his shirt off." He 
took a bite from the cheese and leaned back in his chair. "Something had 
been at him. They were jagged, like scratches, like a wild animal had 
mauled him. Three lines, running right across his back. They just rose up 
and started to boil and weep, all we could do was dress them. Two hours 
later they were gone." 
 "Did you take a picture?" 
 "Plenty," he said, "they're all in my public folder. It's called 
'surgery', I think. I sent you the login credentials, didn't I?" 
 Tim nodded and both men stopped to eat and drink for a few 
moments. Tim considered a wedge of Brie on a water cracker. "You 
know, this isn't like anything I've investigated before." 
 "That isn't good news considering you do this shit for a living," 
Barry said wryly. 
 "I've never seen something that covered this sort of geography. Not 
just that, but if it reaches all the way to your surgery it should have an 
effect like a nuclear blast on everything else in the same radius. It has this 
aspect of... controlled targeting." 
 "You think someone's controlling all this?" Barry said, thinking 
about Donald, how he'd said some of what he'd seen addressed him 
directly. Donald didn't think anybody could set up a ruse so elaborate it 
could get past him and all his equipment. Someone – something – knew 
him personally. 
 "I just think we need to pool resources," Tim continued. "If this 
physicist you've hired is taking readings too, we should get together and 
turn everything we have on it. He'll find things I won't and vice versa and 
the more eyes we have on it the better. Trying to keep on top of all the 



data and cross reference it with the readings from the van is taking too 
long." 
 "You mean you and him go there together?" 
 "All of us, and whoever else we can get. We need every piece of 
machinery available on that bridge, cameras set up on buildings nearby, 
the lot. You could organise that." 
 "Me?" Barry said, the look on his face as if Tim had suggested he 
eat a cockroach. 
 "It's your party. It doesn't matter what the council lawyers say, it's 
your investigation so you own all the data. You've got all my findings at 
your disposal too." 
 "Yeah, but if it's a public safety issue they'll put me in jail if I don't 
give them what they ask for." 
 "I'm not suggesting that," Tim said, popping the Brie and cracker 
into his mouth and continuing through a mouthful of it as he chewed it 
up, "but you've got the experts, you've got the information. If you give 
them me and..." 
 "Donald." 
 "Donald, they know you're in a position to tell them much more 
than they can find out on their own. That's got to give you enough 
currency to leave you in the drivers' seat." 
 Barry looked down at the platter between them, his expression 
doubtful. 
 "I'm not suggesting holding out," Tim continued. "But if you can 
get approval for us all to go there together we've got the best chance of 
giving them the answer. In a perfect world you shouldn't have to use it as 
a bargaining chip, but the alternative is we wait for the city council to call 
in a bunch of expensive and clumsy consultants. Maybe someone will get 
killed in the meantime... someone else, I mean." 
 "Who's 'us all', anyway?" 
 "Well, you and I, Donald, Dale's psychiatrist to watch his reaction-
" 
 "You want Dale back there after what happened the other day?" 
 "Yeah, of course. There won't be any danger, Barry, these will be 
controlled experiments." 
 "Tim, he had surgery one day ago," Barry said, despite knowing 
the surgery had been minor enough for Dale to go straight out and work 
out at the gym if he'd wanted to. He knew Tim was right, and if any such 
investigation were carried out Dale would have to be present simply 
because his being there had prompted most of the phenomena. But he still 
grappled for any excuse for Dale to be left out of it. 
 "I'm not suggesting we do it tomorrow morning, Barry. I imagine 
it'll move at a typical bureaucratic pace." 



 "If it's really as much as of an emergency as it looks, it might not. 
What if they want to do it really soon? It's not just his dermagel setting 
I'm worried about. You've seen what he's been through." 
 "I'm not going to have him crawling over the arches and climbing 
up in cables cars again. He'll be sitting there drinking coffee, telling us 
how he feels. From the very beginning he seems to have been the catalyst 
for all this activity." 
 "Well, why not?" Barry said, his voice heavy with sarcasm, a 
defense mechanism from the fear he felt as Tim vocalised what he 
already knew. "Let's invite his old Mum so she can cook up scones and 
put the kettle on. I've got an old blanket and picnic basket in the boot, 
we'll be right. I'll bring my wife-" 
 "Come on, Barry, I'm serious. We need manpower to find out 
what's going on out there. We're all trying to work this thing from 
different sides, if we attack it all together we'll save weeks and maybe 
save lives." 
 Barry sighed, reaching for a piece of cheese and picking up his 
glass. "Is it that bad, getting through all the data you have? How much 
have you got from the van?" 
 Tim rolled his eyes to convey his frustration and fatigue. Daniella 
had worked magic and he'd spent the morning with the university team 
going over the van, but he'd bought away more data than he could look at 
in a month, it seemed. 
 As she'd said, the tests were under police direction because as far 
as they were concerned the van was a crime scene. "All we did was watch 
the main playback, but we've barely scratched the surface," he began. 
"The cops spent all night going over it but they couldn't find any evidence 
anyone but Donald had been inside the whole time. They took him to 
hospital and finished testing him about eleven last night. The doctors said 
the wound on his head was from a fall, not an attack, but he was pretty 
deeply in shock and they sedated him enough to knock him out for a day 
or two. 
 "After the mechanical check they opened the van up. They had this 
big crane in their main store, one of those ones that goes along a track on 
the ceiling. The roof lifts away in panels and they just pull the entire lab 
out of the back. 
 "We checked everything – I mean everything. We watched every 
second of video, downloaded every bit of data, the keystroke log. The 
software engineers are still going through it all putting together a 
sequence of events." Tim looked at the time on his CMD screen. 
"Actually they might have let them go home by now." 
 "Do you know if they found anything?" Barry asked. 



 "I don't think they're even looking for anything yet, they're just 
joining the dots. Even so, they can't do much until Donald wakes up." 
 "You saw the van though," Barry said. "Was it still okay?" 
 Tim sighed. "After they took the test cell out they got mechanics in 
to look at it. The shocks were almost gone – I thought it was just they 
were too old and hadn't been checked, you know what university 
procurement's like. But the mechanics said the van had been knocked 
around, bad enough to wear the shocks." 
 "How would that happen?" Barry asked, leaning back and reaching 
up into the air to stretch his back and arms, groaning softly as he did so. 
He looked like a circus elephant trying to stand up tall on a tiny stool. 
 "Either a very rough road or severe rocking. Remember the whole 
thing weighs two tons, it wouldn't take long for that much weight to wear 
the shocks down." 
 "So he didn't imagine it?" 
 "He didn't imagine the van rocking. Something really was moving 
it around, something bloody big and heavy. Big enough to move a vehicle 
that drives like a bus. It was laying away from the kerb, too far for it to be 
bad parking. There were scrapings of rubber leading away from the tyres 
– sideways. Something had hit it hard enough to shift it across the road. 
They said nothing short of a collision with a train or a charging rhino 
could do that. But an impact that hard would obliterate the side panels, 
and the outside was undamaged." 
 "Altogether?" 
 "There's a few dents, minor body damage. But it had taken such a 
beating the wheels needed realigning. Some of the damage was on the 
roof, the impacts were hard enough to chip the paint." 
 Barry took a bigger swig of port. Please, he prayed to a God he had 
never believed in, please let me get blind drunk and stay like it until the 
sun comes up. 
 "The transmission and spark plug cables were absolutely fried," 
Tim continued. "They were melted so bad they'd fused to the insides of 
the rubber insulation hoses. Every drop of oil, in the brakes, gears, engine 
and the water in the battery, had cooked and evaporated away." 
 "How?" 
 "That's not the worst of it. When they took the van away for the 
repairs, there was a valve at the back, part of the coolant system that had 
overheated." 
 "How did they know, was it in the logs?" 
 Tim shook his head. "It was still too hot to even touch... five hours 
after the system had stopped working. There isn't a metal in the world 
that can retain that much heat for that long in atmospheric conditions. It 
was only aluminium anyway. 



 "So after they somehow got it out, it cooled down. They flushed it 
through, cleaned it and put it back in. Five minutes later it was red hot 
again." 
 Barry only stared. 
 "So, they took it out, threw it away, and put in another one." 
 He stared at Barry, who opened his mouth to say 'it overheated as 
well', but closed it again. He didn't want to verbalise it, and Tim seemed 
to sense as much, merely nodding. 
 The scientist leaned back and drained his glass. "They also had all 
sorts of trouble in the workshop over it. Two of the mechanics had a fight 
because one of them put the car in gear so it wouldn't roll off the ramps, 
you know those little backyard ones you drive up on so you can get 
underneath? It rolled off and nearly ran over the apprentice, and when 
they checked it had been put into neutral, even though the first guy 
swears up and down he didn't do it. 
 "They also said the temperature in the back of the van felt like 
about 15 degrees, even though it was about 30 in the workshop... but the 
very last thing the report mentioned was the scratch." 
 "Scratch?" Barry asked tonelessly, his heart already thumping. Tim 
patted his pockets, searching, and withdrew an old folded envelope from 
his inside coat pocket. He took a pen from the breast pocket of his shirt 
and passed them across. 
 "Draw the marks you saw on Dale's back," he said. Barry thought 
for a few seconds and drew the three lines as best as he could remember 
on the back of the paper, below the flap. He slid it back across the table 
and Tim stared at for several seconds. 
 "There were three marks across the duco on the back door panel," 
Tim said. "The mechanics said they were made by a sharp implement like 
a Stanley knife or a screw driver, but everything else considered, the rest 
of us straight away thought of a claw mark." 
 He held up the envelope. "It's almost identical to this." 
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 The following morning, Sunday, Barry got a feed update. It was a 
minor story in the scheme of things, but the 32 year old mechanic from 
Pollack Ford who'd removed, reinstalled, and replaced the valve with the 
recurring temperature problem had returned home from work to his wife, 
two year old girl and three month old boy. 
 At about 4:20 that morning, he'd died instantly from an embolism 
in the brain. 
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 Wallaroy Crescent was a long, leafy street that some who saw it 
thought it should have been given the name 'avenue'. 
 The day was lovely. The street was quiet, the only sound apart 
from birds the light traffic turning off New South Head Road to pass the 
end of the cul-de-sac on Manning Road. The leafy trees up and down the 
street provided canopies from the scalding heat of the sun, shattering the 
light into tiny shards that showered the ground like coins. 
 Wallaroy Crescent was full of two storey houses with second floor 
galleries hanging over well tended gardens, bougainvillea and wisteria 
bushes sprawling along front walls. 
 There were stone walls or short fences along the front of many of 
the yards and barriers of hedge, conifers or rose bushes in front of others, 
many high enough so that only second storeys were visible. 
 Number 17, at the end of the cul-de-sac, wasn't the best or worst 
house in the street. It was a friendly-looking little cottage close to a 
century old with big old masonry bricks clad in a rich beige colour, a grey 
roof and an inviting little entry gable at the top of the steps up to the front 
door. 
 The front of the garden was lined with flower bushes of every kind 
and colour, sprouting happily and creating a blaze of colours and clouds 
of bees. 
 Beyond the front door was a small foyer that branched off in three 
directions. To the right was the combined living and dining area, the 
length of the house, which also led to the laundry and garage. To the left 
was the kitchen and a long hall stretched off ahead to a short cabinet and 
mirror against the back wall, the bedroom and bathroom to the left, 
behind the kitchen. 
 At the far right corner in the dining area, a large dark bookcase ran 
along the side wall, adjacent to the sliding back door into the small yard. 
Soft white net curtains were drawn across the glass doors, filtering a 
fresh, lemony light into the room. 
 The dining suite beside the bookcase was also dark. The chairs 
were high and thickly built and the table sturdy, its round legs roughly 
but lovingly carved, the tabletop almost six inches thick. It had taken five 
men to carry it in through the back door. 
 The vase of dried flowers that usually sat in the centre of the table 
was shoved to one end, and laying across the table was Vicki Holt, the 
occupant and owner of 17 Wallaroy Crescent for six years. 
 Vicki was wearing a forest green garter belt and stockings, the set 
she usually associated with a specific dress that hung upstairs in her 
wardrobe, one that had grown quite tight around the stomach for her. She 



loved the dress and had been heartbroken that everyday pantyhose had 
produced a horrible bump beneath the fabric. She bought the garter belt 
one day in case it worked and it wasn't only invisible, it held her tummy 
in a bit better. 
 She'd never seen the garter belt as anything erotic before, but at 
that moment Dale was standing over her, his face buried deliciously 
between her breasts, sucking and softly biting at them as she ran her 
hands over the muscles moving in his back. Amid the smooth skin with 
its sparse sprinkling of hair she felt the square bump of new skin from the 
dermagel. 
 Vicki's legs were hooked around Dale's waist and she used her 
heels to drag his buttocks towards her, into her. 
 Dark thoughts again tried to crowd in and she shoved them angrily 
away in her mind. Couldn't she just enjoy sex for its own sake after a 
drought of nearly three years? 
 But she knew full well no sexual pleasure came without strings 
attached. This time it wasn't the terror about the bridge and the memory 
of Stephanie that Dale's lovemaking was keeping at bay (she'd pushed 
that much farther away, and it was back at the same safe distance it had 
been for years). It was guilt. 
 She'd spent all Saturday telling herself she'd asked him to come to 
her house to talk about what had happened because it was closer to his 
place than her surgery, so it was easier for him. She needed to tell him 
how wrong it was, how it was her fault, and how sorry she was. 
 But she knew that was a filthy, scheming lie she told herself when 
the real reason was to have him in her presence again after how good 
they'd felt together in her surgery. The joy that bloomed in her chest and 
stomach and the smile fighting to spread across her face at the thought of 
having him with her in her house gave her away. 
 She reached up to drag her hair away from her neck so it was 
splayed out above her head, and returned her hands to the soft exploration 
of his hips, trying not to think about tomorrow, the day after, the rest of 
the world. She told herself it was just sex. Most adult relationships were 
for a while, weren't they? 
 Of course they weren't. She knew very well there were no adult 
relationships. There was no adult way to fall in love with a man. It didn't 
care if it turned your career upside down or destroyed it completely. It 
didn't care if you'd hardly been able to sleep or eat since that first blissful 
night, your heart thundering every time you thought of him. 
 It didn't even care about sex. 
 Dale had readily agreed to come on Saturday for dinner and had 
insisted on getting a taxi to save her the drive. He turned up on her 



doorstep at 5.30 with a bottle of wine, looking so happy to be there her 
heart melted. 
 Instead of sad and sombre apologies and self-recrimination about 
her breach of professional conduct, they'd had a wonderful time talking, 
laughing, flirting and getting to know each other even better. It had 
turned into the most magical night she'd had in ages. 
 At around 10 o'clock when he began to talk about going home, 
Vicki's heart sank. The thought of him leaving for his flat while she 
stayed home alone was unbearable. The house, for the first time in 
forever, started to feel big and empty. 
 Falling in love didn't even care if you felt like a slut inviting a man 
into your bed the first time he came to your house. It just made you 
realise it would mean a lovely pair of arms around you, sweet, soft breath 
in your hair and a warm set of lips against the back of your bare shoulder. 
Vicki realised she hadn't been cold, physically cold, since the week 
before last when they'd first gone out. Love – or whatever she felt – kept 
her perpetually warm. 
 She wasn't even that sure she wanted to make love – she just didn't 
want to say goodnight to him and see him leave. But what other kind of 
message would her invitation send him? Wouldn't it be weird not to sleep 
together? 
 Dale had nervously accepted her offer, and as she waited in bed for 
him in her prettiest short nightie (instead of the daggy stretched T-shirt 
and underpants she usually wore to bed), he used the bathroom and came 
out in the pair of flannelette pyjama bottoms she kept in the spare 
bedroom for when her dad came to stay when he visited from Nelligen. 
 He'd climbed into bed smelling of the aftershave from the cabinet, 
sweet minty toothpaste breath and shower-cleanliness. 
 Vicki had no underwear on under her nightie in readiness for Dale, 
but he'd just slid in beside her and held her close – never once presuming. 
 They talked quietly in the dark until four thirty in the morning, 
kissing softly on occasion, her getting up to bring back a packet of 
biscuits from the kitchen, feeling like naughty kids eating them in bed 
and brushing the crumbs onto the floor. 
 At one point Vicki realised she had to set a calendar note to check 
something in her work files at the surgery the next day and while she did 
so, Dale set up some silly instant chat program on his phone, sending her 
an invite to join. For the next hour they laid next to each other sending 
stupid jokes, pictures of themselves pulling faces and sickly-sweet 
cinquains back and forth like a pair of teenagers. 
 Vicki knew full well how eye-rollingly clichéd it all was, but she 
couldn't wipe the smile off her face or quash the glow blooming across 
her chest all night. 



 They'd finally drifted to sleep, closely entwined, Vicki thinking 
that it if it had been any other man lying next to her he'd want to jump on 
her, and she'd want it too. 
 But it was easy to forget that until barely a fortnight before, Dale 
had hardly ever ventured from the little cave he'd spent his adult life in, 
protected from the bright, hard world. 
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 When she'd woken up slowly and luxuriously at around nine, the 
beautiful sunlight streaming into the bedroom made her feel alive and 
bursting with energy, the desire that had been so sweetly forsaken last 
night waking up with her. 
 Listening to Dale's slow breathing, watching his dark brown hair 
and sleeping face, she had pulled the nightie up above her navel and 
touched herself as softly as she could manage, clutching her own waist, 
daydreaming while the warm air teased the net curtains and her skin. 
 The heat radiating from her skin as she touched herself made the 
scar on her shin throb slightly, a familiar sensation after two decades. 
 She'd seen him look at it more than once, even before last night. It 
was more visible when she was either hot or cold, a crescent of dark red 
about eight inches long, the flesh down the centre just a little rutted and 
bumpy. 
 In the dead of winter, whenever she was putting the bins out or 
waiting for the heater in the car to kick in, it glowered angrily against her 
white legs, a dull arthritic pain settling for half hour stretches before she 
warmed up. 
 Vicki had never been terribly embarrassed by it, but with Dale it 
was different again. It was almost as if... she wanted him to see it, to see 
all her secrets and flaws. 
 She'd been more self conscious of it as a younger woman – it had 
happened so long ago she didn't even remember how she got it – but the 
first time she'd been naked enough for a boy to see it close up, he'd hardly 
glanced at it. It had made her feel much better about it. One or two 
boyfriends past had even thought it was cute or made jokes about how 
tough she was. 
 After getting out of bed she'd changed into the garter belt and 
stockings, pulling the briefs on over the top of the stockings, and teased 
Dale as she'd woken him, telling him she was going to make breakfast for 
them both. 
 Not long after, he'd followed her into the kitchen and helped her as 
best as he could. But a change had come over him. He was seemingly 
nothing like his former timid self as he stole every opportunity to brush 
and squeeze her waist above the lace of the garter belt, kiss her slowly 
against the side of her neck, or pinch and rub her bottom playfully. 
 She'd wondered if he just felt more secure because they hadn't slept 
together, as if the pressure of expectation had lifted and made him more 
relaxed at being there. Maybe it was just because the way she was 
dressed aroused urges in him that were older, deeper and stronger than 



the messy psychology of anxiety and all the ghosts in the world put 
together, no matter who the man was. 
 They played the game for half an hour while Vicki cooked and 
Dale helped by getting things from the fridge and cupboards, until one of 
his kisses turned serious. 
 Vicki was standing at the sink scraping the frypan when Dale 
brushed the hair on her nape aside and kissed her softly below the ear, 
working his way towards the front. Vicki closed her eyes and couldn't 
keep her neck still, her head bobbed at his touch and her muscles melted. 
 She felt his hands rub her stomach and when they encircled her 
breasts, she turned slowly around. He pulled her briefs off her, following 
them down her legs to plant burning kisses down her stomach, pubic 
mound and legs. Vicki buried her hands in his hair and leaned her head 
back, lost in heaven as he wrapped his arms around the tops of her legs. 
 She sensed a hesitation in him, an ever-present apprehension of 
anything new, and led him through to the dining area by the hand. She lay 
back on the dining room table, shoved the dried flowers away, and drew 
her inside him. 
 For long minutes it was a long, lazy boat ride across a sunset-lit 
ocean – sweet, deep, long and slow. She had laid, her eyes closed, feeling 
his weight on top of her, relishing the feel of his skin against her arms 
more than anything else. 
 But now, Dale became more insistent. His weight crashed hotly 
down on her and his breathing became a series of ecstatic groans. Vicki 
opened her eyes and drew herself up to wrap her arms around him, 
planting her lips on his, reaching around and squeezing his buttocks as 
hard as she could as he came. 
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 They lay together, panting, fresh sweat glistening on them, locked 
in a slow, wet kiss. He started to stand up straight and she heard him 
wince in pain. 
 "Ooh," Vicki said softly, taking his bandaged finger into her hand 
and kissing the end carefully. "Did you bang it on the table?" 
 Dale started to giggle and collapsed back on top of her with a soft 
slap. "I sure did..." 
 Vicki joined in, the laughter rolling in her and feeling wonderful, 
the way it always does when we lay on our backs. 
 She'd told herself last night not to ask him to stay. If he did, all bets 
were off. She told herself another lie as he slid in bed beside her, trying to 
convince herself there was little more she could do for him, that he'd 
made such improvements already. 
 She found herself wishing there were ghosts and monsters and that 
Dale wasn't hallucinating. That way he'd just have some anxiety and he 
was psychologically healthy. 
 That way, what they'd just done all over her table wasn't so wrong. 
 Dale stood up and his face had changed again. Before, in the 
kitchen, playing the wonderful teasing game that almost made her want to 
explode, he'd seemed a strong, mature man in control of what he wanted. 
Now, the lost boy was back, shielding himself from the world. It was as if 
his orgasm had carried all his self esteem. 
 "That was the most... incredible thing that's ever happened to me," 
he said, panting. She reached for his hand and drew him back down 
across her to cradle his head in the crook of her neck and kiss his temple. 
 "It's not always that good," she assured him. "But it was this time." 
 "I didn't know what to do," he said as his breath returned to 
normal. "I felt like I should have made a pass at you last night but I 
thought you were only asking me because you felt sorry for me having 
such a long way to go home." 
 "Then I wouldn't have invited you into my bed with me, stupid." 
she laughed, "It's not the only bed here." 
 "I know. When the time came, the thought of doing it with you in 
your own house terrified me. I was sure you thought I might be gay, but it 
just seemed less scary talking and watching the moonlight." 
 Vicki hummed contentedly. "Well I spent all night calling myself a 
trollop and a whore, and it just made me feel all the more wicked," she 
smiled. "It was beautiful... this morning was beautiful." 
 Dale lifted his head to look at her and her smile disappeared 
abruptly. "But I hate to think what a puddle of come is doing to my 
polished Iceland Pine table." 



 Dale swore as he stepped back and helped her down. Vicki's hips 
and legs felt broken, and she walked a few steps as if she was stuck in 
permanent horse-riding position. As she struggled to stand upright after 
having her legs splayed around him she watched him smiling at her. 
 She disappeared into the front bathroom as he walked into the 
kitchen, where the food was warming in the oven. He took the oven mitt 
from the bench and removed the tray, serving the eggs, bacon and fried 
mushroom onto the two plates. 
 Vicki came back still wearing only the stockings and garter belt, 
Dale staring at her as she crossed the room, popping a tablet into her 
mouth and swallowing it with a sip from a glass of water. 
 "Wondered if I'd ever get the chance to use these," she muttered, 
smiling, "I've had them in there for about five years just waiting for me to 
get lucky. Bit too early yet for little Dales or Vickis." 
 She was beautiful. He'd seen it from the beginning, but now he'd 
seen her at her most vulnerably intimate. He'd made love to her not ten 
minutes before, like normal people do. Both the sight of her and the 
realisation of what he'd done made Dale feel immeasurably powerful. 
Watching her stomach and breasts prompted another wave of desire. 
 He imagined for a moment standing, grabbing her, laying her 
across the bench and doing it all again. And suddenly, far from his usual 
self, he felt entirely at ease with the idea of doing just that. 
 It was wildly exciting and a little frightening. Any other time, Dale 
felt like hiding from the world, retreating to his little flat and letting life 
happen around him, tending his plants on the verandah, calling his Mum. 
 But with Vicki in his arms, something had overcome him, 
something that was only around in her presence. It gave him a strength he 
wanted more of. It was deeper than sex, deeper than staying the night. 
 It might have been love, whatever that meant. 
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 Tim looked at the array screen at the end of the bench in the home 
lab, trying not to let the enormity of what he'd discovered overcome him. 
The screen and the remains of his lunch beside it seemed the only shred 
connecting him to the real world of people going to work, shopping 
online and worrying about their marriages. 
 The characteristically sensational headline on the cover of the 
weekend tabloid screamed UNSAFE. Like the rest of Sydney, the 
headline had given Tim a creepy icicle of déjà vu. Below it was an aerial 
picture of the bridge from a news helicopter and along the bottom of the 
page, the text Dramatic cable car accident. Full story/pictures p2. 
Editorial p10. 
 The story had taken a long time to break properly because the 
police and state government had shrouded it in secrecy, issuing vague 
statements all Saturday saying the investigation was moving forward. 
Photos from news helicopters had shown a motley collection of canvas 
shelters and emergency vehicles in a cluster near the centre of the bridge, 
which had been closed since the cable car gondola had exploded across 
the highway on Friday morning. 
 Late the previous day, the state police commissioner assured the 
public he expected the bridge to be open for business as usual no later 
than Monday morning, but the rest of his statement was bureaucratic 
jargon that didn't fool many people. They still had no idea what had 
happened. 
 Tim stood up and stretched his arms up over his head, wondering if 
he should turn the air up. The lab was hot first thing in the morning 
before the air conditioner kicked in so he wore a pair of board shorts and 
an ancient striped business shirt that was long overdue for the long walk 
to St Vincent de Paul. There was little else to wear at home on a Sunday 
morning at home changing the course of world history. 
 He thought about the weather because the other thoughts crowding 
his brain were like a virus that threatened to overrun it and shut it down, 
and occasionally he needed to shake his head and clear it. 
 Sitting in his study, with kids from up and down the street riding 
past on scooters and bikes, traffic going past containing people going 
about their usual weekend business, Tim had made the biggest discovery 
in the history of parapsychology. Maybe that of the human race. 
 He was correlating data that had proven the existence of ghosts. 
 It hadn't been easy to grasp. It wasn't a groaning voice in an attic 
for all to see or spiritual forms floating around a cemetery at midnight. 
He'd referred to works from Einstein's relativity to Newton's gravity, 



Gleick, Penrose, Hawking, Sagan and dozens of others nobody outside 
the sciences had ever heard of. 
 In the simplest terms he could manage, electromagnetic energy 
created in the brain could be bound up with the physical fabric of the 
environment and interact with the synaptic signals of those present, which 
were simply more electromagnetism. 
 When the fields combined, people – maybe psychics, maybe not – 
picked up on the fields that had been left behind, and they manifested 
themselves in the senses of the witness. Sometimes an individual was 
susceptible to an uncomfortable feeling of a presence in a room, 
sometimes a whole house full of people saw disembodied spirits drifting 
through walls. 
 But the terms he needed to express it mathematically were 
anything but simple. He'd spent the morning grappling to keep the threads 
together. It wasn't enough to say the souls of the dead walked the Earth. It 
was about electromagnetic resonance, spacetime, wave frequency and 
mass displacement. And as Tim himself knew, it wasn't even as 
glamourous as the walking dead either. Most of the time it was just about 
behaviours in the environment that weren't normal – the basis for the 
terms 'paranormal' or 'supernatural'. 
 He'd only known it held water when he'd checked back over old 
case files and applied his new formulae and parameters. When he did, he 
was able to predict the outcome of every single one accurately. He'd 
solved at least six of the most perplexing cases in parapsychology in just 
a few hours. 
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 As they sat down to eat, Dale looked away at a picture on the hutch 
against the wall of the kitchen over her shoulder. Vicki noticed and 
turned to look at the photo of her a few years before with a wispy, wind 
blown hairstyle and a jolly, smiling man with a tiny white crop of hair 
and eyes slitted in laughter. 
 "My Dad," she said, turning back to her breakfast. 
 "He looks happy." 
 Vicki nodded. "He's one of those people who's always smiling. His 
hearing's going a bit now, and he's got a bit of liver trouble." She smiled. 
"Partial to Tooheys Double Barley." 
 Dale nodded, looking into the photo again and chomping a 
mouthful of mushrooms. "Your mother not with you?" he said. 
 "She died years ago. I hardly remember her. I hadn't even started 
school." 
 Dale was stung dully. "Same with my Dad." 
 "I know, baby," she said grasping his hand and not even noticing 
the pet name she'd unconsciously used. "That's why it's so good you still 
get along with your mum." 
 He smiled wryly. "Yeah, I'm every woman's dream, a 40 year old 
mummy's boy who's never even touched a girl." 
 "No, it's really important. She's been your anchor to the world for 
years. I've seen it in our sessions." 
 Dale laughed. "Settle down, you'll start charging me." Vicki 
laughed too, looking into her breakfast. "Although," he continued after a 
minute, his voice hesitant, "I don't suppose there'll be any more of that 
after this." 
 Vicki glanced up. Until now he'd given her no signals that the 
problem of their relationship had even occurred to him. She tried not to 
let her worry show in her face. "How do you feel about that?" she asked, 
not taking her eyes off her breakfast. 
 He smiled. "I feel like I am back in a session if you're asking me 
that... Otherwise I don't know." 
 Vicki looked up, putting a slice of grilled tomato into her mouth. A 
minute before she'd relished the feeling of knowing his eyes were 
roaming over her body and breasts between mouthfuls of food, and she'd 
loved it. It had felt like they belonged partly to him. Now they just felt 
horribly exposed, even offensive. 
 "Well, I have to come completely clean," she said, putting her fork 
down. "This is what I asked you over here to tell you, not... what we've 
done. It was really wrong of me. I owe you an apology. It was 
unprofessional and..." She hesitated, the words coming out of her mouth 



tasting awful. All she wanted was to feel him curled up behind her in bed 
like he was last night. "You're within your rights to report me to the 
medical accreditation board. Even press criminal charges if you want." 
 Dale's mouth turned up in a sardonic smirk. "I definitely want to 
report you," he said, "that was an unspeakably terrible thing you did to 
me in that dining room. But if you want to make it professional from now 
on I can charge you two fifty a pop." 
 Vicki tried not to laugh as she looked back down at her plate. "I 
mean it. There are rules for a reason. I'm can't possibly be objective now. 
We don't know what it's done to your treatment." 
 "I'm sure making love to you twice already has wreaked untold 
psychological trauma on me," Dale said, the words making Vicki 
suppress a shudder of lust, "I'm going to have to think about it many 
times to remember how hurtful it was." 
 "All right, I get it," she smiled. "You're going to put me in, my 
career's finished... But you know I can't treat you." 
 "That's the rules?" 
 "It's not just the rules, it's impossible. I'm not impartial while... I 
feel this way, so invested in you like this. All I can think about is how 
good it felt laying in your arms last night, on the table before..." 
 Dale nodded, and she couldn't tell if he looked sad about it. "If you 
feel you still need it, I'll be able to find another therapist for you," she 
added, in case that was what he looked doubtful over. "A really good 
one." 
 "That's up to you, do I still need it?" 
 "It's not just up to me, but last time you were convinced it was 
some outside force at work. It might be and it mightn't be, what matters to 
my treatment is how you deal with the anxiety, and you've learnt to 
externalise it." 
 "You sound like a text book. Am I cured?" 
 "I keep telling you, Dale, it's not a broken leg. You might never be 
rid of it. But the first time you approached the bridge and held it together, 
you hit a big milestone. It doesn't own you any more like it did." 
 "Then I don't need treatment, do I? It's that simple." 
 Vicki smiled. "Psychiatry is never that simple." 
 "And what about you?" 
 "What about me what?" she answered, fishing around on her plate 
for a forkful of eggs. 
 "Do you think you might need treatment?" 
 "For what?" 
 Dale's face grew worried and he put his fork down and glanced 
over the contents of the table as if he didn't know where to look. "I 
wondered when we were going to talk about it." 



 Vicki sighed softly. She put her own cutlery down and reached for 
his hands. "Sweetheart. I'm so sorry. But think about it. I've been thinking 
all week long, as confused as I was last week when we were together. 
How could everyone around me, my family, everyone I know maintain an 
illusion like that?" 
 "It doesn't take a grand conspiracy," he said. "I know how it works 
from talking to other people like you, you can literally erase and replace 
whole portions of your life-" 
 "What, I made up a whole company and group of people and the 
psychologists treating me condoned it? What about records that I worked 
there? It'd be on my tax returns." Dale opened his mouth to speak again. 
It was scaring her, but she had no choice but to go along with it. He 
couldn't go through life believing this. "All things considered, don't you 
think this might be something you're projecting on to me?" she asked. 
 Dale looked at the floor, nodding. In the semi-light of her office, 
during the nights since, he'd had no doubt. Vicki was the girl in the blue 
dress. He loved her now because he'd already loved her years before. 
He'd told her the story about how they'd talked on the phone minutes 
before the bridge started to fall, promising each other they'd go all the 
way that night. 
 But as the week had gone on, the harsh light of rationality had 
gradually taken over. His conviction in the idea had ebbed away like an 
outward tide. 
 He felt the last of his conviction slip away. He nodded softly. "It 
just all seemed to make so much sense." 
 "Of course it did, we love it when things fit neatly. You're probably 
remembering how you felt with her and it reminds you of how you feel 
now with me. The rest is an arbitrary neural connection and you're 
mistaking them both for the same memory." 
 "It just... it also felt so good because I thought I might not have to 
feel guilty anymore." 
 "About what? You never told me about feeling guilty." 
 "She died there, Vicki. And I might have been able to save her if 
I'd gone back for her." 
 Vicki's mouth fell open slightly. She couldn't hide her incredulity. 
"Dale! Now you tell me this after everything we've worked on together?" 
 "It's nothing," he insisted, "I haven't thought about it in years. It 
just creeps up on me sometimes in nightmares or when I look at the 
scrapbook. I probably latched on to the idea of you being her because 
some part of me thought it could save me from it." 
 Vicki rubbed a hand up and down his arm, tousling his hair gently. 
"Jesus honey, that's not nothing. How do we know that's not the whole 
cause of what you've been going through?" 



 "I don't want to..." Dale said, but she could already see the doubt in 
his eyes. The fear and the pain. Her heart broke for him, but she didn't 
insist he tell her. She wanted him to feel better, but this wasn't the time or 
place, and she wasn't the therapist. Not anymore. 
 So she drew him forward to cuddle his head into her neck, 
knowing she'd have to think of a way of getting him to talk about it to 
someone. But when he was ready. He'd taken a huge first step, and the 
last thing she wanted was for him to shut down. She tried desperately to 
tell herself it was for his sake, but she especially didn't want him shutting 
down when it felt so good having him want her. 
 For five minutes she just stroked his hair, waiting for the sniffle of 
tears. But Dale presently looked up at her, this time with a look of hunger 
on his face, and suddenly she felt beautiful and beloved again instead of 
ridiculous. 
 Tingles through the nerves of her breasts flushed her nipples with 
pleasure as they hardened under his gaze. "I've been through too much 
over the last few days to even care," he said. "I don't care if I ever go 
back to that bridge or read that scrapbook again. I don't even want to ever 
leave this house again with you dressed like that." 
 "I've never seen this in you," she said, kissing him. "Being so 
determined about what you want instead of just taking what life serves 
up. Your mind..." She laughed. "Sorry, I'm psychoanalysing you and 
we've just had sex all over my best table." 
 The ferocity he felt at the sight of her body suddenly got the better 
of Dale and he felt the masculine in his nature surge to the surface. He 
relished it and gently pulled her out of her chair towards him. "How about 
we have sex all over your best chair?" he asked, his voice suddenly dark 
and simmering with intensity. 
 Vicki let Dale draw her to him, sauntering around the table and 
gesturing towards the front of the house. "The best one's the leather 
recliner in the TV room," she whispered, straddling his lap and feeling 
him wrap his hands around her back to cup her bottom, "this one's fine." 
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 He knew everything he'd written fit perfectly with what he'd found, 
but it was hard to believe. The corny old axiom from a million old horror 
movies was true. It knew what scared us and it fed off our fear, all by 
generating images or visions dredged up from our own subconscious or 
barely-acknowledged fears and thrown up in front of us. 
 All to generate more bioelectricity it used to grow and power an 
electromagnetic field increasing in size and strength. 
 The only difference was it wasn't the spirits of the dead trapped on 
Earth, unable to find their way to the light to pass on to the afterlife. It 
was just a field of energy acting the way nature endowed it to. Tim's eyes 
fell on the bank of power outlets just above the surface level of the 
workbench a few feet away. In the wires that led to each slitted hole in 
the wall, billions of electrons jostled to move on and complete whatever 
circuit was presented to them. 
 All this horror, danger and death – that's all it was. Particles and 
waves moving in fields. 
 In truth, aside from extrapolating the data to other cases Tim had 
spent the morning doing, he hadn't really done any of the work – Barry's 
university guy in the van had done it for him. What was most incredible 
about this whole phenomenon was when someone had thought to ask 
what it was, and it had quite plainly and simply answered them. 
 The readings Barry's contact had taken (he was apparently still in 
hospital) had been thrilling, but nothing had prepared Tim for the data 
produced after the young man had simply typed 'What are you?' into the 
main interface. 
 The system had spontaneously produced – from somewhere – a 
whole library of mathematical and physics equations that had laid it all 
out for Tim to put together, step by step. The electromagnetism of the 
paranormal. 
 The scientific equation for ghosts. 
 Tim felt what he imagined Copernicus had felt when he realised 
the earth revolved around the sun instead of the other way around, or the 
hundreds of physicists who contributed to string theory in the 1960s and 
70s. The rush of adrenaline of discovery felt almost mystical. 
 But there were two large unknowns he just couldn't shake. The first 
piqued his curiosity. The second, despite its implications, terrified him. 
 The first was Dale. It was only since Dale had been in the physical 
proximity of the bridge after so many years the phenomena turned 
serious. Why, out of everyone, was he so attuned to it, if that was the 
right word? The new equations might have something to do with it, but to 
say Dale was the most scared of the bridge because of what had happened 



to him that day in 2019 was not only completely immeasurable in 
scientific terms, it was wildly subjective. 
 But why did Dale alone seem to be the intended recipient for this 
torrent of energy? Tim thought of Waylan Pakesh, the Pakistani psychic 
who'd died in a hail of police bullets only a week and a half before. The 
readings usually associated with paranormal activity surrounding the man 
had been incredible. 
 Even though he'd studied it from every conceivable angle, the 
mystery of the magical flying fridge was unsolved. At his most fanciful, 
Tim wondered if it was some sort of telekinesis. That would be the 
ultimate supernatural power, someone sensitive enough to be able control 
the flow of electromagnetic energy. The new theories gave such fancy a 
startling new dimension, and he leaned forward to find some notepaper so 
he could scrawl a reminder to check on it. 
 Pakesh hadn't been suffering any anxiety or psychological trauma, 
but regardless of the apparent differences between the psychic and Dale 
Milling, they might have something in common, and it might be the key. 
 The second unknown was something Tim thought he'd be 
privileged and overjoyed to find in his life. Instead, it bought him the 
deepest terror he'd ever known, a hot, bright ball of it way down in the 
pits of his soul. 
 Since the nights sitting up in his bed with his mother as she battled 
his biological father in court, the certainty of there being a God never left 
Tim. Even as he become an accomplished scientist there were still too 
many gaps in the philosophy of the human race, too many things 
everyday life told us were impossible but which a lucky few of us saw 
happen. He'd seen the impossible happen in his mothers' joy and relief 
when she'd won the long battle against his biological father, against 
bigger odds than Tim could ever understand at the time. 
 He was the most rare scientist, a committed believer who'd long 
since reconciled his faith with systematic empirical study. 
 Now, he'd been given the answer to one of man's age-old 
questions. The only unanswered question was who'd told him. The 
equations were all sound, but when the young university researcher had 
asked a computer what was going on something, somewhere, had 
answered with no apparent reason other than because it was an intelligent 
consciousness from beyond the physical world who'd been asked a 
question. 
 Tim didn't only feel like he'd proven the existence of ghosts. 
 He wondered if he'd proven the existence of God. 
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 Vicki had told him not to bother himself with the dishes but relax 
after dinner, so she was stacking the dishwasher in the kitchen when he 
heard an alert on his CMD from the table just inside the front door. 
 The day had been a haze of delight. Vicki straddling him on the 
kitchen chair had been even more delicious than the first time on the 
dining table. He'd been able to wrap his arms around her, crush her to him 
and kiss her lips, her neck and her breasts all over. Exhausted from their 
exertions, they'd laid across the three seater in the TV room at the front of 
the house in each other's arms, talking for hours. 
 Eventually they'd showered and ventured out into the world, 
getting lunch from a café on New South Head Road and spending the rest 
of the afternoon watching movies, falling into a light slumber, gradually 
removing clothes until they were naked again and making love one more 
time before dinner. 
 But as Dale picked up his phone, he realised the day and all the 
sensory and emotional delights it had bought was over. It was a news 
item from Barry's feed, which routed all news about the Harbour Bridge 
to the network they shared. 
 As he picked up the phone he stood tall and stretched, feeling the 
dermagel film pull where Barry had implanted the demagnetiser, like a 
bandaid that had been there too long. According to Barry the dermagel 
covering was a sort of biological film, skin cells growing into it to bond 
together and gradually turn it into living tissue. It was seamless but for a 
few weeks it'd feel like it didn't quite belong. 
 He reached around to absent-mindedly scratch the raised bump of 
skin as he bought up the news item. It said a young metallurgist from the 
University of Sydney still hadn't come out of his coma after five days and 
was now understood to be fighting for his life in hospital after conducting 
investigations into the disturbances at the Sydney Harbour Bridge the 
previous Friday. 
 The unnamed scientist had been found unconscious on the floor of 
the van the university maintained for field study, the victim of an 
apparent attack that also damaged the van. Police said the incident had 
occurred sometime between ten and eleven in the morning – the exact 
same time more horrors had attacked Dale and Barry at the surgery. 
Aside from his injuries, the man had contracted a serious digestive 
system toxin and wasn't expected to make it to Friday morning. 
 Dale looked up at the stained glass panels either side of Vicki's 
wide front door, feeling something he couldn't place rising in him. Was it 
fear? Anger? He realised it was both. It was anger because the man from 
the university Barry had hired had nothing to do with this. 



 It was fear because Dale knew he had to go there. 
 "Here you are," Vicki said, emerging from the living room that led 
to the entry alcove. When she saw the look on Dale's face her smile 
disappeared. 
 "I've got to go," he said. 
 "Where? You wouldn't be looking this serious if you were just 
going home." 
 "The guy Barry hired is hurt in hospital." 
 Vicki reached for his hand and tried to draw him away from the 
front door. "You'd only look this serious if you thought I was going to let 
you go back to the bridge yourself, if that's what you're planning. Come 
inside and we'll call Barry-" 
 Dale didn't budge. "Barry can't help, Vicki." 
 "What do you think you can do?" she said, letting go of his hand 
and putting her arms around his shoulders, as if trying to restrain him.  
 "I know you're not going to listen to me but... I can stop it. I can 
force it back." 
 "No Dale, you can't," she said, an angry tone rising in her voice. 
"You think you can, but last time you thought that you nearly ended up 
splattered all over the road in that cable car gondola. You're externalising 
it and that might be a step in the right direction, but I can't let you play 
around somewhere where it's really dangerous." 
 "Vicki, the news said he's got some sort of stomach thing that's 
going to kill him. What do you think gave him that? If it's all my 
imagination how is he in hospital dying?" Vicki opened her mouth 
several times to speak, but just drew closer to him. He put his arms 
around her. "It's real, Vicki. It's not me having delusions. I can't be the 
cause of everything that's happened. Not even if I'm insane." 
 She looked up at him and he raised his eyebrows. "So I suppose the 
good news is I'm cured. I was never crazy to start with." 
 "You're not crazy, Dale," Vicki said as he pulled her arms gently 
from around his neck and started collecting up his wallet, keys and 
phone, opening the door to the night outside. Vicki grabbed for his hand 
again and had no choice but to follow him out the door onto the patio. 
"I'm still a doctor and I can't let you do this." 
 Dale turned and smiled at her. "I'll be all right." 
 "You won't... At least let me drive you and come with you to make 
sure." 
 Dale shook his head. "I'm not letting you near that place again, not 
after what's happening to that guy." 
 "And you think I want to let you back there? Please come inside 
honey so we can talk about it." 



 "I saw it, Vicki, how it reacted to me," he said, seeing the dead 
thing lying across the road cringe back as he reached for it, like an 
opposing magnet. 
 "I know, and then look what happened in the cable car, in my car 
that first day we went out there. You told me. You went towards what 
you think you saw and you didn't repel it." 
 "Because I couldn't get away. It's when I can just turn and leave I-" 
 "Dale, that's your mind. You know when you can and can't get 
away, and your mind adjusts what you're experiencing according to the 
situation. This feeling of relief and certainty that they're gone is just you. 
You've got to believe me, baby." 
 "Well if there's nothing there that can hurt me there's no reason to 
be so worried about me going." 
 "You're the thing that can hurt you," Vicki said in a near-cry. 
"None of us know what these visions are capable of doing to you, what 
you're capable of doing to yourself." 
 "I'm not going up in the cable car or driving across. I'll walk on and 
walk off, I promise." 
 "Dale..." Vicki said plaintively, hating herself for sounding like the 
demure heroine of a Regency era romance novel, not knowing what to 
say. 
 "You also have to promise me you won't call Barry or Tim." 
 "If you step off this fucking porch I won't call Barry or Tim, I'll 
call the police." 
 Dale sighed heavily. "What number do I get that accreditation 
board on, then?" 
 Vicki's eyes grew slitted, her tone icy. "You either mean that or 
you're playing games, and this is not a game." 
 She thought she saw Dale visibly wither under her gaze, and all at 
once the frightened boy was back, looking at his shoes ashamedly. Her 
heart nearly broke for him, and she realised all at once no matter how 
beautiful it had felt on the dining room table and kitchen table chair, she 
might have fucked his life up beyond repair. She might be calling the 
Health Practitioner Regulation Authority to put herself in tomorrow 
morning, followed by the supermarket to ask for a job as a checkout 
chick. 
 When he looked back up at her his expression was soft and 
frightened. 
 Of her. 
 "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean that. But you can't explain how 
he could possibly end up in hospital nearly dead from something if this is 
all in my mind. Somehow, it's my fault he's there, and I can't not try." 



 Vicki felt resolve melt away, replaced only by fear for him. He 
wasn't hysterical, he knew what he was doing. If he wanted to go she 
couldn't stop him. 
 She sighed, crossing her arms. "You promised you'll just walk on 
and walk off. If I call your phone and you don't answer it I'm calling the 
cops. If you don't ring me as soon as it's over and tell me you're all right 
I'm calling the cops. Understand me?" 
 Dale nodded and started to back away. 
 "Get back here," Vicki said decisively, bringing him up short. He 
walked gingerly back over to her and she put her arms around him and 
kissed him, hard. "Promise me you'll keep asking yourself how I'll feel if 
you do something stupid and end up hurt. Straight on and straight off." 
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 He'd tried to keep what Vicki had said in mind since getting in the 
taxi on New South Head Road all the way back into the city. But it wasn't 
Vicki's feelings that kept coming back to him, it was the feelings of that 
scientist and the people who might love him, even though he'd never met 
the man. 
 As Dale climbed out of the taxi in The Rocks and walked towards 
the water his mind was at war. Vicki had been right of course, this was 
completely stupid and in any other time and place the Harbour Bridge at 
nearly ten at night was the last place he'd be. 
 But he couldn't get the picture out of his mind, of the dead man 
from the smashed Mitsubishi who'd haunted him since this all began. 
He'd shrank back from Dale like an animal that had just received a 
whipping from him. 
 He'd left George Street and walked through Dawes Point Park to 
the Dodson steps, standing in front of the staircase that would lead him to 
the highway level above and wondering if Vicki had been right. What if it 
was all in his mind? 
 As he started towards the metal staircase, Dale knew it didn't 
matter. If he was crazy and everything he'd seen was the product of his 
mind, being here would likely offer no help to the unfortunate colleague 
of Barry's. He'd heard Vicki talk so often about how much your mind can 
convince you something's real when it isn't he wondered if we could trust 
anything we saw in our lives. 
 But if there was any chance there was something dark – possibly 
evil – at work here, a man's life was at stake. All Dale had was his 
certainty that if he approached this place on his terms he could force that 
thing back out of the world where it couldn't cause any damage or hurt 
anyone. 
 The steps he mounted had once been made from the same 
charming stone as the old pylons and the road support at the southern 
end. After 2019 the stonework of the old bridge had been cleared 
completely away. The new support – the sheer wall of concrete the 
Dodson Steps were attached to – was covered in masonry panels of grey 
flecked with black and white. The new staircase was all metal, the 
handrail and the stairs chequer plate steel. Three support posts held the 
scaffold-like structure aloft and a cable lashed it to the wall. 
 Dale stopped at the first landing and turned to the bridge. Below 
him, the grass of Dawes Point Park dropped away down the hill in a fan 
all the way to Hickson Road, which curved around in front of the pylons 
at the edge of the water. 



 Above him, the highway had been very different in the old days. 
The metallic struts, beams and supports underneath had been a ten metre 
thick maze of crisscrossing joins and gaps. Now, the support network of 
metal underneath the roadway was simple, uncluttered and didn't look 
nearly strong enough to hold up a hundred thousand tons of concrete, 
asphalt and metal. 
 The road above Dale was like another sky – huge, black silent and 
intense, underscored with the threat of violence and seeming to dare him. 
The bridge thrummed with the sound of cars passing overhead. The hairs 
on the back of Dale's neck stood up. 
 Dale watched the grass below, the road above, felt the cold hatred 
of the thing around him. A feeling rose in him, not exactly anger about 
Donald, but something else. Something that made him accept the dare he 
felt around him. In a strange way it was the same feeling he'd felt around 
Vicki all day. 
 He simmered with power. All his usual timidity, any doubts about 
what he was doing there left him. It had driven him beyond the meagre 
abilities he thought he knew and taken him places he'd never dared to go. 
 Earlier that day it had been a chair in Woollahra, his hands 
wrapped around the bottom of a beautiful, successful professional 
woman, lifting it up and down onto himself. Tonight it was to the home 
of his worst fears, standing in the terrifying dark, challenging it, seeing 
the span of it right above his head where it could reach down and crush 
him to death. 
 There was a crack on the wall behind him and the metal floor of 
the landing moved beneath his feet, suddenly, shockingly. He toppled 
against the rail and looked wildly back at the wall. The cable had come 
out of its mooring and had torn through the surface panel, shredding it for 
several feet to the next mooring.  
 There was a heavy plunk and the cable whipped free. The stairway 
leaned crazily as it fell away from the wall. Dale hung onto the rail for 
dear life as it toppled, a 15-foot staircase of solid steel that probably 
weighed as much as three cars, and a split second before it hit the grass 
he vaulted over the handrail and threw himself clear. 
 The staircase slammed with a clang to the footpath, kicking up a 
shower of dust, the crash ringing out like dull thunder across the park. 
Dale landed on his left shoulder, careful to keep his bandaged finger out 
of the way, and rolled across the grass onto his back, his breath heaving 
in terror. 
 He scrambled to his feet and started to hurry off before the first 
people arrived. Luckily he'd been alone on the stairs and mostly alone in 
the park at this hour, but people all the way to Circular Quay would have 



heard the collapse of the Dodson steps and he didn't want to be bailed up 
if anyone had seen him. He had a job to do here. 
 He touched the skin of his sides and back to make sure he hadn't 
done any damage to the brace, stretching this way and that before feeling 
a warm, wet patch welling up on the striped T-shirt he'd had on all day. 
 Lifting the shirt and craning his neck around he saw the incision 
from the demagnetiser had opened up, blood dribbling slowly out. He 
pulled his hankie out and pressed it to the cut, telling himself he'd have to 
put a bandaid on it later. Maybe stitches would have been better for 
leaping off collapsing staircases, but it was too late now. 
 The Dodson steps had stood for 18 years, just happening to fall 
over with him on it the night he'd come here. Was it an incredible co-
incidence or was it irrefutable proof he was a catalyst, victim and target – 
 enemy? 
 – here. 
 Just like he couldn't have given Barry's helper a killer stomach bug, 
his hallucinations or anxiety couldn't dislodge a steel cable strong enough 
to hold up three tons. 
 Forged with new determination despite what had just happened, 
Dale brushed himself and headed for The Rocks where more stairs led to 
he highway level, just as the first curious onlookers arrived. 
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 The pylon loomed before him, the bright colours dulled by night. 
The walls were lit up by powerful floodlights, but only with half the 
vibrancy the sunlight brought out in them. During they day they gleamed 
proudly. Now, they almost looked like they were sleeping. 
 Dale walked quickly and purposefully along the path down the 
eastern edge of the highway. He'd hurried from the wreck of the stairway 
back down George Street into The Rocks and sought the higher roads that 
led him to Cumberland Street, where another staircase led him to the 
walking path alongside the road. He wasn't sure what made him think the 
pylon was where he was supposed to go. It might have been something 
calling to him, it might have been the idea he could spend all night just 
walking back and forth at street level just waiting for something to 
happen. 
 He passed the edge of the pylon and came to the 15 metre wide, 
bright red iron gates behind which lay the entry area to the upper levels. 
 The escalator to the Skyway platform was against the far right 
hand wall, the information and tourist desk alongside that, and there was 
a maintenance area extending from the left hand wall to the centre of the 
room, locked behind mesh gates and containing vehicles, small cranes 
and all sorts of equipment. 
 On the opposite wall was the memorial. There were three just like 
it in the other pylons, like the war memorials you could see in any 
municipal park. Dale couldn't see it clearly in the dark, but he'd seen them 
plenty of times over the first few years when the survivors of the disaster 
used to get together for a small remembrance service. After a few years 
of never really feeling comfortable, a little like the whole thing was a 
media circus, he stopped going. He heard a term years later that described 
the interest in the event perfectly – 'grief porn'. 
 Sitting there in his wheelchair while a school choir sang and people 
cried, he stared at the names – dozens of them, hundreds more in the 
other pylons – and felt like his should be among them, almost believing it 
had been, but they'd had to erase it when he'd cheated death. They were 
etched into a brass plaque four by seven feet in size that covered the back 
wall. In front of the wall were two identical brass cups, a foot high. One 
carried a soft flame powered by natural gas, the other a pair of lilies that 
were changed every day. 
 In front of that was a plexiglass stand about three feet high, 
encasing a photograph of the old bridge in the prime of its life during the 
1988 bicentennial celebrations, the harbour crowded with boats, sunlight 
streaming over the proud, dynamic city. A knee-high wall ran in a 
semicircle around it all, enclosing the memorial. 



 Dale walked along to where the gates joined, secured together by a 
long metal latch attached to an electronic box with a small LCD. Digging 
his mobile out of his pocket, Dale opened the file finder and activated the 
share to Barry's network, looking around furtively to make sure nobody 
was nearby. 
 He knew he'd be on camera and his face was probably already 
being colour corrected for the darkness and routed to biometric software 
at the nearest police station. He only hoped whatever was going to 
happen would be underway by the time someone stopped him. The bridge 
had been reopened for a few days now – he could hear traffic passing on 
the other side of the pylon – but he didn't want to guess how jittery the 
relevant authorities were. 
 Calling up a search function, Dale scrolled through everything he 
found in Barry's data that contained the text 'password' until he found a 
message from someone at the city council. The note was telling Barry a 
skeleton key security code was being issued for his use that unlocked the 
pylon security gates and bought base lighting and safety systems online. 
 Dale keyed the code into the hard pad of the electronic lock and it 
emitted a green light and a beep. With a clank, the latch withdrew and 
soft lights halfway up each wall inside slowly brightened, illuminating 
the whole area barely enough to see his way around. Dale slid the gate 
aside a crack to slip through, closing and locking it behind him. Just 
activating the lock would have sent an alert to someone, maybe even 
Barry himself. 
 The darkness was almost complete, the flame from the memorial 
casting a dull orange glow only a few feet around it. As he stood 
watching the dark, Dale decided he should be the one to make the next 
move. He didn't understand what lived here – and might never – but he 
felt he had to defy the dark. Be the intruder. 
 He walked carefully but unhesitatingly to the right hand wall, past 
the tourist stand and Skyway counter towards the elevator up to the 
Skyway level. He pressed the call button, realising that if Barry's code 
didn't activate the lifts he'd be stuck. 
 When the elevator door opened and a flood of light spilled out Dale 
still jumped with fright, even though he'd expected it. 
 He took a deep breath and walked forward to stand in the centre of 
the elevator, turning to face the front as the doors slid closed. There was a 
small lurch and the lift started to rise. 
 He rubbed his side, which had started to ache a little after his roll 
across the grass. But it was definitely muscular, not the brace. The one 
constant whenever he'd been here over the past few weeks had been that 
his back had hurt each time, enough to cripple him beyond action more 
than once. But the demagnetiser Barry had fitted on Friday made him an 



earth wire, collecting static charge from all over the electronics system of 
the brace and directing it into the ground. 
 For the first time in weeks, there was no pain in his back 
whatsoever. 
 But his shirt felt sodden with blood from the ruptured dermagel 
patch and Dale was trying to crane his neck around to see how much 
damage he'd done when he stopped, turning slowly back to the front of 
the lift. 
 As he remembered from his trip here with Tim the previous week, 
the elevator journey was no more than about five seconds. 
 Five seconds had passed, then ten, then thirty, then a minute. Dale 
stared at the buttons on the panel. The light had stopped at Skyway 
Platform long ago and the lift was still rising. He looked back at the 
crack between the doors, forcing his fear down. 
 There was a jolt as the lift stopped. 
 The doors slowly opened and a gale of wind howled in. Dale could 
see the stars, the lights of a plane far off, and the skyline of the city. 
 Straight down. 
 Dale didn't scream, but he threw himself against the back of the lift 
in terror. The wind whipped his untucked shirt and stung his eyes. 
 Through the doors, he could just see the southern tip of the bridge 
and Sydney sprawling beyond that, almost a thousand feet below him. 
 He was still in the elevator shaft – at least, within the confines of 
where the elevator shaft would be had it reached so far up. He could hear 
the wind whipping through heavy cables as they clanked together above 
and below him, stretching off into infinity. What could they possibly be 
moored to? 
 Nothing, that was what. 
 So it can't be real, he told himself. 
 Dale slid down the back wall until he was sitting on the grimy 
floor, feeling the elevator car teeter back and forth in the air from it. 
 He found himself asking what Tim would say. He'd undoubtedly 
say the mind is only responsible for what the senses tell it regardless of 
the actual world around it. Something could be telling the nerves all over 
his skin they're feeling the wind a thousand feet in the air, telling his 
brain his eyes are seeing the night sky around him and city skyline far 
below. It didn't make it real. It just made it stuff he was seeing and 
feeling. 
 For some reason the words 'What would Tim say' inexplicably 
made Dale think of a phrase he'd heard before everywhere, from religious 
dogma to funny T-shirts – 'what would Jesus do?' 



 Despite the fear, maybe because of it, it made him giggle. And the 
laughter seemed to break the hold over him. He started probing forward 
with his feet. 
 Somehow, he got the feeling he'd entered into a game. The lift was 
the movement of his opponent's piece. Before that, his move had been 
stepping into it. Now it was his turn again. The alternative was to sit there 
all night, and if he didn't do something it looked like he might. Or maybe 
the elevator would simply disappear and let him fall – a lot further this 
time. 
 Intruder, he repeated to himself. Be the intruder. Where was the 
only place this elevator could go, really? 
 The wind tore at his shoes as his feet passed beyond the open 
doors. He knew he couldn't feel for it or test it. The cable car platform 
was there, he had to step out onto it. 
 He dragged himself slowly up to stand, edging around the edge of 
the car until he was right beside the open door. The tips of the city's 
skyscrapers were so far down he could see the mist their light caused 
from the distance. The wind tore at him like hands dragging him forward. 
He must have been at least half a kilometre up. 
 'Jesus Christ,' he muttered, blowing out heavy breaths and trying to 
stay calm. He crept towards the open door, reaching carefully across the 
gap to grasp the other edge of the opening until he was standing on the 
very edge of the floor, his hands holding the outside edge of the steel 
frame for grim death, millimetres from the abyss. 
 With the knowledge of the height churning in his stomach, lifting 
one foot off the floor of the car seemed the bravest thing Dale had ever 
done in his life, but when he inched it forward so it was over empty space 
and bought it slamming down, it hit the floor of the cable car platform. 
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 The wind disappeared in wisps around his hair and clothes and 
there, in the near-dark was the Skyway souvenir shop and the closed-off 
back half of the platform where the huge, silent systems of wheels, chains 
and pulleys sat. Halfway up the wall in one corner, nestled between two 
adjacent walls, was the flattish, triangular control room level. He was on 
the Skyway level. 
 The elevator doors closed behind him, cutting off the light. Dale 
looked up, imagining the sky high above, lit up with a misty light from 
the city. Had he really been hanging in the air way up there? 
 He felt a surge of triumph. It didn't matter – he'd won. He'd stepped 
out of its nightmare back into reality. 
 He walked past the gift shop and through the queuing turnstiles 
onto the platform. The wheel of the cable drive system was a huge 
shadow in the dark. 
 Towards the archway at the end of the platform leading outside 
was one of the dark Skyway gondolas. He didn't intend on going 
anywhere near it. They were tools he couldn't control, and whatever he 
was here to face had already used them against him. He'd probably 
tempted fate enough just using the elevator. 
 The thunderous clang from the far corner of the room made Dale 
yelp in fright. The door that led up to the control room was on the floor 
below it, and Dale came slowly around the drive wheel of the Skyway 
just in time to see the door close softly. 
 Someone – or something – had been in here with him. 
 Not letting himself think and trying to ignore the skin crawling on 
his neck and down his back, Dale hurried towards the access door. He 
skirted the barricades that kept commuters well back from the drive 
system, reached the control room door and threw it open. 
 Inside was a thin stairwell that led up to a landing above. He put 
his foot to the first step and froze when a bellow rang out from above 
him, sounding about two or three flights up. 
 It was the roar of an enormous beast, one that couldn't possibly be 
found in the middle of a big city, let alone up an elevator and a tiny flight 
of stairs. It sounded the size of a huge wolf, maybe a bear all puffed up 
with rage or fear. 
 So it couldn't be real. 
 Dale blinked his eyes tightly, trying to force the image of what sort 
of creature it might be from his mind. He took the stairs three at a time to 
the first landing, around the corner of the Skyway control area to the 
adjacent flight. 



 It seemed the stairs were going to run around the inside walls of 
the pylon to wherever they ended up, and as Dale mounted the next flight 
he asked himself if he was dreaming. Was it really him, following ghosts 
up the Sydney Harbour Bridge at nearly ten o'clock at night? Not 
following, chasing. 
 The bellow came again – angry, violated, seemingly a last ditch 
effort to frighten off the less committed. Dale passed the landing where it 
must have been when he heard it on the Skyway level, breathing a small 
sigh of relief when he found nothing there. He wasn't following a huge 
monster, just a harmless disembodied voice. A trick. 
 He ran up more than 10 flights and must have circled the inside of 
the pylon three times over when he reached the last landing. 
 The diameter inside was much smaller now, the walls of the 
thinner upper reaches of the pylon much closer. The last set of stairs 
hugged the wall tightly in the near-dark, a small square of light at the top 
about 10 metres above him – the pale light of the city outside and the 
uppermost platform that could be found in the small nosecone section of 
each pylon. Because of the difficulty of access (and to encourage people 
to pay to ride the Skyway if they wanted views), the nosecone platforms 
had never been open to the public. 
 As Dale started up the last stairway the light above him was cut 
off. The small hatchway swung closed and a tumultuous crash filled the 
pylon's interior, the sound like thunder right beside his head. His ears hurt 
and it took long seconds for the crash to fade away. Dale swore quietly 
and started up again, faster now. 
 As he climbed he felt a tingling in the air – the smell of fear, 
maybe the heat of impending battle, maybe the culmination of all the 
terror. Maybe, as Vicki might contend, his imagination. 
 Nearer the top, without as many of the small service lights that had 
led the way further down, it grew even darker. Dale could hardly see, 
reaching his hand up above him in the darkness as he climbed. 
 Before long he felt the cold metal hatch. Dale willed all his 
strength into his arm and pushed with all his might. 
 As the door crept up an inch he saw something right beside it, the 
barely-seen shadow of something moving. A vile stench wafted into the 
long chamber and something massive stamped down on the hatch, 
slamming it shut and jolting Dale's arm painfully downwards.  
 He shouted as he felt his feet slip from the steps, bashing his lip 
and forehead painfully as he scrambled desperately for a grip. 
 Dale lay against the stairs, panting, his arm singing in pain and 
tasting blood in his mouth. He felt for the scar on his back and came 
away with a hand slick with blood from the split dermagel. He wiped his 



face, looked up through the darkness to where the hatch was and started 
up again. 
 "Leave me alone," he whispered, mumbling, "leave everybody else 
alone..." 
 He reached up and felt for the hatch again, bracing his shoulder 
against it and putting all his force behind it. The air became electric. 
 "... and don't... fucking... threaten me!"  
 Dale burst through the floor, thrusting the hatch aside before him to 
clang loudly against the red metal floor. 
 He looked around the upper platform, 30 feet across with a waist-
high wall around the outside. Supports around the wall's edge held the 
nosecone aloft, like the pyramid-shaped roof of a shack from an island 
paradise. 
 He was alone. 
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 Dale climbed out through the hatch and hooked his foot under it, 
pulling the heavy door over and letting it drop back into the iron floor as 
quietly as he could, a square of yellow and black warning stripes with 
WARNING – OPENS OUTWARDS printed in bright white letters in 
the centre. 
 He crossed to the wall and looked over the city and harbour. It was 
beautiful from so high up, higher than some of the buildings, as if he was 
flying through them. 
 He turned back in to face the platform. There was no higher he 
could go, no higher anyone could. He had chased... whatever was 
haunting him... all the way to the top, to the pinnacle, the castle parapet of 
its domain, and it had fled. Dale was filled with such excitement, such a 
sense of victory and strength he fancied he could throw himself over the 
edge and fly. 
 Looking over the edge again, it was the first time in 20 years he 
hadn't been afraid of heights. He'd won. But had he done what he'd come 
here to do? 
 Dale fished his phone out of his pocket, wondering what to do 
next. If Barry's scientist was recovering, how would he find out? He 
couldn't just call the hospital and ask, and it certainly wouldn't be in any 
news report – people waking up in hospitals feeling better wasn't usually 
a hot lead. 
 And what could he tell Barry if he called him? 'Hi, I'm on the top 
platform of one of the pylons bleeding like a stuck pig, can you ring the 
hospital and check your scientist guy is okay?' 
 Still, he felt so full of power he had to talk to someone, and there 
was only one person who'd understand and be glad to hear from him 
anyway. As he dialled Vicki's number he decided he probably shouldn't 
say exactly where he was just yet, but he just wanted to hear her voice, 
share the sense of triumph. 
 "Hi, I'm not able to get to the phone, please try me at work-" 
 Disquiet started to bubble way down in his stomach. Okay, he said 
to himself, she's in the toilet or shower, that's all. 
 For some reason Dale's eyes fell on the hatch that led back down 
into the innards of the arch. Was it stupid, what he was doing up here? If 
that scientist could contract some killer stomach bug just by parking 
nearby, who knew what else could happen here? What could it do to Dale 
himself, standing right in the middle of it? 
 He'd felt himself repel it when he and Vicki had walked along the 
path, but when he was in her car it was a different matter. That wasn't like 
now. When he had control, he could get away any time he wanted. 



 Or could he? All it had to do was seal the hatch he was staring at 
shut and keep him here – it had done much worse – and it could do 
whatever it wanted with him. 
 Suddenly Dale didn't feel so triumphant. He felt like he was 
standing on top of the Harbour Bridge, bleeding badly and facing a 
difficult climb back down. And he suddenly couldn't remember what he 
was doing there. 
 His heart started to pound, a thin sheen of sweat sprang out across 
his forehead and his throat tightened in fear... 
 Maybe she's not answering because she's driving, on the way here 
because she decided to come after all, a voice said. Dale felt his heartbeat 
ratchet up another notch. 
 She couldn't be anywhere near here. 
 Ah, but this was a trick, the voice continued, it was a ruse to get 
you here, knowing she'd follow like a sacrificial lamb. 
 "No," he muttered, hanging up the phone and starting to dial the 
surgery number that would divert to her mobile with more urgency – 
she'd told him after their first meeting if he had a particularly bad day or 
night to ring the office number and she'd hear it no matter where she was. 
 His hands shaking now, he missed a digit and had to start again. 
And again. 
 Dale took a deep breath and blew it out slowly as it started ringing, 
trying to quell the rising tightness. What if she was parking her car 
opposite the Hyatt in Hickson Road and walking towards him right now? 
Closer than Barry's scientist had been when it had attacked and put him in 
hospital. It might take her and he'd never know. Would he spend years, 
decades, wondering if he could have saved her all over again? 
 He felt like he was leaning on the lid of a heavy box while 
something pressed upwards from within, trying to get out. The box 
contained his fear, and he was losing the battle to hold it in. If he 
panicked up here, Vicki's fear that he might hurt himself was not only 
possible, it was likely. 
 Keep her in your mind, he said, remember the promise you made. 
Imagine how she'll feel if something happens to you. 
 'You've reached the practice of Dr Victoria Holt," came the voice 
of her secretary, Felicity, "It's out of office hours right now so please 
leave a message after the tone or call back between the hours of-" 
 Dale felt a hammerblow in his chest and the fear broke. She'd said 
that when it diverted to her number from the office it rang louder, or for 
longer, or something, so she never missed a call from what might be a 
panicked patient. Either way, she'd been so freaked out he couldn't 
believe she wouldn't have the phone with her. If she was in the toilet 



she'd probably have it with her and treat him to the most unwittingly 
intimate of rituals between lovers when she answered... 
 Unless something had happened to her. 
 Without even thinking of the possible ramifications, Dale dialled 
the police information number, still staring at the hatch that would lead 
him out and home, or so he thought. 
 "I want to enquire about a missing person," he said quietly when 
the operator answered. 
 "Do you have a name and address?" the female voice answered. 
Dale could hear the typing of keys and the general cacophony of a call 
centre in the background. 
 "Vicki... Victoria Holt. Wallaroy Crescent, Woollahra. I'm not sure 
of the number." 
 Just a moment, sir." 
 Dale turned away to look out at the buildings of the CBD, trying to 
remind himself he was in a big, modern city and things like whatever he 
could feel reaching for him didn't happen here... 
 "Are you a relative?" 
 "A patient. She's my psychiatrist." 
 "Can I get your name please, sir?" 
 Dale's heart started beating faster. He'd been expecting to hear no 
such report had been filed. 
 "Have you been contacted about her being missing?" he asked. 
 "Sir I'm going to have to ask you to give me your name please," the 
voice continued, accompanied by even more frenzied clacking of keys. 
She was looking at something serious, he realised, and this anonymous 
phone call was the only lead so far. 
 "I need you to tell me if you know anything about her 
whereabouts," he said, trying to give his voice an air of commanding 
force but not feeling a word of it. 
 "I understand that sir, but in order to continue I need some 
information from you. There has been a report and if you're related to Ms 
Holt I can tell you the circumstances, but I need you to tell me-" 
 "I know where she is," he said, not sure where the words were 
coming from. "Tell me what you have in front of you right now or I'll 
hang up and you'll never find her." 
 There was a pause. "Sir, I promise I'll give you all the details, but-" 
 "Right now. I'm your only chance." 
 There was a heavy sigh, pregnant with conflict, the operator 
making a very difficult decision – tell this wacko the truth and keep the 
trail while they tried to triangulate his signal and find him, or follow the 
script and lose a lead, maybe her job. 



 "Triple oh received a report of screams from her neighbours. The 
attending officers got no answer so they forced entry. Ms Holt wasn't at 
home, but they found evidence of a struggle and probable assault inside 
the house near the front door. There was dried blood and apparently the 
clothes she'd been wearing. We're making enquiries about a possible sex-
related abduction offence." 
 The whole time she'd been reading from her screen, Dale had heard 
clicks and beeps over the line – no doubt more senior people and maybe 
hostage negotiators pushing buttons to listen in at her signal. 
 But he hadn't paid any of it any mind. The sudden roaring whirl in 
his head drowned awareness of everything else out. The sense of power 
from only a minute before was gone and he was desperately clutching for 
the last few threads of control. He turned back towards the middle of the 
platform, thinking that he should probably try and climb back down with 
what little mindfulness he had left. 
 When Dale saw what lay against the wall across the opposite side 
of the platform those last threads were cut. 
 The very breath was knocked out of him as he hitched in a lungful 
of air and heard himself scream and scream... 
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 At 9:19pm, as the records would later show, the night duty nurse at 
station four of St George Private Hospital, servicing Wards 4-12, saw the 
nurse call button light up in ward seven. 
 He casually checked the name. It was the Chinese-sounding guy 
who wasn't supposed to wake up ever again, let alone enough to call for 
help. 
 

**** 
 
 Donald sat up in bed not knowing where he was, what he was 
doing there or what was wrong with him. It was obvious he was in a 
hospital, but he'd been dreaming terrible things for what felt like days. 
 His stomach heaved as if a giant hand was crushing him around the 
middle, squeezing everything up, and he leaned forward on his knees as 
an eruption of vomit surged upwards. His throat opened and his mouth 
yawned open until it started to hurt, and vomit flooded from him in 
spasms. 
 Donald crouched, breathing heavily, his stomach rolling painfully, 
his throat burning, when another flood came. 
 He almost screamed at the agony of his throat convulsing, and a 
cascade surged up and into his mouth and nostrils, splattering orange 
down his front. Donald heaved in pain, on all fours like a dog, his head 
hanging, phlegmy saliva dribbling steadily from his mouth. 
 He heard the door to the room open and a voice said "We didn't 
expect you to be... Jesus Christ." Donald looked up, kneeling on the bed, 
tears of pain streaming from his red eyes and a putrid puddle of vomit 
streaked down his arms and across the bed. A male nurse was rushing 
towards him. 
 Donald felt another surge in his stomach, and as the nurse took him 
off the bed and half carried him to the sink in the corner of the room, 
another stream came up, cutting off his breath, spraying from his lips as 
he tried to cry out through it. It showered the floor and the nurse's arm 
around Donald's chest. 
 The nurse turned the cold water on hard. "Here, just rinse," he said. 
Donald splashed some water across his face and took some into his 
mouth, panting in pain and shock. "Swirl it around, gargle some, don't 
swallow it, just keep rinsing." 
 The violent throwing up was a good sign – his body had triggered 
some defenses and was trying to expel the virus. The nurse pressed the 
emergency call button on the tiny unit strapped to his uniform and put 
Donald's arm around his shoulders. 



 The communicator buzzed and a junior receptionist downstairs 
answered him. He told her to arrange someone to come up and change the 
bed and call the specialist at home as he led Donald to the chair across the 
room and sat him down softly. 
 When the gastric specialist arrived at the hospital at 9:50pm, 
Donald had mostly regained his senses and control of his stomach. 
Preliminary testing showed no signs of the virus. With regaining 
consciousness, there had been a sharp blood pressure increase that 
appeared to trigger a surge in white cell production. The body had set 
upon the virus voraciously and as a further precaution the stomach had 
tried to get rid of traces of it by purging the whole system. 
 By midnight Donald had colour in his face and showed every sign 
of being out of danger. As fast as the killer virus arrived, it had gone. The 
attendant doctor determined to keep him in for one more day for 
observation and release him on Wednesday morning if nothing changed. 
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 While Dale climbed to the highest reaches of the southeast bridge 
pylon and Donald Chin-Hsei Lambert awoke vomiting the likes of which 
he'd never experienced in his life, Tim Hacker spent the night at a cattle 
property off Gorricks Lane between Wilberforce and Freeman's Reach, 
northeast of Richmond. 
 The property was once the home and livelihood of Mr and Mrs 
Ronald and Faye Siller, but now a Redfern produce firm used it as a 
holdover farm for stock shipped from cattle stations in the Kimberley. 
The old house had been demolished and a feed and equipment shed 
erected in its place. 
 With his new data in hand, Tim had more work than he thought 
possible to farm out for data crunching and further research, testing, 
retesting, more retesting and assembly before he could even think of 
presenting it to the relevant authorities. 
 The right side of his brain made him itch to shout what he'd found 
from the rooftops, but it was nothing but numbers on a page unless he 
applied it to a real study, so he sent a query through all his usual networks 
searching for an investigation he could join. In a stroke of fate the intent 
of which didn't seem nearly as dark to him as it might have later, there 
was an active research trip going on out west on a farm. 
 One of the unspoken truths about parapsychology was about how 
active the field was just because people wanted it to be so. Every year 
hundreds of crackpot stories of hauntings were reported – mostly from 
bored law or communications majors who thought a resident ghost hunter 
on their campus sounded cool. 
 Like his colleagues, he'd become very good at spotting the hoaxes 
or practical jokes straight away – usually after the first telling of the 
story. They came unstuck because they thought hauntings meant fanged 
monsters dragging chains through attics and tragic, jilted lovers returning 
from the grave to avenge their deaths. True paranormal phenomena were 
rarely so melodramatic – although that was an axiom the last few weeks 
were fast overturning. 
 The phenomena reported at the Wilberforce property just sounded 
too low key for a hoaxer to think up. It concerned a patch of ground near 
the site of the original house where grass absolutely refused to grow no 
matter how carefully it was tended despite the lush, healthy lawn that 
surrounded it. It turned out to be the spot where the former owner used to 
park his 2002 Commodore sedan. 
 Also, the cattle had been dying from a mystery virus. 30 percent of 
the herd had died from digestive complications and more were becoming 
sick. 



 But the weirdest thing was that property workmen, neighbours and 
passers-by reported sounds of car accidents and massive collapses of 
stone or iron. Witnesses saw the Commodore, old and rusty, covered with 
dents and peeling paint and with a smashed headlight, charging across the 
grass at night encased in a milky white mist, only to disappear. 
 Chris, a friend Tim had studied with at ANU, now worked at the 
Playfair School of Parapsychology at King's College over in London, 
where he was working on the joint investigation with the University of 
Western Sydney. Tim had no interest in being famous and was perfectly 
happy to let academic colleagues like Chris announce what he'd found to 
the world and then ride the coattails of the funding largesse that would 
inevitably follow the huge public interest. 
 "It was obviously the car he died in, then?" Tim had asked Chris 
when his friend had mentioned the phantom car. 
 "Yeah, but what do you think of this? He died in the city but the 
disturbances are all the way out at the property, 50 k's away. On top of all 
that he died almost 20 years ago, and all these phenomena have been 
reported in the last month or more." 
 Tim's mind clicked over. 
 Car accidents. 
 Buildings collapsing. 
 Twenty years ago. 
 His skin crawled in anticipation, fascination and fear. 
 "How did he die?" 
 "He was on his way to the Darling Harbour Convention Centre for 
a dairy co-op trade fair. He got trapped on the Harbour Bridge when it 
collapsed." 
 



26 
 
 Tim spent the rest of Sunday setting up equipment in the property 
work shed and around the paddocks and fields of the farm itself. He 
hadn't seen Dale since the cable car incident but had asked for his 
assurance he wouldn't go near the bridge again until Tim had met Barry, 
gone over some things and got his head straight. He'd sent Dale a 
message over the weekend and Dale had promised everything was fine, 
so Tim felt safe enough leaving the case for one day. 
 About ten other researchers accompanied him. Officially it was a 
Kings/UWS research site for the day but they usually let any PhD 
candidate or undergrad with a camera and a theory tag along because it 
meant more eyes and ears on the ground. Tim knew most of them from 
other faculties anyway – the Australian parapsychological community 
was a very small club. 
 They'd been going since ten that morning and everything was set 
up. Now it was midafternoon and Tim was preparing to leave for his first 
post for the night when an older man wearing a flannel shirt and jeans 
approached him through the other researchers milling around or setting 
off. 
 He extended his hand to Tim, smiling. "G'day," he said. Tim 
gripped the hand – rough and well worn, but moist and cool, like sweat 
the man hadn't wiped away. "I'm the site manager. I don't know if they 
told you I'd be here." 
 "How are you?" Tim said, hefting a backpack onto his shoulders 
after the two shook hands. "They said there might be one or two 
workmen around, but we should all be able to stay out of each other's 
way." 
 "Yeah, easy as," the man said, nodding vigourously. "Just wanted 
to show you my face in case it happens, I might have to go out the west 
boundary a bit tonight so you might see me there." 
 "Might be good to have the company," Tim smiled. "Either way 
we're going to be mostly sitting still, playing with our radios and toys, 
won't take up much space." 
 "Been a scorcher," the man said, looking at the sky. "You're much 
better doing it at night." 
 "Yeah, well they say it's only shown up at nights, so..." 
 The man looked back down at him, and Tim had an inkling he 
might not know what all these people were doing here. The university 
had organised and cleared everything with the company that owned the 
place, after all – Tim didn't know how much had been revealed in those 
discussions once he got the go ahead, and he didn't really need to. 
 "What are you all looking for... don't mind me asking?" 



 Tim hesitated, leaning down to grab up more of his stuff. He knew 
from experience seeing the paranormal wasn't the most sensitive part of 
this job – the man in front of him right now was. 
 Many people took umbrage when you told them you were looking 
for ghosts. Even when you used the scientific term 'the paranormal' they 
knew what it really meant – or what they thought it meant. 
 Some people, if they had any rights over the property or site you 
were researching, were so offended by the idea they told you to get lost. 
Even when you had legal clearance from an owner, having some 
unrelated agent, tenant or manager standing over your shoulder calling 
you a fucking witch doctor didn't contribute to a calming research 
environment. 
 Those who didn't take umbrage were usually so fascinated it was 
almost impossible to get away from them, so it was usually best to stay 
discreet. Tim had years worth of stock responses of vague and 
uninteresting-sounding activity to stay off people's warning radars – 
seismic readings, magnetospheric strength sampling, even amateur 
astronomy. 
 As well as that, he was still technically working for Vicki, and 
they'd both signed a confidentiality agreement. If someone got hurt or 
killed after he'd opened his mouth, any prosecuting lawyer would tear 
him to shreds. 
 "Bit of weird weather phenomena out here, we've heard," he told 
the man with a smile and a shrug, loading himself up with the last of his 
bags and equipment. 
 "Not... the car?" The man said, wiping his forehead with the back 
of his arm and looking at the ground, glancing furtively up at Tim's eyes 
as if to see whether Tim was laughing at him. 
 It was another sensitive part of the proceedings – the involved 
party who'd seen things and then took great care who they went on to tell 
for fear of doubt, mirth or job security. 
 Tim nodded slowly, meeting the man's gaze and careful to keep 
any sign of judgement from his face. "That's right," he said. "We're 
hoping to get some pictures or readings. We're paranormal researchers." 
 "I, ah..." the man began, looking at the ground again, then glancing 
from one side to the other at Tim's colleagues packing up and drifting 
away. "I don't know if it's all..." He shrugged. "True or not, about it being 
him. Dunno if I believe all that about being his ghost." 
 He laughed, took his hat off and wiped his forehead roughly with 
the back of his forearm again, looking to Tim like he was trying to shake 
off dark thoughts and rejoin the real world where the things in those 
thoughts didn't happen. 



 Tim just nodded, seeing that all the man needed was time for the 
words to come. 
 He shrugged, looking at the ground again as he put the hat back on. 
"If it is, do you know how to... help him?" 
 "To do what?" Tim asked quietly. 
 The man chuckled again, trying to laugh off how ridiculous it all 
was. But the darkness returned to his face despite the blazing sun. "I don't 
know... move on. Cross over, or whatever it is." 
 "You knew Mr Siller?" 
 The man nodded, only then raising his face to look at Tim square 
on, and looking happy again. "Ronnie, yeah." 
 Tim smiled back. "Well sir, at this stage we're trying to find out 
exactly what's causing these things to appear. If you believe his spirit 
needs guidance or anything like that it's not our area. We're just looking 
into the science involved." 
 The man nodded, clearing his throat and straightening up, ready to 
throw a punch – as men always are when they open up, show their souls 
and fears and come away unsatisfied. 
 Tim continued. "But if you believe Mr Siller needs help I can put 
you in touch with people who can do that. I know it can be hard to live 
with." 
 But he was too late, the guy in the flannel shirt was shut down 
tighter than a tornado shelter. 
 Sometimes it was better that way. As callous as it was, Tim's job 
was to track the interaction of chemicals, the transmission of photons, the 
flux in an electromagnetic field. If people threw their arms around him in 
gales of tears, begging him to tell the family member lost to cancer or a 
road accident they loved them (it had happened), he had no business 
leading people on when they were at their most vulnerable. 
 The man smiled again, every bit the tough country bloke again. 
"Probably bullshit anyway. There's a bit of mud flat out over the south 
fence, the river's just the other side of it. You know those stories you hear 
about swamp gas igniting in the middle of the night? Ball lightning and 
all that?" 
 Tim smiled. "It usually turns out something like that." 
 "Well," the guy said, backing off, "I'll give you a coo-ee if I see 
you over the hill." 
 "Yeah, do," Tim said with a wave. "I didn't bring beer but I can 
offer you a hot fruit juice if you need a break." 
 The man laughed, returning Tim's wave and nodding to the last few 
researchers as he walked away. 
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 The sun was down by the time Tim got to his spot, unpacked and 
settled down. He checked in with some of the other guys over the open 
CMD net they'd set up, and there wasn't a corner of the property that 
wasn't being monitored by man, woman or machine. 
 Like a lot of paranormal research, there was little to do but wait. 
He filled in the hours by reading, his CMD lit by the red backlight so it 
didn't destroy his night vision. Occasionally he turned it off and looked at 
the stars in the warm summer sky, much brighter here than they were at 
his place in Rozelle or the rest of the Sydney urban area. 
 But for the first time in a long time, he found it hard to switch his 
brain off and absorb the novel he was reading. He almost never read 
scientific literature while he was encamped – the word he used for 'sitting 
somewhere waiting for something to appear'. He'd once read advice from 
a professor in the 70s who'd said reading something in your scientific 
field that you had to concentrate on was the worst idea when you were in 
the midst of downtime partway through a project. 
 He'd said you needed to flush the brain of short-term suggestion 
about what you might see and keep it nimble by not overtaxing it, just 
spending a few hours filling it with fluff or nothing at all. Tim had now 
being doing so for years, reading any number of genres that had nothing 
to do with the paranormal. 
 He yawned and stretched, deciding to stand and stave off the 
cramping he could feel in his muscles. As he stood he realised he needed 
to empty his bladder too, so he stepped carefully over the armoury of 
equipment around him, taking his bottle of pineapple juice with him. 
 He walked slowly up the slope from his spot toward the ridge at 
the top. On the other side of the little rise was the fence line that marked 
the edge of the property, a small gully about fifty feet across beyond that. 
On the other side of the gully he could see a line of trees he knew from 
the much-studied maps set up for the study clustered around the edge of 
the Hawkesbury River. 
 More importantly, Richmond Air Force Base lay a couple of 
kilometres beyond the river, and the first thing that had occurred to many 
of the assembled students and researchers was how low flying planes 
were mistaken for something supernatural – far more regularly than most 
people realised. 
 Tim put the nozzle of the pineapple juice in his mouth – hot, as 
he'd promised the property manager – and was reaching down to fumble 
for his zipper when he saw something glint in the grass in front of him, a 
coin or a piece of broken glass, he supposed. 



 Tim bent over to prod it with his finger, not wanting to cut or stab 
himself. It was plastic, with a little loop of string attached. 
 He lifted it off the ground and pulled his CMD out of his pocket, 
switching it on so he could see what the thing was in the screen's glow. 
 It was in the shape of a loveheart, a piece of elastic attached to the 
back, like the kind of thing you find in a florist to tie around flowers or 
something. 
 As Tim was tossing it away, he wondered how he'd seen it in out 
here in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night. 
 He'd seen reflected light in it, was how. The words 'but from 
where' were forming in his mind when he saw the glow from ahead, one 
that hadn't been there seconds earlier. 
 Tim looked up and let the bottle drop from his mouth, not feeling it 
hit his foot as it fell. 
 "Holy shit!" he whispered. 
 Spanning the gully and surrounded by a drifting ethereal light, was 
a perfect image of the old Sydney Harbour Bridge, no more than 20 feet 
high. 
 Ghost lights flew in streamers around the image. It was a legitimate 
apparition, giving off light and presumably heat. It wasn't an 
electromagnetic impulse. It wasn't a blur. It was a real object, each 
crisscross, the grand main arch and the pylons formed by the emanation 
of some kind of energy. 
 He keyed a number on the dialpad of his CMD. 
 "Yeah?" came a bored sounding voice. 
 "Rachel, read me the list of the sightings, what have people seen. 
Just the car?" 
 Tim heard the postgrad clear her throat and grunt softly as she 
moved. She was probably only here for a course credit and had gone to 
sleep, not expecting much. 
 "It's, ah..." she said, and he could hear her scrolling through notes 
on her phone. "Yeah, parked near the house and driving across the fields. 
Like it was flying on a cloud, is what it says here." 
 "No manifestations of anything else?" 
 "Not written here." 
 "Shit, I need to get hold of that property manger. Did anyone get 
his number?" 
 "Are you seeing something?" 
 "Yeah," Tim nodded. "I'm seeing something. I need him to tell me 
if he's seen it before. If the phenomena is changing we need to find out 
what else has changed around here to cause it." 
 "What's-" 



 "Have you got his number anywhere or do you know if it's in 
anyone's logs?" 
 "It's here, we got it from the co-op who owns the place in case we 
needed him to open gates or anything." 
 "Okay, I'm going to hang up, send it to me." 
 "What are you seeing?" 
 "It's incredible. It's the bridge, a manifestation of the old Harbour 
Bridge, made out of some kind of luminescence." 
 "My God, let me come over!" 
 "You'll see it Rachel, I'm getting it all, but you know you have to 
stay there if anything else shows up." 
 "You better be getting it-" 
 "Just send me his number!" Tim said, hanging up. 
 He started slowly back towards his equipment. He had to change 
some settings on Penny, get as full a picture as he could. He felt his 
phone vibrate and he glanced down at the screen to click the number 
Rachel had sent, dialing and bringing it back to his ear. 
 It answered as he was sitting down amid his little base station of 
tools. "Hello?" 
 "Hi, I didn't get your name before, sorry. It's Tim from the research 
team. We met out at the shed." 
 "Yeah, you found anything?" 
 "I'm just hoping you're near the west fence out here like you said. 
There's something here I'd really like to ask you about if you can get here 
in a big hurry." 
 "I'm just in the back shed, about a ten minute walk along the 
fence." 
 "I hate to interrupt your work, but I need you to see this. Can you 
hurry here? I'm..." he quickly looked at his phone, switching between 
functions until he found the map. "I'm about 500 metres around from that 
southwest corner." 
 "Is it him?" the property manager asked, his voice full of fear and 
hope. 
 "No, but it's something we haven't heard of, and I need you to tell 
me if you've seen it before." 
 The man told Tim he was on his way, would be there in five, and 
hung up. 
 Tim could hardly drag his eyes away from the glowing apparition 
over the fence as he began to fuss over the machines all watching and 
listening to it, calling other team members and directing their readings at 
the same time. 
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 Tim heard the property manager barely three minutes later before 
he saw him when he heard a low powered engine in the night. Glancing 
behind him as a quad bike crested the rise. The man in the flannel shirt 
hardly glanced at Tim as he turned it off and started stumbling down the 
small hill towards him. 
 Tim was finishing a call with another researcher. He'd told several 
to stay where they were and what to scan for and others to come as soon 
as they could and bring everything they had with them. If nothing else, he 
needed to make sure he wasn't hallucinating. All the boxes and cross 
checks had to be ticked off. 
 But the look on the man's face as he stopped beside Tim told him 
either he wasn't the only one hallucinating, or the swirling image of the 
old Harbour Bridge in front of them was quite real. 
 The man muttered something Tim didn't quite hear and when he 
turned to face him, he saw tears streaming down the leathery, work-worn 
face. 
 He reached out and squeezed the man's shoulder, saying into his 
phone "I know, bring that too, and make sure you have a second battery," 
before hanging up. 
 He hung up, glancing at the man. "Have you seen this before?" he 
whispered. 
 "Not here," came the reply, small and frightened, like it had come 
from a little boy. 
 The shape and luminosity of the bridge were the same, the only 
movement the shimmering curtain and pinpricks of light like little angels 
that blanketed the image. Tim was half convinced he'd be able to touch 
real metal if he got close enough. 
 He lifted the camcorder again and zoomed right in on the bridge, 
hoping to see images of cars and objects moving back and forth on the 
road, but it was too bright. 
 After a few minutes he heard the first shouts of glee and 
amazement as people started to come over the ridge behind him and set 
their equipment up, permeated by gasps of excitement and exclamations 
of disbelief. 
 The image of the bridge remained for another two hours until 
3:14am when it began to fade steadily, disappearing altogether at 3:17. 
 As the crowd gradually drifted away back to their positions around 
the farm, Tim looked for the property manager and wasn't surprised to 
see him gone. He'd become so busy with readings and equipment settings 
he'd quite forgotten the man was there, and even when it comes to 



incredible phenomena, looking at the same thing for three hours was too 
much for most people. 
 He figured he'd call the guy later that morning and organise to 
interview him later in the week. As the second witness, his recollections 
would be critical. 
 As Tim settled back onto his flat patch of dry grass the dull purple 
light of dawn had risen along the eastern horizon. He and his colleagues 
had been chattering excitedly and swapping data for so long nearly two 
hours had passed. 
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 The sun was up and the day was already hot. By the time Tim 
arrived back at the front entrance on foot, farm staff and equipment 
drivers had turned up and with the researchers readying to leave it was 
like the lead-up to a parade; people were packing up four wheel drives 
and trucks, talking, eating, comparing notes and readings. 
 Most of the researchers were already there, Tim himself having 
been at the outermost edge of the property. They talked excitedly about 
the ghostly image of the bridge in the night as they helped each other 
pack away and load equipment. 
 From here Tim intended to get a drive through breakfast on the 
way through Blacktown (halfway along his 90 minute trip back home to 
Rozelle), fall into the shower and collapse into bed for a week. 
 The job ahead was huge. On top of what he already had from the 
university van he'd spend at least the next few days collating, referencing 
and analysing every reading and recording made by everyone around the 
property and applying it to the new findings. 
 If there was no more trouble at the real bridge, it felt possible he'd 
formally lodge his findings at the university around the same time next 
week. The ANU department of parapsychology would change the world. 
 Of course, much of that would be in his spare time. Victoria Holt 
was paying him to find out why Dale Milling reacted with such terror to 
the new Harbour Bridge, and he was no closer to the answer after all this 
misadventure, despite almost getting them both killed. 
 He came across two of his team leaning against a dusty Ute 
flicking through a manila folder of documents, a young theoretical 
physicist postgrad named Warren and a psychology major named Kathy. 
 "When are you guys heading back to Canberra?" he asked, 
yawning and rubbing his face. 
 "I take off at four, but I wish I was staying another night," Warren 
said. "We were just saying it's bad luck we didn't get a look at Mr Siller 
streaking around in his ghost Commodore." He held the folder for Tim to 
see. "I had the photos ready the whole time so we could be sure it was 
him." 
 "Doctor Hacker, what's the matter?" Kathy said, gripping Tim's 
arm. 
 He looked at her and looked back at the photo, his knees 
threatening to buckle, unable to think of any words. 
 The picture was of a sandy haired man, toughened with country 
living. The caption said it was Ronald Francis James Siller, deceased 
2019 in the fall of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. He was sitting behind the 
wheel of his car in a flannel shirt, smiling happily at the photographer. 



 Tim recognised the man in the picture. He'd met him before. His 
hand had been moist and cool, but not because he was sweating. 
 Because he'd spent 20 years sitting on the floor of Sydney Harbour, 
behind the wheel of a 2002 Commodore Sedan. 
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 Every time Dale tried to open his eyes he stopped himself in case 
whatever sight greeted him was worse than what he kept seeing in his 
head. 
 He'd stayed in bed most of the morning and never wanted to get 
out again. He didn't want there to be a Harbour Bridge, scientists and 
doctors, a world beyond his window at all. 
 He dozed, drifting in and out of sleep with the sheet over his head. 
Sometimes he fell asleep for an hour or two, sometimes he spent an hour 
or two awake, staring into the gloom through the cotton, darkened by the 
shadows of the flat around him with the window closed and blinds tightly 
drawn. 
 He'd turned to leave the pylon platform the previous night, terrified 
after the phone call to the police and his folly in chasing ghosts around 
the bridge at night, and there she was. 
 She'd been half-lying, propped against the wall. It wasn't just Vicki 
though. She was wearing the blue dress from his visions of the girl he lost 
the day of the collapse, and he was in no doubt once more, just when his 
better judgment had convinced him otherwise. 
 Vicki and the girl in the blue dress were one and the same. When 
he'd seen her in it, it was unmistakable from the memory he had of her. 
The look over her shoulder, the blown kiss. This was the girl – now a 
woman – who'd delivered them, wearing just what she had on right now. 
 She'd survived but he'd lost her for so many years because her 
traumatised mind had concocted a story about a friend from work dying 
on the bridge in her place. 
 She'd dragged herself in terror away from the awful noise of 
crashing metal and the dust choking the air and the wiping of her 
memories from horror had been complete. She remembered nothing – 
from the accident to who she even was. 
 But with the beautiful truth that Vicki was the girl he'd lost all 
those years ago was the terrible fact the bridge had reached her, like it 
had the scientist Barry had assigned. 
 Her skull was open in a long, ugly line, blood and a line of grayish 
mush dribbling down her face. Where her skin wasn't marked with purple 
bruising from impacts it was fish-white, her eyes glassy. 
 It had reached her and killed her. For two hours Dale had stared at 
her dead body, waiting for it to disappear, waiting for anything. 
 But the electric tension that had surrounded him on his flight to the 
top of the pylon was gone. It was just him, the bridge, the city around him 
and Vicki's dead body. He was alone, and nothing else was going to 
happen. 



 Somehow Dale had made his body move. He made himself look at 
the floor when he crossed to the hatch that led back down the ladder he'd 
come up hours before. Walking across the metal floor with Vicki's dead 
eyes staring into the sky across from him had felt like the most 
insurmountable step. 
 He hardly remembered climbing back down the pylon, getting a 
taxi in Circular Quay or coming home. By the state of him – shirt torn 
and covered in sweat and blood – he realised he was probably lucky the 
taxi driver didn't take him straight to the police. He must have used 
Barry's code once more to return to road level in the elevator, open the 
security gate and simply walk away. 
 Somehow he'd made it home under his own steam, where he'd 
stood in the shower washing the blood from the split in the new artificial 
skin off before getting straight into bed. 
 Now, hours later, he'd hardly moved, too frightened to get up for a 
glass of water to wash the sleepiness out of his mouth or relieve himself. 
 Every time he awoke he remembered a constant string of dreams, 
but for once they weren't about falling from the bridge. In one, he was 
sitting in Barry's surgery reading Technology Insider magazine at Barry's 
desk instead of in the waiting room, all the while nodding and listening to 
Barry talk to him and conduct his tests. 
 When he left the surgery, it was in the street of his childhood 
home. He walked down the street to an old blue Datsun sedan he'd never 
seen or owned, climbed up to lay down on the sun-warmed bonnet and 
sang Belinda Carlisle songs from the 1990s at the top of his lungs. 
 In another, he was driving along the freeway south out of Sydney 
that led to Waterfall, Wollongong and Nowra, only in his dream it was 
the old freeway. He was driving down it in a vehicle that seemed huge 
and full of people. He couldn't remember who any of them had been 
when he woke up, but there seemed a happy atmosphere. 
 All along the rocky banks of the roadway lay the scattered, rusty 
wrecks of old cars, on fire, twisted and smashed. 
 Dale tried to tell the others it was important for them to stop and 
retrieve whatever they could from the crashed cars so the bodies of their 
owners could be identified. For some reason, everyone ignored him. 
 But the last dream was the clearest. He was walking through a 
cemetery surrounded by a cool forest, a light misty rain falling around 
him, the grass, trees and the very air around him lush and clean from it. 
 He was wearing a heavy raincoat with a great round hood, 
remembering with great clarity the droplets collecting around the rim of 
the hood, bulging heavily before they let go. The mist was so light it had 
also drifted under the hood onto his face, which felt cool, light but not 
unpleasant. 



 In the dream, he held on to that pleasantness fearfully, because 
there was something else that was very unpleasant. If he'd known what it 
was, he knew he'd be able to defend himself against it, but he didn't. 
 It was a feeling, a mood, something in the atmosphere. He didn't 
know if it was the time, the place, something in it or something altogether 
different. 
 But he knew he'd seen it before, every time he closed his eyes, and 
he knew it meant death for him. An air, the very sense of the faraway 
clung to everything around him. 
 Dale came across an old cracked tombstone, huge and crooked 
from age, one heavy corner sinking into the soft earth. It read DALE 
MILLING. MAY 1999 – FEBRUARY 2037. 
 On top was a small pink plastic loveheart, the tiny dewdrops that 
had collected on its surface glittering. Dale had seen it before. It had been 
attached to the ribbon tied around a bunch of flowers he'd had sent to the 
girl in the blue dress. He'd bought it the afternoon of Friday, October 4, 
2019. 
 The day he thought she'd died. 
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 The guy in front of Barry was so young he didn't know if the kid 
was just an upstart aide or a proper city government staffer, but as he 
slapped the array screen down on the desk, Barry he felt his blood boil so 
badly he nearly asked the kid who he was and what the fuck he was doing 
in such a sensitive meeting. 
 "This, doctor," the impossibly young boy said, "is what happened 
on – as the CMO here called it – 'your watch'." 
 Barry looked around the boardroom where he'd spent the last 45 
minutes arguing with the seven people scattered around, wondering if 
social dictates restricted him from speaking his mind. He decided to go 
with his gut. 
 "First of all," he began, ignoring the screen in front of him – he'd 
seen it enough times today. Everyone had. "I'm a doctor, not ASIO. I 
engaged one single professional to work on this. He was injured in the 
course of that work and the police collaborated with other experts at his 
workplace to see if anything that happened in the van could tell us what 
happened to him. That video file went through the hands of at least ten 
other people at the University of New South Wales, and even if I did have 
the resources to do police checks on all of them, we had an injured man 
to deal with." 
 "Maybe you should have-" the young man began. 
 "Second of all," Barry continued, shifting his huge body forward in 
the chair. It was a move he knew from long experience gave all but the 
most steadfast opponents pause. "I have given this group everything I 
have as soon as I had it, coordinated all the investigations that have taken 
place and tried to continue making a living at the same time-" 
 "And while we appreciate your efforts, doctor-" 
 "Thirdly, because of those two facts I won't sit here and have the 
news of the day thrown at me by a junior headkicker," Barry finished 
forcefully, raising his voice enough to silence the young man. 
 The guy looked around at some of his colleagues, shook his head 
and returned to his seat. 
 Barry sniffed, crossed his arms and sat back. Fuck them all – he'd 
done nothing wrong while they'd sat in their cloistered government 
offices doing what they always did, waiting for someone else to do the 
work so they could lay blame when things went shit-shaped. 
 "Let's not let opinions divide us," the guy at the other end of the 
room said – the guy the underling called the Chief Media Officer like he 
was the general of an army. "We're here to contain the situation. Doctor, 
do you have any suggestions?" 



 "You need a spin doctor, I'm a back doctor. Issue a press blackout 
or whatever you usually do." 
 "As the deputy mayor pointed out, this is your investigation." 
 "Ms Dover," Barry directed his answer at the deputy mayor herself, 
sitting against a cabinet along the edge of the room. "If this was my 
investigation, you'd be writing me cheques for hundreds of million of 
dollars to tear the Harbour Bridge down and rebuild it. There's obviously 
something wrong with it, that's what I think you should be doing. 
 "But while you might call this my investigation, I can't let you try 
to lay all responsibility for what happens to it at my feet. I have a 
business to run which is now suffering, and the damage might be 
irreparable. I'm losing patients. I've put a lot of my own time into this 
whole thing and not asked the government or anyone else for any sort of 
compensation. And frankly, after the way I'm being treated here I feel 
like washing my hands of the whole thing and going back to my practice 
before I have to declare bankruptcy. You need a project manager for this, 
and that's not me." 
 "We're not suggesting you are, Doctor Paul," she said, gesturing to 
the man a few seats down from Barry who'd been his only friend since he 
began to deal with the city government. "That's why we appointed Albert 
as your liaison in the first place." 
 Barry shook his head. "And Albert's been great, but this situation 
doesn't need political fixers. It needs engineers and scientists. A man has 
already died." 
 "Almost two," the young media upstart interjected. 
 "Right, and you want me to handle all of this," Barry retorted, 
gesturing to the array screen, "including media management?" 
 "It just seems to us you let the situation get out of hand, doctor," 
the smarmy junior said with a sneer. 
 "You don't think if I'd known my guy was going to get attacked 
by... this... I would have told you to bring in the police?" He looked at the 
array, aware he'd promised himself not to. On it was a huge still picture 
from the research van video, of the huge gnarled beast looking down on 
the camera from a sky full of yellow/grey smoke. 
 The headline was like a scream; ATTACK. The strapline at the 
bottom of the story was Paranormal phenomena on the Harbour 
Bridge. Hoax or monster? "I'm not equipped to deal with this... or the 
fallout from it." 
 "All right, this is getting us nowhere," the older media guy said. 
"Have we established conclusively that the leak came from the 
university?" 



 "Only by process of elimination," the upstart answered. "It didn't 
go through anyone else's hands..." He turned back to Barry. "Except 
yours." 
 "I beg your pardon," Barry said in an angry voice. 
 "Stop it," the deputy mayor said in admonishment of her younger 
colleague. "We're here to be productive, not make accusations. Doctor 
Paul, I apologise." 
 The upstart just smirked to himself and looked into his lap. 
 "Here we are arguing about who to blame," Barry said, tapping the 
screen. "Even if it was me it's too late now. Instead of worrying about 
crisis management I'd be trying to figure out how to stop more people 
getting killed." 
 "Well how do we do that?" the senior media guy asked. 
 Barry lost his temper, his voice rising. "You're the government, I'm 
an orthopaedic surgeon. How the bloody hell do I know? What am I even 
doing here?" He started to stand from the pure frustration. "You dragged 
me in here over a video clip leaked to the media? I could be in my office 
figuring out what's wrong here." 
 "Doctor-" the media guy began. 
 "You said you had complete confidence in leaving the logistics of 
this investigation up to me," Barry said, looking at the deputy mayor. "Do 
you think now it's grown too big for me to handle I want to hold onto it 
like it's a bloody patent or something?" 
 "Please, doctor-" she began. 
 "All I ever wanted to give you was the information you needed to 
take the right action," he protested. 
 "That's not all there is," the deputy mayor said with a finality that 
stopped Barry short. 
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 Dale cried out as he jumped up in bed, thrashing the sheet off and 
fighting the mechanics of the brace to reach a sitting position and ward 
the dream off. 
 It was mid afternoon but the flat was shut up so tight and it was so 
dark inside everything was indistinct. For a second he couldn't believe 
what he saw slumped against the wall beside the door into the kitchen. 
 Panic, terror and revulsion rose in a jumble. 
 She was here. 
 He'd left Vicki's body on top of the pylon, and now it was here, in 
his flat. Same blue dress, same bloated, dead and white skin. Dale felt his 
skin crawl at the same moment the smell hit him and he scuttled 
backwards on the bed until he clapped against the wall with a thud, hand 
over his mouth, hitching in deep breaths and again trying not to scream – 
 it's not real it's not real it's not real it's not... 
 But it was as real as the desk across the room, his scrapbook in the 
drawer waiting for the next 4am visit. As real as the TV screen on the 
media player at the other end of the flat. 
 As real as the girl he'd lost. 
 His heart pounding, Dale shuffled forward on his knees and 
stepped off the edge of the bed, never taking his eye from the reeking 
corpse seeping fluid into his carpet. 
 Still clutching the sheet to his chest, his eyes darted this way and 
that. Should he go for his CMD on the small doorway table where he 
always left it with his keys? Who would he call? 
 Vicki, a voice said in his mind. This thing isn't real and you'll call 
her and it will answer and it will disappear from the floor like so many 
dust motes when you open a window and the breeze sweeps them away. 
 The problem was that the dead thing propped against the wall 
between the kitchen door and the little entryway, less than two feet from 
the phone on the little side table where he dropped his keys when he 
came in. The thought of being so close to it made Dale's stomach rise. 
 Its eyes were closed. If he was quiet enough... 
 He inched forward, his eyes fixed on the dead face. Pressing 
himself close to the far wall of the flat to stay as far back as he could still 
wasn't far enough. The only sound in the universe was his naked skin 
sliding across the wall as he reached out for the phone, stretching as far as 
he could, his leg muscles bunched to flee. 
 His fingers touched the phone and Vicki didn't move. 
 For almost a minute, neither did Dale. If this was some phantom 
thing from beyond sent to scare him, this was the closest he'd physically 



be to it – if it was going to jump up and start cackling like a witch, now 
would be the time to do it. 
 But it didn't, because dead bodies didn't jump up and attack like 
zombies in B movies. The reason it didn't was because this really was 
Vicki and she really was dead. Somehow the thing at the bridge had got 
her, dragged the dress into the world, done something unspeakable to her, 
picked her up from the pylon platform and dumped her here, right in front 
of him. 
 Aside from the crawling horror of having a dead body in his flat 
there was no buzzing at the back of his neck, no electricity in the air. 
After hearing Tim talk about how the phenomena were electromagnetic 
in nature, Dale had fancied he could feel it when they saw such terrible 
things. 
 He couldn't remember if Tim said it was even possible to feel it, 
but from the first train trip across the bridge to the disastrous cable car 
incident barely a week ago, there'd been explosive sensation in the air. 
 Now the air in the flat was dull, dead. There was nothing 
paranormal here. Just Vicki, having suffered this terrible fate because of 
him and dumped here to taunt him about it. 
 No, he thought as he lifted the CMD gingerly off the wall table. He 
couldn't even trust his senses anymore. She had to be okay. He bought the 
phone to life and dialled Vicki's number. 
 Slowly, with nerve he wouldn't have believed a moment earlier, 
Dale raised his hand from the floor. Should he try and touch it? He might 
go right through. It might disappear, a trick of his mind when he realised 
it wasn't really there. Or he might touch cold, dead flesh. 
 It started to ring, Dale steeling himself to jump or scream if the 
thing in the blue dress reacted. 
 "Hi, I'm not able to get to the phone, please try me at work on 
8365-" 
 Dale blinked, his hand stopping as if it realised what a stupid idea 
this was. 
 He clicked to end the call, scrolling for her office number, the one 
she always answered (but hadn't the other night because she'd been 
already dead). 
 His hand was still stretched towards her and suddenly his skin 
crawled. Had Vicki moved, the faintest tremor coursing through dead 
meat? 
 As he clicked to dial the surgery number, the hair on his arms 
bristled. The phone rang five or six times. 
 'You've reached the practice of Dr Victoria Holt," came Felicity's 
voice. "It's out of office hours right now so please leave a message after 
the tone or call back between the hours of 9am and 5.30pm Monday to-" 



 When the next voice sounded he nearly wet his pants. A choked 
growl, unmistakably her, came onto the line and spat "Dale..." 
 He coughed out a horse sob, leaning the last few inches across 
space and contacting Vicki's cheek – the real Vicki, her real cheek, the 
CMD dropping from his hand to clatter to the floor. 
 From the phone on the floor the voice came again, tinny and far 
away – 
 faraway 
 – 'Daaaaaaayle' 
 He scrabbled on the floor for the phone, his other hand still 
touching her cheek – like cold steel. 
 "Fucking..." he hissed, looking down for where it had come to rest 
next to the closest leg of the side table. He stabbed at the screen to 
disconnect the call, looked back up and the feeling was like a horse had 
kicked him in the chest. He let out a 'whuff' of air in shock, snatching his 
hand back. 
 The eyes were wide open. 
 They were a sickly white with no pupils, the head turned to look 
directly at him. 
 Dale crashed back against the wall, frozen, his lips moving as he 
pleaded silently. 
 A quiet but obscene belch came from between the puffed, dead 
lips, and they formed a word in the same voice on the phone. 
'Daaaaaaayle....' 
 "You're not really here," Dale said, his eyes blurring with tears of 
horror. "You're-" 
 "Told... you..." the thing croaked, "don't... go....." 
 "No," Dale whimpered. "It's not you." 
 But it was already leaning forward, shifting its broken lower legs 
around to brace itself, push its torso forward where it could start to 
shuffle on its knees towards him, a long line of something that looked 
like oil starting to dribble from its grotesque mouth. 
 "Left... me...." 
 Dale closed his eyes, pressed his hands against them and moaning 
in an urgent, heavy hum to drown everything out. It wasn't real, it wasn't 
real, it wouldn't reach him... 
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 Instead of saying any more, the deputy mayor gestured to another 
man further down the table. He hadn't taken part in the discussion yet, 
and Barry couldn't remember if he'd been introduced to him when he 
entered or not. 
 The man stood, taking out his wallet to show Barry a badge. 
"Thank you Ms Deputy Mayor. Dr Paul, I'm Detective Oakes, NSW 
Police. I just need to ask you about a trespassing incident on the bridge 
last night. I've approved everyone here being present because it concerns 
all of us." 
 "What's that got to do with me?" 
 "The perpetrator used the codes this office has given you to bypass 
the after hours security system." 
 Barry's mind raced. Sunday night? "I... I was working late at home 
to catch up on all the paperwork I haven't been able to." 
 The detective had his hands up. "No, doctor, you're not a suspect. 
If you were we'd be having this discussion at a police station with your 
solicitor present. I just wanted to ask everyone together about who else 
might have access to those codes?" 
 Barry pulled his CMD out of his pocket, staring at it as if it would 
inspire him. "Only my patient – the one who showed the first adverse 
reaction, and the mental health specialist he's been seeing." 
 "A psychiatrist?" the upstart said with another smirk. 
 "Yes, a psychiatrist," Barry snapped. He picked the array screen 
up, thrusting it at the young man. "Are you going to accuse him of 
dreaming this up?" 
 "Gentlemen, please," the cop said. "Anyone else?" 
 "Not that I know of," Barry said. He didn't mention Tim – it 
probably wouldn't improve his standing in the room if he told them a 
ghost buster had access to his security codes too. If the cop's enquiries 
turned serious maybe he'd tell the man in private. Anyway, Tim was 
Vicki's client, so it was really none of his business. 
 But Vicki and Tim were both professionals. He didn't see them as 
the kind of people who'd give out his network shares casually. Had one of 
them gone to the bridge without telling him and helped themselves? 
 "What actually happened?" Barry asked the detective. 
 "Nothing, which is why it's not a criminal case so far. There was no 
damage, someone just used your code to open the security gates at the 
southeast pylon and turn on the base lighting and emergency systems a 
little after 9pm. The logs showed a lift went from the ground floor to the 
Skyway launch platform a minute later but that was it for hours. 
 "A patrol went to have a look but everything was shut up again and 
nobody was there so they didn't stay. The security contractor said the lift 



came back down and the gates were opened again just after two and 
everything was turned back off. Nothing was broken, the Skyway 
merchandise stall didn't report anything missing." 
 Barry squeezed the bridge of his nose between two fingers, 
squinting heavily. "I'd have to ask the other investigators I've engaged," 
he told the gathering. "My first guess would have been the university 
metallurgist, but he was still in hospital at the time and he wouldn't have 
gone there without telling me what he was doing, especially not if he 
intended to use my codes." 
 "Well, it's just two other things make it unusual," the detective 
continued, "otherwise we wouldn't have got involved, it would have been 
the security company here talking to you. The first thing is not long 
before the security bypass, the metal staircase that leads from Dawes 
Point underneath the bridge to the road level apparently suffered a 
structural fault and fell over." 
 Barry's first subconscious thought – baseless but fearful – was of 
Dale. 
 "Nobody was hurt, the first witnesses got there within about half a 
minute and nobody had been on it. They said you'd have been able to 
hear the thing from Luna Park, the crash was so loud. It looked like 
cables mooring the structure to the rock were untethered or broken 
somehow. 
 "The second thing was that whoever unlocked the gates and went 
inside should have been on camera. The signal gets sent wirelessly offsite 
and the feed also comes to the police scanning service in case there are 
any red flags from the monitoring software and we need to review it 
later." 
 "So you saw who it was?" Barry asked. 
 The detective shook his head. "It's the one aspect that makes me 
suspect criminal activity. The camera network got disabled the minute the 
gate was unlocked. It wasn't reactivated until everything was put back to 
normal five hours later. Someone accessed the entire security system and 
turned it off for the duration of the event." 
 Barry's eyes went back to the picture and headline in front of him. 
Never mind Dale, would Vicki or even Tim have the capability to hack 
into a security camera system and shut it down? And if they did, what 
would they possibly have to hide? If Dale had been there, it would 
probably have been to do something Barry wouldn't have agreed to. After 
all, they'd argued about the cable car incident, maybe- 
 "You're off the matter," the deputy mayor said, standing. 
 "Off...?" Barry began, trying to rise out of his reverie. 



 "I'm sorry Doctor, but you yourself said it's grown too big for you 
to handle. I'll be asking that you turn all your data and research over to us 
before you leave here today." 
 "What-" Barry began dumbly as the woman walked towards the 
door, most of the staff following. 
 "I understand this video clip was out of your hands," she said, 
pointing to the news story on the screen in front of him, "but people 
coming and going at all hours on your credentials, we can't risk. Not if 
things are this dangerous. I'll leave it to Albert to facilitate the transfer of 
all your data and remove your access codes from the network. After that, 
we'll be in touch with you." And she swept out, a trail of bureaucrats in 
her wake. 
 "If it's okay Doctor, I might like to ask you more questions as we 
look into it," the detective said with a sympathetic smile, coming around 
the table to slide a card in front of Barry and turning to leave. 
 Barry looked sideways at Albert, the man the city council had 
assigned to be his point of contact over a fortnight ago. Albert gave him 
an encouraging half-smile and jerked his head softly towards the door. 
"Let's go for a coffee." 
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 This is why it's so hard to write dreams down or depict them in TV 
shows, Dale told himself from inside the dream, watching it and living it 
at the same time. 
 It's because sometimes there are no visuals, no plot, no narrative. 
Sometimes it's purely feeling. There might be snippets of scenes here and 
there, memories. But sometimes the dream is defined by emotion in its 
most raw and elemental state. 
 Like it is right now, he told himself, as he watched such snippets 
come and go. 
 And for the rest of my life this will be the saddest dream I've ever 
had. 
 It was about Vicki, and the snippets were of his arms wrapped 
around her, his hands on the gorgeous slope of skin above her hips. The 
feel of her lips softly brushing his, her mouth opening and her tongue 
pressing into his mouth. The joy of being wrapped up in her. The 
flooding ecstasy he'd never known before of orgasm with a woman, her 
beautiful face smiling up at him, seeming to love his pleasure as much as 
he did. 
 But instead of the memories and flashes of colour and light filling 
his sleep with momentous peace and happiness, every one was leaden and 
gripped with melancholy that covered Dale like a stifling blanket. 
 The reason it hurt so much – the thing he suddenly understood 
made the portrayal of dreams by strictly visual means impossible – was 
because he'd known all the joy the dream was taunting him with, and it 
had all been taken away. 
 He'd felt it with his arms wrapped around Vicki as they'd made 
love. He'd finally understood the saying 'no man is an island'. He so 
rarely touched – actually, physically touched – another human being 
aside from kissing his mum hello or goodbye and shaking Barry's hand. 
He'd forgotten over the past 20 years how wonderful touch felt, how it 
sustained the soul. 
 And now it was gone. 
 Just like on the pylon, the iron-willed confidence in himself had 
flickered out of existence, and now Vicki was gone he didn't think he'd 
get it back. It had grown because of her and he'd welcomed it. 
 But she was dead now. Even though the police operator on the 
phone last night hadn't said as much, they'd found blood and clothes. 
 He was so stupid. He'd felt it leave him believing it was because 
he'd forced it back. But he hadn't. It had left the bridge to go and get 
Vicki – further than it had done so to reach Donald – and dragged her out 
of her house so violently it had made her bleed. 



 It had torn her clothes off her, dressed her in the blue gown from 
some long-forgotten party or work function 20 years before, killed her 
and dumped her on the pylon platform with him. 
 So now, he had no chance for that kind of strength any more. For 
the first time, everything he'd built up for 18 years had fallen away 
overnight and he was empty, full of fear and loss like he used to be, an 
empty cavity where it had all been ripped out of him. 
 Worse still, he didn't feel so delirious now. He knew what was real 
and what wasn't. He knew the idea Vicki was the girl he'd started to love 
all those years ago was ridiculous. 
 Which meant that the saddest feeling of all – that he might have let 
that poor girl die alone – weighed on him heavier than any other. 
 Dale slowly opened his eyes. 
 He'd been dreaming. The flat was brighter, which meant the sun 
was on his side of the apartment block. Like the million other things he 
knew from living his quiet routines each day he knew it must be 
midafternoon, because the light changed dramatically at about 3pm when 
the sun started to come through the west facing window. 
 His head hurt and it took Dale a few seconds to realise he was 
lying across the floor. He lifted his head gently, long enough to see that 
he was alone in the flat. His head throbbed as if he'd hit it hard, and as his 
other senses kicked in he felt wetness on his front. Worried it might be 
blood he craned his neck further forward and gritted his teeth against the 
sudden pain that erupted in his head, squeezing his eyes closed for long 
seconds until it passed. 
 He opened his eyes slowly and looked down at his shirt. There was 
no blood, but there were splotches of water here and there, as if he'd 
splashed himself washing his hands. 
 But there was also a stink rising off the shirt that smelled like old, 
fetid salt water. He shimmied his elbows up to position them either side 
of his head and slowly pushed himself to a sitting position, groaning with 
the effort. 
 He was sitting on the floor just near the front door. His phone was 
on the ground near the side table. His head and neck were killing him and 
he smelled like he'd swum at the beach in his clothes about two days 
before. 
 What the hell had happened to him? He knew he'd gone to the 
bridge, but what then? 
 Then the smell assailed him. Dirt, rot, the sickly sweet smell of 
something dead. Once, when Dale was about 15, he and his mum realised 
they had rats living in the roof. They'd had a pest controller in to lay baits 
but weeks later the most ungodly stink had started to appear in the house. 



 One morning it had been strong enough for Dale to go into a frenzy 
of frustration to seek out the source. He emptied the bins and searched 
through the fridge for something that had gone off, but it was when he 
moved the ottoman away from the lounge that he shrieked and jumped 
back. Stuck to the floor, crawling with hordes of ants, was a half-
decomposed body about half a foot long. 
 The smell that rose up from the rat's final resting place had almost 
knocked him over, and a faint trace of the same smell permeated the air 
of the flat now, like something had died here. 
 Dale shuffled backwards to lean against the bed, panting from the 
effort and rubbing his neck. What had happened to him? He knew he'd 
been at the bridge, he knew he'd left from Vicki's place- 
 Vicki! 
 Was she okay? Had he talked to her since he'd been up that stupid 
pylon? How long ago had it been? 
 With another effort that prompted an anguished grunt he crawled 
forward towards his phone. He had to call her and find out- 
 With his hand only inches from the CMD, it rang. Dale snatched 
his hand back in shock, suddenly convinced it was terrible news. 
 He looked at the phone dumbly for a few seconds, sliding across 
the floor as it vibrated with each ring. It wasn't Vicki, he was certain, but 
it would be about her. 
 He snatched it up and pressed the call button, mumbling 'hello' 
fearfully. 
 A voice he didn't recognise began to talk, introducing himself as a 
doctor from Sutherland hospital. He wanted Dale to go right over. 
 "I... I've had an accident at home and I can't make it that easily," 
Dale said, trying to think half-heartedly who lived in the area. "What's the 
matter?" 
 It could only be Barry, or... 
 "I think it's really important you come here, Mr Milling," the 
doctor said sombrely. "It's your mother." 
 

**** 
 
 The doctor had told him that his mother had been brought in the 
previous night after suffering a single and crippling stroke, and it had 
taken them this long to track Dale down as her next of kin. 
 Dale's mind hadn't even begun to process the greater emotional 
impact of words like 'mother', 'stroke' and 'serious', so he asked the doctor 
what time. 
 Around nine thirty, he'd said. 



 The same time all the fight had left him, on top of the pylon. It had 
pulled the floor of the world out from under him by taking Vicki away, 
and while he was down and weak, it had taken his mother too. 
 The doctor said he was very sorry, that they'd fought to revive 
Dale's mother, but that she had passed away at eleven thirty six that 
morning. 
 

**** 
 
 He wasn't really crying, although his eyes brimmed with tears. He 
supposed it was shock, although he had no idea how severe or extreme. 
 His head throbbed, so he went to the bathroom and swallowed 
some aspirin with a mouthful of water from the tap. Not even half 
concentrating on what he was doing, Dale popped four out of the small 
foil packet rather than two and took them all. 
 

**** 
 
 He had no idea how much later it was, he'd been wandering 
dumbly around the apartment trying to see, trying to hear something from 
the world around him, but his eyes were constantly misted over and the 
roaring in his head blocked all the sound from around him out. 
 He only had one coherent thought – the word 'mum'. 
 At some point Dale walked to the kitchen and took the sharpest 
knife he had out of the utensils drawer. He went back into the main room 
and sat on the wall just along from the door of the flat, and without any 
thought of the past or the future – just wanting the pain to stop – he 
sawed the knife across his right wrist, swapped it to his right hand even as 
he felt the sensation start to drain out of it and did the same to his left 
wrist. 
 He felt the knife drop to the carpet beside him and the singing pain 
from his wrists was the only thing making him remember he even had a 
body. 
 

**** 
 
 Having missed the radial artery, Dale bled slowly. He blacked out 
two hours later with two final thoughts in his head – the headache was 
feeling a bit better, and he couldn't let his mother go alone. 
 At around four in the afternoon, he followed her. 
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 "To be honest I'm relieved," Barry told Albert. "I told these 
apparatchik suckholes three weeks ago I didn't have time for this." 
 "At least now you won't have to go near it for a while," Albert said 
as they walked down the corridor towards the lifts. Both men knew the 
drill from here. Barry would transfer everything he had on the case from 
his CMD to Albert and there'd be a gruelling explanation of it all, an exit 
interview from a job Barry had never wanted. To Albert's endless credit, 
a coffee and breather beforehand would be a Godsend. 
 "How's your university guy anyway, on the mend?" the 
government liaison asked. 
 "Okay, thank God. As if I don't have enough to make my mind 
boggle, the other night they said he was on death's door, then late last 
night an alert feed came through that he'd woken up and he was 
completely better. Whatever put him in hospital was completely gone. 
Now on top of everything else we've got to sift through how that can 
happen for no apparent reason." 
 "Have you talked to him?" Albert said, holding the lift door open 
for Barry to step in. 
 "Just quickly, this morning. We hardly had time to say hello and 
goodbye. They told him unless anything else happens he'll be sent home 
later today and have to spend the week resting." 
 "You think him getting better all of a sudden has something to do 
with all this?" 
 Barry shrugged, rubbing has face, making sure he was still flesh 
and blood and not just a machine. He saw a couple of old age pensioners 
for osteoporosis and finished work at 4.30 most days. He couldn't handle 
all this shit. "I've seen weirder goings-on in all this mess," he told Albert 
with a sigh. "At least nobody has any reason to go near that bloody bridge 
for the foreseeable future. Or so I thought," he added as the security 
incident occurred to him. He had to talk to Dale, Donald, Vicki and Tim 
to get to the bottom of it as soon as he could. 
 "Well, enjoy the rest for a few days," Albert said as they stepped 
out of the lift and started across the lobby towards the coffee shop in the 
atrium of the Kent Street city council offices. "There'll be a big song and 
dance while they close it for twenty four hours and test it for the news 
crews. They'll probably issue a statement tomorrow or later today saying 
the video's a fake. Which," he looked at Barry purposefully, "let's be 
honest, it no doubt is." 
 "No doubt," Barry agreed, unclipping the visitor pass from the 
breast pocket of his shirt and putting it on the reception counter as they 
passed, hoping he never had to put on another one in his life. 



 "That'll take most of the day, and when the cameras are gone, the 
media liaison people'll go home and the engineers'll do the real work." 
 Albert's words reminded Barry of what Tim had suggested a few 
nights before. Get everyone together, he'd said. Himself, Donald, Dale, 
Vicki. Put them all on or near the bridge together so everyone could see 
what resulted from their own perspective. 
 The city government didn't know, or didn't think it was important, 
that Dale seemed to be either the catalyst or the target for these 
phenomena. They certainly hadn't approached him – Dale would have 
told Barry if they had. But if he was the key, the government teams 
would just as likely turn up nothing at all, and maybe next time it'd be 
more than a staircase falling over. Much as he hated the idea, Barry knew 
Tim's idea made perfect sense. 
 "Al," Barry began, stopping the other man and leaning in close to 
him. "You've been on my side this whole time. I need one more favour 
and I won't ask you for anything else. Can you get me back there one 
more time? A team?" 
 "What for?" Albert said. There was a tone from Barry's CMD in 
his pocket, an update from his patient record system. 
 "I'm just sure I still have a perspective," Barry said, digging the 
phone from his pocket, "I'll give you everything. I won't hold anything 
back. I'll be Deep Throat and you be Woodward and Bernstein, that's a 
promise. Just get me a few more hours. Write it up as independent tests 
you've had to outsource." 
 "Jesus Barry, after what happened to Donald?" 
 "We'll sit on garden chairs near the pylons, see what happens and 
then go straight home. The equipment will all be there, we'll just set our 
own stuff up in the last few hours before it's supposed to reopen. You 
won't even know we were there." 
 Albert looked at the passing traffic outside, the crowds sweeping 
past on the pavement. He ran his hand through his hair. "I can't promise, 
okay? I'll find out who the project manager's going to be but if I can't 
make it fly with him I can't pull strings any higher." He looked back at 
Barry, who was looking at his mobile with a look of horror on his face. 
"What's wrong?" 
 Barry hardly heard Albert. His patient record file received updates 
from the NSW Department of Health network, and it had just learned of a 
registered death at Sutherland Public hospital. 
 Mary Janice Milling, the report read. Intra-axial haemorrhage. 
Time of death: 11.30, 3/2/37. Attending clinician: Dr Rossmoyne, 
SSCHS. 
 Dale's mother. 
 What sort of state would his old friend be in? 
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 Earlier that same day, Vicki was watching the buildings of New 
South Head Road pass by slowly in the thick midmorning traffic. The 
back of her hand was resting against her mouth, and the corners of her 
eyes were moist with tears she'd wiped away countless times already. 
 It felt like a bad break-up, the death of a parent, the loss of a job 
and learning you have something terminal all at once. It felt like someone 
had wrapped a tight strap around her ribcage under her skin, tightening it 
slightly more with each passing minute. The horror, the enormity, the 
awful howling... hollowness inside her crowded everything else out. 
 It had been like it ever since her and Tim had walked out of her 
surgery. He'd asked her for some time as soon as she could spare it for an 
important update. She'd figured out today was the best day to close up 
early after some morning paperwork, she didn't have any patients until 
tomorrow. 
 He arrived, they shook hands, he handed her one of the takeaway 
coffees he'd bought with him. She activated the alarm and locked the 
door of the surgery. She followed him down to the building car park and 
they drove off towards the city in his ute. 
 Then he told her ghosts, goblins, monsters, hauntings and spirits 
from beyond existed, and he had proof. 
 "I feel like I'm going to just be so violently sick," she murmured. 
Tim's ute was spacious and very comfortable. But she'd never felt so 
uncomfortable in her life. 
 "I'm so sorry," Tim said from beside her. He patted her hand. "Just 
keep breathing. I... wish I could say it's nothing to worry about, but..." 
 Vicki leaned forward, dragging her hair back out of her face and 
staring at the floor between her feet. Please God, she thought, it was just a 
figure of speech. It's not Tim's fault, all he needs is some stupid bitch 
spewing all over his beautiful clean truck. 
 But the strap around her ribs just pulled tighter. 
 "You okay?" Tim asked, probably as concerned as she was she'd 
make good on her promise. 
 "I want nothing to do with this, Tim. I can't have any of this lead 
back to me or involve me. I'll be a sideshow freak the rest of my life. I 
can't..." And she began to cry again, but at least that was better than 
throwing up. 
 "Look, when my people are ready to go public we can both shred 
our records. You'll never hear from me again. This is my thing now. 
Okay?" 
 Vicki felt wretched. All she'd thought about was herself. Someone 
else would suffer a lot more when this came out. 



 Dale. 
 She'd have New Idea and The National Enquirer camping on her 
doorstep until she was a crazy grey haired recluse, which was bad 
enough. But Dale had somehow generated all this. They'd poke and prod 
him with every instrument known to medicine. They'd lock him in a 
military bunker. They'd slice him open just to examine his entrails. 
 But she hated herself even more because she couldn't even feel that 
much for him right now. The horrible squeezing around her chest and the 
roar in her ears didn't even leave room for him, and a feeling she tried to 
block out said 'dump it all on him! anything so I don't have to be involved 
in this when it explodes'. 
 She sat up and tried to calm down, breathing deeply as he'd 
suggested. The car went dark as they went into the Cross City Tunnel 
towards William Street and she didn't want to look at the dark around 
them. She sniffed and wiped her eyes. 
 "I know we have to do this, but... do we have to do this?" 
 "I have to show you. Then, after this big experimentation session 
we're talking about for next week, you never have to see me again if you 
don't want. I promise." 
 Vicki shook her head softly. Disguising bad news by issuing much 
worse news to go along with it was an old trick of PR and politics. She 
was sure Tim hadn't intended to do the same, but he'd told her about the 
plans for everyone to go to the bridge together and then told her he 
expected to see ghosts there, because they were real. 
 Going anywhere near that place ever again felt like more than she 
could handle, whether Dale, Tim, Barry and everyone else were with her 
or not. Her and Tim were only supposed to be going as far as Circular 
Quay right now and even that felt too close. 
 



8 
 
 A young woman who didn't look old enough to move out of home 
herself came hurrying up the path. She smiled at Barry, greeting him 
briefly, but someone seemed to have told her how urgent it was. 
 Maybe it was her boss, who Barry had talked to on the phone after 
trying Dale's number and getting no answer. Barry had felt a stab of fear 
about what Dale might do, but either way he knew the reason he had to 
be there was because he was one of Dale's few friends in life, and he'd 
just lost the emotional lynchpin of his whole life in his mother. He'd be a 
mess, to say the least. 
 Or worse, maybe nobody had told him yet. Did the hospital have 
his number, and even if they did would a busy public hospital be so 
efficient as to search for the next of kin of an old lady after her death with 
such speed? Barry himself might be the one to tell Dale the news – and as 
hard as it would be, he'd much prefer to do so himself than leave it to 
some anonymous doctor over the phone who hardly cared. 
 Either way he had to get inside, and because Dale hadn't answered 
his phone, Barry gambled that he wouldn't answer his buzzer either. He'd 
called the real estate agent to tell them to meet him at Dales' place with a 
key. It was going on four o'clock. 
 "It's just not the way we usually do it, doctor, that's all," the man 
on the other end of the phone had said, "We need written approval from 
the nominated next of kin to enter the premises." 
 "His next of kin passed away yesterday, that's why I have to get 
inside. He's been unstable and I think he could endanger himself in 
reaction to the loss. Now if there's no way I can have a key to get in sent 
down here straight away I'm going to have to break in." 
 "I can't be responsible for legal action taken against you if you do 
that, Doctor," the man said, trying to make it sound like a threat. 
 "And you could be liable if anything happens to him by your not 
letting me in," Barry had said just as forcefully. 
 The man had sighed heavily. "I must have a staff member with you 
at all times while you enter the premises," he said. 
 "I don't care if you send the Minister for Fair Trading," Barry had 
told the man, raising his voice impatiently, "just send someone... now." 
 "Won't be a moment," the girl said apologetically now, fishing 
through a steel ring holding about 50 keys, "I had to bring the whole 
master collection." 
 Barry stepped back while she searched and looked up at the 
window of Dale's main room on the top floor. If he'd come to know 
anything about his friend over the years, it was his routines. For the 
longest time when they first met it had been all they'd had to talk about. 



 Among the clutter of trivia Barry knew about Dale was how he had 
the blinds in his windows. He never closed them during summer – he 
always said he couldn't stand living like a vampire with the sun shining 
outside and every blind in the house cutting it off and making the flat feel 
like a coffin. 
 He rarely closed them at night either. Even while asleep, he felt 
better knowing there was a world happening outside around him, the light 
from streetlights or passing cars, the moon and stars reminding him he 
wasn't alone. 
 And in the morning, he liked the way the rising sun cleared away 
the stillness of night, fresh morning air blowing away dust and the light 
chasing away the loneliness of his life. 
 Right now, the blind across the long main window was all the way 
down. It wasn't like the man never closed his blinds, but considering 
everything, it seemed like a bad omen. 
 "Got it," the girl said, pushing the door open. As Barry followed 
her inside and up the stairs she produced another single key from her 
briefcase. 
 She knocked three times on the door, sharply, both of them 
listening intently. "Mr Milling?" she called through the door. 
 After a few seconds, an instant before Barry told her to do so, she 
put the key into the lock, turned it and pushed the door open. 
 It was dark inside, and the first thing to hit them was the smell. It 
was a metal, cloying smell, like old expired car batteries. 
 Barry saw a dark patch on the carpet and followed it with his eyes 
across to where Dale sat propped against the wall, his eyes dazed and 
open, the black-handled steak knife on the carpet beside him, torn, ugly 
wounds across both his wrists, pools of blood the size of lounge cushions 
under each hand. 
 The girl clapped her hands to her face and screamed, nearly 
deafening him. 
 He grabbed her arms and shouted "Call an ambulance!" into her 
face, shoving her back out into the corridor. 
 Barry crashed onto his knees beside his friend, bile and terror 
coming up in his throat, the shock a hammerblow that made him reel. 
 Without even realising he suddenly had his arms around Dale's 
neck, hugging him closely and crying plaintively like a tiny little boy. 
 He dabbed his fingers in the pool around Dale. It was barely damp, 
just a dry crust in the carpet. Dale's eyes stared somewhere a long way off 
as if he'd watched his soul leave for its final journey, the skin on his face 
white and cold. 
 Barry dragged Dale's inert body forward into his arms, his 
enormous body shaking with grief, not hearing the girl across the room 



faint as she tried to ring 000, unaware of everything except the jagged, 
frayed end of the life of the man he loved where it had been hacked and 
chopped to a bloody halt. 
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 Tim had parked the ute in front of Customs House on Alfred 
Street, turning his hazard lights on as he promised they'd only be ten 
minutes. 
 Any other time Vicki might have been worried the police would 
come along and ask them to move. Now she wished they would. She 
knew she had to do this, but she didn't want to. 
 She stood watching as he fussed over equipment in the carry tray 
that looked like high tech batteries. He dialled into networks on his CMD, 
switched things on, booted things up, and she pretended to be interested, 
anything so she didn't have to turn and look at the bridge over the water 
behind her. 
 "Have you talked to him?" Tim asked her, bringing Vicki out of the 
daydream she was drifting in. It reminded her they'd been talking about 
Dale and his likely fate in all this when Tim's academic colleagues 
released the research. He'd explained how he didn't want to be famous (or 
infamous) when it broke, that he'd funnel everything through the 
university. 
 He'd said the financial and scientific cachet the findings would buy 
for the university would also pay for iron clad legal protection for her, 
Dale, Tim himself and everyone else involved. He promised that to the 
best of his ability, the world at large would believe the university 
parapsychology department had stumbled upon it all through routine 
research. Vicki had smirked and said when it came to news, they always 
found you. 
 But his question reminded her that one way or another this was 
about Dale as much as scientific discovery – more so, as far as she was 
concerned. 
 She didn't even know how she could have agreed to come here 
with Tim today after the nerve-shredding night she'd had last night, 
pacing the house like a skittish cat while Dale ran around the bridge 
doing God only knew what. 
 If he hadn't finally called her around ten o'clock she'd be a basket 
case by now, calling every hospital and police station all the way to 
Lithgow. 
 "Yeah," she told Tim, "I talked to him last night." 
 "Did he sound okay? I haven't seen him since our adventure last 
week. Where was he?" 
 "On his way home. He'd spent the... the day at my place," Vicki 
said, correcting herself. Not that she didn't trust Tim with the information 
that Dale and her had slept together, but in the cold light of day it 



reminded her she was a stupid, stupid girl and to all intents and purposes 
had committed a crime that could strip her of everything. 
 But it also seemed supremely unimportant now that he was okay. 
He'd sounded tired but sheepish, telling her he'd no sooner arrived in the 
city than he realised what a dumb idea it was. 
 She'd told him to come back to her place again for the night so she 
could take care of him but he'd said he was exhausted. She offered to 
drive to his place to be with him but he said he thought it would be better 
if he just went home, showered and slept. He promised to call her the 
next day when he felt a bit more alive and make plans to get together 
again. 
 Vicki almost insisted he come back to her place, but she realised it 
was her selfish body talking. Despite everything else she might have done 
screwing up his emotional life, she was still a doctor and knew he was 
fragile – she had to give him space. 
 After they hung up she'd promised herself she'd give him today and 
half of tomorrow before she started calling like a clingy high school 
girlfriend. Hopefully he'd ring later that night or better yet, come over 
again and hold her in his arms. 
 If Tim suspected anything or even noticed her hesitation at 
mentioning her and Dale's time together, he didn't show it. He turned 
behind them to look at the bridge. 
 "Well, you may not think it's a good thing, but now I know how 
this works we don't have to wait to see." He picked up a short metal pipe 
from the back of the ute. Wires trailed from either end and disappeared 
into the litter of machinery on the tray. "The power source attached to this 
isn't nearly enough to hurt you. It's going to generate less than one and a 
half milliamps of current. Dry skin generates resistance between a 
hundred and a thousand ohms, so you'll feel a tingle in your elbows, but 
that's it. If you're nervous about it I'll hold it and you turn it on so you can 
see." 
 Vicki waved her hand dismissively. "I'm sure after all this you're 
not going to just electrocute me." 
 "Okay, everything we've seen here, ghosts, call them whatever you 
like, they're all electromagnetic energy. Same as everything we see and 
hear in the rest of the world. The theory is that electromagnetic energy 
generated in the bridge collapse is still here. It's potential energy." 
 He pointed at another device in the ute. "This is an electromagnetic 
receiver. I'm going to open it up until it picks up that energy at that 
frequency. It's going to direct it into this-" he pointed at the high tech-
looking battery, "that's going to convert it into an electrical impulse and 
that impulse is going to enter your body through the metal tube. 



 "Your brain will be receiving electromagnetic impulses from the 
field around us. Now I don't know what they'll manifest as, they could 
show you something in any of your senses. The important thing is they're 
not real, and any time you feel uncomfortable or I think you look 
uncomfortable I'll shut it all down with this," he said, pointing to a switch 
attached to the side of the battery device. 
 "So what exactly is this accomplishing?" 
 "What happened here," he gestured at the bridge, "the 
electromagnetic field that surrounds us recorded it, for want of a better 
word, like it does everything. When we're... tuned in to it – again that's 
not quite the right word – we can see it, and the electromagnetic activity 
from that energy can affect our perception. You might see it played over, 
or it might prompt you to see something scary from your own mind." 
 "So what's the difference?" Vicki asked, "is it really there or is 
something just making us see it?" She saw, in her mind's eye, a steel 
beam clanging to the road when she'd gone to the bridge with Dale. That 
was the first time I'd considered maybe it wasn't him, she thought. And I 
was right. Dale's not crazy. 
 The Harbour Bridge is haunted. 
 "It's both and neither. Everything we see and sense is the 
environment manipulating our brains. This might not be what the world 
looks like, it's just what your eyes tell your brain it looks like. I might see 
it completely differently. Your version of red might be my version of 
green. If you want to call them ghosts you can. But the point of this 
exercise is that based on all the equations and data I have we know how 
to reveal them. We don't have to wait for the right electromagnetic 
conditions to do it for us, the dark and stormy nights, gothic houses and 
all that." 
 Vicki sighed. She reached down for the tube, taking it in both her 
hands. "Let's see what my version of 'get this the fuck over with' looks 
like." 
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 The girl from the real estate agency gradually calmed herself, 
called for an ambulance, went to the kitchen, washed her face and 
stumbled out, still moaning in terror, but Barry had hardly heard her 
leave. He sat with his arms around Dale, his enormous body shaking as 
he cried, pleading with his friend to come back, to not have done such a 
terrible thing. 
 He felt hatred and shame for himself. Whatever was wrong with 
Dale, he should have known it. He shouldn't have let doctors and ghost 
hunters poke and prod him, using him as bait to bring all manner of 
horrors after him. 
 He hated himself for the niggling whisper in his mind that wouldn't 
go away or shut up. No matter how much Dale had meant to him, he felt 
a loathsome sense of relief. He made himself say the words in his head to 
punish himself, to show himself how pitiable he was for even thinking it, 
because it was the only thing he could feel apart from the numbing 
anguish. 
 I'm glad you're dead, he thought, because I'm getting old, fat and 
lazy and just want to retire instead of getting mixed up in all this trouble. 
 I'm glad you're dead because I'm frightened of you. 
 He crushed Dale tighter to himself and sobbed, not deserving to 
know a man like the dead thing in his arms, and knowing he never would 
again. 
 He eventually took the magnetised torch from the fridge door and 
shone it in Dale's eyes, but he knew it was procedural. Dale's skin was 
pallid and cold and no air moved from his mouth or expanded his chest. 
 The ambulance arrived twelve minutes after the phone call, and 
Barry went downstairs dumbly as they carried Dale's covered body down 
the stairs on a stretcher, to the horror of several of his neighbours. 
 The girl from the real estate was outside, sitting on the brick wall 
along the front garden of the building with a handful of colleagues, crying 
with her face in her hands. 
 Barry handed the keys to one of the men with her and thanked him. 
At the sound of Barry's voice, the girl looked up and asked if the guy 
upstairs was alive. Barry smiled supportively and shook his head, saying 
no, he'd died before either of them had got there. 
 He watched the ambulance drive away, its lights off, and climbed 
into his own car, not turning the engine on, just staring out the window, 
the street around him multiplying fourfold through the steady river of 
tears, his chest hollow, the way it only can be when we lose someone and 
we already know it'll be long, agonising years before we feel whole 
again. 
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 "All right, now remember. Any time you want, just let it go or tell 
me to flick the switch." 
 Vicki nodded, taking a few deep breaths and closing her eyes. Tim 
hadn't told her too, but if she had to do this, she wanted whatever 
happened to be clear, because she didn't want to have to do it again. 
 She felt fat blowflies land and buzz around the skin of both her 
arms and wanted to let go of the tube to shoo them away, but realised it 
must be the current. She started to open her eyes. Tim must have turned 
on the– 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki hitches in a breath to scream, then realises she doesn't have 
time. She has to run. 
 She's in the middle of the highway, and a thunderstorm of metal is 
crashing to the road around her. In her hand she can feel the weight and 
hardness of a metal pipe. 
 Vicki looks this way and that desperately but nothing makes sense, 
no direction seems safe. There's no clarity, no sense in anything. Pictures 
of terror swim in and out of her vision. 
 She has no choice but to run, some instinct drawing her away from 
what appears to be the worst of it. But the assault on her senses makes her 
feel like she's trying to run through petroleum jelly. 
 Out of the mist a scream sounds and a huge shadow appears above 
her. Is it the sound of someone dying? A huge animal descending through 
the sky to get her? 
 Vicki struggles to move her neck, to see what's coming. She barely 
has time to leap out of the way before some black thing, something 
beyond huge crashes to the ground in front of her, so close she feels the 
air move around it before it impacts. 
 Now there's a pain low, low down in her back, and she can see 
she's spun away from the great hulk that's fallen and tripped over 
backwards onto her bottom, jarring her spine badly and causing an 
indistinct shadow to fall across her mind, a memory she's had for many 
years. 
 There's a crater under the huge twisted ball of metal, pieces 
smashed off by the impact spinning and flying in all directions. 
 Like a face materialising from a fog, a shard about two feet long 
crashes end over end towards her. She pulls her legs instinctively towards 
her body, not having the time to realise it'll do no good – she really needs 
to throw herself sideways or better yet, scramble to her feet and run. 



 But the pain in her coccyx is still a ringing bell, and then a new 
pain joins it – not sharp, but like a rapidly spreading bloodstain. 
 Her leg is on fire, the shard of metal nearby with a spatter of her 
blood on it. 
 Something hits Vicki in the face, adding to the ringing at the 
bottom of her spine and the furnace spreading throughout her shin, before 
she realises it's the road. She's rolled over, onto her front, trying to crawl 
away from the black shape in the mists behind her that hurt her so bad. 
 For some reason the terror only just crowding in is flushing away 
the vestiges of whatever she was feeling before. It replaces it and is in 
turn transformed into more terror. 
 She remembers that her skin was alive, her face was flushed and 
her heart was beating fast. There was a bloom of warmth in her. 
 Before this confusion and fear had descended she'd been 
thoroughly, languidly sexually aroused. 
 But what a ridiculous time and place to feel like that. Where had 
something like that come from? 
 Crying, feeling snot dribble down onto her lip, Vicki tries to let go 
of the piece of metal in her hands. A lighter, closer memory tells her if 
she can do that she'll escape this nightmare, but it's fuzzy and hard to 
make out, fuzzier than the nightmare around her. 
 While she's trying to figure out how to open her hands and drop the 
thing she's holding, even as she digs her nails into the asphalt to drag 
herself forward – 
 how can I be doing both? 
 – the mists in front of her part. 
 There's the bird, somehow as clear as day. The noise around it has 
obviously scared it and it's spread its wings and taken to the air, looking 
graceful and free despite the fear it must be experiencing. 
 It's tall and slender, some sort of waterbird, and any other time she 
might think a bird like it belonged beside a dam in the Hunter Valley, not 
living in a pylon of the Harbour Bridge. 
 And among the terror and pain comes the most dreadful sense of 
longing inside her. If only she can sprout wings she'd be able to take to 
the wind like that bird, fly away and put all this terror behind her, terror 
she can already feel wiping her mind clean like an acid treatment across 
old stained concrete. 
 If only she can just spread her wings and fly away from here... 
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 "-but it might be more a feeling than an actual image," Tim was 
saying. 
 Vicki gasped and dropped the tube into the ute like it was a snake. 
Her knees faltered and she felt herself start to fall. 
 She felt arms around her and Tim was saying "God, what 
happened, are you all right?" 
 Vicki leaned back against the ute and tried to catch her breath. She 
was dimly aware her scar – the one that been on her left shin for years – 
was burning dully, the first time it had given her more than mild 
discomfort in over a decade. 
 She looked up, finding herself standing in Circular Quay with a 
dark haired man beside her, looking at her intently. 
 Gradually it came back – who she was and what she was doing 
there – but it took time, like a bubble rising through sludgy oil. "How... 
long was I gone?" she said through a heavy breath. 
 "Gone where? I just turned it on this second!" 
 Vicki looked up into Tim's face, confused now as well as 
frightened. 
 "I was back there... I was on the bridge. I saw it, I felt it. I was 
there." 
 "You were on the bridge just now, after I turned the receiver on?" 
 "Yes, but..." she grabbed Tim's shirt, her shock making her feel 
incomprehensible. How could she make him understand? What she'd just 
experienced wasn't a vision, a hallucination, a phantom. 
 It was a memory. 
 "Tim," she continued, tears starting to fall, the blackness building. 
"I was there. When it happened, I was there. I saw it all, just like the way 
it happened the first time. Why haven't I remembered? How can you 
forget something like that?" 
 "Vicki, it was just electrical pulses manipulating neurons in your 
brain, it might have felt like a memory." 
 But she was shaking her head, looking at the ground, overwhelmed 
by confusion and fear. "I've got to go home, Tim. I've got to go home and 
think." 
 She looked up at him and Tim saw that at least she was lucid. 
Whatever she'd seen, it was gone now. She started to move away and he 
grabbed her arms. "Vicki, whatever you saw, we caused it. We connected 
to a circuit no different than switching on a light. All we had to do was 
plug into it. 
 "When you see a white lady walking through walls in the Tower of 
London, it's just because there's been a sunspot and you're worried about 



a fight with your partner or boss and there are a lot of mobile phones 
around. That's why we see ghosts." He held up his mobile. "All this data 
tells us is what all those variables are. You understand, don't you? It's just 
environmental interference. We perceive it emotionally because we can't 
perceive anything any other way." 
 Vicki saw the line of taxis lined up at the rank across Alfred Street 
and pulled herself from his grip. She looked back at the bridge. Yes, that's 
where the darkness had come from for all these years. She was usually 
extremely practised at blocking it out, but over the last few weeks that 
hadn't been nearly as easy to do. 
 Now she knew why. 
 "I have to think, Tim," she said, moving away. "I've got to sit down 
and digest all this." 
 



13 
 
 Despite Tim promising her it would only take him 20 minutes to 
disconnect everything and pack up and he'd drive her home himself, 
Vicki didn't want to stay there a minute longer. 
 She gave the driver her address and sat back, trying to brush the 
horrific vision she'd just experienced from her mind and what it seemed 
to say. She had to try to believe Tim. Her brain, electrical sparks 
crisscrossing with another wireless grid of electromagnetism, had made it 
up. 
 If she told herself that, it seemed she could keep the blackness 
back. 
 Something had interfered with the usual pattern of bioelectricity 
her brain generated and caused her to see things that weren't there. In this 
case, the interference had shown her a whole waking dream. And she 
remembered it like it had been yesterday. 
 Though she knew Tim was right, every fibre in her being told her a 
whole portion of her life had been a lie. She'd been on the bridge, she'd 
somehow got out safely, and post-traumatic stress had wiped the whole 
incident from her memory. 
 Dale had been right. 
 Forgetting her promise to herself not to call him until tomorrow, 
Vicki quickly took out her mobile and called his number. 
 It went to his voicemail, and she hung up with a frustrated sigh, 
looking out the window. 
 What about her Dad, all her friends, the rest of the world? How 
could they all let her believe she'd left school, went straight to university 
to do psychology and everything else she remembered of her life if she 
hadn't? 
 And what about Dale? Did she only want him so much now 
because they'd already been together once, and she'd wiped that from her 
mind as well? Was her desire for him just mental residue that she hadn't 
been able to completely scrub out of her unconscious? 
 It had to be. She'd slept with him, for Christ's sake, while she was 
treating him! No matter how hot she ever got for a man it was totally out 
of character for her to do anything so stupid. 
 And if she slept with him- 
 Vicki froze. 
 The blackness. 
 Wanting Dale because of it. 
 Any time it had arisen in her for the past 20 years she'd barely 
given it a second thought. The whole world watched The World Trade 
Centre Towers, Jin Mao, North Africa, Northeast Japan. We all 



remembered the news images with terror. They gave a lot of us 
nightmares. That's all she thought the darkness was. 
 She barely associated it with the bridge itself. But she knew very 
well she avoided it whenever she could. She'd drive all the way out to 
Iron Cove Bridge and through Hunters Hill if she ever had to go to the 
northwest and if she had to get to the inner north suburbs she'd take the 
tunnel – albeit reluctantly. 
 She also knew that if she let her guard down late at night at home 
or at work and the darkness started to form and jostle inside her, sex was 
the only thing that held it at bay. 
 Bringing desire to fruition herself while watching some cheesy 
porn she'd downloaded or reading an erotic novel trampled it down. Sex 
with Dale had blown it away like dry leaves in a hurricane. 
 But why? 
 The dream-thing, or whatever it had been with Tim's equipment, 
had been very specific about the pain and fear having overshadowed an 
earlier and very distinctive feeling of arousal. 
 Dale had claimed they'd spoken to each other just minutes before 
the bridge had started to collapse, teasing each other about the sex they 
were going to have. 
 Vicki frowned deeply, watching the world go by out the window of 
the taxi. Sexual desire was a staggeringly powerful human drive. 
Suddenly supplanting it with fear could lock the two together 
inextricably. She'd seen it in all its garish, ghoulish forms among patients. 
 She'd lost count of the number of young women who'd sought her 
help with sexual difficulties after sexual abuse as children or teenagers 
who felt terrified when things grew amourous with their husbands or 
boyfriends. Anything sexual was forever anchored by fear of what they'd 
endured. 
 And it went the other way. A middle-aged man referred to her by 
the court system only wanted sex in situations that seemed extreme or 
dangerous. Lovemaking in a bed in private wasn't only uninteresting to 
him, it was grotesque. He'd been caught with one too many prostitutes in 
one too many shopping centre carparks in broad daylight and been 
arrested for public indecency. 
 He'd tried to convince partners to have sex in speeding cars, on the 
edge of the roof of the CBD skyscraper where he worked and in hot air 
balloons. He quite literally couldn't enjoy sex unless he was in some sort 
of fear, and fear of his life was the strongest aphrodisiac of all. 
 Could Vicki herself just be another entry into the same catalogue 
of perversions she dealt with every day? If she'd been sexually excited as 
a result of a phone call when the bridge had started to fall, fear for her life 
would have laid down over it, forming an interlocking template. The 



fabric of fear of the bridge and sexual arousal might then express itself 
throughout her life. 
 Might something similar have happened to Dale? Maybe the 
explosive neural activity that accompanied his own fear was causing him 
to generate all this strange phenomena somehow without knowing he was 
doing it. 
 But his mental state might not even need to be that extreme, she 
realised. Just having feelings for her and consummating them by her 
going to bed with him would be enough to start a maelstrom of fresh and 
flurried neural mapping in him. 
 Vicki leaned back and closed her eyes. There was too much to 
think about. And now Tim wanted to take Dale, her and Barry and go 
back there to go through it all over again. 
 Vicki shuddered, not wanting to think about what else she might 
see. 
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 Tim had stopped by the office at Birchgrove to pick up some paper 
files and then went home, stopping for the kind of food on the way home 
he was eating far too much of these days. 
 He was in the driveway, the equipment from his experiment with 
Vicki stacked up on the front patio to take inside, the ute idling, ready to 
be backed into the garage when he unpacked everything. 
 He pulled the nylon rope down over the last hook on the carry tray 
and walked back to the driver's side, getting in and clasping his fingers 
together on the wheel, staring out at the street but looking at nothing. 
 So far, Vicki had felt like the only one he could really rely on. Dale 
was in over his head despite the gift he had of accepting anything he saw 
(born of his relative ignorance, Tim realised), and Barry wanted nothing 
more than for it to all be over. None of them could afford Vicki cracking 
up too. 
 It had been about two hours since she'd left him in the city. He'd 
give her another hour or two and then call her up to see how she was. It 
was too important. None of them realised like he did, but this wasn't just 
about seeing things that go bump in the night. It was about how the most 
elemental forces in the universe affected each other. 
 It was the kind of stuff humanity would have to sit in the middle of 
a star or at the edge of a black hole to see, and it was right here in front of 
them, in a few thousands tons of metal and stone. 
 It might lead them to ever-smaller elemental particles of matter. It 
might give them the data to formulate the grand unified theory of physics, 
remodel the multiple dimensions of string theory. It could have the most 
impact of human life since- 
 The car didn't shudder or conk out. It simply died, silenced at a 
single stroke. 
 "The fuck-" he muttered to himself. He turned the key and the 
engine didn't even tick. 
 He instinctively pulled his phone out of his pocket to call the very 
expensive road service that came with the sixty five grand this car had 
cost. 
 But the phone was dead too. 
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 ASEAN-Europa Systems' avionics tracking satellite RL-554 peered 
down at a swathe of Earth from its geostationary orbit above Jayapura, 
West Papua. It monitored an area from the Maldives Islands in the west 
to the sea east of Horoera, New Zealand, and from Claveria on the far 
north tip of The Philippines to a lonely point in the middle of the Great 
Southern Ocean, halfway between Tasmania and Antarctica. 
 RL-544 watched the Earth's magnetic field for fluctuations that 
could affect commercial and military air traffic instruments, as it had 
patiently for decades. 
 The last incident of note had happened in the small hours of June 5, 
1984, when sunspot activity had generated the strongest geomagnetic 
storms over the South Pole anyone remembered. Beachside residents of 
Cronulla saw the blue lights of Aurora Australis creeping over Jibbon and 
Maianbar, further north outside the Antarctic Circle than at any time in 
living memory. 
 The spike RL-544 reported back to the tracking station in an 
industrial park outside Dendermonde, Belgium, at 13.18'08" on the 
morning of February 5, 2037 was the strongest localised, naturally-
occurring fluctuation in the Earth's magnetic field since that day over half 
a century before. 
 But unlike the geomagnetic storms in their 11-year cycle or the 
spikes from the last nuclear weapons tests conducted by France in the 
early 1990s, the event – centred somewhere close to the eastern edge of 
the Cumberland Plain of Sydney – was there and gone in less than five 
milliseconds. 
 

**** 
 
 A flock of over 40 Cook's Petrels began their long, slow dive back 
towards the ocean after finding thermals to lift them a few hundred feet 
up, 1,750 kilometres east of New Caledonia. 
 As the invisible guides they followed suddenly wobbled, warped 
and twisted ahead of them, none of the animals felt anything like a 
sensation of sickness or disorientation, merely staying on the paths their 
senses told them. 
 But many of them died as they collided with their fellows before 
the magnetic highways ahead of them straightened and they continued on 
their way towards their breeding grounds in Chile, their numbers 
depleted. 
 

**** 



 
 A little over 20 kilometres off the coast of Curl Curl, the submarine 
USS Saratoga was steaming northward at a depth of only 30 metres after 
taking part in a joint US/Australian navy logistics exercise in Port Phillip 
Bay the week before. 
 The station meteorologist got a sudden reading of an 
electromagnetic field spike just 50 kilometres away to the southwest. 
 She radioed through to the ship's XO and even though the spike 
was there and gone before she'd even had time to raise him, minor 
damage reports to electrical and comms systems started coming in from 
all over the ship and the Captain ordered a dive to 100 metres and 
provisional general quarters. 
 

**** 
 
 On the screens of operations units in power, telecommunication 
and broadcasting providers across the state, red dots or warnings 
appeared on transformers, relay stations, transmission towers and dishes 
like ripples radiating from stones thrown into a pond. 
 But before handsets were even raised to make panicked phone 
calls, the outage was over. 
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 "What is it about Dale's mind," Vicki said quietly, safely back at 
work with her CMD running in front of her, recording her musings, "that 
makes him the target or motivation for these phenomena?" 
 After the excitement (if that was the word) of Tim's experiment in 
the city and the nights of relative peace she'd spent having Dale in her 
arms she finally had to pick up a thread she'd began the week before, of 
the possibility that all this paranormal phenomena was somehow linked 
to, or caused by, Dale's mind. 
 Vicki didn't really believe it – or want to – but she knew literature 
and research collected by far smarter people than her might give her some 
new clues about what might really be happening. 
 "As a psychiatrist, I have to look for mental or emotional 
connections. But it feels like I have to believe either that his mind or 
emotions are the result of some external event or that they're the power 
behind them." 
 She looked from the black water, the lights of the city shimmering 
across it, down at the desk, noticing the edge of the inlaid leather desktop, 
running her finger along it for a second and smiling despite herself. 
 Where the wood of the desk met the inlay was a tiny step that 
created a sharp edge she'd hardly noticed until the night they'd made love 
right there. 
 It'd been right across the cheeks of her bottom and after they'd 
finished and crossed the room to lie together on the couch he'd laughed 
about the hard, straight line across her bum, tracing a finger across from 
one cheek to the next. Even the memory of the feeling made her shudder. 
 "I've found another passage about a 15-year-old girl in Gilgandra 
in 1985," she continued to the recorder, shaking her head to dislodge the 
memory and leafing through the book that contained the case, Notations 
in 20th Century Psychology, which University College, London, had been 
putting out for nearly three quarters of a century before it went 
completely digital. "It's supposedly a poltergeist phenomenon but it's still 
related to the theory that some of us can unwittingly control matter with 
our thoughts. 
 "There'd been reports of strange happenings around her house and 
the property where she lived for several months, and a team of 
investigators from Charles Sturt University travelled to the property and 
stayed with the family, studying the phenomena over the course of a 
fortnight. 
  
 "...during the three months previous to the research, the family 
reported a series of unexplained happenings. 



 "One evening, Mrs Dowling prepared a sink full of hot water to 
wash the dinner dishes. She was interrupted by a short phone call, and 
returned to find the sink filled with blood, confirmed by Orange Base 
Hospital to be type A+ blood from a routine bout of menstruation. Mrs 
Dowling and her daughters, 24-year-old Sheree and 15-year-old Natalie, 
all matched the sample following subsequent testing. 
 "During dinner on several occasions, cook books would suddenly 
burst from a shelf in the kitchen and launch across the room, damaging 
crockery on the table and opposite bench. In another phenomenon that 
always occurred late at night, water and gas pipes in the walls near the 
main bathroom would vibrate, eventually building to a level where they'd 
wake the entire household. Inspections by plumbers didn't reveal 
anything unusual. 
 "Realising they were dealing with a poltergeist, the research team 
turned special attention to Natalie, the youngest of the three children and 
in the middle stages of puberty. The phenomena continued, giving the 
researchers plenty of material but no clues as to their cause, becoming 
more frequent and varied as time passed. 
 "Loud, sudden knocks were heard late at night on the walls in the 
hallway and entry of the house. In front of seven witnesses, the laundry 
door refused to stay open. When opened over thirty times by those present 
it simply swung shut again. Kitchen appliances started up at all hours of 
the day and night, sometimes when they were stored in cupboards and not 
plugged in. 
 "On one occasion, Mrs Dowling went to her pantry and was 
assailed by the smell of rotten and stale foodstuffs. Even though the 
pantry was stocked every week with preserved food, every item was 
spoiled, the inside of the pantry unbearably hot. 
 "The appearance of blood was a harmless though frightening 
occurrence around the household and property, and each time it matched 
that of the women of the family. Tests showed it was occasionally 
ordinary blood, but mostly it contained secretions consistent with 
menstrual blood. 
 "It was found smeared across the bedroom and bathroom walls, 
produced from taps and showers (both the household and the makeshift 
water tank shower at the western end of the property), in bottles left for 
collection by the milkman, even dribbling from the back of the living 
room TV set. 
 "The most inexplicable instance was reported and photographed 
by Mr Dowling, who arrived at one of the work sheds at the back 
boundary of the property early one morning. 
 "Beneath the fluorescent tube that lit the eastern wall hung a 
portrait of Christ, an old family trinket. The picture was slowly seeping 



blood from the images of the hands and forehead, and had obviously been 
doing so for a long time, having spilled over the frame and onto the 
shelves and bench to form a clotted pool below. 
 "The blood was again found to match the womens' menstrual 
cycles, and this time tiny strands were found by researchers in the lab to 
be pubic hair. According to family members, Mr Dowling and several 
casual farm workers were the only ones ever in or around the shed. 
 "After several fascinating and frustrating days of study and 
observation, the research team decided to examine the lifestyle and habits 
of each family member through detached observation and interviews. 
 "The key was found to lay with Natalie. Without her parents' 
knowledge, Natalie had become sexually active at the same time the 
phenomena first appeared. After careful and thorough analysis of her 
movements and habits over the previous weeks, the source of each 
phenomenon was revealed. 
 "Every event that occurred throughout the day on weekdays, when 
Natalie and 18-year-old brother Mark were at school in Gilgandra, was 
passive and harmless, seeming to indicate the source was absent. 
 As with most families, the dinner table was the focus of the home 
social life, and just one of the many topics of conversation was a local 
boy on whom Natalie had developed a teenaged crush. Why the shelf of 
cookbooks exhibited the most concentrated of the phenomena was never 
ascertained, but that particular phenomena occurred only during 
mealtimes. 
 "During confidential discussion with Natalie alone, she admitted 
she'd been at a party with school friends the night the phenomena began 
and lost her virginity to 17-year-old local Danny Kemp. 
 "She also admitted to having started masturbating, but recounted 
only having done so late at night when she was sure her family wouldn't 
hear. Consultation with chronologies confirmed the disturbances with the 
pipes had occurred at these times. It was subsequently realised the pipes 
lay in the wall between Natalie's bedroom and the main bathroom. 
 "The researchers' findings and conclusions were met with 
controversy and skepticism at Charles Sturt University and weren't 
widely publicised. The researchers were criticised for drawing 
inconclusive theories from abundant but meaningless evidence. If it were 
true, they argued, why don't poltergeists appear in every household in the 
world when a teenager first becomes sexually active? 
 "The research team, more to save face than prove their point by 
this stage, theorised that Natalie had become charged with strong but 
dormant emotions of fear following a fall from a horse that hospitalised 
her at age 11, a steel pin in her ankle the result. The deep-seated 
psychology involved wasn't the research team's area of expertise, and 



when follow up psychological analysis revealed no latent PTSD 
symptoms in Natalie because of the accident, the findings were further 
ridiculed and largely forgotten. 
 "The original conclusion had been that becoming sexually active 
had awakened the energy in the girl's mind to influence her physical 
proximity. The connections were too obvious; during acts of self arousal 
such as masturbation, heart rate increases, the social conditioning 
created by the mind collapses, imagination and emotion spark to 
extraordinary levels of activity, and the mental condition is ideal for 
parapsychological kinetic energy. 
 "Fuelled by the exciting emotions of having become sexually aware 
of herself, the girl became an unequalled source of mental energy..." 
  
 She stopped reading and looked up. "There's got to be something 
different about him," she said as she stared out the window. "Maybe 
there's something in junk DNA that selects for telekinesis or higher 
sensitivity to electromagnetism, and because he's so scared he's actually 
creating all these phenomena without knowing. Maybe there's a gene for 
transmitting bioelectrical energy. 
 "Or maybe Dr Allenton was right in The Secret Mind, from '14... 
might be '15," she told herself. "All our higher functions are contained in 
the neocortex but that only makes up a third of the brain's mass. He said 
there was much more going on in the older regions like the thalamus and 
amygdala than just simple emotional responses like neurochemistry tells 
us. 
 "There are so many pieces, so many untapped reservoirs of energy 
and activity we have no idea about when it comes to what they're doing. 
Older animals like birds can read the earth's magnetic field to navigate, 
maybe it's a dormant power in the human brain too, only we can wilfully 
create and transfer the energy to move objects or produce sound and 
light? Maybe Dale's only an advanced specimen of our species, like the 
first fish that grew lungs and crawled up onto the sand." 
 Vicki stared into the middle distance for long moments, then 
blinked and rubbed her face. "And maybe you shouldn't have watched 
The House on Haunted Hill when you were nine," she said. "Now have a 
fucking gin and get ahold of yourself." 
 She closed the book and reached behind her to replace it on the 
bookshelf, stretching her neck and sighing deeply. She was way overdue 
for a deep tissue massage. And it was time she- 
 As Vicki reached down to pick the CMD up and stop the recorder, 
she realised it had died completely. 
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 Thankfully Barry had been in the kerbside lane, so he'd simply 
coasted to the side of the road when the LTD's engine cut out. 
 He'd tried the car two or three more times, and not even half a 
minute had passed before he was on the road again. 
 He turned on the media deck to hear announcers or recorded 
messages apologise for the break in transmission, but he was only half 
listening. 
 He didn't have the mental energy to wonder what had happened, 
too overloaded with the discovery of Dale's death. He just drove on, 
slowly, wishing he'd never arrive. 
 His patient system had told him they'd taken Dale to Sutherland 
Hospital, the same one his mum had been taken to. Maybe now they'd be 
lying side by side in the basement level morgue, little tags around their 
toes reading cerebral haemorrhage and suicide. It was probably what 
Dale would want. Maybe it was the whole reason he'd done it. 
 When the hospital had called and asked him to go in, they 
obviously needed him to sign off the body for burial. Dale had no 
surviving next of kin, and he and his family were no more. 
 He knew exactly the way it worked and what would be expected of 
him, but he didn't know how he'd bring himself to look in his friend's 
dead eyes again, the rough gashes across his wrists, the grey, freezing 
skin.  
 At university once, he'd been unfortunate enough to see a body that 
had been pumped too full of embalming fluid. The grey, pus-like solution 
had oozed out of the eyes, nose and anus of the poor subject and dribbled 
to the floor in a very undignified way. Barry didn't think he could stand 
seeing Dale like that.  
 He eventually arrived, and after sitting in the car park in the 
growing gloom of dusk blowing his nose and fighting back the tightness 
in this throat and chest that threatened to send new rivers of tears 
coursing, he went in to the main reception area. A steely old nurse 
pointed him in the right direction, oblivious to his distress. 
 He took the elevator to the third floor and went down the hall to a 
smaller reception desk, giving his name and being asked to wait. 
 Barry was staring out over The Kingsway, across three shires to the 
city when the nurse returned with an older man in a white coat. 
 "Dr McAlpine," the older man said, removing his glasses and 
smiling sympathetically, extending his hand to Barry. He accepted it and 
introduced himself with a mumble. 
 The doctor gestured for him to follow, making sparse and 
unimportant small talk as Barry followed him down the hall. 



 They stopped outside a ward and McAlpine turned to Barry, 
resting his hand on the door. 
 "I know there's nothing that will prepare you for this, Dr Paul, but 
there was a further development." 
 He pushed the door and it swung open. 
 Barry felt his knees buckle, shake and almost collapse. He wasn't 
sure, but he might have wet himself. 
 He'd been through the initial half hour of shock and grief, the 
irrefutable sense of loss, the tendency to cry and scream and plead and 
pray and fight, thinking maybe if we do it loud enough we'll bring the 
dead back. 
 He'd reached the point of admitting to himself that his life had 
changed forever, that it might take years for the wound to heal where part 
of him had been wrenched out. 
 And there'd been no doubt in Barry's mind – professional or 
personal – that Dale was dead. His pupils hadn't dilated, he hadn't 
breathed for at least thirty minutes. You didn't even need to be a doctor to 
see his skin was dry and cold, grey and lifeless. And his eyes were gone. 
The spongy bulbs of tissue and jelly were still nestled in the skull, of 
course, but the true eyes, the life, was gone. Dale had been dead. 
 Across the room, Dale's body lay propped up in the hospital bed, 
his back against a stack of pillows, his skin healthy and pink. 
 There were two tubes in his nose and one in his arm, electrodes 
attached to his bare chest, his eyes flickering and his chest rising and 
falling heavily. 
 Alive. 
 Alive. 
 He had died. And been dead for hours. 
 Now he lived again. 
 Barry stared, and whispered 'Jesus wept' in terror. 
 Dale was alive. 
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 He thrashed weakly back and forth in bed, mumbling through the 
oxygen mask, his eyes fluttering rhythmically. Every now and then he'd 
stop and just lie still, then start up again. 
 Barry hadn't known whether he should be terrified because there 
was a dead man moving in front of him, crestfallen that he'd been so 
emotionally screwed up by Dale's condition he hadn't even been able to 
perform a simple prognosis of death or overjoyed beyond all possibility 
his friend was alive. 
 "He's been doing this ever since he woke up," Dr McAlpine 
explained as he fussed over Dale during his latest tremor. Barry had been 
there an hour and they were growing weaker, the words Dale was 
murmuring taking on form and starting to make sense. 
 "They look like bouts of ataxic palsy," Barry said, swearing softly 
and asking himself out loud for the millionth time "How could I miss 
this?" 
 "I've seen blood loss bad enough to induce a coma," McAlpine 
said. "It's also pretty hot again today and there was a lot of aspirin in his 
system, that's probably why he didn't clot." He seemed about to add 
something else but hesitated, and Barry was pretty sure he knew what 
McAlpine was thinking – 'despite all that, no qualified doctor has 
mistaken someone for being dead when they're not since the 19th 
century.' "Well, they're getting weaker," he finally continued, "maybe the 
blood loss caused some cerebral dysfunction. I've just never seen a 
patient recover this fast." 
 '-Mum,' Dale muttered. 
 Barry took his friend's arms, removing the oxygen mask and 
brushing his fingers lightly on Dale's cheek. "Hey, you with us?" 
 Dale murmured a little more before he spoke clearly, louder than 
he had since Barry arrived. "My mum..." His eyes sprang open and he 
stared Barry straight in the face. "Barry?" he began. His face crinkled up 
with sorrow, tears moistened his eyes. "My mum died, Barry." 
 "I know, mate, I know," Barry said, pulling Dale gently close and 
feeling his friend cry. McAlpine looked from Dale to the machinery he 
was connected up to, shrugging at Barry. "Brain function scan's normal, 
blood pressure back to normal. He's out of it." 
 Barry nodded at McAlpine, who mouthed that he'd come and check 
on them in a while. What ailed Dale now was Barry's department – not 
his – and not as a doctor, but a friend. 
 After ten or fifteen minutes Dale quietened and finally sat back. 
His eyes were red, but everything else around him was normal. 



 "It was very quick, Dale," Barry said, the first words spoke in the 
room since the doctor had left. "She didn't even know what hit her. She 
didn't feel any pain, not even for a split second." 
 Of course he didn't know it had been that fast, but it was a detail 
Dale never needed to know. 
 "It was me," Dale said in a drawn, weak voice. "I caused it." 
 "What?" Barry asked, sliding off the bed and bringing a visitor's 
chair closer. He felt like his hip was breaking after sitting lop-sided 
holding onto Dale for so long. 
 "I went back onto the bridge, Barry. By myself. I used your code to 
get in." 
 Barry nodded. It was the worst possible time to chastise Dale for it, 
but that was one mystery solved he certainly wouldn't be telling the 
government committee about. Not that it mattered now. 
 "I heard about your engineer guy," Dale continued. "I thought I 
could save him, if I went back. If I forced it back like I've done before. I 
thought it'd leave him after it attacked him in his van." 
 "You did," Barry assured Dale, patting his hand. "He woke up on 
Wednesday night, right as rain. Whatever you did there saved him. 
 Dale's face screwed up again, fighting back tears. "But it came 
after me again. It got my mother." 
 "Dale, there's absolutely no way that's possibly related-" 
 "Then why did it happen right then, after I came home, after it 
knew it had beaten me. After-" 
 Dale's eyes grew wide, a horrible realisation dawning on him. 
Barry steeled himself to hold his friend down in case he broke into 
hysterics or something. 
 "Vicki," Dale said in a deathly whisper, in control of himself but 
starting to drag himself out of bed. 
 Barry stood to restrain him gently. "Hey, easy there-" 
 "She's gone!" Dale said, starting to fight and thrash against Barry. 
"Vicki!" 
 "Calm down Dale," Barry said, pressing his not inconsiderable 
weight down on his friend, "what about Vicki?" 
 "It got her too!" Dale said in a near-shout, growing weaker but 
starting to cry again, "Vicki's dead, Barry." 
 Barry froze in shock, and as his grip on Dale loosened, it seemed to 
remind Dale he was there. He looked up into Barry's face, searching his 
eyes. He expects me to know something he doesn't, Barry thought. 
 "What? When?" was all he could manage to say. 
 "Barry, it killed her and bought her to me. On the bridge. Up in the 
top level of the pylon. Then she appeared in my house. It killed her." 



 Barry put his hand up, reaching for his CMD. "Dale, for God's 
sake, we can't believe anything we see at that place. If anything's 
happened to Vicki I would have heard." 
 "Who are you calling?" Dale said, but Barry only kept his hand up 
to shush him. 
 "Hi," he said presently into the CMD, "someone here wants to say 
hello to you very badly." 
 Dale took the phone, barely hoping as he fearfully said hello. "Oh, 
thank God," came Vicki's voice, and floodgates of some sort broke loose 
in his chest, relief pouring through him. Had he dreamt the whole thing? 
"You frightened hell out of me! Where are you? What happened, you 
sounded fine last night?" 
 "Last night?" Dale repeated dumbly. "You didn't answer, I tried 
you twice. I came home from the bridge and sat at home all day." What 
else did he say, that she'd been sitting on his floor, dead? That he'd killed 
himself and that he was now sitting here talking to her? His mother being 
dead seemed like a minor detail in such a story. 
 "What?" Vicki said, her voice with an edge of anger. "You told me 
you'd changed your mind and gone home. Did you?" 
 "What are you talking about?" Dale said, gripping his head, 
confusion a whirl inside it. 
 "Dale, tell me where you are," she ordered. 
 "Vicki, when did I talk to you?" 
 "After you left my place you rang me on the way back to the city. 
You said you were going home instead because you'd realised how stupid 
it was. You were tired and just needed to sleep. I've got voice backup on 
my mobile service, I can retrieve the conversation and play it for you if 
you don't believe me." 
 "Vicki," Dale said, "that wasn't me. I was on top of the pylon... 
with you." 
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 Tim crashed through the doors of the ward and Dale was sitting up 
in bed, talking in a low murmur to Barry. His eyes were red-rimmed and 
he looked exhausted – they both did. 
 "You're okay?" Tim said as he grabbed the other visitor's seat and 
sat on the opposite side of the bed from Barry. "What happened?" 
 Dale glanced at Barry, who shrugged and nodded. He has to be told 
sooner or later, the gesture said. "Tim," Dale began gingerly, "you're 
talking to a dead man." 
 Tim didn't smile. He saw a ghostly expanse of light across a field 
in the shape of the old bridge. He saw Ron Siller, shaking his hand but 
not introducing himself on his former property in Wilberforce, dead for 
18 years but walking around in his checked flannelette shirt and cold, wet 
hands. 
 No, he didn't smile. 
 "I killed myself. I cut my wrists. Barry found me, and I was dead. I 
really was." 
 "Let's not be dramatic," Barry interjected, "I'm losing my eyesight 
and I wasn't thinking straight." 
 "You heard the doctor," Dale said. "The ambos told him I'd done it 
over four hours before you found me. I lost litres of blood. You didn't 
make any mistake, Barry." 
 Barry looked at the ground, shaking his head. 
 "I went to the bridge myself," Dale continued, turning back to Tim, 
"I heard about the guy Barry hired and how he'd been badly hurt after it 
attacked him, the same time it attacked me and Barry. I thought I could 
go to it, force it back, make it leave him... and I did. He was dying of 
some stomach thing, then suddenly he was up and around. 
 "But I got scared, up there. I tried to call her and she wasn't there 
because it had already killed her and it had her body. When I could 
finally bring myself to move I came home and then she appeared to me at 
home too." 
 Suddenly Tim realised Dale was fighting back tears. "My mother 
died. I think instead of pushing it out I let it all the way back in 
somewhere, and it went after my mother and killed her. She had a 
stroke." 
 Dale sniffed and wiped his eyes, staring at the bedclothes and 
trying not to sob. "I took a knife from the kitchen and I cut my wrists. I 
died." He looked over at Barry. "You know I did." 
 "Dale, think about it, we can't possibly-" 
 "Were you disoriented when you woke up?" Tim interrupted. 
"Sick? Stiff in the limbs?" 



 Dale and Barry looked at each other. "The doctor said he wasn't 
coherent for a long time," Barry said. "He seemed to snap out of it not 
long after I got here." 
 Dale was nodding slowly. "Headachey, too." 
 Tim shifted in his chair, leaning forward to give the two men the 
most incredible news they'd ever hear. 
 "I'll have to do the numbers, but... I have equations... formulae... 
proof." 
 "Of what?" Barry said. 
 Tim sighed lightly. "Did you both hear the news? There was an 
electromagnetic disturbance on the bridge early this morning." 
 "What happened?' Barry asked. 
 "Nothing serious," Tim said, before remembering the hundreds of 
thousands of phones, computers, cars, electronic and telecommunications 
devices and networks that had stopped dead. "Nothing life threatening, 
anyway. Look, to a physicist, everything we've seen in this case, every 
disturbance, every phenomenon, has been the result of electromagnetism 
in the environment. The same way everything is. 
 "Everything that happens in nature is the result of one of the four 
atomic forces. Including this... including ghosts and hauntings. They're 
just manifestations of electromagnetism we can see that we can't usually. 
They're like echoes of sound that repeat when you yell from the top of a 
lookout. They're echoes of images, temperatures, air pressures, 
whatever." 
 "Is this going somewhere in English?" Barry said impatiently. He 
barely remembered the crap Tim was on about from his own university 
biochem days, and he thought it'd be making even less sense to Dale. 
 "Those electromagnetic echoes can interfere or interact with the 
electromagnetic fields our own brains create to work. Neurons firing with 
little electric sparks, connecting to other neurons to form pictures, 
images, memories, abilities. So if we know the values involved, we can... 
tune it in. We don't have to wait until it's a dark and stormy night." 
 "And you can?" Dale said quietly. 
 "The data your metallurgist got in his van," Tim said, looking at 
Barry. "He asked what it was. It filled the van's systems with data. It told 
him what it was. How it works. How it manifests. It gave us everything. 
Guys... we have a scientific basis for paranormal phenomena. Everything 
I've tested against it so far stacks up." 
 A silence descended on the room. Barry glanced over his shoulder 
into the rest of the room. He wanted to make sure it was still there, and 
that he hadn't fallen into some dream netherworld. He wanted to hear the 
sound of his own voice to convince himself he was still sane. 
 "Are you trying to tell us ghosts exist?" 



 "Not only that, but we've got them right in front of us." Tim said. 
"They're at the bridge, and when we're there too it's like bolts of static 
going back and forth. They affect us and we affect them." 
 Barry stood and walked towards the back of the room, his hands on 
his hips. "I'm not listening to another word of this bullshit." 
 "Barry, you've seen it yourself. The day you implanted Dale's 
magnetiser. Remember the scratch that flared up on his back? You 
showed me a picture." 
 "The allergic reaction?" Barry snapped, whirling back. 
 "It was a scratch, Barry. It was the same shape as the one on the 
side of Donald's van. When he was attacked by God knows what." 
 "And you just said it was in our minds. That van had been 
clobbered, like someone had dropped a crane on top of it. Donald was 
lying on the floor with his head split open. Was that just in his mind?" 
 "Well you tell me who did it," Tim argued. "Someone's setting up 
an elaborate sting all around us? They just happened to know where 
Donald would be? They implanted a device in Dale's body to shock and 
hurt him when you weren't looking?" 
 Barry shook his head, swearing under his breath and crossing to the 
tiny sink to fill up a paper cup from the dispenser. 
 "Everything that happens is electromagnetism, gravity or the strong 
or weak atomic forces. It controls all matter, biology, everything. If the 
field's strong and targeted enough it could cause anything we can 
imagine. Things we can't imagine. It could pick Donald up and throw him 
around like a rag doll. It could smash the van to a pulp. It could send a 
painful electric short into Dale's body, and inflame skin cells in the same 
shape as the scratch on the wall of a vehicle 30 kilometres away. It can do 
anything." 
 "It?" Barry repeated, holding his hands out. "What's 'it'? Who 
wants to hurt and kill people? Ghosts?" 
 Tim sighed, trying to stay patient. "If you want to believe it's spirits 
who want to avenge their deaths you can. Right now that's counter-
productive. It's energy." 
 "So 'energy' wants to send Dale mad? Wanted to kill that 
consultant, Donald, everyone else?" 
 "Energy always wants something. If it's in a block of wood it wants 
to be released as heat and light when you set on fire. If it's in a rubber ball 
in your hand it wants to be released by falling to the floor." 
 He pointed out the window, in the direction of the city. "That 
bridge is a giant battery of energy waiting to be expressed as light, heat, 
electromagnetism, whatever it can. That's what it wants. If it achieves it 
by killing people, or people die as an indirect consequence, that's what's 
going to happen. A shark doesn't want to kill you. It just wants to eat. If 



you die as a result that's just a consequence, it's no nevermind to the 
shark." 
 Barry shook his head, looking exhausted, and crumpled the paper 
cup into a ball to throw into the bin near the sink. "Tim, are you even 
listening to yourself?" he said in exasperation. "What the fuck are you 
talking about?" He turned to leave the ward, muttering about finding 
coffee, maybe beer. 
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 Tim rubbed his face roughly, suddenly looking quite exhausted to 
Dale. How hard was he working on this? 
 Dale reached out and patted Tim's shoulder. "He's... just very 
practical. You know." 
 Tim nodded. "He should be. We need it. This gets all very 
emotional and we need to keep level heads. We need to be sceptical." 
 "So what do we do now?" 
 Tim shrugged, leaning back in his chair. "I'm still working on it. 
We've talked about this trip where we all go out there together." He 
gestured towards the door. "It's up to Barry to get us the access, but by 
the sounds of him the possibility's fading. There's one piece of good 
news, though. You're not crazy." 
 Dale suddenly thought of Vicki. They'd wondered the same thing 
together after she'd first seen it. Whether it was all Dale's traumatised 
mind or something was really happening at the bridge. He'd almost 
wanted it to be all a product of his deranged imagination because the 
alternative was so unthinkable. 
 "The psychiatric treatment undoubtedly helped. You had a lot to 
deal with. And you suggested Vicki see someone in my line of work, so 
maybe it was meant to be. But from the first time you saw something on 
the train... you really did. Whatever you saw was really there." 
 Dale opened his mouth, not entirely sure what was going to come 
out. "I think... her and I are in love with each other. I don't know why that 
matters right now, but..." 
 Tim smiled, and he had the look of a rescue worker that had spent 
weeks sifting through the rubble of a collapsed building to find a flower 
growing in the dirt under it all. "Course it matters. It's the whole reason 
we're all here," he said, clapping a hand softly over Dale's. "Well done." 
 Dale smiled too, nodding absently. His smile slowly disappeared. 
"I suppose that's why it showed her to me. I came back home from the 
bridge and she was there. It had killed her and just dumped her body in 
my flat like a bag of garbage. It wasn't like a hallucination." His face 
tightened, tears starting to fall. "It was really her. I knew I didn't want to 
live without her, and when they called about my mum I knew that was it." 
 "That's why we have to be like Barry. It looked real, it probably 
felt real. But it wasn't." 
 "She first appeared to me while I was still up in the pylon. I tried to 
tell myself it wasn't real and I called her but she didn't answer. When I 
finally went home she was there too. I even called the police, and they 
told me someone had broken into her house and taken her the night 



before while I was out there. Now she's telling me she called me, spoke to 
me and everything... but it wasn't me. Who was she talking to?" 
 "Phone calls are electromagnetic signals, same as everything else." 
 "You mean something made them up? I didn't really get through to 
the police?" 
 Tim shrugged. "You might not have even called. Maybe it just 
made you think you did. We just don't know the extent of what it can do. 
Obviously it can manifest things, even if it's in your optic nerves. We 
know it can direct manifestations, like it did with the van and you in 
Barry's surgery. In any other circumstances I'd call it intelligent. 
 "Maybe it operates as a poltergeist phenomenon as well, centred 
around you or your flat. Maybe the confluence of the fields gives you 
unconscious control over the physical environment. Maybe you're 
telekinetic without knowing about it, and you can just conjure horrible 
shit up. Maybe you have a little piece of the energy with you wherever 
you go." 
 "How?" 
 Tim stood up to get some water from the jug near Dale's bed, 
rubbing his hands through his hair and blowing out a heavy breath. "I've 
got no idea yet. But there was an event in the middle of the city and 
another one surrounding you but nothing in between. That's just not the 
way electromagnetism works – it doesn't select targets. Not in any way 
we've seen in science. It's as if it's got a controlled source, or you're some 
particular attractant. It would explain why you were the first one to see 
anything on the bridge as well." 
 "Why me?" Dale said, looking worried. 
 Tim could only shrug again. 
 "It might be because I survived the first time," Dale said fearfully. 
 Tim laughed wryly, returning to the visitor's chair. "It's not a 
demon looking for souls, Dale. You're thinking in terms of human 
determinism, and it doesn't have that. You're not the only one who 
survived anyway. You might have the most active memories and fears 
about it, and every time you're there your brain's lit up like a Christmas 
tree, more than anyone else. I can't see that's enough to detach a 
maintenance bed like what happened to that consultant, or send monsters 
to attack Donald in his van." 
 "But none of this should affect me," Dale protested, "I had the 
demagnetiser fitted." 
 Tim shook his head. "Magnetism's different from 
electromagnetism. Your brace got magnetised as a result of these 
phenomena and caused you pain. All the demagnetiser does is counter 
that by flushing the system with an opposing charge. In fact the only 



reason that still works is because it hasn't interfered with whatever's 
going on here." 
 "Could it do that?" 
 "Dale," Tim said, frowning at his friend. "Are you understanding 
what's happened here? This thing bought you back from the dead. I'd say 
it can do more or less anything." 
 "You think it had something to do with me... coming back?" 
 Tim took out his mobile, accessing Barry's files and starting a 
search. He knew an alert about Dale's morbid re-awakening would be 
there somewhere. "The headache when you woke up, the babbling, the 
muscle aches?" 
 Dale nodded. 
 "Your body and your brain would have had a few hours to literally 
start to rot. You were decomposing. Whatever force was sent into you it 
had to... warm you back up. Regrow nerves, loosen atrophying muscles. 
The stiffness was rigor mortis. The babbling was because ever-finer areas 
of brain function would have been coming back to life, giving you fine 
motor and language skills back gradually... Here." 
 He clicked through to the patient report, issued automatically to 
Barry's records. It had been marked for medical supervisor review and 
retraction because of a 'misdiagnosis' and they recorded the time Dale 
first started to regain consciousness as six in the evening. 
 Tim then accessed a news item. The top story was a press agency 
piece on the unexplained electromagnetic burst throughout Sydney. "'The 
event occurred around 5:45pm,'" he read aloud, looking up at Dale. 
"That's when you came back." 
 "A coincidence?" Dale said hopefully. 
 Tim frowned. "This has never happened before in medical science. 
There's either a window available after death where body tissues can 
regenerate that we never knew about or it's bloody magic. Or it's some 
electromagnetic force reaching across space to interact with your 
previously dead body on a cellular and bioelectrical level." 
 "But why?" 
 Tim leaned close. "It's like a lightning bolt needing a golf club or 
an umbrella with sufficient charge to overcome air resistance. It 
overcame whatever constraints there were from distance, the earth's 
magnetic field or general electromagnetic interference to bring you back. 
It needs you for something." 
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 Barry hadn't come back or called, and both Dale and Tim thought it 
best not to bother him. There'd be no going anywhere near the bridge for 
the foreseeable future, and now the planned on-site experiment was in 
even more doubt because of Barry's mood. 
 Tim sat with Dale for the next hour or so, figuring the best thing he 
could offer was just to be there. As Dale sniffled quietly, wiping away 
tears and staring out the window, Tim scrolled through news about the 
EMP burst. He looked up at Dale and smiled or nodded encouragingly 
every now and then. 
 The police and city government had issued a joint statement earlier 
in the day that the bridge would remain closed indefinitely. There was 
just no way to ensure public safety until scientists and forensic teams 
found out what was behind it. 
 At around nine, they discharged Dale. Apart from a little stomach 
upset there was nothing whatsoever wrong with him. The same guy 
who'd shown Tim in to him, Dr McAlpine, said in low tones as they 
wheeled Dale down to the lobby in a wheelchair that faulty equipment or 
overworked staff must have mistaken Dale's pallor or not detected a pulse 
when they should have and he'd spent a few hours on a hard metal slab in 
the basement in a deep but superficial coma. 
 As he helped Dale to his feet and thanked McAlpine, telling the 
doctor he'd be in touch, Tim felt like it was all up to him. Vicki seemed to 
feel like this was all something disgusting she wanted to scrape off her 
shoe and forget about, and aside from Barry's reluctance to believe in 
anything that sounded supernatural, he probably doubted everything he 
saw after this morning's experience. 
 But Tim would go back to the lab and the data would probably 
explain how a burst of electromagnetism had kick-started the organic 
engines in Dale's body and quite literally bought him back to life. 
 Once in the ute Dale had asked if Tim would mind dropping him at 
Vicki's place and they fell pretty silent. It wasn't the time to share new 
theories or explanations, and as little as Tim would wish such a fate on 
anybody after losing his own mum, the period Dale would need to even 
begin to internalise his grief would let Tim prepare for the next move – if 
there was one. 
 Dale said a quiet 'thanks' and nodded weakly as he stepped out of 
the car at Vicki's when Tim promised he'd call him later. Tim watched 
him shuffle up Vicki's short front steps and knock on the door, waved 
slightly to her as she drew Dale inside and drove away. 



 Because he felt like the only one with the means to deal with all 
this right now, it made the disturbing thoughts crowding Tim's mind as he 
drove mind even less welcome. 
 Nature was all mathematics. Cell division, fusion deep inside the 
cores of stars, everything could be expressed mathematically. 
 Even ghosts. 
 The energy created in the core of the sun had led inexorably to 
Dale's being born and living, an organism sustaining itself from resources 
like every tree, bird, whale and bacterium on Earth. 
 When he died, the energy his body contained would leach away 
into the ground no different than the nutrients from a rotting log, 
nourishing the Earth to produce vegetation that would re-enter the food 
chain, most likely contribute to the birth of another person. That was the 
way energy worked. 
 All that had happened, Tim kept telling himself, was that 
something had a much deeper understanding of the mathematics of nature 
than humanity and its tiny calculating machines ever could. Some other 
force knew exactly how to reverse the flow of that energy and undo the 
cellular damage and degeneration Dale's body had suffered. 
 But something kept getting in the way. Tim couldn't stop hearing 
his Mum, lying next to him at night, promising him that against the 
insurmountable odds they faced, God would get them through it. 
 The chances of her fighting and winning against the legal resources 
of her ex husband were as likely as someone coming back from the dead. 
But now they'd both happened, and try as he might, there wasn't a single 
thing in the universe Tim could credit with either one – the universe of 
science he knew, anyway. Something had wanted Dale fully functioning 
again. Not just alive but feeling, thinking. 
 If it was a crude electromagnetic field forcing activity in the 
dormant electrical system of a dead human brain, just restoring the basic 
processing of the five senses would be enough – along with involuntary 
functions like heartbeat and breathing, they comprised the vast majority 
of neural activity. Higher cognitive functions like language and reason 
were mostly restricted to the cortex and didn't amount to much in the way 
of pure electromagnetic activity. 
 What kind of energy field would want to bring Dale not just back 
from the dead, but back to full emotional and intellectual reasoning? 
 An intelligent one. 
 The Bible said someone else had been bought back from the dead 
once, but despite Tim's belief in a benevolent spirit at work in the 
universe he considered many of the trappings of organised religion – 
including the Bible – to be merely the rationalisation of myth. 



 Jesus rising from the dead three days after his crucifixion was a 
fairy story, a metaphor, translated across four languages over the course 
of two millennia, filtered and censored according to the prevailing 
politics of the day. 
 But Tim believed in a force intelligent enough to restore life after 
death if it wanted. And he only believed in one force that would do so 
with so much nuance and subtlety. 
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 Dale burst into tears all over again at the sight of Vicki when she 
opened the door. She'd led him by the hand into the front sitting room and 
they'd sat together on the three seater, Dale's legs tucked up under him, 
his head nestled in her neck, breathing her in. 
 They'd kissed a little, Dale had an overwhelming desire to kiss, 
undress and make love to Vicki, to see her skin, to smell her hair. He'd 
been so sure he'd lost her, he could still recall the stabbing in his chest 
whenever he thought back to her putrefied body against the wall of his 
flat, its tongue lolling. 
 He already knew he couldn't live without her, and the feeling of 
hollowness was as fresh as a wound. He wanted nothing more than to 
revel in them both being alive and healthy. 
 But with his mother's body hardly even cold, he never wanted to 
have sex again. He couldn't even stand the thought of being undressed, 
never again wanting to feel that vulnerable. 
 For over an hour they'd just sat together, Dale crying softly. It had 
gone ten o'clock when Vicki turned her head to kiss his forehead and ask 
"Feeling better? Need a drink or anything?" 
 Some time in the previous couple of hours she'd got up to light an 
aromatic candle that was burning on the coffee table in front of them, and 
they'd spent the time since staring into it, lost in their own thoughts. 
 She felt him shake his head gently and he slowly unfurled himself, 
sitting up. "Maybe just a stretch." He looked at her. "I don't want to leave 
you out of my sight, just so I never have to feel like that again." 
 Vicki smiled. "Our treatment's over. Tim thinks you're fine, so 
you've got no reason to hang around me anymore. Anyway, I might need 
therapy after his little experiment yesterday. I shudder to think he wants 
to take you back there." 
 "What did he do to you? Was it something to do with this 
electromagnetic pulse thing, whatever it is?" 
 "I thought we'd caused it." She blew out a heavy breath, rubbing 
her hands over her knees. "I had this... vision of being there. On the 
bridge, while it fell down. Only it didn't feel like a vision or a nightmare 
or anything..." 
 She shuddered. Now she was sitting telling Dale all about it, the 
feeling hadn't left her. She knew Tim was right, plugging fake memories 
into their heads was a walk in the park next to what they'd seen so far. 
 If a memory was just the connections between neurons, it'd be 
nothing to re-orient a few and create an aspect of her sense of self that 
didn't really exist. Not compared to EM bursts that blacked out a whole 
city. 



 But she was just so sure. The running, the screaming. The crane or 
heron taking flight as the northeast pylon shook and crumbled, a thing 
seemingly so out of place in the bustle of the city she never forgot it. 
Vicki wishing she was the bird, wishing she could fly away and escape 
all this because she knew as she ran towards the south end that would be 
the day she'd die. 
 "I can't have been there," Vicki said to herself now. 
 "Where?" said a voice, and Vicki remembered she was in her 
living room, Dale sitting next to her, stretching his arms high over his 
head. She'd been staring at the black sky out through the wide front 
window. 
 She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. "I had this awful... 
episode. I was on the bridge, during the collapse. I was trying to run away 
but I got trapped. I knew I was going to die." She turned and looked into 
Dale's eyes. "I was coming to meet you. It wasn't my friend who died 
there. I was there, and you were the boy I was coming to meet. I was so 
certain it had happened before and I was remembering it... Just like you 
said that night in my surgery." 
 Dale reached his arm toward her and then she was the one pressing 
herself close to him, nuzzling her face into his neck and wanting to be 
protected from such a cruel world. "But I can't have. I haven't even 
thought to ask myself until right now, but if that really happened, how did 
I escape? How is it I'm still alive now?" 
 "You must be carrying a lot of confusion after your friend died," 
Dale said. 
 She snickered. "Psychoanalysis in session?" 
 "I just remember some psychiatrist or other telling me that our 
feelings seem the most real to us of everything in life, even if they don't 
add up against the facts." 
 "What if we did know each other?" Vicki said. "What if it did 
happen, and I somehow got off and I've blocked the rest of it out?" 
 "What about your life since? You went to university and became a 
psychiatrist. If a whole lot of stuff happened that you've blocked out 
wouldn't there be records somewhere? Wouldn't your family all know? 
Surely they wouldn't keep it secret for 20 years." 
 "Maybe they all decided not to let me in on the truth," she 
suggested, realising it sounded as ridiculous as it was. 
 "Anyway, you said yourself, you might have constructed the whole 
thing about the job and the friend since then, gradually blocking 
everything else out. Unless it came up in conversation you might never 
know it was all a fantasy." 



 "If I remember it was you who said that," she agreed, "but you're 
right. They'd have been giving me therapy to remember and get it out of 
my system a long time ago." 
 Vicki sighed, burrowing further in against him. If that was all true, 
why did she love him so much, after knowing him for such a short time? 
Why had she put her whole career at risk to go to bed with him? 
 Because you wanted him once before, a voice said. You were there 
to meet him, and while he was falling to his near-death at the southern 
end, you were sitting down next to a pile of rubble and, secure in the 
knowledge that you were going to die, quite swiftly and decisively lost 
your mind. 
 Somehow you escaped. Maybe someone carried you, and 
everything – from the friend who left to cross the bridge to the workplace 
you thought you were at when it happened – your traumatised mind 
invented it all. 
 Because you were there. 
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 The cloudless day became gradually hotter until about 5pm as 
thousands of commuters streamed out of the city dreaming about the 
backyard swimming pool, the barbecue or the weekend only a day away. 
 Lines of wispy cirrus clouds, normally so high up orbiting satellites 
had a better view of them than people on the ground, drifted steadily 
across from the west, cutting the sunlight into bright ribbons that 
shimmered across the city and harbour. 
 As the sun started to set, the light turned a dirty orange through the 
curtain of smog around the horizon. Thicker, deeper cumulus clouds 
drifted across towards the city and as the sun disappeared over the 
western suburbs, a black tower of cloud billowed up from the horizon, 
blanketing the sky within the next half hour. 
 A light rain began, washing away the heat and dust, and at six fifty, 
the first rumble of thunder rolled in the clouds above. 
 "Shithouse weather," Barry cursed at the black clouds outside. 
"You wait for days for a cool snap and when you've got something really 
important to do, it bloody rains." He checked the weather feed on his 
CMD again. Low pressure fronts had billowed all the way across the 
Nullarbor from the high central plains of Western Australia, leaving dust 
storms in their wake. Now they'd met the cooler air over the east coast 
and stirred it into electrical storms. 
 After that, the Bureau of Meteorology said north westerly winds 
were on their way from the red centre to drive the low pressure systems 
out to sea and bathe Sydney in sandblasted heat again. 
 There'd be little relief again this year. Total garden water bans still 
blanketed most of the country, a fixture of Australian summers for more 
than three decades as the continent slowly died of thirst. 
 Albert nodded agreement beside him. "At least the equipment's all 
weather proof," the investigator said. "We can screen the rain on the 
video, so I'm told." 
 Barry nodded and turned back into the shelter. It was the last 
canvas city council shelter left on the bridge, what the team had dubbed 
their centre of operations. It was perched on the edge of the highway at 
the southern end of the bridge, just metres from where Dale Milling had 
fallen through the old bridge. It was seven by ten metres in size, more 
than enough for what they needed. Around the walls of the dirty canvas 
were several long tables and a generator in the corner. 
 Arrays and equipment, pens and notepads, CMDs, diagrams and 
plans littered the tables. Some of it belonged to Tim, some to the 
university and some the last few trinkets from the week-long 
investigation the state government had overseen. 



 Albert had assured Barry they were doing things the right way by 
leaving it so late to get permission for this little jaunt. After Barry had 
raised it with the liaison he'd had Tim and Donald on tenterhooks waiting 
for the go ahead. 
 The media liked to say at least three deaths and $170 million in lost 
economic activity had been attributable to the sudden black out, and even 
though the police and government knew it wasn't that cut and dried they 
had to bow to the public mood. Albert had known full well it would take 
a week of expensive-looking equipment and scientists crawling over 
every inch of the bridge to restore public confidence no matter what they 
found. 
 When the papers and – by osmosis – the government calmed down, 
he knew he had the best chance of getting permission for access for a few 
hours from the technocrats by asking at the eleventh hour. 
 His pitch was that they wouldn't touch anything, just point 
instruments at it, and his value add was that they'd clear the last detritus 
away before the midnight deadline. The powers that be were mired in 
final preparations with traffic control and the police to get the bridge 
reopened the next morning – 3am, February 12th – so his agreement was 
virtually a 'sure, whatever, just get out of my office and leave me alone,' 
from on high. 
 His pitch to Barry, who everyone had finally talked around, was 
that they'd be in a shelter only 50 metres from the end of the bridge, 
where stairs down to the city were a 60 second walk away if anything 
untoward appeared. 
 So the last shelter full of equipment was left for him to pack up, a 
relief for some council works crew at the end of their tether with the 
impossible deadlines they'd been given to clear everything else away. 
 The bridge was given a clean bill of health, and Albert and Barry 
had it for the next four or five hours. Albert had already called a private 
construction crew to come and pack away the shelter, which he'd pay for 
on his staff credit card. All they had to do was lock everything down and 
leave. 
 Albert had roped Luke – a government engineer he'd worked with 
before – in to assist him. He was standing at the whiteboard across the 
tent with Donald's helper, a kid from the university whose name Albert 
had already forgotten. It was covered with pictures and notes they were 
constantly rubbing out, correcting and redrawing, running back and forth 
like the old chalkies at the stock exchange, talking quietly between 
themselves like co-conspirators of some fiendish plot. 
 Donald was sitting at one of the workstations, giving instructions 
almost constantly. Even though Dale and Vicki weren't there yet and the 
official observations didn't start until seven thirty, the equipment was 



online and in full swing. The sooner they were listening and watching, 
the sooner they'd be ready. 
 When Barry had introduced them, the young metallurgist had told 
Albert he wasn't used to so much action in his line of work, but Albert 
could already see he was starkly intelligent and organised, taking 
command of the shelter with confidence that put everyone else at ease. 
 "Northwest point five," Donald said, nodding to the student at the 
whiteboard. Jeremy was his name, Albert suddenly remembered. 
"Electrical anomaly. Ten volt surge," Donald continued, clicking his 
fingers across the array keyboard as figures flashed by in front of him. 
 

**** 
 
 Past the north pylons, on the stretch of highway that led into North 
Sydney from the bridge, Tim Hacker stood in the middle of the road. He 
was wearing the same white and black striped shirt, faded jeans, cracked 
belt and sneakers he'd had on since four that morning. Barry had finally 
called the night before to tell him it was on, and Tim had spent the 
evening getting his equipment ready – charging batteries, testing data 
links, checking device redundancy. 
 Then, when the alarm of his CMD went off in the small hours, he'd 
gotten out of bed while it was still dark, gulped down a litre of orange 
juice straight from the carton and dragged his clothes on. 
 Usually he didn't need more equipment onsite than he could fit in 
the car, but he'd known from the beginning he'd need the ute for the 
Harbour Bridge expedition. The blue of daybreak was struggling silently 
with the starry night overhead as he went down to the back garage and 
peeled the cover off the work ute, a 2035 Holden one tonner. 
 He unbuttoned the tarpaulin from the back carry tray and started 
packing things into the equipment frame, one he'd had custom designed 
and fitted. It was no good throwing delicate, thousand dollar machinery in 
the back of a ute, so he'd had the frame built especially with snap locks 
on the bars, little pockets and pouches along the inside walls of the tray 
and polystyrene pads to buffer things – every piece of equipment he 
owned had a snug compartment or slot that carried it carefully to the site. 
 And now, hours later, the worst his sensors and tools had suffered 
was a good drenching in the rain, an assault it was more than equipped to 
put up with. 
 But Tim wasn't. With a heavy navy raincoat on and the wide hood 
pulled over his head, he looked look like some funky new age druid 
performing a mystical thunderstorm rite. 
 The sky was getting darker from the storm, and lightning flashed 
intermittently, the rain coming down steadily now, not nearly a downpour 



but a lot heavier than the drizzle it had been for the first hour. It had just 
gone 7:00pm. 
 Their introductions had been swift and no nonsense, but he'd felt a 
little kinship with Donald, the young Asian metallurgist. Of everyone else 
here he was the only other academic and a selfish part of Tim felt he'd 
have someone to share his natural scientific curiosity with. 
 "It should be about 20 volts, range of about 150," came Donald's 
voice in his ear, over the headset connected wirelessly to his CMD. The 
telecommunications engineer had set up the network that afternoon under 
Tim's supervision. Everyone had an open channel to everyone else, 
turning all their mobiles into an old-style CB network. To talk 
exclusively to another station on the network, you just had to key a digit. 
 "Nothing visual here," Tim shouted above the hiss of rain on the 
asphalt around him. It felt very weird to be standing in the middle of the 
Warringah Expressway just a few dozen metres away from the Harbour 
Bridge at such an hour on a weekday evening, totally alone. 
 "Try infrared and electromagnetic," Donald suggested. Tim 
hoisted Penny off his back and consulted the control pad on its side. He 
switched some functions on the LCD touchscreen until the tiny digital 
readout told him the machine was tuned to maximum strength infrared 
reception. 
 He lifted the megaphone-shaped device to his eyes and flicked on 
the LCD display. At first there was only a white sheet – the rain. Tim 
tuned it out using the control pad again, and could only see the beams of 
the bridge in simulated light.  
 "Nothing on infrared," he said, "let me try short electromagnetic." 
He dug through his inside raincoat pocket and fished out the stereo 
earphones, pushing one bud into his free ear and plugging them into the 
audio jack. 
 The sound nearly deafened him. It was like stereo feedback, only a 
hiss instead of a squeal. He swore in pain, tearing the earpiece loose. The 
rain upon the metal would be producing an extraordinary electromagnetic 
field, and the sound interpreted by Penny's processor would be an 
electromagnetic scream. He desensitised the input and cut out the rain. 
 Through the screen, the columns of the verticals and the top edge 
of the cable car support system gradually became visible. 
 And, like a whirlpool, a circular field of energy was orbiting one of 
the tubular arches, a wide beam in a stream of bright light. It was 
simulated for the picture, but the energy was real. 
 "I've got an EM reading," he told Donald. "Localised around a 
certain... I don't know, it might be one panel of metal, might be an 
internal test panel, I can't tell from here." 



 He pulled Penny's strap over his shoulder and took his binoculars 
from the toy cowboy holster he'd found at the back of his wardrobe – left 
over from a visit by a family friend's kid. The binoculars fit it perfectly, a 
six-shooter for a ghost hunter. 
 He raised the glasses to his eyes and squinted through the sheet of 
rain, wishing the binoculars could blot it out like the IF meter could. 
 Far up at the nearest vertical, where the diagonal shaft met its 
corresponding partner from the other side, was a spark of light, like a 
workman with a blowtorch. 
 "There it is," he said, "electrical disturbance, way up on the 
western diagonal of the northern arch." 
 "Wait," came Donald's voice, as Tim took his CMD out of his 
pocket and began zooming in to take video, "I'll pan in." 
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 Back in the shelter, Donald clicked to the video network control 
window. He scrolled through the cameras until he found the NA1, the 
short name given to the north structure's centrally positioned security 
cam. Patched into the security camera network, it and the other cameras 
they'd set up gave the team eyes all over the street level, in and around 
the pylons, under the highway and in the upper reaches of the metalwork. 
 Donald signalled the camera to pan in along the diagonal shaft 
until a light became visible through the rain. He used the control panel to 
alter the focal range, selecting the light rather than the sleets of rain, 
driven almost horizontal from the winds up there. 
 Halfway down the diagonal was a recurring shower of sparks, one 
after another in regular succession. The shelter became a burst of activity. 
Jeremy hurried across to another array on the bench opposite Donald and 
started tapping furiously on it, setting recording parameters to measure 
the delay, frequency and output of the sparks. 
 Donald switched to the bridge's in-built test system – the one Sean 
Briner of McCormick Slater had died trying to use – and ordered a circuit 
test. The reporting was done in real time, figures and data rolling down 
the screen as the bridge came alive poking and prodding its own electrical 
innards. 
 The program stopped at a point in the western diagonal of the north 
arch, which the computer called '#707/MDV-Quad'. It reported; 
 
Electrical Fault: 
 
 The cursor blinked patiently and wrote across the screen; 
 
Circuit blockage – surge strength 34.80v. 
 
 There was a low warning bleep from another application in the 
background. "What now?" he asked nobody in particular, flicking 
through windows. 
 "Jeremy," he said as he trained one of the southern cameras away 
from the bridge, back into the city, "what's coming from the south?" 
 The younger man cycled through open windows on his own array 
screen, opening the security cam controls and following SL5 towards the 
south. 
 Down the roadway, a ball of light appeared, shimmering through 
the rain. Yellow, translucent light. 
 No, there were two of them, like two angry eyes on some giant 
thing advancing down at the shelter. 



 "Clear that picture," Donald said to the student sternly, "it's 
emitting electromagnetism, it's emitting heat. It's something real, or very 
strong." He asked the system for a calculation of velocity as he sensed 
Barry and Albert move in behind him to see what was going on, fancying 
he could feel fear rising in the room. 
 The powerful short-range Doppler emitter not far from the shelter, 
bolted onto a streetlight, reported back to him. "It's approaching at 49 
kilometres an hour," Donald said. Albert and Barry glanced at each other, 
Barry rubbing his beard roughly. What was attacking them? 
 "Jeremy," Donald warned, "get a fix on the thing, we need to be 
ready for-" 
 "I can't clear the picture," Jeremy said. "It's moving too fast to 
focus. Forty metres... thirty five..." 
 The lights had split apart and looked even more like wide, mad 
eyes. The object left a shower of rainwater across the road in its wake. 
 Barry heard the engine first, and as Jeremy was calling out the last 
few metres, headlights washed across the outside of the canvas shelter. 
The small hatch pulled up beside the closed flap of the entrance and a 
figure got out each side. 
 The atmosphere in the shelter dropped as the adrenal frenzy died 
down. It was as if the air itself breathed a long sigh of relief. 
 "Okay," Donald said, "easy mistake, unforseen – let's forget it and 
move on." Jeremy scowled in distaste at the car outside and returned to 
his post at the board. 
 Barry recognised Vicki as she waited for Dale to run around from 
the other side of the car. They grabbed each other's hands and ran into the 
shelter, peeling off raincoats and shaking water out of their hair. 
 "Sorry," Dr Holt glanced at all the unfamiliar faces apologetically, 
"the weather held us up." Dale ran his hand through his hair and nodded 
at Barry as he threw the raincoats over the back of a rolling office chair. 
 "Albert," Barry began, gesturing to Vicki and Dale, "Dr Victoria 
Holt and Dale Milling." 
 Vicki shook Albert's hand. "I don't know how grateful I feel yet 
that you've let us all do this," she said with a smile. 
 Albert looked mock sheepish and shook hands with Dale. Barry 
gestured to Donald, still engrossed on the array. 
 He glanced up. "Hi!" he said, an edge of concentration in his voice. 
His eyes fell on Dale and he seemed to stop short. He stood slowly and 
came towards them, nodding politely at Vicki and shaking her hand 
lightly, his gaze returning to Dale. 
 "You... um," he began. "I heard about... what you did last week." 



 Dale smiled slightly, shrugging as he glanced at his shoes. "We 
don't even know if it did any good," he said quietly. "It just seemed like 
the right thing to do." 
 Donald smiled. "You didn't even know me." There was a long 
pause as the two men regarded each other. There was no embarrassment 
between them, only a fragile but deep understanding. Vicki almost had 
the feeling they wanted to throw their arms around each other with joy. 
 "I'm so sorry to hear about your mother," Donald continued. "So 
very sorry. I lost my mum in the... whole thing." He gestured at the 
bridge around them. 
 Vicki saw Dale press his lips together to fight back tears. He'd been 
staying with her almost every minute since coming to her place after 
getting out of hospital nine days before, and she'd seen him do the same 
thing countless times all week long. 
 Every time she had, she'd put her arms around him and tell him it 
was okay. She'd feel the sobs build and she knew they'd come for a long 
time yet, but she knew they had to come. 
 Dale held out his hand and Donald gripped it with both of his. 
"Thank you," Dale said in a voice cracked by grief. He smiled bravely. 
 "I promise we'll make this better," Donald said, nodding in 
encouragement before letting go of Dale's hand and returning to his work 
station. 
 Vicki put her arm around his shoulder and squeezed tightly. He 
looked at her and smiled, telling her thanks and telling her he was okay in 
the silent language they'd already developed, like lovers do. 
 He turned to Barry, as if wanting to change the subject. Vicki 
understood. Right now wasn't the time. "What's going on?" Dale 
whispered to his friend. 
 The doctor shrugged. "Disturbance. We're not sure what. Tim's out 
at the other end watching it." Dale glanced at Vicki, who widened her 
eyes to his unasked question. Barry pointed at the assistant and the city 
engineer at the whiteboard. 
 "That's Jeremy, who's with Donald, and Luke, who's a council 
guy." Jeremy turned and waved, but Luke came over and introduced 
himself to Vicki and Dale before resuming his observations. 
 Barry showed them both to some chairs and crossed to the end of 
the row of tables where an electric urn was set up. He took two 
polystyrene cups from a pile and spooned coffee into them, filling them 
with boiling water from the dented drum of the urn. He passed them to 
Vicki and Dale and sat next to them, Albert settling down beside him. 
 Dale gestured to the urn. "You thought of everything." 



 Barry smiled. "Might be a long night." The four sat, feeling like 
unnecessary ornaments, not sure what to contribute, with nothing in 
common except the drama unfolding around them. 
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 Eruptions of light filled Penny's LCD screen. Tim made sure the 
tiny transmitter was still ticking over – he didn't want to miss a thing. 
Penny's readings were sent straight through the transmitter to the canvas 
shelter datanet and the home lab. Even if the IF meter was destroyed, the 
information would be safe. 
 "You getting the same readings I am?" the parapsychologist said, 
his voice picked up by the tiny mike in the earpiece. The rain had become 
heavier and was almost too thick to see through. The city lights at the 
opposite end of the bridge had dimmed considerably as they struggled to 
show up through it, the tiny shower of sparks at the point of the 
disturbance now totally hidden from view. 
 The sky lit up from one horizon to another with lightning and 
booming thunder drowned Donald's voice out as he answered, shaking 
the road underneath Tim's feet. 
 "Say it again?" he yelled. 
 "I'm getting a steady level of activity. The voltage oscillated and 
settled where it is, as if it's reached some point of equilibrium. Are you 
reading a number from it?" 
 Tim checked Penny's readout as another sheet of lightning ignited 
the sky towards the eastern suburbs. 
 "I got... fifty eight point four five." 
 

**** 
 
 Donald stopped typing and looked up. 
 "What? Jeremy asked, seeing Donald's frozen lapse into 
concentration. 
 "Remember that figure?" he asked Tim. "We've seen it before. It 
was the peak voltage the day we first detected a short." 
 "I'll have to search my job archive, I can't do it on my CMD screen 
in this," Tim's voice crackled. 
 "Can you jump on the other system and do a reference search of 
the whole dataset?" Donald asked Jeremy, who crossed to the spare array 
and called up the archive that contained the combinations of all the 
investigations from the university and Tim's files. 
 "I guess look for anything in the last month that falls between fifty 
and sixty volts," Donald said, "times, dates and exact figures if you can." 
 As Vicki, Tim, Barry and Albert watched the goings-on, as 
interested as they were superfluous, Dale turned to Vicki. "Hey," he said, 
"the battery of the car!" 



 "What about it?" she whispered back, afraid there were geniuses at 
work and the slightest noise would throw them off, like trapeze artists. 
 "Doesn't it have that cold recharge thing? I thought the ads said all 
new Holdens had it?" 
 "Only if you let the battery go dry, not if there's a short," Vicki 
said. 
 Dale started to stand. "Right when the bridge comes into view, 
Vicki? And for fifteen minutes?" 
 Vicki stood up with him. "What, you think the bridge reached 
through the city and shorted out just my car, out of every car on the 
streets?" 
 "Not the bridge," he said, turning to Donald. "Sorry, Donald, 
what's the machine you can connect to something to see if there's an 
electric charge?" 
 The young scientist glanced up and gestured to the end of the 
bench to a pile of equipment. "A voltmeter. It's the one in the red case." 
 Dale turned and picked out the machine encased in a red vinyl 
pouch, like a car stereo dangling two wires and clips. Barry stood to join 
him on the way out, and Vicki followed. Dale strode out into the rain. 
 It was full night outside now and all three were immediately 
soaked to the skin. 
 "Can you pop the bonnet?" Dale yelled to Vicki above the roar of 
the rain. She ran to the driver's side door and reached in. 
 Lightning silhouetted the city behind them, the buildings almost 
invisible in the gloom, and a clap of thunder boomed out across the 
harbour.  
 The bonnet clicked and Dale pulled it up, careful with his finger, 
still wrapped in a light bandage. It didn't hurt any more by itself, but 
being on his right hand it had still suffered a few bumps and knocks 
through the week at Vicki's when he used it instinctively on light 
switches or to scratch himself, each time sending a bolt of pain up his 
arm. The last thing he wanted to do was drop the lid of a car bonnet on it. 
 He propped the bonnet open, put the voltmeter on the air filter and 
switched it on. 
 "What's happening?" Barry yelled behind him. 
 "We broke down," Dale explained. "Right when I saw the bridge, 
the car stopped, but the recharge generator didn't restart it until fifteen 
minutes later. I know they're not failsafe, but it's happened before as soon 
as we were in full sight of the bridge. That's why we were late." 
 "But what'll this prove?" Vicki yelled, joining the two men. Dale 
looked at her but only shrugged. His shoulders said 'just a feeling'. 
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 "Okay," Jeremy said from one of the arrays, calling up the data, 
"Eight sixteen on the morning of the 19th. 58.45 volts." 
 "When was that from?" Donald asked, rolling across the rough 
roadway on his office chair to look over Jeremy's shoulder. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale unclipped the plastic covers from the battery terminals and 
Barry grabbed his arms. 
 "Not in the rain," he said, "a bit too conductive." 
 "What could happen to him?" Vicki asked. 
 Barry shrugged, taking the electrodes of the voltmeter out of Dale's 
hands and gently pushing his friend aside. "Normally nothing," he 
shouted over the hammering rain. "A twelve volt car battery has enough 
amperage to kill you but it doesn't have the voltage to pass the amperage 
into your body. As wet as we are our skin would be more conductive but 
it still wouldn't be dangerous for most people." 
 "Would it short the brace?" Vicki yelled back. 
 "Even if the voltage wouldn't kill him it might cause a short in the 
brace that could." 
 "You never thought to mention this to me?" Dale cried, his eyes 
wide with horror at the thought. 
 "I never thought you might be connecting some machine to a car 
battery in the pouring rain in the middle of the night!" Barry shouted 
back, half defensive and half dismissive. 
 He clipped the electrodes of the voltmeter to the car battery and 
they waited. The needle flickered and wavered, trying to find equilibrium. 
 

**** 
 
 "Here's the next one too," Jeremy said, pointing to the screen 
where the search of the database showed the result. They appeared one 
underneath the other; 
 
0816'43"19012037 58.45V 
1141'56"28012037 58.45V 
 
 "The first one's a Monday," Jeremy read from the case long 
corresponding to the entry, "report of a hallucination by Mr Milling, 
accompanied by Dr Holt. We monitored violent electrical disturbances 
also reported by the department of transport. 



 Donald looked up to ask Dale if that was the day he and Vicki had 
walked or driven across the bridge, but remembered when he saw only 
Albert standing there Dale, Vicki and Barry had gone out into the weather 
for something. 
 "So two figures constant for two as-yet unconnected events," 
Jeremy said. "Could it be some sort of minimum reading these 
phenomena need to appear?" 
 "Looks that way," Donald agreed as the third date appeared in the 
list. 
 
0922'12"30012037 58.45V 
 
 "The third," Donald said, "that was last Friday when I was trapped 
in the research van." 
 "The second time goes with the report from Dr Hacker when he 
and Dale were trapped in the cable car and had to climb down the arch," 
Jeremy read from the case log. 
 "Send the figures for that entire event into the visual graphing 
program," Donald instructed his assistant, rolling back to his own array. 
"Don't worry about the figures, just tell me if the voltage rose or fell. Can 
you send the graph over here?" 
 "Will do." 
 Albert had walked over to the two scientists furiously tapping 
away, their air of urgency evident, and Luke, the engineer, had left the 
whiteboard to draw close as well. 
 "What's this all about?" he asked Albert in a low voice, who put his 
hand up, shaking his head. 
 

**** 
 
 "Everybody," Tim yelled into his communicator over the pouring 
rain, "I'm getting an increase." 
 The rain was thundering down now, filling the gutters down either 
side of the highway with rivers. The southern sky lit up again, 
illuminating the buildings along the harbour's edge and giving them the 
ominous appearance of huge dark monsters perched in wait. 
 Tim felt his gaze drawn past the arches of the bridge to the huge 
hulking shapes, made alien by the storm. He shuddered and went back to 
the rising numbers in a digital readout on the hand held electrometer. 
 "The voltage up there around that disturbance is rising fast," he 
reported, "I can't see it any more, can you cut through the rain with the 
camera?" 
 



**** 
 
 "Let me try." Donald said. He switched to the security video 
controls and called up unit NA1, which would give him the best fix on 
the area. 
 As he started directing the camera with the virtual onscreen 
controller Jeremy finished reading the case log entry of the third date 
from the database. "Yep, you're right," he told Donald. "The third record 
is the disturbances recorded on board the research van." 
 

**** 
 
 The needle of the voltmeter wavered almost to a stop, then 
flickered again, jolted by some random field fluctuation in the car's metal 
innards. 
 "Come on," Barry urged the two, "we're getting soaked. They can 
test the battery later." 
 "No, I'm sure this was caused by whatever's going on up there," 
Dale gestured to the northern vertical, almost invisible in the gloom. A 
sheet of lightning behind silhouetted the structure for a split second. 
 

**** 
 
 "Here's the last one," Jeremy, as the final entry appeared. 
 
2209'34"02022037 58.45V 
 
 "It's from when Mr Milling climbed the pylon alone." 
 

**** 
 
 The voltmeter needle flickered once more and stopped. The digital 
read-out on below gave the final reading; 
 
0058.4500 Volts 
 
 The car battery gave off an explosion of sparks. Vicki shrieked and 
all three stumbled back a few steps in shock. The voltmeter popped 
loudly and clattered into the engine bay of the car. 
 

**** 
 



 The point on the shaft that had been invisible suddenly erupted 
with light. An explosion of sparks showered into the rainy night, and Tim 
thought he could hear the pop of an electrical explosion. 
 

**** 
 
 Camera NA1 focused on the point of the disturbance along the 
shaft just as a dirty yellow light came racing along the shaft towards it. In 
it, Donald swore he saw a pair of filthy bleeding eyes, wild with demonic 
glee, and a hand that opened steadily as it raced towards the camera. It 
engulfed the picture, seeming like it was going to come crashing out of 
the screen. 
 He yelped in terror and fell backwards, his chair crashing to the 
ground. He'd seen the face before, floating in the air above the van, 
tormenting him. 
 Lightning lit the sky outside like day and thunder roared. 
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 As the thunder trailed off a long, low snarl, wet with the snot and 
pus of some huge beast, echoed back and forth across the harbour in rage 
and hunger, a creature seemingly as big as the north shore. 
 Everybody froze. 
 It sounded like it was loud enough to be heard all over the city, 
maybe as far away as the airport. It was as if Sydney was suddenly a 
Lego town in some child's imagination and a savage dog was lumbering 
towards the toy city centre. 
 Tim spun around in shock as the sound engulfed him and 
reverberated back and forth along the harbour. He was showered by a 
blast of noxious air, full of the stinking breath of some horrific animal. 
He saw the rain blown aside in its path and felt the awful heat of it. 
 Lightning sparked violently off to the north and he felt all the 
nerves on his scalp clench and crawl. Hidden behind the curtain of rain, 
its outline indistinct, its features vague, was a lumbering, quadruped 
animal, beyond huge. Beyond enormous. 
 It stood as high as the clouds itself. It was lifting a kilometre wide 
paw for a step forward, big enough so that its back feet would just be 
leaving Chatswood.  
 Tiny glowing eyes glimmered down. It had been as big as the 
whole CBD and north besides. A snarling mouth had caught and reflected 
the flash of lightning. It had been covered with a great shaggy pelt. 
Maybe all those things had been plainly visible, or maybe it had been a 
trick of the lightning on low cloud, firing his imagination. 
 Maybe it was an illusion conjured up. 
 By ghosts. 
 "Holy Christ," he muttered. If he moved, would the great creature 
hiding just behind the misty rain see him? He turned his head slowly left, 
to where the ute was parked half on the footpath on the Western edge. 
 

**** 
 
 As the colossal voice rolled across the harbour the lights on the 
bridge went out, in a long stream from the north end towards the other. 
 Neither the city nor the North Sydney lights penetrated the driving 
rain and the bridge was left a ship floating in a stormy sea. The only 
lights were the seven powerful battery powered halogen work lights 
around the bridge structure and on the road. On a clear night they lit the 
roadworks like day, but tonight they looked like weak distress lamps 
around the hull of a fishing boat lost in the middle of the ocean. 
 



**** 
 
 The foul wind ruffled the walls of the canvas shelter and Vicki, 
Barry and Dale turned as one, slack jawed as the echo trailed off. 
 "Okay, I think that's our cue," Barry said loudly, trying to reaffirm 
his voice. 
 "Maybe we should get back inside," Vicki began, drawing Dale 
back towards the shelter by the hand. 
 "Tim," Dale said, "he's still at the other end." 
 "Well, wherever he is we're out of here. I told you, at the first sign 
of trouble..." 
 "But Barry, it was just a sound," Dale said, "it was probably the 
wind or something." 
 Barry looked from the far end of the bridge back at both Dale and 
Vicki. 
 "And if it wasn't?" 
 

**** 
 
 In the shelter, Donald broke the communal paralysis that had 
befallen him, Jeremy, Albert and Luke. Luke's arm was reaching up 
towards Albert's shoulder fearfully and frozen there like he was a photo. 
 He leaned in close to the CMD on the bench. "Tim, did you get 
that?" 
 "Get it?" Tim exclaimed, "It fucking nearly blew me over." 
 Donald leaned back in to the array and his fingers began racing 
over the keys. "Okay Jeremy, we need to move on. It's all been recorded 
so one thing at a time. Keep that stuff coming from those readings. Can 
you put together a graph of voltage of the bridge system from the time of 
the first data link until now please?" 
 "Yeah," the assistant said, blinking and shaking his head softly, 
"Won't take long." 
 "Who's free?" Donald continued, glancing up towards Albert and 
Luke. "Get on the phone to the power provider, find out if it's just us 
blacked out and why." 
 "I've got that," Luke said, pulling his CMD from his pocket and 
starting to key in a number. 
 "Is this it?" Albert said, ashen-faced. "Is whatever you've all seen 
here now, and that's what's caused the blackout?" 
 "Not necessarily," Donald shook his head, holding his hands up to 
calm Albert before returning them to array keyboard where they were 
soon a blur. Thunder boomed loudly, shaking the ground beneath them. 
"All our equipment still works, it would've shorted us out as well." 



 "Dr Hacker, are you still there?" Albert said towards the speaker 
attached to the CMD network as Barry, Vicki and Dale came back inside, 
shaking water from their hair and clothes. 
 "Yeah, I read you," came Tim's voice before another crash of 
thunder cut him off, "You got an idea what that was?" 
 "No, what did you see?" 
 "There was an explosion where the disturbance had been, then 
another one on the shaft near you guys. Then I heard that... thing. Then 
the lights went out. I can't see a thing. Hold on..." there was a bump and 
scratch, a pause, "...voltmeter isn't telling me anything. I'm too close, it 
can't get a fix on the entire signal. I've got the sensitivity down all the 
way. You should be able to get a figure from there. Let me check the 
electro-" 
 "Tim?" Albert asked when the parapsychologist stopped dead. 
"Tim, what is it?" 
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 "What's the matter?" Albert's voice squawked over the earpiece. 
 Tim couldn't answer. Ignoring the electromagnetic noise of the 
rain, Penny drew a perfect picture of the arches of the bridge and city 
beyond, even with her receptor cup filling with rainwater. Tim looked 
beyond the LCD screen at the rain – he couldn't even see the bridge any 
more, just tiny pinpoints of light from the spotlights. He went back to the 
display. 
 Wheeling and floating around the shafts and cables were a 
thousand points of glowing light. Smoky tendrils wisped from them in 
their wake like they were jellyfish floating gracefully through the ocean. 
They circled serenely, coasted lazily. 
 Desperately Tim grappled for the earphones in his inside pocket. 
He plugged them into Penny's audio output jack and jammed one into his 
free ear. 
 A hundred thousand chorusing voices sang the sweetest melody, 
the bridge like the gates of heaven, the lights angels welcoming tired 
travellers to the afterlife. It wasn't quite the whistling of a ghostly wind, 
not quite the choir of individual voices, but the lights danced and their 
voices reached to him, planting a deep longing and an ancient terror in 
him. 
 Was he watching the souls and hearing the angelsong of the 
victims of the bridge collapse, trapped here for 20 years? Did he really 
believe these objects were an electromagnetic enigma, a piece of the 
physical world influenced by a force of energy? 
 If it was only plain physics, why was it so human? Why was the 
music filling him with such loving melancholy? Why did Dale Milling 
see twisted bodies and crumpled cars, haunted forever by demons? What 
was the connection between the force at work and the reactions and 
knowledge of collective human consciousness? 
 Lightning flashed beyond the LCD display and left an angry white 
scar across it that dissipated slowly, static still alive in the air following 
the strike. The lights were racing around now, falling, collecting. Moving. 
 Towards him. 
 Tim felt a sledgehammer blow of fear in his stomach. 
 He looked into the rain and stared in wonder. Somewhere, right 
there where he could see, were invisible objects, apparitions, ghosts, 
floating through the rain. Did they get wet? Could he see the rain hitting 
their invisible heads? 
 Tim looked back into the LCD and saw the foremost light coalesce 
into a figure with distended arms and staring eyes, which he could see 
from even this distance. 



 He leaned down, grappled on the ground for his equipment and ran 
for the ute. Digging through every pocket he had for the keys, finally tore 
them from his back jeans pocket, and turned again to look through the IF 
meter. 
 Now, hundreds of semi-distinct human figures walked or floated 
along the road. He could see the features on the first one, less than 10 
metres from him. 
 In terror he watched the spot in the real world where that spectre's 
footsteps would be tromping through the rain. There was an apparition 
right there, walking right towards him! Some small part of Tim's cerebral 
cortex knew he shouldn't move, if anything it might be humanity's first 
chance to truly make contact with the spirits of the dead, if that's what 
they were. 
 But a much larger part – the part his ancestors felt when they were 
alone in the primeval woods, injured and alone and heard sabre tooth cats 
prowling nearby – wanted to be anywhere but right there. 
 He jumped in the ute, locked both doors and threw the equipment 
carelessly onto the seat beside him. He had to get back to the canvas 
shelter. To check their readings, and to get away from... 
 As he glanced up ahead there was another figure on the road not 20 
metres in front of the ute. Something solid, not one of the invisible 
phantoms stalking him. It stared straight at Tim, straight into his soul, and 
he thought he might have flinched. He recognised it, in a sudden flash as 
strong as a punch. 
 The figure was the size of a man but brown and reptilian, with the 
head of some gargoyle... but not just any gargoyle. 
 It had been sunny and cool, not like now. He'd watched them lower 
the coffin containing his mother's body slowly into the ground and been 
unable to watch as the gathered relatives tossed a flower or a handful of 
fresh soil on top of her. 
 He looked up at the graves and markers surrounding them, trying 
to quell the feeling of hands trying to rip his heart in half with grief, and it 
was the ugly demon-looking thing that caught his eye, crouched on top of 
a pedestal like the demon sitting on the woman's chest in Fuseli's The 
Nightmare. 
 What a grotesque thing to have decorating your grave, he'd thought 
to himself at the time, looking at the angry eyes and snarling visage of the 
stone creature. 
 Still, the Gold Coast, where his mother had lived – and would now 
rest forever – was a melting pot of cultures, and plenty of central 
European races went for ostentatious displays like it to commemorate 
death. 



 Now, the same eyes looked into Tim's through the driving rain, 13 
years later. But more terrible still, it was the second time he'd seen it in as 
many weeks. 
 It was the same monster that had attacked he and Dale in the cable 
car, apparently having tried to send them both plummeting to their deaths. 
Tim hadn't recognised it at the time, but some mental cog clanked into 
place, some neural connection fired in a different direction, and now he 
remembered that horrible statue near his mother's grave, something he 
hadn't given a second thought to since. 
 Vicki might have been able to tell him about how our unconscious 
remembers everything we see, and that some things affect us and shape 
us even though we're not aware of them and never give them a second 
thought. 
 But all he could think was 'it was me! That thing in the cable car... 
I dredged that up to come and get us. It knew! It knew that about me, and 
I didn't even know it my-' 
 There was a weak thump on the window beside him. Tim screamed 
and looked out into the empty highway, a wet phantom handprint moving 
across the window. 
 He jammed the key into the ignition and pumped the accelerator, 
planting his foot flat as he wrestled the wheel hard to his right, fighting 
the roaring engine for control as he began speeding back towards the 
shelter. He barely had a split second to realise the staring demon-thing 
had disappeared. 
 A flash of lightning from above lit up the road and Tim saw objects 
moving around him. Yellow, fuzzy shapes began to flash past, leaving 
dazzling trails of stardust. There seemed to be a nudge against the world, 
as if the air itself shook, and the objects around him formed fully and Tim 
was suddenly driving through a stream of oncoming traffic. 
 "Jesus," he screamed in as he tried desperately to avoid cars, taxis 
and trucks. The glare of high-beam lights filled his windscreen and there 
was the howl of a horn – old, pasty and sick, the real car it had come a 
rusted hulk on the floor of the harbour. 
 He turned the wheel hard to the right to avoid the car rushing at 
him, but the ute wouldn't hold the rain-slicked road and the rear tyres 
spun outwards, the ute fishtailing straight into the oncoming vehicle. 
 This time the thunder was inside the car with him. There was an 
incredible explosion of metal and the sound of showering glass. He felt 
the ute rise into the air and crash back down again, flinging him forward 
to butt the wheel with the fleshy lower half of his nose and producing a 
small spray of blood. 



 The equipment nestled carefully in the back tray erupted into the 
air and showered wreckage across the road. The ute rocked backwards 
and forwards on its hinges and was still. 
 Tim raised his head and looked around. Lightning struck, the rain 
hammered the roof and windscreen, but the bridge was empty except for 
him, the IF meter where he'd put it on the seat beside him. He lifted it up 
to search the bridge around him, and the phantom lights had retreated 
back to the uppermost regions of the arches. 
 Blowing out a heavy breath he thought would virtually stink of 
stale adrenaline, Tim turned the key, realising the ute had stopped. 
 The motor turned over weakly and died altogether. 
 Whatever was up this end of the bridge with him, he was stranded 
with it. 
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 "Tim, what are you seeing?" Donald asked. "We suddenly have a 
lot of entity readings, things moving back and forth around your 
position." 
 "Give me a second," the parapsychologist's frightened voice 
responded weakly. 
 "It looks like traffic," Jeremy said from his workstation, "and it's 
coming towards us." 
 Donald switched to the video control and called up CA1 - the 
camera at the apex of the central vertical, sending the picture to the main 
video feed on the monitor they'd relegated for the task. 
 The camera was swinging slowly on a north/south axis pointed at 
the road far below, and they could indeed see the shapes of cars, one or 
two motorcycles and the unmistakable long rectangular form of a bus. 
They were fuzzy and indistinct through the rain, but they were there, and 
they were heading south – towards the shelter and only a dozen or so 
seconds away. 
 "They're near the centre, we've got time to get out," Albert said, 
turning towards the entry to the shelter, rain water in a fan across the 
asphalt where it had blown in. Lightning flashed outside again. 
 Barry, closest to the entry flap, leaned out to see what the visibility 
was like. His heart nearly stopped as the thunder roared and a line of cars 
– the bus in the middle of them - raced for the shelter, a split second from 
impact, their dirty lights weak in the gloom. 
 "Shit!" Barry screamed, throwing himself out, slamming against 
the door of Vicki's hatchback and pressing against it, his face turned 
away. 
 Everyone else inside felt a burst of warmth as the canvas wall of 
the shelter billowed inward. Huge, blurry shapes burst through, a shower 
of moisture from the friction between two worlds showering them all in a 
warm mist. Everyone in their paths – everyone but Albert near the 
entrance, and Barry just outside - felt something pass through them, 
flaring in every cell from the jolt of electromagnetic energy. 
 Donald and Jeremy gripped the desks they sat at, heads dropping 
forward weakly. Dale and Vicki clasped at each other, eyes pressed 
closed against the shock. Luke, the engineer, fell to his knees weakly, his 
face a mask of deathly horror. 
 "They were halfway across!" Albert said, panting, "it just jumped 
across space!" A crash of thunder shook the shelter. Barry came in, dazed 
but safe. 
 "Any reaction?" came Tim's voice over the network. 



 "Reaction?" Luke said in a high voice, climbing weakly back to his 
feet and looking at Donald. "Christ almighty... Look doctor, I'm 
beginning to worry about our safety. I'm here to make sure this is all 
secure. What's going on?" 
 "I'm sorry," the scientist answered him matter of factly, "I can't 
guarantee anybody's safety here. A couple of people have already died 
under similar circumstances, as you know." 
 Luke watched Donald go back to work, rubbed his chin and 
produced a CMD, turning away to dial. 
 "Tim," Donald said, "can you make it back here in your ute? I 
think it's time we went out as a group to take some readings." 
 "I'm just trying it again now," Tim said, the sound of the ute door 
slamming over a burst of static. Thunder lowed ominously towards the 
west. 
 "No, my battery's sapped. It'll take about fifteen or twenty minutes 
to walk back." 
 "Maybe we'll come and pick you up in the research van, and scan 
on the way back here," Donald suggested, "Stay there, we'll be up in 
five." 
 Dale and Vicki were sitting close on two of the spare chairs, 
shivering in each other's arms, trying to calm down. "I felt something 
pass right through me," she said, breathing heavily "like it was a wind 
and my skin just didn't stop it." 
 "How did it get here so fast?" Dale said. 
 "The voltage is back to normal," Donald announced to everybody, 
"four point nine volts throughout the system. Whatever it was has 
passed." 
 In the corner, Luke finished the quiet conversation on his phone. 
"Look, ah, I'm sorry to do this, but I'm finished here." He looked at 
Albert, shrugging half-apologetically. "I've seen enough, more than 
enough. I thought I'd be looking at electrical anomalies. I didn't sign up 
for..." he gestured to where the huge object had passed through the world. 
"...This." 
 Albert looked at Barry and held his hands up helplessly. "I can't 
make him stay," he said. 
 Barry started to rise. "We're going to be right behind you-" 
 Vicki rose from her chair. "I'll drive you," she said. She looked at 
Dale and Barry's expressions of horror either side of her, "I've got to get 
out of here for a minute and breathe a bit of normal air. I feel like I'm 
going to faint." Neither Barry now Dale's expression changed. "Look, I'll 
be there and back in five minutes while you get ready and then we'll 
leave. I just can't stay in here one more minute after what happened." She 



stood and followed Luke out into the rain, smiling encouragingly at Dale 
to show she was all right. 
 "Okay," Donald said, standing up and reaching for his raincoat. 
"Jeremy, you know what you're doing. Be ready for anything, you might 
have to transmit something in a hurry." 
 "I'll be here," the student said, coming forward and taking Donald's 
place at the array. 
 "I'll drive you and by the time Vicki's back we will be too," Barry 
said as Donald walked across towards the entrance. He didn't tell the 
scientist as much, but he thought if Donald and Tim ended up together 
they'd be like two little boys playing with a chemistry set and he wouldn't 
be able to get Dale away from here all night. 
 Donald nodded, brushing past and out into the rain. 
 Barry walked across to get his own coat and Albert followed him 
over. "Barry," he began softly, trying not to let Dale or Jeremy hear him. 
As Barry turned Albert crowded in close, opening his bomber jacket and 
producing a 4 millimetre subcompact handgun. 
 "Al, what the fuck?" Barry said in a quiet hiss, "I'm not airdropping 
into Kashmir, I'm just going down the street." 
 Albert raised his hand in a gesture of firmness and assurance. 
"Look, I know. We just don't know what this is, and this is the best way I 
know to defend myself against anything in this world." 
 "Where did you even get it? You're a bloody city government 
headkicker." 
 "I was a copper for 20 years, now will you just take it?" He pointed 
at a switch near the hammer. "Flick the safety off. It's got a full clip, it 
won't kick back too much but squeeze the trigger, don't pull it." 
 Barry reluctantly let Albert press the gun into his hand and he 
tucked it into the inside breast pocket of his own heavy all-weather coat, 
shaking his head and looking up at Albert with uncertainty. 
 "Come on," Albert said, drawing the doctor across towards the 
entry, "think of the old line about it being like a condom." 
 Barry paused near the door, looking across at Dale, who smiled 
encouragingly at him but looked terribly alone. 
 "Want me to stay?" 
 Dale smiled, shaking his head. "I'll be okay here." 
 Barry wagged a finger at him. "Don't you move from that spot 
unless you're getting together whatever you need to leave." 
 "Stop being an old granddad," Dale said, making a shooing gesture 
at Barry. "You'll be back in ten minutes." 
 "Good luck," Albert said as Barry slipped out, watching him jog 
over to the waiting university van. 
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 Barry could still see Vicki's taillights disappear slowly into the 
gloom as he climbed up into MARV's cabin beside Donald. He supposed 
she couldn't go very fast in this weather. He didn't envy Albert's bloke, 
having to climb all the way down the stairs to Cumberland Street in it. 
 Although the Fortune of War Hotel was down there, and that's 
where Barry would much rather have been. 
 He hefted himself into the passenger seat, wiping rain off his face. 
 Donald started the van up and the heavy, thrumming engine started 
up instantly. Barry had seen the lab behind them and he knew the van was 
a huge battery of technology in an impervious shell. 
 Donald pulled away from the shelter, put his CMD on the dash and 
keying in the code to access the communications network. Even though 
Barry would be taking Dale away very soon, there was no reason for 
them not to get a few readings in case there was anything to find. 
 "Hello?" said Jeremy from the shelter 
 "Just us," Donald answered, "are we loud and clear?" 
 "Crystal," the assistant replied. 
 "Good. Can you do a quick recalibrate of the sensors for me? I 
need all primary electrical receptors retuned, then redirect the secondary 
ones in series after the primary ones to act as overload reserves. I need 
the resistors strengthened at all points by about... 70 percent. Hold on." 
 He pressed another digit on the CMD. "Tim, are you reading 
infrared?" There was a pause. 
 "My meter shows traces of infrared, ultraviolet and alpha and beta 
radiation." 
 Donald dialled another number. "Jeremy, increase the wavelength 
and frequency input sensitivity. And before we start, I need a complete 
energy level for the entire system in all fields. Let us know if any of it 
turns abnormal." 
 There was a beep, and Donald keyed another number. "Donald," 
came Tim's voice over the speaker, "according to my study, there's a 
degree of molecular recombination at any point of cohesion between the 
two fields." 
 "What?" Barry muttered to himself, wishing he could understand 
some of what they talked about. 
 "At a point of interference a chemical reaction takes place," the 
parapsychologist continued, "a fusion between particles in both fields. On 
our side it's mostly nitrogen and oxygen because of the air, and the high 
electromagnetic field from the other side excites any hydrogen. 
 "They fused?" Donald said. 



 "In some strictly controlled sense, yes. Heat's produced from the 
friction and causes one oxygen molecule to pick up a hydrogen atom. So 
if I'm right, there should have been a spray of warm water." 
 "There was," Donald said. "I thought it was rain, but it was inside 
the shelter with us." 
 "Hang on," Barry said. "Warm water came from... where?" 
 Tim didn't answer, and Donald only shrugged. "That's what we're 
trying to find." 
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 Vicki brought the hatchback up against the council barriers, 
padlocked and chained together in a long string across the width of the 
highway, the yellow reflecting paint glowing in the light of her 
headlights. 
 She turned the wheel and reverse parked roughly perpendicular to 
the barriers, putting the car in neutral. 
 Luke glanced thanks at her. "I hope you guys find what you're 
looking for." he asked. 
 Vicki smiled mirthlessly. "I'm not sure I want to find anything 
here. If the road wasn't blocked I don't think I would have even stopped 
to go back." But as soon as she said it she knew it wasn't true. She could 
never stay away knowing Dale was back there. 
 "Okay, well thanks," Luke said, opening the car door and climbing 
out. A flash of lightning lit up the silhouette of the city across from the 
car, and the slamming door cut off the crash of thunder. 
 She watched the engineer swing one leg over the barriers, then 
another, then run off into the rain, his jacket over his head. 
 

**** 
 
 The road was covered in a tiny river of water centimetres deep, 
especially here at the southern end where the Highway dipped down on 
its descent into the city. Luke ran as fast as he could but trying to hold on 
to his footing, it wasn't more than a trot. 
 Another flash of lightning lit up the rain and the lake across the 
road and the accompanying crash of thunder was so loud he almost 
jumped out his skin with fright. His foot slid across the wet road, sending 
a plume of water, and in his effort to throw his weight forward so his feet 
didn't slide out from beneath him, he overbalanced and crashed face first 
to the ground, crying out, feeling the water soak his front. 
 As Luke struggled to his feet, trying to shake water off his face, he 
turned back towards the shelter, wondering if he should try to make his 
way back there. Suddenly the journey down the stairs to Cumberland 
Street seemed insurmountable, but the veil of teeming rain was so thick in 
every direction he could hardly see the barricades where the lady doctor 
had dropped him off, let alone the canvas enclosure where he'd felt so 
exposed. 
 He wiped water off his face again, not seeing the shadowed figure 
coming slowly towards him through the rain from further down the road. 
 "Fuck it," Luke said quietly, turning back towards the city. The 
lights were down to half their usual visibility through the storm, but it 



was enough to cast a slight glow. He realised as much because he realised 
the glow as blocked off by a human figure that was walking towards him. 
 No, not human, it was bigger than a person, and misshapen. And it 
wasn't walking. It was gliding silently, some spectral. 
 "Dr?" the engineer said once, even though he knew very well it 
wasn't her. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki put the car into first gear, shuddering. Whoever Luke was, 
he'd at least been another person, and she was alone now. She looked 
nervously over her shoulder into the back seats, shuddering again 
violently as she thought of the space on the floor where anything could be 
laying. 
 Her bottom and upper legs prickled and itched with sticky heat 
from her wet skin and she could feel tendrils of hair pasted to her 
forehead. Luckily she had only worn old pleated cream pants, flat open 
toed black shoes and a black T-shirt. 
 Not that she'd been thinking of her eighteen hundred dollar cocktail 
dress, but when she'd got dressed to come out she hadn't been able to 
ignore an awful feeling her clothes would be ruined by the time the night 
was over. 
 Vicki took a deep breath and pressed the accelerator. 
 The car died. 
 There was a dull clatter at the back and she let out a little shriek of 
terror, tromping on the brake and staring in fear at the rear view mirrors. 
 Only the barriers. She'd rolled back onto them. Vicki breathed 
deeply and turned back to the front, twisting the ignition key again and 
again, to no effect. 
 Lightning flashed again. Vicki looked out into the bridge in front 
of her, or where it would be. All she could see were sheets of rainwater. 
 

**** 
 
 "There's a massive electromagnetic spike behind us," Jeremy's 
voice said over the CMD in the van, "back where that doctor went to drop 
that council guy off." 
 Donald was listening intently. He grabbed the CMD up and 
gestured at the wheel to Barry. "Can you drive?" he said, pulling to a stop 
and putting the van in neutral so they could change positions. 
 

**** 
 



 Lightning flickered dully again. Vicki swore under her breath as 
the thunder crashed from above her, feeling her heart rate leap up a few 
notches. She turned the ignition of the DeMode again, producing only a 
tired whirr from the motor. 
 She licked her lips and looked around. She'd never make it back to 
the shelter on foot in this weather. She couldn't even see the bridge 
through the rain, except when lightning lit up its outline like the hulk of 
some deserted ship coming across the water of a lonely ocean. 
 The thought of sitting here alone made her want to cry, but she 
tried not to think about it, grinding the Holden's engine, willing it to 
catch, not letting the possibility of being stuck out here into her mind. 
 She looked up at the road ahead again, turning the key and 
whispering 'come on, come on' to herself, looking at nothing but rain. 
 Two enormous objects crashed to the road either side, thirty feet 
out from the car, making the road shudder and groan. 
 Vicki's heart leaped sickeningly into her throat. She decided then 
and there to get out and bolt after the council engineer, but her hands 
were clamped involuntarily around the steering wheel. 
 The objects were like huge tree trunks, four feet wide, gnarled and 
weather beaten... ending with enormous two-clawed feet. 
 A massive head, crocodilian but shaped like that of a jabiru or 
some other marsh bird, came racing from the sky at Vicki. It was part of a 
gargantuan beast, and the trunks either side were its legs. 
 Vicki felt her eyes grow wider and wider until they hurt, never 
having felt so immobile with terror. She opened her mouth and a small 
choking sound came out. 
 The thing's head was 30 feet long, with a long beak/snout oozing 
filthy mucous and full of black, rotting teeth. Its eyes were tiny, an old, 
stained white like rotten cream. 
 It lifted its head up slightly and opened its mouth to roar. The 
sound was deafening, a terrible, thrumming baritone that shook the car 
like the media deck was up way too loud on full bass, a sound that could 
only come from lungs the size of minibuses. It must have been audible 
throughout the whole city and North. Vicki's eardrums felt like they were 
rattling painfully. 
 All she could see of the leviathan was its enormous tree trunk legs 
and its head, stretching down on an ancient trunk of a neck. The 
downpour hid whatever body they belonged to, but it must have been 
twice as high as the bridge itself.  
 The enormous head swayed back and forth over the car, seeking 
Vicki out. Water ran in a waterfall off the thing's snout, thundering onto 
the bonnet. She could see its ancient skin, like an elephant or dinosaur – 
chips of flesh gone, wrinkles and old caked scales running with rainwater. 



The thing nudged the bonnet of the hatch with its snout, the water 
collecting on the windscreen blown off in a spray by a gust of its breath. 
 Vicki's fear broke as soon as it touched the car. She screamed with 
more might than she ever had. Not the high, shrill movie star scream she 
managed when there was a huntsman spider in the washing but a harsh, 
broken plea for her life. She was utterly lost in a sea of panic. 
 She tried to cover her head but was unable to tear her eyes away 
from the abomination staring through her windscreen at her. It lifted its 
jaws and roared again, drowning out Vicki's voice but making her scream 
all the more hoarsely. 
 It seemed to raise its head in thought, its massive heavy beak 
swaying from side to side. Vicki made herself let go of her head and 
grabbed the door handle, kicking the door open and moving to jump out. 
A huge, knotted thing rushed at her from the dark. 
 She shrieked and threw herself back. The thing hit the door and it 
slammed closed, hitting her ankle and making it seethe with pain. The 
window had cracked from the impact and looked ready to shatter. 
 Vicki looked up at it, panting hoarsely. The thing was looking 
angrily down at her, showing her the huge knuckled claw that had bashed 
in her car door. 
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 Barry settled into the drivers' seat, suddenly taking a much more 
active role in this investigation than he'd hoped he was going to. He 
watched the young scientist unhook the latch to the research cell behind 
them and jump through onto the steel floor. 
 Donald left the door to the cab open, hooking it back with the other 
latch inside, and began flicking on lights and bringing machinery online 
with the CMD jammed between his ear and shoulder. "Can you localise 
it?" he was saying. 
 "No," came Jeremy's voice, "It's covering an incredible area. The 
block is over a hundred feet high, it's concentrated in three main shafts, 
but -" A high, malignant boom of thunder drowned out the rest of the 
sentence. 
 Because the visibility was so poor in the maelstrom of rain, Barry 
didn't dare go above 30 or so. He looked in the side rear view mirror into 
the rain behind him. A hundred feet high, the student in the shelter had 
said. It sounded like the whole bloody southern archway was on fire, an 
electrical fire of the kind no amount of water can put out. 
 He looked ahead again. The central vertical was just passing, and 
Dr Hacker wouldn't be far away. He hoped they got to him soon. He 
thought of the scientist out there in the pitch dark with the storm, the city 
gone behind a curtain of impenetrable rain, the familiar bridge now a 
teeming horde of hidden, unknown terrors. 
 Barry shuddered. 
 

**** 
 
 Walking through the pouring rain in the pitch black alone, Tim 
scanned the highway with Penny in both directions almost constantly. If 
anything was coming he wanted to be ready, although he had no idea 
what he'd do if something arrived. The memory of whatever had put its 
hands against the window of the ute made the hair on the back of his neck 
prickle. 
 What would he do if it came back while he was just standing here? 
For one thing, he couldn't see it, and he was armed only with tools to take 
readings of energy fields, and they hadn't saved anyone so far. 
 But he fought to hold onto his sense of logic. The paranormal had a 
stigma instilled in us as children in popular social folklore. It was all 
supposed to be scary, but that was only because of humanity's fear of 
what it couldn't understand or control. 
 But with the exception of being shot at by a psychic medium just 
weeks ago – the first time he had ever felt his life in danger – Tim had 



never felt physically threatened by it. It just wasn't the way it worked. It 
was unexplained, not terrible. It was often said only one percent of cases 
involved physical assault of a human being, and Tim had never been 
involved in one like it. 
 Until now, of course. 
 The force at work in this place was malicious and threatening. It 
had caused harm and death, and it seemed devoted to the old 
movie/comic book adage of being 'scary'. The reason why was now 
textbook. The more emotion was produced, the more electrical energy in 
the collective minds of witnesses. And these phenomena, like everything 
else in nature, were electromagnetic in nature. 
 "Who the fuck are you?" he whispered into the dark, even though 
he believed he knew. 
 He'd had daydreams when he was a young man, praying in bed, 
that Jesus Christ would come and visit him, the way people sometimes 
claimed to have visions. Tim used to daydream about what he'd be like. 
He used to have this corny mental picture of Him descending on a chariot 
of gold heralded by angels. And Tim would open his arms, bow his head 
and cry softly at the touch of his Creator. 
 But there were no open arms now. Now Tim was just a man 
terrified beyond his wits. If Jesus Christ was behind all this and appeared 
to him now, he'd run for his life. 
 But he fought, kicking and screaming in his mind, to hold it 
together. It was only fear. It was a part of the human psyche far deeper set 
than his love for the unexplained, but he couldn't let it sway him from his 
purpose. 
 To study. 
 If it was intelligent, to make contact. 
 He hefted Penny to his eyes again and pushed the mike of the 
headset closer to his mouth. 
 "How far away are you guys?" he asked, trying to keep the 
nervousness out of his voice. 
 "About halfway," came Barry's reply from the van. "Can't you see 
our lights yet?" 
 Tim squinted into the rain, shielding the constant stream that ran 
into his eyes. "Can't see a thing." 
 "I'll flash my high beams," Barry said, "how about now?" 
 Deep into the cover of rain, the air ahead exhumed a yellow hue 
that lit up the air like a tiny pocket of dawn on the road. It shimmered and 
glittered, tendrils glowing and spiralling. 
 "Yeah, I can see you," Tim said, "Put your foot down a bit, will 
you?" 



 "The equipment's on," Barry answered, "We can't go more than a 
snail's pace. Can you see us on your infrared?" 
 Tim flicked the receptor to infrared and looked at the display. Far 
off in the distance amid the blue haze of the rain was a series of long, 
dull-red spindles of light, arranged in a pattern like an ancient rune. 
 "Is that you guys?" he said absently. "I'm seeing some sort of... 
pattern. 
 "Not sure," Barry said absently. 
 "Then what's-" Tim began. He tapped at the controls on Penny's 
side panel and called up the image of the bridge from the onboard 
memory. The computer correlated the data from the picture and matched 
it to the current reading so Tim had an accurate picture, from the correct 
angle, of the bridge, invisible behind the rain. 
 The graphic depicted something down the other end of the bridge, 
a huge shape made of about six long and spindly parts, waving and 
moving slowly. It made him think of a stick insect, the way they wavered 
slightly to balance on a leaf. 
 It wasn't the approaching van. It was too far away. 
 And it was gigantic. 
 He shrieked into the mike and started to run forwards, in a near 
panic. "There's some incredible thing at the other end, it's huge, some 
giant living thing!" 
 A light exploded out from the gloom of the rain, and Tim screamed 
and covered his head as the research van skidded wetly to a halt inches 
from him. 
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 Vicki could feel her lip shaking, the first tears spilling over onto 
her cheeks. The monster's enormous head was swaying slowly back and 
forth, scanning the road, the car and her. Every now and then it would 
raise the front of its muzzle and bellow, shaking the bridge and the car 
with a deep, low voice as big as the world that brayed like a giant 
foghorn. 
 The fist of the giant thing raced out of the darkness and rain above 
and slammed into the road in some fit of apparent temper, the knuckles 
punching a depression into the asphalt, splinters of the road showering 
into the air in clouds of dust. 
 Vicki whimpered, searching desperately around the dashboard of 
the car for escape. One thought kept torturing her, awful in its clarity. 
One of her pet hates was the bimbo in movies who sat like a stunned 
mullet waiting for the hero to get her out of a scrape. Vicki would watch 
and think 'What a silly bitch, if it was me, I'd...' 
 And now here she was, her mind blank, in the most terrifying 
scrape ever. Her only thought was that Dale would rescue her (even 
though she thought in the real world he'd turn to jelly with her, maybe 
faster). And she was so scared she didn't even care how many women 
would see her and laugh and say 'silly bitch...' 
 Her eyes fell upon the CMD in the charger near the gearshift lever. 
She'd reached for it twice, and each time the monster had looked straight 
at her, a grimace of rage had clouded its eyes, and it had reached down 
until its gigantic snout was inches from her, brushing the bonnet and 
making the shocks squeal as the car rocked on its springs. 
 Both times Vicki had snapped the CMD back in place and thrust 
herself back in the seat in fear. It was worth sitting here all night, soaking 
wet and freezing cold with that behemoth standing over her, as long as it 
didn't get that close to her again. She just sat there, crying and shaking 
uncontrollably as she fought for rationality. She told herself the thing was 
only electromagnetic radiation, it wasn't real. 
 Except bloody mucous had left obscene, steaming tracks down her 
windscreen and there was a hole the size of an inflatable kiddie pool in 
the road ahead of her. 
 Lightning flashed overhead and the fright culminated in a burst of 
adrenalin. She tore the CMD from its mounting and dialled 1, knowing it 
would lead her somewhere in the network. 
 The huge beast lowered its head at her at such a speed she thought 
it would crush her (it was the size of a bus!!). It opened its mouth and a 
low rumble of anger came in a blast upon the car. Vicki lost the power of 
speech for several seconds after a voice in the shelter answered her. 



 The crane-thing lifted its head in surprise – 
 holy living god holy christ it heard the voice over the phone 
 – and moved to gaze into the side of the car. 
 When Vicki found her voice, it was almost a scream. "Dale, Oh 
God help me! This thing's got me trapped, this huge thing, and it's not 
letting me out, help me I'm trapped-" 
 

**** 
 
 "Vicki? Stop, tell me what's happening," Albert said, "one word at 
a time, love." Dale stood bolt upright and stared in worry at the phone in 
Albert's hand. 
 Vicki's voice was full of terror, not the damsel-in-distress kind, but 
the terror of someone in danger for her life. It was a hoarse whisper, like 
she wanted to scream but couldn't. 
 

**** 
 
 "Fucking hell," she whispered as the huge head came wavering 
back to hover over the bonnet and gape at her, the tiny, angry white eyes 
staring in. "Please," she tried to whisper, "there's a huge monster here, 
bigger than the bridge. It's got me trapped in my car. Please-" then tears 
came thick and strong, "please don't let it get me." 
 

**** 
 
 Albert looked at Dale and said into the CMD "Keep the line open, 
I'll leave this phone on. We're on our way. We'll bring Barry's car and be 
there in a few seconds. Don't move, and don't do anything to aggravate 
it." 
 "But it isn't real is it?" she said, "None of it is!" 
 Albert thought of the last report from Tim Hacker. The south 
vertical had disappeared off the face of the earth, instead was a series of 
huge shapes in some insane dance. "Vicki, we can't assume anything, so 
just be careful." He looked back at Dale, gesturing outside. 
 Dale followed Albert towards the entry of the shelter but happened 
to glance at an array screen hooked up to something or other. 
 On the screen was his favourite photograph of himself and his 
mother. Dale was 17, laughing happily, his mother a lovely smiling 
woman in her early forties. They were sitting on the grass in the 
backyard. He didn't even remember what they'd been doing when the 
picture was taken, but it was in a frame on Dale's dresser at home. It had 
always embodied his mother to him, her light and strength. 



 Behind the two, between the deck chairs in the yard of his 
childhood home, was the small brick post and plaque that held his 
mother's ashes in Sutherland cemetery. 
 Dale felt a spear plunge through his heart, and his eyes welled with 
tears. He sobbed once, and stepped up to the screen, Albert and Jeremy 
watching curiously.  
 "Leave her out of your shit," he muttered, and raised his foot, 
ramming it into the monitor and catapulting it off to smash to the ground 
with a flash of sparks. Before it had barely left the bench following Dale's 
kick, Jeremy and Albert were both trying to beat each other to him. 
 Jeremy hit Dale full force in the side, knocking him down. 
 "Fucking stupid idiot!" the student yelled down at Dale, kicking at 
his arm, "what are you trying to do?" 
 Albert reached Jeremy and pulled him back. "Leave him alone," he 
commanded the young man. 
 "The fuck I will," Jeremy snarled, still looking balefully at Dale as 
he dragged himself up, "...the fuck you think you're fucking doing?" 
Outside, lightning flickered above, for long seconds. Albert pushed 
Jeremy back towards the whiteboard and helped Dale up, helping him to 
the door of the shelter. 
 Thunder rocketed overhead, deafening and terrifying. 
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 Jeremy's voice coming through simultaneously over the speakers in 
MARV's cab and the research cell made it sound like the young man was 
about to pop. "No, but he kicked the bloody thing right off the bench!" 
 Tim looked across at Donald from where he sat on the bench in the 
research cell of the van. "He's had hallucinations plenty of times," Tim 
said, "Most of the time here. Probably thought he saw something." 
 "Get him out of there," Barry yelled back from the cab. "This is 
what I was afraid of. I don't want him in a situation where he could hurt 
himself." 
 "But we've hardly started." came Jeremy's voice. 
 "Jeremy-" Donald began. 
 "Albert, take him off, right fucking now," Barry interrupted 
angrily, ignoring Donald. "If he's seeing things that are upsetting him that 
much this little jaunt is over. All this shit's happening because he's here, 
I've told you both that. It starts whenever he's within a stone's throw of 
this bloody place. Now get him down to the city before someone else gets 
killed." 
 Donald looked at Tim, who shrugged. They both knew Barry was 
right. With everything happening around them already, who knew what 
data they'd be collecting? Donald went back to clattering away at the 
keyboard in front of him. 
 "Doctor," came Jeremy's voice from the shelter, "what should I do 
about this bloody monitor?" 
 "Forget it," Donald replied without missing a beat, "plug the master 
into your own array. Can you remotely set my systems here to do a full 
sensory sweep, I'd like a complete picture. And, Albert, are you there?" 
 "They're gone," Jeremy replied. "He and Mr Milling. There's 
something wrong with Dr Holt, they've gone to get her." 
 "Shit," Tim hissed, standing up and walking toward the open hatch. 
"I'm going up front to do some scans. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki leaned towards the steering wheel and looked up fearfully. 
The gigantic creature was looking towards the city behind her, its head 
far above. 
 In fact it was so high up she had the notion of leaping from the 
passenger side door and doing a mad bolt for the shelter. Maybe it would 
never reach her before she'd fled between its feet.  
 Then she remembered the lightning speed with which the head had 
moved towards her when she first went for the CMD, something it 



couldn't possibly see but which it nevertheless knew. For a second she let 
her mind slip, letting go of her fear and imagining a mini fantasy of being 
outside the car with that head so close. 
 Vicki cut the image off, shuddering until her teeth chattered. No 
way. She dried her eyes and looked around desperately for an escape. 
 Lightning flashed, illuminating the torrent of rain. 
 

**** 
 
 Albert sent Barry's Ford speeding as fast as he dared towards the 
barriers where something they didn't want to imagine had Vicki trapped. 
Beside him, Dale breathed heavily, chewing his nail. 
 Albert keyed a number on his CMD resting on the dash. "Jeremy," 
he said, "can you get a picture of whatever's down this end? A visual 
picture, so we can at least know what to expect?" 
 The student in the shelter mumbled that he'd try, but Albert was 
already dialling for Vicki. "Vicki, are you there?" he said. No answer. 
 Dale plucked the CMD off its mounting and said "Vicki? Can you 
hear us?" 
 Scratching. Thudding. Static. Then, Vicki's voice coalescing from 
out of the noise. "-getting me!" 
 "What?" Dale said. 
 Vicki's voice shrieked in fear and there was a thud. Both men fell 
silent. 
 "It's starting to knock the car around. I'm too terrified to get out." 
 There was another loud bang, and Vicki screamed, the scream 
trailing off to a series of petrified sobs. 'No', they both heard her plead. 
Albert pressed the accelerator harder. He honked the horn and flashed the 
high beams, praying it would get the attention of whatever was down 
there. He felt stupid even trying in this maelstrom, but knew he had to do 
something. 
 But the next time, Vicki's cry was one of pain. "Oh God, it's 
bashed the roof in!" she pleaded, "my head's bleeding. Please don't let it 
get me, Dale. Please don't let me die!" 
 Dale felt a block of tightness in his throat. 
 

**** 
 
 SC1 was there, just where it was supposed to be. 
 Jeremy sighed in relief. It meant everything was normal down 
there – it was just various spectres they'd seen falsely representing matter 
to all their perceptions and equipment. 



 Jeremy sent the camera panning from left to right and up and 
down, slowly realising there was nothing below or beside the camera 
mounting. Nothing was holding it up. 
 The vertical was gone. 
 The camera and its mounting were floating in midair. 
 He panned towards the city and shrieked as the camera came to rest 
on the huge face of a beast with an ancient skin of rotten scales, and a 
grimace full of teeth the size of cars. A fist, the width of a caravan, came 
racing at the camera. 
 

**** 
 
 The camera exploded in an eruption of electrical sparks as the giant 
fist struck it. The mighty head swivelled to look back at the car below it 
and the figure shrieking within. Lightning flashed over its head. 
 

**** 
 
 At the other end of the bridge from the passenger seat of the van, 
Tim switched Penny to the thermograph and the LCD showed him the 
outline of the greatest beast, a hundred feet tall, with tree trunks for legs, 
the head of some monster phantom bird and a long pod body. It stood at 
the far end of the bridge assailing some object below it. 
 He brought the mike of the headset towards his mouth and said into 
it "Albert, are you there yet? Whatever's down there doesn't look good." 
 

**** 
 
 The creature looked down at the road as another vehicle came to a 
shuddering halt, sending a plume of spray into the air. Two figures leapt 
out. One stood and stared dumbly upwards. The other ran to the half 
crushed vehicle and stared up as it fought to gain access. 
 As Dale rushed to the driver's side of Vicki's car he kept an eye on 
the incredible thing standing on its four storey-high legs. It was hard to 
see the entire thing through the rain but it looked like some awful horror 
movie parody of a giant waterbird, only with the cracked, gnarled skin of 
a dinosaur. It stood on clawed feet as long as cars, and the huge head of 
the thing loomed towards them from the dark above, the tiny eyes 
flicking from Vicki's car to Barry's LTD. 
 As its baleful eyes found Dale he thought he saw the huge head 
bounce slightly, like it was jerking in surprise at the sight of him. 
 Dale heard Vicki cry out his name from the other side of the glass 
when he reached the car door, saw her tear-streaked face, and at the same 



moment a sheet of lightning lit the clouds around the bridge like it had 
come from the iron itself. 
 One instant the creature was there, and when the lightning 
disappeared it wasn't. In the microsecond before the flash Dale thought he 
saw the huge shape shudder, like it was on the end of a colossal rubber 
band that was going to snap it back across the cosmos somewhere. 
 But the lightning was blinding and when he could see again the 
thunder was roaring overhead and there were only eddies and bursts of 
rainwater in the air, where they'd been drenching something huge that had 
simply ceased to exist. 
 

**** 
 
 The object disappeared and when Tim keyed in some enquiries 
Penny revealed the electromagnetic reading of the structure to be normal. 
 

**** 
 
 On all the scopes in the research van, Donald watched as the bridge 
fell silent. 
 

**** 
 
 Rain poured down, lightning flickered above, thunder rolled across 
the city. The rain had become like a steam train forever passing through 
the air. The run-off across the highway was still centimetres deep, spilling 
off the edges and through the drainage grates like waterfalls into the dark 
harbour below. 
 Otherwise, everything was still again. 
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 Dale carefully helped Vicki from the passenger seat of the car with 
his hands under her armpits, holding her up, pressing his handkerchief to 
her temple. 
 She put her arms around him and let her head fall against his 
shoulder, letting him cradle her and looking up to where the thing had 
been, wondering what nightmares she'd have about it, and for how long. 
 "Just an illusion," Dale said hopefully, kissing her forehead. Vicki 
looked at her little hatchback, its drivers side window shattered, its roof 
bashed almost all the way in, leaning sickly towards one corner. 
 They helped her back to Barry's car where Dale sat in the back 
with her, whispering fears at losing her as he wiped rainwater out of her 
face and hair. Albert steered the car back through the rain. 
 He felt her start to shiver uncontrollably and squeezed her tighter. 
When it didn't stop, Dale looked into Vicki's face. She stared out the 
window, her face a visage of terror. 
 "Hey," he said softly. 
 Her lips were moving, and he made out the word 'there'. 
 Dale smoothed the hair back off her forehead, whispering "Hey, it's 
over." 
 "...was there. I was there," Vicki said. 
 "You were where?" 
 "...bird I told you about," she said, turning to him. "The one on the 
pylon." 
 Dale pulled her close again. Vicki pressed her eyes shut, shaking 
her head to try and dislodge the memory of the giant, monstrous thing, 
the bird she'd seen take flight off the pylon all those years ago. It had 
followed her for all this time, and come back to her as this... creature. 
 It hadn't looked anything like a scaled monster in real life, it had 
been too far off for Vicki to see anything apart for the way it spread it 
wings and took to the air from the collapsing pylon. 
 But it was the same dream logic that confuses you when you wake 
up from a dream that a lover is dead to find them snoring softly beside 
you. That bird and this thing were the same. 
 The gaping, hollow terror roared up, the first time she'd thought of 
it since talking about Stephanie the night in her surgery, the first time she 
and Dale had slept together. That night had been the first time in years 
she'd felt her terror about the bridge well up, and Dale's touch and kiss 
had been able to drive it away. 
 She pressed in close to him again now, but the hollow, roaring fear 
kept building, panic bearing down behind it... 
 



**** 
 
 Barry's voice sounded over the loudspeaker of the general comms 
band as everyone was settling back into the shelter. Vicki was grateful for 
it. Despite Dale's arm around her shoulder, concentrating on Barry's voice 
momentarily broke the advance of the crushing terror inside her. 
 "We're bringing this van back to the shelter and then I'm taking 
myself and Dale and who wants to join us home," he said. "We were 
supposed to be observing phenomena and it's feeling like we're waging a 
bloody war out here." 
 Jeremy looked like he'd been told Christmas had been cancelled. 
"But why? There's so much data!" 
 Albert stood up. "He has the authority to take Dale away, Jeremy, 
and I'm inclined to agree after what I just saw." He crossed to a bench to 
collect some things together and glanced back at Vicki and Dale. "You 
two ready?" 
 Dale nodded at Albert, and he thought he felt Vicki slump lower in 
the chair, almost certainly with relief. 
 She sat up, blowing out a heavy breath, wiping her eyes and 
smiling at him encouragingly. "Thank God," she said quietly. 
 He took her hand and squeezed. "Get the ferry from now on, what 
do you reckon?" 
 Vicki smiled again and touched her hand to his face. "The strangest 
thing is you don't seem the least bit scared," she said, looking into his 
eyes with admiration. 
 He shrugged. "I just want to get you away from here." 
 She moved closer and cuddled into him again, as grateful as she 
was suddenly exhausted. "Who knows how far away we can get and stay 
safe if it can do things like that... thing?" she murmured. 
 Dale looked at her sharply, as if she'd said something awful. She 
looked up as she felt his tiny flinch. 
 "What?" 
 "You said 'far away'," he said, looking into the distance. "When it 
looked at me, that's what it felt like... the faraway." Vicki squeezed his 
hand and Dale looked down at her. "It feels like we're getting closer to it, 
somehow." 
 She nestled into him again and barely heard him add the words 'or 
it's coming closer to us.' 
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 "You can get all the readings you want on the way back," Barry 
said, starting to move the van forward and calling back through the open 
hatch into the lab where Donald worked. "In fact come with us when I 
pick Dale and the others up and you can take your van back and spend the 
night here, we've got the place until one in the morning." 
 He'd been expecting arguments from Donald and Tim, but after 
hearing from Jeremy that something was wrong with Vicki, Barry's mind 
was made up. All he'd needed was the suggestion of danger. 
 But to the credit of both scientists, they agreed safety was more 
important than research. Neither had protested, and now they were 
cruising slowly back towards the shelter. 
 Tim was packing his things away beside Barry, so when a quick, 
high flash of lightning revealed – for a split second – a figure up on the 
road ahead, walking aimlessly around in circles, Barry saw it first. He 
braked slowly as they drew to within 20 or so feet of the figure. 
 "What's wrong?" Donald said from behind them. Tim looked up. 
 "Someone here," Barry said, too softly for Donald to hear, as if 
processing it himself. Which one of their team would wander all the way 
up here in the rain and not call in? 
 If that's who – or what – it was. 
 The figure wore black jeans and a forest green raincoat, the hood 
pulled over his head. Tim recognised the outfit and shoved the door open, 
letting the rain whoosh into the cab of the van. "It's Dale," he said in a 
voice devoid of tone but rich in fear, jumping out into the storm. 
 "Tim, for fuck's sake," Barry said to the empty cab, reaching for 
his CMD and dialling the key to get through to the shelter again. "Hey, is 
everyone still there? Where's Dale?" 
 Nothing. 
 Barry keyed the number again. "Hello?" 
 Donald's head appeared through the hatch beside him. "Where's he 
gone?" 
 Barry realised both Tim and what he thought was Dale had 
disappeared, the rain too heavy. "We thought we saw Dale out there, now 
I can't raise any of them," he said, sighing heavily. "Fuck, fuck fuck." 
 "What if it isn't Dale?" Donald murmured. 
 Barry glanced at him as if Donald had suggested the two of them 
sleep together. 
 "Let me try and send a ping over the satellite network," Donald 
said, disappearing back into the lab. "If there's some sort of interference 
the server can tell us if their CMDs are still online and where they are." 



 Barry keyed the number to Tim's CMD and he barely heard his 
answer over the driving rain. "What are you doing, we don't know what it 
might be-" Barry began, but he already knew the call was useless. 
Whatever interference was blocking the shelter was affecting the signal 
between the van and Tim, and the background rain and crackling made 
conversation impossible. 
 "Shit," he said in frustration, dropping the phone on the seat beside 
him and preparing to drive off. 
 "Barry!" Donald said sharply from behind him. He turned to see 
the fearful look on the metallurgist's face. "They're all in the shelter." 
 Barry turned back to the rainstorm on the other side of the 
windscreen. He had no choice. He tried to ignore the sinking in his 
stomach as he patted his jacket for the gun Albert had given him, in 
disbelief he might be taking it out to use. "Sit tight." 
 He snatched up his CMD, put the van in neutral and applied the 
handbrake, and was just opening the door to climb out when the hatch 
into the lab slammed shut with a metallic clang. 
 Barry jumped in fright. "Christ," he muttered, opening the door and 
bustling out into the downpour, "just tell me if you want it shut." 
 

**** 
 
 Donald – at the opposite end of the lab and having turned back to 
the screen he was working on, – also jumped at the slamming of the cell 
door. 
 "Fucking hell, Barry," he yelled, "if I'm making too much noise 
just tell me. No need to slam the bloody thing." 
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 "No," Jeremy was saying, "they're online. At least, their mobiles 
are. Dr Lambert sent the query to the server and he would have got it 
back from all four of us. But direct links over the CMD net are all down. 
We still can't contact them directly. There's some total radio block." 
 Albert swore under his breath, looking around and wiping sweat of 
his forehead. "All right, if they're there, we've got to go and get them. 
We'll take Barry's car. They can't have just disappeared." 
 Dale looked at Albert, arguing with himself internally over reasons 
why going out there was a bad idea. It was pitch black, there were no 
lights, a storm was raging and monsters and demons roamed the bridge 
like it was some fourteenth century Romanian Castle. 
 Jeremy began to speak, mostly to himself. "I don't know if any of 
us should go out-" 
 A flash of lightning stopped him, lighting the outer wall of the 
canvas in a sheen of ghostly blue. 
 "Christ, they're somewhere between here and the other end, aren't 
they?" Albert said. "We're in the middle of the city, not lost in the 
outback." 
 Dale nodded, his eyes settling on Vicki, still sitting across the 
shelter where he'd squeezed her shoulder and left her when Jeremy had 
told everybody communications had dropped out. She looked at him, 
Albert and Jeremy standing around Jeremy's workstation, her eyes wide 
with fear, the cup of coffee she'd been drinking held close to her mouth 
so she could bathe her face in the steam. 
 "Albert's right," he told her, "we'll go and find them and then get 
straight off here." She smiled and nodded without argument. Yes, her 
eyes said, I'd bloody well like that too. 
 "I can't leave this equipment," Jeremy said apologetically, looking 
at all three, "I can't take you. Sorry." 
 Albert looked at the street outside, rain lashing the asphalt. 
 "There's only Barry's car anyway," he said. "I parked down in The 
Rocks, and we won't get very far in Vicki's." He took Barry's keys off the 
bench top where a few of them had left house keys and other personal 
detritus. He looked at Vicki. "I could drop you at the barriers first," he 
said, "It's only a short walk to the stairs down to Cumberland Street." 
 Vicki shuddered, violently. "No thanks," she said, smiling weakly, 
"I'd sooner wait here and all leave together than go back there on my 
own." 
 "I think I should go so Albert's not on his own, and I'd rather you 
got somewhere safe now rather than later," Dale said. 



 "You're just driving up the other end, picking them up and coming 
straight back. We'll be fine until then," she said." 
 Albert turned to Jeremy. "You'd better start packing all this up," he 
suggested. 
 "What about the study?" the student said, "Let's just get them back 
here and keep going. We'll be all right if we all stay together. Nobody's 
been hurt..." 
 "Don't, then," Albert shrugged, quite prepared to leave Jeremy 
there by himself. 
 He gestured towards the door to Dale, who kissed the top of Vicki's 
head as he passed. She smiled gratefully and watched the two men 
approach the door flap. 
 "Wait," Jeremy shouted. Dale and Albert spun back to look at the 
student. He was staring intently at an array screen. Vicki joined them as 
they rushed back to the bench. The screen was clear except for three lines 
across the top, the cursor blinking a few lines down. It read; 
 
LEAVE 
ORGANIC 
GET AWAY 
HURTING 
OBSTRUCTION 
ERROR 
KILL 
DISENGAGE 
STOPPING 
CLOSE 
 
 "What the hell's this?" Albert asked. Jeremy just shook his head. 
 Dale was scratching his chin, a nervous reaction, his eyes wide 
with fear and wonder. 
 "It's not me and it's not the system," Jeremy said. "I don't even 
know what it means. Maybe it's trying to..." he began. The others looked 
at him, and he was suddenly fearful of looking foolish, but finished 
anyway. "...talk to us."  
 Jeremy leaned into the keyboard and typed 
 
Who are you? 
 
 The activity light on the array flickered and the screen cleared, 
presently displaying the words; 
 
NO THING. 



NO LIFE. 
 
 Jeremy reached gingerly for the array keyboard again, not really 
wanting to touch it, and typed 
 
What are you? 
 
 The screen cleared again. Another single line appeared. 
  
3SX 3/P100+79{XY~/(9X6/0.000031_)-
LT@[.040%XNTH"]#10^/Q}/PR2 
 
 Everyone stared at the screen, trying to make head or tail of the 
information. Only Jeremy, with any grasp of physics or maths, seemed to 
get it. He looked at each part separately, tapping the screen with his pen. 
 "It's a legitimate equation," he said. "It uses standard figures and 
symbols. See 'pi r squared' at the end? That refers to volume or space... 
The rest..." he trailed off, shrugging. 
 "So what does it all tell you?" Albert asked. 
 Jeremy shrugged. "It's telling us what it is," he said. "We're 
speaking to it. We're in contact with... whatever Dr Hacker says it is." 
 "Ghosts," Vicki said rhetorically. Nobody corrected her. 
 "Ask what it wants," Dale suggested. 
 Jeremy returned to the keyboard, typing; 
 
What do you want? 
 
 Underneath that appeared; 
 
LEAVE 
ORGANIC 
GET AWAY 
HURTING 
OBSTRUCTION 
ERROR 
KILL 
DISENGAGE 
STOPPING 
CLOSE 
 
 "It's like a little kid just grabbing for the right word," Albert said. 
"What's stopping it?" 
 Jeremy leaned in again and typed; 



 
What is stopping you? 
 
 And after a few more seconds; 
 
O 
C 
H 
N 
Ca 
P 
K 
S 
Na 
Cl 
Cs 
Mg 
F 
Al 
Fe 
As 
Si 
B 
Ni 
 
 And the list went on, scrolling for long seconds. 
 Albert frowned. "...the fuck?" 
 "They're elements," Jeremy said. "Carbon, Oxygen, Sodium. All 
the way down to Mercury." 
 Vicki had stood up but hadn't come any closer, her eyes still 
looking like those of a rabbit caught in headlights, her coffee still held 
close to her face. "It's saying elements stop it?" she asked. "Matter?" 
 "Well, look at the order," Jeremy said to nobody in particular, 
pointing to the screen. "Oxygen, then carbon, then hydrogen. That's the 
proportion of the elements in us. Maybe it's people stopping it ...or one 
person in particular." 
 Dale tried to absorb the larger weight of what was happening – 
they were using a computer to communicate with some intelligence 
apparently not of this world. But the curiosity and fear in the room was 
cloying, too thick to thrash out of. 
 Jeremy leaned in to the keyboard again. 
  
Human? 



 
 Blink. Flicker. Then, in a wave of figures down the screen; 
 
31051999 
139751978 
38762RAM 
2387955273 
42338 
O+ 
5892800021359917 
84654 
8176832177652085 
0295798114 
  
 And on they went, figures and numbers, seemingly without cause 
or effect, until Dale gasped. 
 "Jesus Christ, this is me!" he shouted with wonder and terror, 
leaning closer. "The first one's my birth date, then my tax file number. 
My library card number, my bloody credit card number, my phone 
number!" 
 He was aware of the others trying not to look at him like he was 
something horrible as Jeremy returned to the keys again. "It apparently 
knows us as individual entities," he muttered. Chewing his lip nervously, 
he typed; 
 
Where are Hacker, Lambert and Paul? 
 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 



DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 



DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD DEAD 
 



38 
 
 As Tim approached Dale he called out to his friend, but the 
downpour drowned his voice out. He lurched onwards, the heavy 
equipment and soaking coat weighing him down. He'd collapse from 
exhaustion or just trip over before long. 
 He finally caught up to Dale, calling his name when he was a few 
feet behind him. 
 The thing turned around and Tim screamed. 
 The creature from his mother's graveyard stared back at him. Only 
it was worse. It wasn't stone. It was alive, its skin grey, cracked and split, 
blood sputtering. The stench that emanated from it was unmistakable – 
disinterment, like a corpse that had been left too long untreated. Or dug 
up. 
 I've been in the ground with your old mum, it said – or Tim 
suddenly imagined it saying – laying in the dirt, eating her soul. 
 Somewhere in his mind, in the maelstrom of revulsion and terror, 
Tim knew this was important. He had trouble keeping his grip on why, 
but it was. It knew it had scared him before, on the road, by showing him 
this creature, so it was the shortest route to what it needed. 
 Energy. Electricity generated inside Tim's head through sheer 
limbic terror. 
 Tim started to scramble backwards but the thing's arm shot out and 
gripped the side of his neck. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki and Jeremy stayed near the computer as Dale and Albert 
rushed out of the shelter headed for Barry's car. She felt she had to do 
something to stay active to stave off the looming sense of terror and 
wondered if the young scientist felt the same. 
 None of them had noticed, above the noise of the rain, tiny squeaks 
as the screws holding the lid of the coffee urn in place started turning 
around slowly until they plinked out onto the ground. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry heard the scream through the rain ahead and his heart 
plunged. He reached into his jacket, fumbling to produce the gun and 
unclip the safety as Albert had showed him, all the while trying to keep 
the streaming rain out of his eyes and face as it drenched his clothes. 
 As he looked up to try and find Tim through the gloom Barry 
became aware of a presence to his left, not four feet away. 



 Barry's knees turned to water. It was Dale. 
 Dead, white like a fish, his eyes black-rimmed, advancing on Barry 
and reaching for him. 
 No, he made his mind say, it's only a trick. Just ignore it and keep 
going. He went to sidestep the thing, but it lunged and grabbed him, 
moaning gleefully with putrid breath. Inches away, he could see the lines 
in the skin of its face, deeply scored like the body of his friend had lain at 
the bottom of the harbour for 20 years. 
 Barry raised the gun up to swing the handle into the thing's 
stomach, careful to keep the barrel pointed away from himself. It reeled 
backwards, giving him the advantage to bring the butt around to crash 
against the side of its head. The neck emitted a snap like that of a fresh 
vegetable and Barry fought his way through the revulsion as he shoved its 
shoulders, watching it crash backwards to the ground and send a spray of 
rainwater flying. 
 Lightning flashed out to sea behind him, lighting up the whole 
road. Barry felt a black pall of terror as he saw the silhouettes of a dozen 
more figures surrounding him, converging. 
 He looked back for the van in case he could still make it, but knew 
his conscience would kill him if he left Tim out here. 
 

**** 
 
 Something shoved Tim from behind, hard. He crashed to the road, 
the rainwater cascading over him like a little surf. Before he could even 
start to lift himself off the asphalt a foot came down on the back of his 
head and pushed it flat to the road under three inches or more of surging 
water. 
 He struggled to rise up for breath, but his thrashing and struggles 
were useless. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry raised the gun and aimed carefully. He called out at the 
figure standing over the helpless Tim, and the face turned to him, 
grinning in evil delight. 
 Dale, all over again, this time with a gash opened in the fish-white 
skin of his temple where Barry had hit him and left him at least thirty feet 
back. 
 He felt a moment of doubt that the ghoulish thing staring at him 
might really be Dale, but he shoved it back down in his mind again. It 
was killing Tim and there was only one course of action no matter what it 
was. 



 He forgot the squeeze the trigger instead of pulling it, but he was 
too close to miss. The blast of the revolver was like a cannon, fire 
spewing out of the nozzle. The figure lurched backwards, a cascade of 
black blood spraying in a fan from the back of its head before it crashed 
to the road and sent a plume of water out from under it. 
 Barry ran forward and dragged Tim to his feet. He struggled to get 
his arm under the younger man's armpit and around his chest as Tim 
coughed and spluttered. 
 As he hitched Tim further up in his grip Barry threw a glance over 
his shoulder at where the dead thing that looked like Dale had fallen to 
the road. 
 Nothing. 
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 Donald breathed deeply, performing another quick sweep with the 
external camera. He'd switched on the floodlights around the entire roof, 
enveloping the van in a sinister cone of light and making it look like a 
spaceship on a hostile alien planet. 
 The camera showed him only rain. There was no sign of Tim or 
Barry and still no CMD contact with either one or the shelter. 
 He stood up and walked towards the hatch back through into the 
cab. There was a powerful torch in the glove box and an extra raincoat 
folded up behind the seats. He'd go out and find them himself. He at least 
had enough sense to know he should leave the van where it was – Barry 
would be heading back to where he'd left it and all he needed was for 
Donald to have driven it off. 
 Any other time it'd be ridiculous to think anyone could miss a 
commercial van on a 50 metre wide stretch of bridge, but anything was 
possible in this downpour. 
 Donald gripped the latch of the cell door and pushed. It was stuck 
fast. 
 He was trapped. 
 Like he'd been once before. 
 He let out a heavy breath, bracing his shoulder and shoving it up 
against the door. It didn't even budge. He tried to grip the bolt and pull it 
back out of the latch but it was stuck as if soldered in place. 
 He backed slowly away from the cell door, trying not to let fear 
burrow its way under his skin. 
 But it came anyway. He'd left the loud speakers on the 
communication deck turned up in case he heard anything outside besides 
the shower of rain. Gradually another sound came into focus. 
 A low, angry, guttural growl, as if from a giant dog or wolf. 



 
**** 

 
 The lights in the shelter flickered and died. 
 "Oh God," Vicki whispered. Everything was black except for the 
walls of the canvas, which glowed a deep, suffuse blue, silhouetting the 
objects around the shelter. "I thought we were on a generator? How could 
we lose the power?" 
 "We are," Jeremy told her. "Maybe the electromagnetic field got 
too much and shorted it. It's all right, we've got a torch." He rose and 
started fumbling across the desk in front of her. 
 Lightning outside turned the canvas bright blue, and thunder 
crashed. 
 "Wait, look," Vicki said, grabbing him by the shoulder. He 
stopped. 
 She was looking at the array screen where they'd had their 
conversation between worlds. The cursor blinked rapidly, the 
conversation still there. 
 "No," Jeremy said, "no way. Everything's on the same generator." 
He walked past Vicki and went to the generator. "If I switch it off and 
back on it might reboot everything." 
 There was a long pause. Vicki stared at the screen, the cursor still 
blinking. 
 Lightning flickered dully. 
 "Well?" she said. 
 "What do you mean?" Jeremy asked her, brushing past to look at 
the screen, "I did it. I turned the generator off and disconnected the 
mains." 
 

**** 
 
 Donald squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself to stay cool. His 
first priority was to find Barry and Tim. Second, hightail it down to the 
city. 
 The growl was still going. It was right on the edge of hearing, 
muffled over the unceasing sshhhhhhhhhhh of the rain. But it was 
definitely getting closer. 
 He forced himself to sit down, sending more ping requests to the 
CMD network server, seeing if he could find out if anything from the 
shelter had come any closer to them or left the bridge. 
 He knew he was inside, certainly nothing could get in here with- 
 The howl rang out explosively, the speakers up so high the 
feedback hurt his ears almost as much. 



 A mixture of adrenalin, pain and the purest terror he'd ever know 
sent Donald leaping to his feet. 
 He turned the gain on the media deck speaker controls in the roof 
above him right down and froze. 
 There was no doubt in his mind, nobody else in the world knew 
that howl, what it struck in him. 
 "It's still outside," he muttered to himself, his fingers frozen on the 
volume dial of the controls, trying to quell his thundering heartbeat. "It's 
still-" 
 A sharp, heavy thump rocked the back wall of the lab at the rear of 
the van. It produced a crash and Donald felt the whole van rock on its 
wheels. Another cry rang out, a frenzied, enraged growl as something – 
he knew exactly what – tore at the rear of the van. 
 Donald sat down slowly, dumbly, listening to the sound of tearing 
metal and watched the back wall of the lab shudder under a series of 
violent blows. 
 If it got past the rear of the van, a custom rear panel with no access 
or windows, the wall of the lab was nothing more than an aluminium 
sheet. 
 Donald knew he should stand up and try to latch into the cab again. 
 But he couldn't move. 
 

**** 
 
 Albert pressed his foot further onto the accelerator and the engine 
of Barry's LTD whined in response, racing forward as fast as Albert 
dared let it through the rain. 
 

**** 
 
 "I've got to get my machines turned on again," Tim yelled as Barry 
dragged him through the melee, "it'll tell us what they are." 
 "I don't give a baked bean tin full of shit what they are," Barry 
shouted above the rain. He saw a rotten hand grasp Tim's shoulder from 
behind him and try to drag him out of Barry's grip. 
 Barry took hold of the shoulder of Tim's raincoat and wrenched 
him back, crushing Tim into his chest like a huge baby jealously cuddling 
a favourite teddy bear. 
 The other hand of Dale's corpse – this time with a ragged hole just 
below the eye – reached up for Tim's face, and he almost wet himself 
before seeing the pistol appear beside his head. There was a flash as the 
gun exploded, almost blowing his eardrum out. The distended face of the 
thing erupted. 



 "I shot you!" Barry shouted angrily, shooting it in the chest and 
stomach and blown-apart remains of its head, "You're already fuckin' 
dead!!" 
 Barry pulled Tim towards the van again and he was reminded of 
the gruff police officer that had hauled him away from the Pakesh house 
when the shooting began. 
 During that ordeal, Tim had felt like he had no control of his legs 
from fear, and he didn't think he did now. All he could focus on, all that 
had kept him sane, was Barry's arm clutching roughly around his 
shoulder, his other arm sweeping the gun back and forth ahead of them, 
both of them waiting in horrified anticipation at where Dale's dead face 
would emerge from the rain next. 
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 There was an almighty squeal and the van rocked once more, 
violently. Donald saw the quality of the light behind the back wall change 
as the hue from the down lights outside seeped in. 
 Something wrenched the rear wall of the van away in a squeal of 
rent metal, and the shell surrounding the lab would offer no such 
resistance. 
 Donald's panic broke and he stood, intending to run back to the 
hatch and pound himself unconscious if necessary, wondering if Barry 
would hear it if he screamed his loudest. 
 But as soon as Donald stood and turned towards the hatch, 
something much worse waited for him. He didn't even hear the roaring 
and squealing metal behind him come to a complete stop. 
 "Bǎobèi," the figure standing in front of the hatch said. "You have 
to let me go, bǎobèi. I've been stuck here so long. It hurts, and the fish eat 
out my eyes every night. I can't undo my seatbelt so I can't get away." 
 The figure had called him 'bǎobèi', his mum's pet name for him. 
 And the figure had used it because it was his mum. Standing there 
in the same white T-shirt with yellow stripes and black pants she'd been 
wearing the day she'd died. 
 She was dripping wet, her injuries horrific. Donald hadn't seen 
them – her half of the car had been buried under steel. He'd let himself 
out and run blindly, eventually falling in with another group that made it 
to safety at the northern end. He'd stood there for an hour, crying numbly 
until an SES worker had finally taken notice of him amid the chaos that 
had descended upon Sydney. 
 But he could see now. A long gash had opened up down her upper 
arm, spilling blood in a fan down the side of her shirt and staining her 
pants a glistening maroon before it dribbled down out of her pants leg 
across the floor of the van. 
 But her face was worse. Most of the bruises and cuts were 
superficial, compared to... It had been hit so hard with something it had 
literally bent his mother's head, wrenched it out of shape like someone 
had crushed it in a vice. 
 But it wasn't his mother. It was changing before his eyes. Donald 
edged towards the back wall of the van, pleading wordlessly, just his lips 
moving. 
 His mother took a clumsy step forward, her head flopping back and 
a choked sound coming out of her mouth along with a torrent of seawater. 
Donald felt the wall of the lab at his back, willing it to disappear. 
 Another wet moan emerged, cut through with a low grumble. Her 
voice was getting deeper, the sounds she made more guttural. Hairs stood 



up on the back of Donald's neck in a wave that crawled down his back 
and arms. 
 As she stumbled forwards slowly, as if both legs were broken and 
some invisible force field was holding her upright, the groans became 
growls. They were still pain and discomfort, but the 'ah... ah... ah' was 
coming from the throat of an animal, not a human. 
 And it was unmistakable. The metallic undertone in the ribcage of 
some fake beast, rubber skin stretched across a frame of aluminium and 
balsa wood for some cheap movie. 
 There was a reason, an explanation for this thing in front of him. 
He knew he knew what it was. If only he could remember... 
 But as the thing shuffled forward more and the stink of wet animal 
fur started to fill the lab, Donald's terror crowded his mind and wouldn't 
let anything else in. 
 He felt his eyes swim and shimmer as tears formed. Was he 
wetting himself? 
 He started to slide down the wall, nowhere further back to go, as 
cheap hair like that of a corny costume shop gorilla suit sprouted from his 
mother's body. It bulged underneath the faded striped T-shirt he knew so 
well. He must have draped it over the drying rack next to the radiator in 
the living room of their Ashfield flat a million times. 
 Her head didn't change shape, but with another sopping-wet snarl 
she opened her mouth impossibly wide, her teeth now huge and covered 
with a dirty silver sheen. 
 The thing reached for the wall as if to steady itself, but the hair-
covered hand went through the metal, and for a second Donald couldn't 
tell if the hand was real and the wall of the van was insubstantial like 
something out of an old cine-film, or the other way around. 
 It drew its hand back into the cab, its dirty nails curled around a 
black rubber pipe, jerking the pipe outward until it split violently into two 
halves, letting out a belching burst of black dust. 
 He could never remember the name of it, it had something to do 
with the cooling system that drove heat from the lab machinery away 
through vents in the floor of the structure. 
 But he knew it was colourless, odourless and extremely flammable 
in air. 
 

**** 
 
 "We should be able to see the lights of the van by now, surely," 
Dale said. 
 Albert bit his lip in anxiety as the needle touched 65. 
 



**** 
 
 "Donald!" Barry called, pounding on the locked driver's side door 
of the van. He swore loudly and raised the gun so it was at an angle along 
the plane of the glass of the window, turning away and squeezing the 
trigger. 
 The subcompact was no slouch. The round took the side window 
with it in an explosion of glass, and the windscreen splintered into a 
million shards as well. 
 Barry reached in and unlocked the van, grabbed Tim and shoved 
him towards the door, checking behind himself as he scrambled in behind 
the younger man. 
 Tim was desperately trying to open the lock of the hatch into the 
lab, looking at Barry and shrugging. 
 "-haven't got fucking time for this," he said, crashing on the steel 
doorway with the butt of the subcompact. "Donald! Open the fucking 
door!" he almost screamed. "We've got to go!" There wasn't a sound from 
inside. 
 Barry started the van and pulled the seatbelt around himself as he 
moved off, as fast as he dared. 
 Tim frantically dialled Donald's CMD on the network. He pressed 
his ear against the back wall of the cab. "I can't hear if it's in there over all 
this noise," he yelled. 
 Barry turned back to yell through the hatch, glancing between it 
and the road as he pressed down on the accelerator. "Donald, if you're in 
there for God's sake sit down, we're getting out of here." 
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 Vicki poked her head out of the canvas doorway of the shelter into 
the rain again, looking off down the bridge. Lightning erupted across the 
sky, making her wince with fear. She retreated back into the darkened 
shelter. 
 "No, it's everything, "Jeremy said, pointing to the equipment 
strewn across the bench, "The CMD network, everything's been cut." He 
gestured to the array screen, cursor still blinking silently. "Except that." 
 "Well, I think we should walk," Vicki said decisively. "Leave the 
shelter and try to make it to the stairs down to The Rocks. They're not 
that far. It's only the weather that'll be holding us up." 
 Jeremy just stared at her. "Just the weather?" he said sarcastically, 
"The bloody weather has been the least of our worries so far." 
 "Well, I'd rather get off this bridge," she said. 
 "What about Dr Paul's car, the van?" he said, "They're coming 
back." 
 "That plan was based on this shelter still being a safe place," she 
told him. Jeremy just looked back at the array screen, uncertainty on his 
face. "Okay," Vicki said, heading for a chair to pick up the raincoat from 
the backrest, "you stay if you like." And she was gone, out into the rain, 
without a backwards glance. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry was glancing back at the hatch, raising his gun to hammer on 
it again, when a lance of lightning seared across the sky overhead, 
seeming to race right over the top of the bridge. 
 It illuminated the air and rain around them and Tim's heart lurched 
as he saw a dark shape racing towards them, only metres away, two round 
lights burning like eyes on the front of it. 
 It was a car, racing down the centre of the road. 
 Straight towards them. 
 Tim hardly had time to scream the two syllables of Barry's name as 
he grappled for something to brace himself. 
 

**** 
 
 The LTD was almost doing 75, and if Albert hadn't let up as they 
passed the centre arch, he and Dale would have ploughed straight into the 
research van. 



 The van was already on top of them when Dale screamed a 
warning. Albert swerved hard to the right, the car sliding through the 
water as the van loomed in front and passed to their left. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry's mind moved like the lightning outside. 
 Instead of jabbing for the brake he flattened the accelerator to the 
floor and swerved as hard to the left as he dared. Accelerating might take 
him out of the path of the LTD quicker, and if he braked too hard he 
might lose control and just slide right into it. 
 He felt the van rise sickeningly on one side, and knew, felt in his 
bladder that one more inch with the steering wheel would tip it over. 
 The other car passed desperately close, only inches, and before 
Barry could react the van jolted violently as it lurched up onto the thin 
footpath. 
 The metal of the front panel squealed as it hit the guardrail of the 
walkway and Barry steered violently back to the right as he saw 
something fly past him, realising a split second later what it had been. 
 

**** 
 
 The crash underneath as the van had mounted the kerb had been 
bone-jarring, and Tim's only conscious thought was just how fast it 
happened. He didn't see the van around him or the smashed remains of 
the outside of the windscreen as he passed through it, jagged shards 
catching and tearing the raincoat around him, but suddenly he was flying. 
He saw the footpath sail under him and reached for the tall, vertical 
shadow ahead. 
 There was a clang and a crack of flesh as Tim hit the streetlight and 
wrapped his arms around it. There was a moment of doomed panic, the 
world toppling, everything turning upside down. All he could do was 
scream, squeezing his eyes tightly shut and waiting for everything to stop 
spinning. 
 Rain lashed his face and hands, but from every direction, giving 
him no idea where he was or which way was up, until a painful jolt nearly 
tore his arms out of the sockets. 
 Tim opened his eyes and nearly fainted, wet himself, and let go 
from horror more pure than any other he'd felt so far all at once. The 
bridge was there, above him, a dozen metres or more away. He was 
below it, hanging onto the streetlight he'd hit after being thrown from the 
van. 



 His weight must have loosened it from its moorings and it had 
toppled, with him hanging on to it, right over the edge. The cables 
coming up through its base were still rooted to the road and the entire 
pole and light hung in space, still tethered to the road above. 
 Hardly daring, but deathly curiosity overcoming him, Tim looked 
past his feet, past the rain falling into a dark chasm, at the water of the 
Harbour far below him. 
 If he fell, every bone in his body would snap when he hit the water 
way, way down there. He'd have time to say the first three lines of the 
Lord's Prayer before he hit. He wondered if this was how Dale had felt, 
all those years ago. 
 He'd somehow slid to the top (bottom, in this position) of the pole, 
hanging on with both hands to the horizontal beam that held onto the light 
fitting. 
 He tried desperately to drag himself up so he could get his arms 
over the horizontal crossbar, but his coat felt like it weighed a ton, and his 
hands were slipping. 
 There was a lurch and the streetlight fell, sickeningly, for several 
seconds, the bridge racing away overhead. There was tiny yellow 
explosions of sparks along the edge of the road above him as the cable 
snapped loose of its moorings from the weight of the light with him on it. 
 By the time Tim came to a jarring halt again, the bridge was way 
too far up to reach by climbing. Looking below, however, it was still 
much, much too far to fall. 
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 Jeremy swore and made to go after Vicki when the array monitor 
stopped him as he realised it displayed new text. 
 
Jemmy. 
 
 Jeremy felt a pang of fear and pain in his chest. Only one person 
called him Jemmy. 
 Or had. 
 "Dad?" he said, tears forming, looking at the screen. 
 
You must know what this thing is now, Jem. You must know you're 
in contact with beyond. That's where I am, Jemmy, waiting for you. 
 
 "Dad?" Jeremy cried, tears suddenly coursing down his face, his 
heart full of sorrow but bursting with joy. Joy at the feeling of his father's 
spirit in him, sorrow for the day years before when they discovered his 
dad's body, dressed in his mum's pink garter and stockings, the bathroom 
splattered with blood where he'd sliced off his penis and then cut his own 
throat. 
 
I can't hear you, baby. You can't talk to me. Just type it down here. 
Write your name for me. Tell me you love me. Go on, Jemmy, just 
type, 'I love you dad' 
 
 Jeremy slowly reached for the keyboard with his fingers. 
 Across the shelter from the bench, the coffee urn turned a slow 
circle, turning so the spout faced Jeremy. 
 The legs of the table it was on suddenly crashed out from under it, 
the table collapsing and sending the urn clanging to the floor. Boiling 
water showered both Jeremy and the generator, and as his fingers touched 
the keyboard the generator sparked and the equipment came alive. 
 As the boiling water broke pustules across Jeremy's screaming 
face, his hair stood on end and his hand fused with the plastic of the array 
keyboard. Blue showers of sparks crackled from the equipment and 
Jeremy's eyes grew and popped in showers of fluid from his skull. 
 His tongue ballooned and grew yellow, exploding in his mouth and 
down his throat. His body jerked spasmodically in the agony of 
electrocution. 
 

**** 
 



 Vicki was only about 20 metres from the shelter and fighting to get 
both arms into the sleeves of the coat when she heard the bang from 
inside, followed by a piercing scream. 
 She spun back to the shelter to see a new thunderstorm erupting 
inside, little lightning strikes lighting up the canvas walls. 
 "Jeremeeeee!" Vicki screamed as she started to run back, but there 
was a burst of heat and a ball of orange flame erupted through the walls 
and roof of the canvas, consuming it. She felt the heat as the force sent 
her flying, crashing to the ground where her shoulder gave out a horrible 
crack as she slid along the road in the river of rainwater. 
 She came to rest on her back, staring up into the storm, panting in 
fear and pain and with her shoulder on fire. Lightning flashed, reaching 
through the boiling clouds like bony fingers probing the sky for victims, 
the rain splattering on her face. 
 

**** 
 
 The violent lurching of the van threw Donald against the bank of 
control panels on the wall. There was a violent pitch underneath as if 
they'd run over a large bump, launching him across to the other side of 
the cell, hitting his head on the edge of the workbench and crumpling to 
the floor. 
 He fought to regain his feet, holding a hand to his pounding head, 
his eyes firmly and fearfully locked onto the creature in front of him. 
 He wanted to scream to Barry to break the hatch in but didn't dare 
move or make a sound. The wolf thing, still dressed in his mother's T-
shirt and pants and threatening to tear them to shreds with its size, 
dribbled a long string of snot down itself and onto the floor and advanced 
a step. Donald shook his head, pleading silently. 
 The thing stepped forward further, Donald trying to fuse with the 
back wall, maybe force himself through it on a molecular level if he 
could. The thing reached its hairy arm towards Donald's face. It opened 
its mouth and let out a long, drawn hiss. Its claws were inches away from 
Donald's lips when there was a crash from the other end of the lab. 
 Donald jumped in fright. The hatch was open, and Barry was 
looking in with a mixture of terror and confusion. Donald felt the van 
swerve as Barry let go of the wheel to reach in with a small black pistol. 
 The creature hadn't turned away from Donald. It seemed to grin. 
 

**** 
 
 Albert brought the LTD into a tight circle and skidded around to 
follow the retreating research van, just coming off the short gutter to 



crash back to the road. Both he and Dale were panting, adrenalin already 
turning sour in their mouths. 
 A flicker of lightning to the south lit up the road as the van steered 
roughly onto its original course, its brakelights flickering on briefly. 
 

**** 
 
 Barry realised after he recovered the van that the car had been 
someone from the shelter, looking for him. 
 He began to tread on the brake when there was a loud crash behind. 
He spun around, reaching with the subcompact, his foot coming off the 
brake. The cell door had been flung open, and Donald was standing 
against the back wall, pinning himself against it with a river of blood 
streaming down out of his hair. 
 And standing between he and Barry... 
 Barry felt his limbs go limp and quiver like jelly, except for his 
hand, which was suddenly pointing the gun at the back of the thing's 
head. If it turned to look at him, he knew he would faint, maybe drop 
dead of fright. 
 All the sound around them was drowned out by the cannonblast of 
the gun in the close confines of the lab. 
 In confusion he saw Donald lurch violently, a spatter of blood 
erupting from his chest. The bullet had travelled through that horrendous 
black beast. 
 It was Barry's last thought in this world. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale heard Albert let out a brutish shout of fright beside him as the 
van became a piercing vortex of white light. Jets of fire erupted from it, 
the roar shaking the bridge to its foundations, an orange ball of flame 
rising into the air. 
 The force of the explosion rocked the LTD on its springs, the heat 
making it stall. A tornado of fire blazed from the van into the sky and 
they both watched it veer slowly to the right, mount the opposite kerb, 
crash through the guardrail and clatter across the train track to demolish 
the outer guardrail, sending shards spinning away as it careened off into 
space. 
 

**** 
 
 Tim heard a roar he originally thought was more thunder. He felt 
the bar of the streetlight shake in his hands and heard the squeal of the 



bridge rocking far above. Across the other side of the bridge, more 
towards the south, a blinding light appeared, a large, heavy shape with 
fire streaming from it, looking like a falling comet. 
 A wave of numbing revulsion gripped him, starting in a wash from 
the top of his head down, as he realised it was the university research van. 
 The van rolled over and over, hitting the water with a crash, still 
streaming a blazing pyre of flame until it sank. 
 

**** 
 
 If any of the sensors had been still tuned in at the time (and had 
anyone been monitoring them to notice), they would've shown a decrease 
in the total electromagnetic charge of the system. 
 Decreasing slowly from 58.45V. 
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 As Tim drove, he fought to keep his mind on the road ahead, but 
driving through the sunny, quiet streets, he could only remember snippets 
of the journey after spending most of it on autopilot. 
 He'd been like it all day. He was determined to try and get back to 
normality for the sake of the danger still posed and the people whose 
lives it had already taken. He'd spent the weekend in bed, sleeping 
fitfully, trying to read or watch movies and breaking into fits of sobbing. 
It was partly from guilt, partly for terror of memories and images he 
wished he could wash away. 
 He'd tried on Friday as soon as he'd got home. He'd got straight in 
the shower, running it as hot as he could stand. When he stepped out the 
bathroom track lights cast eerie shafts of light down through the mist like 
a ghost light through a choking fog. 
 Like search lights stabbing down through thundering rain. 
 He'd shuddered. The enveloping warmth and the bright light in the 
room were all that separated his mind from that moment and... that night. 
 He'd been soaking wet then too, looking up, screaming for help at 
the top of his exhausted lungs, the pelting rain lashing his face, his limbs 
and skin frozen. 
 The metal of the streetlight had been rough instead of slick, the 
only reason he'd been able to keep hold of it as long as he had. 
 The equipment slung over his shoulders made his neck and back 
ache like hell, and after a few minutes he hadn't been able to feel his 
hands – he wasn't sure if he was holding on consciously or if they were 
just clamped shut in position. 
 He'd only looked down into the swirling, storm-lashed water far 
below a few more times, wanting to let go each time he did, the desire to 
reach ground level by any means necessary eating away at his willingness 
to be stuck in midair. 
 It seemed to be hours after the research van's fiery flight across 
from him when lights pierced down through the slashing rain. 
 It had been a spotlight, sweeping jerkily back and forth until it 
settled upon him with a blast of heat. He'd seen shapes silhouetted against 
it and soon ropes were falling towards him, dark shadows and figures 
sliding into view. 
 Shouting voices rang out and arms grappled for his belt, shirt and 
arms until a large canvas strap was secured underneath his armpits and he 
heard the voices of the police rescue workers telling him he had to let go 
now, he was safe and had to just let go... 
 They'd had to pry his fingers loose and he screamed hysterically as 
he dropped another metre until the strap snapped him to a stop. The 



police were yelling into walkie-talkies and Tim felt himself start to rise 
through the air. 
 They dragged him over the guardrail at the top and laid him on a 
stretcher. As they rolled him towards a waiting ambulance, Tim noticed 
what seemed to be dozens of police and emergency vehicles around the 
highway, men and women running back and forth in every direction. He 
looked for someone he knew, muttering questions he couldn't articulate 
properly, was shut in the ambulance and passed out. 
 The next day he'd awoken in Sydney Hospital where two 
uniformed detectives had grilled him about every detail of the previous 
night. He told them what he could remember and they solemnly informed 
him there'd been four deaths – Luke the city engineer, Donald's assistant 
Jeremy in an explosion at the shelter, and Donald and Barry in the wreck 
of the van, the charred shell of which they were fishing out of Walsh Bay 
at that moment. 
 Vicki, her arm in a sling and recovering from sedatives, had met 
him as he waited in the lobby. Her bubbly good looks had disappeared 
and she looked like a reanimated corpse. Her hair was lank and greasy, 
her eyes puffy and black, and she seemed to wince in pain even as she 
smiled at the sight of him. 
 The police delivered Dale soon after and the three of them stood 
outside in Macquarie Street not knowing what to say. It wasn't as if Barry 
had left to get back to work early or Donald had taken the van back to the 
university to correlate the data. It made it seem they had nothing to talk 
about. 
 Vicki and Dale took a taxi back to Vicki's house and Tim caught a 
train to Stanmore and a bus that dropped him at the corner store near his 
house. The police had impounded his ute and taken it away as evidence. 
 It was close to midday as he walked home, the heat searing again 
under the blue cloudless sky, but in his heart he'd been freezing. After his 
shower he'd collapsed naked into his bed and stayed there almost 
constantly until Sunday night. 
 But he owed people much more than to mope around like a 
heartbroken lover. As hard as it was, he got out of bed early on Monday, 
went to the office and started the gargantuan job of sifting the new 
readings from... the incident. 
 He knew he'd only been working to about 50 percent capacity. 
He'd drift off into fugues of paralysing daydreams and find himself 
staring through the glass doors of the office suite, eyes wide and heart 
racing all over again, not knowing how long he'd sat there. 
 But while working half as hard was better than nothing, it didn't 
take away the guilt. The expedition had been his idea. He knew how 
dangerous the bridge was – they all did. He kept telling himself his 



intentions had been good, he hadn't intended for any of them to be 
running or driving around alone in the rain. 
 But he'd been the one to suggest to Donald before anyone else got 
there that he might go to the northern end to take some readings. The 
desperate, panicked flights that killed Barry, Donald and the council 
engineer so horribly (the corner's report had said that guy Luke's injuries 
had been consistent with a massive impact trauma, as if he'd been hit by a 
bus or truck) had all been because of the efforts to retrieve Tim from the 
northern end when things started going south. 
 Maybe if they'd all stayed put in the shelter Barry and Donald 
would still be here, and he wouldn't keep feeling that awful realisation – 
Barry wasn't at work in his surgery, or home feeling under the weather. 
He wouldn't call soon to see what Tim had found out. He'd never call 
again – he was a few crisps of cinder and ash floating away out to sea and 
up towards Baulkham Hills. 
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 Realising he wouldn't get any more done because of his mental 
state, Tim called Barry's home number at about noon. Barry's wife spoke 
in low tones but said she wasn't doing anything and he could come over if 
he liked to look through Barry's papers. 
 He drove south into Yowie Bay, an exclusive suburb of Sydney's 
south stretching luxuriously down one of the peninsulas that jutted into 
Port Hacking. 
 The peninsula lay between Yowie Bay itself and Gymea Bay, 
looking south across Port Hacking over the Royal National Park, and was 
dotted with valuable properties, tiny marinas and boatsheds along the 
waterline. 
 The central backbone, along which Attunga Road meandered, 
didn't look much – the real money was down on the water, where 
gunmetal grey trailers carrying speed boats or pleasure cruisers lay across 
back lawns and expensive European cars jutted from carports. 
 As Tim realised when he pulled up in front of Barry's house, he 
didn't know a thing about him. He knew he was married, but everything 
else about him Tim had surmised from the way Barry had carried himself. 
He could be gruff and blokey, but he was warm and genuine. Tim always 
had the impression his smarts had been hard earned and deserved. 
Despite his success, Tim thought Barry was a natural born battler. 
 Visiting his widow just four days after her husband had died so 
violently and asking for Barry's records so he could continue his own 
investigations was going to be cruel on both of them. She might throw 
things at him, scream at him, and he hoped she did. He didn't want to ask 
her forgiveness or absolve the guilt. He wanted to wallow in it and feel it 
stab him like a blunt knife. He deserved it. 
 Barry's house was like an urban fortress. Everything was wide and 
looming. Its frame and fixtures were laced with the friendly all-Australian 
look done to death by major builders in the 1990s, but its seemingly 
impenetrable girth gave them a sinister air, like a daunting spider's 
parlour into which Tim felt like a fly being invited. 
 When the door slowly opened after he knocked, he was greeted by 
the thing Barry had battled the most. 
 Emily Paul half-heartedly asked Tim in. She had a cigarette in one 
hand, her eyes were red and puffy and her hair was a scrawled mess. 
There were traces of smeared make-up on one side of her face, and Tim 
envisioned long hours lying against a pillow, smelling of her husband's 
aftershave or maybe their lovemaking, crying forlornly. 
 He peeled off his suit coat as he walked in, immediately set on 
edge by the floor. 



 Dark blue tiles – a colour so deep they gave the illusion of walking 
on solid diamond – covered the entry that ran straight through into the 
kitchen and dining area. Tim unconsciously tried not to tread too heavily, 
fearing it might shatter the peace of this already shattered household. He 
sat very carefully at her invitation, leaning forward so he didn't appear 
too comfortable. It felt like it would be too intrusive. 
 Barry's wife sat on the long white lounge opposite, curling her feet 
under her. Her legs were clad in colourful tights, a long cream T-shirt 
over the top. She took a long, resigned drag on her cigarette and retrieved 
a short glass from the coffee table, sipping. From the expensive stereo in 
a large entertainment unit across the room, solemn piano music drifted 
from a long bar speaker under a huge picture of a wide, lonely beach. 
 "I can't tell you how sorry I am," Tim said quietly, "he'd become a 
friend to me after what we'd been through." 
 She nodded, shrugging. "Yeah, he may have mentioned you a few 
times." 
 "Is there anything at all I can do, Mrs Paul?" 
 She began to shake her head, stopped, began to speak, stopped. "I 
don't think so, doctor," she squeaked. "Everything's been arranged by his 
brother and sister in law." 
 "Have they been in contact very much?" 
 She shook her head, looking off through the huge windows of the 
front sitting room. "No, I don't want anything to do with them. His 
mother's an interfering old bitch, forever telling him I wasn't good enough 
for him, my cooking wasn't good enough, I wasn't sleeping with him 
enough, all that sort of crap." 
 Tim felt a tight pinch of embarrassment in his throat and looked 
down at the floor. Was he supposed to agree with her opinion of the 
husband it seemed she despised, to talk about him like she had done 
while Barry had been dead barely a week? Argue back and correct her? 
 No, he told himself, this discomfort and sadness was what you 
came here to face. Look her in the eye, let her say whatever she likes and 
feel as terrible as you can. 
 Tim looked back up at her, the tear that had pooled in his eye 
running down his face. 
 For the next half hour their conversation was hushed and 
permeated with long, sorrowful silences Tim found exquisitely 
uncomfortable. All he could do was stare into the ocean-deep floor and 
listen to the mournful cry of the piano, intruding on her grief in her wide-
doored, diamond-floored citadel. 
 "Mrs Paul," he finally said, taking an advantage of a break in the 
discussion, "the case Barry was working on has become critical. I'm sure 
you know about the closure on the bridge, but there's also been lawsuits 



and political fighting since it happened. There's a lot of rumours and 
stories flying around. 
 "They ought to just tear it down and start again," she said absently, 
reaching forward to tilt a news magazine sitting on the coffee table in her 
direction. Tim knew the headline and front page off by heart already. 
 
BRIDGE HORROR MK II? FOUR DEAD. 
 
 Four members of an eight-person research team died late last 
night in horrific circumstances while conducting specialised 
investigations into the recent electrical problems on the Harbour 
Bridge. The names of the four have not been released by police, but 
include two university researchers, an independent investigator and a 
city engineer overseeing the operation. 
 Electromagnetic surges and electrical faults resulted in the 
deaths, as well as the destruction of two vehicles and over four 
million dollars worth of computer and testing equipment. 
 So far, police forensic units have blamed Thursday's freak 
rainstorm, which lashed the city with 29 centimetres of rain, twice 
the entire monthly average. 
 The Harbour Bridge, which was due to reopen early yesterday 
morning, remains closed and tightly cordoned off at both ends while 
police and scientists search every inch for clues to the deaths. 
 Following questioning the surviving team members were 
cleared of any negligence. 
 The Sydney City Council and RMS are urging motorists to be 
patient and careful using the already overworked Harbour Tunnel. 
 
 Since the weekend – as Tim, Barry's wife and the rest of the world 
knew – it had got worse. The bridge was a near-demilitarised zone, 
guarded by police and army reserve patrols manning the approaches and a 
no-fly zone enveloping the CBD. 
 Albert, God preserve him, had been a saint. His name had been 
splashed all over every paper and news update for four days solid. Under 
other circumstances Tim would have liked to meet with him and debrief a 
bit, but it would be like trying to get an audience with the US President. 
Amongst endless meetings and committees between his office, all three 
levels of government, the police and dozens of research bodies, everyone 
wanted a piece of him. 
 Of everybody official, he was the only one who knew Dale, Tim 
and Vicki's identities. While Tim had been on his way back home after 
the hospital, Albert had called, having snatched five minutes of privacy 
outside some meeting room or official grilling. 



 "I'm not mentioning your names," he'd assured Tim, "And I'm not 
going to until I'm satisfied all the t's are crossed and i's dotted for as long 
as I can. I'm not going to send the media packs after any of you, not after 
what happened. It's my job to deal with them." 
 "Won't they have the right to appropriate all our data and the 
equipment left over?" 
 "There's no equipment left, and the SES isn't interested in your 
data," Albert had said. "If they were I'm certainly not going to be the one 
to tell them about it. They'll know what I decide they need to know. I'm 
giving them enough to act on what we saw, but the bridge will be a black 
hole now while they put it under a microscope." 
 Tim had sighed, feeling relief flood him, the only good thing he'd 
felt in the previous 24 hours. "Albert, what can I say? How can we thank 
you?" 
 "The price you're paying is you're out of the loop, Tim. Don't come 
near here. Don't talk to anyone. Don't use any of your contacts in the 
government or police. Don't even look at the place without checking with 
me first." 
 Albert had promised to try and get in touch if he could, but as he'd 
signed off he hadn't sounded very sure. Tim doubted he'd hear from him 
for a long time, if ever. And as more scaffolding went up around parts of 
the bridge and the barricades blocking access to the approaches were 
fortified further, there seemed even less chance of it. 
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 Tim waited until Barry's wife flung the magazine back down and 
continued. "Mrs Paul, Barry and myself were working on the case 
together, and our findings have unearthed a lot more than you've heard in 
the news." 
 She looked at him. "Is it dangerous?" she said with only a 
smattering of interest. 
 Tim paused and breathed deeply. "It's supposedly experiencing... 
paranormal activity". She chortled a quick snort, disbelief and fatigue in 
her eyes. "We've had parapsychologists, psychologists, electrical and 
metallurgy engineers," he continued, "We've seen and heard things 
ourselves we can't explain." 
 "I suppose that's why he's been so stressed lately," she said dryly. 
Tim nodded. The woman's lip shuddered and her eyes brimmed with 
tears. She gasped in a haggard breath, putting her hand over her eyes. 
"Even after this all started I was still seeing other men. While he was 
here, in the house, I went out and went on having my affairs. I think he 
had his as well, but... maybe we... should've..." She looked at him and 
smiled mirthlessly. "You don't know what you have until you lose it, do 
you?" 
 Tim shook his head. "No, you don't," he said quietly, thinking first 
of Dale, then feeling his heart fill up with a wash of sorrow for both his 
and Dale's mothers. 
 Emily stared at the stereo, where the piano sang its sweet but tragic 
song. "Just one more chance would be lovely," she smiled, "I think we'd 
go away for the weekend, maybe away on holidays. All the energy we 
exerted outside our marriage, his work, this case... We could turn it all 
inwards, into each other. He gave me a lot. He provided for me. Now he's 
dead, I've suddenly realised I owe him a lot more than I ever gave him. I 
wonder why hatred moves in such a downward spiral?" 
 Tim nodded. That old family failing we got from Adam and Eve – 
we're lucky if life gives a second chance. Many of us like Emily Paul 
aren't so lucky. 
 "They say he didn't feel a thing," she said, "the explosion 
incinerated the whole van. They said they found the remains of a gun and 
that it'd been discharged. It was probably the gunfire that caused the 
explosion. They couldn't work out why the hell he was firing a gun in that 
small space, with a gas leak... I'll never know. That's the worst, isn't it, 
not knowing?" 
 Tim nodded again, tears welling up, seeming to come up his throat. 
"But," he began, his voice cracking, "he saved several lives. The other car 
failed to see him in time and he swerved to avoid them." 



 "Are you going to tell me he was swerving to avoid ghosts or 
monsters?" Emily asked. 
 "Well, as you said, that's something we'll never know," Tim 
answered, looking at the floor again. 
 She shuddered, setting her drink down, wiping her eyes and sitting 
up as if she'd only just become aware he was there. "What can I do for 
you, doctor?" she said, staring at him, "I'm exhausted, and I have some 
arrangements to make." 
 "Of course," Tim said, feeling about an inch high, "I just came for 
his records, whatever he was keeping on the subject, notes, computer 
disks, if it's all right me taking them. I'll return them, of course, after I've 
copied them all." 
 She dismissed the idea with a wave of her cigarette. "What the hell 
do I want with them? Keep it all. It's in the study upstairs, just turn right 
when you get to the top of the stairs. I wouldn't have a clue what he was 
working on anyway. I was too busy avoiding the bastard." Tim tried not 
to look at her the wrong way, and she noticed. "He was a bastard, doctor, 
he married me, and then divorced me and married his bloody job. I don't 
know why I'm so sad. I don't even know him as well as you probably do." 
 Tim started to reach for his coat and speak when the woman 
screeched and threw herself to her knees, pressing her face against the 
coffee table. Tim rushed to her, gripping her shoulders, pleading with her. 
 "Who killed him?" she screamed. "What killed my husband? He 
doesn't know I loved him! Oh Christ, please just give me one more 
chance. Why did he leave me?" 
 Tim led her upstairs and laid her down on her bed, pounding the 
pillows weakly, fighting with no more strength. 
 He left her and went to Barry's study. There was an array on the 
desk surrounded by open manila folders and books. Tim tried his hardest 
not to think about Barry as he plugged his CMD into Barry's desk array 
and searched in Barry's server for anything on the case. He found it in a 
directory called bridge bullshit. Vintage Barry Paul, he thought with a 
small, sad smile. 
 Maybe Barry had something Tim hadn't seen, an idea, a 
connection, data he didn't think was related – or hadn't looked into 
properly yet. He used the graphics program to call up the first file, a 
diagram of the bridge with the point of each recorded disturbance so far. 
The cross section was lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 Next he opened a graph of electromagnetic activity Barry had 
prepared, recorded continuously for the last few weeks. Using the mouse 
to drag the chronology along, Tim saw there'd been a couple of wild 
fluctuations up until Thursday night, when the readings had gone all over 
the place – sometimes within seconds of each other. 



 At 9:13pm, the graph stopped, with the small report DataLink 
prov: MARV1 error; nil reading. 
 Tim scrolled back through the graph to the points that showed the 
maximum disturbance, referring back to the chronology Barry had kept in 
the word processor. 
 Some records – including events occurring on January 20, January 
26, and January 30 – were marked for attention and labelled as times 
when Dale was front and centre in events. 
 Tim remembered them all well from his own case notes. One was 
the time the train had stopped inexplicably, another was the day the cable 
car came loose and fell. He clicked on the link in the label and it took him 
to another window with a full set of notes. 
  
 In each case, Dale Milling active or at least present. Most cases, 
taken onto the bridge for surveillance – of his emotional condition 
rather than bridge itself. Each time the EM charge reached a peak, 
enough to cause damage or disruption. 
 Assumption: Dale's unwittingly causing these disturbances. 
 Some major facet of his physiology that sets him apart from 
anyone? Nothing in his psych or medical profiles – relative social 
anxiety after spending his early adult years isolated and under care. 
 When time and funds permit (see Tim or Rochelle from 
Healthwest), he should undergo a thorough medical to determine 
abnormal cell structure or growth, overdeveloped (over-electrified) 
cerebral or hypothalamic functions. 
 Explain the *frequency* of the incidents. 
  
 Tim stared at a spot on the wall just behind the screen. 
 With Dale suffering nothing but mental trauma, everyone's 
assumption – including Tim's – was that he was reacting to whatever 
presence existed. 
 But what if Barry had been onto something? What if Dale was 
somehow the cause? 
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 While Tim was on his way to visit Barry Paul's widow, Vicki went 
to work on Monday for just a couple of hours to get out of her own head 
and concentrate on something else. 
 In anticipation of a late night on the evening of the research trip 
she'd already told Felicity not to expect her on Friday, but after her 
secretary had undoubtedly seen the news and Vicki had called over the 
weekend to fill her in, she was a blessing as always. She'd told Vicki to 
go to bed and stay there until Wednesday at the earliest and that she'd 
man the phones, reschedule appointments and take care of everything. 
 But even with Dale around, Vicki soon found she needed to do 
something – anything – that took a bit of brainpower to get her mind off 
things. The horrific memories of that catastrophic night were never far 
away, and as they laid on the lounge on Sunday night watching some 
stupid movie, she realised the lack of anything to do was creating a void 
that allowed the memories to crowd in again. 
 So while she expected a firm scolding from Felicity when she got 
to work (which she received) she also had a huge frothy coffee from the 
nice place downstairs rather than just the instant crap from the communal 
kitchen on their floor, lunch bought to her desk and lots of concerned 
looks and hand-squeezing. 
 Vicki was grateful for the monotony and distraction of something 
even as mind-numbing as filing bills and receipts for the upcoming tax 
quarter. All weekend her thoughts had drifted away until she'd once more 
feel herself lying in the middle of the Port Jackson highway in the pitch 
dark, heavy rain pelting her. 
 It hadn't eased, but the lightning had seemed to lift – unless it was 
just her dulled senses. She'd lain there for an eternity after the shelter 
explosion, a river of rainwater cascading over her like waves – all she 
needed was seaweed and Burt Lancaster on top of her. 
 Her body had felt like ice, but her shoulder was a blast furnace, 
like she'd rubbed half a tube of heat ointment into it. Both the hot and the 
cold were only perceptible when she concentrated, her nerves mostly 
numb. 
 She remembered finally rising to her feet in an effort to keep the 
rainwater from lashing her face and just standing, holding her screaming 
shoulder, lost and alone. 
 There was no shelter to go back to. Tim, Barry and that other 
scientist were at the opposite end of the bridge, Dale and Albert down 
there looking for them. 



 Red, blue and yellow lightning had presently gone off through the 
rain from behind her and police, fire engines and ambulances had roared 
up behind her, some passing by to continue onto the bridge. 
 It was only when two St. Johns ambulance officers ran to her with 
a blanket and rolling stretcher that she realised how weak she'd become. 
She'd collapsed onto the stretcher, felt herself bundled into an ambulance 
and then woken up in hospital the next morning, her arm heavily 
bandaged. 
 She'd been visited by a doctor and a detective and told two people 
had died in the incineration of the research van, another in an explosion 
in a canvas council shelter, and a fourth – the guy she'd dropped off at the 
barriers – in an apparent hit and run accident by a much larger vehicle 
than her Holden. It was the only thing that put her above suspicion, they'd 
said. 
 She spoke to them for over an hour before someone came to patch 
her up, help her get dressed and discharge her. They led her to the lobby 
where she spoke numbly to Dr Hacker and then her heart almost gave out 
at the sight of Dale. 
 She burst into sobs in the taxi bound for her house and wouldn't let 
go of him, silently pleading with him never to leave her, never to let her 
get hurt. 
 It didn't even occur to her until late that day what a fragile person 
Dale was and that she should have been doing the supporting when it 
came to their horrifying ordeal. In drawing her into the shower and into 
bed alongside him she realised he'd been the tower of strength. 
 She'd fallen asleep with her arms around his middle, breathing in 
the smell of his skin and the bedclothes, his arm protectively curled 
around her, stroking her hair, the late morning sunlight streaming into the 
room. She knew she'd die willingly right then if her time was up. 
 At six o'clock he'd woken her up to dinner of green salad and 
grilled fish fingers and she felt much better. For the rest of the weekend 
Dale took great care of her, but as she grew a little more alive she saw 
how devastated he was too. They were companionable but kind of 
aimless, both of them in profound shock at everything they'd been 
through and everyone they'd lost. 
 When she'd told him the previous night she thought she'd go back 
to work just to get her mind off stuff he'd agreed, saying he had to go to 
his mother's place and start cleaning it out. 
 She'd offered to come with him but he'd smiled and shaken his 
head. Maybe he didn't want her to see him that upset, maybe he didn't 
want to upset her any more after their ordeals, she couldn't quite tell, but 
she'd made him promise to be back at her place that evening, giving him 
her spare keys almost without thinking. 



 For what felt like the first time in days as she stared out over the 
water toward the bridge, Vicki smiled to herself. 
 Here I am, giving my house to a man I've known only a couple of 
weeks because I can't stand the thought of him sleeping anywhere else 
without me. Colleagues often said a life of giving staid, considered advice 
and treating people's psyches with kid gloves made them want to do crazy 
things in their own lives like water ski naked or have affairs. 
 Maybe falling so heavily for Dale was her crazy thing. 
 She settled back in her chair and her eyes fell on the bottom 
drawer. The dark compartments of her mind weren't the only ones she 
didn't want to look in. 
 She knew exactly what was in there, and whether she took it out to 
look or not wouldn't make it any less real. 
 She slid the drawer open, reaching down past the gin bottle to the 
ancient white DL envelope. It had followed her through five household 
moves, her studies and three professional postings. 
 She lifted the envelope out of the drawer and looked out the 
window again instead of opening it. Had that thing, that gigantic, horrible 
thing that menaced her in her car been real? Its gnarled face and huge feet 
had been right there, only metres away, but it was already half-
remembered, like something she'd dreamed. 
 Did that mean she had dreamt it, or was her mind already trying to 
block it out like an abused kid blots out all the times an uncle or 
babysitter molested her? 
 What else have I blocked out? Vicki wondered. 
 No, Steph was her best friend for two years or more. She could 
hear her voice, see her face as clear as day. Like she'd told Dale, she 
could still see the colour of the suit she wore when she left work that 
October day. 
 She was my best friend, and I only kept this to remember her... 
 She upended the envelope and a little plastic loveheart fell out into 
her hand, a small elastic loop on the back of it, the sort that would hold a 
bunch of flowers together. 
 Maybe you kept it to maintain the fantasy you made up to mask 
what really happened, a nasty voice said, believing the flowers had been 
sent to someone who never existed. 
 "Piss off," Vicki drawled at the voice. "How did I get away, then? 
How did I get the flowers? After everything else that happened for the 
rest of that day, who'd bother to make sure I got a bunch of flowers 
someone sent me?" 
 How do I know? The voice sneered, I only know as much as you 
do. I don't know how you escaped, I only know you did and you're lying 



to yourself about it, because here you are, pretending to be normal when 
you're one monumental fuck-up, blocking out years of your life. 
 She wanted desperately to wish the loveheart out of existence, 
staring at it in her hand. 
 Instead, she tore a page off her notepad and wrote on it 'was this 
you?', staring at the note for long seconds. 
 She didn't take her eyes off it while she reached down into another 
drawer, as if it was a coiled snake that might strike. 
 She produced a plain envelope, picked up her pen again and wrote 
'Dale' on it, sliding the note and loveheart into it and resting it against the 
pedestal of her desk lamp. 
 Vicki sighed deeply as she stared at the envelope. She didn't really 
intend to give it to Dale, the note was symbolic more than anything. 
Despite everything the loveheart existed, it had come from somewhere, 
and there was an explanation behind it. 
 But it didn't have to be solved right then and there, and she didn't 
have the mental objectivity to do it right then – she might never have – so 
she picked up the bottle of water on the desk, swilled a mouthful down 
and pressed her fingers to her temples, careful not to flex her shoulder too 
fast. She'd drive herself crazy thinking about it even if she wasn't already. 
 Vicki lightly, experimentally flexed her bandaged elbow and a 
firebrand of pain shot up and down her arm, setting her fingers and 
shoulder alight. She hissed in a breath but quickly reminded herself that 
was her only real problem now. 
 The bridge was as remote now as the far side of the moon, she had 
Dale, and that was just the way she wanted things. Fantasy or reality, she 
could live with either. She'd pretend she was Humphrey B Bear if that's 
what worked. 
 



5 
 
 Tim stared at the screen in front of him. It showed a record of the 
electromagnetic reading of the bridge's electrical system as a whole from 
the time Donald had first started taking readings with the university van 
equipment until the equipment had shut down the other night. It had 
exploded along with its operator, but he tried his hardest not to think 
about the word. 
 He picked up the bottle of lemon squash from beside the lab's array 
and took a long swig, standing up to run his hands over his face. 
 After visiting Barry's wife he'd come home and forgotten all about 
his usual self discipline to get the right amount of sleep and food and not 
overwork, sitting up until quarter to two in the morning consumed with 
an awful lust for answers, like trying to work a sickness out of himself. 
 He'd finally gone to bed and then found himself awake again at 
only 4.53, staring at the bedside clock with his mind awhirl. 
 Tim slid out from under the sheet to kneel beside the bed and pray 
softly for Barry and Donald, for the suffering of Barry's wife, for Dale 
and Vicki, and for himself to find an end to all this. He cried while he did 
so. 
 Swallowing half a litre of orange fruit drink, he'd sat back down in 
the lab, gone straight back to work and had hardly moved since. 
 Now, hours later, Tim stretched. He had to clear his head, move 
onto something else, anything. He grabbed the bottle of squash and 
walked towards the kitchen to see if there was anything he could eat. 
 As he reached for the fridge door, Tim told himself he wouldn't last 
much longer. He wasn't doing anyone any good trying to force his way 
through when he was so mentally exhausted, it just seemed that there was 
a ticking clock and an axe hanging over all their- 
 Tim stopped short. The sight of the fridge tripped something in 
him, but he was so tired it was gone just as quickly. 
 The only fragment left of the idea that had come and gone so 
fleetingly had something to do with Dale's brace. 
 Instead of opening the fridge, Tim pulled his phone out of his 
pocket and dialled Vicki's number, getting her at work where she said she 
was glad of the distraction. 
 "Hey, it's probably nothing, I don't even know why I'm asking," 
Tim began, walking back towards the lab, "but did Barry ever test the 
brace in all this, do you know? You probably know what to search for 
better than I do." 
 "Test it for what?" Vicki answered. 
 "I'm not really sure," Tim said, going back through to the lab, "I'm 
not even sure I know what I'm looking for." 



 "Let me have a look," she said, the clacking of array keys in the 
background. 
 "Maybe the brace is..." Tim said, but trailed off. 
 A minute passed and Vicki hummed, not sounding very positive. 
"He did monthly check-ups of the system but the only thing out of the 
ordinary was the demagnetiser fitting. That was on the 30th." 
 "Maybe that's it, if nothing else changed," Tim suggested. 
 "Don't know how, this was all going long before that." 
 "Yeah, but it got stronger after it." 
 Vicki started typing again. "Well it did, but not so much so you'd 
blame it," she said. "According to the timeline we've all been using, the 
next thing after that was Dale going up the pylon lookout himself. Other 
than that it's just got worse every time we've gone near the bloody place." 
 Tim had sat down in the lab again and, in frustration, stood straight 
back up again and made his way towards the kitchen. 
 Something about the fridge. 
 "The what?" Vicki asked, making him realise he'd said it out loud. 
 "I just had this weird mental connection I can't place," he said, 
walking back towards the kitchen. 
 "If it wasn't for falling out of a cable car, Dale thinking he's seeing 
ghosts of me everywhere and everything that happened last week I'd think 
you were having nightmares about that whack job in Fairfield. Wasn't 
there a fridge somewhere in all that?" 
 Vicki's voice continued, but suddenly Tim's stomach plunged, like 
he'd gone over the first rise on a roller coaster. The roaring in his ears was 
so loud he could hardly hear Vicki over it. 
 Before he realised he was doing it, he was running back to the lab. 
He didn't hear Vicki asking him what was wrong, hearing his sudden rush 
of movement. 
 Memories of readings and information from the Waylan Pakesh 
case crowded his mind. The man's last GP report had seemed numbingly 
routine at the time the police sent it to him. 
 The Pakistani had been to the doctor twice in the past five years, 
once for VD and before that for a shoulder injury. The report hadn't 
elaborated on the shoulder, so Tim had asked for a follow up report from 
the coroner's office. 
 When they'd sent it to him the Thursday before last, he and Dale 
had been hundreds of feet above the Port Jackson Freeway, swinging 
back and forth in the crippled remains of a cable car gondola. Since then, 
new data about fresh horrors had buried old ones at a rate he couldn't 
keep up with, and he hadn't even looked at the follow up report. 
 Tim navigated to the file and opened it up, scrolling through to 
December 11, 2028. 



 
 ...complained of shoulder pain following an accident. While at 
home with friends under the influence of alcohol, Mr Pakesh was 
struck in the right shoulder with a cricket bat. 
 Doctors diagnosed a shattered clavicle, a misaligned shoulder 
socket, and permanently damaged shoulder cartilage and muscle. 
 On December 28, Mr Pakesh was admitted to Canterbury 
Hospital to undergo prosthetic surgery. He was fitted with an 
electronic shoulder coupling, complete with a muscular movement 
motor system and battery, and recovered 89% use of his right arm. 
 
 
 "Jesus Christ!" Tim said, cutting Vicki off and still with no idea 
what she'd been saying. 
 "What?" 
 "If it's not the demagnetiser, what if it's the brace altogether?" 
 He called up another file, a clip of the final siege that ended 
Pakesh's career as both a spirit medium and a tax assessor. 
 The fridge had somehow jogged his memory. The appearance of a 
refrigerator through the front window of the house that day had been the 
paranormal (and electromagnetic, it turned out later) peak of the entire 
event. 
 Maybe people like Dale and Pakesh who had electronics inside 
their bodies were like human transistor radios, the computers and metal a 
receptor for the electromagnetic energy going on around them. 
 Maybe they picked it up and transmitted it. 
 Maybe they caused it. 
 "Have you got anything in your files about people with robotic 
prosthetics?" he asked. 
 Vicki didn't answer, but he could hear her frenziedly typing on her 
array again. 
 "Well, I have two stories. One about a girl out in the country who'd 
just started having sex, and they thought the emotional response made 
her induce poltergeists. Another was some British biologist who saw a 
Haitian woman bring a zombie up out of its grave. 
 "The girl was thrown off a horse and had a pin in her ankle. The 
old woman had a mercury filling in her tooth... Let me just..." 
 The time at the top left of the screen read 8:09am as Tim jogged 
through the video, one frame at a time. 
 The front window of the house moved, a tiny bulge appearing at its 
centre. With each passing frame, a series of cracks raced outwards, the 
glass shattering in their wake. Before long the corner of a large white 
object had punched a hole through the window, throwing a slow motion 



glassburst towards the scraggly lawn. Tim flicked to real time and the 
refrigerator flew through the window, crashing to the porch and rolling 
over, throwing its contents across the ground. 
 He went back a few milliseconds, freezing the picture the instant 
the fridge first touched the window from inside. He flicked back to the 
master dataset from the Pakesh incident and called up the chronology, 
flicking back to the video to check the time. It was 0809'44. 
 "Shit, you're right!" Vicki said, her voice an octave even higher 
now. "Here's a man... contact the dead, shook windows and moved chairs 
during séances... He was a Hezbollah soldier and had a steel plate in his 
head from an Israeli rocket attack." 
 "So it's people with metal inside them?" 
 "Yes, but with people who have metal and electronics, it's even 
stronger," Vicki said, her voice growing excited. "Get this one. A woman 
from America – when she yells at her children – levitates them. She was 
in a car crash in 2026 and became a paraplegic. In 2028 she was fitted 
with the 3M electro-prosthetic spinal brace, same one as Dale!" 
 When Tim went back to the chronology, he scrolled through to an 
event flag. Between 0809'42"87 and 0809'44"10, the electromagnetic 
field surrounding the house had risen at an astounding rate from 4.52 
volts. 
 To 58.45. 
 "Vicki, we need to find the strength of the electromagnetic field 
from these cases." 
 "Why, what are you thinking?" she said. 
 "Not only do we now know the brace is pivotal, we might have an 
early warning system we don't even know about." 
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 Dale did a little bit of tidying up and packing at his mother's place, 
but he didn't get very far, crying so much he literally couldn't see what he 
was doing through the tears. 
 None of her stuff was going anywhere, and he figured it might be 
easier if he left it another week, so he went home, cleaned up a little bit, 
went grocery shopping and had a teriyaki chicken and salad wrap for 
lunch, wondering what to do next. He looked at the clock and realised it'd 
be about ten hours before he went to bed, when sleep would finally take 
the pain away. 
 Reluctantly he sat at his little table, knowing there was no point in 
reading a book or downloading a movie or TV show – he wouldn't be 
able to concentrate on it. Instead, he'd just stare out the window and let 
the feelings come – they did every time his mind left the abstract business 
of life behind and came to rest. 
 Almost as soon as he was in the chair he felt the blackness 
descend, and his eyes clouded over, like they always did. 
 When he woke up in hospital, after the night of the chase up the 
bridge pylon and... what he did to himself after, he'd spent most of the 
week with Vicki. But other responsibilities weighed on both of them, and 
Dale knew he'd have to go back to spending at least some of his time by 
himself, with nothing but memories of his mum and the awful, black, 
hollowness where she used to be. Now, of course, Barry was gone too, a 
concept Dale's psyche hadn't even begun to process. Every time the 
words Barry is dead sounded in his head he felt woozy. 
 He supposed it was good for him to acknowledge the hollowness 
and let it grip him – grieve, and all that. In fact he knew it was. It was 
only in these quiet, alone moments he found he could really absorb the 
fact his mum was gone, something he knew he'd have to do because soon 
after, he'd have to start accepting that Barry was gone too. 
 Dale put his head in his hands on the table and wept. 
 When the security buzzer pierced the evening quiet who knew how 
many hours later, he'd gone to sleep with his head rested on his folded 
arms on the table in front of him. His head came up with a start, his eyes 
puffy and red raw. 
 He splashed his face with water from the tap in the kitchen as he 
answered. 
 "Hi baby," Vicki's said, concern at the broken crackle that came 
from his throat as he answered. 
 Dale's heart glowed. Just the sound of her voice over the intercom 
eased his mind and heart. He knew his mother would be overjoyed about 



Vicki being in his life – he'd hardly had time to recount their relationship 
to her. 
 He opened the door to see her turn the corner from the landing and 
she smiled, coming in and putting her arms around him, stroking his hair 
and whispering that it would be all right. Dale felt the stabbing in his 
heart lessen, and whispered back that he hoped so. 
 She took his hand. "Come on," she led him to the table where they 
both sat down, "I've got something to tell you that'll make you feel much 
better." She produced a manila folder from her bag and put it down on the 
table. "You're healthy." 
 "What do you mean?" he asked. 
 She opened the folder and turned it to him. "Cases. Some of my 
notes." she began, "These are all cases of people with apparent psychic 
ability, or who've been the subject of hauntings or poltergeists. Either 
way, they've all been associated with some form of paranormal 
phenomenon, just like you have. But look." She began turning the pages, 
pointing to passages she'd marked with a yellow highlighter; ankle pin, 
artificial aluminium leg, pacemaker, gold fillings. "Every one of these 
people has some sort of metal prosthetic or artificial body part." 
 He looked up at her and she smiled, squeezing his hand. "What's it 
mean?" he said. 
 "Everything we've talked about, all our sessions and field work. I 
tried to attribute a normal, healthy man with a history of emotional 
trauma to a series of unexplained happenings. Everything has only ever 
pointed to you being normal. You fell off the Harbour Bridge, so you're 
terrified of it. That's all it is. These horrible visions and happenings and 
deaths are nothing to do with you. Or, I mean, you're not seeing things." 
 Dale smiled back, beginning to understand. 
 "It's not you honey," she said excitedly, "It's the brace!" 
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 The violent storm on Thursday night had broken the heat and it had 
been a little cooler on Friday and all weekend, but they said more fronts 
of boiling air cooked in the desert were arriving to drift across the coast, 
and by Monday morning the temperature had already reached 32 by 9am 
and 36 by mid-afternoon. Two days later it was the same, Sydney 
blanketed in heat again as people turned ceiling fans up high, swam at 
midnight and slept naked. 
 Between the northern pylons of the Harbour Bridge was a long 
stretch of Sydney City Council barriers. Behind that, four police cars 
parked, two pairs nose-in to each other. Beyond that was a group of men 
talking, four uniformed NSW police officers and two guards in Army 
reserve uniforms. 
 Far down the bridge, flashing blue, red and yellow lights were 
visible. And beyond the cluster of emergency and council vehicles, the 
men knew, was a similar vanguard at the southern end. 
 Army reserve guards manned the toll booths at all times, checking 
every pass and credential offered to them by incoming vehicles. 
 Inside the tollgates, to the western half of the bridge, a parking area 
had been established, complete with an attendant police constable. 
 It was usually full of police vehicles, emergency rescue trucks, fire 
and ambulance vehicles, a police bus, army staff vehicles, armoured 
personnel carriers, army trucks and a small armoured car, as well as a 
never-ending fleet of council utes, semi trailers, vans and wagons 
ferrying equipment in and out. 
 To the eastern half was a huge council canvas shelter similar to the 
one incinerated just a few nights before, this one the size of a house. The 
inside looked like a combat command unit, full of a battery of computer 
equipment, test equipment and accessories. 
 Outside, all over the bridge, workers and scientists toiled. Police 
officers, engineers and soldiers slid along the cable car system on flying 
foxes hooking up wiring and test equipment and taking readings. 
Underneath the road people hung suspended, working amongst the beams 
and struts that held the Port Jackson Highway up, measuring stress on the 
road, gravity pressure on the ironworks and yelling or transmitting 
instructions to each other. 
 A chemical truck sprayed a portion of the road with a coating of 
foam to test the reaction. A large plastic-sheeted metal frame the size of a 
living room enclosed one of the verticals, each wall bearing unmistakable 
yellow biohazard symbols. Powerful arc lamps bathed the area in 
painfully bright light as five figures inside, dressed in hazmat suits, 
conducted tests. 



 Cables and wires stretched across the road, up into the air and 
down towards the water. Multicoloured signalling lights, spotlights and 
work lamps pointed in every direction, making the bridge look like the 
enormous endostructure of an alien mother ship. 
 The forecast said the rest of the week would be fine and hot, 
possibly with more storms on Thursday or Friday. The two cops and the 
two soldiers talking cursed the impending weather. None of them 
believed this would all be over by the weekend, and rain would only drag 
everything out even more. 
 Not that they knew anything that was going on – they didn't know 
any more than the harried suits and higher-ups were telling them, which 
wasn't much. They were as likely to get the whole story from news feeds 
like the rest of the public did. Public advocacy groups and the media were 
screaming for answers, overshadowing the desperate spin various 
government agencies had spent the previous few days peddling. 
 But nobody really thought about all the men and women who were 
spending their nights all week guarding the bridge against thrill seekers 
and larrikins. 
 A walkie-talkie barked on Senior Constable Fellowes' belt and he 
answered his sergeant, trotting across to the first patrol car guarding the 
rail. 
 

**** 
 
 In the main shelter a warning signal captured the attention of a man 
at a console with his tie askew, working on a page of figures. He looked 
up at the terminal in front of him and picked up a CMD, keying a digit. 
 "Doctor," he said, "I've got a small electrical anomaly at the far 
end..." 
 He punched some commands into the terminal array several lines 
of numbers, equations and jargon appeared. "No, I can't tell... 
electromagnetic, it looks like... I think so, it's increasing. Looks like it's 
just clocked 58 volts." 
 

**** 
 
 "Yes sir, got it," Fellowes said, lifting the portable voltmeter off 
the passenger seat of the patrol car. 
 When he'd been assigned to the bridge gatekeeper crew, he and his 
colleagues had been through very rudimentary (and rushed) training 
about how to use several new and alien pieces of test equipment, and as 
he wandered back to the group at the barrier he hoped he'd remember it – 
a critical part of the detail was to measure the ambient electromagnetic 



field up here and report it to the sysops down in the Dawes Point Park 
base of operations or researchers all over the city. 
 "Don't forget the antenna," his sergeant reminded him, making 
Fellowes swear softly and turn back towards the patrol car. 
 Not off to the best start, Fellowes thought to himself. The 
voltmeters were garden-variety tools you had to plug into something to 
measure the voltage of it. Getting a reading on the ambient levels in the 
air meant attaching a purpose-built antenna covered in nanoscale sensors 
or some rubbish, and without it- 
 Fellowes stopped short. Someone was sitting in the back of the car, 
as if he and his partner had broken up a domestic and had the guy in 
custody. 
 "The fuck..." he said as he started towards the side door. He 
couldn't see the face in the shadows inside the car, but the figure had been 
wearing a suit and it looked dirty- 
 As Fellowes opened the door he barely heard himself try to force 
out a strangled scream. 
 All he saw as the figure burst out towards him in a rush was the 
dead, white face splattered with a splash of dried blood, the spray of 
water from the sopping clothes, and the pool of blood across the seat 
from the stump of the dead man's sheared-off leg. 
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 Not much of a party anymore, Dale thought to himself as he looked 
across the table from Tim to Vicki as they all talked over a takeaway 
Thai. 
 Even when driving onto the bridge in the dark and the rain last 
Thursday night, he'd felt safe in some strange way. There was going to be 
a scientist, two doctors, two engineers and someone from the 
government, all there because of him. 
 It felt like they formed a protective shield around him, representing 
every kind of scientific pursuit – and defence – there was. Unnameable 
horrors could strike from any angle and if metallurgy didn't help them, 
psychiatry or orthopaedic medicine or the laws and structures of big city 
government would. 
 Now Barry and Donald were dead, and Dale felt open to attack 
from too many sides. It wasn't that he didn't feel safe with Vicki and 
Tim... 
 Yes, it was, he'd admitted to himself earlier on, laying in his single 
bed with Vicki cuddled up to him. 
 He knew Vicki had never fully grasped what they'd unearthed, and 
Tim was looking exhausted, noticeably thinner, his shoulders slumping in 
just the few weeks Dale had known him. 
 Tim had called and suggested they all get together to talk over the 
new, potentially explosive development about the brace, and with Vicki 
already at his place, Dale suggested Tim come over that night so they 
could all have dinner. Tim agreed, saying the ensuing hours would give 
him time to go back over some old data with the new revelation in mind. 
 After the phone call he'd had a shower and Vicki had drawn the 
blinds, taking his hand and inviting him to bed. She'd laid half on top of 
him, her head across his chest, and they'd whispered to each other while 
they fell into a light doze. 
 Suggesting and discussing what to get for dinner was a task in 
itself and Dale was grateful to have both the subject and Vicki there to 
take his mind off his mother, the bridge, and the sudden consciousness of 
the monstrous contraption sewn into his back. 
 He tried to keep things jovial and he got the sense the others did 
too, imagining they were three old university friends on a regular get 
together, but he couldn't shake the feeling his protective party had been 
depleted terribly. Over the half-picked chicken and lemongrass and beef 
in oyster sauce, there was anything but a party mood. 
 He was glad for the sound of the radio feed coming over his media 
player, filling a background that would otherwise be a little too silent. 



 Tim spoke the most. "Asking if it's hallucinatory is very tricky 
territory," he was saying. "Point of view affects reality, almost prescribes 
it. Some philosophers think of the human condition of being held prisoner 
in our own brain. If something really happens out in the world, your brain 
behaves exactly as it does if you hallucinate it. We've only got our five 
senses to trust, and they're affected by everything from our emotional 
state to our sleep and diet." 
 "That's all very esoteric," Vicki said, "but ghosts... monsters?" 
 "If our mind wants us to perceive something it'll dredge it up out of 
our imagination and trick us into thinking we've really seen it. We're too 
used to the everyday world where everything makes sense and works the 
way it should out there somewhere-" he swept his hands off to one side, 
as if pushing something away. 
 "Can a brain really make stuff up that much?" Dale asked, 
skeptical. 
 "Of course it can," Tim replied, "think of the impossible things 
your mind shows you when you dream. Vicki, you know how much the 
mind can make all sorts of things up to mask something else. 
Transference and phobias and all that. It's what psychiatry's all about." 
 Vicki shrugged and nodded. 
 "At a quantum level, it's almost impossible to tell what's real and 
what's just our perception. You both know the wave-particle duality of 
light, don't you? As soon as you identify a photon of light it loses its 
wave properties and-" 
 "Jesus, Tim," Dale said. "This is why I did social science instead of 
physics. Can you put it a bit simpler?" 
 Tim leaned forward, pushing his bowl aside and clasping his hands 
in front of him. He took a deep breath, thinking. "Okay, maybe messages 
are just getting scrambled between the brace and your brain because of 
the magnetism, making you think you're seeing things that aren't really 
there." 
 "But it's more than just me seeing things, and not just me," Dale 
said wryly. 
 "Exactly, so the other explanation is that brace has enabled the 
disturbances we've seen so far." 
 "Enabled them?" Vicki asked. "Not caused them?" 
 "No, the energy was already there and something in the brace is 
operating on the same wavelength or frequency and tuned it all in, like an 
old analogue tuner mechanism that works by picking up the frequency the 
broadcast is sent out on." 
 When Vicki glanced at Dale he looked like he was going to cry. 
She heard Tim ask what the matter was on the edge of hearing, but Dale 
looked so ashen and shocked she hardly felt herself leave her chair and 



kneel next to him, putting one hand around his shoulder and the other on 
his arm, wondering if was on the verge of throwing up. 
 He looked at her distractedly and a tear that had formed spilled 
over. "It was my fault this whole time?" he said plaintively. 
 



9 
  
 Dale was in the bathroom, bent over the sink with the tap running, 
splashing his face. Eventually he'd told Vicki he was okay and she should 
go back to the table, he'd be out in a minute. 
 She hated leaving him but some colour had come back into his 
face, so she reluctantly joined Tim again, shaking her head and shrugging 
at his concerned look. 
 "I don't know if he can handle this like we can," she said quietly. 
"Even without any knowledge of the science it's a lot to take on." 
 "It wasn't his fault," Tim protested. "That's ridiculous!" 
 "We know that, but just go easy," she said as Dale re-emerged 
from the bathroom and sat back down, breathing out a heavy gust of 
breath but looking more alive." 
 "Listen, Dale," Tim began, "you've got to understand the way this 
is working. It's no more to do with you than if someone stole your car and 
ran somebody over with it. You haven't caused it, and the brace hasn't 
really either." 
 "You're going to have to come up with a better analogy to convince 
me," Dale said uneasily. 
 Tim reached for the open paper bag in the middle of the table and 
grabbed up the last curry puff, taking a bite before he held it up. 
 "Look, everything's energy, even this. The furniture in this room is, 
the three of us are – literally, we're made of electromagnetic and 
gravitational energy. Where the energy isn't active, it's potential, like the 
energy in this food. It's in there, but it won't turn to active energy until my 
stomach breaks down the nutrients and sends them to my muscles as 
joules of heat. Or think of a piece of dry wood. When you burn it the 
energy's released as light and warmth, okay?" 
 Dale nodded, although he didn't look much more interested. 
 "Our brains generate a lot of bioelectrical energy. If you could 
extract it you could run your house off it, that's how much. Now, you 
know how the highwayman haunts the crossroads where they hung him? 
Ghosts and apparitions manifest in the places people suffered or were 
afraid or have unfinished business or whatever." 
 "That crap's got no place in serious parapsychology, Tim," Vicki 
said with a scowl. 
 "Wait though, according to some theories if that's true it's because 
of the energy generated in the brain. The energy from all that high 
emotion and all that brain activity – the fear, the sadness, whatever – 
forms a huge electromagnetic field. Just a field. It can't do anything, it's 
all just potential energy, just locked there. Under most circumstances 
we'd never detect it and never know." 



 "Locked where, if there was no bridge anymore?" Dale said. 
 "Just that region of the universe. The bridge, the buildings, the 
water, the air around them. There's no difference between one kind of 
matter or another at the atomic level, just the arrangement of particles." 
 "So it was waiting for something to come along and tune it in like a 
media player?" Vicki suggested, a look of slight disbelief on her face. 
 "Exactly," Tim said, "Think of it as huge circuit in spacetime. 
Electrons sit in the wiring of your house while the light's off because they 
can't go anywhere. When you flick the switch you close the connection 
and they can start moving again, like they're made to. This is the same, 
it'll do anything it can to close the circuit." 
 Vicki looked at Dale, blowing out a heavy breath that blew her 
cheeks out. 
 "The brace is the switch," Tim continued. "It's closing the circuit 
by being tuned to the field. I've got thirty pages of equations I can show 
you if you like. Nobody saw manifestations before the brace came along, 
because only the brace could interact with the field. The electricity in our 
brains is too well insulated... unless you believe the old beliefs from 
spiritualists about bio-electric residue." 
 Vicki frowned. "Isn't that Frankenstein stuff?" 
 Tim shrugged. "In the unexplained you can't really discount 
anything. Europeans thought Chinese chi points were superstition until 
they went to Asia to ransack opium harvests and saw acupuncture." 
 "What's that then," Dale asked, "electricity leaking out of our 
brains?" 
 Tim shrugged again, swirling the last of the wine in his glass. "We 
only assume the electricity in the brain is well insulated because we've 
never been able to harvest it. Maybe it's leaking out of our heads 
everywhere at some obscure frequency we just can't detect." 
 "So does that make me a psychic or medium or something?" Dale 
asked, again looking like he'd bitten into a bad prawn. 
 Tim shook his head. "There might be people who are sensitive to 
electromagnetism but... Look, the phenomena we've seen, the things that 
have happened, they're expressions of the electromagnetic circuit trying 
to close." 
 "How does it do that by starting with a sore back and then going on 
to kill people?" Vicki asked. 
 "It's trying to increase the activity in our brains – particularly 
Dale's brain, because it powers the switch. It's putting more energy into 
the system, so it eventually overcame distance, like that day in Barry's 
surgery. It even started picking on other people when Dale's not even 
around, like with that engineer from the consultancy firm. That's when it 
first got dangerous." 



 "How does all this prove it's the brace, maybe something else is 
turning the level of energy up?" Vicki said hopefully. 
 "It's about how often things happen there, Vicki," Tim said. "Barry 
realised the same thing, it was in his notes. No other answer fits. The 
brace is the only component of the circuit that can interact with the field. 
It all started when the brace got within a stone's throw of the bridge, and 
it's grown ever since." 
 "For a month?" Vicki asked. "That's a long time to tune a radio 
signal." 
 "Radio's just an analogy," Tim said. "We might not be talking 
about anything like the same time scale. It might not have shown up for 
another century. Under other conditions it could have been a millisecond, 
like a light switch. It just so happens we're talking about a matter of 
weeks, maybe months. Maybe it'll be years, and the things we're seeing 
will just get more violent and destructive until the circuit closes." 
 Dale and Vicki looked at each other, but only Dale was brave 
enough to bring up the next obvious point – or maybe, Vicki thought, he 
simply didn't fully understand. 
 "What happens when it does?" 
 Tim put the other half of the curry puff into his mouth and just 
looked at the table, looking all the more hunched and drawn. 
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 Dale squeezed Vicki's hand and stood up after a minute of silence, 
walking towards the kitchen to open the fridge. Whether it was to fill up 
everyone's drink or get away from the conversation, he wasn't sure. 
Probably both. 
 Tim sat up straight, fishing in one of the plastic takeaway 
containers for more food. He took a deep breath. "There's good news 
too... maybe." 
 Dale returned to the table with the bottle of wine, and instead of 
topping everyone up, he put it in the middle of the table and sat down. 
 "Every medium offers resistance to a circuit," Tim began slowly, 
trying to find the easiest terms. "Like lightning. It has to build up enough 
charge to overcome the electro-resistance of the air. Even though the 
brace is the switch, you're the resistor. Your body and brain." 
 Dale had begun to reach for the bottle, but froze. "Me?" he said, 
sounding almost offended by the idea. "Why?" 
 "Without the brace nothing would have happened. The electricity 
in the brain's too efficiently cut off from the outside world. The brace 
converts that energy so it's just like electricity going through power lines, 
that's what the electromagnetic field can interact with." 
 "But we're electroconductive," Vicki said, "like if you touch a live 
wire." 
 "But that's a big charge. It depends where it enters and exits your 
body, how strong your heart is, a whole lot of stuff. Plus, we're talking 
about electromagnetism, not just amps. The circuit's trying to close 
through the brace, but there's a negative field because of the biomass of 
Dale's body." 
 "So why are things still getting worse?" Dale said. 
 "Like I said, it's giving the system more energy. If a car's turning 
over but won't start, you pump the accelerator. You blow on a fire to get 
it to catch. But while your brain generates more power for the brace, it 
also increases the resistance." 
 "So the circuit might never close?" Vicki said, hope in her voice. 
 Tim popped a piece of beef he'd served himself into his mouth. "It 
might not, but look at what happens when it tries. It started with Dale's 
nightmares changing." 
 "This... thing did that?" Dale asked. 
 "Is that so hard to believe? When it lost power from the brace 
because you'd died it bought you back to life, so I wouldn't rule out 
planting bad dreams in your head." 
 He turned to Vicki. "Remember the EM pulse after the day down at 
the Quay? It happened the same afternoon they called us to tell us he was 



alive in hospital. Obviously that was the field boosting itself enough to 
...bring him back." 
 "We didn't... cause that?" Vicki said, nervous but still hopeful. 
 "God no, that set-up wouldn't even power a dolphin torch. The 
thing on the news was an electromagnetic burst." 
 "But making me dream what it wanted me to?" Dale said, feeling 
as lost as he did violated. 
 "Dale, it reversed cellular decomposition and bought you back 
from the dead, the way you replace a gasket in a car engine to get it 
going. Repositioning neural maps in your brain to show you things while 
you sleep was probably kindergarten stuff in comparison to that. From 
the point of view of this... whatever you want to call it, all it's doing is 
manipulating matter to create energy." 
 Dale looked from one to the other, terrified. "What else could it 
do?" he asked in a hollow, high voice. "If it needs the brace what's to stop 
it bringing me back to life over and over again? How do I know if I'll 
ever die properly?" 
 Tim shrugged. "We don't know. Until it's gone, or the brace is, it 
may just keep bringing you back, maybe a bit more decomposed than last 
time." 
 Dale visibly blanched, slumping back in his chair. Vicki reached 
for his shoulder and glared at Tim, a look on her face that said 'he's a 
person, not a cell under a microscope'. 
 "I'm sorry," Tim told them both, "but, when it was giving you bad 
dreams we wouldn't have guessed it could kill four people," Tim said, 
"We just don't know what it might be able to do if it keeps getting 
stronger to try and close the circuit." 
 "And you didn't answer me before," Dale said. "What could happen 
if it does?" 
 Tim sat back, shaking his head lightly. "If an electromagnetic field 
gets powerful enough it can be catastrophic when it discharges." 
 "And then?" Vicki prompted. 
 Tim shrugged. "Electronics might all fry. Huge static charges. Spot 
heating." 
 "Heating the way we know it?" Dale said. "Like a stove?" 
 Tim nodded. "Yeah, but with the whole city as a stove, maybe the 
whole planet. It might blow up every car, computer, mobile network and 
piece of electronic circuitry on Earth." 
 "Fucking hell, you're serious?" Vicki said in a kind of hiss. 
 "If we're talking about an electromagnetic charge getting stronger, 
static discharges might electrocute everything and everyone. It might just 
boil everything to gas." 
 "Everything like what?" Dale said. 



 "Like I keep saying, Dale, we don't know what kind of scale it's on. 
We might have seen only the tiniest sliver of activity so far. It might have 
a field strong enough to flash fry the whole solar system." 
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 They all looked down into the remains of the dinner strewn across 
the table. Even the good news wasn't so good. 
 "So what do ghosts have to do with an electromagnetic circuit 
trying to close?" Vicki said. "It could be causing us to see anything." 
 Tim shrugged again, staring into the remains of his dinner before 
he reached forward for another slice of beef. He bit into it, decided it was 
too cold, and let it drop to his plate. 
 "Best I can figure is that it's stimulating the amygdala, a lot of 
nerve channels that connect the brain with the spine go through it. That 
goes for all of us, regardless of the brace." 
 "Brain regions aren't so cut and dried," Vicki said. 
 "No, but we can't ignore the likely effects of an oversupply of brain 
activity in that area. If it was tapping dopamine receptors it'd feel like 
eating chocolate and having orgasms instead of all this." 
 Dale just looked from one to the other, incredulous. 
 Vicki put her hand over his. "The amygdala's part of the very old 
reptile brain, it's all about intuitive and fast emotional response instead of 
reason and judgment. It regulates intense emotions and intense emotional 
memories, so it's supposed to be one of the command centres of fear in 
the brain. Gives you your fight or flight response and really lights up 
when you're afraid." 
 She turned back to Tim. "So if this is all just designed to 
overstimulate Dale's amygdala, why not just show him horrible shit like it 
started doing in his dreams?" 
 Tim shrugged. "What's scarier, a bad dream or four people dying 
on a dark and stormy night?" 
 Dale laughed mirthlessly. It was the closest he'd come to smiling 
all night and it gladdened Vicki's heart a little. "Now you're going to tell 
me some stupid old Vincent Price movie was right," he smirked, "it feeds 
off our fear?" 
 "Like Vicki said, it's associated with high brain activity," Tim said, 
"MRI scans have shown us that for years. As long as it sends the most 
power to the brace, the circuit doesn't care what it does to your 
perceptions. It steps on the juice to make you produce more of it." 
 "So when I see a redback spider in the laundry downstairs it 
somehow just plucks that feeling out of me and gets stronger?" Dale said. 
"I'm sorry Tim, I know nothing about science but even I know that's 
bullshit." 
 "It's not using the fear in our brains directly the same way we 
subjectively experience it," Tim said, "that's just software. There's a field 
of electromagnetism generated by the electricity so many brains cooked 



up when all those people were so scared. The field wants to become 
active by closing the circuit, like water wants to run downhill. When your 
back first hurt it was probably just muscle stress from the heat the brace 
was generating." 
 "What about the demagnetiser, didn't that stop all that?" Dale 
asked. 
 "That demagnetises the brace so the components themselves don't 
react by heating up. It doesn't stop the energy powering the circuit." 
 Vicki sighed again, picking up her chopsticks to fish in the oyster 
sauce for a piece of beef, not caring how long it had been sitting there. 
 "And it cranks the power up," Tim continued, "and when the 
circuit reaches 58.45 volts, all hell can break loose ...and does." 
 There was an even longer pause, one Dale finally broke. He steeled 
his jaw, not liking the taste of what he was going to say. "So the only way 
to stop it is to stop power to the brace," he said quietly. "Take it out." 
 Nobody said anything. 
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 Two people sat on top of the cable car emblazoned with Platinum 
Coke branding, Dr Ruth Geraghty and Lance Corporal Peter Cuff. Lance 
Corporal Cuff stood carefully near the edge of the car, reaching up for the 
cable above him. In his hand he held a wire with a large electrical clip on 
the end. He looked down expectantly at Dr Geraghty and shuddered 
involuntarily as he thought of the drop only inches away. 
 At that moment, he'd never been more frightened in his life. 
 He'd expected a bit of adventure when he joined the army reserve 
two years ago, but he didn't think it would be so bloody frightening. He'd 
envisaged shoot-outs in the jungle against Papua New Guinean guerrillas 
or maybe the odd patrol through the Persian Gulf aboard the HMAS 
McKay, not hanging off the Sydney Harbour Bridge. 
 "Not quite yet," said Dr Geraghty, still fooling with some machine 
the wire was attached to. She was kneeling near the centre of the car, the 
machine set up in front of her. The young soldier was here to assist and 
protect her but she was old enough to be his mother. She was so self-
assured he was sure he'd be looking to her in a crisis. 
 "Okay," she said. Cuff reached up and clipped the wire onto the 
cable, turning back to the scientist. 
 "All right," she said, tapping keys and flicking switches, "let's see 
what we can-" 
 She was interrupted by the sudden explosion of light from below. 
Cuff jumped almost out of his skin with fright and fell to his knees, trying 
to see through the blinding light. 
 There was a heavy boom from below, and they both felt the 
structure shake. Both the soldier and scientist reached out fearfully for the 
cable tether to overcome the rocking of the car. Even if the chopper that 
had gently lowered them here came straight back when those on the 
ground realised what was happening, it'd take minutes. How long could 
they hold on? 
 "Shit," Cuff said to himself, unclipping his communicator. He 
could call them straight up here, couldn't he? 
 He pressed the transmit button and gave his call sign. 
 "This is Cuff, engineering assist, sergeant, you there?" 
 When he let go of the switch there was nothing but a light tone. No 
signal with the ground. 
 "Look over the side and see what's happened," the scientist 
suggested. 
 Cuff shook his head violently. "No fuckin' way," he said, holding 
on tighter. There was another crash, more shaking. Cuff closed his eyes 



tightly, and heard Geraghty gasp beside him. He opened his eyes to see 
the cause of her amazement and screamed. 
 It was the faces, the angels of death. 
 He'd been a little boy when he and his brother had downloaded and 
watched a movie they knew their mum wouldn't like them seeing, late 
one Friday night in bed. 
 Little Peter had been only four, his brother had told him the kids at 
school talked endlessly about the really cool face-melting scene. The 
movie was over 50 years old and the special effects were totally stupid, 
except for one Peter never forgot. 
 He'd long forgotten what the movie was even about, but somebody 
opened a large chest and angels flew out, wheeling round and round the 
gathered people like fish swimming through the sea. 
 One of them flew towards the camera and it was the face of a 
beautiful woman, but suddenly it hissed and changed into a leering skull. 
That was where the face-melting scene had happened but Peter had 
almost wet his pants at that hissing ghoul that came before. Even now in 
the dead of night, grown up and sleeping beside his girlfriend in their 
rented flat in Homebush, he only had to remember that face change into 
that awful, ethereal skull and he pulled his exposed foot back under the 
covers. 
 And now here it was, a hundred times over, right in front of him. In 
the light, in the air, detached faces and ghostly bodies wafted to and fro 
like angels, all staring at the two people perched on top of the car. And all 
of them were that terrible hissing face from that half-century old movie 
with the terrible special effects that still made him break into sweats in 
bed if he dreamed about it. 
 An emergency alarm blasted once in Cuff's mind and all further 
rational thought evaporated. He unholstered his Nighthawk T3 sidearm 
and began to fire it uselessly into the air around in a panic. 
 He didn't hear Geraghty scream for him to stop or rise behind him 
to try and disarm him, he only turned and saw the face again, closer, 
coming right through the screen, reaching for him. 
 And he saw it was going to touch him. 
 Cuff shrieked with the voice of a five-year-old girl and emptied the 
Nighthawk into the scientist, too panicked to even notice as she fell 
backwards with a crash onto the edge of the car and toppled over the 
edge, leaving a smear of blood. 
 There was another crash. The cable car rocked wildly, Cuff 
screamed and hugged himself to the mooring. When the next boom came 
from below, the cable car rocked so wildly the mooring creaked and there 
was a metal snap at his feet. Cuff felt the roof fall away from his feet and 
he screeched in apoplexy as he watched the car fall away, revealing the 



road far below, cars scooting back and forth, light emanating from 
everywhere. 
 His feet dangled in the air and he felt the sweat pour from his 
palms and loosen his life or death grip around the mooring pole. He 
started to slip, screaming for help and trying not to look at the ground so, 
so far below. 
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 The track coming over the media player was abruptly cut off. 
 "This is Debbie Tynan live from Circular Quay. We've interrupted 
normal programming to bring you a report as it happens from a large 
disturbance at the Sydney Harbour Bridge test site." 
 The horrified members of the gathering looked up at the radio. 
 "There's a great flashing of light, and what appear to be explosions 
of some sort. From what I can tell... there's just complete disarray on the 
bridge itself, vehicles trying to get away... the streets are full of people 
now... I've just been told you can tune in for live coverage and picture 
simulcast." 
 Dale rushed across the room and snatched up the remote to tune the 
corresponding video feed and send it to the TV monitor. 
 The picture was being taken from Circular Quay station. The 
international cruise liner terminal was visible in the bottom of the shaky 
picture. 
 A halo of light surrounded the bridge. Bright flashes went off amid 
the flaring glow, and ghostly flames licked outwards across the harbour 
like prominences from the surface of the sun. 
 Emergency vehicle lights were visible scooting back and forth. 
Long, low booms rang out, its ancient baritone voice lost through the 
airwaves of TV, but enough to shake windows of business towers in the 
city. The picture changed back to the reporter. 
 "The bridge is still closed tonight undergoing extensive testing 
following four deaths this week..." she continued. There was a loud boom 
and someone nearby said 'Jesus'. The camera moved, shook, as if the 
operator was trying to regain his footing. 
 "I can't... describe the scene here. There's just an air of... utter 
helplessness. Those poor people are trapped up there. If you look, you 
can see the cable cars swinging." One of the cable cars let go of its 
mounting and plummeted into the halo of light. 
 Shouts. 
 Horror. 
 Over the TV. 
 Dale stared at the TV screen, suddenly not wanting to watch any 
more. He stood and backed out of the room, his stomach pressing 
painfully downwards, feeling like vomiting. Tim kept watching, but 
Vicki noticed Dale slip away. 
 She stood slowly from the dining table and walked into the 
bathroom after Dale, knocking softly. "Dale?" she said quietly, trying to 
make herself heard but not disturb Tim, wanting to handle it herself. It 



had looked like something only a lover's touch could heal. She slowly 
opened the bathroom door. 
 "Dale?" she said, stepping in. She gasped once in revulsion before 
an arm shot out at her and a hand closed around her throat. 
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 "...Oh God, somebody's falling from there," came the announcer's 
voice, and a decent portion of the Australian population who had been 
listening to or watching media feeds at that moment watched the tiny, 
helpless body cartwheel through the air and disappear into the glow. The 
camera zoomed into the centre of the glow in a flash, the focus blurring 
and then fixing on the tiny inert silhouette as it fell through the blinding 
whiteness. 
 The picture was shaking, the camera operator fighting to keep the 
falling body in the frame. It disappeared onto the road amid several 
parked cars, their lights feeble through the glare. 
 "Are you feeling okay-" Tim began, turning to make sure it wasn't 
affecting Dale. Dale was nowhere to be seen. 
 Some perverse part of him thought it might be the perfect 
opportunity to test whether the brace had anything to do with it, although 
how they'd do so Tim had no idea. The meagre equipment he usually 
carried around with him was in the car down on the street, and he'd have 
no idea what sort of machinery they'd need to show them how the brace 
was reacting. Something of Barry's he supposed. 
 But a more humane part of him was simply scared and worried for 
his friend. 
 Except he was alone in the room. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki was swung around and a hand was pressed over her mouth. 
She was shoved up against the wall, her head thumping against the tiles 
painfully. She looked into Dale's face in terror. His eyes were red, his 
face was contorted into a mask of hatred. He gripped her around the 
throat and cut off her screams. 
 Black fear sprang up in her. What had happened to him? She 
slapped at his hands uselessly but he smacked her hard across the face, 
hard enough so she felt her lip split and blood started to pool against her 
teeth. 
 Dale shoved himself against her and she froze in fear, beyond 
action. His wild eyes stared hatefully into hers. One hand still over her 
mouth, the other left her throat and slid down to cup her crotch under her 
dress. Her blood went cold. He leant into her ear and shoved his tongue 
down it, letting a trail of cold saliva dribble out. 
 The sound that slobbered out of his mouth was a low babble of 
nonsense, like some language that hadn't been spoken for thousands of 



years. It was lower and more menacing than Dale's normal voice, heavy 
and sodden with lechery and murder. 
 Vicki bucked under him to try and throw him off. His face 
darkened and he grabbed her arm. 
 The one she'd just broken. 
 Her mind started to cry No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no 
for the merest of seconds before Dale pressed it to the wall and shoved it 
up above her head. Vicki heard the crack of the barely-healed ball of her 
upper arm bone in the socket as clearly as she felt it, and her shoulder 
became a fire, a scream. 
 Another scream tried to come from her mouth, into his hand, her 
voice breaking wildly in agony. Tears began to gush from her eyes as the 
fire spread through her body, her arm singing with the most all-
encompassing pain she'd ever known. 
 Vicki felt herself begin to faint. Her body twitched in agony, her 
vision useless from the tears spilling down her cheeks like a river, her 
arm dangling uselessly at her side. She hadn't even felt him let go of it. 
 "Nobody knows Vickeeeeee..." he taunted in that voice of a years-
dead demon, "because everyone's watching me on the 
TVeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!" 
 With one hand still across her mouth, Dale reached down and 
hooked his thumb into the waist of his pants. In one motion, an act of 
strength no human man could ever show, he tore his pants and underwear 
away with a solid rrrrip. They fell down his legs in tatters and his 
engorged penis wavered at her. 
 Another black wave of horror. She would stand here, with a broken 
scapula, and get raped. 
 By Dale. 
 "Help," she said weakly into his hand. He cracked her head back 
against the wall again to shut her up, and slid his hand inside her panties, 
pushing them down her legs. She felt the head of his penis – 
 cold cold oh my god it's ice cold! 
 – start to press against her vulva. 
 Vicki felt a single moment of control, and she knew it would be her 
last. The only thing left she could do was strike out to try and get Tim's 
attention. The bathroom cabinet doors were mirrored, and within reach. 
Her hurt arm useless, she raised her other fist and sent it rocketing at 
them. 
 

**** 
 



 Tim looked into the kitchen, which he already sensed would be 
empty. It was such a small flat it was nearly impossible to hide in, and he 
felt sure he would have heard them in the kitchen. 
 That left the bathroom. As he started towards it, intending to knock 
softly, a crash and tinkle of broken glass rang out. 
 "What's up, are you guys all right?" he called through the door, 
opening it a crack to see what was happening. 
 For long seconds Tim didn't credit what he was seeing. It had to be 
a dream, some phenomena connected with what was happening on the 
news feed. 
 But it was undeniable. It didn't waver, it didn't disappear. As 
clearly as the day was long, Dale was standing there with no pants, 
pressing Vicki against the wall, grunting inhumanly. 
 Vicki's legs were splayed out on either side of him and Tim might 
otherwise have been dreadfully embarrassed, apologising and closing the 
door, believing he'd walked in on them having a quickie. 
 But in the seconds it took him to process the scene in front of him, 
he realised what was wrong, and it wasn't just that Dale and Vicki had 
apparently snuck off to have sex in the bathroom in the midst of what 
looked like a fresh bloodbath unfolding in the city. 
 Vicki's eyes were on him, red, streaming with tears, wide with fear 
and pain. There was a cut on her cheek with a small rivulet of blood 
running from it. Her left hand was a pulp, dripping more blood steadily 
onto a spreading pool on the tiled floor. 
 Dale was attacking her. 
 Tim stopped thinking. He threw himself at Dale, who yelled out in 
shock. There was a squeal from someone's shoe slipping on the tiled floor 
and they both went sprawling into the bath. Tim came crashing down on 
Dale, his weight knocking Dale's head and shoulder against the porcelain. 
 Tim grabbed him but soon realised he was out cold. The hateful 
look on Dale's face had disappeared to leave one of infinite peace. Tim 
struggled to turn and look behind him. 
 Vicki collapsed down the wall, her underwear around her ankles, 
bleeding everywhere, sobbing and blubbering like a little girl. 
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 Hospitals, Dale thought to himself. I've been in too many bloody 
hospitals. The last period of his life when he had spent so many days in a 
hospital had been 18 years ago when they'd been trying to put him back 
together. Taking skin from there and covering that, restructuring bones 
from here, sewing this up, putting that back where it belonged. 
 In those old days he often wished he'd died instead of coming 
within a hair's breadth of doing so. At the best of times, he had little left 
to call a life. At the worst of times, sitting up in hospital crying, pleading 
for the pain to go away, the thought of death seemed far more welcoming. 
 But the strangest thing about the human spirit is its endless 
capacity to heal from any trauma, even while inside a body that was still 
broken. 
 In the blink of an eye it's 20 years later and you wouldn't give up 
what little you have now for anything. You can't believe you ever 
considered it. He supposed he owed thanks to that old, staunch medical 
tradition – keep 'em alive no matter what. And to that old mothers' tale, 
even more scientifically proven – time heals all wounds. 
 But Dale wished he were dead now. He wished there was 
something sharp in this room to plunge into his wrist and hack it open. 
 What had he done? 
 He'd had visitors – doctors, a police psychologist. He'd closed his 
mind completely off to the psychologist, because she was prodding and 
intruding in areas only Vicki was welcome – areas Vicki would never 
want to go again. He was also visited by a police officer who interviewed 
him about what he kept calling 'last night'. 
 Later in the day, the same police officer had returned to say Vicki 
wasn't pressing charges of assault and aggravated sexual assault after all, 
and that the police psychologist's report concluded Dale was suffering 
enormous emotional stress. Vicki herself said in her statement he hadn't 
attacked her under the influence of a rational mind, and therefore couldn't 
be held responsible. 
 Tim had been by to tell him what happened. He'd said Dale and 
Vicki had both disappeared while they were watching the news feed, then 
Tim had burst into the bathroom and found their clothes torn from them, 
Dale trying to force himself into her. 
 It had made Dale sick to think he had that within him. He'd pleaded 
with Tim to agree it was completely out of character and couldn't bring 
himself to believe it. 
 That was, until Tim had told Dale Vicki wouldn't be coming to see 
him. 



 He and Tim had talked more about the brace and the revelations of 
the previous night – they were the only parts of the evening Dale 
remembered. All he remembered was being interrupted by the news 
story, feeling sick. The next thing he knew he was strapped to a hospital 
bed. 
 According to Tim, the brace was still the key. It should have been 
the only joy in Dale's life, to realise he wasn't cracked or sick, but even 
that joy was taken away from him. 
 When the air in the room became as thick as oil with expectation of 
what they both knew, Tim had mercifully put them both out of their 
misery by saying it. 
 The brace had to be removed and probably destroyed. 
 Dale was still unnaturally conscious of the brace. It felt part of him 
because without it he'd be back to the wheelchair. Back to the subsidised 
flat and hired help. Back to the impotent worthlessness. Back to the bleak 
days, one rolling into another. 
 Deep in his heart he even preferred all the terror going on around 
them – removal of the brace would mean the rest of his life in numbness 
and routine, obscure, pathetic pursuits and boredom. 
 It would also mean he would never try to rape Vicki Holt again. 
 Dale had quietly agreed with Tim – the brace had to go. 
 He slept fitfully and without hope or peace. Like demons waiting 
around street corners in a filthy, deserted city, nightmares were waiting 
around the corners of sleep, and they plagued him along his journey 
through the night. 
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 It was on Monday morning, and Dale was on his front in an 
operating theatre. A nurse had awoken him at seven and asked to follow 
her to the patient prep room. 
 He'd gotten out of bed and felt the cold tiles of the floor underneath 
his feet. She offered to get his slippers but he realised the cold, hard tiles 
were the last thing he'd ever feel below his waist and started to cry as he 
thanked her but quietly said no. 
 Dale followed the nurse down the corridor, the last walk he'd ever 
take. He was on his way to an executioner's chamber, where this Dale 
would be put to death, and the old Dale would come out again, an empty 
Dale with nothing but grey, frustrated rage that did nothing but exhausted 
him. Like before. Before he'd made friends. Before he'd met a woman he 
loved. 
 They took the tears as a bad sign that he'd get hysterical again. 
When they tried to take him into the wheelchair to anaesthetise him he 
fought weakly, pleading for just one more step, but they sat him down 
strongly and closed the mask over his mouth. He felt his last seconds 
drain away, flexing his toes to feel his feet for the last time... 
 

**** 
 
 The next few hours passed in and out of consciousness. He heard 
snatches of voices, instructions. He felt an incredible numbing coldness 
in his back, felt strong instruments clamp him inside and shake him back 
and forth. 
 At one point, he looked to one side and saw a surgeon pass 
something into a large plastic sheath a nurse was holding, a long rod with 
ceramic clamps either end with a striped metal box halfway down with a 
series of cogs. He drifted off again... 
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 Dale awoke the following day, Tuesday, at home. There was a 
hired nurse there with him, one of many who'd remain with him now for 
most of his life. 
 He reached for the phone and called his mum. It was all he could 
think to do with the next five minutes of his existence. 
 The phone rang and rang and rang before Dale remembered it was 
ringing in an empty house. 
 His mother was dead. 
 He tried Vicki's number. An announcement told him the number 
was not connected or had been changed, and that he should please check 
the number before dialling again. 
 Dale cried for the rest of the day. 
 The rest of the week passed without incident. The nurse helped him 
like was a baby, putting a bedpan under him, feeding him, reading him 
books. He could pick at his legs until he drew blood and not feel it. She 
always went mad on him for that. 
 There was no other mention of strange occurrences on the Harbour 
Bridge. Since the violent visual display the previous Saturday night, no 
other disturbances had occurred. 
 15 people had died that night, crushed by cars, fallen from the 
heights of the structure or incinerated in blasts of violent 
electromagnetism. There'd been no more reports of freak conditions or 
findings, and Dale read in the paper that the bridge was due to re-open at 
midnight on Wednesday night. 
 It was over. And that was that. 
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 The heat in the February Sydney would never forget came to an 
end early and by March, Dale had the small electric heater on in the 
mornings and the days were drizzly and no higher than 15 degrees. 
 The Department of Community Services moved him into a smaller, 
subsidised disabled persons unit in St. Peters, an industrial district of the 
inner city. 
 He didn't have many visitors. Tim rang a few times. He'd 
conducted a further few tests but hadn't found anything, closing the 
investigation not long after Dale's operation. The fact that the cause was 
never truly uncovered frustrated him, but whatever energy or 
manifestation was centred on the site was gone, and would hopefully 
never detect another transmitter like the brace to unleash its horror again. 
 Tim told Dale he was glad everyone was safe, but losing the most 
monumental discovery in parapsychological history had made him lose a 
lot of heart for it. He was thinking of moving to another discipline, maybe 
overseas at Cambridge. They'd offered him a four year, twelve million 
pound research grant in psychology and cognition, and if he was going to 
accept it, he'd be gone within three months. 
 The three months passed, and around the time Tim called Dale to 
say goodbye in an awkward, stilted conversation full of regret and 
sadness, Dale learned Vicki had gotten married. 
 One of his only hobbies was reading local news from all over 
Sydney. It was a freezing morning and he was skimming through the 
Wentworth Times on his CMD when he came across a picture of a 
recently married couple, Dr Victoria Holt, of Woollahra, and Dr Wallace 
McAvaney, of Dover Heights. 
 Dale knew the name, McAvaney. Someone – it must have been 
Tim – had said Vicki was seeing him for therapy of her own following 
Dale's attack on her. They were married in St Augustine's Methodist 
Church, Bellevue Hill, and planned to spend three weeks in Rio de 
Janeiro and Mauritius for their honeymoon. 
 After that, Dale closed in on himself. He didn't talk very much, he 
didn't read very much. He hardly ate. He almost never got out of bed, 
only to have the hired nurse change the sheets. He helped himself to one 
of her cigarettes one day and before long he was smoking a packet a day 
of his own. 
 What a roller coaster life had been in those few tumultuous 
months. He'd been a crippled boy, cut off from everything, and then all at 
once had regained his legs, fallen in love, unleashed hell on Earth and 
then lost it all just as quickly. 



 None of the intensity of it – the desire or the fear – had been 
enough to stop it being torn away again. 
 He kept the picture of Vicki and her husband in his image feed. 
She looked great. She was happy, her arm around him, her cheeks full of 
life, her smile full of promise. It stabbed Dale's heart and made him cry 
tears that felt like a weeping sore. He looked at it every day. 
 He found out in late March that his hired nurse had been reporting 
about him to the hospital – he hadn't known that was part of her duties. 
She'd reported that he'd grown erratic and suicidal, so he threatened her 
and tried to fire her, but she called the hospital and two male nurses came 
around and fixed up his bed so he spent about five hours a day strapped to 
it, a prisoner in his own house. 
 He couldn't smoke when he was strapped down, and the 
withdrawal killed him, knotting his stomach, making him want to vomit. 
Sometimes he vomited over himself purposely just to make her clean it 
up. 
 He didn't get much contact from Tim, rushed messages with all the 
hallmarks of the sender not really having time to send them. He supposed 
Tim lived in a suite in the Dorchester, had a Bentley and went to Majorca 
for weekends. 
 A trip out for Dale was the shower, where a plastic school chair 
was waiting for him to sit on while he washed himself. He wasn't allowed 
to shave himself either, so they'd taken even the dignity of deciding to 
end it all away. 
 By the freezing middle of July Dale had forgotten almost 
everything that had happened to him. It almost felt like he'd had a dream 
after the fall of 2019, about people he'd loved and the horrifying things 
he'd seen with them. 
 He forgot what Vicki's voice sounded like. He also heard she and 
her husband were expecting their first child. 
 For a week after that, Dale had been reminded of sex. How 
wonderful it had been with her. He spent days at a time trying to achieve 
an erection, and when he failed, the hired nurse arrived back from the 
shops one day to find Dale in bed, with his pyjama pants down, 
unconscious, an ocean of blood covering his sheets. He'd dragged himself 
into the kitchen to get a blunt butter knife out of the drawer and returned 
to bed to try to saw his penis off with it. 
 From then on, he spent most of the day strapped down, staring at 
the ceiling. He decided he believed in God, and prayed quite calmly for 
countless hours that the brace would come back just so he could stand up, 
walk to the window and jump through it to the ground five floors below, 
making sure he landed on his head. 
 This time, when he fell, he'd do it properly. 



 One night, while dreaming, he remembered what he and Vicki had 
been like together, how it had felt with her. He imagined her happy and 
joyous with her husband, looking forward to their child, secure in her 
career, with her nice house, her Iceland Pine table where Dale had made 
love to her, and him, laying across the pavement in Burrows Street, St. 
Peters, his head cracked and bleeding like a broken egg. 
 Funny how things ended up. 
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 Since April he'd been seeing a therapist in Gordon in the middle 
North Shore. It was a long way from St Peters, but the guy specialised in 
post-traumatic stress disorder, or so the health department had said when 
they organised him. 
 The therapist was an old man who asked a lot of questions Dale 
thought pretty rude, and who wouldn't take no for an answer. After a 
while Dale had called Barry's number and left a message asking his friend 
to recommend someone else Dale might go to. After a few days with no 
return call, Dale remembered Barry was dead too. 
 Nobody in Sydney remembered how hot it had been when the 
disturbances on the Sydney Harbour Bridge had ended, because it was so 
bitterly cold now. The train doors closed off the freezing wind and 
drizzle. The hired nurse pushed Dale into the carriage, into the vestibule 
area where she accidentally banged his ankle against one of the steel 
poles before sitting down and opening her magazine. 
 It always felt like everyone was staring at him, so he just looked 
down into his lap. He was wrapped in an old woollen jumper, an old pair 
of faded jeans and woollen socks that poked out below. Across his knees 
was a faded, crocheted blanket. Why the fuck he needed it to keep warm 
when he had no feeling he never knew. He hated it but clutched it tightly. 
 It was one of his hired nurse's stupid rituals to get off at Town Hall 
and go shopping. She never took him in with her, saying it would be too 
crowded and too much trouble to push him around. 
 So she'd leave him outside the doors on the street, waiting for her. 
Once, a young, professional woman in tailored slacks and a fine jacket 
had dropped a handful of coins into Dale's lap, smiling vaguely at him. 
He flinched and wiped the coins off onto the footpath as if they were a 
stain, horrified. 
 From there, laden with bags, the hired nurse would hail a taxi that 
would take them all the way to Gordon. Once the session with the rude 
old therapist was over, they'd catch the train from Gordon to the city, and 
change trains to go back to St. Peters. It was Dale's only day out, visiting 
an old guy he hated with a nurse he hated while Vicki Holt got a sweet, 
understanding therapist who was so caring and so helpful she fell in love 
and married him. 
 This particular freezing July day, the hired nurse came out of the 
shopping complex and finally agreed to Dale's pleas to call a taxi before 
he froze. 
 She lifted him up and dropped him unceremoniously onto the back 
seat of the taxi before folding the wheelchair up to bundle it into the boot 
before climbing in the front to instruct the driver. 



 They joined the Western Distributor and began the slow climb 
between the skyscrapers of the city toward the Harbour Bridge. Dale 
looked out the window for the familiar first glimpse. It terrified him to 
look at this bridge after the fall. But it held no more fears for him now, no 
more memories. It was just another bridge to be crossed. 
 They passed through the tollgates and past the southern pylons. 
Dale didn't know if it was winter, or his eyes, but one thing he always 
noticed was the colours of the pylons, the red and the orange. He 
remembered them as being bright and vibrant before. Now they seemed 
drab, faded by years, or maybe too many hardships. Faded by age, 
whether it was in the paint or in his eyes. 
 Before too long the traffic drew to a halt. Dale craned his neck to 
see what was going on, but he couldn't see past the cars banked up. The 
oncoming traffic was very slow as well, he noticed. 
 The nurse uttered some complaint and the taxi driver shared her 
sentiment. They began to wonder what was happening, and the hired 
nurse turned to Dale and said she and the driver were going to walk up 
and see what the hold up was – if there was an accident they might be 
able to help. She told Dale not to go anywhere and laughed. They got out, 
closed their doors and were gone. 
 Dale looked around but didn't find anything to attract his attention. 
He looked down into his lap, trying to amuse himself, but tobacco 
withdrawal tore his ability to concentrate to shreds and he couldn't 
conjure up one entertaining thought. 
 Dale reached inside his jumper and took out his cigarettes and 
lighter, lighting one and taking a long, grateful drag, blowing a plume of 
smoke inside the cold cabin of the taxi. 
 He looked out the side windows, watching other drivers wind 
windows down to see what was going on, a few more getting out. 
 He took another long drag, settling back more in seat, blowing out 
a long plume of smoke, forming an 'o' with his mouth. 
 

**** 
 
 It took split seconds. It didn't build, it was just there. His mind was 
suddenly full of it, like a thundering train had just come through a brick 
wall, obliterating it in an explosion of rock and dust. 
 Dale's vision swam and he shuddered. He reeled. 
 He was there. That feeling, from all his dreams. It suddenly 
surrounded him, suffocating, like a blanket. He still couldn't identify it, it 
was as if it was pressing in on every side from the world outside, only a 
thin membrane holding it back. He couldn't see the colours, the shapes or 



form of it, but he could feel it, surrounding him, ready to burst in and 
crush him. 
 He knew it. He knew he did, he could almost taste the name of it on 
his tongue. Dale gripped the headrest of the driver's seat in front, pushing 
himself back against the back seat to steady himself. 
 And if he was surrounded by it, ready to spill over the top of him 
like a tsunami, that meant- 
 There was a soft knock from across the taxi, on the opposite 
window. Probably the driver and nurse back from the... 
 In that instant it engulfed him. 
 A floodgate opened and it spilled in, brining the sodden corpse of 
every horrible memory crashing in with it. Hanging off the cable car 
system. Watching so many people die. Seeing the bridge fall over and 
over in his dreams. 
 Beside the taxi was an overturned white Mitsubishi Colt and 
pattering at the opposite window was a dead man with skin like fish and 
black, oily blood dribbling from cracks across his face. He howled 
weakly, slapping softly on the window of the taxi to get in. Although 
Dale couldn't see it, his leg was sheared off, a river of blood seeping from 
the stump. 
 Hitching breaths he couldn't scream back out, Dale turned and 
shoved his door open, unfastening the seat belt and pushing himself out to 
thump to the road. He could see, underneath the car, the man with the 
dead face and half a leg fall to the ground as well, peering at Dale 
through his dead, waterlogged eyes. The dead man began to crawl around 
the taxi, seeking his prey out. 
 Dale croaked in fear and began to drag himself away from the car 
by the elbows, whimpering and crying. It couldn't be happening, could it? 
 Ahead, the driver's side door of another car opened and a middle 
aged woman fell out, her eyes white, her skin sopping and blue, her 
mouth a tangle of overgrown teeth and a bloated purple tongue. She 
cawed obscenely and rolled, a sack of dead flesh, to the road, her eyes 
skyward. As Dale desperately dragged himself past her, panting in fear, 
her hand came to life and began to grope for his face. He slapped it away 
and continued on. 
 Everywhere people were spilling out of cars, dripping wet, all 
dead, all with their eyes fixed on him. 
 The brace. The fucking brace! He was being haunted again and this 
time he couldn't even walk! 
 A train was stationary on the track on the Western edge. Its doors 
opened and a cascade of stinking seawater spilled out, full of dead fish, 
seaweed, waterlogged harbour rubbish and living dead bodies that 
climbed to their feet and shambled towards him. 



 There was a clang ahead and a steel-grey beam clanked to the road. 
Dale looked up in horror. There was the old bridge again, shaking back 
and forth, iron beams spitting loose and crashing together on their way 
down. 
 He heard that horrible choked wail again from behind him and as 
he turned, the man with his leg torn off stared at Dale with wild, lustful 
eyes and grabbed Dale's ankle. 
 It was the first time the corpse from all his nightmares had reached 
him. 
 It was the first time the entire horrible thing, whatever it was, had 
reached him. 
 And that place he knew, the place from all his dreams, flooded into 
him. He knew it. This time he saw it for what it was... 
 Dale thrashed his upper body. He couldn't run, he could only crawl, 
and so now, it had reached him. 
 Without all his friends to help. 
 Without his mother. 
 Without his back and his legs. 
 Without the strength he had spent 18 years slowly building up. 
 It knew. He could feel the voice in its shrivelled heart – it had been 
biding its time for months on end, waiting for him to be alone, without 
anyone or anything to help him. 
 Christ Tim, he screamed to himself, you're in England living like 
royalty and you were fucking wrong. It hasn't gone at all, it's still here! 
It's been here all this time. It's been waiting for me and now it's GOT 
ME!! 
 A dark shadow appeared from overhead. Dale looked up to see a 
long, black oblong growing before his eyes. It took long seconds for him 
to realise it was a huge steel beam, rolling slowly as it fell, and it wasn't 
until it was about to land on his head he realised what it was. 
 In the split second before it hit, Dale realised where he was. The 
faraway... 
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 He screamed. 
 He fought to sit upright. 
 He was wrapped in something and, in a panic, shoved at it, kicking 
and thrashing, finding himself in midair. 
 He crashed painfully to the ground, still crying out. 
 He tried to drag himself away from the horrors pursuing him along 
the highway, but froze. 
 It was almost pitch dark. Dale was indoors. And... 
 His legs. 
 He could feel carpet underneath them. He could feel his legs! 
 Experimentally, he tried to draw his legs up. It worked. He fought 
and clambered and was on his feet! 
 A wave of relief like ecstasy washed through him. The brace. His 
beautiful spine. It was back! He became aware of the erection under his 
hospital robe and held his breath, hardly daring to hope... 
 He was wearing his own pyjamas. He was in his own flat. 
 The brace being removed, his descent into poverty, misery and 
madness, his last ever trip across the bridge. 
 It had all been a nightmare. 
 The air was warm. It was still February. Tim hadn't deserted him 
and the brace hadn't been taken. Might Vicki still love him? 
 Dale had walked into the bathroom to relieve himself when he 
heard his CMD and a knock at the door of the flat at the same time. 
 He was breathing heavily, joy and adrenalin surging through him 
as he walked back to the living room, picking up the CMD to see if he 
knew the number. Might it be Tim? More likely it was the home hospital 
service, calling as they realised he'd woken up. 
 He grabbed the robe up from the end of the bed and opened the 
door, wrapping it around his shoulders. It was a uniformed cop. 
 "Mr Milling," he began. "Feel all right?" 
 "Yeah, just woke up from a pretty intense dream," he said, lifting 
the still-ringing mobile. "Let me just-" 
 "Go for it, it's probably your health service. Mind if I join you a 
minute?" 
 He was already stepping into the flat as Dale gestured inside and 
answered the CMD. 
 "Mr Milling, my name's Vasily, I'm calling from your health 
provider-" 
 "Fine, thanks. I'm awake and all okay," Dale assured the man, "the 
police are already here." 



 "That's good Mr Milling, any chance I might speak to the attending 
constable?" 
 "Sure, I'll put him on," Dale said, holding the mobile out to the 
cop. After he crossed the room towards the kitchen, he noticed the cop 
watching him the whole time, moving to position himself nearer the 
nearest wall where he could see Dale inside the kitchen as he poured 
himself a glass of orange juice. 
 "No, no problem..." the cop said. "Sure, very calm." Dale glanced 
up at him. The cop was talking about him. All at once Dale realised he 
was under guard. 
 After what had happened with Vicki, the medical alert facility was 
tuned into him (he wasn't sure how but figured they'd sent some software 
to the brace to report back when he moved of his own volition, a sure 
sign he was awake) and the cop had been posted at the flat in case he 
grabbed a knife and went drooling all the way back to Vicki's to finish 
her off. Not only that, a cop who'd been given access to get past the 
security buzzer downstairs and right up to his door. 
 He did his best to ignore the cop telling the operator at the other 
end of the phone he didn't think Dale was crazy enough to shoot just yet, 
and smiled graciously when the cop handed the phone back and thanked 
him. 
 "You must have been sleeping on the front doorstep downstairs to 
get in here that fast," Dale smirked. "Probably more exciting jobs to do 
on a Thursday night." He looked at the time on the CMD as he put it back 
on the bench. "Friday morning, I mean." 
 The cop shrugged, looking a little more relaxed. "Just making sure 
you're okay, sir. You going somewhere?" he asked, gesturing to Dale's 
robe. 
 "No," Dale said, glancing down at himself, "just grabbed it in case 
I had company for awhile." The cop nodded but didn't move, as if 
expecting Dale to say more. There was an uncomfortable pause. "Can I 
go back to bed?" 
 "Of course," the cop said, making his way towards the door. "I just 
have to advise you you're not permitted to leave your flat until further 
notice. I believe a police psychologist is seeing you tomorrow, but you're 
technically under arrest right now." 
 Dale looked at the floor, trying to look appropriately chagrined. "I 
understand. But even if I wasn't I assure you I'm not going anywhere at 
quarter to one." 
 "Fair enough," the cop said, opening the door and letting himself 
out. "Sleep well." 



 "Thank you," Dale said with only a trace of sarcasm in his voice, 
closing the door as the cop walked away towards the first landing of the 
stairs. 
 By the time he heard he heard the heavy main security door close 
three floors below, Dale was half dressed. 
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 The taxi turned off New South Head Road and began to make its 
way along the secondary roads through to Wallaroy Crescent. 
 The meagre traffic that had accompanied it along the main road 
was left behind and there were no signs of life along the residential streets 
of Edgecliff and Woollahra. 
 Streetlights cast sparse islands of light along dark roads, the tall 
trees that created a leafy tunnel along Wallaroy Crescent were dark 
shadows making the stars flicker on and off as the taxi moved below 
them. Cars sat silent in driveways, windows were black, the night was a 
world made out of glass and the passage of the taxi at nearly two o'clock 
in the morning shattered it. 
 But as Dale stepped out and watched the taxi swing a u-turn and 
drive off the way it had come he realised the night was made of special, 
magic glass. The taxi's taillights turned off at the end of the street and 
silence descended again, the glass back together. 
 Dale turned to the front of number 17, the charming colonial style 
blonde front a shadow in the night. It looked too big for one person, and 
Dale had sometimes daydreamed of living there too. 
 He stepped over the small gate at the bottom of the stairs rather 
than opening it, knowing how squeaky it was, and tiptoed up towards the 
front door, feeling for the doorbell and pressing it. 
 He heard it from inside the house, and despite its lovely tone it 
sounded like a cannon blast in the silence of the sleeping neighbourhood. 
 He walked down the steps a few paces to peer into the front 
windows, waiting to see the light come on from the bedroom down the 
back of the house. 
 He counted slowly to 15 and returned to the door, pressing the 
button again. Somewhere a few doors down a light came on in the depths 
of the house. 
 Dale breathed deeply to try and dislodge the apprehension that felt 
like a rock in his stomach. 
 The alcove light above him came stabbing on, making him clench 
his eyes tightly closed, the glass of the peaceful night crashing violently 
to the ground again. 
 The door opened a few centimetres with the chain on and Vicki 
stood there in an oversized T-shirt, her arm in another light sling, like it 
had been the week before after the disastrous research trip. 
 Her eyes were painted with black rings and her throat was blotchy 
with red marks. A bandaid covered her cheek and her other hand was 
wrapped in a bandage. She looked shocked, then only looked at him. 
 Dale's heart sank sickly at the state of her. 



 "Hi," he offered weakly. 
 "What are you doing here so late?" she said, "Your operation's in 
the morning." 
 "I'm not having the operation." 
 "How did you get out of your flat. Tim said you were supposed to 
have-" 
 "The police guarding it, yeah," he said, glancing at the ground. "I 
thought they probably wouldn't bother covering the back gate past the 
clotheslines." 
 "And what if they were? You might be in jail right now." 
 Dale looked back up at her. "It was worth the risk to see you. I just 
wanted to get here. I didn't want to spark off a manhunt and have them 
ringing you telling you I was... coming." He didn't add the last few words 
he was thinking – 'to get you'. 
 Did she close the door just a few millimetres, ready to slam it and 
run screaming if necessary? It broke his heart all over again. 
 "I just wanted to tell you I'm keeping the brace." 
 "What about the bridge? It's the only thing you can do to stop it." 
 You. Not us anymore, just you. 
 "I just decided I can't live without it," Dale said. "I had this... 
dream tonight. I had the brace taken out and everything went bad. 
Everybody stopped seeing me. Everything stopped happening so Tim 
stopped investigating it and moved away. I had to move to this horrible 
little flat and have a 24 hour nursemaid." 
 "Why is that so bad?" Vicki asked, not knowing life without her 
had been the worst part of the dream. "You've done it before." 
 Dale felt a tight, hot block of sadness rise into his mouth, and 
closed his lips tightly to try to swallow it. He was terrified to tell her what 
he really wanted to say in case he broke down, but more in case it just 
didn't make any difference to her. Tears sprang to his eyes. He looked at 
the ceiling of the alcove, blinking hard. 
 "You didn't see me any more," he struggled to say evenly, "You 
got married. I kept the picture of you on your wedding day, and every 
time I looked at it I could feel you, wherever you were, trying to forget 
about me because of what I did to you." 
 Vicki looked at the floor, tears glistening in her eyes as well. Her 
voice, when she spoke, was a quiet squeak. "I've been waking up all night 
from nightmares of your face while you were..." she said, "I have been 
trying to forget about you." 
 "Vicki," he pleaded, tears running down his face now, "It wasn't 
me. I was watching TV with the rest of you, and the next thing I knew I 
woke up at home. They told me and I didn't believe them. You've said 



yourself I couldn't hurt a fly. How could I do something like that to you, 
of all people?" 
 Vicki glanced up at him, her eyes running with tears. "I don't 
know. All I know is I was looking at your face and your hand was around 
my throat and it was your hand that broke my arm even worse than it 
was. I'd already hurt it the night of the... bridge... and after what you did 
they told me my shoulder is splintered so badly I might never regain full 
use of it." 
 Dale could only stare at her. 
 "What are you really doing here, Dale?" Vicki asked, drying her 
eyes. 
 Dale swallowed hard but couldn't get rid of the lump in his throat. 
"I came because... it hurt so much when they told me you wouldn't come 
and see me. I came to tell you it wasn't really me, and I hope you forgive 
me. I hope you believe I could never hurt you. I lost you in this dream 
and it was the worst thing that's ever happened to me, worse than falling 
off the bridge, worse than all the years in the wheelchair. I know I hurt 
you, but... I couldn't live with losing you in real life." 
 Vicki shrugged and looked at the ground. "Maybe I'm not really 
yours in real life," she said, "We haven't been together that long, after 
all." 
 It sent a knife through him. 
 He cried harder, his voice fighting sobs. "I knew I had to be ready 
for you saying that," he said, trying to smile. "...Well, I'm keeping the 
brace. If I lose everything else, at least I'll still have my own body." Vicki 
kept staring at the ground. "I know you must have been frightened of 
me," Dale continued, suddenly desperate to know, "but are you still 
frightened now?" 
 Vicki shrugged again, and couldn't look him in the face. "What if I 
was?" she said, fighting now to stop her own tears coming in a flood. 
 "It'd be worse, knowing I've done that to you." He turned away 
from the doorway, sighing deeply and looking out into the street. "I just 
wanted to tell you I'm not having the operation, that's all. Maybe the only 
way to stop everything is to move away. If I'm far enough away maybe 
the disturbances will stop. I might be risking someone's life being even 
this close." He gestured in the direction of the city. 
 "How do you know it'll help?" Vicki asked. "What about the day in 
Barry's surgery? You were 30 kilometres away. You might have to go to 
the moon before it makes any difference. You heard what Tim said, we 
have no idea how big this... circuit or whatever even is." 
 He shrugged. "I don't know. I just know I'm not giving up my legs. 
I'm probably being stupid because I had a nightmare, but at least it's made 



me remember how pathetic and worthless I felt before I ever had the 
brace." 
 I've fallen in love with this woman, he said to himself, I've lost my 
virginity to her, and here I am talking to her like we're doctor and patient. 
 Because you broke her arm and tried to rape her, another internal 
voice reminded him. 
 "I'm going to let you get back to bed," he said. 
 No, the first voice screamed. Don't let her go. But he started to turn 
away. 
 "I don't understand you," Vicki said angrily. "Why do you think 
you're only worth something when you can walk? You told me about 
your life before you had the brace. You admitted it wasn't so bad." 
 Dale sighed. "It's hard to remember how bad things were when I'm 
with you. But it was never as good as this," he said. 
 "Why can't you learn again?" she said. "People have diseases or 
accidents and learn to live their lives again. You've still got a heart and a 
mind." 
 He was shaking his head before she'd finished speaking. He'd never 
been surer of anything in his life. "And if they had the choice they'd 
rather not get cancer or crash their car... I've got that luxury now." 
 "Dale, you can still have a fulfilling life-" 
 "I can't do it, Vicki. You know yourself I'm not strong enough to 
live through it again, I'm not 19 this time. If I couldn't walk I wouldn't 
have the strength to do anything. I'd be worthless." 
 "Why do you think you're nothing without being able to walk? I 
didn't fall in love with your legs, Dale. I fell in love with you." 
 Dale looked back at her, feeling a glimmer of hope and the knife in 
his chest twist a little. He watched teardrops fall down her face, sparkling 
in the alcove light. She looked so beautiful and lost. 
 Vicki licked her lips, unhooking the chain and opening the door. "I 
know it wasn't you baby," she said quietly, "Come inside before someone 
calls the police... I won't leave you. You only had a bad dream, I wouldn't 
marry anyone else, I love you. Please come in." 
 They walked down to the bedroom hand in hand, got undressed 
and got into bed together, Dale lying behind her, arms wrapped tightly 
around her. 
 When Vicki felt his erection hardening against her bottom she 
kissed him softly and asked him to make love to her. 
 Neither could go through with it. 
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 "I'm not having the brace out," Dale said, "I wouldn't survive 
through it." 
 "Don't be ridiculous, Dale." Tim said, "you're only 38, you're 
physically-" 
 "I don't mean that," Dale interrupted, "I know I'd live through it. I 
just decided I'd never have a good life after it. What if I want to have 
children soon?" he squeezed Vicki's hand, sitting next to him on the 
lounge in Tim's Birchgrove office. 
 Ever since he'd shown up on her doorstep early that morning, she'd 
held his hand tightly and not let go. Driving to Tim's in the late model 
Daihatsu the insurance company had provided while her car was being 
assessed for repairs had been the hardest yet as she'd had to drive with her 
right hand, her left useless in the sling. 
 It had meant she'd been unable to touch Dale for the whole trip and 
she wanted to ask him to put a hand on her leg or something the whole 
time, just so they could be in contact, but she'd convinced herself she was 
being stupid, trying to ignore the voice deeper down screaming out in 
pain and loneliness. 
 Of course, the thought of having children had never crossed Dale's 
mind, but how could he explain the terrible future from a dream to Tim, 
who was so scientific and rational? He'd tell Dale he was being stupid – 
and rightly so. 
 But Dale just knew. He wasn't a fighter, and he'd never be able to 
make his life work again. 
 "Well," Tim said from across the room where he sat propped 
against the windowsill, "I don't know if you've stopped to consider this, 
Dale, but what about the disturbances? So far there have been over 20 
deaths, and maybe you've forgotten the brace is partly the cause of that." 
 "You didn't say that, Tim," Dale corrected, "You said the brace 
wasn't causing all this, it was receiving it." 
 "You're right, I'm sorry. I don't mean it's your fault, but the fact 
remains everything points to the brace being the answer to stopping it." 
 "And what about if it isn't?" Dale said angrily. "You know what 
happened in this dream I had? I had the brace taken out, and I lost 
everything. I lost the power to walk, I just lost everything. I went back to 
the bridge after a couple of months and it all started again. Only this time, 
I couldn't run away, because I had no spine. So they finally got me, like 
they've been chasing me for 20 years." 
 He looked at the floor, putting his hands on his hips and spitting 
the word 'fuck' softly at the carpet, angry at himself for bringing it up 



when he'd promised himself all the way to Tim's office he wouldn't 
mention it. 
 As soon as he'd said the word 'dream', Tim had rolled his eyes and 
waited patiently for Dale to finish. "Do you really need me to tell you 
about making important decisions like this based on dreams?" 
 "But what if I'm right? This idea of getting rid of the brace is only a 
theory, Tim. I'm not a guinea pig, it's my life we're experimenting with. 
Besides... I've found something I don't want to give up now." 
 He looked at Vicki's face. She was smiling softly at him and 
through the broken skin and black eyes, through the hardship and terror 
and violence, her smile was a little doorway in her pretty features that had 
been shining through until a few days before. She squeezed his hand. 
 "Look, you two getting together like this is wonderful," Tim said, 
"it's probably where you've got most of the strength to deal with this." His 
face grew grave. "But people are dying, Dale. Maybe you have to ask 
yourself what's more important." 
 "How dare you," Vicki said venomously to him. 
 "Vicki," Tim continued, "this thing won't stop until-" 
 "Like I said," Dale interrupted, "it's only a theory. I know you've 
been a support and friend to me Tim, but you've also had a microscope 
over me the whole time as well... I think you're just disappointed because 
I'm a science project that's not behaving the way you wanted it to." 
 Tim looked evenly at him. "How can you say that to me?" he said 
quietly, "I have been a support and a friend to you, Dale. If you go 
looking for ulterior motives in all my research, that's your problem... 
Jesus, Vicki, you're a psychiatrist, surely you know how attached we can 
become? Look at the two of you, you're living proof." 
 He stood and walked across to his desk, wrenched a drawer open 
and took a book out. They both saw the gold leaf crucifix on the cover. 
"See this? Every night I kneel beside my bed and pray for this ordeal to 
end, for people to stop suffering. I've prayed for you to overcome your 
fear and to be safe. When I realised how the two of you started to feel 
about each other, I prayed for you. I prayed for Barry and Donald as they 
went flying past me on fire... so don't you dare..." 
 Dale looked at the floor in sudden shame. "I'm sorry," he said like 
a scolded child, the years of timidity a hard habit to break, "I just... want 
you to understand. If it was your power to walk you'd know how I feel. I 
just don't want to risk it if it doesn't work. It's my back we're talking 
about, I'd like it studied a bit deeper." 
 "We can study it as long as we like, but I can't keep up with all the 
readings and notes I'm taking, there aren't enough parapsychologists on 
this planet I can farm it all out to for processing, and every time I turn my 
head someone else has been fucking killed." 



 Tim was completely right again, like always, but nothing he could 
say could wipe the horrible residue of the nightmare from Dale's mind. 
 "Like I told Vicki last night, I can move away." 
 "I told him-" Vicki began in a small voice, but Tim cut her off. 
 "Yeah, where? You know how far away you have to go? You done 
all the sums?" 
 "That's what I told him," Vicki said, looking down at the floor. 
 "And how the hell do we know if it'll be enough no matter how far 
I go?" Dale said, getting out of the lounge and crossing to the coffee 
machine on the cabinet along the back wall. Vicki rolled her fist into a 
ball and put it into her lap nervously with her eyes downcast, 
uncomfortable to be out of his reach. 
 Dale poured a cup and turned to regard them both. "I'd rather take a 
lethal injection than have to spend one more day in a wheelchair. I hated 
the thing. If Barry was here he'd understand. He saw it. I hated that thing 
so much, but I was so quiet and reserved I didn't show anyone. I didn't 
even show myself most of the time. But inside, I was miserable being 
stuck in it every day. 
 "Now I've lived these few years – no, just the last month, and seen 
what I can do, I've realised there's no way I'd go back to sitting in that 
thing, watching people run around parks and laugh, drive cars, listening 
to the people in the flat below me having sex. I never had those things. 
 "You all ran along the beach and fucked your girlfriends and 
boyfriends and walked up and down your stairs and didn't think twice 
about it, while I couldn't even stand up. I missed all that ...I'm sorry, but 
I'm keeping the brace. When I was trapped in that supermarket or when I 
chased that thing up the pylon by myself, I was fighting it, and sometimes 
winning. If I have to go back to the wheelchair again I won't be able to 
feel like that anymore. I'm sorry. Ten thousand people can die for all I 
care." 
 Tim sighed and looked at Vicki. "You're his shrink. Where's this 
come from?" 
 "Nothing to do with me," she said, "but a bit of selfishness never 
hurt anybody. He went a long time without any." 
 "Fine," Tim said, "he's cured. Nobody's gladder than I am. But the 
bridge and whatever lives there are a different thing altogether, aren't 
they? Don't you remember what you told me when I stopped him? He 
told you nobody could hear you, because everybody was watching him on 
TV. All the stuff that happened on the bridge on Wednesday night, all the 
people who got killed, it was all a cheap distraction so it could get to you. 
You were only lucky enough to be able to get my attention." 
 "It made a whole city of people suddenly turn on the TV so it could 
take control of Dale's body and r-rape me?" Vicki said. 



 "Is that so hard to believe, after what we've seen so far?" 
 Vicki shuddered and unconsciously thrust her hand in between her 
knees, pressing them together tightly. She looked down into her lap. Her 
fingers and knuckles were white. She shook her hand in the air, sighing. 
"Jesus, I've got to relax. You haven't got any gin in here, have you Tim?" 
 He shook his head, shrugging in apology. "You can relax all you 
want, Vicki, but what about next time? Of course Dale didn't mean it, we 
all know that, but if he leaves the brace in, whatever possessed him could 
come back, and next time it might wait until it doesn't need a distraction. 
How do you fancy being in bed together at home and Dale rolling over-" 
 "Don't, please," Vicki pleaded. 
 "You bastard," Dale yelled, "Don't you dare try to turn her against 
me." 
 "I'm trying to make you both see how important it is that we have 
the brace removed. You might kill someone, Dale. There are so many 
other people." 
 "I don't give a fuck about people," Dale cried. He pointed at Vicki. 
"I've got something I love, and I'm not giving her up." 
 Tim rubbed his hands through his hair, glanced at Vicki and looked 
back at Dale, nodding slowly. "I've never seen you this angry. Makes me 
wonder what else this has all done to you that we can't even see yet." 
 "It's made me grow up, out of all the shadows of the bridge and the 
wheelchair and even my mum dying." Dale slumped back down in the 
lounge, taking Vicki's hand as she reached for him. "I'm not taking the 
brace out, that's it." 
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 The meeting at Tim's office broke up at about eleven. Tim's 
goodbyes seemed distracted, half-hearted. Vicki couldn't tell which and 
decided she couldn't care less. Although he technically still worked for 
her, she didn't care if she never saw him again. He was a nice enough 
guy, but every time she had any dealings with him it was over stuff that 
shouldn't even exist in the world. 
 She had work to do, and tried her best to convince Dale it wasn't 
important and she could take the rest of the day off, but he was adamant 
she go back to work, promising he'd get a taxi to her place later for dinner 
and stay over if she wanted. 
 And yes, she wanted. As they kissed each other and he climbed 
into the hired car and went off down Birchgrove Road, she hugged her 
arm tightly around herself, feeling horribly exposed and unsafe, hurrying 
back to the insurance company loan car to drive back to work. 
 That's what she'd do, she told herself with a decisive nod. She'd go 
back to work. She's say hi to Felicity and apologise for letting her down 
so often lately, disappearing at a moment's notice and leaving her poor 
receptionist to sort out the appointments that were thrown into disarray. 
 The plan felt good. She had a strong feeling all this trouble was all 
over now. Something about the certainty of Dale's decision made it 
seem... not as if the things they'd seen would disappear, so much – more 
that they wouldn't give Vicki, Dale or anyone they knew any more 
trouble. He seemed to have a new strength about him that was 
unflappable. 
 Vicki blew out a heavy breath she recognised as relief as she pulled 
into the traffic. She'd tell Felicity everything was back to normal and they 
could get back to serious business again – gossiping about the other 
doctors in the complex, swapping beauty tips and setting out on 
emergency chocolate missions in the afternoons after being on diets all 
day. 
 Dale was fine – not even the trauma he was carrying around was 
debilitating any more. And the bridge and its ghostly happenings and 
violent deaths were indeed terrible, but they were someone else's problem 
now. She hardly had enough left inside her to be scared of it any more. It 
was fodder for politicians, scientists, police, the news – much smarter and 
better-resourced people than her. 
 She could live with a haunted Harbour Bridge just a few kilometres 
away quite happily. She'd just take the ferry. 
 All she wanted was to go back to her little house, concentrate on 
her little practice in Bondi Junction, and maybe begin a little life with 
Dale. 



 Overnight her dreams had shrunk to a size she seemed to be able to 
hold in her hands, comfortable and compact after her life had been thrust 
into the midst of something so huge and crushing. 
 She thought about the restored 2025 GL Mercedes waiting for her 
in a prestige car dealership somewhere in her dreams, but realised she 
wanted nothing more flash than her little red Holden DeMode hatchback, 
the one that had been smashed by... 
 Maybe the deaths would continue. Dale had sounded cruel when he 
said as much, but in the little black pool signposted Truth in her mind, 
she knew she could stand beside him and watch the whole world fall into 
hell. She'd been through too much, and she was too tired to cry for all of 
humanity anymore. 
 All she looked forward to now was the tiny rush of gratification 
she felt when patients smiled and said yes, they were feeling much better 
about their husband/mother/attacker/inability to orgasm. 
 People seemed genetically predisposed to find something to worry 
about, their most resilient gene one of worry and self pity. But no matter 
how many trillions were born onto this Earth with all its hatred, violence, 
misery and death, they were all as innocent, helpless and bewildered as 
each other and they deserved a little happiness. 
 We were all roiling cauldrons of instinct and intent, all of it in 
conflict with others and even itself, and Vicki knew just making it to the 
end of every day was a small triumph. 
 And to think of some of those people leaving Bondi Central 
business tower with even a little sunshine in their hearts gave Vicki her 
own happiness. 
 She'd work too hard every day and develop an ulcer before she was 
45, and at nine o'clock she'd have a G&T beside her, be up to page 120 
and be reading about how the brutish Drill Bryson had taken the demure 
Lady Miriam in his arms and, despite her protests, kissed her forcefully 
on the lips, his muscles rippling with barely contained passion. 
 No, bugger that, she said to herself with a smile. She'd start leaving 
early and maybe by six thirty, she'd be Lady Miriam, and Dale would be 
the swashbuckling pirate prince with torn short and blazing pectorals. 
 Should she ask him to move in with her? Her face broke into a 
wider smile at the thought. He couldn't live in his flat alone forever, not 
with her laying in bed miles away, aching for him. 
 She had to close off his file, for starters, and then... start seeing 
patients, she supposed. 
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 That night, after they chatted for a few hours, getting drowsier and 
drowsier (by some uncomfortable unspoken agreement, neither initiated 
lovemaking), Dale lay awake in the dark in Vicki's bedroom, listening to 
her tiny snores beside him where she nestled in the crook of his arm. 
 His mind kept drifting back to the dream. By now, he might 
already have the brace out and be at home recovering from the operation, 
a hired nurse tending to everything, organising his move to a smaller 
disabled persons flat, smoking the cigarettes he would one day steal, 
taking him on shopping trips where someone would one day mistake him 
for a beggar... 
 Dale shuddered. 
 Never. He was glad he'd stood his ground. 
 But he still felt apprehensive. He felt like he was unsafe, like he 
shouldn't even be there. It had been easy to feel so certain while talking to 
Tim that morning, out in the world where everything seemed so mundane 
and normal. But now there was nothing in the world except himself, 
Vicki and the dark. 
 She was still hurt. Her arm hadn't needed a cast, but she was to 
wear it in a sling throughout the day and sleep carefully at night to keep 
her shattered shoulder as still as possible for at least a fortnight. 
 He looked down at her sleeping face. She was so beautiful and so 
trusting. What would he do if he turned into something that really hurt 
her – maybe worse – while there was nobody around to protect her? 
 Might he awaken from a euphoric, psychedelic dream of primal 
bloodlust to find Vicki's unconscious body, bleeding and cut, maybe with 
her arm snapped off altogether, impaled on some monstrous misshapen 
cock that didn't belong to him? 
 He tried to suppress another shudder. He wanted to be too tired to 
care. He wanted to be overjoyed at lying in bed with her so close to him, 
the only pleasure it seemed he had left in life. But even that was denied 
him. He knew too well anything could happen. 
 And as if the world were warning him against his hubris, that night 
it did. 
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 Vicki stirred, starting to turn over before her hurt arm stopped her. 
It might be a few weeks before she got used to sleeping with it, she 
realised groggily. 
 She groaned, flopping back down on her back and slowly opening 
her eyes. It must have been late – she felt like she'd been asleep for hours 
and the only light was the small, dim square that came from the mirrored 
coat stand inside the front door reflecting a streetlight. 
 She turned her head but Dale wasn't beside her. After a few 
seconds of listening Vicki couldn't hear him anywhere, and at that hour in 
a house as old as hers, it was hard to stay completely silent from just 
about anywhere around the property. 
 "Babe, you out there?" she said, her voice crusty with sleep. 
 Vicki carefully got up onto her good elbow to peer out through the 
bedroom door and cleared her throat. 
 "Dale?" she said, louder. 
 There wasn't a sound, nor were there any lights on. 
 Trying to ignore the disquiet rising, Vicki flung the sheet back and 
swung her legs to the floor. He'd just gone to sit in the tiny backyard 
behind the garage, that was all. Sometimes there was nothing nicer in this 
weather than sitting in the swing chair and watching the few stars you 
could see this close to the city. She was sure she'd mentioned that in all 
the time he'd spent here – he must have taken her advice. 
 She stood up and walked across to the bedroom door, leaning 
against it and calling him again. 
 Nothing. 
 Instead of turning on the bedroom light she switched on the lamp 
on the little side table just outside the bedroom. 
 It wasn't until Vicki had walked a few more feet she realised it 
hadn't come on. 
 Frowning, she turned back to look at the lamp. Had a globe blown, 
or- 
 "What are you doing up?" his voice came from the front of the 
house. 
 Vicki started down the hall again. "Where are you?" 
 "Kitchen," he murmured. 
 She could already see the glow – the kitchen was on the northern 
wall of the house and streetlights from the next street over, Pinehill 
Avenue, shone so brightly through the window you didn't need the light if 
you got up in the middle of the night. 
 Vicki turned into the kitchen off the hall and started with shock. 
 It was empty. 



 She woke up completely, like she'd been slapped. 
 "Dale? Where are you?" 
 Silence. 
 She reached for the switch and flicked it, suddenly feeling 
surrounded by too many shadows and too many places for things to hide. 
 The kitchen light was out too. 
 "Fucking circuit breakers," she muttered, trying to convince herself 
the century-old fusebox outside had given out again like it sometimes did. 
 But she wasn't convinced. She turned and looked back down the 
hall. There was a torch in the drawer of the side table back down by the 
bedroom door, but she'd have to walk the 20 or so feet to reach it. In the 
dark. 
 Vicki swallowed heavily, turning around to face the front door and 
the lounge room windows beside it. For fuck's sake, she scolded herself, 
you're in the real world that's humming along out there, not some dusty 
manor house in the country where the governess killed the children and 
hung herself a hundred years before. Grow the hell up. 
 Vicki tried to steel herself and started walking back down the hall. 
 The bedroom door was to the left, off the end of the hall, the small 
side table directly ahead of her and the large mirror above it in which 
she'd checked her make-up or outfit or watched herself shamble back to 
bed after late night toilet visits a million times. 
 Suddenly the mirror seemed too big and threatening, too ready to 
reveal something skulking down the hall behind her. 
 Vicki dropped her eyes downward, trying to walk faster. "Dale?" 
she said again, the word almost a plea. 
 "What's the matter?" came his muffled voice from the bedroom, 
bleary with sleep. 
 Vicki stopped short with a small gasp. He'd been in there the whole 
time. Was she going mad? How had- 
 As she looked back up to peer into the bedroom, she caught a 
glimpse of herself in the mirror in the dark after all. 
 Her eyes were wide and white in a silent scream, her sleeping T-
shirt covered in blood and her heavy chopping knife in her hand, held out 
in front of her. 
 Vicki shrieked and ran into the bedroom, leaping into bed and 
throwing the sheet back over herself, scrambling across to grab Dale... 
 She was alone. 
 "Oh fuck this," Vicki said, sitting up in terror. "Dale?" she said 
louder, her voice rising to a shout. "Dale!" 
 Move, she told herself, or you'll be sitting here all night waiting for 
something horrible to grab you. 



 Vicki leaped back up out of bed and, keeping her eyes on the floor, 
ran back into the hall, wrenched the drawer of the side table out and 
snatched up the torch. 
 When she flicked it on and pointed it in a panic from the hall to the 
bedroom and back again, there was nothing missing and nothing wrong. 
 When Dale stuck his head out of the kitchen down the other end of 
the hall she shrieked in fear again. 
 "What's wrong?" he asked. 
 Her heart thundering, Vicki ran to him, putting her arms around his 
neck and burying herself against him. 
 "Hey," Dale murmured, kissing the top of her head, "you all right?" 
 Vicki sniffed, squeezing her eyes tightly and drinking in the scent 
of him, trying to quell her jackrabbiting heart. "Don't want to even think 
about it," she said. 
 Dale squeezed her tighter. She felt his left arm leave her and heard 
the click of the kitchen light. When she opened her eyes a tiny sliver, 
light was pouring out into the hall. 
 She pulled back slightly from him to look up into his face. "What 
are you doing out here?" 
 He shrugged. "Just still a bit hungry, I was going to heat up some 
of the leftovers. Sorry I woke you." 
 He kissed her and smiled, turning around to walk across the 
kitchen while Vicki rested her head in her hand, breathing deeply to try 
and calm down. 
 "I just..." she began as he turned to lean against the bench and wait 
for his food to finish heating. She hadn't even heard the microwave 
running. 
 "Nightmares?" Dale asked. 
 Vicki leaned against the jamb of the door, crossing her arms 
carefully and trying to smile. "Suppose so. God, I can't even tell when I 
woke up. How long have I been here with you?" 
 "I heard you down the hall going through that little table and saw 
the torch come on. Then you ran up here." 
 Vicki blew out another heavy breath. "I got up and came up here, 
then went back to the bedroom, then came up here again when I saw you. 
Shit, have I started sleepwalking or something?" 
 Dale turned to the microwave as it finished and beeped. "It's 
common in times of stress, isn't that right? I'm sure you told me that." 
 "Yeah, but it was just so vivid, and I-" 
 The colour and light bled out of the room. A roaring arose in her 
ears. As Dale turned she saw the heavy kitchen knife – the one she'd been 
holding in the mirror – was buried up to its hilt in the small of Dale's 
back. 



 He reached into the microwave for his plate like he didn't even 
know, but as Vicki looked down at herself she saw she was covered with 
blood, the metallic smell of it suddenly pouring off her in waves. 
 Her sense of balance evaporated, the kitchen around her suddenly 
wheeling like she was a guinea pig in a treadmill. The kitchen floor 
slammed against the back of her head and everything went black... 
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 The nightmares came back as usual, and it was almost a relief to be 
having the old, simple dream about the bridge falling. No corpses, no 
vengeful spirits, nothing supernatural. Only Dale, 19 years old and so 
scared he could feel his heart hump against the inside of his ribcage, an 
orchestra of clanging metal chasing him down a concrete path as he ran 
for his life. 
 The four people calling him desperately to safety, the two women, 
the jogger, the skinhead. 
 The path opening up beneath him. 
 Swallowing his body and spewing him into the empty air. 
 Clutching for anything, seeming to hang in mid-air. 
 The grass and strip of road suddenly darting towards him. 
 Limbs flailing. 
 Screams falling upon his own deaf ears. 
 Falling, 
 falling... 
 Only this time, in the dream, it was different. 
 Sometimes he dreamed about what happened in the moments 
beyond when he'd hit the ground, and just like in real life there wasn't 
really any pain. His neck and back were already broken, the injuries in his 
lower half cut off completely and everything else that had gone violently 
wrong in his body from the impact hidden behind a heavy curtain of 
shock. 
 But this time, as he rolled over on the asphalt, he felt a stabbing 
deep in his back like someone had thrust a spear through him. 
 

**** 
 
 Suddenly it wasn't her head hitting the kitchen floor at all, it was 
the wall of Dale's bathroom as he swung her around to crash against it, 
the pain exploding like a light at the back of her skull. The thing was too 
quick, too strong. Every time she tried to recover it had struck her again. 
 She knew even if it gave her the time to act she would be too 
terrified of the consequences to try anything. She felt the hand slide 
roughly down her short floral dress and the nails dug into her stomach. 
When the fingers found the waistband of her underwear the hand dove in 
and cupped her crotch. The fingers were cold and obscene, digging and 
prodding at her, and her whole body went stiff with absolute terror. 
 No, please, anything but that. 
 The dream melted and Dale and her were together, somewhere she 
didn't know, but she was sitting on the edge of some diffuse object (a 



table? bench? car?) while he stood close. Her arms and legs were 
wrapped around him. They were fully clothed, only their shirts were open 
and she rubbed her bare chest against his. She pulled him close and 
breathed him in deeply, like soap and aftershave, smooth and clean. 
 That thing in the bathroom at his house had been something she'd 
never seen – it was just wearing his clothes. The dream dissolved and she 
would be aware later in the waking hours that her sleep had turned sweet 
as trust for Dale cascaded back into her heart. 
 But now, her sleep dissolved like the dream and sounds broke 
through, becoming deafening. 
 Screams. 
 

**** 
 
 "Dale!" Vicki shouted, sitting up and snapping on the bedside 
lamp. 
 He was lying next to her, as rigid as a wooden board, spit bubbling 
from his lips, tears of terror and pain streaked across his face and neck, 
his screams pleading. 
 It was the brace. It must be. It was going haywire. She struggled to 
roll him over, his paralysis making him a dead weight, onto his side. 
Feeling low down on his back, across the top of the pyjama pants he 
wore, it was unmistakable. There was a heavy, rhythmic thumping 
coming from inside him, like as if one of the metal cogs or some other 
critical moving part of the brace was stuck in a loop, like a scratched 
record jumping back again and again to the same place. 
 Vicki pressed as hard as she could against his skin. Was she 
imagining it or could see feel wheels or mechanical parts rotating, 
pressing back out at her through his flesh? 
 With no idea what to do and wondering whether it would cause 
even more damage, Vicki pounded at the spot with her good arm, hoping 
the force might trip whatever mechanism was stuck. Whatever she did, it 
stopped. 
 She rolled Dale onto his back again and even though his limbs 
were loose again his body shook fiercely. The tears of panic and terror 
were a splatter across his face and into his hair. Sweat pasted his hair to 
his head and the pillow. His eyes were vivid with terror. 
 Vicki cradled him towards her, brushing hair away from his 
forehead and trying to soothe him, holding her bad arm as still as she 
could against his shuddering. "Ssssh... you're all right now," she 
whispered, kissing him softly under his eye, brushing her cheek against 
his. 



 Dale shuddered violently and spoke "Wh-what happened to me?" 
he said, his voice shivering. 
 "I don't know baby," Vicki said, "what do you feel?" 
 Dale wiped his face clumsily. Vicki finished for him, wiping the 
fresh tears away. "I was in agony," he said, "I was dreaming about it, and 
then when IU woke up..." 
 "You're all right now, it's over," Vicki whispered. 
 "How did it stop?" he asked, starting to breathe normally. 
 She didn't want to induce fresh panic. It was the first rule in 
psychiatry as well as fire drills – stay calm no matter what. "It just 
stopped," she lied. "Do you feel better?" 
 Dale looked around the room, wiped his face, and looked suddenly 
back at Vicki, fearfully. 
 She put her arms around his shoulder. "I'm here, hon, it's all right." 
 "Vicki..." he whispered, "...I can't feel my legs." 
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 The red lights of the ambulance flickered into the night as it sped 
down Oxford Street towards the city, the siren coming in bursts to move 
the sparse, city-bound, 3:30am city traffic aside. 
 Vicki sat on a bench at the edge of the cabin, holding a handrail 
along the top of the wall, jeans pulled onto herself, a large jacket dragged 
around the T-shirt she slept in and ratty old sneakers that lived beside the 
front door. With no bra and no socks she felt naked. 
 The instruments, lights, machines and equipment around her would 
have been fascinating if she hadn't been so choked up with dread. 
 In front of her, an ambulance officer knelt over Dale, who was 
almost lifeless. He'd asked her about her arm as she'd pulled the sling on, 
but she'd dismissed him with a shake of her head. She wanted them to 
concentrate on Dale. 
 The paramedic adjusted a machine near the head of the bed he lay 
upon and slid it along two tracks that ran underneath the bed along the 
floor. An arm reached around and supported a large flat metal box he 
positioned over Dale's stomach. He hooked the machine up to a small, 
compact array screen, tinkering with it before it produced an x-ray picture 
of Dale's back. 
 He indicated the black shaft of the brace and the vertebrae of Dale's 
spine to Vicki. It was the first time she'd ever seen the break, a gap of an 
inch or so between two lower vertebrae, loose cartilage floating like 
seaweed from a wharf bollard. 
 The medic switched the machine to a setting he said would detect 
electricity in the nerves and highlight the nervous system in the picture. 
 He flicked more switches and gradually a lighter system of cords 
and sinews came up on the screen. Below the brace, none were visible. 
 "It doesn't look very good," the man said to Vicki, "see how there's 
no activity below the brace?" she nodded, "Something obviously knocked 
something out of alignment in the connections or something, it's probably 
expected. But above the brace, see how the nerves become less active and 
stop altogether before they reach it?" Vicki nodded. "There's been some 
nerve damage. I can't say if he'll get feeling back naturally again." 
 "But that's what the brace is for!" Vicki said, even more fearful. 
 "I realise that, but the best electronic device in the world is no good 
without input. The nerves leading into the brace have been damaged and 
the brace is useless without them. The nerve damage may even extend to 
his neck, because if the nerve endings don't rejuvenate, they'll just rot... 
I'm sorry doctor, he may end up a quadriplegic." 
 Vicki covered her mouth and began to cry, staring at Dale's face. 



 "He'll be fine as long as we neutralise the nerve endings," the 
attendant added, "It's just a matter of time." 
 The bleeping from some machine or another became erratic. The 
attendant reached over and pushed a button on the wall, the intercom to 
the driver. 
 "Faster!" he shouted. 
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 Dale didn't like the doctor as soon as he walked into the ward at the 
Royal North Shore Hospital orthopaedic care clinic, where Dale had been 
transferred after emergency surgery the previous night. 
 The man's eyes were too intense, and the bearer of bad news 
should always have an easy, likeable face. 
 But when it was only just time for breakfast, you'd had no real 
sleep apart from a prolonged bout of unconsciousness and ambulance 
rides at half past three and quarter past five in the morning, any doctor 
walking into a hospital ward where you're laying with no feeling in your 
legs is hard to like. 
 Vicki stood on one side, Tim sat near the end of the bed, his hands 
clasped, his head resting against the wall. He looked ragged from lack of 
sleep after Vicki had called him at a little after four to tell him to come 
straight to St Vincent's. 
 If she'd been concentrating enough she might have listened for 
reprisals in Tim's tone as she told him what happened. When she thought 
about it later however, she realised he'd sounded as scared as she was. 
 Dale sighed. He wanted to be done with this little ghost busting 
team. He wanted to be done with hospitals. 
 He didn't want to have to go back to a wheelchair. 
 "Mr Milling?" the severe-eyed doctor asked. Dale nodded timidly, 
not wanting to own up. 
 "I'm Doctor Crisp," the man said, helping himself to another seat 
that he brought over to the bed. "I've been over every test we've made, 
and the news isn't the best I could have." 
 Dale felt a lead ball drop into the pit of his stomach. That's it, he 
said silently to himself, if he mentions a wheelchair, this time I'll break 
into the drug repository and swallow a whole bottle. I'm not going back. 
 "Mr Milling, you've suffered irreparable damage to your central 
nervous system. There was an apparent short circuit of some sort in the 
brace, which caused the violent rapid movement and resulting pain. The 
computer lost its path, or..." he waved his hand in the air apologetically, 
"I'm not a computer engineer, I don't understand all the RAMs and bytes 
and chips of the situation, but suffice it to say it was suddenly scrambled 
somehow, and the motor's reaction was to just... go berserk. 
 "Whose fault is it?" Vicki asked, "Is the brace faulty? We'll sue the 
manufacturer." 
 Dale looked terrified and resigned all at once, wound up like a 
spring that might zoom to the roof or roll weakly off the bed like a slinky. 
 "The fault doesn't completely rest with anyone," the surgeon 
assured her, "The brace shorted because it was overridden temporarily. 



We could blame the manufacturer, but the brace is fitted with resistors to 
guard against short circuit and special buffers against power surges. They 
left no stone unturned and prepared for the worst possible surge of 
electricity a human body could receive in normal society." 
 "Well, it obviously wasn't enough!" Vicki said. 
 "Doctor Holt, the brace was shorted out by a surge of power far 
and above any imagined scenario... There was a rumour among medical 
circles they bought an old electric chair back into commission when this 
device was released so they could test it in a cadaver. Even that wasn't 
enough to break the resistors." 
 "Well, where would a power surge that strong come from in my 
house?" Vicki demanded, her voice angry, trying to blame something. 
Dale could see by the doctor's face that he understood her anger. He was 
probably used to it. When loved ones wanted to hate God for what He 
did, the doctor was the closest thing to Him in the room. 
 "It's very unlikely anything outside caused this," he continued, "A 
surge will usually come from inside... where, I don't know, because the 
brace is only capable of producing a surge of a few volts. The computer 
isn't a big one and the battery is low output. The whole system is 
designed to be long lasting, but not strong." 
 "How strong was the surge?" Tim asked. 
 The doctor consulted the CMD he was holding in his hand. He 
looked up, addressing Dale rather than Tim. "I don't know how they find 
out, some sort of heat test... over six hundred and sixty volts." 
 "Ssshhhhit," Vicki whispered. 
 Dale spoke for the first time. "So it could only have come... from 
my brain?" The doctor paused, and nodded slowly. Tim started to speak, 
but Dale cut him off. "What's going to happen to me?" 
 "We have to operate on your nervous system, in your lower back. 
The nerves leading into the brace through your spinal cord are 
decomposing, so we have to neutralise the major nerves before the decay 
spreads up into them. We sever the major nerve fibre and expose the live 
end to heat to seal it." 
 He looked around, from Tim and Vicki and then back to Dale. "I'm 
afraid the nerves below your waist won't be working any more, Mr 
Milling," he said. 
 Dale's heartbeat began to throb in his ears, his breathing became 
deep and painful, a weight on his chest. No, his heart pleaded, please, 
please take that back say you made a mistake say you made a 
misdiagnosis say you read the wrong patient file no no no no no no no no 
no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no... 
 "I know you don't feel very lucky," Dr Crisp continued, his voice a 
drone of sound drowned out by Dale's crashing heartbeat. He didn't see 



tears come to Vicki's eyes or Tim look at him in deep concern. If Dale 
had been coherent, he might have screamed at Tim, asking if he was 
happy now. "But we stopped the decomposition of the nerves in your 
abdomen. If we'd been any later it might have spread to your neck and 
you might be a quadriplegic. This way, you'll have normal, healthy use of 
your arms, neck and upper body. I'm sorry Mr Milling, but we have to 
remove the brace, and you won't ever walk again." 
 If there was a God, Dale hated Him for sending him back to the 
wheelchair forever. He hated Him more for the irony – when Dale had 
made the first real decision of his life, one that had felt so right, this God 
had overruled him. 
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 He'd spent the next two days in a daze that made the world around 
him feel unreal, but it wasn't a dream any more. On Monday a nurse came 
to get him. She asked him to follow her, speaking excitedly, trying to 
make him see the positives of his new life. 
 Just like the nurse in the dream. 
 She rolled the wheelchair up beside the bed and lifted him down 
into it along with an orderly. 
 As they rolled him through the hospital corridors he found himself 
imagining all the times he'd entered his flat in Ramsgate, all the times 
he'd walked into the office in Barry's surgery, the few times he'd walked 
into Vicki's house, all the times he'd walked through the bathroom door 
of his childhood home. He tried to think of the last doorway he'd walked 
through – Vicki's bedroom, he supposed. 
 It felt like a ridiculous thing to think of – doorways – but he was 
overcome with a numbing sadness, realising for some reason he'd never 
walk through another doorway in his life. He touched the edge of the 
doorway as they rolled him into the pre-op room, feeling more tears come 
as he did. He blinked them away and hid them from the staff around him 
– he couldn't have faced any more advice about how great his life could 
be, like teachers trying to distract a hurt child from a scraped knee. 
 As they lifted him from the wheelchair to the bed he looked down 
at his feet, watching them leave the floor for the last time ever. 
 The nurse told him to wait and smiled encouragingly, saying the 
anaesthetist would be here soon. Dale stared into the fluorescent bar 
along the ceiling. 
 Vicki and Tim had wanted to stay to see him into the operation but 
Dale had told them both to leave and go back to work. There was no 
point in their hanging around for hours. 
 But they'd both spent a minute waiting in the hall while the other 
talked to Dale in private. Tim had spoken softly for a while about 
technicalities of the brace before Dale realised his voice was wavering. 
 Crying, Tim told Dale that in his office a few days ago, he hadn't 
thought of what it meant to Dale, but now it had become a reality, guilt 
was crushing him. He begged Dale to forgive him, and Dale squeezed 
Tim's forearm and told him none of it was his fault. 
 When Tim waited outside and Vicki came back in, the two could 
only look at each other with tears and shattered hopes in their eyes for 
long seconds. Vicki had stammered that they would try to make sure 
things didn't change too much, but Dale's sob made her stop. 



 Before she left, Vicki said her emotions were in a heap and she'd 
spent the morning thinking of getting counselling for herself with a 
colleague. 
 Dale had been too frightened to ask his name. 
 Before long the anaesthetist arrived. He asked Dale how he felt, 
told him about some of the wonderful things waiting for him in his new 
life, and strapped the gas mask to Dale's face. 
 Dale panicked against the gas and desperately fought it, but it 
overcame him in a cloud of mist as he tried to flex his toes for the last 
time... 
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 He was lying there with his eyes closed, trying to think about 
everything and nothing, when one of the nurses said 'Comfortable, Mr 
Milling?' 
 In the split second before he opened his eyes to smile and tell her 
he was, Dale felt a breeze across his cheek and realised he was outdoors. 
 Why have I been dreaming about lying in a hospital bed? he 
wondered as he rubbed his face and looked out across the water. 
 Ferries scooted back and forth, the wind ruffled his hair, and the 
sound of traffic from behind him was a smooth, constant hum. 
 He turned back towards the north and kept on his way. There'd 
been a violent shudder on the path. He'd felt the whole thing move, 
buffeted from the passage of a heavy truck or a high wind, and grabbed 
the handrail in fear. 
 Freakier still, he'd conjured up the most incredible mental image 
for the few moments his eyes were closed, sighing out a heavy breath of 
relief when he'd realised the shudder was probably something harmless 
and nothing the bridge couldn't handle. He was a much older man being 
put to sleep on an operating table, and there'd been all sorts of people on 
his mind – a doctor, a beautiful woman, a scientist... 
 'Don't worry about it,' said the nurse's voice from beside him, 'you 
can just see a bit more this way, see it all in the air?' 
 And he could. He looked up into the ordered tangle of beams and 
struts holding the majestic grey arch aloft, and amidst it all he realised he 
could suddenly see the strangest patterns. He'd seen pictures in some 
science textbook or other of similar patterns – the microscopic aftermaths 
of collisions from the most advanced particle accelerators in the world. 
 There were whirls of movement, short strings that wobbled and 
vibrated, lightning bolts that arced across space in fluid, rounded paths 
rather than jagged lines, electrons gathering into cone shapes, waves of 
energy that folded around doughnut shaped fields, some of them 
disappearing as they passed through. 
 They had no colour, no mass and no form but they were 
everywhere. Everything was made of them, even the air. And suddenly 
Dale could see them all as clearly as he'd been able to see the metal, the 
water and the clouds around him a moment before. 
 "What is it?" he asked, turning towards the nurse's voice. 
 But of course there was nobody there. The nurse had been a 
figment from the dream he'd had in the few seconds he'd had his eyes 
closed. She didn't exist any more than the beautiful psychiatrist and the 
scientist who was always so level headed and just so infuriatingly right 
all the time. 



 Nevertheless the nurse's voice came again, exactly as if she was 
walking right next to him along the path. 'It's the electromagnetism and 
gravity that makes up everything. All the matter you can see, the air you 
breathe, even your body. It's all made up of these interrelated vibrations 
of energy.' 
 "Okay, easy with the hard science," Dale said with a chuckle. From 
somewhere far behind he heard a long, distant sound of crashing metal, 
somewhere between a car crash in slow motion and an orchestra musician 
hitting a gong. He didn't pay it much notice, too fascinated by the 
swirling sea of movement around him. He saw it emerge from his chest, 
his fingertips, passing cars. It came out of his mouth when he breathed 
and the bridge around him literally hummed with it. 
 As he watched, the activity increased. The vibrations and whirls of 
movement grew bigger, faster, propagated more tiny copies of 
themselves, swallowing and expunging each other faster all the time. 
What had been a drifting dance of it was suddenly a hurricane. 
 "So what's-" Dale started to ask, turning again before he 
remembered again the nurse didn't exist. 
 But she answered anyway. 'When you turn on a light, the electrons 
in the circuit move. The movement of particles causes electromagnetism. 
Think of all those frightened people back there-' and for a second he did, 
he could hear cars slamming into each other, blood curdling screams as 
people died or watched others die. 'All the electricity they're generating, 
their brains. It's all going somewhere.' If he could see the nurse, he 
imagined she'd be raising her arms with a theatrical flourish. 'And this is 
somewhere.' 
 And he saw she was right. The churning storm of particles and 
their paths through space were anchoring strongly to space and time 
around him. He had no idea how he knew, but he felt it. The firing of 
trillions upon trillions of neurons from the people around him were 
producing a violently vibrating field, a blanket of it already hundreds of 
kilometres in every direction and millions of volts in strength. 
 It was fixing itself to the fabric of the universe right here, locking 
itself away and just waiting for some device or transmitter to come along 
and tune it in... 
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 Like a wave, radio signals dropped out across the band, irritating 
drivers passing Gore Hill Park on the Pacific Highway, louder and longer 
if they were passing nearer to the hospital. 
 Drivers tutted in irritation as their mobile calls dropped out or they 
missed a few bars of their favourite song, but soon forgot it. The north 
shore was hilly, and even in the age of longband digital radio dropouts 
still happened here and there just like they did going through the Cross 
City Tunnel, in the underground train system or leaving the metropolitan 
area towards the Central Coast. It didn't usually happen right out in the 
open, but thousands of people shrugged and forgot it as one when the 
signal came back... 
 

**** 
 
 Now he was frightened because he could see more in the clouds 
and seas of particles and waves around him. 'They're leptons, gauge 
bosons, hadrons,' the nurse was saying. 
 But he could see behind them too, now. He saw what they 
represented. They weren't just the fields of CMDs receiving network 
signals, the batteries of vehicles or the gargantuan amount of electrical 
power buzzing in the city around him. The field was bioelectric as well, 
formed in and generated by human brains. 
 And in the little swirls he saw images, heard sounds, felt memories 
and dreams from all those minds, all of them gripped with unspeakable 
terror. 
 He felt the panic of a woman crushed against the window of a train 
lying on its side as people fell on top of her. Seawater was gushing into 
the carriage, pooling around her back, and it was rising. Soon it would 
cover her face and mouth, and as much as she screamed and bucked, she 
just couldn't move the people piled on top of her, all of them kicking and 
screaming themselves. She couldn't free her arms, and as someone in the 
melee above panicked, a high-heeled shoe came racing towards her eyes 
as its wearer tried desperately to get a grip on the floor. 
 She turned her face away as fast as she could and even though the 
shoe missed her eyes the spike of the heel plunged into her mouth, 
cracking a tooth and stabbing her through the cheek, pinning her face to 
the glass. She not only couldn't move, now she couldn't even scream as 
water started to trickle into her mouth. 
 A sales executive on his way to call on a client saw another car 
racing toward him, trying to avoid the beams lying across the road in its 
path. His own car was totalled, the engine bay and bonnet crushed so 



completely by falling metal it almost didn't exist any more. He'd been 
thinking it was his lucky day until he saw the other car approach from the 
dust and gloom. 
 He scrabbled for the door handle to try and leave the car to dive out 
of the way but he could already see he'd made the last mistake of his life 
– he should have clambered across to the passenger side where the impact 
wouldn't be as severe. 
 He realised it in the final split seconds before the other car 
slammed into the open door with his head and chest above it and his leg 
below. He didn't even feel his leg snap cleanly in two as the impact of the 
door and the other car broke it like a piece of raw spaghetti, because it 
also crushed his chest and spine so flat his head and parts of his shoulders 
slithered off like a heavy bag of cold cuts. As it plonked to the road with 
a wet splash he saw his smashed car next to him and the bridge above, his 
brain slowly dying for long seconds as he tried to work out where he was 
and why he couldn't use his arms. 
 Dale felt, lived them all, seeing them in the air and understanding 
he could experience them for himself, like all those thoughts and 
memories were a virus he could pick up out of the air like colds. 
 "I don't like it anymore," he said in a pleading voice, "I don't want 
to see. Take me somewhere else." But of course he knew that was 
impossible. It was a bright shiny day, he was young, and the Harbour 
Bridge had started to fall down while he walked across it to meet his 
girlfriend in the middle. There was no nurse to take him anywhere. 
 But her voice came anyway, and unless he wanted to stand there 
with his eyes closed, whimpering until the whole thing fell from under 
him, he had no choice but to look. 
 'Everything's made of them,' she said. Now her voice was different, 
more distant, itself made of the vibrations of waves upon the air. 'They 
used to think everything was made of atoms, then they discovered atoms 
are made of smaller bits. Then we discovered the protons and electrons of 
atoms are made of smaller bits still. I guess we'll keep discovering 
smaller and smaller bits until we're left with nothing at all. Wouldn't that 
be funny,' she added with a lilting laugh, 'if we finally discovered 
everything we knew in our world was made of nothing at all?' 
 The tiny pathways were thick in every direction – stretching to the 
opposite ends of the universe. They were a foam that pressed against his 
eyes, his ears, his mouth. In fact, his eyes, ears and mouth were made of 
them too. It was like being buried in constantly shifting sand. He was 
frightened to breathe it in, every tiny curve and wriggle someone's death-
terror. Matter had ceased to have meaning, everything was a tiny eddy of 
energy. 



 "No," Dale said in a small voice, trying to see the bridge and the 
sky and people for what they were again, not just geometric shapes made 
of these countless tiny particle movements, "the world's real." 
 'THE WORLD?' the voice said, but it had changed again. It was eons 
away, beyond ancient, beyond knowledgeable. Beyond terrifying. He 
could feel in his bones it was going to tell him something terrible. 'THE 
WORLD AND EVERYTHING ON IT IS SUCH A MINUTE SLIVER IT MIGHT AS WELL 
NOT BE THERE,' IT RUMBLED. 'ALMOST ALL THE UNIVERSE IS A VACUUM. THE 
TINY PORTION THAT'S MADE OF MATTER IS ALMOST ALL HELIUM, A PROTON AND 
AN ELECTRON. IT'S A SCALE YOU CAN'T IMAGINE.' 
 "But it's still real," Dale said, his voice feeling pitifully small 
beside the one that now sounded like it was coming from a faraway – 
 faraway 
 – mountain. "I'm real. I can hear my thoughts, I can feel my skin." 
A tear came, and suddenly he remembered the woman from the 
millisecond-long dream, the beautiful woman. "I can feel Vicki's skin 
when I touch her." Had he dreamed that whole life after all? Surrounded 
by the wave/particulate duality of the cosmos, he didn't know which one 
the real world was. Or even if the world itself was real. 
 'MOST OF WHAT MATTER MAKES UP IS AT THE OTHER END OF THE SCALE, 
BIGGER THAN YOU CAN CONCEIVE,' the voice continued, the words getting 
longer, deeper, further away until it filled the tossed particles around him 
and seemed to come from everywhere. 'GALAXIES, GROUPS OF GALAXIES. 
THEY OPERATE ON SCALES OF TIME AND DISTANCE YOU CAN'T EVEN COUNT. 
THE BEST ROCKETS YOU CAN BUILD CAN HARDLY REACH TO THE END OF YOUR 
OWN PLANETARY SYSTEM. THE OTHER SIDE OF THE GALAXY IS A MILLION TIMES 
FURTHER, AND YOURS IS JUST ONE OF A SMALL CLUSTER OF A DOZEN OR SO. 
NOT FAR AWAY THERE'S ANOTHER CLUSTER, MUCH BIGGER, THAT CONTAINS A 
FEW THOUSAND. 
 'AND EVERY ONE OF THEM, EVERY PIECE OF THEIR ENTIRE MASS IS BUILT 
FROM PARTICLES SO SMALL YOU CAN NEVER SEE THEM, NOT EVEN WITH 
MACHINES. CAN YOU IMAGINE HOW MANY OF THEM THERE ARE? YOU COULD 
SIT AND COMPUTE ZEROES FOR HUMANITY'S ENTIRE EXISTENCE AND NOT COME 
CLOSE.' 
 And suddenly Dale grasped the awful simplicity of it, almost taste 
it. The things he knew – his flat, animals across the world, skyscrapers in 
the city, mobile phones, cars, trees – the form of the Earth, the constraints 
of mass, gravity and electromagnetism that made it all possible was a 
speck in an ocean. None of it would be possible anywhere else. 
 Most of the objects, the stuff in the universe was in the billions of 
years old, billions of light years across, comprising billions of 
infinitesimal bits. 



 It was the human scale, and all of a sudden he could see how 
fragile it was, how it was a single crooked wobble away from collapsing 
or being crushed together by forces the likes of which no human would 
ever have the capacity to behold. 
 The forces sloshing around the universe on that scale – the solar 
winds that blanketed clouds of gas with atoms of heavy metal, magnetic 
fields that would tear any terrestrial metal apart by its molecular bindings, 
gravity so intense it crushed all the empty space out of matter and created 
bodies only centimetres across that weighed as much as the sun – were 
great and terrible – but they were normal. Dale, his world and everything 
in it were the unthinkable cosmic fluke. 
 And the force of energy that bought the dead back to life or gave 
him and hundreds of others horrific visions on the Harbour Bridge was 
barely the tip of a monstrous iceberg. It was the needlepoint of an 
electromagnetic field that could split the whole earth in two like an 
irritated sunbather flicking away a fly. 
 A new fear gripped Dale. He was already drowning in the ocean of 
curls and particles – it was like being buried with the worms already 
chewing their way into a coffin while he lay inside, thrashing to try and 
get away while they chewed their way in under his eyeballs and filled his 
mouth. 
 Now he felt huge gusts of wind, miles above him, hundreds of 
miles above him, bearing down like a storm as big as an entire ocean. It 
wasn't air, or water, or anything else he could see with his eyes. 
 But he recognised it. It was a seething mass of energy. It had 
streamed into the universe around him as hundreds of people had 
screamed and died. 
 It contained all the sparks of the electrical disturbances, the 
phantom lights and the invisible monsters that had roared into the night 
that so many people had seen, and they were trying to come back. 
 And Dale was the doorway they were all heading toward. He could 
feel them all coming towards him, and he could feel the fear from it 
settling into his bones, one he knew he'd never forget again. 
 He tried to scream and gave an extra hard kick out against it with 
his mind. 
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 "I don't know," the assisting surgeon told Dr Crisp, "I just can't get 
his levels settled." 
 "Are you sure the machine's right?" Crisp answered, staring at the 
monitor on the other side of the austere operating theatre. The two nurses 
assisting them were standing in their scrubs, hands up, waiting for the 
operating to start. Barely ten minutes in there hadn't been a single 
incision. They were just trying to get the patient's vitals on an even keel. 
 The assistant surgeon shrugged and gestured down at the guy, face 
down on the operating table. "Well, he's obviously out, but his MRI's just 
going spazoid. Look at it, it looks like an earthquake in there." He pointed 
to the point the computer drew virtually on the brain wave graph. Instead 
of drifting softly with the occasional blip as the patient entered the 
various sleep and dream stages it was zinging up and down like a badly 
dribbled basketball. 
 "Doctor," one of the nurses interrupted. "You better look at this. 
His blood pressure's rising too." 
 

**** 
 
 Dale realised he was wrong again, it wasn't the pressure from an 
electromagnetic swarm, it was just a cool, pleasant breeze through the 
verdant forest he found himself walking through, and the nurse's voice 
was back to normal. 
 'I knew it was here somewhere,' she said. Dale looked around for 
her and wasn't really surprised to discover she still didn't exist. 
 He looked forward again and there, nestled in the trees and low 
shrubs, was the tall marble headstone on top of his mothers' grave. 
 Immediately Dale felt himself start to cry, and the fresh ache in his 
heart told him this couldn't be any dream. His mother was indeed not long 
in her grave and he was indeed standing in front of her grave right now. 
 It didn't even seem to matter that she was buried in Sutherland 
cemetery, not some lush green forest he'd never set foot in. 
 Here she was. 
 Dale screwed his face up to try and stop the tears, but it was no 
good. They came anyway, and he sobbed, letting them come. 
 With a soft rustle of flapping wings, a grey dove flitted out of the 
trees and alighted on the memorial, regarding Dale with little more than 
mild curiosity. 
 It tapped its beak on the top of the stone, then again. Dale made to 
shoo it away when the bird froze, looking up at him. 



 No, not at him, just beside him. He turned to finally see the nurse 
who'd asked him if he was comfortable – 
 it's true it's all true I'm 38 I have the brace but I'm getting it taken 
out Barry's dead Vicki's worried about me 
 – her hospital whites splattered with the blood that had dribbled out 
of her mouth, a horrific wound down her arm, oozing down her temple 
from under her hair and weeping from a hundred other cuts and angry 
purple bruises. Dale hitched in a horrified breath, shrinking back from 
her. 
 "Your mother had to die, Dale," the nurse said, more blood 
dribbling from between her teeth as she smiled pleasantly, "you were too 
strong. I had to fight back against you somehow." She smiled wider, as if 
lovingly admonishing a young child, shaking her head slightly. "You 
were going to wish me right out of existence. So your poor Mum had to 
die. And she won't be the only one..." 
 "Who else?" Dale said, suddenly gripped with rage. He moved 
towards the nurse, but something was wrong. Either she was moving 
away or his feet weren't working. He still couldn't reach her, and his 
hands bunched into fists, aching to throttle her. 
 A roar to his right made Dale nearly jump out of his skin, and there 
was a monumental crack and a flash of colour as the nurse disappeared. 
The crack had been metal on flesh, and the flash of colour was the 
speeding bus that had materialised and struck her not two feet from Dale's 
face. He felt the air buffeting violently around him as it passed. 
 But it hadn't materialised, he realised as he looked around in terror, 
it had been there all along, speeding toward him. The forest had been the 
dream, and it had dissolved to reveal the carnage strewn all over the 
highway and the cacophony of the falling bridge around him. 
 He saw the nurse's broken body rolling over and over across the 
asphalt where the bus had thrown it, splattering strings of blood across 
the road. 
 It wasn't so peaceful this time, he wasn't seeing the shape and form 
of the universe around him. A blast of terror rocketed through him, a 
solid block of it that squeezed his lungs upward and crushed a scream 
upwards as he realised. The bridge was collapsing, and he was standing 
out here on it! 
 Dale turned away from the bedlam to the north and ran with all his 
might. 
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 "Give him a quarter of Phinelodol," Dr Crisp said, "There's no way 
we can do him now." 
 "That's time marked at 10.05," one of the nurses said for the log, 
wheeling the instrument trolley away and starting to break down the 
apparatus. His colleague and the assistant surgeon leaned in to prepare to 
bring the patient carefully back to life. 
 "You don't think it was just his counts?" the assistant surgeon 
suggested, "He was pretty worked up." 
 "Might be," Crisp muttered as the nurse passed him the injection, 
"but he's pilled up enough, should be sleeping like a baby regardless of 
his alphas." 
 He sighed heavily to himself. He hated to put a patient like this – 
one who'd been through so much psychologically – through the trauma of 
major surgery at all, let alone twice. But there was no way he was going 
to open up a body with a heart that wouldn't sit still and brain waves 
going crazy. Even the enzyme count from the guy's pancreas had looked 
like a skipping rope in a school playground. 
 He leaned in to slide the syringe into the patient's cannula. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale sidestepped another wrecked car and froze solid when he saw 
what was ahead of him. 
 Grey dust that had worked its way into every nook and cranny over 
80 years billowed everywhere like he was in the midst of a bushfire, 
making it hard to see. He'd felt the rain of tiny pellets of smashed 
concrete and metal in his hair and on his shoulders. 
 It was getting close. 
 But ahead of him in the gloom was the outline of some... creature, 
some humanoid figure. All he could see of it clearly was two tiny white 
lights – its eyes. It had the head of a misshapen man, the barrel-like body 
of a gorilla, and oversized, grasping claws. 
 One of the thing's arms was outstretched, and in the thing's closed 
talon was a limp body with torn clothes and blood dripping from 
everywhere. 
 Dale went rigid with shock and terror, the skin on his scalp and 
balls tingling horribly. 
 The body in the thing's arm was Vicki. 
 "Sorry..." came the voice of the nurse beside him, and Dale turned 
to the voice in shock. 



 She was even more broken and bloody than before, the skin and 
flesh of the right side of her chest scraped away as if with a grinder to 
expose the clavicle and ribcage beneath it, the whole left side of her face 
a swollen, purple bruise that dribbled something clear and oily as well as 
blood. Worse still, he could see tiny, dirty white lights deep down in her 
eyes. The same eyes on the creature standing before him. 
 They were one. The thing that haunted the bridge and city and had 
tormented him for months had led him blindly into its own terrible dream. 
 He wasn't really here. He was asleep. He was on an operating table 
somewhere after all, and he had a friend named Tim and a friend named 
Barry and a lover – Vicki. And it was showing Dale what was going to 
happen to her if he was too late. 
 He started to fight and thrash his way towards wakefulness as the 
nurse continued. 
 "...she has to die too." 
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 The people of Sydney were getting used to fearing the Harbour 
Bridge again. Now they had cause for terror. 
 Fresh outbreaks of unexplained and deadly electrical activity 
assailed the area without warning. The last terrible episode had caused 
the deaths of seven policemen, eight scientists, and four army reserve 
personnel. 
 Now, the bridge was bare. They'd moved the police forensic and 
scientific study operations far away from either end to the new safety 
perimeter (although as recent history had shown, nobody knew where that 
really was). 
 Nobody went onto the bridge without every possible safety 
measure the authorities could think of, but still terror suffocated the city 
like a sodden blanket – it was the safety measures nobody had thought of 
that were really scary. 
 The Police Commissioner and Minister for Defence had issued a 
joint statement saying they'd found no explanation for the violent 
electrical activity, and the site was in a state of emergency. 
 Conclusive study was patchy because sending teams of people and 
equipment onto the bridge was just too risky given the circumstances and 
speed of previous onslaughts, and findings would be a long time coming. 
Sydneysiders were warned they might not be able to use the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge until at least March. 
 At almost quarter past ten, the train lines from one end of the 
bridge to the other exploded with violent sparks of energy, shaking and 
crackling loudly like lightning. It lasted a few seconds, and then it was 
over. 
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 Vicki's phone rang while she was working on old files. She wasn't 
due to start seeing patients again until tomorrow, so she'd decided to use 
Monday to catch up on paperwork. 
 Her black eyes were fading quickly and she'd been to the 
hairdressers for the full works, so by the time she saw her first patients 
she wouldn't be too much of a horror show for them. There might be a 
few shared chuckles about how clumsy she had to be to fracture her 
shoulder joint just by falling over, but that would be it. 
 Although in truth, she'd spent most of the time staring sadly out of 
the window. Dale would be a slab of meat on a hospital table right now, 
the thing he most believed in being taken away from him. 
 She wondered what it would do to the way they felt about each 
other. Love overcoming adversity made a nice story for tabloids and 
movies but it didn't happen nearly as much as we all hope. She'd seen 
countless relationships break up while trying to recover from money 
troubles, debilitating illness, infidelity or the death of a child. 
 He'd tried to be brave, but that had made her cry all the more. He 
told her not to bother staying, that there was no point. So she vowed to 
get some work done and not think about it for a few hours. For his 
bravery, she owed him that much. But God, it was hard. 
 She picked the CMD up and someone introduced himself as Dr 
Stephenson. He said that he had obtained her number from Dale's hospital 
admittance details, where he'd nominated Vicki as his next of kin. 
 Vicki felt the colour drain from her face as the doctor told her 
complications had arisen before the operation had even begun. He 
solemnly advised her to make her way to the hospital as soon as she 
could, as the surgeons were now fighting for Dale's life. 
 Vicki ran out to Felicity in tears, trying to make sense about where 
she was going as she blundered out into the corridor. 
 Downstairs, she came out of the car park of her building at almost 
40 and screeched out into the traffic. She desperately tried to steer 
straight but slammed sideways into a Peugeot. The other car crashed up 
onto the garden on the median strip, and an orchestra of horns followed 
her and she planted her foot flat in the direction of the city. Her shoulder 
ached sharply from the impact but she didn't notice. 
 

**** 
 
 "Should we hold him down?" the assistant surgeon asked in alarm. 
 "Just bring him up out of it," Dr Crisp shouted, "before he goes 
into arrest." 



 The guy on the table was jerking and convulsing, the heart monitor 
started beeping his death throes. 
 "I'm trying," the assistant said, reaching down towards the patient's 
shoulder with another syringe. 
 The guy gave one large, solid jerk, suddenly struggled over onto 
his back, and sat up. The whole team froze. After enough anaesthetic to 
knock out a horse until next week, plus sleeping tablets the night before, 
plus standing at death's door with his failing heart in his hands only 
seconds before, he just sat bolt upright as if waking up from a disturbed 
sleep. 
 Or a nightmare. 
 The four medics in the room were so stunned they could only 
watch as the man tore the robe off himself to leave only nylon hospital 
pants, struggled off the operating bench and knocked over a tray of 
instruments in his urgency to get out, which crashed like glass across the 
floor. 
 

**** 
 
 "No way, we're not even allowed out there ourselves," the 
policeman said, "no public access whatsoever. I'm sorry, you'll have to go 
back and try the tunnel." 
 "Christ," Vicki pleaded to the eyes somewhere behind his 
sunglasses, "my boyfriend's in hospital dying, I have to get there. 
Please?" The police sergeant moved like he was blocking her way in case 
she made a break for it, putting his hand up to calm her. 
 "I'm sorry Miss, but if you go out there you'll end up dead yourself. 
I'm authorised to detain you if you try. You'll have to go back and see if 
they're letting people through the tunnel." 
 Vicki cried in frustration, backing away from the policeman. She 
dragged the hair away from her forehead and turned back to look past the 
barricades at the approach up onto the bridge, the tollgates in the near 
distance. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale ran out the main entrance of the Royal North Shore Hospital 
onto Westbourne Street, a blur past terrified and confused staff, all too 
shocked to offer any resistance. 
 He ran out onto the road and began waving his arms at passing 
cars, begging for them to stop. Horns blared at him and frightened 
motorists rolled up windows and sped up to get away. 



 Dale spun in every direction, swearing and crying, finally turning 
back towards the footpath where he saw a lady fighting with her keys to 
get into her car, the whole time eyeing him nervously. When she saw him 
looking at her, her face darkened with fear and she tried to turn away and 
shrink out of sight. 
 As Dale ran to her, she turned and began pleading with him. 
 He put his hands up to show he was harmless. "No, don't... I don't 
want to hurt you," he said, taking the keys from her hand and looking 
inside the car. It was an automatic. Thank God. There were two pedals –
surely he knew how they worked from watching it on TV for years. 
 He let himself into the car, looking at the woman, "I can't... 
explain... don't worry... I'm really sorry." 
 He slammed the door and pumped the accelerator as he pushed the 
start button on the fob. The car roared to life and he flicked the lever to 
D. 
 He lurched forward, crashing against the back corner of the one in 
front. Dale pressed the accelerator down harder until the tyres were 
screaming and he pushed the other car rudely aside, the front quarter 
panel and headlight crumpling. 
 He squealed out into the traffic, clipped the bull bar of a four wheel 
drive as he fought to stay within the lane and tromped on the accelerator 
pedal as hard as his strong, working foot could. 
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 The police sergeant glanced around for the hysterical woman. Poor 
thing. If her boyfriend was really dying in hospital, that is. Still, risks 
were risks, and he didn't want to become a media spectacle. 
 The nearby constable screamed a warning and threw himself out of 
the way as the light blue Daihatsu roared past, clonking the thin 
barricades aside and racing off towards the bridge. 
 The police guards stood up, swearing and muttering. "Sarge, let me 
go after her," one called out, "I'll get her!" 
 "Fuck off," the more senior officer answered, "let her risk her own 
stupid life. Call the other end and see if you can get a helicopter up 
there." 
 

**** 
 
 Dale sent the burgundy Lancer down the Pacific Highway through 
North Sydney at over ninety. He was blessed with only having gotten two 
red lights, one of which he had ignored, climbing the median strip and 
waiting for a break in the cross traffic to continue. 
 He laid his hand on the horn almost continually. A Mazda swerved 
violently out of the lane ahead of him and he jerked the wheel to the left 
to pass it, hearing the shriek of tyres and feeling the earthquake as he hit 
the Volvo beside him. 
 But he ignored every bump and scratch he gave the car and finally 
the barricades became visible at the bottom of the hill where the road 
veered right and began the long climb to the Port Jackson Freeway. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki glanced in the mirror again but she was sure by now she 
hadn't been followed. She sighed heavily, a brief flicker of worry at what 
she would tell the insurance company. 
 There had been heavier barriers at the tollgates, boom gates that 
were a lot tougher than flimsy council barricades. She'd seen a million 
cars drive through them in a million movies and knew the car would 
smash effortlessly through the wood like it was papier mâché, the heroic 
driver going on to save the day. 
 Except they probably were papier mâché in the movies. The impact 
had been so heavy she'd felt the whole car jolt on its chassis. The boom 
had split roughly in protest – not in hundreds of spectacular flying pieces 
– and bashed the headlight and corner panel in so badly she was amazed 
the car still worked. 



 The bridge was completely empty, probably for the first time since 
2020 when they finished building it. No, she realised, it was empty the 
other night, after we finally got off alive. 
 Most of us. 
 She glanced down to the time on the dashboard. The call from the 
hospital had come at twenty past ten. It was 10.41 now. Was he already 
dead? She prayed not, pressing the accelerator heavier against the floor. 
 

**** 
 
 As knotted up with tension as he was, Dale might have driven 
straight through the similar line of barriers at the north end, but they were 
in line behind a continuous unbroken line of police cars, stretching the 
entire width across the deck. He came sliding to a halt, the tyres rasping 
on the road, and jumped out. 
 Police officers were running forward, but he'd run to the barriers 
and leapt over them before they reached him, his hospital pants swishing 
in the wind. 
 A group of three officers gave chase, but Dale bolted with all his 
strength, hardly noticing them. One of the police officers drew his pistol 
and shouted a warning, wondering about the strange pen markings across 
the man's back, as if someone had been trying to draw a skeleton on him. 
The man continued running now, shouting something. It sounded like a 
name – Nicky or Mickey. 
 The policeman stopped and aimed carefully at the back of the 
man's knee. 
 A blue light exploded across the road between Dale and the four 
policemen. Dale looked back in fear. The light disappeared as quickly as 
it had come and the four officers were rolling around on the road, 
covering their faces. 
 He didn't give himself a second to imagine what horror had 
befallen them, and he tried not to pay attention to another nagging 
thought – 
 it let you onto the bridge but stopped the cops when they tried to 
stop you... why? 
 – as he turned on his heel and ran, his bare feet slapping down on 
the highway. 
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 Vicki wiped tears from her eyes again, willing the car to go faster. 
She just couldn't stop crying, and it was getting hard to see. 
 At first she thought it was a trick of her misted-up vision, but it 
looked like the light around her was changing. There were glints and 
flashes in the air, like the scene around her was flickering on and off. 
 And from within the fuzz she saw dark shapes falling through the 
air. 
 Whether it was her crying eyes or not, she couldn't tell, but she 
wiped her face again and instinctively slammed on the brakes. 
 Suddenly she was surrounded by cars and trucks, smashed and 
lying askew everywhere. Screams and the chorus of crashing metal filled 
the air. Above her, the arch of the old bridge crumbled and broke apart, 
raining beams the size of cars. 
 A twisted hulk of them lay in her path in front of the car. It's an 
illusion, she told herself, it's not real and it's trying to keep you away 
from him. What had Tim said? It's trying to make you scared. The answer 
was to not be scared. 
 She edged the car forward and was shocked to hear a crunch from 
the front bumper as she came up against the strewn pile. 
 Vicki swore loudly, opening the door and getting out. So she could 
feel it, so what? She'd felt all those terrible things on the bridge the night 
Barry had died, and she didn't believe they'd been real either. 
 She scrambled over the pile, kicking her short heels off and starting 
to run as fast as her stockinged feet would carry her, doing her best to see 
through the billowing clouds of dust and avoiding pieces of the arch 
falling around her. 
 She knew one thing was real – Dale was up ahead now, in this 
world, and she might be losing him. That's all she needed to believe in. 
 There was an ungodly squeal above that drew her eyes upwards. 
Already she could see the dark shape looming, growing in the sky 
through the gloom above her. It was something falling towards her, and it 
was huge. 
 Real or not, Vicki acted instinctively. She emitted a small yelp of 
terror and took a long, desperate second to try and judge where the object 
would land so she could get out of its path. 
 In a judgement that felt far too ill informed, she ran forward just as 
something sounding like a cross between a scream and an explosion 
erupted behind her. She felt the air rush out as the misshapen clump of 
girders crashed violently to the ground, sending a small shower of lesser 
shards everywhere. 



 With a startling awareness of what was happening around her and 
time slowing to a crawl, Vicki saw one of them – a twisted bar about two 
feet long – race towards her, end over end like a car flipping over and 
over after a road accident. 
 Time slowed further and a succession of events utterly dislocated 
Vicki's consciousness from the present. A forbidding sense of doom 
spread across her mind like a fog. 
 Something was about to change. 
 Everything. 
 First, she realised her judgement – while blessedly lucky – had 
been even worse than she'd figured. The pile of iron had missed her by a 
hair's breadth. 
 Second, the two-foot long shard closed in on her where she sat. 
The terrible sound of the impact just feet away had scared her so much 
she'd spun around instinctively as if to defend herself, toppling 
backwards to land on her bottom and hands, feeling a blast of pain like an 
electric shock up and down her spine. 
 The piece of steel closed in as she instinctively drew her legs in 
towards her body in fear, and as it hit her left shin, she felt the sudden 
sting of broken skin and the crack of metal chipping a sliver of bone off 
the sharp outer ridge of her tibia. 
 The pain was an explosion, and Vicki turned over on her front, 
letting out a scream that was as loud and forceful as she could imagine, 
panting and crying, squeezing her eyes shut and waiting for the waves of 
agony to taper off. The roaring in her ears and the fire in her leg drowned 
the chaos out for long moments. 
 The third thing that decoupled her knowledge of where she was 
came when she finally opened her eyes and told herself that no matter 
how much it hurt, she had to get up if she was going to live. 
 She had to meet Dale. Was he in hospital miles away still, or was 
he waiting in the middle of the bridge for her, in their usual spot? 
 Vicki blinked away tears as she started to crawl forward, readying 
to drag herself to her feet. The thought terrified her – while the pain was 
subsiding, she had no idea what condition her leg was in. She hadn't even 
looked at it. What if trying to walk on it bought fresh gales of agony? 
What if she couldn't even stand on it and had to lie here crying until a 
piece of iron crushed her flat? 
 Her voice a low moan, dribble caking a trail through the dirt on her 
chin, she started forward, trying to will herself to stand. 
 The view to the northern end was curiously clear. If she'd had the 
mental capacity to think about it she might have supposed the air was 
blowing in from the ocean, taking the worst of the dust away towards 
Balmain. It was also because along the entire northern end of the bridge, 



the arch was already gone, crumbled and broken across the highway, the 
dust clearing. 
 But there was a new sound, the rending and tearing of century-old 
masonry and concrete. Chunks were coming away from the corner of the 
northeast pylon, toppling towards Bradfield Park below and trailing 
plumes of concrete dust after them. 
 Higher up, amid the uppermost level of the pylon, Vicki saw 
movement. It was a huge bird, a heron or something, one of those tall, 
long-beaked waterbirds. She guessed it must have had a nest up there and 
the violent movement of the pylon starting to come apart had frightened it 
off. 
 It took to the sky flapping its huge wings and dipped down behind 
the other side of the pylon, out of sight. 
 Why can't I do that? Vicki thought, forgetting her busted leg for a 
second and dragging herself to her feet. Why can't I just open my arms 
and fly away from this terrible thing? 
 Her leg crumpled under her and Vicki fell flat again, hardly giving 
any mind to the realisation that she couldn't walk. She wanted to just fly 
away, like that bird. 
 And like a bolt slamming into a latch, a loop somewhere deep in 
her memory closed, deeper than any other, and it undid everything. 
 She'd seen it when Tim had her hooked up to that thing at Circular 
Quay. 
 She was seeing it now. 
 It wasn't from the news footage or pictures people had taken from 
the roadway while they were running for their lives. Just like every time 
she thought about it by accident and fought the resulting terror back, that 
bird taking off from the near corner of the northeast pylon was as clear as 
day. 
 And after two decades she understood what was wrong with the 
picture in her memory. From her office building in North Sydney, she 
wouldn't have seen it. 
 It was in the wrong direction. 
 The only way she could have seen it would be if she'd been there, 
in the middle of the bridge, looking towards the north. 
 Realisation roared in, and Vicki's mind was gone. 
 The loveheart. 
 Stephanie. 
 The vision with Tim. 
 The plunging blackness forced everything else – love, Dale – out 
like a hurricane, and greater horror than the deaths or monsters, greater 
horror than Vicki had felt in her life, flooded her. 



 "My life," Vicki said with a choked sob as she dragged herself 
forward with her nails. "My whole fucking life..." 
 It wasn't a dream or a vision this time. She was there, and as she 
crawled along leaving a trail of blood from the ugly gash on her leg she 
didn't even know she had, Vicki remembered everything. 
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 Tim was spinning slowly in the chair in his lab, reading a book 
while he waited for a search logarithm that was going far and wide across 
academic records networks to bring back any information on a link 
between electronic prosthetics and the paranormal. 
 He'd had to employ some very arcane search heuristics to find what 
he had so far, and part of it was simply sitting and reading like he was 
now, The Computational Engineering of Advanced Electronic Prosthesis 
from Otago University Press, looking for any possible connection. 
 Usually scientific knowledge was at the world's fingertips if you 
knew what you were looking for, but this was like Wilson putting 
together plate tectonics or Turing figuring out automated data processing 
– there was simply no such science yet in existence to trawl through. 
 There was a tone from the main workstation array in front of him 
and Tim looked up to see the voltage counter had come to the front of the 
screen. It was connected to the public bridge data feed. The relevant 
authorities had locked the more specialised data down tighter than a drum 
but as far as Tim knew, nobody else knew about the connection between 
the voltage and the activity, so nobody at the operations end of the data 
feed would know to censor it. 
 But the reason it had come to the front of the running applications 
was because he'd set it to tell him when it approached the magic number, 
58.45. 
 And it just had. 
 Tim snatched up the phone, dialling Dale's CMD number. It only 
rung once when Tim hung up. Of course Dale wouldn't answer, Tim 
realised as he looked at the time at the top of the screen – he was laying 
in a hospital bed right then, sliced open like a frog in a biology class. 
 He hurriedly dialled Vicki's number. Something was pushing the 
voltage up, and with Dale unconscious in a hospital about seven 
kilometres away, it might not be him. Maybe there was something new in 
the equation, or Dale wasn't unconscious on a hospital bed. 
 Vicki's greeting message kicked in and Tim hung up, turning to the 
array and bringing up the number of the surgeon Dale had seen, Dr Crisp. 
 A spritely female voice answered. 
 "Hi, my name's Tim Hacker and I'm a friend of Dale Milling's, he's 
in surgery right now with Dr Crisp," Tim began. "I'm hoping you can tell 
me how things are going?" 
 "One moment please," the receptionist said, switching him to bland 
hold music. Tim felt worry rising through him and looked back at the 
voltage count. It wasn't going any higher, but as he knew very well by 
now, it might do so very quickly and unleash an inferno. 



 "Sorry to keep you," came the operator again after a minute or so, 
sounding a little graver, "there's been a problem with the procedure, I 
can't say what I'm sorry, unless you're related." 
 Tim's stomach plunged. "Am I able to talk to Dr Crisp? He knows 
who I am..." 
 "I'm sorry sir, the doctor's tied up with the surgery. He's still trying 
to bring Mr Milling- stabilise the complications, you're welcome to try in 
a little while." 
 'Bring' Mr Milling, she'd said. Bring him what? Back? From a 
coma? Dead? Something worse? 
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 "Dale," Vicki said in a pleading voice as she tore her nails dragging 
herself along, "I'm so sorry." 
 Stephanie and the boyfriend she'd gone to meet were all a lie. 
 She'd been the one on the bridge. Dale had been the one she'd been 
in love with. He'd been the one she was on her way to meet. They'd 
talked on the phone, just like he thought, promising all the things they 
were going to do to each other that evening. 
 Her excitement at the idea of sleeping with him was suddenly cut 
off by feelings of unimaginable fear and threat – you didn't have to be a 
psychiatrist to understand how they'd become twisted up together in her 
psyche. 
 If ever she felt the old familiar shadow of fear about the bridge 
she'd download a racy novel or watch some dirty video, barely even 
acknowledging it was the sexual release that pushed the terror back. 
 Then Dale came along and with him, the roaring terrors about the 
bridge came back to the surface. At the same time, being lovers had been 
the only thing to release her from them, the only salve for emotional 
injuries that were flaring up in her again. 
 Why else had she thrown herself at him that night during their 
session, risking her entire career? Why did being in his arms quash the 
terror better than anything else did? 
 Because she already loved him, and being alive and together again 
was the ultimate deliverance from her fear. Everything from the phone 
call to the flowers had been for her, and she'd wiped them all out of her 
mind. 
 In gales of tears of pain, panic and regret, Vicki asked herself why. 
Why had she been robbed of so many years? 
 Then, crawling along the highway, the skin of her leg gushing a 
scum of dirty blood all over her stockinged leg, she started to see why. 
 Just across from her was a baby seat, apparently thrown from a car, 
its backrest cracked in half and a small motionless bundle of white rags 
nearby, dirty from the dust and with a tiny pink hand sticking out. 
 A young woman not much older than her screamed at Vicki to help 
her, her entire pelvis and both her legs shattered to pulp under a concrete 
slab. 
 An elderly man was climbing out of the back door of a taxi and 
hobbling as quickly as he could to the other side, helping a woman Vicki 
assumed was his wife out. They were both aged, frail and would have had 
little hope of walking off the bridge at all, let alone in the middle of all 
this. They were utterly doomed, and the terror in their eyes was as raw 
and naked as anything Vicki had ever witnessed. 



 A hundred more sights like it – of suffering, terror and death the 
likes of which hardened war veterans wait their whole careers to see, 
simply wiped her mind away in a flaring white sheet. 
 And now every memory that crushing terror had contained for all 
those years was here. She'd pressed them all down where she couldn't see 
them any more and here they were, spewing back out. 
 Hers was just another miraculous anonymous escape amid dozens 
of others. She'd simply kept scrambling and crawling, dragging her 
shattered leg behind her all the way and reaching the northern end 
minutes before the whole roadway fell into the harbour. 
 No, she now remembered, she hadn't made it all the way. 
Emergency crews had already gathered around the northern pylons, 
desperately dashing in and out of the carnage to try and pluck the injured 
out of the bedlam and drag them to safety. 
 Minutes later, many of them would fall to their deaths along with 
hundreds of other victims when the highway supports gave way and a 
thousand tonnes of asphalt and metal crashed into the harbour. 
 Two ambulance medics had somehow spotted her and rushed in to 
pick her up. The larger one, a man, had gripped her under the arms and 
lifted her up while his female partner carried Vicki's legs, pressing a 
white cloth gently against her smashed shin to stop the bleeding. 
 Vicki looked at the woman's face, one she'd dreamed a million 
times since. "You'll be okay," she'd kept repeating as they hobbled 
through the wreckage carrying Vicki in their arms, "you're safe." 
 Vicki looked from the woman's face down to the name badge 
bouncing against the navy blue of her dusty medic uniform, the royal blue 
of a deep, clear spring sky. 
 Her name was Stephanie. 
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 Vicki never knew she'd been on the fatalities list for the entire year 
that followed. 
 Nobody could say whether she had a purse or handbag carrying 
anything to identify her. During the desperate moments of rescue before 
so many more were lost when the road gave way, the emergency services 
were more concerned with getting the injured out of harm's way than 
asking for everyone's name. Had they asked, Vicki wouldn't have been 
able to answer – she hadn't been able to speak for a fortnight or more and 
she hadn't remembered her own name for close to a month – the 
diagnosis of psychogenic retrograde amnesia had been textbook. 
 By the time the health authorities had made the connection with 
her father, who'd come to collect her, work colleagues had enquired 
desperately and hopefully after her safety with the police and hospitals. 
No Vicki Holt had been registered, so like thousands of other distraught 
families and friends they'd accepted she hadn't made it. 
 Despite the advances in medical record keeping, the urgency of 
treatment that followed for so many people was more important that 
updating official casualty lists, and the error went uncorrected until she 
was registered into public psychiatric care almost a year later. 
 She spent the next year in and out of hospitals, the trauma having 
reduced her to near-catatonia, and suddenly she could see the white walls 
of the crazy home where she'd spent six months, sitting in a chair and 
rocking. 
 She mustn't have been dangerous. Someone must have said it was 
okay for her to have a glass vase on the small cabinet against the wall, 
because on some family visit or other, someone had bought a bunch of 
flowers she'd left at work the day the bridge fell. 
 They sat in the vase until they died a few days later, and when they 
did she kept the small plastic loveheart with the elastic band on the back. 
She still had it. 
 Over the long months that followed, barely 22 years old and 
already a mental patient with a crippling post-traumatic disorder, she 
gradually crawled out of the place she'd fallen into after what she'd seen 
on the bridge. 
 Memories reformed with painstaking slowness. Dale had been one 
of the ones that never came back in its entirety, leaving only the 
fragments that drew her to him so strongly they overruled her better 
judgement. 
 One that did come back was a woman, a work friend. The woman 
had died, a stand-in for the memories Vicki's mind itself had wanted to 



kill. It packed them up and buried them too deep for her conscious mind 
to reach, and she started to feel better. 
 In April 2020 they released her back into her father's care. As she 
battled agoraphobia and social anxiety disorder she wondered who was in 
the pictures on her computer, including ones that had synched from her 
long-gone mobile and online services. One showed a group of girls with 
her at a bar, one woman holding a baby. One was of a boy about her age, 
sitting in a restaurant and smiling wryly as he looked out the window. 
 For a year the very thought of leaving the house crippled her with 
terror, let alone trying to discover who the people in the pictures were. 
Years later, by the time she started her Bachelor of Medicine at 
Macquarie University, they'd just become faces in pictures and she had a 
new group of casual friends. But years of blackness and depression 
dogged her and it wasn't until she graduated she felt stable enough to 
have anyone very close – friend or lover. 
 Her father and those around her knew well enough not to talk about 
the bridge, about her friend. They knew she didn't remember any of it, 
and there didn't need to be any conspiracy to support her fabricated past 
because for all Vicki knew, she hadn't said anything to anyone about 
Stephanie until she'd told Dale just weeks before. 
 If she had, nobody had any reason to believe Stephanie hadn't 
existed. Not even the psychiatrists who'd treated her. Or maybe the 
doctors had known Stephanie was a lie and they'd left well enough alone, 
deciding Vicki would come out of it when she was ready. 
 Maybe they'd decided she was better off going through life living a 
fantasy about a dead friend simply so she could function rather than grow 
old in a padded cell. 
 Or maybe she'd come up with the story in the years since, filling in 
the blanks after she was done with doctors and studying. 
 It didn't matter. Now, as she tore her nails down to the stumps, 
having barely begun this desperate crawl to safety for the second time, it 
all came back to her in a horrific flash across her mind, as bright and 
sudden as the one that had scraped it all away to begin with. It was like a 
box of something horrible opening inside her, releasing it like a plague of 
flies or a stream of black bile. 
 The blood, the smashed bodies and the screams in the air weren't 
the worst thing. 
 The worst thing was what the mind was capable of. She'd flat out 
invented almost three years of her life. She'd wiped everything that 
happened to her away, the whole tragedy – she'd been in the middle of it. 
She'd lived it! 



 But even worse, now she knew who the boy in the photo was, the 
one she had her arms around. He'd been given back to her, and she had to 
get to him. She hadn't even recognised him until that very second. 
 But, as she felt something slowly but cruelly encircle her ankle, 
Vicki realised this wasn't like last time. There'd been no monsters or 
ghosts then, all that time ago. 
 Now, she was crawling along the road with metal falling 
everywhere, her leg in agony while they stalked all around her. 
 Ironically her leg was the first thing she noticed when she turned 
back. Underneath her stocking it was caked in blood, but the stocking had 
split open where the pipe had hit her. The flesh beneath it showed a 
slender, angry line of pink meat butted together down the middle, slowly 
seeping blood. She supposed if she didn't stem it soon she might feel 
faint, pass out and simply lay here and bleed to death. 
 Then she saw the eyes. She couldn't even really see what had 
grabbed her apart from a vague outline, as if it didn't quite belong in this 
dimension. The only thing she could see clearly was two tiny, piercing 
white lights pointed at her. Eyes of whatever was holding her ankle in a 
vice-like grip. 
 Vicki started to claw forward again, but as she tried, she felt herself 
being dragged slowly back towards the clouds of dust and rain of metal... 
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 The day was bright and clear, and Dale could see a long way down 
the empty highway. Almost as soon as he'd found himself alone after 
passing the line of police cars he'd seen the blue Daihatsu way ahead, 
stopped in the middle of the road. 
 He supposed soon he'd hear cars following him, maybe a helicopter 
descending from the sky to hover beside the bridge while they shot him 
dead, but something told him Vicki was in it. 
 And from somewhere deep inside, something terrible started to fill 
him. He thought it had all been erased after all this time. 
 She was trapped here, needing him. 
 Again. 
 The guilt roared back, the old feeling that used to plague him when 
he turned out the bedside light in the very early days. 
 She might have been out there, waiting for you, it had said 
repeatedly until he'd cried tears of terror and frustration that felt like 
blood, and you left her there. 
 His lungs burned and his bare feet were starting to hurt from 
running, but he put his head down and tried to put on an extra burst of 
speed. 
 

**** 
 
 The highway had opened up, started to crumble and break up under 
the fifty thousand tons of iron hammering it from above, and the semi-
visible creature disappeared over the edge, dragging Vicki after it. She 
fought, screeched, tried to dig her nails into the asphalt, but she felt her 
ruined leg, then her thighs and pelvis pass the jagged edge of the concrete 
so her whole bottom half was hanging free. 
 Vicki closed her eyes shut, pleading silent prayers, resolving to 
keep them shut all the way down and die blind rather than see the horror 
of the water rushing up at her. 
 She made a last effort to press her elbows into the ground to stop 
herself but suddenly the ground disappeared from under her and she felt 
herself start to drop. 
 Before she could even open her mouth to scream Vicki felt herself 
land lightly in something soft that enveloped her, as if she'd fallen only a 
few inches. 
 She opened her eyes with a gasp as the smell of leather and singed 
motor oil assailed her nostrils. She was in the car, the insurance company 
replacement, behind the wheel as she had been. The sunny day and the 
new bridge surrounded her on every side. 



 Hardly daring to breathe, Vicki looked this way and that, trying to 
make sense of it. Had she been asleep? Imagined the whole thing? How 
long had she been sitting there? She looked at her nails – as smooth as 
when she'd filed and buffed them the other night. Her leg didn't hurt, 
wasn't clad in a stocking and hadn't been injured. 
 She fell back in the chair, finally letting herself breathe, panting the 
tension out and feeling like a tightly wound spring finally getting to 
uncoil. 
 Just as quickly, the memories from the dream/vision came back to 
her. Her life, the bridge, Dale. 
 Dale! She was back in the real world and his operation was in 
trouble. She hadn't dreamed the phone call telling her to get to the 
hospital as quickly as she could too, had she? 
 The leather smell was the interior of the car and the burnt oil was 
undoubtedly seeping out of the underside of the engine from the bashed-
in front of the loaner. She might be lucky to even make it off the other 
end of the bridge, let alone all the way to the hospital in Ryde. 
 To say nothing of the cops undoubtedly waiting for her at the other 
end. 
 She started the car and looked up as she reached down to release 
the hand brake and froze in fear all over again. 
 It was here again, just in front of her. 
 Down the highway a few metres she was sure she could see 
something moving. The sky was blue and cloudless above and the day 
was clear as crystal, but she could see the drifting outline of the same 
huge ahead, maybe 10 feet tall or more. 
 Before Vicki had a chance to decide whether to ignore the thing or 
back up in terror, she saw the outline jostle and swish – no, it was hardly 
even an outline now that it moved. It was just a sense of movement. 
 Was she imagining it, like she imagined the two tiny white lights 
that seemed to blink on? Two tiny lights, right where the eyes would be... 
 Vicki was wrestling the gearshift lever into reverse when the flurry 
of movement was right on top of her. The bonnet of the Daihatsu buckled 
and a huge dent appeared in the middle. The car leaned down at the front 
under some crushing weight. 
 Vicki froze. She didn't feel her foot slip from the clutch in terror 
and the car stall. 
 She could almost see the air drift under the force of the object, not 
quite in her world as three pinpricks appeared on the windscreen in front 
of her. 
 She stared at them while they turned into long scratches, as if three 
invisible blades were being drawn across the glass. The high, keening 



whistle made her wince but she couldn't take her eyes from the two tiny 
white lights blinking at her from beyond the glass. 
 She knew them. She'd seen them before. 
 The weight on the bonnet shifted, making the metal creak and 
buckle noisily under it, the car shaking. The scratches followed each 
other in a circle, as if – 
 as if they were attached to a hand. Or a claw. 
 Vicki shuddered but tried not to breathe. If she couldn't see it 
properly, maybe the barrier between their worlds clouded its vision of her 
as well. Maybe if she heaved the door open and bolted, it would lose 
what sight of her it had. 
 The scratches stopped, and Vicki shrieked as the windscreen was 
suddenly torn from its frame – causing the car to rock violently – and 
hurled down the road where it smashed on the asphalt. 
 The lights gazed down from above and she reached for the 
doorhandle. 
 Something shot out in front of her, she felt the air from it this time, 
and she felt a vice-like grip that felt like a cool, fleshy clamp around her 
wrist. It effortlessly pressed her arm back into the seat beside her, her 
other arm gripped and forced down as well. 
 Fear threatened to overcome her, panic fighting its way upwards. 
Despite the loathsome feel of the binds – 
 claws 
 – holding her down, she fought it back down. She had, for some 
reason, to stay still and calm. The thing was moving. She was more aware 
of it because the shifting bulk made the car rock, but she also saw 
whatever it was more clearly – a huge shaggy torso, an enormous angry 
head, huge muscles on legs that were maybe five feet long, a huge 
swaying pair of diseased balls. 
 She felt a crushing weight and heard the rustle of the hair on the 
object as it came down on top of her, far bigger than her, smothering her. 
The weight made her groan. The thing smelled of decay and shit, like a 
sewer. 
 She knew they were claws flattening her arms to the seat now, and 
she pressed herself back in the seat in terror, watching those tiny white 
eyes come even closer. 
 

**** 
 
 As Dale ran a dark green helicopter, the colour of the army, 
appeared to his right a few dozen metres out, keeping pace by drifting 
sideways as it hovered. 



 He thought he could heard a voice, as if they were shouting 
something at him over a loudspeaker, but he ignored it and turned back to 
the front. 
 They couldn't help him, but if he slowed for even a second they 
could stop him saving Vicki. 
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 From only a few inches away she saw deeper into the eyes. Up 
close they were a dirtier white, and she thought she saw even tinier black 
pupils in the middle of each white light. She'd seen the same blackness 
deep inside another set of eyes before. 
 One had been in the gigantic creature that had kept her pinned in 
her car in the driving rain the night of the terrible gathering, every time it 
had bought its huge and terrible head back to look at her. 
 Worse still, she saw Dale's eyes. Not his, but the eyes of what he'd 
become that night in his bathroom. 
 A dull, hollow roar whirled up in her stomach, and she didn't know 
if the thing whispered to her in an aeons-old voice or she felt it in her 
very nerve endings, but she thought 'it's going to have me this time'. 
 When it had been wearing Dale's skin in his bathroom, it had been 
almost bearable. 
 Compared to this. 
 The backrest of the driver's seat flew down under her, crashing to 
the edge of the back seat so she was laying down. There was a quick 
stabbing pain in her shoulder but she froze with terror. 
 The thing still had her elbows pinned to the seat, but she'd slid her 
hurt arm out of the sling gingerly and reached in so her hands were 
clutched protectively around her crotch, numb tears falling down her 
stony face. 
 The thing reached down and ripped her dress up to her neck with 
one motion of its clawed hand. It tore her underwear from her with 
another, the elastic biting so hard into her skin it drew blood. 
 It split her knees apart with a crash, against the driver's side door 
and the handbrake lever. She didn't know what was more horrible, the 
thing, what it was doing to her, or the fact that it still wasn't even clearly 
visible. 
 The sun and bridge filled her vision above her beyond the vinyl of 
the car ceiling, and she had to concentrate almost to the point of 
discomfort to fix on any aspect of the drifting air/light creature. Things 
were distorted behind it, wavering as fragments of the outline drifted in 
and out. 
 She was still too petrified to scream but her fear became a 
desperate animal, thrashing in its cage to get out. When it became strong 
and frenzied enough to burst free it bought her voice with her. She 
screamed shrilly and brokenly, pleading and crying as if it would make 
sense to the thing. 



 One claw laid flat on her stomach and the pain of the weight was 
unbearable. Her screams became gurgles, and she was denied even the 
delirium of panic. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale heard the scream from the car, now a hundred metres or so 
away, bouncing up and down like a cartoon parody of a couple in the 
back seat at lovers' lane. 
 Except it wasn't a cartoon and the car was nearly leaving the road. 
Anything coming down that hard on top of a woman would break her 
back. He screamed Vicki's name and tried to run faster, the words – 
 pleasegodjesuschristpleasedon'tletherdiedon'tletmeloseheragainno
tthistime 
 – a roiling slurry in his head. 
 

**** 
 
 Then, came the fire, jetting and burning into her, no sound except 
the angry squeal of the car's shocks and her own attempts to scream. 
 Somewhere far away Vicki understood the thing had the power 
over the earth around her – around her too, if it wanted. 
 If it wanted to it could cause her to be so overwhelmed with lust 
she wouldn't be able to think straight, that it was Dale laying on top of her 
and she was experiencing the most beautiful lovemaking imaginable. 
 Instead it made her see it as a huge shaggy thing that she couldn't 
see properly and couldn't fight that would split her in half with its 
enormity and might even be bad enough to kill her. She suddenly 
understood it made her feel all those horrors because it was a murderer 
and a torturer. She thrashed, in her mind, to make herself remember that 
it was all bioelectrical, sparks in her thalamus, quarks and gluons holding 
the universe together, no hatred or even emotion intended. 
 Except that it was hurting and maybe killing her. 
 The creature threw its head back as if it was having a violently 
satisfying orgasm, like a man would instead of a thing from another 
universe. Vicki was too numb to feel the thing grow inside her, and she 
didn't feel the wave of boiling, poisoned fluid fill her. 
 An explosion of light erupted from her body as it distended in 
reflex, skin stretching and breaking, ribs cracking, her vagina and uterus 
exploding inside her. Jets of blood spurted from where her skin had split 
and dribbled across the dashboard and floor of the car. 
 She lay there, her fingers slack, finally silent. 
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 The door of the car opened and a shape that wasn't quite there 
appeared, a huge thing over nine feet in height. Dale couldn't see it 
properly, but he recognised it. 
 Its face was invisible at this distance, only a drifting air pocket that 
– if questioned – he might say wasn't there at all. But he saw the tiny 
glinting eyes, white lights he'd seen on the nurse in his dreams. The nurse 
and this thing were the same. He could feel it from here. 
 It dragged Vicki's inert body out of the car and held her aloft. Her 
dress was hitched up around her bra, her hips limp and her pubic area 
glistening with blood, her thighs and groin an angry nest of bruises, her 
eyes half closed and resigned. 
 She twitched as she seemed to wake a little, the dress falling and 
mercifully covering her. 
 He felt the thing promise – threaten – that it would kill them both if 
Dale moved. He believed it, but he tried to focus on Vicki. Her eyes 
fluttered like butterflies, and from only a few metres away he could see 
she focused on him. He wasn't sure, but he thought he saw the corners of 
her lips draw up in a weak smile. 
 "You're... all right," she said in a bedraggled croak. 
 "I'm all right," he assured her. "I came for you. Just hold on. I'm 
not going to leave you again." 
 But tears came and the blackness was already spreading and 
putting down roots, because Dale could see plainly that he was too late. 
Vicki was badly hurt, maybe fatally. 
 She made a choked sound and a glob of blood came up and out of 
her lips, dribbling onto her chin. In it looked like a clot of bile or pus, and 
Dale saw to his horror that a similar smudge of blood dangled from 
between her legs and started to slide slowly down the inside of her thigh. 
 She was trying to speak. 
 "Sor... sorry," she managed, barely more than a whisper. "I..." here 
she let out a short groan and looked at the sky, pressing her eyes together 
as if to get past some even more unimaginable pain inside her. "...sorry." 
 "Just hold on, Vicki, you don't have to be s-" 
 "Me." 
 Dale fell silent, not even sure he'd heard right. 
 She smiled again, and this time he was sure. Tears started running 
down his face. 
 "Was... me," she said, and even from here he could see the last of 
her strength was leaving her. He was less sure of the next word, but it 
sounded like 'love'. 



 He perceived the dancing lights around the edge of the creature rise 
to its full height and draw back its arm, sending it plummeting into 
Vicki's head. A shower of blood sprayed into the air as her face opened 
across her bottom lip. Blood ran down her chin and into her dress like the 
make-up of some freakish circus clown. Her eyes opened weakly again, 
fixed momentarily on the head of her captor. 
 The thing rose up and struck her again and again, sending blood 
splattering her hair and face, the road and the thing itself. Its claw was a 
dream from another world, sticky with blood. Vicki's head jerked back 
and forth, her neck starting to snap. 
 Dale's hatred snapped and he started to run forward. 
 The creature held Vicki towards Dale and suddenly its neck 
stretched out appallingly, its head lengthening, its mask of rage becoming 
wilder, and it lifted Vicki's blood-streaked hand with its other claw, 
sending its jaws crunching closed on her forearm. 
 Vicki's hand and wrist thumped to the road, rolled over once, and 
was still. As Dale ran, he didn't see any more life in her eyes. 
 The thing threw her body behind it where she slumped, clearly 
dead. Its arm gaped across space, its fingers closing around Dale's throat 
and stopping him short in whatever ether it occupied. It dragged him 
forward and snarled loudly in his face – 
 except it wasn't a sound in his ears, it was in his mind 
 – the two seeing deep inside each other for many seconds, 
weighing chances, feeling for weak spots, seeing true selves. 
 Dale saw deep into it, through it, and all around he saw the 
whirling particle pathways and wave motion from his dream. But they 
were real. 
 And it was more than a storm, beyond a maelstrom. Instead of tiny 
squiggles the size of houseflies, huge arcs of energy leaped into and out 
of existence across great quadrants of the sky. The curved lightning was 
now jagged and angry, connecting the bridge, the water, the building, 
himself and the unnameable thing in front of him. 
 The power in the field had built to some critical tipping point, he 
could feel in the pandemonium around him that it was about to break. 
 The army helicopter that had followed him along chopped through 
the air and began descending towards the bridge. Sirens sounded and a 
small squadron of emergency vehicles – three police sedans, two paddy 
wagons and an ambulance – came speeding from the north. More sirens 
screamed as they approached from the city end. 
 It screamed silently in rage or fear or triumph, its head rolling back 
and forth, its mouth gaping, and the road and bridge became alive around 
it. 
 



**** 
 
 A colossal explosion and a wave of heat bathed the city. Cool 
blue/orange flame like that of an electrical discharge danced hundreds of 
feet into the air and the bridge was suddenly gone in a thunderous fireball 
that licked the harbour's surface, boiling it. The sound was incredible, the 
fire inescapable. 
 When the fire disappeared it left the bridge a smouldering black 
hulk, smoke streaming away in a gigantic wave towards the west. The 
city had stopped short in shock. Cars were burning, trees were withered 
near the harbour's edge. The only sounds were the sirens that sang on 
both sides of the harbour, an eerie echo from a day 18 years before. 
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 He was laying face down on hot dirt. He rolled over, groaning, his 
body sore like he'd had a bad fall or played a punishing sport. His nylon 
hospital pants, previously light fairy-blue, were streaked with blood and 
dirt, torn down one leg to reveal an angry cut. 
 He sat up slowly, muscles aching, fleeting memories dancing in 
shock in his head. He squinted against the sunlight and looked around. He 
was sitting in Bradfield Park under the northern end of the bridge, where 
Burton Street ran underneath the Port Jackson Highway as it began its 
flight across the harbour. 
 The bridge was still there, but it was covered in a black crust with 
smoke rolling away on the wind in enormous clouds towards the west. 
The flags on top of the three main arches hung in burnt tatters. 
 Underneath him, Bradfield Park was scorched and dead, the grass 
burnt, the trees wilted and shrivelled from the burst of heat. People sat or 
laid around in shock. Police and ambulance crews ran everywhere. Sirens 
wailed all over the city from every direction. 
 Dale sat up slowly. 
 Why was he alive? Was the thing – the entity, whatever it could 
possibly be called – afraid of him? Maybe he was like a shark teeming 
with remora. They needed him to glide along their way, knowing every 
second that if food became scarce the shark would thrash and shake his 
passengers off and devour them all. 
 It couldn't just kill him. Like Tim had said, he was a battery. The 
brace would be a useless lump of steel and wire if he was dead, just like 
he'd be a useless lump of meat if he had taken the brace out. 
 Dale sobbed numbly. He realised he'd been little more than a chess 
piece. The operation, the desperate flight to save Vicki, even the dream. 
He'd decided not to have the brace out – maybe it had given him that 
nightmare to give him the strength to decide to keep the brace in. Then it 
had interfered with it, causing it to short circuit, maybe unwittingly 
sealing his fate – to have it removed after all. 
 Then, in hospital, it had come into his body. His nerves had been 
microwaved beyond use and he was a vegetable from the waist down. It 
had injected him with some terrible magic potion, regenerating his nerves 
like it had regenerated his dead body before. 
 It'd woken him up, cut through the swathe of anaesthetic and drugs 
that had knocked him unconscious, and injected him with some 
superpower (he had driven a car, for God's sake) that made him break out 
and try to reach Vicki. It had shown him what was going to happen to her 
unless he saved her but the whole scene had been set up. He was never 



intended to reach her. It happened just like it was supposed to, he'd been 
seconds too late, and Vicki had already endured the unthinkable. 
 She'd been an accessory to get him within reach. To weaken him, 
maybe. To make him submit. But it'd had him within its grasp, and 
something about him had still been too strong for it. The power to the 
brace must have gone through the roof like Tim had said, but whatever 
opposing power he could muster had risen with it. The tension that had 
built up had been like the San Andreas Fault, caught on a snag and ready 
to slip a few hundred feet. 
 He'd seen the terrible electromagnetic energy building in the air, 
ready to be unleashed in the world. And it still needed the brace. There'd 
been a dozen police and ambulance crews on the bridge, they were 
probably ashes littered across the harbour. But Dale had landed – 
 been placed 
 – here, in safety, because he couldn't be allowed to die. He couldn't 
be allowed to be hurt. It had bought him back from the dead once before, 
maybe it had learnt to just not let him die at all this time. 
 What force in the universe was constantly correcting and 
correlating a never-ending stream of events – no matter how minuscule 
and unnoticed by humanity – that led to a preordained conclusion? 
 What intelligence would bother to cause a piece of dust to fall on 
the brake pad of a moving car he was driving kilometres away, one detail 
in a chain of reverberations throughout space-time, ultimately causing 
him to have clear passage to speed towards the scene of Vicki's murder? 
 What power could possibly engineer all the trillions of tiny events 
that resulted in a preordained incident, causing him to arrive somewhere 
right on time like he had, down to the millisecond? 
 Tim had said in a frightened voice at some point when his guard 
had been down that he believed they were witnessing the intervention of 
God. 
 But Dale couldn't believe it, not the image he had of God. 
Whatever had acted here had destroyed, killed and hurt. 
 Dale couldn't remember how he got here, but as he climbed to his 
feet, looking around at the ambulance crews helping terror-stricken 
people, he suddenly remembered the last piece of the puzzle he'd just 
lived through. 
 All feeling left him in a wave of numbness that poured from his 
crown to the tip of every toe. 
 Vicki was gone. 
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 "Death, we all feared, had become a way of life in Sydney, and this 
morning our worst fears were reconfirmed. In the most violent and 
spectacular electrical disturbance seen so far, the metallic shell of the 
Sydney Harbour Bridge reached such a peak of electromagnetic heating 
it exploded just before 11 this morning, resulting in the deaths of 29 
people on the bridge and in the surrounding area. 
 "The death toll before today stood at 17, tireless councillors, 
police, State Emergency Service workers, scientists and researchers who 
gave their lives in the name of public safety. But, sadly, today's violent 
phenomenon claimed the lives of many innocent bystanders. 
 "Disaster struck when, at 10.48, electromagnetic readings of the 
core structure rose to such a level the alloy panels surrounded the pylons 
exploded from the sudden transfer of heat, leaving the bridge and 
highway charred and sending such a violent shock and heat wave across 
the harbour that buildings shook, trees were burnt along Circular Quay 
and the water below heated exponentially. 
 "The bridge now stands, a menacing black figure, still spewing 
thick smoke towards the west and blocking out the afternoon sun in the 
sky over the harbour. 
 "Among the 29 nine killed by the blast itself were 15 tourists or city 
workers unlucky enough to be in the proximity, including a Japanese 
family of five standing at the water's edge in Dawes Park, three tourists 
on a pleasure craft below the bridge, and a total of six motorists on both 
sides of the harbour whose fuel tanks exploded under the heat, or who 
were sent through shop fronts or into oncoming cars before the might of 
the shock wave. 
 "The remainder of the victims were all State Emergency Service 
workers and soldiers. An unidentified man and woman, the only civilians 
to perish on the bridge itself in the blast, had broken through police 
barricades at each end of the highway and entered the restricted area. An 
MRH 90 army helicopter was despatched and the senior sergeant in 
charge of the operation ordered several units to pursue the trespassers. 
 "Six police officers and four St Johns ambulance crew members 
were racing towards the centre of the bridge where the two-man crew of 
the MRH 90 had the man and woman under observation. All were 
incinerated in the blast. Police plan to launch the operation to recover 
the remains of the helicopter late this evening. 
 "The Police Minister issued a statement at lunch time today 
declaring a state of emergency in the Central Business District of Sydney. 
The city as far back as Alfred St Circular Quay will remain closed to all 
traffic and pedestrians as of midnight tonight, similarly in the north as far 



as Fitzroy Street, and police and Sydney City Council representatives are 
this afternoon evacuating and sealing buildings and shops and clearing 
people from the new danger areas. 
 "Professors from University Metallurgy and Physics departments 
from all over the world are being called in to assess and advise on the 
situation from high level observation points around Sydney Harbour. 
 "Ferry routes from the city are closed and motorists are advised to 
avoid all approaches into the city and North Sydney area, while traffic 
across the Glebe Point, Gladesville and Ryde Bridges remains at a 
standstill. Police urge motorists to use them only if necessary. 
 "You're with Digital One news. I'll be back with an update in one 
hour." 
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 Dale watched the curtains beside the altar platform close towards 
the middle of the floor, like the curtains of a huge horror movie screen, 
slowly parting to open the depths of hell upon the terrified audience. 
 It was just like that, except the movie was over. The curtains were 
closing, inching slowly together and cutting off everything. Cutting off 
the tasteful pale blue walls of St Michael's, Lane Cove and cutting off the 
altar where Vicki's coffin lay. 
 Dale watched the curtain close his view of his dead lover's coffin 
off, the last thing he ever saw of her the wild and beautiful spray of native 
flowers and dried leaves. A few rows in front, Vicki's father's head 
dropped to the floor, and Dale saw the side of the old man's face move as 
he fought tears, which came anyhow. After the picture of her father Vicki 
had shown Dale, she'd said he had the kind of face that smiled all the 
time. 
 It wasn't smiling now. 
 As everyone stood outside on the pleasant lawn, the muggy air 
trapped in by the overcast sky, Dale had wanted to go to the old man and 
offer him some words of encouragement, at least acknowledge their 
shared loss. But what could he say? 'Hi, I screwed your daughter a couple 
of times and she died because I dragged her into this'? 
 Instead, a lady who looked to be in her mid fifties came towards 
them, nodding at Tim with a quiet hello. 
 "I think you must be Dale, her patient?" the woman said, leaning in 
to speak quietly as if imparting something top secret. Dale just nodded 
dumbly. 
 "I'm her Aunt, Chloe. I know just about everyone here except you 
and she'd mentioned a guy she was seeing called Dale..." 
 "Oh," Dale managed in a faint squeak, afraid if he said any more 
he'd break down. 
 The woman was extracting something from her pocket to hand 
him. It was an envelope with his name on the front. 
 "This was in her consulting rooms in Bondi," the woman said, and 
Dale and Tim saw her reddened eyes start to drip tears. "I haven't opened 
it, it's obviously private, but I wrote my mobile number on the back in 
case you need to contact me." 
 Dale put it straight into his coat pocket, afraid the gale of tears and 
sadness he felt would start to pour out if he looked at it, much less opened 
it. 
 Tim was muttering 'thank you very much' to her and she was 
already turning away before she herself started crying properly. 



 Dale wondered if she was thinking the same thing he was. The 
beautiful flowers and neat lawns and smart suits and polished box had all 
been to hide the truth of what they were putting in the ground that day. 
 It seemed faintly ridiculous. Through his contacts in the police 
force, Tim had a copy of her coroner's report. He undoubtedly hadn't 
meant for Dale to see it but had left it on the living room table at his place 
in Rozelle. 
 He couldn't even remember now how he'd found his way to Tim's 
place after the explosion, but they'd driven to his flat to collect some 
clothes and basics and their agreement that Dale would stay at Tim's 
place was unspoken, not even conscious. If he'd thought about it long 
enough, Dale supposed he might have felt like they were the only people 
left in the world. 
 So when he found the coroner's report about Vicki's death on the 
table he realised Tim must have left it there carelessly, the way someone 
might leave dirty underwear on the floor when they're used to living 
alone. 
 The only consolation he could think of – as he read it with tears 
springing to his eyes – was that by the time most of these terrible things 
had happened to poor Vicki, she'd already been dead. 
 Her arm was severed roughly. Her lower jaw had sustained so 
many heavy blows it was broken in three places. The heat from the blast 
had singed every item of clothing and every hair from her body. The lips 
of both her mouth and vagina were fused together. She was completely 
black, smooth and burnt, like a sausage left on the barbecue too long. 
Now, after all this rubbish about stupid flowers and an eco-lacquered 
fibrecard box, they were only going to burn her more. It hurt Dale more 
than anything. 
 Tim asked Dale if he wanted to go to the wake – it was at some 
cousin's house or something. 
 He didn't. Not because he didn't know anybody there and wouldn't 
know what to tell them, but because he wanted to kneel in front of that 
giant oven and scream and scream and scream, feeling the heat as she 
burned. 
 He just shook his head and they walked towards Tim's car. 
 



3 
 
 The driver's side of Tim's shiny red ute had a lime green door and a 
sky blue front panel, replacements from the damage inflicted during the 
night of the storm. It was hard to believe that awful night had been barely 
two weeks ago, when the ghost of a car hit the ute – however the hell a 
car could have a ghost. 
 Tim opened the passenger door for Dale and watched worriedly as 
his friend slid slackly into the seat, his eyes glazed and wet. Tim closed 
the door and crossed to the driver's side, pausing to wipe his own eyes 
and blow his nose. 
 As he climbed in, Dale was looking off toward the chapel and the 
crematorium beyond. Tim started the engine and slowly took off, 
directing the ute toward Loungeville Road and the freeway that would 
take them back home. 
 Neither spoke for long minutes until Tim heard Dale quietly beside 
him. 
 "I went to a paper recycling plant for a school excursion once... 
Wiseman's Ferry or somewhere up there." Tim glanced at him. Dale's 
eyes were still glazed as he stared through the windscreen dully at the 
road in front of them. There was another long pause and Tim wondered if 
his friend had forgotten what he was saying. "There'd just be nothing 
left," Dale finally muttered. 
 "What?" Tim asked. 
 "There was this huge pulping chamber, like a grain silo. The walls 
were all steel... there was this white dust in the air everywhere. A 
walkway led around the room so we could see what was going on. Down 
at the bottom of the chute under a grate was a huge roller, the size of the 
tank on those petrol trucks, covered with blades and spikes. 
 He paused again, for long seconds. "There'd just be nothing left of 
me." 
 Tim looked at Dale with worry. "What are you bloody talking 
about," he asked, "throwing yourself in a pulping machine?" 
 "Big bricks of compressed paper would fall down the chute into the 
shredder. They were the size of a deep freeze or washing machine. Those 
blades spun so fast you couldn't even see them, we watched a video of it 
outside. These blocks would burst apart and they'd be in a million pieces 
and down the outlet pipes in seconds. It was just so incredible how fast 
these blocks of paper would get shredded into nothing." 
 Tim looked at Dale again. Now his friend was looking dazedly out 
the window at the world drifting past. 
 "Next they took us downstairs to see where it went. It came out of 
the pipes into the back of trucks, and the paper was in bits no bigger than 



splinters. Those teeth and spikes were spinning so fast they just tore all 
that paper into tiny shaved pieces." 
 Finally he turned to look at Tim. 
 "If I dived into a big industrial shredder like that, there'd be 
absolutely nothing left of me. No brace, no bones or blood, no brain. I'd 
be pulp. No more coming back to life more injured every time. There'd be 
nothing to bring back to life. It can't create people from nothing, can it?" 
 Tim shook his head. "We don't know what it can do, Dale, except 
what we've seen it do." 
 But Dale didn't want to see any more, and in telling Tim about the 
pulping plant he was only thinking out loud. He'd already decided the 
only course of action left to them and that pulping chamber what just a 
pie in the sky way to make it happen. 
 There were two parts to him being the engine this thing needed, his 
body and the brace. Even when his body had been damaged beyond 
repair, the nerves so badly fried below his waist, that hadn't stopped it. 
Something had just reached through space and time and reconnected 
everything. It had even woken him up in the middle of an operation to 
make sure he was right where it wanted him. 
 It had also resurrected him from the dead when he'd bled out on his 
living room floor, but he tried not to think about that too much. It made 
Dale feel he himself was some kind of monster. 
 Obviously the only way was to disable both his body and the brace, 
one very quickly after the other. If the evil forces surrounding them (Dale 
couldn't think of them any other way no matter what cosmological 
explanation Tim came up with) were going to find a way of reconnecting 
the brace after he switched it off, he had to be dead before it happened.  
 He had to disable the brace completely with the killswitch code, 
then throw himself under a bus or put a bullet in his brain an instant later 
somehow. He had no idea how, but he had to think of a way. 
 With no brace and no Dale, it would be over. 
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 He was barely aware of time passing for the rest of the day, so 
when Dale found himself looking at his own image on the TV screen late 
that night, he jerked awake from the doze he'd been drifting in and out of. 
 This time it was no dream. It was a photo on the screen, the famous 
one from the paper years ago, taken by some shaken tourist right after 
he'd crashed to the ground. 
 "Volume up," Dale said, watching the icon for the volume control 
appear and grow larger on the monitor. The newscaster's voice was a little 
louder but he repeated himself just to make sure, turning it up more. 
 "-now in his late thirties and has been living in Ramsgate in 
Sydney's south where he was until recently making plans to rejoin the 
workforce under the Re-enabled Workers Scheme. 
 "Doctors and reception staff identified Milling as he fled from the 
scene of a planned operation at Royal North Shore Hospital, stealing a 
car and making his way for the northern safety barriers. 
 "Milling evaded police and made his way out to the centre of the 
bridge when the explosion occurred only minutes later. Dr Holt had 
driven a car from the southern barrier where she'd also outrun police 
guards, the pair evidently with no idea they were rushing to meet their 
deaths as well as each other. 
 "The release of Milling and Holt's names by police brings the 
death toll to 31. Mr Milling leaves no surviving family and a Department 
of Community Services spokesman said his memorial service at St 
Josephine's Presbyterian church in San Souci was a quiet and respectful 
affair. 
 "After Friday's tragic events, the northern reaches of the Sydney 
CBD and Milsons Point are in virtual lockdown. To avoid another 
security breach concrete barriers with steel boom gates have been 
installed at each end of the bridge with sniper teams monitoring 
approaches from both ends. 
 "The RAAF is conducting regular flybys to enforce a strict no-fly 
zone and Dawes Park has become a purpose built research camp of 
temporary laboratories and command centres almost overnight, 
emergency workers and scientists bought in from all over the world to try 
and explain and stop these terrifying and increasingly deadly 
phenomena. Charmaine Siravo, WorldMedia Alert, Sydney." 
 Dale stared blankly at the screen, muting the sound and trying to 
let what he'd just seen sink in. 
 He definitely hadn't dreamed it. He was wide awake and right 
where he thought he was, in the front lounge room of Tim's house. 



 Both the lab and the bedroom Tim used were down the back of the 
house, as Tim had shown him during a brief tour the other day when he'd 
arrived. Sleeping up the front in the living room on the three seater 
pullout sofabed, Dale had the run of the kitchen and guest bathroom. 
 He'd been thinking about getting up out of the single seater to make 
up the bed and get in it before he woke up to the news broadcast. It had 
taken four days, but they'd identified him as missing (or someone at the 
police had told a reporter, at least). 
 At first he felt like he better get comfortable staying at Tim's place. 
Would he have to sleep in the scientist's front room and never engage 
with the outside world again? Would he have to eventually live on a 
carefully crafted false identity in the third world with plastic surgery and 
a new name? 
 He was supposed to be dead. If he just walked back out into his life 
he couldn't imagine the questions it would raise that he couldn't answer. 
Even the thought of such media scrutiny made him want to vomit. 
 But there was something else, another feeling somewhere in the 
background. He just couldn't believe he'd ever get to worry about it. He 
had a vision in his head of himself in a strange, far, familiar place, lying 
dead in the middle of the road. 
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 Once more Tim caught himself with his head leaning against the 
backrest of his chair, staring at the ceiling. He blinked and shook his head 
angrily, leaning forward to sit properly and return his attention to the 
wireframe animation of the bridge, spinning slowly on the clear white 
wall of the lab from the projector. 
 He'd been catching himself daydreaming all day long, concern 
about Dale's frame of mind seeping like water into the mental space he 
should be devoting to the task at hand. 
 He was acutely aware of how much of this now rested on his 
shoulders. Not that Barry, Vicki or even Donald had been much help with 
parapsychology, but Tim felt like they'd all been fighting a war and now 
he was the only one still standing. 
 The race to get through research was life or death, and aside from 
his sense of simple human connection with Dale after everything they'd 
been through, he imagined Dale probably felt like he didn't have a friend 
left in the world, which gave Tim a protective instinct as well. 
 Although after some of the stuff his friend had said following 
Vicki's funeral, Tim doubted he offered much protection. 
 He sighed in irritation, once more making himself concentrate. He 
manipulated the slowly spinning animation with a laser pointer, spinning 
and flipping it this way and that and opening other data files that laid 
more information over the top. 
 Most of the time he'd do this on the office array, but when he 
needed a deep-level look at footage or data, projecting it in high 
definition against the blank wall he kept for just that purpose produced 
detail you could never pick out in a CMD or array screen. 
 Yellow dots blinked on and off around the beams and columns as 
well as the ironworks under the road, events recorded over the course of 
the whole excursion when they'd all been there – he, Dale, Vicki, Barry, 
Donald and the others. 
 He fired the stylus at the floating video palette to bring the 
spinning diagram to a halt, accessing the view options palette to select 
Realview. 
 The line drawing became a perfect still image of the bridge and the 
surrounding area from the same angle the line drawing had left off. Of the 
thousands of low angle photos taken, the graphics engine created a virtual 
remote camera that rendered the bridge and surrounds almost perfectly as 
Tim used the control angle palette to view the bridge from every possible 
angle and direction. 



 Tim opened the Insert Data palette and clicked the Footage 
option. A new box appeared, offering him the movie files taken that night 
by the various cameras set up around the bridge. 
 He selected the file for SC1 – the southern vertical central camera 
that had met such a nasty end at the hands – literally – of the creature. 
The first frame of the film appeared in a new window, another palette of 
playback controls appearing beside it. 
 He opened the Sensor Control palette and clicked the box beside 
Show Message Prompts. 
 He fired the laser at the Play button and with a click, set the film in 
motion. SC1 moved slowly back and forth, scanning the road, sweeping 
away from the edge of the bridge to scan an indefinable sheet of grey. 
Lightning flickered. 
 The murmuring of the TV started up at the front of the house. Dale 
must be having trouble sleeping, and Tim told himself he'd take a break 
in five minutes and go and see if he was okay. 
 Meanwhile he opened the Visual aids palette and selected the 
compass icon. Two small interlocked circles appeared at the base of the 
picture, moving in slow 3D, a pointer wavering amid them, giving precise 
direction and elevation. From the same palette he also opened the 
counter, which gave the time in hours, minutes, seconds, hundreds and 
thousandths of seconds. 
 The compass icon indicated the camera was slowly panning across 
a western heading, away from the heads of the harbour, and sweeping 
towards the northern end of the bridge. The grey blanket of colour was 
the rain, the harbour and western suburbs beyond. 
 In the playback palette, Tim clicked the anchor in the timeline to 
move forward through the movie. Checking the chronology on the array 
in front of him, he stopped when the counter reached the time he was 
looking for. 
 The camera was sweeping back out towards the north, following 
the road below, hazy through the downpour, when a small message 
prompt appeared at the bottom of the screen, reading Manual Override. 
The camera stopped and began panning steadily in another direction. It 
was Jeremy – the unfortunate uni student assisting Donald – taking 
control of the camera himself. 
 The view of the road fell away out of the bottom of the screen and 
Tim thought he saw something in the picture. He froze the playback and 
opened the Graphic Enhance palette, selecting Background, and 
another palette that offered him multiple forms of image enhancement 
filters appeared. 
 He used the simplest in-built enhancer in the program and applied 
it to the far plate. The palettes disappeared and the playback, frozen 



where he had stopped it, now contained objects at the farthest plane of 
focus, picked out and enhanced by the program. 
 Beyond the rain, the system of bright square windows and neon 
signs of every colour were visible. It was the city skyline, almost 
invisible through the downpour, and it was disappearing out of the 
bottom of the frame as the camera panned up into the sky. 
 He deselected the box for background enhancement. The lights 
disappeared behind the rain once more and the camera continued 
sweeping into the heavens. 
 The downpour became more visible as it began to fall straight 
down and the compass rested on a ninety degree magnetic heading, full 
elevation. The camera was pointing directly up. 
 The picture froze and a further message prompt appeared. Jeremy 
had realised he couldn't see the southern vertical and was searching for it. 
 The camera panned down out of the sky, directly west, Jeremy now 
searching for the diagonals and the rest of the southern vertical pillars 
Tim now knew weren't there. 
 He froze the picture and travelled through the process of enhancing 
the background once again. The error message from the enhance feature 
confirmed what they had already learned; the camera was focusing on 
only one plane of vision – the rain. The vertical hadn't been detected 
because it wasn't there. 
 It had turned into a hundred foot monster. 
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 Death was a shroud, like a thick fog. Not danger, not fear, not 
sadness. He just knew there was only one thing to be found in this place, 
and it was death. It seeped out of every crack in the asphalt, out of every 
join in the metal. 
 He knew the place very well from his dreams. He didn't know 
where it was, but he knew it was so far away no human could travel there. 
It was always there, in every nightmare he ever had, a backdrop to the 
bridge and the cityscape. He knew the landmarks, the sound and taste in 
the air. It was an eternal land that surrounded everything. So familiar... 
 The knowledge of death had always been implicit in dreams about 
the bridge – it was only in the real world, where truth was stranger than 
fiction, that it was possible to survive a 50-metre fall to an asphalt road. 
Quite simply, he knew every minute he relived it that death was a distinct 
possibility, just like when the screaming of tyres and clanging of metal 
had been real. 
 But right now the bridge wasn't falling and he wasn't running. 
Instead of a clear, bright spring day the sky was full of iron-grey clouds, 
their undersides looking like heavy pulp about to fall, cloying and angry. 
It drained all the colour and contrast out of the air and everything around 
him. 
 Despite the relative calm, Dale was full of fear that flooded his 
body like he'd plunged into a pool of it. He knew the feeling of death 
everywhere, and the bleak, oppressive sky was just one of its symbolic 
representations. 
 There was only one place where this feeling filled every 
millisecond of time, every millimetre of space. 
 He was in the faraway. 
 Not back where the bridge was falling – he could feel the faraway 
over the horizon from there. This was over that horizon. This was where 
he should have ended up, because he should have died that day. 
 He heard a whimper of fear, and realised it was himself, out in the 
real world. He suddenly realised he was dreaming and wanted desperately 
to wake up, but couldn't figure out how. 
 Dale then wondered if he screamed in the real world, in his sleep, 
when he turned to see Vicki standing 100 metres or so farther down in the 
middle of the road. 
 It wasn't just the stance that made him realise who it was. The torn, 
bloodstained clothes were the same Vicki was wearing when she died. He 
could see how the hem of the dress had been torn free and nearly severed 
in a long strip under the force of her brutal attack, dangling in a loop 
against her thigh. 



 Somehow, even from here, he could see the dried blood that caked 
the inside of her legs, her hair lank and clotted, the jagged skin and bone 
where her arm had been bitten off. 
 She stood perfectly still, staring in his direction but not looking at 
his eyes, as if she was a mannequin or statue. 
 But her eyes... They were open wide, as if she'd been preparing to 
hitch in a breath to scream, pinpoints of bone-bleached white in this 
greyed-out world, full of terror. 
 No, not terror, he realised with a feeling like a fist in the stomach. 
Hatred. 
 They were the eyes of the dying man, his leg sheared off, crawling 
across the asphalt towards Dale that he'd seen a million times. Enough 
time had passed for the irises to lose their colour and turn almost as white 
as the surrounding sclera, but a million years wasn't too long for Dale to 
forget the feeling that day as he'd crossed the field of what would have 
been the dead man's vision, those eyes momentarily locking onto his. 
 The dead, wide eyes came alive and this time they did show terror. 
Vicki's terror, understanding all over again that she was trapped here. 
 They snapped down to lock onto Dale and the explosion of fear 
like a blow to his stomach was so complete he almost shat himself. 
 

**** 
 
 There was a shrill, jangling tone. Nothing like the clattering of 
metal or anything else he'd expect in this place. 
 It was his CMD. 
 Dale blinked and rubbed his eyes, sitting up straighter in the chair, 
reaching onto the table beside him for the remote. If he'd fallen that 
deeply to sleep already, it was time to get into the sofabed, which looked 
much more comfortable than- 
 When he glanced at the TV screen, preparing to turn it off, the 
shock was so sudden he let out a strange, quiet bark of terror. It blasted 
any residual fatigue out of him like he'd been in a wind tunnel. 
 Dale pressed himself back against the chair, wanting desperately to 
scream for Tim, but too terrified to even speak. 
 The clouds, the bridge, the road. 
 Vicki's dead, wide, horrifying rictus of fear, staring. 
 She took a shuffling step forward, towards him – 
 the camera?!? 
 – starting to raise a hand and a bloody stump towards Dale, those 
wide white eyes staring... 
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 Tim turned to the array on the desk in front of him where he was 
halfway through his current notes, and typed; 
 
Realtime search conducted from operations: vertical DEFINITELY 
gone. 
 
 He returned to the video on the wall and resumed the playback. 
The camera swung down out of the sky and towards the south, and even 
though Tim had watched it several times already, he started with fright. 
 The enormous head of the creature stared back at him through the 
rain, its small eyes pig-like but hateful, filthy rainwater splashing down 
its enormous crocodilian head, its broken teeth the size of clothes dryers. 
The things jaws parted and it blinked. Tim slowed the picture down to 20 
percent with the playback controls. 
 From the edge of the picture came the beast's great fist. On the 
counter, seconds passed like deep breaths. 
 As the closed claw of the enormous giant engulfed the picture, Tim 
froze the playback. He opened the Graphic Specs palette and selected 
Most Forward Focus. A dialogue box appeared with all the 
specifications he would need from the Doppler sensor in the camera; the 
most forward object – the skin across the knuckles of the creature – was 
seven metres away from the camera. Its width was 5548.02154 
millimetres. Its current velocity was 97.8451 kilometres per hour. 
 Tim accessed the most comprehensive enhance feature the program 
had, and set it to work on the image. Because of the time it would take, he 
minimised it while he worked on other things. When it was finished, he'd 
have a better look at the thing's skin, maybe figure out what form it had 
taken. It looked reptilian on the playback, but he wanted to be sure. 
 He opened the View palette, switching the video image back to the 
wire frame drawing, waiting a couple of seconds while the plotter 
calculated and rendered the picture. 
 The creature's face and hand were much less threatening as a 
spindly line drawing. He accessed the Enhance palette again and got the 
program to call up all points of focus it could from its recording of the 
object in the foreground. Millions of tiny red spots appeared all over the 
creature, the photogrammetry point cloud that would let him model it. 
 When he accessed the View palette again and selected Plan View, 
the picture spun and fell away and he was left with a side-on view of the 
bridge and the entire stick figure of the beast reaching for SC1 on the 
vertical. 



 If the monster had taken a true organic form, he could have a very 
educated guess at its mass. He wasn't sure yet why that would be 
important, but it was the first rule of science. 
 Tim switched back to the document from the last schematic survey 
of the bridge, which told him the specifications of the southern vertical – 
its height, structure, materials, mass, width, molecular weight and 
gravitational pressure. The mass was the important thing – 904.257 tons. 
 He bought up the calculator, referring back to the wire frame 
playback on the wall to calculate the height of the beast – 40.0579 metres. 
He punched the numbers into the calculator, and as soon as he hit the 
total key, a beep from the image enhancer told him the picture of the 
creature's fist was ready. He looked up at the wall, called it up and 
watched while it scrolled carefully down the screen as it rendered. It was 
unmistakable – the skin of a crocodile or dinosaur. 
 Whatever intellect haunted the bridge had plagiarised the rulebook 
for organic life and created a creature built especially to produce the sort 
of energy necessary to its survival – emotion. Fear. 
 Vicki's fear had been driven into being by this horrifying creature, 
and if it hadn't been such an abomination, it would have been beautiful. 
 If the mass of the creature matched that of the vertical, there was 
no doubt – the creature had been created using the atomic structure of the 
metal. 
 Tim looked down at the calculator to check the total the enhanced 
image had distracted him from. 
 904.257 tons. 
 



8 
 
 The jangle of the phone beside him for the second time was like an 
explosion in the dark, and Dale almost screamed, leaping up, scrambling 
across the room to the switch and flooding the room with light. 
 His heart hammered in his chest and his breath came like a steam 
train labouring up a hill. Dale looked back and forth between the CMD 
beside him to the TV and back again as if they were weapons laid out to 
murder him. 
 The green message light blinked innocently at the end of the 
mobile, and there was an ad for a carpet warehouse in Silverwater on the 
TV – the volume turned right down, as he'd done when he'd first sat down 
hours before, figuring the picture alone might send him off to sleep. 
 He put a hand to his chest and tried to breathe a bit slower, deeper. 
After a minute he flicked the light off and slouched back towards the side 
table to turn on the small table lamp and pick up his phone. He tried to 
convince himself the picture on the TV had all been a shard of the dream, 
that he was groggy and that the phone going off the second time had been 
what had really awoken him. 
 Go and take a piss, he told himself as he reached down for the 
CMD on the little table beside the single seater, get a glass of water and 
go to sleep properly. No wonder you had fucked up dreams slumped like 
that with your neck- 
 The hairs on his arms began to prickle and stand up, a violent 
shudder rocking his shoulders. It was the instant chat utility he and Vicki 
had both installed nearly a month ago, and hers was still the only contact 
he had in it. 
 Starting it up seemed like the bravest thing he'd ever done. 
 
dale 
 
 The ghostly white glow from the CMD screen didn't seem real, like 
it was emanating from 
 – the faraway – 
 He wanted to stand up and turn on the light all over again, but he 
couldn't move. Instead he told himself not to do anything, take it straight 
down the back of the house and wake Tim up. It's probably the kind of 
phenomena he needs to witness, and he'll know what to do... 
 But as he thought it, Dale's fingers typed back; 
 
im here. 
 



 When the incoming tone accompanied the next line, Dale's heart 
nearly gave out. 
 
help me 
 
 Holding back a sob, Dale typed; 
 
you're not real 
 
 After a few seconds more text appeared, misspelled like someone 
had written it in haste and distress. 
 
real 
love ypu 
frighrened 
im in the fraway 
 
 His throat tightened. Nobody else knew what that meant. Before 
he'd told her about the faraway during their first session, he couldn't think 
he'd ever mentioned it to anyone else in his life. 
 He typed; 
 
come back to me. 
 
 There was a long pause. 
 
cant 
it rape anf eats me every day 
an kills mw again every nigh 
eternal 
please make it stip 
 
 It was only when his vision blurred Dale realised he was crying. 
He wiped his eyes roughly with his wrist and typed 
 
how do I bring you back? 
 
 Another window opened in the chat utility, the CMD screen 
arranging them together so they were both visible. The title at the top of 
the window that showed his conversation with Vicki (or whatever she 
was) had the username they'd set up for her weeks before, 'vix11'. 
 The title of the new window was blank, but he quickly forgot that 
when a line of text appeared. 



 
takeherplace 
 
 Nerves throughout Dale's body bristled. 
 Now he was talking to... it, and not in any dream or vision – out 
here in the world. A new line appeared in the other window, from Vicki. 
 
dale pleaae, take me oput of this placv 
 
 "No," he said in a strangled squeak, returning to the new 
conversation and typing; 
 
then what will you do? 
 
lethergo 
dale please, hurst so much, just want it to let mw go 
 
 He tried desperately to hold his wits together. It wasn't Vicki, it 
was just something pretending to be her to scare him. More electrical 
energy to his amygdala, a higher electromagnetic field, some such 
gibberish Tim would understand... 
 Dale typed back 
 
prove it's you 
 
 The second conversation disappeared, the window closing and the 
interchange with Vicki filling the screen again. There was another long 
pause, and the word 
 
envelope 
 
 appeared. 
 Dale blinked. What on earth- 
 The envelope that relative of hers had handed him at the funeral? 
He hadn't been able to even look at it that day – the woman had said it 
was something private, and he knew if he opened it he'd never stop crying 
again. 
 He'd put it in his pocket, the grief had drowned everything out over 
the days since, and he'd forgotten about it completely. 
 Dale looked up through the living room door into the front foyer of 
Tim's house. He stood slowly and walked towards it, holding the phone 
away from himself like it was a dead and rotting animal. 



 Terry Street was quiet and dark through the glass panels on the 
front door, the only light was the glow from the phone. Dale fished into 
the inside pocket of the sports coat he'd worn at the funeral where it still 
hung on the coat hooks inside the front door. 
 The envelope was still there, untouched. 
 He carried the envelope and phone back to the single seater lounge, 
not sure which one represented more terror – instant chat with the dead or 
something it had directed him to in the real world where the dead had no 
business existing. 
 He balanced the phone on the corner of the side table while he tore 
the envelope open, and when he shook what was inside it into his hand, 
Dale's world broke in two. 
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 When the police asked him about it during questioning, Russell 
couldn't remember what time it was when he spotted the object floating in 
the water. 
 The Sandalwood Spirit was a 59-foot trawler with a crew of four, 
steaming through the harbour for a day of prawn trawling far off the 
central coast. It launched from Birkenhead Point in the small hours of that 
warm Thursday morning and was passing underneath the Harbour Bridge 
when Russell, preparing nets on the deck, waved at the window of the 
cabin for the skipper, who poked his head out of the window. Russell 
yelled at him to bring the Spirit to a stop. 
 He walked to the bow and lit the spotlight they used for night 
fishing. Whatever had been bobbing in the water was huge, probably as 
long as the boat. Russell had seen glints of the city lights off what looked 
like glass or metal. 
 He swept the spotlight beam across the water towards the object 
when it passed over a smaller, white object – bobbing near the surface. 
Russell's stomach turned and bile raced upwards in his throat. The white 
object had limbs and was covered in rotted cream clothes. Long brunette 
hair floated in a fan away from the dead white neck, the black-green swirl 
of a small tattoo that would ordinarily have been hidden beneath the hair, 
one shoe missing off a dead white foot. Dead fingers clutched desperately 
for a last escape. 
 As the light travelled across the water, it passed more bloated white 
things – wearing suits, shorts and rotted sneakers, miniskirts and blouses, 
ties and scarves drifting and patches of flesh putrefied and eaten by fish. 
 It moved across the painted symbol on the steel, the configuration 
of windows down the body of the object and the dead, horrified faces of 
victims trapped inside, screaming mouthfuls of water, clawing at the 
windows, a million hands and agonised faces fighting for their final 
doomed breath. 
 The flash of the spotlight on steel gave Russell his last coherent 
thought. Capsized boat. Dinner cruise from last night. A second later it 
shot into the air, licking the underside of the bridge far above as Russell 
fell in a faint to the deck of the Sandalwood Spirit. 
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 Nothing else existed in the world. Nothing else was real. Nothing 
else mattered except the object in Dale's hand. It was a worn, scratched 
piece of plastic, a red loveheart with a little loop of elastic on the back. 
 He hadn't remembered her name or her face, but he remembered 
this. He remembered buying it at the flower stand 20 years ago. 
 He'd bought it for the girl he hadn't even remembered existed for 
years afterwards, until the scrapbook gradually bought her memory back. 
Her memory, and the guilt about what he'd done. 
 He'd turned and ran, and left her to die. 
 The phone beeped again. 
 
i knpw it was me yeras ago., know now 
  
 "Vicki," he whispered through sobs, making silent promises to her 
and typing; 
 
how do I get to you? 
 
 Long seconds followed. The window with their chat closed, and 
another one – again with a blank title – opened. Dale had just enough 
time to read the message in it before an alert appeared telling him the 
application had suffered a problem and had to quit, the whole thing 
shutting down and sending him back to his phone's home screen. 
 
diejustlikeshedid 
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 Like it hadn't since almost exactly ten years before when tsunamis 
from an earthquake deep below the Mediterranean Sea had killed almost 
700,000 people along the northern shores of Algeria and Tunisia, much of 
the country stopped and the media took over. 
 February 27, 2037 became a day of war, the battles played out 
between and within newsrooms, government departments, police stations 
and spin doctors in full damage control mode, and Albert Dimitriou felt 
like he was in the middle of it all. 
 He'd received a phone call at five in the morning and only a couple 
of hours later they'd assembled senior staff and representatives from more 
government departments branches of the military and law enforcement 
agencies than had probably all been together in a single place since 
World War II – one discussion of which he was on his way to at that 
moment. 
 Since then, it seemed like all the phones in the world had been 
ringing around him. Someone handed him a CMD and muttered a name 
to him, that of a reporter he knew in passing. 
 "Yes, Nerida?" he said into it as he strode through the corridors of 
a building on Castlereagh St, one of the many offices maintained by the 
various levels of government. 
 "I... look, we're not making any comment right now, the minister is 
giving a press conference at 11am as you know," he said, taking a printed 
page from a young woman who rushed up to him to thrust it urgently at 
him. 
 "Yes, it is an obvious question, but if I tell you how I think a 
carriage full of dead bodies gets missed and stays on the bottom of the 
harbour for this long you're only going to post it somewhere and quote 
me." 
 Albert turned and walked into a boardroom where he had an array 
set up at one end of the table, his temporary staging post in this mess. 
Trying to get to it through the throngs of people was like trying to get into 
a stadium before a grand final. 
 "I could ask you the same thing about pictures of bloated bodies all 
over the airwaves and networks right now... You didn't take them, but 
they're all over your coverage so you don't have a problem with anybody 
seeing them, including little kids and possibly relatives who recognise 
their loved ones." 
 Albert finally reached his chair and managed to rap on the table a 
few times, calming the crowd down. 



 "You run what you want Nerida, until the press conference I'm 
afraid you'll have to use dead air. If you have any more questions after 
that please message rather than call me if you don't mind." 
 Albert cut the reporter off and started firing questions with a 
minimum of ceremony, not bothering to sit down, sure he'd be called 
away again within minutes. As the liaison between government and the 
scientific community (consisting of Barry and Donald) who'd had the 
most to do with the bridge so far, the police commissioner, transport 
minister and premier had unofficially put him in charge. Though finding 
out what had happened, let alone explaining it to the slavering media, 
made it feel more like he'd been dropped in the shit than put in charge. 
 "Sarah, anything from Births Deaths and Marriages?" 
 "We think they're accounted for," said the clerk a few chairs down. 
 "Think?" 
 "Four names were never claimed, the remains were given public 
funeral services. As far as we can tell everyone was accounted for. If 
there was a records glitch it was monumental." 
 "Fucking perfect," Albert growled. "So who have police frogmen 
been swimming back and forth collecting all morning?" 
 Sarah, bearing the brunt of his frustration, opened her mouth to 
speak but then just put her hands up. 
 "There's almost nothing left of fingerprints in drowning victims, 
even after a few weeks," said another guy down the end of the table, 
whom Albert remembered as being some kind of police doctor. "All we'll 
have to go on is dental. It's only been a matter of hours, even in this day 
and age that might take weeks if the bodies don't have any prior police 
records. 
 "What about IDs in wallets, relatives recognising them from 
clothes they were wearing?" 
 "If you're drowning on the bottom of the harbour you don't tend to 
hold onto your handbag-" one voice said. 
 "They either wouldn't survive or would float away from their 
owners after so long... in most cases," another voice chimed in. 
 "We are absolutely not going to the relatives of the original victims 
to ask them to identify dead loved ones we've already asked them to 
identify," said the chief of staff from the premier's office. 
 "Too close to an election, is it?" said a woman from the coast 
guard. 
 "State Transit?" Albert shouted to cut through the building 
argument. A guy alongside him put a hand gingerly in the air. "Anything 
yet on the carriage?" he asked the guy. "Surely it'll still have identifying 
numbers of some sort? Everyone from the government to Woman's Day 
would have records of that service, the..." 



 "3.29 from Lidcombe to Chatswood," the guy muttered, checking 
the array screen in front of him and tapping some commands into the 
keyboard. "We've tracked the records to backup discs at a self storage 
place in Wallacia, they have the contract until 2030. Just have to find an 
old desktop PC to put the disk into. That's happening at Premier & 
Cabinet at the moment." 
 "Nobody just knows?" 
 "Well we all just know, don't we?" the guy said, sounding like he 
was trying to keep sarcasm out of his voice. "They pulled eight carriages 
up, there were only eight carriages on that service. You can see it in all 
the news and eyewitness footage, you don't need our old records." 
 "We're not going public with 'you can see it in all the news 
footage', Derek," said an older man in a gruff voice. "We're going public 
with facts." 
 "Well like I just said, I'm getting them, fast as they can be got," the 
younger man said, exasperated. 
 It did nothing to help Albert's mood. "If this has only appeared 
now, what did we bring up back then? Lose any other carriages full of 
people that didn't make the news?" 
 "If you want to be a prick about it go down and dive into the water 
and bring dead bodies out yourself!" another man down the other side of 
the table half-shouted at Albert, his face a mask of hatred. 
 Albert ignored him, reading from a piece of paper in front of him. 
"Rolling stock unit K3455322. Did the cops decide it was too dangerous 
to retrieve, just get as many bodies as they could and leave the rest?" 
 "Fuck off," snarled the police doctor. 
 "No disrespect," Albert said, "I understand there was a lot of 
twisted metal down there." 
 "Still is," someone else added. 
 "We got the carriage back," the police doctor said, his tone 
unchanged. 
 "So where's this one come from?" Albert asked. 
 "Not my job to explain that," the man said dismissively, standing 
up and moving towards the door. "When we have something on records 
from the victims we'll let you know." 
 "Could it be missed?" another woman a few seats down from the 
now-empty police advisor's chair asked the gathering. "Sure there's a lot 
of rubbish down there, but it's not The Titanic lying four kilometres down 
in the Atlantic Ocean. How far away could a train carriage drift in an 
enclosed bay?" 
 "Sorry, you're..." Albert said. 
 "Jane Ashurst, marine biology, Macquarie Uni." 



 "Seventy thousand tons of concrete and steel went down after it," 
Albert said, "wouldn't that be enough to keep it crushed underneath all 
this time?" 
 The marine biologist shrugged. "Crushed, but not hidden. We're 
only talking about 15 or 20 metres of water. There's a deeper trench in the 
middle under the bridge and a 45 metre hole, but that's over near Blues 
Point. A hundred ton train carriage isn't going to drift that far, it's going to 
sink." 
 "Even if that did happen, what could dislodge it 20 years later?" 
said a guy from a survey contractor Albert vaguely knew. He might have 
been a colleague of the unfortunate Luke from the doomed research 
expedition Barry organised. "Can't have been stuck very fast." 
 Albert looked back at the marine biologist and raised his hands in a 
'well' gesture but she shook her head, looking skeptical. "Surge after the 
storm the other week? A big animal? They both seem unlikely to me. If 
something that heavy sits there for twenty years I think it would stay 
there until it rusts away." 
 "It won't rust, it's made of-" started another guy. 
 "Let's keep on track," another voice interrupted him, and the 
shouting started. Albert just sighed and sat down, consulting the ever 
growing to do list on his array screen and dialling another number. 
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 Tim put Dale's CMD back on the kitchen table. "I don't doubt it 
was upsetting in the middle of the night in the dark," he said, "but as far 
as paranormal phenomena goes, text on an electronic screen is far from 
the most unbelievable thing we've seen." 
 "And the TV?" 
 Tim shrugged. Dale knew the answer – he'd said so himself, really. 
He'd just woken up from an emotionally distressing dream in a strange 
room with sensory input coming from every direction thanks to the TV 
and his phone. The disorientation could have made him believe anything. 
 Dale dipped a toast soldier into his egg and put it in his mouth. He 
kept telling himself it was more likely some teenager who'd hacked 
Vicki's account and was playing a prank on him... until he remembered 
the loveheart, a completely benign object that had been created in this 
world, and which a presence from another had directed him to find. 
 "It matches what I found last night anyway," Tim said, finally 
sitting in front of his own breakfast after it had been sitting on the table 
for 20 minutes. 
 Dale had yelled out that the eggs were ready and Tim had yelled 
back from the lab that he'd be there in a second, but apparently he'd 
stumbled upon something important, which he'd confirmed when he came 
into the kitchen. When he said he had something to explain that changed 
things all over again, Dale had showed him the phone messages before he 
lost his nerve. 
 "What's that?" Dale began. 
 "Well, so far it's seemed to take matter that already exists and 
reconstruct it on a molecular level into all these..." 
 "Monsters?" Dale asked. 
 Tim shrugged. "I was up all night looking over the data from other 
manifestations. It's really hard to spot, because if something just shows 
up you don't know where the constituent parts have come from. But this 
was the most visible example of it. The south vertical turned into that 
creature that attacked Vicki in her car. Literally changed shape and form 
and turned into it." 
 Dale popped the last of his toast into his mouth and leaned 
forward, feeling fatigue wash over him after the misadventures of the 
night. 
 "Why was that worth staying up all night for?" he asked. "I heard 
you in the lab at almost three when I got up for the toilet. What's new 
now? Every time I open my eyes I expect to see some creature." 
 "Yes but from the point of view of physics we know where things 
are coming from. If we see something it's likely been made out of matter 



that already exists. Maybe the whole point of ghosts that drift through 
walls but can rattle chains is that they're halfway through being 
constituted from existing matter." 
 Dale leaned forward further and rubbed his eyes. It had taken him 
another two hours to bring himself to fall asleep after the phone incident, 
even with Tim sitting there in the lounge room with him working on his 
CMD and a portable array connected to the lab data, like a parent who 
agreed to sit with a toddler terrified by the dark. 
 It seemed like as soon as he'd finally closed his eyes he'd woken up 
again with his bladder bursting. He'd slept terribly, and it didn't make all 
the high-minded science at this hour any easier. 
 "Christ I wish I'd taken ghost busting at university or whatever you 
did," he sighed. "So what's the upshot?" 
 Tim shrugged. "Well, matter is all made of the same stuff, there are 
just different numbers and configurations of particles. It takes a chemical 
equation to change them, and electromagnetic frequency effects are just 
one catalyst for chemical equations. We know this thing is 
electromagnetic, so-" 
 "So we have to control some electromagnetic field we can't see or 
measure that might blow up the world?" 
 "No, but we've got control of the lynchpin of the whole system, the 
switch." 
 Dale looked at him, frowning, and Tim pointed at Dale's belly. 
 "The brace?" 
 Tim shrugged. "When Vicki and I first realised the brace was the 
cornerstone of all this I figured out why the voltage of 58 is so important. 
That's how high these systems get when the ambient electromagnetism 
can manifest..." He trailed off at the look on Dale's face. "That's the 
voltage at which ghosts and monsters can appear, if you want to put it 
like that." 
 Dale swore under his breath, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 "But it leads us to another conclusion, Vicki and I were also talking 
about it before..." He looked at the floor for several seconds before 
continuing. "Barry talked in his notes about how the frequency of the 
incidents might give us an answer, and I thought he was talking about 
frequency like how often they happened. But he might have been talking 
about the electromagnetic frequency the brace generates. It hadn't 
occurred to me that if we change it, it might just lose the signal." 
 "Like tuning an old radio away from the station?" Dale suggested. 
"You've bought that analogy up so often I understand that part." 
 "Exactly," Tim said, some of the old excitement coming back into 
his eyes that they were on the same page. He took another bite of cold 
toast and didn't flinch at how revolting it must have tasted. "Every 



electric device creates electromagnetic waves of a certain frequency and 
wavelength." 
 "There's about six and a half thousand paraplegics in this country, 
Tim," Dale protested, "and 90 percent of them have the brace by now. 
Why would I be the only one-" 
 "I'm not just talking about a few manufacturing glitches, I'm 
talking about quantum physics, the configuration of molecules. Even if 
two of them were made side by side according to the exact same specs on 
the same machine they wouldn't necessarily produce a field with the same 
frequency. Every structure in the universe is unique at a molecular level, 
so only your brace can receive the signal. It'd be trillions to one anybody 
else's does." 
 Dale rolled his eyes. "Lucky fucking me," he said sardonically, 
standing up to put the milk back in the fridge. 
 "Anyway, change the battery output and theoretically we can 
change the frequency." 
 Dale turned back, more interested than he wanted to be. Surely it 
wasn't that easy. "How sure are you of this?" 
 "Completely, in theory," Tim said, scooping up more egg. 
 "And when you say less power from the battery, what's the catch?" 
Dale asked, coming back to sit down. 
 "Well, even a tiny drop in power means the whole system will be 
less responsive. The servos will take a little longer to react and you won't 
have as much freedom of movement. You'll still be able to walk, bend 
and everything else, but instead of 95 percent capacity of a healthy spine 
it might be more like..." Tim shrugged, looking around the kitchen and 
shaking his head. "I don't know... at the lowest, 60. But if it doesn't work 
we just dial it back up." 
 "How do you do it?" 
 "Software architecture update, we send it to the brace wirelessly." 
 Dale slumped in his chair. "Bloody hell, like I don't have enough to 
worry about. Now I find out if some hacker takes a dislike to me they can 
shut me down like a frigging electric blanket." 
 Tim was shaking his head. "It's not just messaging someone. 
There's a lot of red tape and security checks with the manufacturer." 
 Dale breathed deep. Horrible though it sounded, it was the best 
option he'd heard throughout all this. "So what are we waiting for?" 
 Tim swallowed what was in his mouth, shaking his head with a 
frown. "What we're waiting for is that we're talking about an experiment 
with almost no design rigour in an uncontrolled environment in a living 
subject." 
 "What, I might blow up or something?" 
 "Well it is theoretical, like I said," Tim protested. 



 Dale blew out a heavy breath. "Maybe we've gone past the point of 
treading carefully." 
 "Well, even if we were sure it worked, we'd want to try it close to 
the source. I know I've kept saying we don't know how big it is, but a 
thousand miles away might be too far to have any effect. It might not 
have any effect even if we're right there, the field might only be the size 
of an electron and if you're a micrometre away, nothing." 
 "It doesn't seem like that though, does it?" Dale suggested. 
 Tim held his hands up and looked at Dale helplessly. "Based on 
very casual and unverified observations, I think it'd work if we were 
there. But we can't get anywhere near it, can we? We'd have more luck 
getting an audience with the Pope. Maybe we can go down into the city 
somewhere to try it, but the news last night said everything's blocked as 
far back as Market Street. That's a kilometre away." 
 Dale leaned forward, clasping his hands together and resting on his 
elbows. A part of him – a large part – didn't want to go anywhere near the 
New Sydney Harbour Bridge ever again. He'd spent the previous few 
minutes waiting for Tim to come up with an unshakable reason why this 
frequency thing wouldn't work so they didn't have to go back there and 
try. 
 But of everything that had happened last night, it was the word 
eternal he couldn't get out of his head. 
 Yes, it was electromagnetism and all the rest of what Tim would 
undoubtedly say. And he didn't know where the faraway was, what it was 
or how reaching it through conventional means, quantum physics or any 
other method short of magic was even possible. 
 Disabling the brace with the killswitch and then finding a way to 
kill himself just as quickly had seemed like something noble and selfless 
at first – just a way to put an end to all the horror that was killing 
innocent people. 
 His own return from death had been entirely at the hands of this 
being, so he couldn't expect that Vicki's would be either on his terms or in 
a way he'd want. It was a fool's errand. Dale didn't believe in God or any 
kind of afterlife, so he should be as skeptical and clinical as Tim was. 
 All he knew was that every time he laid his head down at night, 
every time he opened his eyes in the morning, and every moment in 
between, he'd see that word in his mind and imagine her suffering. 
 
eternal 
 
 And he knew if he didn't at least try – 
 diejustlikeshedid 
 – that he'd never sleep again. 



 "We should try it," he said after a deep breath, "...and we should 
figure out a way of doing it from up there." 
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 "It could have," said the latest self-proclaimed expert Albert had on 
the phone. An endless procession of spokespeople – along with a 
thousand crackpots – were lining up to give him their theories. 
 He suspected 99 percent of them just wanted to get on the current 
affairs shows, dollar signs, tenure and book deals in their eyes when the 
public bestowed its trust upon them. 
 He thought he'd become pretty good over the last hour or so at 
weeding the most opportunistic offenders out of his ballooning list of 
calls to return, but listening to this latest windbag made him think he 
should be turning his bullshit meter up even higher. 
 He wasn't interested in who stood to gain the most by having the 
best idea. He wasn't even interested in having a theory for the minister to 
read out to reporters like he was a puppet with a hand up his arse. 
 He wanted to know what happened. 
 "The pressure as the air seeped out would've caused the frame to 
buckle," the guy – an engineering professor from the University of New 
England – was saying. "Whoever wasn't injured when it hit would've run 
around shutting the windows as the water came in. if they could they 
would have provided a seal against the water as the frame contracted 
because of the pressure." 
 "And that blocked the water off completely?" Albert asked. 
 "It had to, otherwise microbes and maybe fish would have got in 
there and there'd only be skeletons left. The doors and windows have 
rubber seal frames, so it's plausible." 
 "The salt water wouldn't eat the rubber away?" 
 "Eventually, but often those industrial PVC based materials will 
last half a century before they start break down. The Chinese have used 
polycarbonate plastics to seal the hatches of manned satellites-" 
 "Okay, so there's water in there, no air, a vacuum, and fifty dead 
bodies." 
 "Yes, the salt water would be pretty filthy but with no oxygen in the 
air and no exposure to the elements there'd be no bacteria or flies or 
anything that normally cause decay to propagate. They'd be almost 
perfectly preserved." 
 "But the bodies got out into the water somehow," Albert said, "or 
more water got in." 
 "Enough to fill the carriage and cause the bodies to bloat and start 
to decompose, finally. But the mechanical and electronic fittings on the 
train contain enough space to have vacuumised too, and that's what 
would have bought it to the surface after it was dislodged somehow." 
 "The night before." 



 "I'm only presuming it was overnight because I think someone 
would notice a train carriage full of dead bodies floating in the harbour 
yesterday. Overnight was enough time for the bodies to expand and take 
on those particular characteristics of drowning victims. Split skin, white 
pallor, etcetera." 
 Despite himself, Albert shuddered. If what this egghead was saying 
was true, the last few hours of those poor people's lives would have been 
awful. Mobiles would be useless just a few metres underwater, and their 
only company would have been their own cries and the steady whoosh of 
water as it leaked through cracks before they closed up altogether, 
according to what the guy on the phone was saying. 
 Inquisitive sharks or rays might have left the silty depths of the 
harbour mouth to examine the shiny new acquisition and drifted by the 
dark windows to stare inside at the petrified commuters, everyday people 
with husbands and wives and kids and homes and jobs and new cars and 
front fences to paint and new restaurants to try on the weekend and affairs 
with their secretaries to hide. 
 They crossed this expanse of water every day and now here they 
were, in the centre of all that was so familiar to them but so alien. 
 If the guy was wrong and the carriage did fill up with water, maybe 
they were lucky enough to run out of air, falling asleep and asphyxiating 
before they drowned. 
 The guy was talking again but a young staffer from some 
department he didn't remember rushed in. Albert took half his attention 
from the professor on his CMD and raised his eyebrows enquiringly at 
the harried-looking kid. 
 "It's not it," the guy said in a harsh whisper, "the carriage was 
bought up, the serial number recorded and then it was stripped and sold 
for scrap." 
 Albert mumbled something into the phone about having to call the 
guy back and hung up without listening to another word. 
 He sat back, blowing out a heavy breath. The news made this 
whole thing ten times harder, a hundred times more media-friendly, and a 
thousand times more politically explosive. 
 Had they missed another carriage, ridiculous as it sounded? 
Impossible – it had to be a fault in the records somewhere. 
 Or, Albert thought as his brow furrowed and he started searching 
through his mobile for Tim Hacker's number, was it something even 
worse? 
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 Dale and Tim were oblivious to the explosive event that had 
captured the rest of the city, but even though they'd witnessed neither it 
nor the firestorm city politics or the media had become in its wake, both 
were closer to what it ultimately meant than they could have imagined. 
 "But if we could go right up onto the road wouldn't that get you a 
better reading?" Dale said. 
 A beep from his CMD on the kitchen bench had distracted Tim. It 
was a tone from the news feed, the service that sent relevant items from 
the news and scientific media for his attention in case they were relevant 
to the case. 
 He crossed to check it but answered Dale as he picked it up. "Yes, 
but do you fancy another explosion, maybe this time not just the 
electronics on the bridge but a serious electromagnetic pulse? Maybe kill 
a thousand or a million people? Could you have that on your 
conscience?" 
 Dale snapped back, his voice full of venom. "Don't you fucking 
talk about my conscience!" 
 Having picked his mobile up off the kitchen bench Tim froze, 
looking at Dale in shock rather than checking the alert. He'd never heard 
such anger from the other man before. 
 "I was there to meet Vicki," he spat. "I don't even want to think 
about how I came across her again all these years later but I did. I was 
there to meet her and I stood there and stood there and stood there and 
didn't go back to see if she was alive or if I could help her." 
 Tim suddenly realised Dale was talking about the day in 2019 
when this whole nightmare had started. "I turned and ran, and it turns out 
she was up in it all, and I left her in it," Dale said. "And five minutes after 
she realised I'd found her again, she was dead. I don't think you 
understand what it's like to have a conscience." 
 Dale's eyes dropped to the table, and Tim's back to his phone, but 
rather than calling up the alert he just stared at it. The mood in the room 
had turned icy and Tim walked back to his chair gingerly. 
 "You don't really understand guilt until you've been through 
something like that," Dale continued, his tone softer as he looked out the 
window. 
 Tim started to scroll through notes on his phone to get to the alert 
and looked up. "...I'm sorry. You're right. But I do understand guilt." 
 Dale noticed how tired Tim looked. He immediately felt bad 
because of his temper. 
 "I want nothing more than to sit in my lab for six months solid and 
go over the data," Tim continued. "Every time anyone goes near the 



bridge again or something else happens I get another mountain of 
readings." 
 "You don't have to do it all..." Dale said. 
 "I've sent chunks of work off to every credible parapsychologist in 
the world to try and crunch it all and come up with something and we're 
just falling further behind. It's not like I'm hoarding all the work so I can 
be famous, and it's not like I can just give it to the police. I need experts 
who know what they're looking at." 
 He leaned forward, resting his head in his hands while he rubbed 
his temples. "And while I'm sitting here taking way too long figuring it 
out, someone else gets killed. Barry and Donald... people just walking 
past taking tourist snaps." 
 He rubbed his eyes roughly, looking like he was wiping away 
tears, and stood up, collecting the breakfast plates and taking them across 
to the sink where he put them down and looked out the window at the 
quiet street outside. 
 "Any other time this would be the most exciting case of my career 
– of anybody's career. I've waited my whole life to see phenomena with 
this kind of presence. But all I'm trying to do is save people's lives. And 
now you're talking about waltzing back out there again." 
 Dale walked over to join him, rinsing the plates in the sink and 
leaning down to put them in the dishwasher, wondering what it would 
feel like to only bend down half as fast. "If we want to try your frequency 
idea, it's the best chance of doing it if we're right there." 
 Tim tutted under his breath and went back to his phone, clicking on 
the alert. After a few seconds he gasped loudly as if he'd received a bite 
or shock. 
 Dale froze, looking down at him. 
 Tim stood and rushed into the lounge room, turning on the TV as 
Dale followed. 
 The picture on the screen was as unmistakable as it was surreal. 
Just below the surface of deep blue water, waves lapping over it, was the 
unmistakable body of a train carriage, lying side on. 
 The blue and orange CityRail logo was plainly visible and 
pixellated areas filled the screen, most over the windows of the train, 
some in the water nearby. Tim and Dale both instinctively knew they 
could be only one thing. 
 The dead. 
 Tim was muttering in horror, but Dale couldn't focus because of 
the sudden roaring in his ears. He couldn't even concentrate on the 
newscaster's voice, snatches of sentences somehow filtering in but 
making no sense. 
 – incredible and tragic discovery – 



 – a trawler in the early hours of this morning – 
 – after 18 years and somehow missed by police divers in 2019 – 
 – carriage of a suburban Sydney train from the 2004 fleet, the 
identification number verified by CityRail – 
 – over sixty bodies in the water or still sealed in the carriage – 
 – preserved somehow – 
 – race is underway to identify the bodies, surviving relatives of 
victims still unaccounted for waiting for the news they never received 
almost 20 years ago – 
 Like the rest of the city around them, now Dale and Tim had 
similarly forgotten what they were doing and just stared in disbelief and 
horror. 
 After standing there watching the news for five minutes, a message 
arrived at Tim's phone. The beeps of the news alert service had been 
almost constant, but this was the high pitched 'ting' of a message that 
came through the network only he, Barry, Vicki, Donald, Dale and Albert 
had credentials for. 
 Despite everything, Tim tried to keep dragging his mind back to 
the facts so he could stay analytical and objective. But the idea that a train 
carriage full of dead bodies had lain beneath them all for two decades... 
 He looked down at the screen, accepting the incoming message. It 
was from Albert. 
 
carriage accounted for in initial retrieval op. nobody else knows. you 
need to do your sums **now**. this thing... ?? 
 
 "What is it?" Dale asked. Tim showed him the screen. Dale read it 
and looked up at Tim, eyes wide. "What does that mean, it's a copy?" 
 Tim stammered, shaking his head, not sure what to say. 
 "What if it is?" 
 Tim rubbed his mouth roughly, turning away from the TV to look 
at Dale. "If it's generating matter by itself and constructing whatever 
serves its purpose, then..." 
 "Then what?" Dale said, not wanting to know. 
 Tim looked back at the TV where a reporter was talking about how 
the contractor responsible for CityRail digital records maintenance had 
changed in 2024 and didn't have to produce files more than five years old 
without a judicial inquest. 
 "Then how long before it creates its own brace, its own power 
source? Then it doesn't need you any more." 
 Dale's expression froze. 
 "With no more resistor the whole thing might connect, and then..." 
Tim continued. He didn't need to say any more – they'd already talked 



about it. Electromagnetic explosions that would wipe out electronic 
devices and networks, heating that would extinguish all living organisms, 
nuclear cataclysms that might liquidate just the city or the whole galaxy 
around them... 
 Dale's mind whirled. If that was true, it might be too late for the 
killswitch code plan even now. 
 If it wasn't, it made it all the more critical that they move, cutting 
off the stranglehold of the thing haunting the world before it figured out 
how to do it without them. 
 "That frequency changing thing..." 
 "Dale, we don't even know if-" 
 Dale had his hand up and Tim stopped short. "How much more of a 
warning do we need, Tim? Our time's up." 
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 All Tim had was the IF meter. He gripped the handle of the carry 
case tightly as if it were all he was taking out of this world into the next. 
Sweat beaded on his upper lip and he prayed in a constant mumble to 
himself. Everything was too calm down here on the ground. They needed 
chaos to sneak up there unnoticed. 
 He'd thought of a helicopter like the ones with the big winches and 
harnesses, which could lower them down, figuring he could get them into 
the air and then tell them he'd give them twenty thousand cash to drop he 
and Dale onto the bridge. Surely some pilot or other would be greedy 
enough to take the risk of getting shot down for a payday like that? But of 
the 14 hire services they'd called that morning, photographers or reporters 
had booked out every available aircraft at every one. 
 He'd thought of taking a police officer hostage, but as the 
authorities hadn't been shy about telling the media, there were armies of 
sharpshooters all over the city, guns trained. Even so, Tim had never held 
a gun in his hands and didn't want to start now. Not after Waylan 
Pakesh... 
 In the end, the only weapon they had to rely on was luck, the 
chance that things would be so frazzled down here they'd be able to talk 
their way past some gatekeeper too harried to check their credentials too 
closely. 
 Tim gripped the handle of the carry case tighter as he approached 
the police barriers in Dawes Point Park. Getting here from the Market St 
barrier had been the weirdest experience of his life. 
 Prior to the horrific electrical explosion the previous week it hadn't 
been quite so strict. People who had to get to work further north as far as 
Circular Quay were allowed past the council barricades, the cops 
manning them at each cross street not too fanatical about checking 
people. 
 Even if they had been, this wasn't Soviet-era Russia where you had 
to carry papers proving where you worked or bought your coffee, but 
since the explosion at the beginning of the week the Market St Barrier 
had become a military-grade no-pass zone, nobody allowed in who didn't 
have extraordinary and verifiable levels of clearance. 
 With so many thousands of people unable to get to their jobs some 
public figures were already talking about it causing a state-wide 
recession, and in the 20 minutes it had taken Tim to walk from the 
crossroads of Market and George Streets down to the water, he'd come to 
believe it. There'd been so few people and vehicles it felt like a post-
apocalyptic sci-fi movie where a virus had wiped the city out. 



 But the streets had gradually grown more crowded and down here, 
right under the yawning expanse of the bridge across the water, the police 
barrier was more of a checkpoint to confirm credentials to enter the inner 
circle of the investigation. The scene on both sides of the perimeter 
looked the same – rushing back and forth among an armada of police, 
government and army vehicles. 
 He could see the barge and its enclosure just off the water's edge, 
the train lying on its side like a dying whale, floodlights around the 
enclosure spraying blinding cascades of light into every niche and 
crevice, ready to fight away the gloom as soon as it overcame the bright 
sunset painting the west. The first stars had begun to appear overhead. 
 "Sorry," a voice ahead made him jump, the policewoman glancing 
at the carry case and up at Tim, "no press allowed down this far." 
 Tim shook his head bravely. "No, I'm with the university," he said, 
"I'm meeting my professor down at the station." He indicated the biggest 
canvas shelter on the grass further down, where an army of scientists 
from around the globe were turning every electronic eye and ear on the 
bridge. "I was told I'd need verification," he continued encouragingly, 
pulling out his university faculty card. 
 Strictly speaking he didn't have the right to carry it anymore, but 
none of his former colleagues were going to be so officious after all the 
research he still did for them, and it occasionally got him out of some 
tight situations like this. "Apparently your chief inspector knows about 
it." 
 The officer nodded, took the card and unhooked a radio from her 
belt, mumbling into it. The only word Tim caught clearly was his name. 
The radio crackled and the policewoman replaced it, handing Tim back 
the card. 
 "Go right through," she invited, moving the barrier aside for him. 
Tim let out his first relieved breath, smiled thanks and began to make his 
way through the police fleet. The quick phone call to Daniella at Special 
Services had worked. All Tim needed was for her to find whatever 
official list gave clearance to the base of operations and get his name on 
it, and she'd done it. 
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 Back in the city, an ambulance was parked on the footpath outside 
the deserted Queen Victoria Building. The city surrounding it was almost 
empty – after the explosion, violence and death, even the most hardened 
partygoers avoided the city this weekend. 
 The engine came to life and it started forward. The headlights and 
flashers came on but the siren was off as it bounced off the kerb onto 
George Street, beginning a slow, steady drive towards Circular Quay. 
 In the back of the ambulance, Dale sat beside Tanya, an old student 
of Tim's who had been following the case and assisting Tim from time to 
time. 
 A machine like an old desk-bound PC lying on its side was across 
her lap. As she clicked and clattered away on it she ran a commentary 
about what she was doing absent-mindedly to Dale. 
 "Tim says all the links and transmission channels in the bridge's 
electrical system are all intact," she said. "We still have the data from the 
research van and the access codes to the bridge's network so we can still 
hook into it." 
 The screen showed a list of all the terminal points throughout the 
electrical test system, and she was gradually increasing the voltage in 
each one. 
 "We're just lucky the test wiring didn't get hurt in the explosion," 
she continued. "A miracle, really." 
 She leaned over and activated the intercom through to the cab. 
"Ready?" 
 A muffled 'yes' came from Graeme in the cab, an acquaintance of 
Tim's from the same university's school of medicine, someone he hoped 
would be as anti-establishment as Tanya. 
 Tim had withdrawn a not inconsiderable amount of money from 
his bank account to fund this plan, and when they'd learnt there'd be no 
chopper pilot to spend it on, he'd been able to offer Tanya and Graeme an 
astonishing sum to purloin a state ambulance for an hour or so and keep 
quiet about it. 
 Tanya looked up at Dale and took a deep breath. "Here goes 
nothing," she smiled. 
 

**** 
 
 There were shouts from ahead and a violent crackle. Tim looked up 
with satisfaction at the huge eruptions of sparks that showered into the 
night air from all points over the three arches, once, twice, and again. 



 The proximity around him came alive. Cars started up, police 
officers, scientists and defence personnel ran towards the shelters further 
down the park and people jumped in and out of cars yelling instructions 
into radios or at each other. 
 Emergency vehicle lights came on around him like someone had 
thrown the switch on a Christmas display. Spotlights mounted to the 
rooves of police cars and even a few army jeeps clanged on and stabbed 
through the near dark at the bridge. A chopper raced overhead to hover 
above it. 
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 The ambulance had no trouble joining the sudden flurry of 
emergency vehicles crowded around Circular Quay unnoticed. As it 
neared the Dawes Point barrier it had become part of a river of cars and 
trucks – armoured personnel carriers full of soldiers, government vans 
and utes ferried equipment and police vehicles blazing trails for them all. 
 Graeme flicked the siren on for a quick burst. Guards at the 
barriers looked up. He blew the horn a handful of times. 
 "They're getting a bit calm!" he yelled over his shoulder into the 
open intercom receiver, "Better give them another one!" 
 The bridge ahead was haunted looking, bathed in ghostly light. The 
blazing field of emergency lights at its foot made it all the more eerie. 
From way up there in that other world, more showers of sparks erupted, 
and this time Graeme heard the crackle from them, like fireworks. 
 Pandemonium reigned again. Graeme gave the siren another quick 
blast and several policemen hurried to move the barrier aside for him. He 
edged the ambulance through and joined the no man's land of lower 
George Street, yelling out that they were through. 
 

**** 
 
 Tim stopped a few metres away from the canvas shelter, trying to 
avoid the people running and shouting all around him. He raised Penny 
and peered through it. He alone knew the sparks weren't in any way 
supernatural. The readout in the corner of Penny's LCD screen read 18.4 
volts, nowhere near the danger zone of 58.45. 
 He switched the machine off and turned. There was the ambulance 
edging down towards him along with a convoy of other cars and trucks, 
flashers on. It stopped not far away and the back doors swung open. Dale 
and Tanya jumped down, both dressed in normal clothes with white 
medic jackets over the top. 
 Graeme jumped down from the cab as Tim jogged towards the 
ambulance. They all shook hands, wished each other good luck and 
Graeme and Tanya jumped up into the cab. 
 The siren wailed and the back wheels squeaked on the road as the 
ambulance lurched backwards. It did an awkward three point turn and 
raced back towards the barriers. 
 They watched the ambulance disappear, siren wailing as it went. 
Tim looked at Dale, trying to smile encouragingly. Suddenly his friend 
looked a lot less certain than he'd looked for the last 24 hours while they'd 
been trying to put this plan together. 



 "Still up to it? We can just walk back to the barrier and go home, 
try again later." 
 Dale looked fearfully up at the bridge above them, the shafts, 
ghostly from spotlights dancing in its upper reaches, and shook his head. 
"Come on, we've got to get up there for when Tanya turns the scanner 
on." 
 He's scared, Tim thought as they started off, but at least he knows 
what he has to do. 
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 The police officers at the Cumberland Street steps checkpoint were 
as disordered as their counterparts elsewhere, yelling into radios and 
trying to get a thousand things done after the violent show a few minutes 
earlier. 
 One officer, obviously senior, came forward to block the two 
approaching men. "Sorry gents," he said firmly, "no access to the 
highway this way. It's blocked off past the tollgates." 
 "Radiation medicine," Tim said, holding up Penny's carry case. 
"We have to drop it off at the tollgate post and come straight back." 
 Both Tim and Dale saw with relief that the police officer was 
baffled, and Tim took advantage of it to further rattle him. He jabbed at 
the radio in the man's hand. "Come on," he shouted, "they're waiting in 
case there was any fallout from the last event!" 
 Unsure, the officer raised his radio. "Command?" 
 "Go ahead, forty nine," came Tanya's voice. Both Tim and Dale 
tried not to let their guard down by letting their relief show. 
 The paperwork to requisition the device from Tanya's department – 
the School of Civil Security – had been nightmarish because of how 
illegal it was in the wrong hands. Being the weekend, it had also taken 
twice as long to raise the right supervisors and warehouse staff to okay 
and release it. But when Tim had called her the evening before to rope 
her into this insanity she'd been all for it. 
 Somehow she'd made heaven and Earth move and the device, 
called the 'thumper', was sitting in the ambulance with her and Graeme 
right then. They only had to return it to the Ultimo campus stores, drop 
the ambulance off at the Glebe depot and they were in the clear. 
 Tim's CMD had been transmitting his location to the thumper since 
they dropped him off back on the other side of the Market Street barrier, 
so when Tanya and Graeme heard him try to get past the checkpoint 
upstairs, they had to very quickly scan the frequencies nearby, identify 
the correct one, hijack the signal and route it to the device instead of the 
real base station at some police command somewhere. 
 The device sent pulses of radio waves to interfere or 'thump' the 
frequency it wanted to hijack, essentially changing the frequency of the 
legitimate signal and replacing it with itself. As far as the cop knew, he 
was talking to his command dispatcher. In fact he was talking to a thief 
with stolen equipment from a stolen vehicle. 
 "I've got two medico couriers here with radiation-" 
 "Let them up," Tanya said, "The tollbooth post's expecting them." 
 "Is this authorised? My orders are nobody on or off." 



 "Confirmed," Tanya said, making Tim wince a little bit. She was 
laying it on a little thick, sounding more like James Bond's secret contact 
than a police operator. "They've detected radiation in that last blast. It's 
just extra stores, they're only going as far as the toll gates." 
 Without giving the cop time for doubt, Tim dragged Dale past and 
they hurried up the stairs as soon as the policeman gestured uncertainly 
over his shoulder at them. 
 He watched them turn the corner of the first landing as he slid the 
barrier back in place, a five or ten second delay that gave Dale and Tim a 
head start that would prove critical. 
 The cop raised his radio again and raised his command. A different 
operator responded. The cop paused for just a second, a pit of worry 
appearing in his stomach. 
 "Can you confirm again a delivery of med unit radiation medicine 
to the tollbooth post?" 
 "What?" the operator said in an incredulous voice. "Absolutely not, 
nobody up or down. Who is this? What's your unit?" 
 But the cop was already swearing and dialling another channel to 
his superiors in the security unit, reporting trespass into a designated 
disaster area as he rushed up the stairs. The security unit commander told 
him to apprehend or shoot with intent to harm if they didn't come quietly. 
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 Dale and Tim burst onto the Port Jackson Freeway at the top of the 
stairs, the bridge loomed to their right. Tim flung the white medic jacket 
from the ambulance onto the road as he extracted Penny from her case, 
leaving only his blue and white striped shirt, long sleeves flapping at his 
wrists. He wrenched the sleeves up past his elbows as he checked Penny's 
readout. 31.77 volts. He swore under his breath. 
 Far off towards the left down the empty expanse of highway lay 
the tollbooths and another line of police and army vehicles standing 
guard. Like the news had said, concrete barricades were blocking the road 
off completely. 
 There was a faint squeal of tyres and sirens screamed into the 
night. At least three cars inside the concrete barriers began towards them. 
 "Shit!" Tim spat. "They must have checked up on us already." 
 Dale grabbed Tim's sleeve and dragged him towards the bridge. 
"Run!" he shouted, taking off. 
 "Where are we going to run to?" Tim protested, throwing a wild 
look over his shoulder, "If we stop now they might not shoot us!" 
 Dale ignored him and bolted, leaving Tim with no obvious choice 
but to follow as the police cars screamed down towards them, Penny's 
carry case thumping against his leg. 
 He wasn't sure as he ran, but he thought he could hear muffled 
pops from all around them. It sounded like distant rifle fire, and his skin 
crawled as he remembered the news report about SWAT team guards 
with guns trained on both approaches. If trained snipers were opening 
fire, Tim realised he might be thinking the last thoughts of his life before 
a bullet shattered his head like a melon. 
 There was at least half a kilometre of open highway until the 
pylons, the police guard at the tollbooths only about 200 metres in the 
other direction. Even if the pylons offered them anywhere to hide, they'd 
never reach them. 
 "Dale!" Tim shouted again after his friend. Dale didn't slow down 
and Tim had no idea what he wanted him to stop for – to give themselves 
up, he supposed, before they both got run down or shot dead- 
 Explosions of glass and metal rang into the night like thunder 
behind him. 
 Tim gasped in shock, stopping and spinning around to look. 
Littered across the highway were the wrecks of the three police cars, one 
spinning slowly on its roof to grind to a halt, its underside torn and 
twisted, another with its side bashed badly in, the third with its front end 
obliterated. The blue and red flashers still spun sickly on two of them. 
Glass and fragments of the smashed cars littered the road around them. 



 All three vehicles had come to rest after they'd crashed into nothing 
at all, the road around them wide and empty. 
 Tim shouted in terror and started to run back in case any of the 
officers were still alive. 
 "Tim no, it won't let you!" Dale screamed back when he saw Tim 
start back the way they'd come. "Just come on! They'll be sending more 
of them and we have to do this quickly!" 
 Tim seemed to hesitate, think better of it, and Dale was comforted 
to see his friend turn and run back towards him. The pylons were close 
and he didn't want to be out on the bridge by himself, no matter what he'd 
come here to find. 
 He slowed a little when he passed the pylons to give Tim time to 
catch up. When he did, the scientist grabbed Dale's arm with his free 
hand, relief at them being together again seeming to exude from him. 
"We should see if those cops are all right," he said, panting from the 
exertion of running. "They still haven't got out." 
 "Come on," Dale said, tugging on Tim's shoulders and leading him 
away, further onto the bridge. He took his CMD out of his pocket and 
starting navigating through the files. "How far across do we have to be to 
get the best reading?" 
 "In the middle, I suppose," Tim began. He raised Penny again to 
check her readout. 46.13. Tim started to swear again, louder this time, 
when he noticed Dale going through his phone. "What's that for?" he 
demanded angrily. 
 "Plan B," Dale said unapologetically. "If the frequency thing 
doesn't work, then-" 
 "You better not have dragged us up here to do something fucking 
stupid without telling me!" Tim snapped. 
 Dale opened the text file he'd saved with the killswitch code, 
copying it. The number that symbolised the end of his life. He switched 
to the software updater for the brace and pasted the code into the empty 
field. Just like it had told him – 
 diejustlikeshedid 
 – to do. 
 He only had to click 'apply' and it would shut the brace down. 
 But as he pasted the code into the field, Dale knew they weren't 
alone. Something knew what he was doing. Though neither man saw it, 
the readout on Penny's LCD display as it bounced against Tim's thigh 
gave a new figure. 
 58.45 volts. 
 Dale had his mouth open to tell Tim not to bother arguing with him 
when they both experienced the most horrifying sense of movement. 



 To Dale, it was a ghost of the same sensation that had started this 
whole nightmare 20 years ago and caused him to reach out and grab the 
handrail of the bridge that day. He could still feel the warm, sunlit metal 
in his hand if he concentrated for a second. 
 But this was very different, no mere gust of wind. There was a 
flash, no... a sense of something moving at the western edge of the bridge 
just north of them, something so colossal they could hardly grasp it. 
There was a dull crash and the road beneath them shifted several 
sickening feet before flicking just as violently back, rocking back and 
forth. 
 The entire bridge was moving. Moving because it had been hit by 
something so huge and invisible it must have weighed many thousands of 
tons. 
 In his mind's eye, as he toppled, Tim saw a horrific picture of a 
huge, filthy creature covered in shaggy dripping hair dozens of metres 
long, so enormous and lumbering its snarl would drown out every sound 
in the whole city, and it was butting up against the bridge with its terrible 
snout, shaking it to its foundations. 
 As he fell flat, trying to hug Penny protectively in his arms, Tim 
heard the incredible, ancient squeal coming from each corner where the 
pylons struggled to maintain their tethers to the ironwork of the highway 
supports. The streetlights burning along each side of the highway 
flickered and died as connections or wires snapped or were dislodged. 
 Above him, the verticals shook and rocked, the cables twanging 
back and forth like monstrous harp strings in need of tightening. 
 Tim struggled to his feet even as he heard the angry snapping 
sound. It was the sound of elevator cables breaking that he'd heard a 
thousand times on TV, only the sound was dull, somehow slower, and 
huge. Giant construction clips clanked and crashed to the ground not far 
off and when he looked up, Tim saw the cables they'd been holding 
falling towards the road through the ghostly light of the spotlights. 
 Their metal-whip song rang out as they slammed to the asphalt, 
easily heavy enough to crush a human flat or slice one in half. 
 "Jesus Christ," Tim gasped, "the whole thing nearly came down." 
 Dale stared off towards the west, searching the darkness for a sign 
of the huge presence that had hit them when he realised how dark it had 
become around them. "The lights," he whispered in horror. 
 The city was totally blacked out, north, south, east and west, as far 
as they could see. 
 The only light on the Port Jackson Highway was from the gibbous 
moon sinking in the northwest. Tim could hardly bring himself to 
breathe, and when he tried to swallow, his throat was too tight with fear. 



 He'd seen such extraordinary events and felt indescribable pain 
watching people die, but despite every supernatural or horrific 
phenomena he'd seen nothing was quite so scary as a city the size of 
Sydney as black and dead as some deserted gold mining town of the old 
west. 
 Once again, Dale was the one thinking about the immediate future. 
He took Tim's sleeve again and gently pulled him onward. 
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 The only thing that reminded them where they were was the 
symphony of distant voices around and below and the occasional flash 
from a building window – panicked executives working late on a 
Saturday night who had had found torches in their desks. Gradually more 
lights came on from below from the flashers of emergency vehicles or 
spotlights, but the buildings and bridge remained dark. 
 "Okay, this'll do," Tim said, putting the carry case down and lifting 
Penny to eye level. Dale looked around nervously as Tim peered through 
the screen in every direction. 
 "The field's normal," he said. "Nothing here. Let's get started." 
 Dale almost told him not to as Tim balanced the machine on the 
ground, fished out his CMD and started tapping through menus and 
applications. As soon as he'd keyed in the killswitch code ...it ...had 
reacted. What might it try when it saw was they planned to do now? 
 But he kept his mouth shut, against every fibre of his being. He 
knew it's what they were doing there and the alternative was just to stand 
there all night. 
 Tim accessed a folder he'd hurriedly called 'braceappls'. It had been 
two days since they'd decided to test the frequency change, so the 48-
hour waiting period to get clearance from the distributor was over. It had 
been an exhaustive process of identification and waivers, and if the 
thumper and ambulance had come through from Tanya and Graeme 
earlier than they did, it might have been the brace control access that held 
them up. 
 But it had all come through the previous day, Tuesday. Tim had 
downloaded all the utilities from a very secure one-time-only server 
deployed by the distributor and familiarised himself with how they 
worked. 
 He launched the power control software and started the 
cumbersome login process. They'd agreed to only reduce the battery 
power by two percent – if it worked, Dale might be able to keep most of 
the mobility he had. 
 "How are we going to know it's worked?" Dale said, realising it 
was the one thing they hadn't talked about. 
 "We just keep reading the electromagnetic field strength. If it's as 
low as the everyday background radiation that's kind of it." 
 "It'll just switch off, not be around any more?" 
 Tim raised his eyebrows, shrugging slightly. "Yes, but we've been 
there before. The only way we'll be sure it's gone is if it never comes back 
again." 
 "Sounds a bit hit and miss..." Dale muttered, looking around. 



 "Unfortunately it's not like something we can see so tangibly 
because we don't even really know how it behaves. It might be switched 
off, or it might just let us think that and when we least expect it it might 
all come crashing back. Whatever closes the circuit..." 
 Dale shuddered, suddenly reminded of the worst dream of all. 
Himself, no brace, heartbroken over Vicki, Tim gone, everyone believing 
it was over. He'd spill out of a taxi one freezing day and the monsters and 
corpses of victims would all come running, finally having him helpless. 
 Tim looked up. "Okay, this is it. I'm going to go down in two 
percent increments in every click, like we said. Tell me the second you 
feel something." 
 "Should I move?" 
 "No, if there's any jolting or reaction from the motors we'll see it 
better if you stand still." 
 Dale grabbed Tim's elbow, spread his feet apart, breathed deep and 
steeled himself. "It's not going to hurt, is it?" 
 "We're just changing the battery output," Tim said, shaking his 
head. "You'll probably feel nothing at all." 
 Dale nodded, taking a few more deep breaths. 
 "Two percent," Tim said, holding the mobile up where they could 
both see it, his finger hovering over the 'enter' icon. He'd taken a reading 
of the total system voltage with the testing utility, which was 8.150 volts. 
The figure in the field next to the 'enter' key read 7.987 volts. 
 Dale nodded, ready. Tim clicked the button and the world exploded 
around them. 
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 – fucking faraway whatever you did tim you sent me to the fucking 
faraway – 
 No sooner had Tim's index finger touched the phone than there was 
a clap of thunder, a flash of lightning so bright, hot and white the after-
image on Dale's retina contained every colour of the rainbow and he was 
here. He'd seen it in his dream, he'd woken from it to see it on Tim's TV, 
and now he was standing in the middle of the bridge under stormy, leaden 
clouds. 
 Wind whipped and swirled around him, smelling like metal and 
blood and the world was leached of colour and definition except for... 
 The shocked, screaming whites of Vicki's eyes bored deep into him 
from where she stood, a hundred metres or so away, the hem of her dress 
still torn and bloodied, her arm still ending in a ragged stump. Her chin 
was black from the torrent of blood that had poured out of her mouth, 
making her eyes look even more oversized and panicked. 
 Only now there was something else building up behind her – a 
cloud of dust like smoke, billowing and roiling as the crashing of the 
falling bridge rang out. 
 Within it he could see an enormous shadow, darkening and moving 
downwards, as if it was growing nearer. 
 Heading right for Vicki... 
 Along with the billowing clouds of dust down the roadway, a 
ballooning darkness started to expand inside Dale – the mind-shredding 
combination of terror and guilt as he'd turned and run all those years ago 
instead of covering his face and piercing that maelstrom to save her. 
 Only now it was worse. Instead of being like the pain of an old, 
barely healed broken ankle, it was sharp and fresh like a knife sliding 
between ribs. He hadn't gone to save her the first time, and the universe 
had seen fit to deliver her to him safe and sound after all, only to let this 
abomination snatch her away again in the cruellest of circumstances. 
 it rape anf eats me every day 
 an kills mw again every nigh 
 eternal 
 please make it stip 
 If he turned and ran again, he'd never want to feel his heart beat as 
he remembered her again. Dale felt his foot leave the ground as he started 
to run forwards- 
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 After a wild second of disorientation Tim felt something hard hit 
him in the back and crack against his head. After another second he 
shook his head and realised it was the road. He'd been knocked flat. 
 Wind roared around them, light poured from the sky and the air. 
What had happened? Was Dale all right? 
 Tim struggled to sit upright and saw his friend lying on his back, 
except that only Dale's neck and heels were touching the ground. His 
body was bowed upwards like it had transformed into a curved slab of 
iron, his teeth bared and spit showering from his lips through an inhuman 
groan. 
 Tim snatched his phone up from beside him and re-keyed the 
original voltage, 8.15. When he clicked the 'enter' key it was like 
whatever had been holding Dale prone disappeared. He let out a relieved 
shout, his body slumping to the ground with a smack. 
 Tim scrambled over beside Dale on his hands and knees, putting a 
hand on his friend's heaving chest. 
 "Dale," he began. Was he badly hurt? Dying? Whatever had 
happened to him, the field had reacted to the change in frequency – 
although reacted was somewhat an understatement. It had gone fucking 
crazy. 
 The tempest around them was slowing gradually, the wind slowing 
but light still bathing them from above like an alien visitation. 
 "That didn't... fucking work, then..." Dale said between rasping 
breaths. 
 Tim looked around, trying to see what sort of danger they were in. 
The wind died down but the light seemed to have collected round the 
upper reaches of the verticals and along the cable holding the cable car 
gondolas aloft, slowly drifting in globules of blue-white light. 
 "Okay, can you walk? Tim began, starting to help Dale to his feet. 
"We're out of here. We'll think of something else." 
 "We've got no time," Dale said, pulling back. "We don't know how 
long until it knows it can make its own brace, after what you said about 
that creature that attacked her." 
 "Her?" Tim said, wary as he tried to work out what Dale was 
cooking up. 
 Dale swore softly, realising he hadn't meant to even mention Vicki. 
If the frequency switching thing didn't work, the killswitch was their only 
chance of stopping this. He'd never convince his friend of that, so he had 
to do it at the last possible moment. 
 And that was now. 



 He took his own phone out of his pocket and started off towards 
the western edge of the road, where the concrete footpath would be the 
final step in his ultimate destiny. 
 "I'm not doing a thing until you tell me what you're doing," Tim 
said, snatching up Penny and ignoring the carry case. 
 "On the way!" Dale shouted in a voice suddenly full of fear and 
pleading. He grabbed Tim yet again and started dragging him along, Tim 
not resisting very much. 
 Dale tried not to of anything but the plan. He didn't want to think 
about how it was his last walk ever, his last few moments left alive. He 
was just going to get Tim to help him over the rail and click the enter 
button on his phone as he started to topple. 
 He tried not to think about how the plan itself would work either – 
reading their minds wasn't just an effect of the horror here, it was an 
evolved specialisation. 
 "There's only one way to finish it. It's not going to let us turn it 
down or change the frequency or anything else," he began. "The only way 
is to take both elements away at the same time. The brace and me." 
 Tim grabbed the lapels of Dale's shirt and pressed Penny into his 
chest, stopping him dead. "You're fucking joking!" he shouted. Dale tried 
to struggle away but Tim held him fast, trying to force his friend to look 
at him. Instead Dale stared off to one side like a dog caught digging a 
hole. "I can imagine the details, but I'm not letting you do this. You're not 
doing anything to yourself-" 
 "There's no other way!" Dale yelled into Tim's face with a new 
ferocity, momentarily disabling him. "It's going to do something to try 
and frighten us, like you said in your equations, stimulate our cerebral 
cortexes or whatever the fuck." 
 Tim had no answer. That extremely violent reaction to a miniscule 
change in the field frequency of the brace had certainly made it seem like 
something was... afraid? Threatened? Might it retaliate even worse 
according to the threat, at least in the human understanding of the word? 
 Like they'd conjured it up themselves, Tim and Dale heard a 
rumble like thunder from the north end of the bridge. 
 Dale turned, Tim's hands still gripping the collar of his friend's 
shirt desperately. 
 It was a thundercloud, boiling outwards across the road, steaming 
down towards them. 
 No, Tim realised, it was the dust cloud from the falling bridge, 
billowing out as the beams rained down, smashing the road beneath them 
to powder and making the city look like the epicentre of a volcanic 
eruption. 



 Again, as if perfectly cued to his thoughts, he heard falling metal 
start to ring out from within the cloud, and the road beneath them 
shuddered and shook. 
 Lightning, or something like it, flickered from within the cloud as 
it bore down on them, growing in size and ferocity. 
 "We've got to go," he whimpered impotently to Dale. 
 But suddenly Dale was gone, wrenched out of Tim's grip and 
heading full pelt towards the cloud. 
 Tim barely had time to scream his name before he saw the figure 
standing at the edge of it. 
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 The first thing Dale noticed about Vicki as he ran towards her was 
that she looked so tired, like she'd been standing at the edge of that 
billowing pyroclastic cloud for weeks, waiting for him. 
 Her dress was still bloodied, her arm was still missing a hand, her 
chin and throat were still coated in her own dried blood, but they were all 
horror movie props. No monster would conceive of a detail like the look 
of ancient fatigue on her face. 
 Like she'd said, after being murdered, beaten, raped and resurrected 
to go through it all over and over again in the faraway, her eyes – her own 
eyes this time – told him she just wanted it to be over. 
 As he drew within 15 feet or so of her she seemed to recognise 
him. He didn't know how he heard it over the noise of the screaming 
wind and crashing metal around them all, but she said 'Dale?' 
 Tears sprang forth and he raised his arms to touch her just once – 
ready to take her place after that, like it had said, when he saw something 
else. 
 The shadow in the haze behind her appeared, growing, gathering, 
coalescing into some huge and monstrous object. 
 The cloud exploded outwards and the gigantic head of the thing 
that had menaced her in her car during the horrific research expedition 
erupted outwards towards Dale, its mouth open and its roar of anger 
nearly blowing out his eardrums. 
 It was so huge and moved so fast he felt the air move around him 
as it appeared, and before he had a split second to react, it snapped its 
colossal jaws shut on Vicki with a crash that rang out like a semi trailer 
hitting a wall. 
 Dale came to a sliding stop and felt his chest convulse as he tried to 
cry out, tried to speak. 
 The creature raised its head to look at him as Vicki's body, crushed 
flat across the abdomen and with her upper trunk, head and arms gone, 
slithered to the ground, her leg crumpling the wrong way around under it. 
The dust cloud swirled forward and engulfed both. 
 For a second the creature came further forward, but Dale saw its 
tiny eyes look up at him and it stopped short. The enormous head – it 
alone had to weigh to least five tons – was wrenched back into the cloud 
as the mouth opened to issue another bellow, echoing and muffled as the 
head disappeared, like the creature was miles away. 
 Dale backed away, once again faced with a vision of hell, 
wondering whether he should run forward and save her or turn and run 
like a coward. 



 More power to the brace, he tried to keep repeating to himself, it's 
scaring you to give more power to the brace... and any minute it might 
realise it doesn't need the brace anymore. He was vaguely aware of Tim 
screaming his name from somewhere behind him. 
 Through the confusion and fog of terror, only one thought was 
clear. The brace... the brace is the thing that must cease to exist. 
 He glanced at the phone still in his hand, bringing it back to life 
and opening the killswitch program, moving off to his right, back towards 
the western edge of the bridge. 
 The wind still howled and the shaking was getting worse but he 
somehow heard running footsteps approaching from behind him, and he'd 
barely started to turn when Tim was upon him. 
 "Jesus fuck," Tim spluttered, gripping Dale's arm like a vice and 
trying to haul him away, "we've got to get off here, try again, come up 
with another-" 
 "There's no other way, Tim," Dale said, turning on his heel and 
leaving Tim scrambling to keep up again. "I've got the chance to stop it 
here and now for good." 
 "It wasn't her, Dale. Jesus, I knew this was a mistake," Tim yelled. 
 "I have to try!" 
 "Dale, fucking LISTEN to me!" Tim screamed straight into his 
face. "It wasn't Vicki! She's not here, she's dead!!" 
 "I was too, and I came back!" 
 "It brought you back," Tim shouted, "because bringing you back 
served its purpose. It also killed Vicki to serve its purpose, but it doesn't 
need her. It's showing us illusions to trick us. You can't help her now." 
 Dale raised his phone. "I click enter here and it sends a code to the 
brace that shuts it completely down. I'm going to press it..." he pointed 
off to the path and the mesh of protective wire along the top of the 
guardrail – wire it was possible to climb over if you were determined 
enough, "...on the way down." 
 "Dale..." Tim said, not knowing whether to cry or scream. Despite 
the horror of the phantom light showering them, the blacked out city 
beyond and the cacophony from all around, suddenly all he felt was the 
emotional shock. He'd come to love this man, and he was saying goodbye 
forever. 
 "Thank you, Tim, for everything," Dale said, turning to bolt. 
 "Dale, NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!" Tim screamed, 
stumbling as he started to run after Dale and giving his friend an 
uncomfortable lead. 
 If he tried to turn the brace off the reaction might be worse than an 
explosion throughout the electrical systems. And it wouldn't pick Tim up 



and deposit him somewhere safe for him to dust himself off and go about 
his life, not like it had Dale. 
 Barely thinking about it, he let everything go except for self-
preservation. He turned on his heel and sprinted back towards the 
tollgates. 
 Maybe the world would end in only minutes, two colossal energies 
releasing a cataclysm as they crashed together, and no amount of running 
would help him. But still he ran, trying to at least get off the bridge before 
all hell broke loose. 
 And all at once, amid all the sound and fury in the air, Tim felt 
something else. The world shifted. No, not the world, the whole cosmos 
moved three steps to the left. 
 Some enormous force approached him from behind, bigger than 
the dust cloud and the obscenity that had emerged from it. He thought of 
the wave travelling through a carpet or rope when you flick one end and 
it runs in a fold down the entire length. Except it was bearing down on 
the bridge and harbour from the north, and it was beyond tall. Beyond 
gigantic. 
 A wave was travelling through the world, like a tidal wave as tall 
as a skyscraper out of a 1950s end-of-the-world film, and as Tim stopped 
and turned back towards the north there was nothing to see, but he could 
feel that huge fold racing down the universe towards him. 
 The fold rolled like a colossal surf onto the end of the bridge, 
flashed past him, through him, and knocked him clean over. He felt his 
grip on Penny's handle let go and he crashed to the ground in a different 
place... 
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 ...where the most appalling squeal tore him out of a sleep that felt 
like it lasted – 
 years upon years upon years 
 – a nanosecond. His head came up with a jerk and immediately a 
jolt of agony tore through his skull, agony at the sound, the light. 
 Not the light that had been pouring down on them any more, but 
sunlight. 
 The squeal erupted beside his head again and he screamed in 
shock. Only feet away, a train was trundling past, the wheels squeaking 
on the track. 
 The bridge! It was open again! 
 On the other side of him, cars and trucks zoomed back and forth. 
Had he just been laying here for days on end, sleeping through the whole 
aftermath of his and Dale's desperate flight? 
 Tim sat up. His clothes were wet with sweat. He realised in a 
sudden panic he was sitting in the middle of the highway, where he'd just 
been walking (before he blanked out, days ago). Not strictly in the 
middle, but against the old grate that separated the twin train tracks from 
the lanes of the highway. 
 Hot on the heels of that awful realisation came another – he'd have 
to try and cross all six lanes of traffic to reach the safety of the footpath 
on the opposite side. 
 How the hell had he been allowed to lie here so long? A car tooted 
angrily and swerved as he stood, the final disorientation dissolved, and 
the last and most terrible shock carved its way through the mist. 
 This wasn't days later. 
 It was years before. 
 Around him was the majestic grey arch of the old Sydney Harbour 
Bridge. 
 He wasn't dreaming. It wasn't a horror story or TV show, where 
characters can't decide if they're dreaming or not. In real life, you know 
when you're dreaming and when you're not. 
 He wasn't dreaming, and here was the old bridge. 
 Tim started to walk down the edge of the lane, avoiding the cars 
speeding past him, beeping impatiently and swerving to avoid him. 
 And yet even though his mind was terrified and fascinated in equal 
measure he felt tired, like he'd been through some tremendous 
physiological strain, the comedown after a surge of adrenalin or drugs. 
He felt... aged, his muscles weak and his joints aching as if from the flu. 
He felt like he'd been asleep for years, his slumber thick, deep and rich 
with dreams. 



 He remembered the horrible way a fold had occurred in the earth 
and the air around, how it had approached from the north and engulfed 
him. 
 Except it hadn't been in the air. It was a wave travelling through the 
fabric, not just of the city of the Earth, but the whole universe. 
 Tim remembered explaining to Dale, Vicki or Barry more than 
once how the force haunting the bridge had control over the entire 
emission spectrum, fields of electromagnetism, radiation, electricity, 
even... 
 Tim looked out through the iron beams of the arch into the city, 
and his nightmare was confirmed. 
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 Dale was almost at the edge of the road, ready to scramble over the 
barrier to the footpath and start the climb over the guardrail. His only 
coherent thought not dedicated to moving forward was that in perhaps 
seven or eight seconds he'd be a paraplegic again, and another six or so 
seconds beyond that, he'd be dead. 
 But just as he'd been lifting his arm to reach for the barrier to the 
footpath the most hideous wind he'd ever felt had knocked him clean off 
his feet. He'd been scraped and bruised rolling over a few times in its 
wake, felt light and heat burst from above and stood up in the middle of a 
waking nightmare. 
 No, it wasn't a nightmare any more. After all these years of 
nightmares, this was the real thing. 
 He was back. 
 Cars, buses and trucks scooted back and forth, a train squealed 
opposite him on the tracks and the old arch structure reached – lofty and 
immutable – into the sky again. 
 Behind Dale, a horn erupted into the air and there was a scream of 
tyres on the asphalt. He spun to see a car screeching to a halt behind him, 
the driver shouting inside. 
 Dale almost wet himself. He was standing in the middle of the 
highway! He panicked and started to carefully pick his way across the 
lanes to the footpath opposite. Horns blared and cars swerved, brushing 
him. 
 He finally jumped over the guardrail onto the footpath. Over the 
other side was the sickening drop to the water below. 
 Crouching over to rest, he waited until his laboured breathing came 
under control. Every limb felt unnaturally heavy and sore but everything 
around him was focused and clear. 
 This wasn't any dream and it wasn't any hallucination. The ground 
beneath his feet was real. The cars going by were real. The buildings 
around him were real. The salt water taste and clanging of heavy 
construction in the air were real. 
 Or maybe he'd just been knocked out for a few hours. Maybe he'd 
been in a coma for 20 years and it was still 2037 but the bridge had never 
fallen and Sydney had kept on living and breathing instead of he and it 
falling out like a bitter, resentful married couple. 
 Dale felt in his back. No, there were the mechanics of the brace, 
through his shirt and skin. If the brace was still in why was the bridge 
here? Why this great illusion? If this was a new reality what kind of life 
did he have? And how did he end up here, at this time, standing in the 



middle of the Bradfield Highway (so called because here the Port Jackson 
Highway had never existed). 
 He couldn't explain the brace, or how he knew what it was, but 
everything he thought he knew suddenly spun away, fragments and 
snippets of memories that all of a sudden felt false, like descriptions of 
someone else's dream. 
 How could he imagine the bridge falling down, him with it, 
rendered paraplegic in the fall? The dream had been so intricate it had 
even invented a medical miracle, a machine that had given his legs back 
years later. Only then, the medical miracle had unearthed something so 
terrible he didn't want to think about it, one where he needed an army to 
protect him – a blokey, overweight doctor who became his closest friend, 
a beautiful psychiatrist who became his lover and a paranormal 
researcher. 
 How ridiculous. How the hell would he get mixed up with people 
like that? The most complete relief Dale had ever known washed through 
his body. 
 All a dream! 
 The only things that remained a complete mystery were the device 
he could feel in his back (he was sure it had been in the dream), and the 
strange, familiar man running towards him as he turned – a man he was 
sure had been a character from his weird and terrifying reverie. 
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 Tim vaulted the rail to the path after a death-defying dash across 
the road and looked around desperately. There was Dale, way down the 
path, looking around disjointedly. 
 He'd barely had time to absorb what had happened to them, even 
though the city in every direction told him quite plainly. 
 The AMP tower was still the way it had been since the 1970s. The 
Cahill Expressway and train line were back over the top of Circular Quay 
instead of running underground with the parks and entertainment precinct 
above it. Everything was the way it had been. 
 But the thought that kept burrowing into his thoughts like a tick 
was that before... whatever it had been... he and Dale had been probably 
15 metres apart. Tim himself had been standing in the middle of the road, 
and after the terrible explosion of energy had passed, he'd been on the 
western edge. 
 And Dale, who'd been running towards the eastern footpath, was 
now about 50 metres to the north. 
 Theories and equations about spatiotemporal flux and quantum 
entanglement bubbled up in Tim's disoriented brain. Something had 
moved them across space, as well as across... 
 His head suddenly swam so badly he had to lean on the barrier 
between the path and the road for a few seconds, scared he might pass 
out. The swimming in his head became nausea, and before long he felt his 
stomach squeeze upwards and the contents of his stomach showered out 
of his mouth onto the concrete. 
 Tim gradually righted himself, wiped his mouth and started off 
again at a fast walk. He couldn't run any more. 
 They'd seen the interaction of every field of energy known to man 
over the previous three weeks. They'd seen a human being die and a 
malignant force transfer the energy of that human being back into the 
shell of its corpse. If it was possible, this was somehow worse. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale began to back away as the man approached, but the man 
caught up to him, grabbed his shoulders and screamed his name into his 
face. 
 "Dale, Jesus, are you all right? Do you realise what we've done?" 
 Somehow Tim's touch washed away Dale's trance, and now he 
realised the new fragments were a dream as they were washed off him 
like mud under a shower. 



 There was no dream. It was all true. All real. The brace (he knew 
what it was now) belonged where it was, and so did this strange man, 
because there had been a place in Dale's life for a parapsychologist for a 
long time. 
 Tim turned Dale around and began to lead him towards the end of 
the bridge. Dale began to cry weakly. There was a numbing pain in his 
legs that he didn't understand and took as being a new onset of paralysis, 
and the sheer disorientation as his perception of what was real shifted and 
swung staggered him. 
 "Don't worry about the pain," Tim assured him, "it should pass. 
Remember when you came back after you died? You felt the same then, 
right?" 
 Dale did. He nodded, not really understanding anything. "But the 
old bridge," Dale protested weakly, "it has to be a dream." 
 "No, there isn't an old or new bridge, Dale," Tim said, "there's only 
ever been one. One in the universe we know. Nothing we've been through 
has happened yet. For God's sake, Dale, the fucking thing has sent us 
back in time!" 
 Dale stopped short and flinched as if struck. Tim looked at him 
with concern. His friend looked like he was miles away, eyes darting here 
and there, chasing some ephemeral thought. 
 But inside Dale's mind, it was all suddenly so clear. He'd had déjà 
vu before, he'd had the strange first minute after waking from a dream not 
understanding why the contents of the dream weren't actually happening. 
In just the last five minutes he'd moved between worlds where he didn't 
know which was the truth and which was a product of his rapidly 
fracturing grip. 
 But for the first time in months – maybe forever – it was all so 
clear. 
 Back (forward) at Tim's place, in 2037, where he belonged, he'd 
nearly grasped it. The faraway. 
 The place he'd seen in his dreams. 
 So far away no human could travel there. 
 Always there, in every nightmare he ever had. 
 A backdrop to the bridge and the cityscape. 
 He knew the landmarks, the sound and taste in the air. 
 An eternal land that surrounded everything. 
 So familiar, from his dreams... 
 His dreams. 
 What was the one place that was always in his dreams? The most 
terrifying, the most familiar? The place where it had all began? It was far, 
far away, which is what gave it its name. 
 It was back in- 



 (back 
 back) 
 ...here! 
 It wasn't the bridge or monsters or death he feared. 
 It was the past! 
 Because The Past is where it had all happened. It's where he 
travelled back to in nightmares every time he laid down to sleep, and 
often when he did, he saw himself, lying dead in the middle of the road. 
 And now, Dale wasn't dreaming about it. 
 He was here. 
 Here in the faraway. 
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 "Why in Gods-" Dale began as he let Tim lead him down the path 
toward the sound again. 
 "You're not one for physics lessons at the best of times," Tim said, 
looking around as they walked, "suffice it to say time is a field no 
different than electromagnetism. We don't know how to manipulate it, but 
we don't know what electrons in space can do to make it happen when 
they want it to." 
 As he explained things, Tim tried to keep his mind off a far worse 
question than how they got here. 
 How were they going to get back? 
 It hadn't bought Vicki back after killing her because doing so didn't 
suit it. Whatever reason it had for bringing them here, did it have a reason 
to send them back? 
 Fears crowded Tim's mind, of trying to explain living in a world 
where they didn't exist, maybe where younger version of themselves were 
already here somewhere. He tried to force them away but it was a 
struggle. 
 "Let's just get out of here and we can work out what to do next," he 
said to himself as much as Dale. 
 They'd been jogging lightly along the path for a few minutes and if 
Dale thought anything in his life could be more horrific than realising 
he'd been sent back in time, he was wrong. 
 As they passed the pylons and he glanced down the path towards 
the city end a little more, he could see four people. 
 Sitting on the wall was a young man in old style stonewash jeans, a 
sleeveless T-shirt and heavy skinhead-style boots. 
 Nearer the top of the steps were two young women, both dressed 
professionally, looking through a file together, briefcases and handbags 
on the ground nearby. 
 Much farther down the path was the figure of a man in jogging 
gear, running steadily towards them. 
 Tim didn't realise for a few seconds that Dale had stopped. He 
turned back and the look on Dale's face made him gasp. 
 "We're here," Dale said softly. 
 They were the last quiet words Tim ever heard him speak. 
 He turned around slowly as the first beams began to clang down 
from the arch and fall towards the road. 
 Tim slowly covered his mouth with his hands. The metal started to 
clang to the road and car tyres began to scream out into the air. 
 Dale froze. The terror was too complete, too awesome. It wasn't a 
dream this time. After a million nightmares, it was real. 



 Again. 
 Tim felt his capacity for rational thought sliding away. Why? He 
asked himself. Why possibly now? 
 But he knew, with the last sliver of coherent thought in his mind. 
 "This is where the energy's strongest!" he yelled. "Where it's being 
generated. It's moved the brace to where the field is the strongest to try 
and overcome the resistance. Space, time, it's all the same to it." 
 Dale turned back to him and Tim went on, trying to fight the 
building terror. "It's not here yet, it hasn't come through and tuned the 
brace in. But with the field the strongest and the receiver right here, it's 
the best chance it has of closing the circuit." 
 As if Dale sensed Tim's faculties draining away, he grabbed the 
scientist's shirt. "I've got to do it now!" he shouted, digging into his 
pocket and taking out his phone. 
 "But... b..." Tim said in a useless stammer, trying to think of a 
reason to argue, his mind completely blank. 
 Dale bought his phone to life. "Shit!" he screamed, shoving the 
phone into Tim's hand and looking around desperately. Tim looked at the 
screen, the signal icon blinking on and off. 
 Of course there was no service. They were using phones that would 
operate on a network that wouldn't exist for 16 years. 
 "If there's no brace, there's no way out for it, it's locked up here 
forever?" Dale turned back and yelled. Tim nodded stupidly. 
 The first screams rang out. The clanging became an orchestra. "So 
we can stop it now," Dale continued, "We can stop me from ever getting 
the brace, so there'll be no way out." 
 "How? Tim said, "You've already got it!" 
 "I have," Dale yelled, swinging Tim around, "but he hasn't yet!" 
 Tim followed Dale's pointing finger. Way off in the centre of the 
bridge, there was a figure. A young man, running for his life towards 
them. 
 Before Tim knew what was happening – 
 holy jesus almighty that's HIM I'm seeing running along there, 
that's Dale, 19 years old and just about to fall!! 
 – Dale took off, running for his life towards his cosmological twin. 
 "Dale, no," Tim screamed, rooted to the spot, "The brace is still 
inside you!!" 
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 Dale ran as fast as his aching legs would carry him, fighting down 
the faintness desperately. He remembered every detail of what the child 
ahead of him was going through – he lived every moment of it every 
night. How strange those details were going to save his life now. 
 No, not his life. Someone else's. The young guy running towards 
him. 
 He could stop this whole thing before it started. Vicki, Barry, Tim, 
Donald, the research van, the ghosts and fear and death might as well 
never exist, because he could erase them all right here. There'd be no 
impotent years in the wheelchair, no hospitals and psychiatrist. Maybe – 
like he'd imagined after he woke up in this other-world – he could make 
all those things a dream, and that kid might stay with that beautiful girl 
who had blown a kiss and promised everything with a smile. 
 Maybe he'd turn up at work tomorrow, 19 years old again, ready 
for the rest of his life. 
 It all hinged on a few split seconds. All those years ago, his horror 
at the sight of the train plunging down through the hole in the span had 
been so complete he'd stopped dead in his tracks. 
 Though he wouldn't realise it until he woke months later – and 
which would haunt him for years to come – if he'd kept running he might 
have left the path before it broke up underneath him. 
 Now, Dale – this Dale – could change everything. He'd make sure 
the terrified young man reached those four people safely. Except there 
were five now... 
 With no monsters or hauntings or brace, he would have erased the 
whole reason for Tim being there. Did that mean the scientist would 
simply fade away and join his real self in the universe that had branched 
away when they'd left it? 
 Was he fading away right now? 
 Dale suddenly wanted to turn and tell Tim he was grateful, he was 
sorry, and that he'd become a friend. In case the parapsychologist was 
gone forever. 
 Tears sprang to his eyes and spilled onto his cheeks, the cold 
wetness of them helping him not topple over from the nausea of whatever 
awful quantum physics had bought him here. 
 Beams rained down around, crashing into the road, the path 
shuddering. For the first time in his life or his dreams he was rushing into 
the gloom of dust and the rain of iron instead of away from it. 
 The other Dale was only seconds away now. There was the White 
Mitsubishi Colt, overturned, no dead man with one leg crawling to get 
him. 



 Other cars littered the highway too, people bloodied, running or 
crawling to get away. Ahead, the bus had already crashed onto its side, 
the spiders-legs system of beams had crushed the poor people trying to 
escape. 
 To the left, across the bridge, the unfortunate train packed with 
hundreds of people moments from doom squealed as it rolled onwards, 
applying its brakes uselessly. 
 Dale turned to the front and the young man was almost upon him. 
He stopped and braced himself for the shock. Not just from the force of a 
19-year-old boy crashing into him – he expected some sort of mild 
electric spark of understanding, some physio-psychic bond that they 
would both feel. 
 But, as Tim would say, this was all electromagnetic and not 
spiritual, and when he grabbed the wrist of his younger self, it was just 
the sweat-slicked skin of a panicked kid, seemingly too far gone with fear 
to even wonder how this older man looked so much like him. 
 "Don't stop," Dale yelled at him over the symphony of crashing 
metal and asphalt, "whatever you do, run!" 
 He let go of the kid's wrist and shoved him onward, yelling "Go!" 
and watching him flee. On the other side of the bridge, there was a 
metallic crump of the last carriage clipping the hole as it fell. 
 The young man closed the last few dozen metres but Dale lost sight 
of him on the other side of the pylons where he'd meet Tim and the other 
four people who tried to call him on that day. 
 Only seconds later, he saw the concrete of the footpath rise up and 
shatter as a nasty tremor shook the southern end of the bridge, a hole 
opening in it. In another universe that didn't exist any more, that young 
man had fallen through it. 
 Dale breathed deeply in relief, scarcely believing it. That, so 
simply, was it. The future – the past from his perspective – felt so empty 
suddenly, so frightening. In grabbing a boy's arm, he'd wiped the entire 
future out. 
 He turned back and looked into the storm cloud of dust and sound. 
He wanted nothing more than to turn and flee too now – the thought of 
doing anything else chilled him to the bone. He could see the bodies of 
cars and people strewn here and there like it was a battleground. 
 He tried his best to block the sound of the carnage and the hollow 
roar of his own fear out. He may well have saved his younger self, but the 
brace still existed. 
 This time when the bridge collapsed, there could be no lucky 
escape. This time he had to go down with it. 
 And not come back. 
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 Dale vaulted over the rail and ran amongst the wrecked cars and 
smashed bodies. Up above, the arch had crumbled almost halfway along 
towards the southern end, and the northern pylons were beginning to 
disintegrate. 
 He saw movement just above it, a wide grey heron taking flight as 
the violence below it frightened it away, but Dale didn't have time to pay 
it any mind. 
 He ran over to the white Colt, on its roof with it bonnet hanging 
open, the horn sounding sickly. The driver had been a man in a suit who'd 
tried in desperation to get away, but falling metal had sliced his lower leg 
clean off before he'd taken barely a step and he'd most likely lain there 
and bled to death. 
 Dale couldn't see him, but he knew the man's body was lying 
across the road nearby. 
 He knew the man very well. 
 He dropped to his knees and scrambled in under the front end 
through a litter of broken glass, finding the battery above him and peeling 
the plastic caps off the terminals. 
 Dale didn't fill his last few moments on Earth thinking about all the 
things he'd miss. He didn't think of his Mum, Vicki, food, his bed, 
laughing. 
 Walking. 
 Instead he recalled the warning from Barry the night of the ill-fated 
expedition onto the bridge, about what direct contact with something like 
a car battery could do to him that it wouldn't do to anyone else. 
 Dale grabbed one terminal and then the other. 
 First there was an incredible burst of heat from inside. He felt his 
hair shoot out in wild tufts. Pain spasmed through his body in shock after 
shock. The pain in his back became a boiling flood followed by a crack 
from within that felt like a spear through him. It made him screech 
through gritted teeth, the numbness drifting down his legs the only respite 
from it. 
 As he thumped to the road and started to claw his way out from 
under the Colt into the clear a sharp pain began at the base of his spine 
and began to seep around to his stomach. The fried metal and plastic of 
the brace was leaking into his torso. 
 Whatever the chemistry, it didn't take a doctor to tell Dale 
something had ruptured into his body that wasn't supposed to and pretty 
soon he'd be dead. 
 And now the brace was gone – a twisted rod of molten steel 
poisoning his spine and blood. He tested his legs, and got no response. 



 This world – and another – had spent 20 years teaching him he was 
never supposed to have use of his legs, and it had been a lesson that 
would now cost him his life. 
 It was over. He was in the faraway, and it was over. 
 He thought he heard a word spoken over his shoulder, saying his 
name. It sounded like a woman's voice. 
 Dale was starting to turn his head towards it when something 
glittering on the ground in front of him caught his eye. 
 It was then he realised he was crying, because he had to wipe the 
tears away roughly with the back of his hand, streaked with dust and 
grease. It stung his eyes but cleared his vision. 
 The word came again, and he placed it. It was either Vicki or the 
girl from the past, saying his name. But it didn't matter which, because 
they were the same. 
 She'd be standing there in a beautiful blue dress, facing away but 
looking over her shoulder at him, hair spilling over her shoulder. 
 Dale reached down to the tiny object that had caught his attention. 
It was red, and there weren't many things that were so strikingly coloured 
amid all this black and grey. 
 She'd be smiling right now, he realised, as he picked the object up, 
and blowing him the most beautiful kiss that promised so much 
happiness. 
 He turned the object over in his hand. It was a small plastic 
loveheart, an elastic string attached to the back of it. 
 Come with me, the beautiful smile would be saying, I promise you 
everything. 
 He hardly heard the incredible noise around him, iron beams 20 
feet long crashing down amid litters of rivets. The loveheart dissolved as 
the tears came again and Dale smiled, closing it in his fist and squeezing 
it tightly, closing his eyes. 
 He suddenly realised he was looking down on himself from above, 
as if he'd left his body to float overhead, and for the first time in a long 
time, Dale believed the promise. 
 His body was inert but the eyes opened, tears dribbling onto 
greying cheeks. The head turned slowly. 
 When the beam hit Dale's body squarely, crushing his already 
severed spine and cracking his skull like an egg, he was staring at 
something above and behind him, smiling and crying. 
 And still he was looking down at himself for seconds afterwards 
before everything went black, lying dead in a place he'd always known. 
Lying on a road in a horrible place of nightmares and death. 
 Just like he'd always dreamed he would. 
 



30 
 
 Tim stood with the others and watched as a young man bearing a 
striking resemblance to his friend ran – sweating and dribbling, panting in 
fear – towards them. Behind him out on the path there was a crash and a 
shudder and the concrete and supports opened in a violent gash. 
 The boy joined Tim and the rest of the small group and all six of 
them ran for their lives as the bridge screamed and groaned behind them. 
 Tim slowed to a stop when he was sure he'd reached a safe spot, 
having the advantage of knowing the path wouldn't be damaged as far 
south as he was standing. He watched as the two young women, the 
skinhead, the jogger and the 19-year-old Dale kept running towards the 
city, the four on the road to whatever their lives had in store, Dale 
towards a whole new life, without haunted bridges or his friends. 
 At least not the ones Tim had known. 
 He turned back and watched as the rest of the arch structure 
crumpled. The sound ringing out was bigger, heavier and more violent 
than any Tim had ever heard, upwards of 20,000 tonnes of metal crushing 
itself under its own weight, each chorus when a piece of it hammered 
onto the road below an explosion. 
 As one the remains of the southern half of the arch came down in a 
scream of iron people would hear as far away as Frenchs Forest. The 
weight of it was so terrible the force smashed the road in two. Just when 
Tim didn't think it could get any louder a deep rumbling rocked the 
ground and air around him, surely an earthquake somewhere. 
 There was an explosion of dust at the north end like the cloud from 
a nuclear weapon as the road was torn from the northern pylons and fell 
to the water, breaking up as it went. 
 The portion of road at the southern end that stayed moored to the 
southern pylons dipped slowly down the 100 feet to crash into the water 
too, eruptions of water now mixing with those from the dust. 
 Experimentally, without really thinking about it, Tim let out a 
scream, as loud as he could. He hardly even heard it in his own ears. 
 Bricks the size of houses started crumbling away from the 
northeast pylon, and Tim knew the whole thing would soon be a litter of 
smashed rock across Bradfield Park and Olympic Drive, dust spilling into 
the water off Kirribilli. 
 Around him, Sydney was coming alive with sirens. He turned and 
started to walk away. 
 He'd seen it all before. 
 



31 
 
 As the enormous job of mourning had barely begun to register with 
the millions of permanent residents one temporary visitor walked down 
George Street, the only one who knew of the further ordeal he hoped had 
been averted. 
 Nothing supernatural had happened, no energy waves, no 
telekinetic feats, no apparitions, no explosions of electromagnetism 
energy or radiation. The field still hadn't been strong enough to overcome 
the resistor. It had bought Dale and the brace here and enacted its own 
undoing. 
 Now it would just remain a field in space and time, no different to 
the mobile networks Tim's phone couldn't pick up or the energy 
surrounding the millions of cars, buses, trucks, computers, phones and the 
rest of the machinery that gave the city its lifeblood. 
 With no brace and no mixture of painful memories and clutching 
fears available in just one man, it would all stay dormant, out of phase 
with the massive bioelectrical baseload. 
 What was funny was that, now Dale's life had been diverted down 
a path where he'd never know Tim or Barry or Vicki, what was Tim's part 
in this? Along with his never having come into the picture, he shouldn't 
be here now. 
 He looked into the sky and breathed deep. He still liked to think 
that whatever the physics of the situation there was such a place as 
heaven, such a thing as love, and both of them transcended space and 
time. He liked to think Dale and Vicki were together – the way he'd 
known them – right now. 
 As he passed a newsstand Tim saw a row of newspapers – 
something he hadn't seen in years – and leaned over to look at the date on 
one. It was the Daily Telegraph of October 4, 2019. 
 Yes, he was undoubtedly here. And, he supposed, for good. When 
he was supposed to be in his early thirties (and another version of himself 
would be), he – the Tim he could feel himself being, would be just over 
50. 
 Again he tried not to start on thoughts of spending his life avoiding 
his other self, watching from obscurity as the other Tim got all the 
rewards, all the accolades, when Tim himself knew more than that 
younger version ever would after the things he'd seen. 
 He watched a squadron of police cars roar past, their sirens 
screaming blue murder. 
 What he did know was that, whatever the physics of being taken 
from your time and dropped in one where you already existed, the power 
that had brought him here had been undone before it had begun. He'd 



only see the year 2037 again the old fashioned way, by hanging around 
for another 20 years, waiting. 
 Maybe he should just get a false identity and a beard, get a job at 
the university where his knowledge would pay off quietly, and spend the 
rest of his life travelling on the money. It had to be easier pretending to 
be someone else here than at home where everything was so much more 
automated and secure. 
 It wasn't like he was a creature from another dimension – human 
comforts wouldn't be so hard to come by. He was just a little worried he'd 
spend the rest of his life wandering around in a daze and never accepting 
he wasn't where he belonged. 
 He supposed when he sat down and took a good hard look at his 
situation he'd be terrified, but right now he was just too bloody tired. All 
the fighting, all the struggling for understanding he'd always done didn't 
seem at all important now he'd seen how weak it all was and how fast it 
could all be undone. 
 So it seemed like all the turmoil had been banished from his life for 
now, and he saw a lot of time to rest in the future. 
 And if there was one thing Tim needed after all he'd been through, 
it was a good rest. 
 

1991 - 2016 
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AUTHOR STATEMENT 
 
 If you've read this far, you'll know there are two scenes of – and 
several references to – violent rape by the paranormal entity at the heart 
of the tale. 
 During the entire writing, rewriting and publishing of Falling, I 
wrestled constantly over whether to include them or replace them with 
something less brutal, and if I'm honest with myself (and you), I'm still 
not sure whether I've done the right thing. 
 The reason is because it's something I hold very strong convictions 
about. There's been a change in attitude and a brighter light shone on the 
extent of sexual assault in the wake of a new paradigm of 21st century 
feminism and more recent ideologies like the MeToo movement. 
 But as any counsellor or psychiatrist can tell you, incidences of 
rape are still at epidemic levels in our society, most of it goes unreported 
and unpunished, and the social construct of rape culture continues to 
resist attempts to let people to see, admit and address it for what it is. 
We're all complicit and guilty as a society as long as it continues. 
 When it came time to depict rape (or not) in Falling, I was pulled 
in conflicting directions. Very few people have ever found themselves 
hanging onto an upside down ladder 80 metres above a road, haunted by 
a one legged man in a suit or sent back in time. 
 But a lot of people have been raped. 
 On one hand, including scenes depicting something so many have 
suffered and continue to suffer from in the real world felt glib and cheap 
in pulp entertainment. Ghosts and monsters are fine because they're 
fantasy. What Vicki suffered, even if it was at the hands of a supernatural 
being, isn't. 
 On the other hand, Falling is – after all – a horror story, and I 
considered it my job as a writer to make you feel the excitement, love, 
camaraderie or fright the characters experience in response to what's 
going on around and between them. If I've made the events in these pages 
feel visceral and alive to you but you're a rape survivor who responded to 
any of them adversely because of your own experience and memories, I 
feel I've done the wrong thing by including it. 
 It's just a ghost story. That means it should be the fun kind of scary 
like a roller coaster, not the traumatic kind of scary like your experience 
of sexual violence and trying to heal from it has undoubtedly been. If 
even one rape victim's mental health has been affected by reading 
Falling, I don't consider it worth it. 
 If anything in the story has triggered the wrong kind of reaction in 
you, I apologise unreservedly. Please contact me through the Falling 
website and let me say I'm sorry to you directly. 



 



 
 



SPOILER WARNING 
 
 A lot of the information in these extras (by necessity) talks about 
critical scenes, characters and events in Falling, so not only will a lot of it 
not make sense if you're reading this before the novel itself, it will 
contain a considerable number of spoilers. 
 



BONUS MATERIAL FOR A BOOK? 
 
 It's not as weird as it sounds, and I'm certainly not the first author 
to do it. In fact the idea got a (small) flurry of attention when the notion 
of adding videos, maps or other interactive features reached a tipping 
point in the conversation about ebooks a handful of years back. 
 The potential for extras had actually been talked about in ebooks 
since they first started to appear around 2000. Then, around 2010 or so 
when sales started to really take off and make ebooks a legitimate 
industry, some people in publishing, device marketing and other 
industries that had a stake in their success started talking about how the 
technology allowed for all sorts of stuff besides just plain text. 
 It never really caught on and you don't hear much about it 
anymore. I'm not sure why, but one theory I've heard (which makes sense 
if you ask me) is that we consume different media in different ways and 
mindsets, and when we read a novel all we want is black text on a white 
page, expecting and looking forward to our imaginations to do the rest. 
 But I tend to think budding discussion about extra features in 
ebooks was a bit too narrow – or at least, not quite in the right direction. 
Having a link to a map any time there's a mention of Mordor or Platform 
9 3/4 is a fun distraction but does it really add to the experience? It might 
in an article on a website, but according to the above theory, we're 
adopting a different mental stance while we're in a book. 
 Of course, that might all be complete rubbish. I'm well over 40 
now (older than present-day Dale – when I started writing Falling I was 
the age of past-tense Dale and 38 years old seemed just... ancient) so I 
have no idea how kids are consuming media. Are they even still reading 
books, electronic or otherwise? 
 No, I think the extra features that accompany books should do the 
same job as those that accompany movies on DVD in giving you an 
insight into how something you love was made. 
 When I read a story or watch a movie I really like, it makes me 
want to hear about all the trials, tribulations and triumphs that went into 
its creation. 
 In the case of movies, there are a lot more voices to help you peek 
behind the curtain than there are in books – not just the directors and 
actors but producers, effects and animation people, prop builders, set 
builders, etc. Those oral histories of classic movies you see online where 
the creative principals get together to reminisce on how it all came 
together are particularly priceless. 
 Why don't we do the same thing in books? Well, some writers do. 
One of the best parts of any short story anthology by Stephen King is his 



little note at the end of each tale giving you some tidbit about the genesis 
and execution of the idea. 
 Sometimes he's seen some evocative place or object that sticks 
with him for years until he thinks of a character or situation that suits it 
perfectly, sometimes he dreams something horrible. Inspiration can come 
from anywhere – one such note explained how he couldn't sleep because 
of jetlag so he sat up writing a story on hotel stationery to pass the time in 
just a few hours. 
 Well, the extra features/bonus material/call them what you will that 
follow are that same thing, albeit writ a little larger to be more in line 
with Falling's size. And as you'd imagine, spoilers abound. 
 
The last best effort 
 
 I wanted to include extra features firstly because I hope you might 
be as interested in where Falling came from as I am, but secondly 
because of something I once read on some forum somewhere. I was 
feeling despondent because I wasn't a bestselling author and there seemed 
to be so many writers around who were far more talented than me, when 
one day I saw the axiom 'don't compare your first draft to someone else's 
showreel', and it really stuck with me. 
 All the material you can find about beloved movies means we learn 
about everything that goes wrong despite the end result being so good. 
They're a way of seeing the first draft, an exercise that was fraught with 
creative disasters yet still produced something that seems so perfect. 
 Most of us know the story of how Steven Spielberg's Jaws laid 
down a very particular template so successfully so long ago. It wasn't 
effective narrative mechanics that gave us only teasing glimpses of the 
shark until the climax, but the fact that Bruce the mechanical shark model 
didn't work until they were almost finished filming. 
 You might not know about the genesis of Mad Max, the 
Ozploitation film that broke out across the world and became the 
progenitor of a genre all its own within the action firmament. To this day 
you might think the rusty machinery, jerry-rigged infrastructure, deserts 
and larger-than-life characters in Max's post apocalyptic world was all 
brilliant design on the part of director George Miller or his art director 
Jon Dowding. 
 In fact Miller's budget was so low the only locations they could 
secure around Melbourne and Port Phillip Bay were broken down motor 
mechanics and disused warehouses, lending the film the ruined, post-
apocalyptic look that's still launching franchises to this day. 
 Ghostbusters was going to be set in the far future in outer space but 
the budget wouldn't allow for it. James Cameron had already cast Lance 



Henriksen as the Terminator before meeting Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
Brandon Lee still had scenes to shoot after his untimely death on the set 
of The Crow, digital effects painting his visage onto body doubles. 
Because they were a bit crude by today's standards, the early era CGI of 
The Crow meant they could only be done in scenes of relative stillness 
and darkness, many of which are the most striking visuals in the film. 
 Constraints, mistakes, unforseen happy accidents and desperate 
last-minute workarounds have contributed to movies we love just as 
much as creative authorship, and any writer will tell you (if they're being 
honest) that a book is exactly the same. 
 After all the shuffling of scenes back and forth in rewrites, you 
might have killed a minor character off and then have them enter a scene 
later on, alive and well. You might change someone's name and forget to 
track down every instance of the old one. You might realise you've 
mistakenly put the exact same scene in two different places in the book. 
Falling fell victim to the above creative and mechanical catastrophes as 
well as countless others. 
 
Behind the curtain 
 
 But as much as we love books, there's almost no such mechanism 
with which to share the stories about the work that went into them. 
Mostly that's because the journey a book goes through is far less visual 
(which is why it's hard to make creatively compelling movies about 
writers, computer programmers, etc). 
 And because writing is such an isolated pursuit, authors don't tend 
to keep every version of a story and all the changes they made in a form 
that's digestible and makes sense to an audience. Even if they do, they 
don't often intend to share them. 
 To get everything straight in my head during the last major rewrite, 
I did actually make a lot of notes in a digestible form, so to show you 
more than just the completed showreel version of Falling, I wanted to 
show you the proverbial first draft (in fact literally so – you can download 
and read it right here) and tell you something about how it evolved 
through a huge amount of trial and error over a very long time. 
 And because the act of writing and rewriting and all those creative 
disasters that come with the territory are pretty opaque behind the 
publishing process, there's always a sense about a book (a sense of fear, if 
you're an aspiring writer) that the author just vomited it out onto the page 
on the first try, fully formed and as brilliantly constructed as the version 
you're reading. 
 It couldn't be further from the truth, and just like directors take 
credit for every aspect of a movie, it's the author's name on the cover 



even though other people have usually contributed, from various forms of 
editors and researchers on down. In fact the bigger the author's name, the 
more people are involved. 
 
The big sell 
 
 But there's another reason to include all this extra stuff that's more 
to do with economics. 
 It's no secret book publishing is suffering. In fact it's echoing the 
movie industry where mid-list releases are being edged out, leaving us 
with a select number of gigantic blockbusters that get the lion's share of 
resources from the big publishers while small armies of individual, 
boutique or self publishers take advantage of the accessibility of digital 
technologies to publish their own book. 
 The latter is usually done with almost no backing or marketing, and 
they're released into a field that's flooded with more competition all the 
time as the barriers continue to fall. 
 Back when I started writing Falling in the early 1990s, book 
publishing wasn't any more vibrant or glitzy than it is now. Every 
rejection letter I received contained a variation on 'don't feel down, it's 
very hard in publishing right now' (to which I always wanted to respond 
'tell me when it was really easy to get a book published and I'll build a 
time machine and go back there'). 
 But what's frustrating is that in response to the decline of old world 
media, book publishing seems to have grown even more stuffy and timid 
when it should be screaming louder than ever for attention. In my day job 
as a journalist I spent several years reviewing books and interviewing 
authors, but I think I saw the endtimes where it stopped being a viable 
option. Work on that beat had almost completely dried up for me by 
about 2012. 
 And in perusing the marketing catalogues of publishers looking for 
titles I might be able to get a commission about, it was the same insipid 
collection every time – cookbooks, fusty sepia-toned love stories set 
during the First World War, dramas about families with secrets revealed 
by a disappearance or murder, sports memoirs and military thrillers that 
all looked and sounded like the last one. 
 There were always one or two blockbuster novels like Harry 
Potter, The Passage, The Girl on the Train or The Da Vinci Code, written 
by the handful of lucky authors the big London or New York publishers 
cherry picked to throw their lot in with, marketing the proverbial shit out 
of a title in the hope of making it a hit through brute force (often grasping 
for the sought-after movie adaptation so Hollywood could pay for all the 
marketing instead). 



 But for all the similarities between the economics of publishing 
and Hollywood, at least the latter knows how to sell. Modern book 
marketing is like an elderly neighbour offering you a finger bun and a cup 
of tea whilst apologising for taking up your time. Modern movie 
marketing is like a gang of brawling MMA fighters, topless lingerie 
models and ninjas staging a heavy metal concert on your front porch with 
a banner overhead that reads 'Goddammit you're going to fucking LOVE 
this movie!' 
 Give books some sizzle, pizzazz and sex appeal. All that 
conversation about movies and their formation on blogs, in magazines 
and on podcasts is marketing as much as it is shared love of movies, and 
there's no reason the same thing isn't applicable to the books we love. 
 The stories to be found in printed/electronic pages are as cool, 
dangerous, edgy, sexy, thrilling, dramatic and evocative as many of the 
ones you can see on screens – in fact, in the age of increasingly safe bets 
on existing IP executed with such familiar styles at the movies, books are 
often better. But you'd never know it from the way the crossroads 
between media and pop culture presents them to you. 
 We should let the conversations about the making of books out into 
the wild just like the blogs, interviews, dissertations and reexaminations 
of movies, and one of the most effective ways of doing that is the bonus 
material. 
 The platform to deliver that stuff for movies is getting trickier in 
the streaming age because DVD sales plateaued a few years back and 
they show no signs of recovering as services like Netflix and Amazon 
Prime continue to ascend. 
 Maybe some enterprising video-on-demand executive will think of 
a way of packaging bonus material to be streamed along with the movie, 
but in the book world we already have the perfect vehicle for it – right 
here at the back of the book itself. 
 It's as digestible as the actual story because it's just more text (it is 
in Falling's case, anyway – I did think about links to the locations on 
Google maps and other stuff like that but again, would they really add 
anything?), and hopefully it gives you a glimpse into the process as I've 
hacked my way through this over the last quarter of a century. 
 I hope you enjoyed the showreel. Now welcome to the first draft. 
 
 



DELETED SCENES 
 
 What's one of the most interesting artefacts behind the making of 
any movie? The deleted scenes. 
 In that spirit – and if you're interested enough – I present the scenes 
that hit Falling's erstwhile cutting room floor through various drafts. 
 As such, some of the scenes that follow will make more sense than 
others. It's fairly easy to see where some of them once were. Others have 
come from early drafts (in some cases, the very first draft) and will make 
no sense, so in each case I begin with a bit of context about where they 
came from, how they used to fit in, what they were about and why they 
had to go. 
 Many of them changed considerably in the final exhaustive rework 
I performed on the whole novel, and to avoid having to mention it so 
often using such a clumsy name and because it was so important and so 
full of gravity I came to think of it this way myself, I'm henceforth calling 
it the LMR (Last Major Rewrite). 
 These scenes are included here in their original form, often with 
grammatical errors and typos intact. Why leave them in that state? 
Simply put, if I proofread them for mechanical stuff like spelling errors, 
the temptation to rewrite them will be too great and it will defeat the 
purpose of showing them to you. 
 



Backstory of the Collapse 
  
 Here's something interesting about the making of the 1993 Bill 
Murray classic Groundhog Day. In one of the early drafts, a bitter ex-
girlfriend of Phil Connors (Murray) puts a curse on him, locking him in 
the temporal purgatory where he wakes up every day on the titular 
celebration in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania. 
 The late, great director Harold Ramis later decided he preferred it 
that we never learn how Phil ended up in his predicament, the story being 
only about how he'll have to become a better man to get out. 
 Sitting down to write the first draft of Falling, I wrote a slightly 
airy-fairy, philosophy-heavy introduction about how some people 
become famous for the wrong reasons (having Dale in mind). 
 That introductory passage was excised long ago for two reasons. 
First, Dale being some sort of celebrity after the infamous newspaper 
picture didn't suit the story as it unfolded, and second, I (thankfully, I 
hope you agree) realised somewhere along the way the story had to start 
with a bang. 
 Anyway, after that nebulous introductory coda, I launched straight 
into a scene set in the 1950s that explains exactly how the bridge came to 
collapse in such spectacular and tragic fashion three quarters of a century 
later. 
 The story of three riggers, a sudden industrial strike and the broken 
paper trail that led to a critical mistake and the subsequent disaster is a 
short story in itself, and I present it here for your amusement. 
 The whole thing was a way of setting up the final ominous line 
foreshadowing catastrophe. It's a very long winded way of saying 
'something went wrong somewhere' and we know the bridge collapses 
because after all, that's the inciting incident for the whole tale. 
Remembering a mantra I repeat to myself often ('if in doubt, chuck it out') 
I realised it didn't really add anything we don't already know. 
 I still quite like it though, and the story of some distinct characters 
set amid the industrial politics of the day was kind of fun, but this is 
supposed to be a ghost story and in the end I agreed with Mr Ramis – the 
reason why it happened just isn't important. 
 One element of the old intro survived, however, and that was the 
company name Thomas Ross Engineering, the fictional entity that, years 
later, acquired the company performing the repairs on the bridge when 
work is stopped. 
 There's still a passage in Falling that talks a little about Dale's 
employment history prior to the collapse – he worked as a clerk in an 
architectural department of the engineering and construction 



conglomerate Thomas Ross would morph into over the next half century 
or so. 
 
The scene 
 
 On the morning of July 28, 1953, Harry Webb jumped on the 
7:53am Balmain tram in his overalls and work boots, his rigging harness 
in a duffle bag, which he dumped at his feet. He opened up the Sydney 
Morning Herald and was greeted by a tall, gleeful headline; 
  
 KOREAN GUNS FALL SILENT; For all intents, the Korean 
War is over. After three years of bitter fighting, political wrangling 
and nearly 1.8 million dead, an armistice was signed at 10.01am at 
Panmunjom. Armies of both North and South agreed to withdraw 
two kilometres back from their respective front lines and the Allied 
presence on the islands surrounding North Korea are to withdraw. 
  
 Harry shook his head and turned to Li'l Abner. When one war 
stopped, the next just started up. The French were starting incursions into 
Vietnam, and Harry reckoned that was trouble. And so close to home – if 
anything happened there, Menzies would call everyone up. 
 He thanked God for the thousandth time that he'd been too young 
for the first war and too old for the next couple, Korea included. 
 The tram stopped at Circular Quay and Harry jumped out onto 
Alfred Street. Hoisting the duffle bag over his shoulder, he walked off, 
skirting the edge of the Quay toward The Rocks where the huge slab of 
the bridge pylons rose like stone temple into the sky, the world's most 
famous steel arch bridge beyond. 
 Harry watched a businessman pass by, looking expectantly at his 
watch as if it were the harbinger of high stock prices. 
 What a life, stuck in a dark, smoky office, buying and selling and 
worrying, only a stuffy old secretary for company and not out all day 
watching the sheilas go by during his smoko. 
 Harry sucked a deep mouthful of cool air, smelling faintly of 
seawater. Hanging from the beams of steel, the cool breeze drifting by, 
nothing but 250 feet of air between him and the blue harbour, that was 
the life. 
 He mounted the steps two at a time that would lead him from 
Cumberland St to the Bradfield Highway above, taking them easily in his 
huge frame, a body seemingly built for construction work. He had a wide 
chest and little flab around his middle thanks to the physical grind of his 
work, which kept him healthy despite the odd Carlton Draught he 
downed with the League boys. His hair was snow white at only 52, and 



after working in construction since age 14, his hands were callused and 
leathery. 
 He emerged onto the footpath below the highway. The path was 
awash with sunlight, pure and lemony, not the sick, jaundiced orange 
light the polluted sky of 30 years hence would cause. Steady streams of 
smoke had started to rise skyward from the factories of Bondi. 
 He put his head down and began to stride, the North Shore and the 
days work a few minutes away. The ground jostled beneath Harry's feet 
and he looked up to see the six carriages – their dull red paint devilishly 
bright in the morning sun – of the 8:22 to Hurstville service. The train 
rattled by, swallowed by the tunnel and it rumbled on towards Wynyard. 
 Harry looked along the tracks, remembering the day 21 years ago 
when they'd lined the tracks with 92 steam locomotives to prove the 
bridge could take the weight. 
 Harry raised his eyes to the spot they'd been working on for the 
past week, amid the beams of the arch near the northwest corner. 
 Some rivets had rusted and a tension beam threatened to give way. 
The Public Works Authority had ordered the repairs to meet with what 
they called 'public demand'. Over the past couple of decades, with both 
sides of the harbour linked, more businesses were setting up on the north 
side, which would mean more traffic and increased strain on the bridge. 
 There hadn't been too many problems with the structure. 
Construction and past maintenance had gone smoothly. Little did he 
know, but Harry George Webb, born 1911, father of three, was part of the 
era that would one day be referred to as 'the good old days', when things 
were built to last. The bridge was a marvel of engineering, and it was as 
tough as the Chevies, Fords and Packards roaring past him on the 
highway. 
 

**** 
 
 The wind that made its way through the heads and across the water 
was usually nothing compared to the wind in the arch, but it was pretty 
steady that day, with few of the frightening, rocking gusts that whistled 
through the anchor cables and struts and rattled the window of the 
supervisor's box. 
 The breeze was fresh and pleasant, smelling of every fruit 
warehouse from Bondi North to Watsons Bay. 
 Harry stood in the 6x9 foot box talking on the intercom handset to 
his boss – engineering supervisor Wayne Hodge – on the ground. The 
telephone handset was mounted on one wall of the wooden shed and a 
table occupied most of the floor space. 



 The box – three panel walls, a sheet metal roof and floor of 
hardwood planks – hung suspended from the main inner arch by two steel 
cables and was held steady by an eight inch steel beam. A small walkway 
led from the edge of the floor to the service ladder, which led to the 
systematic tangle of beams and struts in the arch where Harry and his 
team were working. At waist height was a piece of wire tied as tightly as 
possible between the supervisor's box and the ladder – the only security 
against sudden gusts. 
 Harry hefted the tool belt around his waist and studied the plans 
and prints neatly tacked across the table as he spoke into the handset. The 
transmission crackled with static as the wind steadily buffeted the cord 
winding around a beam two hundred and forty feet down to the street. 
 "We're trying to hook up the winch because we need the industrial 
drill," he was saying, "there's some number fours that need riveting down 
and the four inch's are all that'll hold them…" He listened to his boss's 
preoccupied voice and said "I dunno, we've got to get it laid down before 
the wind kicks up or we'll need more weather boards as well… another 
crate of ten inch 'U' bolts… well, before lunch… Ah, mate, tell him to 
piss off." He burst into healthy gales of laughter, signed off and replaced 
the handset. 
 The short walkway to the service ladder was a wooden beam about 
fifteen inches across. Straight down were the sparse lines of traffic far 
below. Harry stepped out onto the board, guiding himself with the wire, 
and reached for the ladder. He hoisted himself onto it, his tool belt 
jangling against the metal as he tottered up the twenty rungs to the work 
area where his team of three awaited him. 
 Jackie Langley was hammering a bolt through a beam, Toby 
Blackburn taking measurements and notes, and Terry "Digger" Jamieson 
(minus three fingers courtesy of a Japanese mine in Singapore ten years 
before) was using a hand drill to force a hole through a steel strut. 
 Harry straddled the beam he was working on and finished 
tightening the rivet he was fixing in place. He strained against the rivet 
brace until he was convinced it held fast. If the bloody bridge ever fell 
down, he thought to himself, this bit would still be riveted together. He 
slid the tightening brace into its place on his belt and took out his wrench. 
 "Blackers," he yelled as he began to loosen the clip holding the 
beams together, "how long was the tension brace?" 
 "Eight by eight," the young man called back, consulting his old 
dog-eared notepad, "could do with tightening." 
 "When do the-" Harry began, but he was interrupted by the jangle 
of the phone from the supervisors box below. 
 "Shit," he whispered under his breath, mumbling about just having 
climbed all the way back up as he threw his leg over the beam and 



climbed towards the ladder again. He shimmied down, across the tiny 
footbridge and snatched up the phone in irritation. "Yeah?" 
 "Harry", came Wayne's voice, "stop work and come down. Bring 
the other fellas with you." 
 "What's the matter?" Harry asked, "Bad weather?" 
 "The Union." 
 

**** 
 
 Harry leant over the edge of the box and peered down at the yard 
on Alfred St South, near the tip of Milsons Point. The yard was a wooden 
hut beside the road, on the edge of Bradfield Park, equipment and 
vehicles surrounding it, all surrounded in turn by council barricades. 
 People who looked to be dressed officially were moving to and fro 
in the yard, and there were at least four cars parked nearby that Harry 
didn't recognise. 
 "Righto Wayne," he said into the handset, replacing it. He moved 
back onto the walkway to the service ladder until he could see his staff, 
put his thumb and index fingers in his mouth, and whistled loudly, 
piercingly, to get their attention. The three men looked at him curiously.  
 "Stop work and come down," he called through his cupped hands, 
"the union's here." 
 He didn't have to read the looks on their faces to know what they 
were thinking. 
 

**** 
 
 The union rep, who had shaken Wayne's hand in a stiff and 
unfriendly way, and who peered out from under the rim of his hat, had 
introduced himself only as 'Mr Unwin'. 
 Mr Unwin flatly and emotionlessly explained the situation while a 
squad of four police –who'd driven up with their flashers on – helped his 
twenty or thirty accomplices removed or commandeered tools, charts, 
materials and equipment, even taking the keys to the '31 Hudson work 
truck. 
 "16 men died falling from the bridge during construction, Mr 
Hodge, which is bad, but that was 25 years ago. Techniques and safety 
were primitive, if not unheard of, and the union was in its developing 
stages and couldn't guard over its members as well as it can today. 
 "But safety is a prime concern nowadays, and anyone coming to 
harm on the job because of flagrant disregard to safety isn't acceptable." 
 Wayne's shoulders slumped in resignation. Now he understood 
what this was about. He glanced back at a policeman and a man in a 



cheap brown suit, sweat pasting his yellow shirt to his body and his 
pencil-pushers hands donned with heavy work gloves, both struggling to 
get a ten foot iron beam onto the tray of a flat backed truck. 
 Mr Unwin began to tell the story over again, but they both knew he 
didn't have to. Three weeks before, a 20-year-old engineer's assistant was 
inspecting repairs made to storm damage at the south east corner. 
 A single strut had been put in place but not fastened, the crew 
awaiting the right sized rivets to be shipped from the factory in 
Newcastle. The young man, ignorant of the job history, had left the 
wooden scaffolding to take a closer look at some other detail. 
 He'd put his foot on the unfastened strut to balance as he leaned 
over and it had simply fallen out from under him. The unfortunate boy 
had plummeted ('howling like an Irish banshee', according to eyewitness 
statements) to the sea below, his spine snapping in six places when he hit 
the water. 
 The nascent union exploded in reaction. 'Safety' became the 
buzzword of the industry overnight, and since the accident they'd been 
lobbying in state and federal courts for new safety laws. And now – that 
morning – they'd claimed their victory. Within half an hour union reps 
were traversing the city en masse to bring every operative public and 
private construction team to a halt, police accompanying them in case of 
worker hostility. 
 Machines, vehicles, equipment, materials – everything was being 
removed and gradually impounded. 
 The union called it lobbying collateral. Construction companies 
called it legal blackmail. But whatever it was called, when the union 
brought it into effect, you did it. 
 Mr Unwin began to list the new rules, and Wayne shifted his 
attention back to the man's cold, mundane voice. 
 "Special warning signs are to be put in place during and between 
shifts. New codes of safety dress, equipment and accessories are now in 
effect. No more men in dangerous places for long shifts – shifts for 
dangerous or high work are to be shortened to four hours. All lunch and 
breaks are to be spent on the ground. There will be no more than one shift 
for every man fitting the union description of dangerous work per day." 
 "Oh Christ," Wayne protested, "I can't afford to hire any more men, 
and this job needs work day and night. If I can only have one team 
working no more than four hours, the Public Works'll get someone else to 
do the repairs. We need this job." 
 "I can't help that, mate, I'm just here to tell you what's been 
decided. The meeting's tomorrow arvo at Leichhardt Town Hall, four 
o'clock." 



 Wayne began to speak, stopped, and started again, exasperated. "If 
you impound my equipment, I'll lose all my jobs. Don't you reckon these 
laws are going to sting all the small businesses first?" 
 Unwin shrugged, turning away to cast his attention in another 
direction. "Meeting's tomorrow. Tell your men to finish what they're 
doing and clean up. We'll leave someone to take their tools when they get 
down." 
 

**** 
 
 Harry Webb sat astride a wooden plank balanced between two 
parallel struts, tightening the rivet he was supposed to be replacing. Every 
now and then he shook his head, muttering a string of Welsh expletives 
he could remember from his grandmother in Toongabbie when he was no 
more than 10 years old. 
 He'd spend some school holidays with her and his grandfather. 
They lived on a modest sized farm with enough cattle and chooks to get a 
bit of extra money for repairs or hired help. On Thursday, Friday and 
Saturday nights, his grandfather would go to the pub after work at the 
saddlery in Windsor where he put in three days a week, get almost 
unconsciously drunk, and come home to smash plates, put his feet 
through the thin fibro walls of the house and beat his wife and grandson 
to within inches of their lives. It was rare that grandad didn't spend one 
night a week in the shire police shack. 
 As he'd stagger around the house hurling objects and roaring 
obscenities, Harry and his Gran would huddle in the kitchen and she'd 
whisper a colourful variety of old Celtic curses, hexes and wishes. Of all 
that would happen on those terrifying nights, those mystic spells Harry 
barely understood would stay with him the rest of his life. 
 The sound of his name broke his concentration and he looked up. 
 Toby Blackburn was calling and waving. "Can't we even redo these 
tension clamps?" he asked. 
 Harry shook his head, looking back to the rivet. "All we can do is 
finish what we're doing and go down. They've taken all the equipment." 
 "What about these two pressure panels?" came Digger's voice from 
behind him. "That's what we're here for. If we don't get them on, the 
whole bloody thing could come apart." 
 "When the union are satisfied with our safety equipment, they'll 
release the equipment and we'll come back up and finish," Harry 
explained, "It'll be all right until then, it's only two pressure plates." 
 "Why bloody now?" Digger asked himself as well as Harry, "you'd 
have to be a bloody drongo to make a mistake like that stupid kid did." 



 "It wasn't the kid, it's the union," Harry corrected him, speaking 
contemptuously, "the big blokes can afford to buy all the safety 
equipment the union says everyone needs, so they do that and then put 
pressure on the union to put pressure on the rest of us, knowing full well 
we can't afford all that bullshit. And if we can't afford it, we'll all close 
down, and they'll have less competition. The rich get richer, mate, it's as 
old as the hills." 
 And so Harry, Digger, Jackie, and Toby finished tidying up and 
clamping down their job and climbed onto the crane-driven platform that 
would lower them to street level. 
 They all went home to explain to wives or mothers how they 
suddenly had no work – Harry on the tram back home to Balmain, his 
part in the biggest engineering disaster in Australian history over – one he 
wouldn't even be alive to see. The union contractors dismantled and 
removed the supervisor's box and the crane and took the last of the 
equipment. 
 The company Harry and Wayne worked for, Clarke & Denman 
Engineering, Refrigeration & Construction, had reports from every site 
boss around town that afternoon that work had been shut down and 
equipment locked away. 
 The company's three biggest contracts – repairs on an Epping ice 
cream and confectionery factory, a public housing project in Blakehurst, 
and the repairs to the Sydney Harbour Bridge, were frozen indefinitely. 
 Clarke & Denman tried to raise the money to purchase the new 
compulsory safety measures and install them, but with no money coming 
in from their major projects, they had to lay off 30 workers immediately, 
with almost no hope of buying the necessary safety equipment. 
 What little they could afford didn't satisfy the union enough to get 
their impounded equipment back. Two months later, the Epping Factory 
and Government Housing (holding the contract for the Blakehurst 
housing village) took their contracts elsewhere. A month after that, 
Clarke & Denman laid off the rest of their staff and appointed a state 
receiver, filing for bankruptcy. 
 A year later, still struggling to repay their debts, the receivers had 
no choice but to sell their remaining stalled contracts, including the 
Harbour Bridge repairs. Clarke & Denman repaid their debts, dissolved 
the remains of their company and ceased to exist. 
 Thomas Ross Engineering, the company that acquired Clarke & 
Denman's biggest few contracts, was large enough to consider the 
Harbour Bridge work a medium sized job. 
 Had it been as crucial to Thomas Ross as it was to Clarke & 
Denman, its new managers might have given it and its past progress 
deeper consideration. 



 But the old Clarke & Denman records and plans were falling apart, 
yellowed and mouldy after spending a year in a Pyrmont garage tied up 
with twine and packed in an old, soggy fruit box. A young, wiry haired 
man named Mason Cooley, Central City Division Manager at Thomas 
Ross Engineering Ltd, started to read them at quarter past four on a 
Friday afternoon. 
 Only just back at work after a long lunch at the Prince Alfred, 
Cooley was tired and full of grog, the rain slashing at his window like 
blades from the sky. He only wanted to jump on the tram home to 
Woolloomooloo. 
 He skimmed the records, plans, letters and notes he thought looked 
unimportant, and decided the bad rivets that were midway through being 
replaced would serve until the next repairs and maintenance review in 
five years' time. 
 The rivets and braces were eventually replaced, in August of 1963. 
The Thomas Ross construction supervisor in charge hadn't quite the trade 
calibre of Harry Webb – he was a short, wheezing man whose mind was 
miles away, planted deep between the thighs of a glorious young Surry 
Hills prostitute he saw every Thursday night. 
 He was thankfully knowledgeable enough to direct his team to 
replace the rivets that originally needed replacing, and the problem was 
forgotten. 
 But not everything had been noted down. 
 A man named Digger Jamieson, with only seven fingers, had been 
about to fix some pressure and tension plates in place one day ten years 
before, a job the union had interrupted and which had consequently gone 
unfinished. 
 Digger Jamieson himself, orphaned and unmarried, was forgotten – 
dead of a cerebral disorder in 1958 – but the plates were still not in place. 
They'd sat in the Mowbray Road impound of Willoughby Council, 
unofficial property of the union until 1954 when they were sold along 
with 5,300 pounds of other scrap metal. 
 The pressure plates were half-inch thick slabs of alloy that were 
riveted in place over the joins in the four main arches. Because of the two 
that had been removed for the repairs in 1953, three sections of the inner 
west arch (each ten metres long) were left unjoined, independent of each 
others grasp, held in place only by secondary balancing struts that held 
them aloft from below, otherwise left at the mercy of nature. 
 Layers of years covered the unfinished and forgotten repairs, and 
they were left to the will of God. 
 Frightening as it sounded – the Harbour Bridge hanging in pieces 
by a single thread – it wasn't serious. The metal was strong and Sydney 
wasn't in a monsoonal wind zone. The only thing that would affect the 



area would be Mother Nature, chewing slowly and patiently through the 
metal, ageing the bridge as she did the skins and the minds of the people 
who used it. 
 And if anything did go wrong, surely it wouldn't be for at least 50 
years… 
 



The Original Introduction 
 
 And if you're interested in the airy-fairy intro mentioned above, 
here's a later version of it. One of the main reasons it survived for so long 
was because I came up with the term 'horrorfall'. 
 I'd wanted to come up with a catchy moniker for the disaster and 
aftermath the media would latch onto, but I was never really satisfied 
with it and wasn't too sorry to lose both it and the entire passage. 
 
The scene 
 
 Fame always made Dale think of TV magazine covers. For some 
oblique reason, his mind reacted to the notion of fame by producing 
indistinct images of old covers with the latest child or animal star at their 
peak – the way we remember them. 
 Even though we were 10, 20 or 50 years younger ourselves then, 
our mental picture always of that person is of the cute, bubbly child in 
denim dungarees and wide tortoiseshell glasses with its arms lovingly 
around the neck of an animal on the cover of the TV guide. 
 In the same way, the collective public memory of Dale Milling was 
of a young man in a combat zone-style news photo, blurry and smudged, 
his face a strangled grimace of pain, his body broken and splattered as if 
in a cartoon. 
 Child stars have a funny way of coming back – battling alcoholism 
and drugs, going through rehab centres before most people are old 
enough to drive or vote, then returning to the publicity trail as fresh, 
confident adults fostering career comebacks. 
 When that happens, our first reaction is one of shock. We might 
see the same dimples, the same cheesy grin or bright red hair, but on a 
grown up face. 
 That was the sort of reaction Dale's reappearance would spark in 
the general public. Incredible, they'd all say, look at him now, he's all 
grown up, that guy who nearly died that day, whose picture was in the 
paper. 
 Just like some has-been child star after battling a coke addiction in 
a Hollywood detox ranch, Dale Milling had come back – but he wasn't 
doing infomercials for memory enhancement programs or hosting his 
own talk show – he'd come back to just being alive, but it was the most 
alive he remembered feeling in a long time. Nearly 20 years. 
 He was only famous, and only for those few split seconds in 
history, because of the death of hundreds of others. It wasn't the glittering 
fame of awards nights or superstardom. It was black and vile and sick, as 
sick as the feeling in his stomach as he'd plunged through the air, grass 



and asphalt streaking upwards, incoherent panic screaming in his mind 
louder than sound from his mouth, the vibrations of crushed concrete and 
screaming metal still twitching in the soles of his feet… 
 The terror was always there, in the dead of night. While he slept, 
the obsession that followed the disaster raged around him, and when he 
awoke from it, it was all there on the public record as much as in the 
collective unconsciousness of the world. 
 It had been his nightmare, but the rest of the world had fed off it. 
Everyone from serious government enquiries to the trashy weeklies tried 
to make sense of the blood and rubble, the nightmare and the heartbreak. 
 The media fed the people blood and fear. The fiction, not the fact – 
it was better TV. That was the other fame. 
 They played it over and over in their minds or on TV. Amateur 
videos of the event made casual observers famous, documentaries arrived 
on movie screens, endless press analysis probed every detail. Conspiracy 
theories flooded the data networks – some people believed a UFO had 
collided with the bridge, some that a Middle Eastern power had detonated 
explosives. 
 Dedications and memorials were born and enshrined, and people 
visited them and talked about them partly to remember the dead, but 
partly to pray thanks they weren't part of what came to be known as 
Horrorfall, a label appointed by the public and media consciousness like 
Iwo Jima, 9/11 or the Titanic, with all the brand association of Coke or 
Disney. 
 



Meeting Dale 
 
 Starting Falling with a bang meant stripping the first chapter back 
more and more until we meet Dale right before the bridge starts to 
collapse. There's one single motif to give his location and inner world 
context – he's just enjoyed an exciting phone call with his young 
ladyfriend where she's promised all the sensual delights she intends to 
visit upon him when they meet later that evening. 
 Earlier versions of it, like the one below, had us meet Dale at work 
where the story outlined a lot of history that led him to that point. But 
(like the introduction in the 1950s about the errors that led to the collapse 
and the airy fairy opening coda about dark fame) none of it had much to 
do with the story, so it all had to go. 
 A few things to note here. First, they were an established couple 
until the LMR, when I recast them as only having gone out a few times. It 
made it far more plausible Dale would, in the trauma of his recovery, 
forget all about her if they weren't that deeply into their relationship. 
 Secondly, in this scene he's leaving his work in North Sydney and 
climbing onto the bridge to walk south towards the Sydney CBD. In later 
drafts it's the girl who works on the North Sydney side (something that 
forms the basis of a pivotal scene) while he walks north to meet her, from 
the city side of the bridge. 
 You'll also notice some of the dates don't gel with the final book. 
In this sequence it mentions that Dale starts work after leaving school in 
2018, a little too early for the bridge to actually collapse in 2018 as it 
does in the book. 
 The reason is simple and you might have read about it elsewhere in 
this bonus material. During two major rewrites over the course of several 
decades I had to move every mention of a day and date forward. Hard to 
believe though it is all this time later, but the date of the bridge collapsing 
was originally in 1998... 
 
The scene 
 
 The steady stream of traffic crawled along the Warringah 
Expressway, stopping and starting intermittently like muscles along the 
ribs of some great metallic snake. 
 Dale leant one arm on the upended bottle of the water cooler, 
sipping the water as he watched the traffic. He looked back over his 
shoulder at his colleagues, rushing back and forth, talking on the phone, 
sitting at computers or talking to each other. 
 It definitely wasn't the job of his dreams, but a steady income until 
he at least had an idea what his calling in life was. 



 After high school, fresh faced (except for an angry red crop of 
facial acne), Dale Milling was trapped in a common syndrome that 
almost all his friends suffered. Through childhood and school, dreams 
were so easy. After all, you had your whole career mapped out, usually in 
one sentence that began with 'I'm gonna be a –'. 
 Nowadays there was more pressure. All his school friends were to 
be considered enemies of sorts – against whom he had to battle for work 
in an increasingly competitive workforce which demanded increasingly 
higher standards to enter it. 
 So at the end of Year 12, still with no idea what he wanted to do 
but certain he didn't want to study a single day more for the foreseeable 
future, Dale joined the ranks of the lost youth. He was thrust into the 
outside world with a sheet of cardboard issued by the state government 
and every adult he spoke to telling him how lucky he was to have so 
many options. 
 After a couple of months (or years) of working or travelling, lots of 
kids decided what they wanted to follow and got themselves into TAFE 
courses or university then. Some, with no ambition, interest or talent for 
high end white collar work, ended up in careers in the low wage service 
industries. 
 Dale had no desire to be a shop assistant or waiter forever, so he 
found himself having to go out, buy ties and smart shoes and join a train 
full of miserable-looking people at an ungodly hour of the morning. 
Leaving the protective sanctity of the suburbs and heading for the city. 
 In February 2018 he began work for $42,000 a year as a drafting 
assistant at Amlock Office Products and Systems Ltd, taking 
measurements from plans of offices and buildings and calculating their 
available floor space and volumes. 
 After his experience in building plans, a vacancy came up through 
his employment agency the following year at Thomas Ross Engineering, 
Constructions, Interiors & Design Pty Ltd, a vast national building 
conglomerate over a century old. 
 The job had been titled Regulations Administrator, but everyone 
called it 'floorspace clerk'. His department was Allocations, which 
researched floor or site plans for contracts the company had secured. 
 Designers and architects, both at Thomas Ross and across the 
industry, consulted Dales' department periodically for simple queries or 
entire layouts. Their job was to provide reports on plans about floorspace 
or volume, depending on the many factors that affected final construction 
– everything from safety laws to appropriate construction materials. 
 To take these factors into account for their outgoing reports, Dale 
and his department in turn consulted government agencies, environmental 



scientists and other departments in the company such as pricing or 
engineering staff. 
 The vacancy called for someone with basic experience in 
construction, floor space and volume plans. The job was to receive plans 
after they'd gone through the initial records and administrative procedures 
and confirm or correct the designers' plans as physically or financially 
viable. Dale started work at Thomas Ross on February 22, 2018 on a 
starting salary of $45,000 per year, one of 12 in his team. 
 It was a good job, he repeated to himself, but definitely not the one 
of his dreams. In the dying throes of childhood, he still had starry-eyed 
aspirations, even if the world had laced them with a heavy dose of reality. 
 He turned back from the office and looked back out the window, 
into the sky. That was where he belonged, behind the controls of an 
Airbus or 797-1000. But how would he get there? Lots of pilots came 
through the military, but that didn't interest him. 
 He wanted to learn how to take off, fly in a straight line, welcome 
his passengers, complete his log and radio checks with his coffee and first 
class airline food beside him, adjust the myriad computers and land – and 
he was fully prepared to work in a bearable job until he'd saved or won 
the $75,000 for a commercial license and lessons. 
 That was the present plan, anyway. How long it remained was 
another matter. He knew from the most recent years of his life how often 
the notions and decisions of the young mind were replaced or superseded. 
 Some sound or another in the office snapped Dale out of the trance 
into which he'd fallen looking out the window. He turned around and 
walked back towards his desk, one corner of a four-desk workstation 
separated by chest high partitions – and sighed at the sight in front of 
him. 
 The monitor of his system terminal was – except for the screen – 
hidden behind Post-it-notes, which were in turn hidden behind more of 
the same. 
 Most of them were computer codes, access IDs, and reminder notes 
– a typical example was call J re 40G OK 4 2Fl g/house. It could've been 
a Pentagon missile target code, but was actually to remind him to call Jill, 
his main contact at buying & pricing, and check that an amount of 
$40,000 was acceptable to charge for a generator housing two floors up. 
 The grey/blue partition surrounding him was covered with lists of 
phone numbers, more reminder notes, internal memos and personal 
effects. 
 His trademark was a plastic office plaque featuring a man in one 
corner with his tie and clothes askew, his teeth gritted, his hands over his 
face with his eyes bulging out in between and the enormous voice balloon 



which contained the words SHIT, GET ME OUT OF HERE!! in a 
heavy typeface. 
 The tiny space he always tried to leave for his pencil caddy, 
stapler, sticky tape and notepad was empty save for the caddy, which 
contained one chewed ballpoint pen and a broken paperclip. 
 Immediately in front of him were the three items that grasped his 
immediate, if reluctant, interest. A big, heavy book in tiny print, a chapter 
of the Commonwealth Engineering, Housing & Construction Regulation 
and By-Law Guide; an open floor plan of a proposed video and audio 
sales and repairs outlet; and an initial report form. 
 Remembering where he'd left off, Dale checked the manual, 
checked the plan with a ruler, and wrote in the report; 
  
 Federal by-law 322a) para 2.1 – 'closed or sealed area 
consisting of one (1) or less entryways requires; i) non flammable 
exostructure/anti flammable fittings in endostructure where girth is 
not greater than 4000mm(l) x 2300mm(w) x 3000mm(h)'. 
  
 He quickly revised the report and slammed the by-law guide shut, 
sliding the report into one of the trays in front of him. No sooner had he 
folded and packed up the plans and thrown them into his pick up basket 
than the phone trilled. 
 Dale lifted the receiver to his ear and leant back, propping it 
between his head and shoulder so he could pick up and begin to unfold 
the nearest unmolested paperclip. He clomped his feet against the edge of 
the desk. 
 

**** 
 
 The sun was warm, spring truly here and summer already 
steamrolling in behind. The first streams of peak hour traffic were 
thickening throughout Milsons Point. All seemed right with the world. 
 The street was full of well-dressed North Shore school children. In 
their straw hats, ties and smart blazers, theirs were a far cry from Dale's 
school uniform, where ratty old sneakers and untucked shirts were more 
typical. Office workers wearing suits and smart dresses went this way and 
that, smatterings of seagulls and pigeons observing everything patiently. 
 Dale emerged from the Burton Street tunnel, his heart full of 
happiness and anticipation, trying to break through to his lips with a 
smile.  
 He started up the stairs to Milsons Point station, her words ringing 
in his ears. I need to see you, she'd said, I got myself thinking about that 



Saturday in my bed and I've got myself all horny. Please come in and give 
me a long, hot kiss goodbye before you go home. 
 He had been tidying up what he could on his desk when she rang. 
He'd worked late a few days the week before and had already arranged to 
leave early that Friday to make up for it. He was looking forward to going 
home, jumping in the pool and making use of the extra sunshine. 
 But they wouldn't see each other until the following Monday and 
she wanted to see him once more before the weekend. 
 He walked up to the city-bound platform of Milsons Point train 
station, looking at the spiked, blockish towers of the city skyline through 
the jumble of beams of the Harbour Bridge. Somewhere in there, she 
waited for him. 
 



The Building Trains 
 
 The early 1990s was the dark ages of novel research. The World 
Wide Web had barely been born in a lab in Geneva and you'd have to go 
to a library to look stuff up. I wrote Falling's first draft with nothing but 
my imagination, my recollections and knowledge of the geography of 
Sydney and an old NRMA map of the metropolitan area. 
 Back when I started, the painting and maintenance cranes (those 
little boxes that used to move back and forth along the arch) were still 
operating and had been since 1929. They were decommissioned and 
removed in 1997 to be restored elsewhere as historical artefacts, but I 
always used to take notice of them when I was a kid because their 
positions would be different from one city visit to the next. 
 I surmised they were on some sort of track and when I came up 
with the idea of one of them playing a critical role in sealing Dale's fate 
(a turn of events which also doesn't exist anymore), I christened them the 
'building trains', giving Dale a similar relationship with them as the one I 
had. 
 
The scene 
 
 Dale shifted his gaze upwards. He looked along the top outer arch, 
following it to its crest to where the building-trains sat. They were small, 
flattish, boxlike structures on the tops of the outer arches that he always 
supposed were some sort of repair or monitoring stations. 
 What they were for was beyond Dales' general and specialised 
knowledge. Building plans were his living, and special constructions like 
bridges, water towers and walls or fences were like a foreign language to 
him. 
 Train trips had long before ceased being the wonder they were 
when he was a kid. When his Mum took him into town to go to the 
movies, it was a magical treat – the train tunnels, the buttery smell of 
popcorn at the huge city cinemas, the hordes of angry, endless traffic. 
Sometimes, roaring through the train tunnels on his way to work, he 
would feel a flicker of memory from those days and it would all come 
back to him. 
 Another thing he always noticed on those enchanted trips from his 
childhood was that the building-trains were never in the same place 
twice. Sometimes they were at the crest of the bridge, sometimes they 
had crawled down either side. Observing this, Dale deduced they were on 
some sort of track or rail. Hence, they were christened in the Milling 
family as the building-trains. 
 



Newspapers, in 2037?? 
 
 The morning we meet the present day Dale still tells you what you 
need to know about him, the brace and Barry's part in the story, but 
before he boards the train for his medical to re-enter the workforce, I 
included a slightly throwaway section with no real purpose except to tell 
you what year it was. 
 To give you an idea how long ago I wrote this and how way off I 
was, the date appeared by way of a newspaper delivered under Dale's 
door. Looking forward from today's viewpoint in the late 2010s, there's 
not likely to be any such thing as a newspaper by the time 2037 rolls 
around... 
 
The scene 
 
 He was woken by a rasping sound the next morning, his mind 
swimming as he woke. He opened his eyes to see the same furniture and 
surroundings, the same tree and the same clock (which now read 7:21) all 
awash with the more hot light of day. 
 He tried to sit up, but exhaustion from the previous night came 
crashing in and he just rested, on his elbows, waiting for strength to seep 
into his limbs. 
 The rasping noise was the paper being delivered. He could see it 
poking out from under the door where it had been unceremoniously 
shoved. When they did that and the cover tore, it irritated him enough to 
promise himself he'd ring and complain when it happened. 
 Dale made his steady way to the door, yawning and scratching, and 
pulled the paper in. He opened it as he shuffled to the bathroom, relieving 
himself as he scanned the new for Wednesday, January 4th, 2037. 
 The headline read Freeway Upgrade Bill Passed and went on to 
outline the federal decision to repave and widen the M5 Motorway by 
sections. The debate had been put on the political backburner since the 
election, but it had to be addressed some time. 
 A city the size of the Sydney metropolitan area was forever 
growing, having incorporated Stanwell Tops to the south, Gosford to the 
north, and almost as far west as Katoomba. And with a current population 
of almost eight and a half million, the old expressway, which had 
remained unchanged since the early 20s, had to be improved to service 
the outer west effectively. 
 He dressed in navy blue trousers, a casual white shirt and his only 
tie, a striped one he'd received from someone for some forgotten 
birthday. 
 



The Inciting Incident 1.0 
 
 Dale's initial travels to the north shore from his home in Ramsgate 
weren't about going for medical and psychological testing to re-enter the 
workforce in early drafts. Originally he'd actually scored himself his first 
job in almost 20 years. 
 
The scene 
 
 Dale tore open the envelope and sat down at the desk. It was 
printed on their coolly classical letterhead, and read; 
 Dear Mr Milling, Thank you for applying to Warren and 
Cooley for the position of Assistant Quotations Clerk. It was 
enjoyable to meet you last week, and I was most impressed 
 – Dale exercised all his willpower not to peek downwards for some 
sign of positive affirmation – 
 not only with your experience in the field of constructions 
floorspace, but with the exemplary conduct of your life since your 
tragic accident. 
 I've given your application serious consideration, and am 
pleased to offer you the position. 
 – Here his heart suddenly glowed with joy at success and darkened 
with terror of change – 
 Your salary package, as we discussed, is $59,517 per annum. 
The starting date is January 14. Please report to quotations reception 
at 8:45am. 
 Congratulations, and I look forward to seeing you again. 
 It was signed 'Yours Sincerely, Brian Felding, Administration 
Manager'. 
 Dale sighed deeply in relief, fear, apprehension, uncertainty and 
happiness all at once. He was working. He was part of the world, a cog in 
the machine, again. 
 Again after all this time. 
 Quotations clerk was in a small department that supported Warren 
& Cooley's sales people. They weren't architects but architectural 
consultants – companies with plans to build went to them for advice, 
reviews and legislation matters. 
 Dale had been appointed to a position that handled the influx of the 
consultants' work that dealt with floor space. His job was to add and 
measure, check the consultants' measurements and provide a report to the 
department manager on his impression of the costs. The experience at 
Thomas Ross and to a lesser degree Amlock Office Products all those 
years ago were his foundation. 



 It was so strange to remember something he hadn't thought of in 
almost twenty years. Even if it was only measuring plans, he'd been able 
to do something once. 
 Dale spent the remainder of his day excited, happy, doubtful, and 
scared. 
 



Barry's Other Life 
 
 Poor Barry – he had a terrible marriage and met a terrible fate. In 
every draft before the LMR he had a much better relationship with his 
wife (originally called Julia) and survived right to the end of the story. 
 The reason I turned on him so cruelly was because from Falling's 
very beginnings, Albert (the government liaison who helps the group out 
with the ill-fated research expedition) had a much bigger role. 
 Knowing he wouldn't have time to look into the entire case 
himself, Barry originally decided to hire a private investigator and chose 
former cop Albert. It was actually Albert who hired Donald and led most 
of the practical end of the investigation (anything Vicki or Tim aren't 
involved in), Albert who had the terrible marriage to Emily and Albert 
who died in the van explosion along with Donald. 
 But a very early reader said she had a little trouble distinguishing 
between all the characters a few times, and after I flirted with a critique 
group for five minutes, one of the members pointed out quite rightly that 
Barry and Albert were two characters doing the same thing. 
 The solution was to demote Albert to a bit player and have Barry 
take on most of his duties in the story. That included the sour marriage 
and grisly death, which I still feel bad about. 
 Anyway, this was the brief passage of Barry trying to decide which 
investigations agency to use. 
 
The scene 
 
 Barry returned to his surgery just before lunchtime. He synced the 
Bracetest machine data with the office patient records and started to 
search for records of agencies he knew of. 
 In time he had three names scrawled on a Panacain jotting pad 
lying around his desk, part of a gift package the drug company rep bought 
him every year, the small gestures of corporate bribery they were allowed 
since the legislation. Superior surgical and domestic pain killing 
action – fast! each page proudly told him. 
 Shelby and Montach Government Enquiry was a government-
subsidised agency, most of whose business came from the government 
itself, one department wanting to check up on another. 
 In 2026 they'd been commissioned by the Department of 
Community Services and exposed a multimillion dollar teacher's pension 
fraud that had led to the dismissal of the Victorian Education Minister. 
 Second was Lorraine Valentine Private Investigators, a small team 
who all had guns at their office and wore trench coats and who'd watched 
too much TV as kids in Barry's opinion. They were good because they 



didn't advertise their connections like technology vendors announcing 
licensing partnerships, but they were a little 'two-bit' for something as big 
as this. 
 The last name was George Slatten & Bromigal Detective Agency. 
In the 1960s, five Melbourne senior detectives had retired together and 
amassed a force of ten or so young policemen and independent private 
detectives. 
 60 years later they had offices in Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, 
Perth and London, with just over a hundred investigators and support 
staff. 
 Barry called to make an appointment at their CBD office. Michael 
Alexander had retired, the receptionist told him, but Mr Dimitriou had 
taken his place. Barry said that was fine and an appointment was made 
for the coming Friday. 
 When the casual specialist arrived, Barry bought the morning paper 
and drove back out to the AMA Research Library. If he could find some 
connection between prosthetic magnetisation and stress and/or mental 
disorders, it might shed some light on Dale's behaviour. 
 



Pungent Spunk FTW 
 
 Here was a fourth wall break in a fourth wall break. It was during 
Tim's lengthy introduction (a lot of which remains, in the sordid stories 
about his industrialist father), and it involves him thinking about a 
famous case from parapsychology that's never been solved. 
 Why am I sharing this with you? Simple – I'll almost certainly 
never write anything again where I get to use a phrase like 'putrid and 
pungent spunk'. 
 
The scene 
 
 As he described the smell in his notes, he equated it to a case he'd 
read about in a casebook. 
 In Germany in 1931, a small village on the banks of The Mossel 
River called Lutzendorff basked in the spring sun one Sunday. Most of 
the townsfolk, in church at the time, gradually became aware of a terrible 
smell that seemed to permeate the buildings. A party of 20 men set out 
through the vineyards to investigate as the smell appeared to be coming 
from upriver. The general expectation was that some farmer's grape store 
had caught fire, or a blaze had started in the forest. 
 The horrible smell soon overpowering them, they came upon the 
small abandoned medieval fortress of Dunzfahr Castle, long reputed to be 
haunted. 
 The men stumbled through the ancient parapet and within the 
crumbling walls, the smell became a vibrating thing, alive and assaulting. 
Several men keeled over, sick. Those who stood, their eyes running, to 
see what the explanation was, were horrified. 
 The inner walls of the castle, according to one legend, were 
covered with what appeared to be 'the wedding veil of some daemon 
goddess, putrid and pungent spunk flung this way and that, clinging like a 
harlot's kiss to the revolting place'. 
 A scientific account reported that the walls of the building, with 
not an inch left bare, were covered, dripping and oozing with a thick 
mucousy substance, whitish and stringy like a mixture of mucous and 
semen. After the finding was reported to the district police and on 
through various channels, the Nazi party National Science Foundation 
investigated the sample of the gunk and found it to be ectoplasm. 
 



Fully Sick 
 
 One of the first notes I made to myself during the LMR was 'too 
many hospitals'. After all the injuries and psychological freak-outs Dale 
goes through, it's realistic for him to find himself in hospital, but for the 
purposes of drama the six or more hospital visits in the original version 
got a bit repetitive. 
 I solved the problem by inventing technology-assisted home self-
care (the sequence where he's hooked up to a machine that reports his 
condition to the hospital so they know to call him when he wakes up), 
and a lot of minor characters disappeared along with most of the hospital 
stays. 
 One was Rob Mendell, an administrator and a friend of Barry's, 
who joins the party to explain to Dale about how his visions and 
nightmares coincide with real-world phenomena. 
 
The scene 
 
 Barry marched into the ward and found Dale sitting up with a 
nurse, talking. 
 "Hello," Dale said, matter-of-factly. 
 "How do you feel, killer?" Barry smiled. Dale shrugged. Barry 
turned and asked the nurse to get Rob Mendell, and she nodded and left. 
 Barry hauled a chair beside the bed, balancing his briefcase on his 
knees and popping the locks. 
 "Your mail," he said, handing Dale a few envelopes, "we called 
Warren & Cooley again, so don't worry." 
 "Oh God, work," Dale said, genuinely shocked, "I forgot, they 
haven't even occurred to me since I woke up. How did they sound?" 
 "I don't know, Eileen called them. It's not as if it's your fault, 
Dale… go on," he gestured to the top letter, from Warren & Cooley. Dale 
shrugged, tore it open, and read aloud; 
 "'Dear Mr Milling, We were very sorry to hear about your second 
unfortunate accident but were relieved to hear you were recovering with 
astounding speed. Your doctor kindly informed us of the news and 
confirmed that you would be ready to come in next Monday, so with 
hope of no further incident, we'll see you after the weekend. Yours 
Sincerely, Brian Felding…' Thank God. I didn't think they'd employ me 
because I was cracking up." 
 "You're not," Barry corrected, "you hallucinated again. We didn't 
tell them that anyway. Just that you got hit by a bus." 



 "No more jokes about the risks of everyday life and how you have 
to do them because you might as well get hit by a bus," Dale said, and 
they both chuckled. 
 Dale turned to look out the window at the gum leaves moving 
slowly in the humid breeze, one that did nothing to cool the air, only 
stirring the clinging moisture up more. 
 "Hit by a bus," he repeated with a sigh. He raised his bandaged 
finger, regarding it thoughtfully. "Lucky, I suppose…" He looked up at 
his old friend, "…what happened to me Barry?" 
 Barry leaned his huge bulk forward. "Tell me what you 
remember," he invited. 
 "Just the train," Dale began, "That's the only clear memory this 
time. It happened just like it did all that time ago, like it does in all my 
dreams, only this time it was right beside me, just rolling into that hole, 
the last carriage hitting the edge." 
 "And… something about being attacked?" Barry urged. He hadn't 
talked to Vicki but had heard the recording from her CMD, and he 
wanted it in Dale's words. 
 Dale only shrugged. "All I remember is someone reaching for me," 
he said absently. 
 Barry nodded, as if satisfied. "That's what we thought." 
 Dale looked worried. "I hurt her badly, didn't I?" he said. 
 "And she got out to try to stop me." 
 "She wasn't hurt. Just bleeding. Anyway, you were off, playing in 
the traffic." They both smiled. 
 "When can I see her?" Dale asked. 
 "I don't know," Barry said, "she got treated in casualty and that was 
it. Rob will have her number." 
 "I hope she's not still a mess." 
 "That was on Monday morning, Dale, and it's Thursday night. 
After all this time she's probably got a bandaid on it, if that." 
 At that point Dr Mendell walked in, greeting both men. 
 He took a spare chair opposite Barry and checked Dale's chart. "Do 
you feel a bit more alert?" he asked. 
 Dale shrugged negatively. "I suppose it really pounded me this 
time if I've been out four days." 
 "Well, it was a lot of stress," Rob said. "But there's something else 
Dale, something we wanted to tell you together." Dale looked fearfully at 
Rob, trying to prepare for any impending doom. 
 "We know you remember the train from your hallucination," Rob 
continued, "And we think we can pinpoint the cause. Though why it 
affected you the way it did is beyond us both, so we hope you can shed 
some light on it. 



 "See, there was a train, passing the car as you started to see things. 
Dr Holt remembers it. It's on the recording. As it overtook the car, you 
apparently saw it fall through a hole in the bridge." 
 Dale looked at the wall at the end of the room, thoughtful. "So I 
was seeing one because there really was one?" he asked, looking from 
one to the other. "That's what gave me the hallucinations?" 
 Dr Mendell cleared his throat quietly. "Dale," he continued, "right 
after the train passed the car, it stopped… the system had shorted out." 
 



Vicki's Self Help 
 
 Subsequent to Dale meeting Vicki, I had a scene intending to 
introduce her as a human rather than a psychiatrist. The idea of her 
reading erotic fiction was on the right track but just like newspapers, who 
the hell will be reading a paperback book in 2037? 
 
The scene 
 
 With Dale sleeping the sleep of the psychologically scarred for the 
rest of the week, Vicki Holt returned to assist at her practice. 
 It sounded ridiculous to her to be assisting at her own business, but 
the replacement psychiatrist was in place indefinitely to run her surgery 
until her investigation with Dale Milling was over, and he couldn't just be 
thrown out into the street without work. 
 The practice – run wholly by Dr Holt and her secretary Felicity – 
was busy enough at the best of times, so Victoria was to take the excess 
overload and paperwork at the surgery until Dale recovered and her field 
study with him could continue. She was, in effect, her own hired help. 
 It was Friday morning when she received an email from Rob 
Mendell that Dale was awake and all right. Rob had also attached a report 
with Dale having forgotten everything but the train from his delusions, 
and the fate of the real train. 
 She had to meet her AMA consultant in the Parramatta office in the 
midmorning and planned to visit Dale when she came back before 
returning to work. 
 Not that she relished the prospect. Working on Dale's case aside, 
she couldn't wait to get back to normal and feel comfortable in her own 
surgery again. The replacement psychiatrist was an infuriating pig of a 
man, and the first thing she'd done was take all her personal things out of 
her desk. 
 The bottle of Tanqueray gin (the bottles of tonic water in the 
communal kitchen down the hall didn't arouse any suspicion), six dog-
eared erotic romance paperbacks bordering on hardcore pornography and 
her photos had all come out. 
 She walked the four blocks to the AMA state headquarters from 
the parking spot she eventually found, her head itching again. 
 Although the cut had healed and the bruise had gradually gone 
from seething purple to tender red, she was more concerned for Dale's 
state of health. The reports said he was unconscious, a mechanism the 
human mind was known to employ to save itself from an unbearable 
shock. 



 She never completely believed in God, but if she had, she would 
have spent the entire past week praying. 
 



Falling In Love 
 
 One of the LMR's biggest challenges was finding a plausible 
reason to make Vicki the same person as the girl Dale had been seeing 
(and from whom he received the sultry phone call). 
 I struggled with it for a long time – neither could be allowed to 
remember the other nor have access to any photos or mementos that 
would tip them off, probably close to impossible in a relationship 
between two 19-year-olds even today, let alone years in the future. 
 I think I finally cracked it and like to think I gave the story one of 
its most vibrant and well-sketched mysteries, but that's up to you to 
decide. 
 However much I succeeded, Vicki's certainly a better character 
than she was before, existing only to be attracted to the hero and fall into 
bed with him like it was the bloody 1950s. 
 The restaurant scene where they discuss hiring a parapsychologist 
serves a dual purpose now by having them talk about the case as well as 
feel a growing attraction to each other, but prior to all that the scene was 
just about being warm and fuzzy. 
 
The scene 
 
 They'd gradually edged around the table until their chairs were so 
close their shoulders almost touched. Vicki started to wish there was 
some Latin music nightclub where they could go to dance. As they held 
hands above the table, their fingers clasped together, she could almost 
feel the warmth of his skin through his white cotton shirt. 
 Dale could hardly keep from smiling the whole night, feeling like a 
schoolboy on his first date. Vicki had her foot wrapped around his ankle, 
they held each other's hands like they never wanted to let go, joking about 
everything, giggling like a couple of kids. 
 Every touch, every word made Dale's heart race. He'd never felt so 
wonderful. He'd never felt such sugary sweet anticipation, such a feeling 
of being so alive. 
 It wasn't just in his mind, it was something he felt in him, a big airy 
bubble in his chest that squeezed against his heart every time Vicki 
spoke. Mournful disappointment simmered just underneath the 
wonderment, at knowing the night would have to end and he couldn't sit 
holding her forever. 
 They talked and laughed, sometimes just looked at each other and 
smiled. 
 Everything and everyone else in the world was an insubstantial 
shadow. The only thing that existed was this lovely woman, her face an 



island in a dark sea, her eyes smiling across at him, her hand clenched 
warmly in his. 
 It was a horrible world outside, where so many things were wrong 
and just one thing was right, and they shared it. 
 Dale looked up from a mouthful of coffee to see Vicki looking at 
him thoughtfully, her head tilted back, her smile only half there. When he 
looked up she blinked as if broken from a trance and grinned sheepishly. 
 She'd wanted to keep a professional distance. But God, it was 
hopeless. That strong line of his jaw, lips alive with colour. She wanted to 
lean across and kiss that face all over. Her stomach flipped over like it 
used to when she was 15 at her best friend Stacey's house after school 
watching Stacey's big brother Todd tinker with his motorcycle. 
 A bubble rose through her, raking the inside of her stomach, 
dragging behind her chest, past her thumping heart and broke through her 
face in a smile that she couldn't keep down. 
 



A Character Too Far 
 
 Another minor character who got the chop was Joanne, the CEO at 
Albert's big city investigations firm back when he was a private 
investigator instead of a government official. 
 In the early drafts she was the eyes and ears of the ill-fated 
expedition the night of the big storm, on the phone remotely when they 
needed to call up any data about the case, and she also gave both her and 
Albert's characters a bit more dimension. 
 I liked their relationship but it was just another character too 
removed from the main action and Joanne threatened to muddy the cast 
list even more than Albert. 
 
The scene 
 
 The following day, Wednesday, January 28, was one of 
disappointment for many. 
 One was the opening chapter in a legal saga that would change the 
face of Sydney forever. The morning distribution of mail in the Sydney 
City Council public works maintenance staff included a short, stern letter 
from a large city solicitor, Darby, Hillman and Assoc. (Aust) Pty Ltd. 
 The letter informed the City Council that they represented 
McCormick Slater Engineering & Metallurgical Consultants Ltd, and 
that, based on police findings and a report from the aforementioned 
McCormick Slater Engineering & Metallurgical Consultants Ltd (herein 
referred to as 'McCormick Slater'), they believed the City Council was 
guilty of severe civil engineering negligence that led to tragic January 26, 
2037 death of staff member Mr S P Briner, and that they were compiling 
a lawsuit to serve the Sydney City Council in the NSW Supreme Court. 
 Albert Dimitriou was in a meeting when he was interrupted by an 
urgent phone call. He was meeting with George Slatten & Bromigal's 
regional director Steve Winterman, CEO Joanne Parkes and a few other 
investigators who'd be brought into the case. 
 The meeting was to finalise documentation to present to the NSW 
Police Service Forensics Unit, the NSW Building Safety Standards 
Council and the construction conglomerate that created the bridge from 
the first sketch to the ribbon cutting, WACE Construction Co. The case 
would also be used in support of McCormick Slater, who was suing the 
City Council that very morning. 
 The meeting was secure and the doors locked. If the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge was closed, there was more than blocked traffic at stake. 
It could bring about the downfall of Australia's mightiest construction 
body, the disgrace of the state government, and deal a severe body blow 



to faith in public safety, still an issue in the lifeblood of the city after 
2018. Last time, trouble with the Harbour Bridge meant the deaths of 
over 600. 
 "The police had proved beyond doubt that, originally, it was the 
fault of the builder," a young investigator named Justin Hoyle was saying 
to the gathering, "I've seen their report, and it's fairly damning." 
 "Their fault that the man died or that the construction is 
magnetised?" Joanne Parkes, a tall, powerful and slender woman, asked. 
 "No, just that he died," Hoyle replied, reaching into a folder and 
producing a sheet of paper from which he read, "…the maintenance 
hammock servicing the Eastern Diagonal/Centre Arch test pad, designed 
and constructed in accordance with the design of the centre arch and 
meeting all hazardous repair laws, was found by (a) the NSW Police 
Forensics Unit and (b) McCormick Slater Consulting upon later 
inspection, to be unsatisfactorily fastened in the method commanded by 
its design. 
 "In other words, McCormick Slater checked it after the police and 
they agreed, the bed just hadn't been done up properly," he summarised. 
 "Shouldn't Briner have checked it?" Parkes suggested, "In court 
they could challenge us with that." 
 Hoyle shook his head. "Only if he thought he had reason to. Even 
so, it was the responsibility of the city to make sure their equipment was 
up to standard. He wasn't there to check the test equipment, he was there 
to use it." 
 Parkes nodded, but she was frowning. "Yeah… I'm still not happy 
with it, though. It's like buying a really crappy car without test driving it 
and then realising it doesn't have any brakes. They could still say that if 
he was going to be working in a dangerous position he should've made 
his own checks. I mean, we have the stronger position, but they could still 
cut us down some. I'd like to have a strong comeback to that." 
 "Sure," Hoyle agreed as he put the paper away, making a note. 
 "Thanks," Parkes said to him, then, to everybody, "Now, this 
business of magnetism. Is that the fault of the builder?" 
 There was a pause before another kid, Humberstone, answered. He 
ate government cases for breakfast, had ruined several large companies 
during his short career, and some said he'd have Winterman's or even 
Parkes' job one day. 
 "Only initially," he said, "See, their biggest problem is red tape. In 
building the Harbour Bridge, they went through so many consultancies 
and community groups about the materials to use, methods to use, safety 
laws and noise control. From start to finish, probably two dozen bodies 
were involved with whatever's going wrong here. In a construction job 
this big, there would've been about four big independent checks, and they 



still have one every year. That's aside from the reviews conducted by the 
government and WACE themselves. It's not just the builders who are to 
blame. Whatever is causing this magnetism is getting past everyone." 
 "Two dozen companies," Parkes thought aloud. 
 Humberstone nodded. "To say nothing of community focus groups, 
council committees, local environmental impact groups from three local 
government areas, he added. "We'd have to investigate all of them." 
 "How did this magnetism come to light?" Parkes asked, looking 
around and focusing on Albert when she remembered it was his case in 
the beginning, "a medical problem, or something?" 
 Albert nodded. "An orthopaedic specialist came to me about a 
patient of his who has a electro-prosthetic abdominal brace, one of those 
spinal reconnection ones with the microchip. The electromagnetic field 
was affecting the brace, and in turn, the man's nervous system. There's no 
other reported cases so it could be field strength, frequency, any number 
of things." 
 "So tell me what effects this field could have?" Parkes asked him. 
 "My main contact so far has been an engineering guy from the 
University of New South Wales. He's been monitoring the field 
constantly since Sunday, but it hasn't been telling us much. His theories 
are based on what he's learned so far. Under the most threat is the rail 
system, which could suffer shorts or surges. At worst, we could have a 
train crash or a mass electrocution. It could also interfere with 
telecommunications, satellite …even knock out the electrical systems of 
cars, again resulting in accidents-" The phone at the back of the room 
rang and one of the junior attendants, a young woman taking notes for the 
minutes, hopped up to answer it. 
 He put her hand over the mouthpiece and said "Albert, it's a Doctor 
Lambert." 
 Albert stood. "That's him now. Could you put it through to the 
phone over in the annexe, Jennifer?" he said, walking into the small ante-
room of the boardroom that had a desk, phone and bar. He answered the 
phone when it rang. "Doctor?" he said. 
 "Mr Dimitriou," said the scientists shaken voice, "you have to 
come right now. Something's happened." 
 



Too Much Character For Minor Characters 
  
 Still on minor characters, I've already explained how Albert had to 
be demoted in the story and his boss Joanne cut out altogther, but I still 
like this sequence. 
 The idea for the expedition on the stormy night was actually theirs 
rather than Tim's, it was originally Albert and Barry who meet in the 
Como Hotel to compare notes rather than Tim and Barry. 
 But a dark cloud had been hanging over Albert and Joanne. After 
they submitted their initial findings their conservative chairman had 
warned them to remove any reference to the paranormal, knowing the 
firm would never be taken seriously in the industry again. 
 As more evidence piled up, Albert and Joanne continued 
investigating and logging their incredible findings in secret, but somehow 
the jig was up when their chairman found out. He fired them both and 
they end up hatching the expedition scheme over drinks and sex to drown 
their sorrows. 
 It's all completely superfluous when it comes to propelling the plot, 
but I like the sequence because I felt like it really humanised them both 
and said something about business culture at the same time. 
 
The scene 
 
 According to the NSW Police Forensic squad, every minute 
throughout Tuesday had been filled with research, planning and testing, 
but the bridge was still closed. 
 February was here and the heat was reaching the explosive peak 
the Bureau of Meteorology had said would break mid week to make way 
for rain and storms. 
 NSW Police Service Statements said the testing on the bridge was 
running smoothly. State and federal vehicles (both utility and executive) 
had been driving on and off the bridge continually since its closure, 
among the canvas shelters and makeshift caravan offices. Meanwhile, the 
Harbour Tunnel below was jammed solid with the overflow. 
 The traffic chaos was a world away from the calm of the Summit 
restaurant. The diners were almost all smartly dressed businessmen or 
women. Music from a string quartet drifted through the restaurant 
speakers, adding elegance to the crisp white tablecloths, fine wine 
glasses, bunches of gladioli and irises on the tables and lush green palms 
around the floor. The wait staff hurrying to and fro with plates and bottles 
did nothing to shatter the peace. 
 Albert Dimitriou rubbed the back of his neck as he looked out at 
the city across the outermost circle of window tables. The top of the 



Qantas Tower was drifting past, to be followed by the National Australia 
Bank Centre, Regent Hotel and, presently, the bridge and Harbour. The 
Summit had been at the top of Australia Square for decades and provided 
one of the best views in the city. 
 The quiet calm was a nice change from the hectic pace of Albert's 
morning so far. He'd been directed to obtain all test material on the bridge 
since its completion, which had included every report, every instruction 
manual, every corporate and public committee finding, every regular 
maintenance review, every damage and erosion report, literature on all 
test equipment and every company consulted and contracted to work on, 
repair or test the workings. His search had been so exhaustive he'd even 
come across the name of the large format copy shop that produced the 
graphics for the Skyway cars. 
 After arguing and sorting through a mountain of red tape, he was 
nursing a very frayed attention span. That was also on top of trying to 
take in the news of Donald's miraculous overnight recovery, which he'd 
learned by calling the hospital before work. 
 He'd also been placing a few discreet calls to Barry Paul, who'd 
agreed to set everything up for the trip on Thursday night, the decided 
time for the expedition. 
 The bridge was scheduled to re-open for Wednesday's afternoon 
peak hour, but most Sydneysiders took that as seriously as they had 
deadlines for the Harbour Tunnel extensions and the perfect functionality 
of Homebush Olympic Village. 
 Knowing something about the politics behind the news, both Barry 
and Albert decided that they had until Friday morning at the very earliest, 
probably the weekend. 
 Joanne had seen what a rotten morning Albert was having, 
especially with the pressure of their secret coalition, and he jumped at the 
chance when she suggested they have a nice relaxing lunch. 
 "I know how you feel," she said across the table, taking a sip of her 
wine, "The board's been on my back all morning." 
 "Have they?" Albert asked, raising his eyebrows. 
 "They're terrified we're going to go public with this haunting 
business, or at least include it in our case. Clancy's taken away almost all 
my authority. Since we're providing 95 percent of the evidence for their 
injunction, we're almost cap in hand to their bloody solicitors, and I'm to 
report to Mr Craig Fulworth, senior director of Darby Hillman. I'm not to 
collate and publish the investigation without his approval and I'm to 
adhere to his instructions." 
 "Is that what they said?" Albert asked. 
 She laughed and looked out the window, drinking more wine. 
"Almost word for word," she said, leaning back as the waiter put a plate 



of steaming filét mignon and baby vegetables in front of her. She thanked 
the young man and returned her attention to Albert. "I think we stirred up 
a shit storm with talk of the paranormal… might have put our careers 
back a few years each." 
 Albert nodded and looked into his grilled sole. He knew Joanne 
enough to know that she hadn't said it to extract an apology and didn't 
expect one. "Yeah, I stuffed it," he said. "Should have known better after 
this long in the game." 
 She nodded and popped a young corn into her mouth. "I haven't 
answered to anyone since I was Australasia Region Director," she said. "I 
haven't been investigating for 21 years to take orders from some pussy 
solicitor who can't look you in the eye when he talks to you." 
 "You can't blame him for that, Joanne," Albert said. "You're a 
disarming woman. You didn't get where you are just by investigative 
talent, you know your politics. I've watched you break men lots of times." 
 She smiled at the compliment. "Yeah, I'm a bitch, but I still didn't 
grow broad shoulders for this." 
 Albert nodded, feeling himself sinking into a deeper hole and saw 
his managing director falling down above him. 
 "I know," he said in resignation. 
 

**** 
 
 At four in the afternoon, Joanne and Albert were both called to an 
emergency board meeting in the InvestCo Group offices in Spring Street. 
Neither spoke very much on their way in Joanne's 2034 Lexus Emperor, 
they just listened to the classical music that filled the car from the stereo. 
 Joanne looked at Albert several times, knowing that this was his 
first corporate trial (as she'd come to know them) and she knew how 
scary it was. She tried to offer some words of encouragement, but 
couldn't. The truth was, this time she was scared as well. 
 By 4.30 they were sitting in a huge, lavish meeting room with an 
ornate ebony table. Art prints depicting waves of deep purple and forest 
green and pedestal vases full of black paper flowers surrounded the room 
against plush black and grey fabric walls. 
 Albert and Joanne were seated halfway down the table. Opposite 
them was Edmund Clancy. Narelle Newings sat to his right, and an old 
man in an uncharacteristically old fashioned suit sat at his left, glancing 
between Albert and Joanne. 
 Clancy did the only speaking and got directly to the point. 
"InvestCo has successfully driven George Slatten & Bromigal to the top 
of its field in the time since we acquired the business," he said. "It's a 



position we've enjoyed and celebrated but also maintained through 
quality and perceptive investigating. 
 "In an increasingly competitive market where we have to guard our 
clients against increasingly sophisticated methods of corporate espionage, 
large scale corporate and government investigation is a changing 
business. Particularly when it comes to such wide scale projects such as 
the flagrancy discovered surrounding the Harbour Bridge. A company 
like George Slatten & Bromigal can be easily knocked from its pinnacle. 
 "We have to constantly live up to our name and reputation. We're 
an established member of the corporate community, and that reputation is 
based on proven methods, ethics, and the organisation and accrual skills 
of our employees. To suggest something as fantastic as paranormal 
activity is not only laughable, but potentially destructive to the proud 
name George Slatten & Bromigal has built up." 
 Albert and Joanne glanced at each other, understanding and fear 
between them. 
 "It is my responsibility to make sure the interests of InvestCo are 
managed with an unquestioned degree of honesty, loyalty and above all, 
teamwork." Clancy continued, "I was fully prepared to listen to your 
apparent findings and your perceived reasoning behind them, Mr 
Dimitriou, but I tried to make you understand that you can't present that 
sort of information when you're planning to take on the nation's largest 
construction company and council in court. 
 "I don't believe I deceived or misled you, I made my intentions 
perfectly clear. I will not have, professionally or otherwise, talk of 
hauntings. But yourself and Ms Parkes blatantly acted against my 
instructions and conspired to carry on the investigation as you saw fit, 
and to further your theories of this supernatural activity." 
 Albert and Joanne looked at each other again, in disbelief. How in 
the name of hell did they find out? Her eyes said. 
 "Subsequently, I called an emergency meeting of the InvestCo 
board last night and it's been determined that your self-interested tangent 
was pursued on company time, using company equipment, information 
and resources. Furthermore it was carried out against the ideals of this 
company, those of teamwork, loyalty, honesty, and the constant effort to 
uphold our reputation, to say nothing of my direct instructions." 
 Both Albert and Joanne felt weights of lead fall in their stomachs. 
He saw Joanne's head fall forward out of the corner of his eye, and he 
glanced at her to see her running her tongue across her top lip, her face 
screwed up as if in pain. She was fighting tears gallantly but pointlessly. 
He reached a few inches and squeezed her hand. 
 "It has been decided that you are both to be terminated from the 
employ of InvestCo and your positions at George Slatten & Bromigal. 



 "You're both to collect all your personal belongings from company 
property and transfer all information on your cases and respective duties 
to Mr Winterman. You will forfeit any information you hold at your 
homes, and I needn't remind you that you are both bound by iron clad 
non-disclosure agreements. You will be contacted by your administration 
manager regarding settlement of your remuneration packages in due 
course." 
 Albert hardly heard the last few sentences, and he could barely feel 
himself leave the room and return to his office to pack. He was numb, his 
tongue frozen, his knees unable to stop shaking, fear and disbelief sawing 
like a dull rusty knife through his nerves. 
 

**** 
 
 The term Utopia had been applied to Australia for a great deal of 
its history. According to legend, Utopia was a huge land in the southern 
oceans, full of relaxed and fun-loving people, plentiful resources, 
opportunity, and an idyllic climate that the majority of the world's 
population (in the far Northern Hemisphere) could only dream of. 
 Australia's early British colonists believed they'd found the Utopia 
of mythology. According to the fable Utopia was an atoll, and many of 
the early Europeans ignored the aboriginals' warnings about the deserts 
and died trying to find the huge inland sea. 
 But in the late 20th century, all the other similarities between 
Australia and Utopia ran out. The deregulated international finance 
market, the global media and the explosion of technologies like the 
Internet bought Australia into the trade era, so when the world rocked on 
the brink of financial and social ruin, Australia had no choice but to 
follow suit. 
 Recessions had come and gone for different reasons. Some thought 
they followed stock market crashes, some thought they were the response 
to economic crises like that of the oil shortage of the 1970s, some thought 
they were just the natural ebb of the world economy, no different than 
endlessly changing tides. The nature of everything, after all, was a series 
of equal and opposite reactions. 
 The Australian Labor Party oversaw Australia's integration into the 
globally connected economy for over a decade, from the early 1980s to 
the mid 1990s. 
 Their opposition, the Liberal Party, had lost power in the early 
1980s, in a country still comfortable with a national identity of Holdens, 
meat pies and kangaroos, and a government still flirting with socialist 
policies like the establishment of a sweeping national healthcare program. 



 They returned to power in 1996 to a country transformed. 
Hollywood blockbusters were being filmed in downtown Sydney. 
Skyscrapers in each capital carried the neon logos of companies based 
everywhere from France to Korea. The trade union movement was all but 
crippled. Litigation surpassed criminal prosecutions as the most common 
type of claim lodged in Australian courts. There were almost ten million 
more people. 
 There was pornography all over the Internet waiting to menace our 
children, a rural sector badly savaged by an unchecked banking industry 
and terrorist madmen crawling the length and breadth of Southeast Asia 
intent on religious massacre. 
 After their predecessors had faithfully followed the Reagan and 
Thatcher models of free market deregulation, the Liberals took the reigns 
of a government that controlled virtually no utilities (and in fact took 
immediate steps to cast off the ones that remained). 
 In the early 1990's, the jobs of enormous swathes of the workforce 
(including entire industries) had evaporated, causing hemorrhages of 
economic unrest. Interest rates climbed to record highs and property 
prices crashed through floors nobody thought existed, taking all but the 
leanest operators in the country's building industry with them. Banks, 
media companies and billionaire businessmen went bankrupt. University 
graduates (at least, those who'd been able to afford tuition) took jobs 
stacking supermarket shelves. 
 And for the first time, with the economy inextricably linked to 
those of Asia and the US, it happened faster and on a bigger scale, than it 
ever had before. 
 More than the advancement of global communications or the 
multiculturalism urban Australia prided itself upon, it was the ferocity of 
the early 90s recession that told Australian there was a global economy 
and they were part of it whether they wanted to be or not. 
 One thing nobody called Australia with any seriousness anymore 
was the Lucky Country. 
 The resulting unemployment levels still bobbed and weaved and – 
if you didn't pay any mind to the children who didn't know what 
Christmas was or marriages that broke up – it was all part of the natural 
economic engine. 
 But plenty of people still lost their jobs because of spite, vendettas, 
agendas or politics and when that happened to you, you didn't even have 
the luxury of saying there was nothing anybody could do about it, it was 
just the economy. 
 This entire string of thoughts passed through Albert Dimitriou's 
mind as he stared through the fluffy froth of his large, expensive beer. 



 "Fuckin'…" he muttered again, without the lucidity to finish his 
sentence. Beside him, Joanne Parkes sat nursing a Kir Royale. Her third. 
 They'd both met at George Slatten & Bromigal's reception (where 
the usually jovial and friendly receptionist looked at her desk, 
embarrassed, pretending to do something else and not notice them) and 
walked down George Street to the Hilton Hotel, home to some of the 
classy CBD pubs that allowed miserable executives to get rolling drunk 
with dignity. 
 Albert and Joanne weren't the first ashen-faced professionals to 
drown their sorrows amid the Redwood beams and tables, burgundy 
leather upholstery and framed shots of the Australian sports stars of the 
2000 Olympics around the walls. 
 The soft amber light and delicate piano music drifting across the 
air lent the bar an elegant and relaxed edge. Tailored yuppies, board 
member types and elegantly dressed glitterati of the business world 
dotted the room. 
 They'd come in, sat down and ordered, then Albert had felt 
Joanne's head on his shoulder and felt her body shaking as she cried 
softly. He'd put his arm around her and held her hand, dismissing the 
bartender's enquiring look when they were served. 
 But now they were three quarters drunk and the shame was being 
slowly washed away. 
 "It's easy to think it's your fault. But don't worry…" Joanne said, 
sipping her drink and breaking her gaze at herself in the mirror on the 
back wall, "I've seen this happen before. We're scapegoats, Albert. That 
report we were going to do would have been hanging around like a piece 
of rotten meat for them. Cutting us off, they could chuck anything else 
out the door they wanted. I've seen it happen, it doesn't matter how long 
you work somewhere, you just have to take one wrong step. All that crap 
about loyalty? How loyal was it, what they did to us? They wouldn't 
know loyalty if someone drove it up their arse. There's no friends in 
business. It's a whole stinking pit of people fighting to get each other's 
money. We're luckier to be out of it." 
 "I know," Albert sighed, drinking his beer, "…it bloody stings, 
though." 
 Joanne patted his hand roughly. "It does, you're right." 
 They both sat drinking, watching the bottles lined up at the back of 
the bar for a few more minutes. 
 "I suppose I can tell you this now," Joanne said, swallowing down 
a long drink. "Won't matter to my job any more. This isn't you, Al, it's 
me. It's been coming for a long time. I'm just so used to keeping it a 
secret, I haven't thought to tell you." 
 "Doesn't matter anymore, I suppose," Albert smiled. 



 Joanne nodded. "George Slats is losing a lot of money. And I mean 
a lot. They've been taking big jobs, too big – like this Harbour Bridge 
thing. They take too long to get resolved – especially government ones, 
which are most of what we deal with anyway." (neither noticed her use of 
'we' pertaining to the company that had just dismissed them). 
 "Anyway, we never could get any small work because of our silver 
service reputation. Operating costs were piling up and the jobs were too 
big to bring in any regular money. Even work where we negotiated 
staggered payment would deliver huge cash payouts, but by the time they 
came around we were in too much debt to get out of the rut. That's why 
InvestCo went public rather than all their subsidiaries. We've been 
declaring enormous losses for years. 
 "You're kidding?" Albert said. 
 "Almost seventy million last year." 
 Albert gaped in amazement and she nodded dramatically, "We only 
had a handful of major cases throughout the year. The fees were budgeted 
for, but fighting for payment after appeals and counter-appeals didn't 
help." 
 "What about investments?" Albert said. 
 Joanna snorted. "Putting a few dollars in the odd term deposit 
doesn't pay any bills. We'd run for months making thirty thousand week 
in fees and investments and spending ninety thousand on operations. By 
the time the twenty million came through from the job, we were twenty 
million in debt." 
 She swirled her cocktail, staring into it for long moments in a daze 
before continuing. 
 "Anyway, the accounts people at InvestCo kept demanding to 
know what was going on while we kept telling them it was fine, all the 
money was coming in and we'd declare it in the next quarter. In the 
meantime, we panicked and cut costs, the same amount of work was 
getting done by less people, and from there it's a short trip down the 
gurgler. They've been trying to reshuffle the top ranks for over a year, 
and I knew I was in trouble. They couldn't just chuck me out into the 
street like a filing clerk. They needed something to pin on me." She 
looked at Albert, smiling. 
 "And this was it," Albert said, more depressed by the minute. 
 "Just the bullet, Al. The gun's been at my head since before the end 
of last financial year. If it hadn't been this, it'd be the time I had a 
cigarette in the ladies because I was too busy to go downstairs and the 
smoke alarm went off. 
 Albert tried to choke back a laugh, but when Joanne smiled they 
both broke up. "The story goes that you tore it off the ceiling and trod on 
it until you broke it," he said, trying to hold back laughter. 



 She joined him. "A bloody 22 year old scheduling girl came in and 
found me with my lipstick smeared and my pantyhose around my 
ankles." 
 Albert choked with laughter at the thought. 
 

**** 
 
 Three hours later, as the moon rose over the Opera House and the 
city twinkled in the night below the window of suite 615 of the Sydney 
Hilton, Albert lay in the centre of the king sized bed, propped on his 
elbows, watching Joanne as she balanced her hands across his chest and 
teased him, tightly and slowly easing him in and out of her. 
 Sweat plastered them both despite the discreet air conditioning 
vents around the room whirring almost silently. 
 Albert cupped her breasts and squeezed them lightly, relishing the 
warmth of a woman's body again. Someone he felt really in contact with. 
Joanne reached up and held his hands to her, squeezing her breasts with 
him. She gave him a lovely smile, cocking her head to one side. 
 It was the best part of the sex. 
 Later, they lay together under the single sheet, Albert's arm around 
Joanne's shoulder, hers across his stomach, rubbing lightly. 
 Albert reached across to the bedside table for the glass of scotch. 
He sipped it and offered it to Joanne, who shook her head. 
 "You've always had your eye on me," she said. 
 He reached down to grab her bottom. "Who couldn't with an arse 
like this. …Let's just stay here all week, don't have to go to work any 
more." 
 "Yeah, I might take a holiday," she said. "See if I can get into 
hospitality. Buy a hotel up the Whitsundays. What are you going to do?" 
 Albert shrugged. "I'm a bit old to go back to the cops. They'd only 
take me as a senior detective and I couldn't stand the dead bodies any 
more. And I've definitely had enough of the corporate world. I might get 
a divorce and move to Jamaica, live off some island virgin." 
 Joanne smiled, but it disappeared from her lips. "What's your wife 
going to say?" she asked. 
 He shrugged. "I don't know. She might throw a tantrum and never 
come back. She might say 'who cares' and never mention it. I think she 
knows I've done it before. She's probably at home in my bed with some 
bloke right now, her knees behind her ears where they usually are." 
 "I didn't mean here with me, I meant about work." 
 He shrugged again. "Probably the same reaction." 



 Joanne nodded and let her head fall back to his shoulder. She 
reached down and started to rub the inside of his thigh, parting his legs a 
little. 
 He loved middle-aged women. When he was 19 and got girls drunk 
in the hope they'd sleep with him, they ended up spewing on the front 
seat of his car. As soon as they got past 35, alcohol finally had the desired 
effect on them. He told Joanne so and she laughed loudly, good-
naturedly. It felt so good to trust a woman, to not be on his guard. 
 Albert himself was full of four beers of ridiculous German alcohol 
content – he was amazed he'd gotten it up the first time. But as that warm 
hand tickled at his lower stomach, he felt himself stir. 
 "Joanne," he began, "I think I'd like to keep our case going. I know 
people who are getting closely involved who need help, like that doctor 
who first came to see me – I told you he's hired a parapsychologist. I 
want to know what comes of it all, and I just want you to know that I'm 
going to keep investigating it as usual. I'll have more time on my hands, 
at the very least." 
 "Great," she agreed, "at least it'll keep you busy. You might 
uncover something that'll make the board of InvestCo eat their words and 
vanish in disgrace." 
 "Do you want to help me? Will you still have those contacts you 
mentioned?" 
 She shrugged. "I suppose so. They're friends from old cases, 
mostly. I don't know how directly I can help, but I'll still do what I can. 
Most of them will be on my side." 
 "Well, our next expedition is for a whole group of us to go onto the 
bridge on Thursday night. We're going to get as many professional 
opinions as we can. There's going to be the patient, the doctor, the 
parapsychologist, the psychiatrist, me and the university researcher." 
 "How are you going to get onto the bridge when it's open?" she 
asked. 
 "They'll never re-open it by Thursday," he said, "That's just 
boilerplate. They tell everyone Thursday, then Thursday they make 
themselves look extra thorough by saying Friday. I just about had it in 
black and white back at work that they'll still be going up until the 
weekend." 
 "How will you keep everything under watch?" she asked. 
 Just using the right vantage points on the pylons and walking paths. 
We'll keep in contact over a CMD network and have all the equipment set 
up to detect anything." 
 "Where are you going to get it all?" she asked. 
 "Well, it was going to be George Slatten & Bromigal and Darby 
Hillman, but I don't think I'll have access to the warehouse any more. 



That's why I was hoping you could talk to your contacts. We need 
anything we can get. The university will have some stuff, but it won't be 
up to the minute." 
 Joanne stared out the window for several seconds and nodded 
slowly. "I'm sure I'll know people from private labs. We must have used a 
thousand scientists for forensic work. They'll have every piece of 
detection equipment you've heard of." 
 Albert breathed heavily in relief. "Wonderful. I'd feel like a proper 
dickhead turning up with an old camcorder and nothing else." 
 Joanne laughed and began stroking his stomach again, tracing 
circles further down until she closed her hand around his penis and made 
him gasp. 
 "What was in those drinks?" he said as she rolled on top of him. 
 "Must have been love potion No. 9" Joanne whispered, biting his 
neck. 
 "Ring room service and get a six pack." he joked, and then it felt 
wonderful again, a feeling of closeness with another person that no 
money could buy and no corporation could ever take away. 
 



Apparition L 
  
 Back when Barry had a happier denouement than he does now, 
there was a lengthy sequence that showed him and Dale attending 
Albert's funeral after the tragedy of the expedition. 
 On being given Albert's notes by his widow Emily (who'd become 
Barry's widow in later versions), he and Dale are very interested in 
something in the data called 'apparition L'. 
 Whatever it is, it moves back and forth and up and down the 
highway, travelling far afield from its origin point more than once 
towards both ends of the bridge, and it was supposed to be a precursor 
sequence setting up the discovery that the brace in Dale's back is the focal 
point for the supernatural phenomena. 
 Several things saw the whole sequence chopped. The scientific 
revelations could easily be moved to other sections, Albert's funeral was 
no longer in the story, Barry's funeral was never going to be in the story 
either because it wasn't going to add anything to the plot, and when Tim 
realises the brace is the culprit, I wanted it to be as big a surprise as 
possible. 
 
The scene 
 
 Healthy flowering shrubs lined smooth, neatly kept grounds 
between the rows of Waverley Cemetery, a lazy breeze rolling off the 
Tasman Sea, up the hill and across the solemn grounds, the plants 
warming to the summer morning. 
 Dale stared at Albert's coffin. It was a robust caramel wood, a lush, 
healthy bunch of white lilies across the lid, a polished gold Star of David 
at the head. The neatly trimmed lawns, pleasant shrubs, polished gold, 
finished wood and health and vitality of the flowers all seemed a paradox 
to Dale, a distraction from the violence and fire by which Albert had died. 
 The coffin was a little smaller than a fully grown man, like coffins 
are, but Dale guessed (the thought kept nagging him, no matter how 
much he tried to deny it as being improper) that there wouldn't have been 
enough of Albert to fill much of it. 
 Dale found himself pleading that there wouldn't be some 
embarrassing accident and the coffin didn't tip somehow – lest the whole 
congregation hear the rattle and clunk of Albert's blackened and charred 
skeleton as it rolled around inside. No amount of flowers or neatly 
trimmed grass could overshadow the decay and uncleanliness we try to 
hide about death. 
 Barry was looking at Emily Dimitriou, her face a round mask of 
disbelief. He wished she would look miserable, maybe tired, distraught or 



frightened. But she wore the face of a corpse, and that was worse. An old 
woman stood beside her, arm around Emily. Every now and again, Barry 
saw it squeeze the shoulder of the younger woman to no effect. 
 The Rabbi intoned gravely at the head of the coffin. Family and 
other mourners stood in a small circle, staring at both the coffin and the 
astroturf covered sheet of fence wire it sat upon, over the hole where 
Albert Dimitriou would spend the rest of time. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale and Barry leant against the hood of Barry's car, watching the 
last of the mourners disperse, waiting for Albert's widow. Barry couldn't 
put his finger on why he wanted to wait and talk to the woman, but he 
supposed it was because when they left Waverley Cemetery and joined 
Bronte Road to make their way back to the Eastern Distributor, he'd 
never have any association with Albert Dimitriou or anything connected 
with him ever again. 
 Knowing that he'd died so horribly, letting go so quickly felt 
wrong. If he said something to Mrs Dimitriou, maybe it would give him 
some closure. 
 Before long, Emily approached both men, carrying a large kraft 
envelope. She nodded slackly to Dale, who smiled encouragingly and 
looked at his shoes in guilt, and handed the envelope to Barry with a 
shaking hand. 
 "Whatever's in here came from that man from the university," she 
began, "they came in the mail the other day with a letter. I've put that in 
there too. I know you kept all that other junk, so…" she shrugged and 
started to turn. 
 "Mrs Dimitriou," Barry began, his voice slightly pleading. She 
turned back, staring dumbly. Barry struggled and said "Call me, if you 
need anything. My business card's on his desk somewhere." 
 The woman nodded without smiling and turned to walk away 
again. As she turned, she stopped short, staring at the site of Albert's 
resting place, and all three watched as the coffin was delicately lowered 
into the ground. 
 

**** 
 
 Dale read as Barry drove along South Dowling Street towards the 
airport flyovers that would lead them back home. The contents of the 
envelope were spread across his lap and the back seat behind the two. 
 Along with all the documentation, there'd been a pile of about fifty 
stapled sheets with a gold cardboard cover that proclaimed the booklet as 



a very rough instruction manual for the research van, broadly explaining 
its capabilities in alphabetical order. 
 The papers were in a document wallet, and there was everything 
from drawings to computer print-outs, diagrams, essays, handwritten 
notes, double and triplicate forms, faxes, photocopies of textbooks, and 
even a cheque book full of butts, obviously expenses incurred throughout 
the investigation. 
 An accompanying letter explained remorselessly to Mrs Dimitriou 
that the envelope contained the final readings taken from the Research 
Van and their subsequent findings, transmitted to the university data 
centre throughout the ordeal. They'd been commissioned by Albert 
personally, so according to the legal team acting for the University in 
relation to Donald's death, George Slatten & Bromigal had no rights to 
them. 
 "Don't know what this is," Dale said, holding a heavy white sheet 
of what looked like bromide paper up for Barry to glance at. Barry 
frowned in wonder, looking between the page and the road, trying to 
work it out. It was a 3D schematic of the bridge seen from above and 
beside, but only the general shape, the individual cables and smaller 
details omitted. 
 And trailing all over the image was a spindle-thin blue line, 
apparently the path of some movement, as if a mad dog had been fitted 
with a homing device and let loose. 
 "It's something moving," Dale said, "something's being tracked, 
and look… see these dark spots every now and again? I reckon that's 
where it stopped. The darker the spot, the longer the object was standing 
still."  
 Along the top of the print-out were the printing and document 
details; TRACK3-MSTR.XTS/2036'43"-2305'19"/MRV DAT-LINK 
DATA/REALTIME inc10.0. 
 Dale flipped over to the University with compliments slip stapled to 
the back for the reference to the correct document. He fished through the 
papers until he found a few stapled sheets entitled Track/Monitor, then 
searched through the Research Van guide until he found the short 
paragraph on the function. 
 "'The MRV sensors," he began, "when monitoring each component 
of the proximity, may refer their readings to archives, where the graphics 
computer can devise a simple diagram of that proximity. Then, referring 
to the chronology, the computer can plot, from an external perspective, 
the movement of a given object, usually a source of energy – ie light, 
microwave, ultra violet, radiation, infrared, sound, heat, electricity, 
electromagnetism or magnetism.'" 
 "What does the report say?" Barry asked. 



 Dale referred back to the printed report, reading from it. "'The 
tracking facility monitored the movement of seventy nine fields of energy 
in the duration of the event. Most were fluctuating and obviously random. 
The primary concern was what the object monitor dubbed Apparition L. 
Apparition L seemed to move in a purposeful manner, as seen in figure 4, 
where several instances of direct travel are occurring, but more often was 
stationary or moved very little in a given proximity. 
 "Paranormal disturbances were reported by surviving members of 
the expedition on many occasions. It's since been proven with the help of 
police forensic reports that several of the deaths can be attributed to these 
disturbances. 
 "Because of the movements of the object, two theories have been 
formulated about Apparition L. It moved in straight lines more than once, 
indicating given purpose in a certain place to which it moved 
uninterruptedly. During the time of its presence – the entire duration of 
the event – Apparition L moved a total of one three four seven two five 
point zero eight millimetres.'" 
 "That's about a kilometre and a quarter, just over," Barry said to 
himself after working it out. 
 Dale nodded and continued. "'There was concentrated movement in 
a small, assigned area, where one of the victims died. There was path of 
travel to a point southward where a second victim died. There was a long, 
straight path of travel to a point north, where the third and fourth victims 
died. At that time, when the MRV was destroyed in a second explosion, 
all monitoring functions naturally ceased. 
 "Therefore the first theory is that Apparition L may have been one 
of the 'phantoms' that killed one or all four of the victims. According to 
the second theory, each member of the expedition approached from the 
south prior to commencement of observation. Several travelled the length 
of the bridge. The base of operations was a canvas council shelter at the 
southern end of the bridge, where the movement of the object was 
concentrated, for the longest periods, and also where the object spent the 
longest periods of time immobile. 
 "Apparition L may have been one of the expedition members 
themselves.'" 
 Dale stopped reading. There it was again. 
 Something. 
 The answer. 
 

**** 
 
 "But that's obviously why I was the first one to see it," Dale said, "I 
saw the old bridge, the accident, the cars and buses and people. And each 



time, I got a sore back. The very first time I went across the bridge for the 
job interview, my back hurt, and it hadn't hurt in 20 years." 
 They were travelling along Grand Parade in front of Brighton 
Beach, the bay shimmering in the sun to their left, seagulls wheeling in 
the air and standing in clusters amongst picnickers, waiting for chips or 
pieces of fish cocktail. The air conditioning in Barry's car was almost full 
power. 
 "But what would that affect?" Barry asked, "it could have been 
emotional stress. Maybe there was some sort of electrical surge from your 
mind because of the fear, and it was transferred down your nervous 
system, through the computer and into your back. 
 "Maybe that's it," Dale muttered, watching the beach shrubs and 
people race by, "Maybe I got magnetised as high as 58 volts." 
 Barry looked at Dale, wide eyed. "Holy shit," he said, "That is it." 
 "What?" Dale asked. Barry had already snapped on the blinker to 
pull over. 
 "What are we stopping for?" Dale said as they pulled into a space 
beside the road. Barry popped the boot lid from the lever at his feet and 
got out. Dale followed. 
 "You were magnetised," Barry said, reaching in and beginning to 
fish through the papers and boxes, "remember? You were in hospital for 
prosthetic magnetisation twice." He took the lid off the box and began to 
extract piles of manila folders. 
 "So what are we looking for in here?" Dale asked. 
 "Your old records," Barry explained, opening a file and beginning 
to leaf through it. 
 Dale looked into the boot, a disarray of paper and storage. "God, 
you've got all this on me?" 
 Barry ignored him, engrossed in the file. "That's where I've seen 
that figure," he mumbled, "Fifty bloody eight volts." Dale looked around 
and peeled off his jacket, the heat making him start to sweat. 
 "Here," Barry said in concentration, "the first time you complained 
of back pain. It was the first time you went across the bridge, the 14th of 
last month, remember? You'd been for the job interview in North Sydney 
and come straight to the surgery, where you told me about the pain in 
your back." 
 He scanned the paper. "Here it is, bend test, electrical response test, 
circuit timer. Then, we hooked up the testing equipment again to see what 
was making you sore, and…" 
 He held up the sheet for Dale to see, pointing to a line of Barry's 
own scrawled handwritten notes of that day; Neuromuscular system incl. 
Brace electro magnetised: 58.45V. 
 



The Dinner Party 
 
 Here's an example (which has happened more than I care to admit) 
where a sequence I rewrote ended up much longer than the original. It's 
the downbeat dinner at Dale's flat after the aftermath of the expedition 
has died down. Still alive in this iteration, Barry is present, and Tim is 
explaining how he thinks the entity works. 
 On rewriting, I realised this was where I wanted to outline the 
entire scientific premise of the book, as explained by Tim. I made it fairly 
modular in case I decided to cut it later as it's all pretty high-minded 
science and would go over some readers' heads, but the axiom 'if in 
doubt, chuck it out' I've already mentioned battled constantly with 'write 
what you enjoy', and the latter won. 
 It became a quite long scene of Tim talking all about the 
electromagnetism, system resistance, amygdala and every other detail I 
thought had a bearing on it, and the hardest part was finding breaks in the 
conversation, points at which I could end a chapter and shift topic without 
leaving the whole thesis. 
 
The scene 
 
 "Didn't you say, Tim, that the electrical power generated in the 
brain is the cause of all this? If there's such thing as telekinesis, why not 
some sort of neurokinesis?" 
 "I don't know," he said, "because we don't know how much of it is 
the brain. The only proof we have of electromagnetic activity is the 
brace." 
 Vicki squeezed Dale's hand under the table. "What do you think?" 
she asked. 
 He sighed and stretched. "All I can tell you is that I can feel this 
thing in here now, this brace." He glanced at Barry. "I haven't been aware 
of it being there in nearly five years, and suddenly it feels like a horrible 
growth or something. I can really feel it." 
 She ran her hand over his forehead. "At least it isn't your mind." 
 "What if I die?" he said to Tim. 
 The parapsychologist shrugged, fishing for a piece of young corn. 
"The brace will become inert. With no input from your brain it'll be a 
useless piece of metal." 
 "So it really is making me more frightened just so my mind 
produces more electricity?" 
 Tim paused, breathing deeply, and nodded. "If it's an intelligent 
being, that's how it would bring about the energy it needs." 



 "So if it needs the electricity from my brain and it needs the brace, 
what's to stop it from bringing me back to life over and over again?" Dale 
wanted to know, "How do I know if I'll ever die properly?" 
 Tim shrugged. "We don't know. Until it's gone, or the brace is, it 
may just keep bringing you back, maybe a bit more decomposed or 
smashed than last time." 
 Dale looked fearfully at Vicki. "I still don't understand," he said, 
"why me?" 
 "You're a perfect target," she said, "you're full of anxiety about the 
bridge, which is all potential energy like Tim said, and you've got the 
hardware to process it." 
 She patted his stomach, smiling to cheer him up. 
 "Doesn't this change everything?" Barry offered. "Up until now, 
we've been working on the assumption that all this activity hasn't really 
been there, but it's some malignant thing in Dale's brain that's using the 
electricity his brain produces to create all this chaos. But now it's all 
different. Now we know it does really exist, and there are really ghosts, 
and Dale is only receiving them, like an antenna." 
 Tim regarded the idea. "There are really ghosts, Barry." he agreed, 
"But they're not things that wear cloaks and rattle chains in the parlour at 
midnight, they're fields of energy manifested in this world. So far, I think 
all Dale is is the easiest… way in. Just like running water chooses the 
easiest path down a mountain. 
 "He was so full of anxiety and fear about the bridge. When all 
those people died there, it made the place a huge concentration of 
electromagnetic energy, dormant energy. When Dale first went across the 
bridge as it is today, I don't know, maybe they were matching energies, 
born of the same fear or something, or maybe the brace is just tuned to 
the right frequency. I can't explain that, but it made the energy active 
instead of passive. Like a match being struck and held to the wick of a 
candle. All the energy is there, waiting, until the necessary chemical 
reaction. 
 "They are real. Dale made them come. Every time he's afraid, he 
produces more electricity in the brain. Albert and Donald's last thoughts 
were obviously of great fear, there's more electricity. I know I was as 
scared as hell most of the time, there's more. We're all providing a great 
big electromagnetic beacon. Haven't you noticed that it doesn't only 
affect Dale any more? It doesn't only happen when he's there? Remember 
the day Donald was attacked in the van, alone? Dale was in your 
surgery." 
 He regarded the rest of the group. "It's like it's running under its 
own power now… the brace has become an antenna, like you said, Barry. 
It was the conductor that transferred that fear. 



 "Think about it. You don't get an electric shock when you touch 
someone's head, do you? Yet the electricity produced in the human brain 
in one minute is enough to power a household for 24 hours, but it's so 
perfectly insulated and efficiently used that we never see any external 
effects of it. 
 "That's in a normal person, whose body is made up of a hundred 
percent organic material. But remember what you read, Vicki? Some 
people had fillings or surgical pins or electronic couplings like the brace. 
Electricity produced in the brain is transferred into a system no different 
than the wire out of the back of your toaster. You can get a shock from 
that, because it's been transferred from a biological to an electronic 
system. 
 "When Dale produced such extraordinary amounts of electricity 
from his fear of the bridge, the brace soaked it up like a battery, and there 
could have been millions of volts waiting to be tapped. It was tapped, by 
the energy already at the site of the bridge, constantly topped up by the 
fears generated in Dale's brain, and in the rest of us." 
 "So, you're saying that by letting it get this far," Vicki said, "we 
don't have any hope? That we've given it too much energy and we have to 
all stop being scared to stop it?" 
 "No," Tim said, fishing in the oyster sauce with his chopsticks for a 
piece of stir fried beef, "Look, what do you need for your toaster to 
work?" 
 "Bread," Barry smirked. 
 Dale and Vicki laughed softly, but Tim continued undaunted. "You 
need electricity. You need an energy source. This thing needs its energy 
source too. It may not know or care it's getting it from Dale's mind, but it 
hooked itself into one thing – the brace. The brace is the electrode." 
 "But there's hundreds of sources of electricity," Vicki said. 
 "When you unplug your toaster, it only switches off because it 
can't find an alternate energy source," Tim explained. 
 "That's ridiculous," Barry said, "toasters don't want to stay on. I 
can understand water running downhill, but…" 
 "No Barry, it's no different," Tim continued, "toasters do want to 
stay on… nature has an aversion to potential energy, like it does to 
vacuums. A ball being held in the air wants to travel downwards because 
of gravity and a toaster wants to be running, the electrons wants to be 
moving along a circuit. Nature uses physics as much as it can to make 
energy active." 
 "What's all this got to do with the brace?" Dale said. 
 "Your brace is the only primary source of energy for this thing," 
Tim explained to him, "it can't use the energy from our fear directly, but 
the energy is passed, by way of emotion, along the chain to Dale, and in 



turn the brace. The brace is its battery. That's why it was lit up like a 
Christmas tree in those reports. That's why his back hurt. It wasn't a sore 
back at all – it was electrical stress on the brace heating his muscles." 
 "What about the demagnetiser he had fitted?" Barry asked. 
 "That doesn't stop the energy being there," Tim said, "it only 
neutralises it from the rest of the system." 
 "How do you explain all the energy that was at the site before Dale 
even got there?" Vicki asked, "If it was caused by fear and death when 
the last bridge fell, how did it get transferred?" 
 "It didn't," Tim said, "that's what I mean. It was all potential 
energy. It was created by all that fear and emotion, and energy can't be 
destroyed. It became potential energy, ready to manifest in any form. The 
potential energy in the minds of those people became active energy 
brought about by extraordinary emotion, which, with nowhere to go, 
reverted to a field of potential energy. It just got locked up in the physical 
matter around the site, all that steel and metal." 
 "How do we even know that Dale's the energy source?" Barry 
asked. "You said yourself, Vicki, that people with this kind of ability 
have some sort of conductive prosthetic in their body. Imagine how many 
people with fillings or pins have been to the site since the bridge fell?" 
Vicki shrugged and looked at Tim, referring the question. 
 "The lowest common denominator," Tim shrugged, picking up a 
spring roll for a bite, "No paranormal occurrences appear until Dale's own 
critical mass is reached." Barry regarded Tim quizzically. Tim leaned 
back and said quietly "58 volts." 
 



The Great Escape 
 
 It sounds silly to say I wanted a sequence that would give Dale 
something thrilling to do, but when he wakes up after the nightmare in 
which he has the brace out and Vicki refuses to see him, I wanted him to 
use his courage and ingenuity to go and see her. 
 This original sequence already had to be changed because it was 
yet another hospital visit (which is where he wakes up) so it had to be 
reworked. 
 In the final book it's about Dale being under house arrest, a cop 
stationed downstairs in his building, tapped into the communication 
network with the monitor that tells the hospital Dale's woken up, but in 
this iteration he had to trick a nurse so he could make his escape, and I 
like the slight 'crime caper' tone of it. 
 
The scene 
 
 The ward door burst inward, making Dale jump, and the 
fluorescent lights twittered as they flickered on. The male nurse came 
forward carefully, wary of Dale. 
 Dale put his hands up. "I'm fine. I just had a nightmare and fell out 
of bed… sorry." 
 "Did you hurt your back?" the nurse asked, coming forward to help 
Dale back into bed. 
 "No, I landed on my feet. Horrible dream." 
 The nurse walked to the end of the bed and checked the chart 
hooked over the bar. It seemed to be some standard operational procedure 
with these people. If your patient wakes from a nightmare, check his 
chart, if he complains of chest pain, check his chart. If he keels over dead, 
check his chart. 
 "You've got that operation tomorrow morning, haven't you?" the 
nurse said, "You should be sleeping easier than you are. I'd like to give 
you some sleeping tablets." 
 Dale thought to himself for a few seconds, while the nurse 
considered the chart again. "If you think they'll help," he offered. 
 The nurse nodded, looking up. "Yeah, I'll go and grab some, just 
two should do it. I'll come right back." He turned and walked briskly out 
of the room. 
 Dale sat back and sighed heavily. He flexed his upper leg and calf 
muscles. What an incredible experience, to dream so lucidly of 
everything happening within the space of many months in a single few 
hours of real time. 



 Every detail had been so real. It felt like his legs had been useless 
tubes of wasted meat and bone for the last five months and he'd really 
sunk into the depths of depression. 
 He sighed again, his heart pounding with excitement. No way, he 
said to himself, patting his legs, his penis pounding with pulsing blood. 
No way am I giving these up. I don't care if I'm haunted for the rest of my 
life. 
 His room had a phone that led to the reception of his ward, on the 
wall beside the door of the room. 
 Terrified but wildly excited, Dale slid out of bed and crossed the 
room quietly to the door. He picked up the phone and heard it beep 
steadily until a female voice answered. 
 "Reception." 
 "Yes," he began, "I'm here with Mr Milling in his private ward, I'd 
like to place an outside call to his doctor please." 
 "What ward number, nurse?" came the voice. He cursed silently. 
 "Oh, his records will be at reception somewhere, won't they?" 
 "Well, I don't know where to look if I don't know what ward he's 
in," the reception nurse said, "The ward number's on his chart." 
 Dale looked back at the bed with relief. He asked the receptionist 
to hang on while he trotted back to check the number. 
 "Ward 17," he told her as he returned to the phone. The 
receptionist asked him to hold and before long the phone began to ring 
again. Dale looked worriedly out into the corridor through the glass 
window of the ward door, wary of the nurse returning. 
 A sleep-encrusted voice coughed and answered. 
 "Julia?" Dale asked. The disorientation of the dream knocked him 
sideways again. Julia had died months after the operation in his dream, 
and her voice over the phone now sounded eerie. "It's Dale." 
 "Dale?" Rustling. Turning over to check the time on an alarm 
clock. "What's the matter?" 
 "I'm really sorry to call you there so late, Julia. I'm all right, but 
I've got to talk to Barry." 
 Julia asked him to hang on and he heard murmuring, clanking and 
shuffling while Barry awoke and took the phone. 
 His voice was heavy and quiet. "What's the matter?" he said. 
 "I'm fine. I've got to ask you a medical question. Hospital isn't like 
jail, is it? They can't make you stay." 
 Barry paused. "Dale, your room is locked because you attacked 
Vicki. I know you, but-" 
 "I know, Barry. You've told me what I did. Just answer the 
question. They have no legal rights to keep me here against my will." 



 "It's a grey area, Dale. You're not supposed to leave before your 
treatment is over. I wouldn't try it though, there's probably some 
disclaimer in your insurance." 
 "I don't give a stuff about the insurance, Barry. I don't need any 
more medical attention." 
 "Dale, you've got an operation in… seven hours. Get the hell back 
to bed." 
 "I've got to go, Barry. I'll come by the surgery and have a cup of 
coffee with you later this morning." He hung up before Barry could 
speak. 
 The clock was ticking now. Barry would ring the hospital back 
straight away to see what was going on, so every second would be 
precious. 
 Dale hung up the handset and lifted it to his ear again. The 
receptionist answered. 
 "Hi," he said quietly, "we've got to get Mr Milling's orthopaedic 
specialist over here for a few hours, could you put me through to a taxi 
company?" 
 

**** 
 
 The nurse came back into Dale's ward and Dale was sitting up in 
bed, waiting. "Here you go," the nurse said. "You'll be out of it until 
tonight now. When you wake up, you'll be a new person." 
 He handed Dale the tablets and cup. Dale smiled his thanks, put the 
pills in his mouth and drank the whole cup. "I'd like to use the mens room 
before I go back to sleep," he told the nurse. 
 "Well, I've got to accompany you," the nurse told him. Dale 
shrugged and started to climb out of bed. He picked up the plastic 
shopping bag beside the bed, the one his toiletries were in, and followed 
the nurse out of the room. 
 The mens room was a short walk down the corridor. The nurse 
waited outside, leaning against the sink and the two talked while Dale 
was inside. 
 "What are these sleeping pills?" Dale asked, taking them from 
under his tongue and wrapping them in toilet paper which he dropped 
down the toilet bowl. 
 "Panalyx," the nurse said, "Not just the pharmacy ones though. 
Industrial strength. That stuff's only available to GP's and hospitals." 
 "Aren't they supposed to work quicker than this?" Dale asked. 
 "You should get drowsy in about five minutes," the nurse said, "It 
affects different people at different rates." 



 Dale sighed dejectedly, taking the towel from the plastic bag, 
unwrapping his sneakers. He put them on his lap and said "I'm really 
wired. I suppose it's nerves. Isn't there any way I can take another one? I 
don't feel like a sledgehammer would put me to sleep." 
 "You can't really take three at a time," the nurse said casually, 
seemingly more interested in something else. 
 "Can't you at least leave me a strong aspirin or something then?" 
Dale suggested, "If I wake up again at five o'clock, at least I'll have it 
there to knock me out the rest of the way. I don't feel tired in the least, 
I've just got a knot in my stomach… please? I'm not going to go very far 
in this bloody robe, am I?" 
 The nurse laughed. "All right, look, I'll get something stronger and 
a cup of water. I'll leave them next to your bed, I don't want to give them 
to you in here. But you're not to take it unless you're sure you can't get to 
sleep. I don't want to have to pump your stomach." 
 "Yeah fine," Dale said. He was careful to let an annoyed tone into 
his voice, just enough for the nurse to realise it had gone beyond casual 
banter now and he was really bothered by it. He heard the nurse pad 
across the floor and leave the mens room. 
 Dale stood up and pulled the robe up over his head to reveal the 
clothes beneath – the same ones he'd been wearing on Saturday night – 
khaki shorts and a long sleeved green shirt with white stripes. They'd 
been laundered and left in his room for his release after treatment. 
 Only now, his release was going to be early. 
 What Barry said about the hospital's authority to keep Dale here 
might be right, but he'd get nowhere while he was locked in his own 
ward. If he made any demands for release, they'd be able to attribute it to 
stress. Once he got outside the doors of this building, he was free unless 
someone had him committed. And if he was going to spend his life 
strapped down insane after all, spine or not, he had to see Vicki's face one 
more time. 
 

**** 
 
 The nurse pushed the mens room door open. 
 "All right," he said, "They're on the bedside table. I checked the 
reaction times. You're not to have it before an hour has lapsed, no matter 
what. The third tablet should keep you asleep until six o'clock tonight, so 
there's no chance of you waking up before they administer the anaesthetic 
for the operation-" He stopped. There wasn't a sound. 
 The nurse crouched down to look under the door of the cubicle. 
Lying across the floor was a hospital robe, hospital towel, and an empty 
plastic bag. 



Staring Into the Abyss 
 
 The original sequence depicting the operation to take Dale's brace 
out was a lot shorter and as you'll see, a lot more theatrical. The bowels 
of filthy prison cells with electric chairs never made much sense, and the 
entity's communication with Dale felt a bit too much like Dastardly Dan 
twirling his moustache, but it gave me the bare bones of the scene in the 
final product where Dale seems to communicate directly with it. 
 
The scene 
 
 He was being led down a long corridor, the walls were made of 
light. Thank God, he said to himself, I've died in the middle of the 
operation and I'm going to heaven. I never believed in You but You loved 
me after all, and now You're bringing me home. 
 People and faces drifted in and out of focus at the edge of his 
vision. Hands clasped his arms, warm and soft – maybe they were angels 
– leading him forward. Maybe one of them was his mum. 
 

**** 
 
 The surgeon scrubbed himself up and walked into the operating 
theatre, barking commands at the nurses and assistant surgeons. He noted 
the time at eight fifty. It was an easy but huge job, locating, cutting and 
burning all the major nerves, unclamping the brace, and taking it out. 
 "Poor bastard," he muttered at the inert body on the operating table. 
 

**** 
 
 The doctor was there at the gate to meet him, with the nasty thin 
eyes that are no good to bear bad news. 
 IT'S A RELATIVELY SIMPLE OPERATION, he said, 
pushing the gate aside, ALL YOU HAVE TO DO IS CROSS THIS 
BRIDGE… He gestured away to the Old Sydney Harbour Bridge, 
spanning a deep harbour of filthy light and screaming anguished faces. 
 BUT REMEMBER, the doctor said, DON'T GO OFF THE 
EDGE, YOUR PATH LIES STRAIGHT ONWARDS. BUT IT'S A 
SHAKY ROAD… 
 The bridge began to rock and sway. Pieces of the arch began to fall 
loose and crash to the ground. A bus was hit. A train plunged through a 
hole and plummeted into the eternity of the damned below. 
 …SO BE CAREFUL. YOU DON'T WANT TO 
FAAAAAAAAALLLLLLLLLLL! 



 
**** 

 
 The surgeon looked around at the monitors and machinery, 
checking vital signs and readings off in his head. Everything looked 
ready. 
 He turned to the nurse and took the marker from her, bending over 
the patients back. 
 

**** 
 
 He'd run, his tie streaming out behind him, his bag forgotten, 
kicked aside in his panic and lost in the debris, and finally reached the 
end. A group of people were calling desperately to him. Two young 
women, office workers by the looks of them, a man in jogging gear, a 
frightening looking young guy in skinhead gear, and a narrow eyed 
doctor, calling him ever onward, smiling. 
 He could hear the doctor murmuring, even over all the noise. The 
words puzzled him; 
 – WAS A RUMOUR IN MEDICAL CIRCLES THAT THEY 
OBTAINED A DEAD BODY FROM DEATH ROW IN AMERICA 
AND – 
 Dale put on a final burst of speed because of the smile on that face, 
enticed by its promise, and leapt clear over a yawning crevasse that had 
opened up beneath him. He reached the doctor, and the crashing and 
orchestra of falling metal dwindled away behind him. The other people 
were gone, and he and the doctor stood outside a door made of bars. 
 

**** 
 
 The surgeon consulted the marks he'd made on the patients back, a 
criss-cross of incision marks. He asked for the scalpel and leaned back 
over, ready to begin. 
 

**** 
 
 The doctor smiled again, wider, but his smile had become dark, 
menacing. Dale looked into the eyes, and gasped. 
 It was it! He'd seen it a million times – in dreams, on the bridge 
while he was still alive and mixed up in all this with Vicki and Tim and 
Barry and Albert, he'd seen it in the face and in the flesh, he'd battled it, 
and now he finally recognised it. 



 The intelligent force Tim had been searching for, the 
electromagnetic field they'd all seen and been hurt by, this was it! 
 He'd recognised it, but too late. 
 He'd let it lead him into its filthy chamber. 
 The unnameable, unknowable thing picked him up by the neck and 
shoved the barred door open. The room was small and grimy and its walls 
were made of disease. 
 In the far corner was a dirty lamp that shone down onto the greasy, 
pus-encrusted floor. Sitting in the island of tarnished light was an old, 
battered wheelchair, his old wheelchair, the same blue seat and handles, 
the stickers from Weet-Bix packs across the backrest. 
 The demon carried him by the neck across the room and slammed 
him down into the chair, producing leather straps from underneath and 
lashing his hands to the armrests and his ankles to the footrests. Dale 
thrashed in terror. From above, it produced a metal bowl attached to 
wires that twirled away into the invisible darkness. The thing put the 
bowl on Dale's head, and jeered at him. 
 THEY NEED LIVING DEATH ROW INMATES TO TEST 
THE RESISTANCE OF THE BRACE… 
 

**** 
 
 The heart monitor bleeped suddenly. The surgeon looked up and 
his brow furrowed, the scalpel millimetres from the patient's back. 
 "Now what?" he mumbled. 
 

**** 
 
 The satyr reached out into the dark for a heavy iron electrical 
switch. It turned back to Dale and its lips crinkled back from its teeth and 
snarled. 
 NO, Dale pleaded with it. The thing smiled and threw the switch. 
 

**** 
 
 The beast clanked the switch back to the off position and raised the 
bowl off Dale's head. He saw steam rising from his skin and felt the heat 
on his scalp. 
 Jesus, he thought, it electrocuted me. I must be dead. 
 The thing rested its claw on the armrest and reached for Dale's 
stomach. 
 He felt the icy/scalding claws sear into his flesh and the hand 
searched inside his guts for the brace. 



 He felt the claw close around it and his whole abdomen exploded 
outwards onto his lap as the thing wrenched the brace out of him. Organs, 
still beating or pulsing with blood or plasma, slid onto his legs and oozed 
down to the filthy floor. 
 He felt a river of blood and bile surge upwards in his throat, and he 
vomited it down the front of himself. The only thing he didn't feel were 
his legs. The brace was out, like everyone had promised, and now he was 
back. 
 Back in the chair. 
 The thing threw the brace across the room, where it clattered off 
the wall and clunked to the floor, smeared with Dale's innards. 
 DONE, the thing rumbled, AND THEY'RE COMING… It 
gestured off into the air, and Dale's mind reeled as he saw Vicki, trapped 
and struggling in the thing's other hand. She was trapped, and her life was 
in danger, and only a few miles away. 
 The sight of Vicki made him enraged. Strength flooded back. 
 The thing turned back to him again, fear in whatever it had for a 
face, the same fear he had seen on his knees at the supermarket when he 
had forced it out, the same fear he had smelled as he followed close 
behind it up the pylon of the bridge. 
 The brace was back, his stomach was back in. His legs tingled with 
pins and needles and he stood up, the cracked leather straps snapping 
under the sinews of his wrists and ankles. He crashed past the trembling 
thing and burst through the barred door. 
 



Tim Talks Too Much 
 
 Sooner or later I realised that after Vicki's funeral, Dale would be 
fairly catatonic. That's the first reason this chirpy, conversational scene 
was in the wrong place where it originally appeared. In the final version 
the events following the expedition take place a week or so later, giving 
everyone a bit of time to grieve and adjust a little. 
 But the second was that I realised I'd ended up with Tim lecturing 
everyone on the science behind this whole haunting thing a bit too much. 
Most of the instances of it were cut, boiled down and reshaped into two 
other sequences. 
 One was the longer dinner party conservation mentioned earlier on, 
and the second were scientific journal entries Tim made outlining 
theories about the case. They were in turn cut and appear in these extras 
as Position Paper introduction; The Mathematical Basis for Evidence 
of Paranormal Phenomena as Electromagnetic Reactions 
Reproducible in a Laboratory Setting. Wasn't my idea to call it that, by 
the way, it was Tim's. He's a scientist, after all... 
 
The scene 
 
 "Dale," Tim began, "I know you probably don't want to hear this 
right now-" 
 "Then don't tell me," Dale said quietly, his face darkening as he 
fought fear and sorrow. 
 "You have to know," Tim said evenly. When Dale didn't answer, 
he continued. "There's a chemical reason why it can't and won't kill you, 
and I'm beginning to think that there's some sort of electrical opposition 
to it when you're near." 
 "You mean why it's frightened of me?" 
 "I don't know – that might be a poetic way of putting it," Tim said, 
"but maybe you have some opposing field of energy that reduces its 
access to our spectrum of emissions. It's seemed unable to hurt you, and 
even avoids you, like that night in the pylon." 
 "I don't mean to be poetic either," Dale said, "but it seems a 
coincidence, doesn't it? Trapping Vicki and making me watch her die." 
 "Remember," Tim reminded him, "that may only be your 
emotional interpretation of opposing electrical forces. You and this thing 
may just be like two north poles on a couple of magnets. The opposing 
force causes friction, and your mind is the only tool you have to interpret 
that friction." 
 "So I imagined what happened to her?" Dale said. "Right in front 
of me?" 



 "It was only the manifestation of the energy it thought it needed to 
neutralise whatever threat you pose to it," Tim argued, "You've heard me 
talk about the equation where it can harness the energy produced in the 
brain by emotion, the emotion sparks the electrical current and on it goes 
from there. 
 "Well, maybe the right types of emotion actually produce a 
neutralising effect on this opposing field you have. To do that, it presents 
itself to you in forms or actions that induce that emotion in you which 
provides that energy. Making sure you knew about Vicki and weren't 
there to save her would produce the energy it wants. 
 "Try to imagine it as a strictly physical concept, Dale, instead of a 
spiritual one. As humans, we rely so much on feelings and emotions and 
interpretations and never give a thought to the basis of electrical charges 
and atomic movement that causes them all. 
 "But just imagine. There's a force that exists – a field – with an 
evolutionary advantage that we would interpret as intelligence. It detects 
a field of energy that's neutralising it, so it produces a field to counter the 
neutralising factor. How that counter-field manifests in your internal 
world is immaterial and irrelevant to it. 
 "Instead of ghosts, imagine this whole thing as an electromagnetic 
field. It has sensed another field overriding it, so it produces a second 
field to influence and neutralise the opponent. That field – say it was 
magnetism – crosses the physical proximity of your brain, and causes 
electrical sparks to neutralise the field your brain is producing. The 
product of those sparks are emotions. By coincidence, they're fear and 
loss, because they are the only emotions that result from that field on 
your brain." 
 "So the old adage is right? It lives off my fear?"  
 Tim shrugged. "Well, like I said, that might be the romantic's way 
of describing it. The way to look at it is in terms of physics. Making you 
watch Vicki die is just like you or I turning an air conditioner from heat 
to cool when we realise there's a force acting against our interests in our 
environment. It's all chemistry." 
 "So what is it I don't want to know?" Dale asked, leaning his head 
back. Tim had seen the talk bringing Dale out of his daze and he sensed a 
new wave of sorrow that turned the cab of the ute mournful. 
 "You have to stay strong," he said, "it's only in times of your 
strength that you've been able to fight against it or produce this opposing 
force. By what it did to Vicki, it's trying to undo you." 
 "You just said it was all physics," Dale corrected. 
 "It is," Tim said, "I was speaking emotively… I know you can't 
believe any of this now, but you have to keep fighting it. Because while 
your strength's up, that's when the neutralising field is at its strongest."  



 Dale sobbed. "That's asking too much. Her dying has taken all my 
strength. It's worse than being in a wheelchair." 
 Tim looked across and felt a pang of pity. Dale looked so 
shrunken. It occurred to him Dale possessed an extraordinary strength 
and always had. He'd spent his formative adult years in quiet isolation so 
he believed whatever he saw of the world around him now, with none of 
the prejudice about what's 'possible' we all develop. 
 He had a tighter grasp on this than any of them had. Albert, 
Donald, Barry and Vicki all saw him as a helpless victim, but he 
understood the whole time, thinking it was only natural. 
 None of us saw that, Tim told himself, and now Albert, Donald, 
Vicki, maybe as many as 50 other people are dead because of it. 
 Did he really see all this as giant cathode ray tubes and magnets 
and electrical sparks? He knew it was no more than that, but why did all 
that exist? Why did God invent physics? It was just the rulebook for the 
universe, and Tim believed this universe was just the prelude to 
everlasting peace. 
 Everything really revolved around people – what they know and 
what they feel. And that made Vicki's fate at the hands of… whatever this 
thing was more real and more horrific than any magnetic field. For the 
first time, Tim asked himself the most horrible questions he could 
imagine. 
 Were he and Dale – now the only ones left – searching for the 
wrong truth? Were they declaring war on God? 
 



It's All in The Details 
 
 One of the other failsafe axioms in fiction that's very easy to forget 
when you fall in love with the picture in your head is 'show, don't tell'. 
 Describing what the New Sydney Harbour Bridge looks like in 
words was a fool's errand. I'd spent years thinking about it, writing about 
it and even drawing sketches of it, so I knew every colour and shape 
intimately, and I desperately wanted to impart that to the reader. 
 The result was the sequence that follows, a very dry step-by-step 
checklist describing each element – and an utterly incorrect way to go 
about it for several reasons. 
 The first reason is because from the start of my plan to publish 
Falling I knew I wanted a beautiful piece of art showing the new bridge 
as realistically as possible through the magic of digital photo 
manipulation. I wouldn't need to describe it to you because every time 
you feel like it you can just go back and look. 
 Second is because when you think about all the fiction you've read, 
it's where something is described with a mood or a feeling – even a 
metaphor – that it sticks with you. Describing something as 
comprehensively as I have below is a waste of space. There's too much 
detail for you to remember, so you're not going to have a mental picture 
that's anything like mine. 
 Describing the pylons – as I ended up doing – as being rocket 
shaped and coloured red and orange might not give you exactly the 
picture I have, but it will give you some sort of picture, which is after all 
a novelist's job. 
 The other problem with it was that this whole sequence was just 
jammed somewhere, not really related to anything. Another trick of 
successful fiction is that stitching a description of something to some 
action that moves the plot forward makes it far more digestible. 
 If fact I knew how out of place it was because it was a long time 
before I found anywhere to attach it. It finally appears (in a vastly 
stripped down version) when Tim's remembering the opening ceremony 
while he's in the midst of doing something else. 
 
The scene 
 
 The Sydney Harbour tunnel, completed in 1992, 26 years before 
the Harbour Bridge fell, took the brunt of the traffic for 19 months 
following October 2018. 
 After the memorials and remembrances, the Roads and Traffic 
Authority and the Sydney City Council spent two months planning, 
designing and consulting with a prestigious army of consultancy firms, 



architects, local councils and construction companies. During December 
2018, they formalised just under $580m dollars worth of contracts to 
reconnect Milsons and Dawes points. 
 The city watched as the southern pylons of the old Bridge, almost a 
century old, were demolished, and the remains of the Bradfield Highway 
still plunging into the water were dismantled and hauled away. 
 Cranes, vehicles and equipment were moved into place. Banners 
on the cranes proclaimed to the city that the bridge, now fully designed, 
presented to the city and approved for construction, was a WACE project. 
The popular acronym for Wyer Australia Construction & Engineering, 
WACE was part of a huge Australian business conglomerate that 
controlled large portions of national markets through other interests 
including interiors design and construction as well as financial and 
insurance services. 
 And then, from December 2018 until May 2019, the area was a 
buzz of activity. 
 Four new pylons, sharper and more modern looking, rose from the 
grasses where the other ones had stood. Iron framework grew out from 
them across the water, holding the new road aloft, bit by bit towards the 
middle where they would meet, a haunting reminder of the great arch that 
had done the same thing during the late 1920s. 
 In October 2019 the first stage was completed. The Port Jackson 
Highway was complete and in place, eight lanes of roadway, the north-
bound train line on the western side, the south-bound opposite.  
 Underneath the road, the new Bridge was identical to its 
predecessor. The road was held up by two networks of steel girders, 
tethered to the inside edges of each pylon, spanning over the water a short 
distance before meeting the underside of the roadway, holding it aloft. 
 The pylons themselves had an emphasis on simplicity, bright 
colour and simple shapes, made up completely of arches and straight 
lines much like their predecessors had been. They were more attractive 
on face value than their predecessors, but lacked the same 20th century 
stonemasonry charm. 
 The most commonly projected image was of a square rocket, in 
two main stages of soft orange, each separated from the next by inward 
sloping sections of deep ochre. The lower stage that reached from the 
ground to the road housed four iron columns – each ten metres in 
diameter – at each corner, for support of the main structure. The upper 
section, reaching from the road to the height of the old pylons, was the 
same height as the lower, with tall, thin arch windows on each face of the 
pillar (another homage to the old bridge, whose pylons sported the same 
archways in stone). 



 The colours had been a tribute to Australian indigenous culture, 
influenced by the ochres and fires of the Australian outback landscape. 
The resulting up/down perspective of the pylons was a pleasant 
orange/red/orange/red, and thus far the public had accepted them. 
 Between that December and the following May stress tests and 
reinforcements were taking place below the road, within the road 
supports and the pylons, and the above-road phases began. 
 Three steel frames were built up and secured. They were shaped 
the way a child draws a house – a square below with an equilateral 
triangle on top. The tallest one was in the middle of the bridge, and the 
other two, shorter, were halfway again to each end. Three flagpoles jutted 
proudly into the sky from their tips. 
 The notion of a tall frame in the centre and two shorter one either 
side, when viewed side on, gave a ghostly but subtle image, appearing as 
though it were the shadow or skeleton of a great arch. 
 Part of the press release that went out to the contractors included a 
paragraph on the idea; The vast archway shape, alluded to by the 
heights of the vertical frameworks, honours the old Sydney Harbour 
Bridge, the people who died in the 2018 tragedy and the men and 
women who designed and built what remains even today the 
strongest, most basic design in the history of architecture. 
 Then, in the last few months before the opening date in June 2019, 
the cable supports went up – huge iron cabling that held the three arches 
in place. 
 Lastly was the cable car, a pleasant novelty and good fun for 
everyone to try for the first few months, settling down to survive from a 
steady stream of tourists and fussy commuters. 
 Two tall steel poles were erected on traffic islands between the 
pylons at each end, in the centre of the highway. There was a 
loading/unloading platform in each pylon, accessible by elevators to the 
street. The cable carried ten cars in total. 
 The cable cars were brightly painted, two with Sydney City 
Council crest and the Australian flag, the rest with sponsor advertising 
that changed every few months. The cars were airy and open, the top half 
of each entirely glass which offered the most unobstructed view possible 
on every side. 
 They travelled from one loading platform across the bridge to the 
other and back again, the cable anchored at the apexes of the three arches. 
 When the bridge opened for business on June 12, it seemed every 
green and gold balloon in the world billowed in a docile explosion into 
the sky and a million Sydneysiders walked a mass exodus from north to 
south. The harbour had been full of pleasure craft and ferries, the sky 
alive with air force jets, news helicopters and light aircraft. 



 As time passed, the queues and congestion in and around the tunnel 
eased, and the city started functioning again, the tragedy as much a part 
of national history as the existence of the bridge itself. 
 



Starship MARV 
 
 Just like I wanted Dale to enjoy a thriller movie moment in the 
hospital escape scene, I fancied that with all the hardware aboard the 
university research van, the gang could jerry rig some offensive 
capabilities against the monsters closing in during the expedition and 
have an action movie moment. 
 But this isn't The Walking Dead, and what's in the shadows is much 
scarier than what's in plain sight, so having hordes of shuffling zombie-
creatures descend on the van en masse ended up not feeling right. 
 I still think Tim and Donald were pretty ingenious the way they set 
this up, though. In a movie version of Falling, the MARV tie-in toy 
would totally have it... 
 
The scene 
 
 "No," Tim said as he scanned the rain with his eyes, "psychosis 
would be a perfect target. A psychopath is a lot more emotional than you 
or I." 
 "Why's that?" Donald asked from behind him, busy at the 
computers and transmitter panel, re-routing the transmission systems and 
opening the parameters of various containment systems. 
 It'd taken a lot of off the cuff research to work out how he was 
going to manage the new system and integrate it with the existing 
programs and he'd finally convinced Barry to let them stop for five 
minutes – some of the machinery had to be calibrated from a complete 
stop. Tim's device hadn't picked anything up, and Barry had reluctantly 
agreed that nothing was going to be happening in the shelter any more 
than where they were. 
 Now Barry leaned forward, resting his arms on the wheel and 
trying half heartedly to keep up with Tim and Donald's conversation. He 
stared out at the lightning, counting in his mind until the thunder and 
listened to the steady drilling of the rain on the highway outside. 
 He glanced at his watch. It was quarter to nine. They had just under 
four hours to finish and take their equipment away, but even after what 
they'd already seen, Barry doubted the bridge would re-open for a long 
time once Albert gave his superiors a report on the night's activities. 
 Public confidence had never really recovered a hundred percent 
since 2018. Even the Centenary celebrations five years before had 
seemed muted. Barry had been a little kid watching the Australian 
Bicentennial on TV and the whole harbour had seemed a riot of 
movement, colour and hope. When the city celebrated 100 years since the 
original bridge had opened, it had felt more like a funeral of sorts. The 



events of the past few weeks would only make it feel worse. The wound 
was still too raw. 
 Donald worked studiously behind them while he and Tim talked 
mental states. He had to change the outflow modules from laboratory 
hook-ups like cables and pipes where the transmitted energy would 
ordinarily be extracted in a laboratory so they'd redirect through the 
transmitter terminals, resulting in a controlled output of energy in 
whatever form was required. 
 "Because reality is distorted or completely removed in psychotics," 
Tim continued, "their imagination is what drives them, and it's a lot more 
colourful and emotional than real life, so they produce a lot of electrical 
activity in the brain – especially while they're killing, raping or whatever 
they do during the high point of their psychosis." 
 Donald hummed to himself, punching a few commands in on the 
computer, and leaning back. "Okay, ready for a test run?" he yelled to 
both the men up front. 
 Barry started the van, which thrummed powerfully and started 
forward at a crawl. Lightning erupted overhead. "Was that it?" he said 
sardonically, "Bloody impressive!" 
 Donald chuckled, grateful for something to break the tension. A 
crash of thunder sounded above and echoed back and forth across the sky. 
 He rolled across to the video monitor and called up an external 
picture. The camera showed only a plaque of rain. Donald activated the 
floodlight and pointed it off the side by the remote control stick.  
 "Can you creep over towards the gutter?" he asked Barry. 
 Gradually the cables of the support system between each vertical 
came into view. Donald rolled back to the transmission panel and 
produced an electromagnetic charge from the cache. He returned to the 
video monitor and called up the little white cross he'd created with the 
small graphics package, intending it to be the focal point for the 
transmission. 
 He returned to the energy store utility and directed the charge 
through the new route to the transmission system, then returned to the 
monitor. Using the small joystick to centre on a single cable, he returned 
to the transmission panel to prime and release the charge. 
 On pressing Enter, a crack and a shower of sparks exploded from a 
point on the cable, dissipating into the night. 
 Back on the monitor, a red spot had appeared on the cable where 
the sparks had been, another image generated by Donald to give the target 
point of the charge. 
 "It worked!" Tim said. 
 "Not yet," Donald said, calling up a program that used 
triangulation to measure how accurate the targeting had been. 



 It calculated the distance between where he'd been aiming and 
where he'd actually hit at 0.00047 millimetres. 
 

**** 
 
 "Okay, it works." He looked up to the comms panel above him on 
the ceiling. "Jeremy, it works almost perfectly." 
 There was no answer over the speaker. Donald looked back up at 
the comms panel. The system status light was on. 
 "...Jeremy?" 
 Still nothing. 
 His excitement dissolved to leave a low throb of anxiety. 
 "Can either of you guys raise them?" he yelled into the cab. "No 
nothing," Barry shouted back after a few seconds. Tim turned back to 
look at Donald, saw the worry on the scientist's face and turned back into 
the cab, picking up his CMD. 
 "I'll try to raise them across the normal mobile network," he said, 
leaving the general net and dialling Dale's mobile number. 
 Donald waited and eventually Tim turned back to look at him, his 
face even more concerned. "It says he's out of range," he said. 
 Barry glanced sideways at the parapsychologist. "I'm hurrying up." 
 "Wait," Tim said, holding his hand up to Barry and raising Penny 
to scan the road ahead. He sensed they were just passing the northern 
arch, but still couldn't see it through the rain. Lightning flickered towards 
the east. 
 The IF meter showed a heavy reading, but of nothing. Only noise. 
 Tim consulted the control panel and enhanced the reception, 
drowning out the feedback as much as he could. Starting at a point about 
two hundred metres along – what he guessed was the centre of the bridge 
– there was no reading. 
 "I don't know," he said vaguely, "I'm reading a block." He tuned 
the picture more, and switched through the emission spectrum, the LCD 
giving him views of radioactive, infrared, ultraviolet, visible light, radio 
and microwave emissions. He switched back to radio and took the 
headphones from his inside pocket, plugging them in. 
 Voices. Music. From the snatches he could hear properly, it 
sounded like every radio station on the band being played at once. He 
went back to the control panel and panned backwards, calling up the 
picture of the bridge again, and gasped at what he saw. 
 Amid the red shafts and cables halfway along was an enormous 
thin block, a sheet of energy. 



 From the clarity of the sound transfer he knew it was radio waves. 
It spanned the width of the highway and as high as the apex of the centre 
arch. 
 There was a huge block of radio waves, cutting off all 
communication between the two parties. 
 "I'm reading a huge... sheet of energy, blocking all the comms." 
 "Let's just go then," Barry said, revving the engine a little. "It won't 
block us, will it?" 
 "I wouldn't make an assumption like that based on what we've seen 
so far. It might just be radio waves, it might be a field of heat and we'll 
cook ourselves by driving through it." 
 "Well let's just get off, we'll go to the north side and call them to 
warn them-" Barry began before he stopped himself. They couldn't leave 
without knowing the others were safe. He swore softly. 
 "I can hook into a commercial GPS satellite from here," Donald 
said behind them. We know their numbers, we can send a query to see if 
the global net registers their numbers as still being live." He rolled his 
chair across the lab and set to work. 
 "What'll the new transmitting system do to it?" Tim suggested. 
 Donald looked up. "Only one way to find out," he said. He finished 
dialling into the GPS network and sent a query on Jeremy's number, the 
only one he knew from memory, before rolling back to the energy store 
utility and going through the same procedure again to set up the charge 
emission. First on his mental to-do list when he got back to the university 
and dumped the memory cores was a macro to automate the process. 
 "Okay," he said, hitting Enter. 
 

**** 
 
 A million sparks of red light erupted around a huge oblong of 
space, hundreds of metres farther along and as big as the bridge, their 
positions on a two dimensional plane revealing the enormous radio block. 
The flash was accompanied by a high voiced metal buzzing, and both 
were gone as quickly as they had appeared. 
 "Jesus," Barry hissed at the sight. "Did that do anything?" 
 Tim turned back to Donald, who was sitting at the bench of the lab 
shaking his head. "Just aggravated it. It's still there. But the comms query 
came back and Jeremy's number's receiving. They're down there. At least, 
their phones are." 
 "All right guys," Barry said, "we've got to go. If either of you can 
think of a way to see if it's harmful by the time we get there, now's the 
time. We can't risk sitting here dick in hand any more." 
 



Lady of the Red Tape 
 
 Another minor character who had to go was Mrs Pilante, a stern, 
matronly official at the Australian Medical Association. 
 Because of the potential legal minefield involved in taking Dale 
into the field to treat him, Vicki has to go to Mrs Pilante to seek 
permission after their first appointment, and it took me a long time to 
finally decide it could be done in a one-paragraph description about a 
phone call. Until then, I liked this sequence (and still do) because I 
thought it gave Vicki a touching aspect of humanity at a time when we 
were just getting to know her. 
 
The scene 
 
 After saying goodbye to Dale, Vicki had emailed the AMA field 
request address before her next appointment arrived. Later on she was 
surprised to see they'd already responded to say if she could get to the 
Parramatta office that day an assessor was free at 4pm. 
 The drive from Bondi was long and the parking hideous, but 
Vicki's afternoon had been clear. She'd been going to do some paperwork 
with Felicity but told her receptionist to box it all up so Vicki could do it 
at home over the weekend instead. That had left her plenty of time to get 
lost trying to reach the Parramatta CBD after leaving the main road, 
finally finding her way to a parking station and walking the six blocks to 
their building. 
 She found herself sitting opposite a steely, spinstery old woman 
whom Vicki was instructed was named 'Mrs Pilanté' in a wood panelled 
office full of varnished wood chairs and burgundy upholstery. It wasn't 
the office of a cubicle drone and Vicki had a feeling the woman was a 
director who'd found herself at a loose end for the day and felt like 
getting her hands dirty. 
 The woman had been scribbling short but urgent-looking notes 
when Vicki was shown into her office, so when she spoke in her 
deceptively deep and cutting voice, Vicki was startled. 
 "Thank you Dr Holt for coming so quickly. We thought it 
expedient to assess this request soon as your request said the subject has 
cause to return to the Harbour Bridge, and we don't want any more 
episodes." 
 "Not at all," Vicki said, feeling a little like the woman had thought 
it was her fault. For a second she felt like a scolded child and wasn't 
entirely comfortable with the way Mrs Pilanté seemed like an 
authoritative matron instead of a professional advisor. "That's why I put 
in the request." 



 "My first question is this. What happened to this man?" 
 Victoria shrugged. "Well, you know his history from the notes. My 
only theory is that he's been harbouring this anxiety ever since the 
accident. It's only logical, since he suffered his most recent attack while 
he was on the bridge. So either the bridge or the image of it is the catalyst 
for his anxiety." 
 "And then he suffered hysteria and lost control of his actions?" 
 "Yes, but was only during the most recent incident this week." 
 "What about the hallucinations," Pilanté asked. "Why them?" 
 "Just the release of the anxiety," Vicki said, wondering how much 
mental health medicine the woman knew and if she'd sound snide stating 
the bloody obvious. "As you well know, anxiety manifests in all sorts of 
ways. Nightmares, a sudden unexplained phobia. This patient's mental 
release for them seems to be hallucinations." 
 "So you think taking him back to the bridge will take care of this 
anxiety? How do we get rid of it?" 
 "He's spent 20 years with it without knowing. We have to show 
him it's there, show him what it feels like. It'll be more of a shock to him 
that he's carrying around such powerful feelings than his fear of the 
bridge. If he can identify them and see they won't hurt him, that'll be a 
huge step forward." 
 "So what are you proposing?" 
 "I'd like to expose him to the bridge in stages. Just start with 
watching how he reacts from some distance away, maybe get closer, see 
how he feels, watch how he reacts." 
 "What if he suffers this violent psychotic episode again?" 
 "I'll keep the environment completely controlled," Vicki said, 
raising her hands slightly and not liking herself for doing it, feeling like a 
teenager promising to be home before midnight. "If the situation looks 
like getting out of hand or he's getting too upset I'll get him out of the 
proximity immediately. Even the witness reports from Wednesday say 
the psychosis came on slowly." 
 "I hope it does again." Mrs Pilanté said, crossing her hands in front 
of her on her desk and looking at Vicki long enough to make her want to 
shift in her chair uncomfortably. "I'll agree to it if this expedition will be 
fully safeguarded. And by that I mean you have a full complement of 
appropriate sedatives and treatment tools with you." 
 "Of course," Vicki said, hoping the indignation hadn't crept into 
her voice. What did this woman think she was, a first year undergrad? 
 She drove from Parramatta straight to the Association's equipment 
store in Narrabeen on the far northern beaches, getting tangled up in 
appalling peak hour traffic that meant she wouldn't get back to the 
surgery before about 7:30pm. 



 



When Omnipresence is a Bad Thing 
 
 Here's another example, like describing the New Harbour Bridge, 
of weaving description into action. There were plenty of places in the 
original draft of Falling where the text leaves the story to describe or set 
something up, and sometimes (like in the extended sequence about 
Barry's army deserter grandfather and his family history) I think it helps 
give the story or a character a bit of grounding. Hopefully after reading 
that you felt Barry was a bit more relatable. 
 But sometimes, you realise upon reading it again that you've only 
done it because it doesn't fit anywhere else. When the train carriage 
reappeared from the murky depths near the end of Book 8 (it still forms 
the inciting incident of the climax), I wanted to really contextualise what 
it meant to the people and the political infrastructure of Sydney rather 
than just the surviving main characters. 
 It still means something to the story as it's the point at which Tim 
realises the entity behind all this horror can seemingly create matter out 
of nothing rather than just shift and reconfigure matter that already exists 
(as it does in the pylon monster that menaces Vicki during the 
expedition). 
 But in talking about the media and political frenzy that ensues and 
all the self-appointed experts who come out of the woodwork, I realised it 
needed to be attached to something actually happening. 
 The stripped-down version of Albert was the conduit through 
which we see it all. The scenes of him arguing with other bureaucrats and 
taking the call from the professor served two purposes. 
 First, they stitched description to action, and second, they broke up 
what was originally a much longer sequence of Dale and Tim taking 
about the same thing. In fact, original drafts had two separate discussions 
between Tim and Dale, one over breakfast after a sleepless night and the 
other later in the day. Reading back over them at some point made me 
realise I had two scenes that were essentially doing the same thing, so I 
had to take the information from each and combine it into one. 
 So here's the original scene talking about the fallout from the 
appearance of the train carriage. It's not from anyone's point of view so 
isn't really about plot or character and it had just been plonked there, 
pretty crudely disconnected from the actual story. 
 
The scene 
 
 Like it hadn't since February '27, the country stopped and the 
media took over. February 24, 2037 became a day of war, the battles 



played out between and within newsrooms, government department, 
police stations and spin doctors in full damage control mode. 
 The focus of the war was to answer two unthinkable questions. 
First, how did a carriage full of corpses survive this long at the bottom of 
the harbour? Despite the best efforts of police there'd been too much 
camera pointing by the media and public and photos of bloated bodies 
dead only a day or two had leaked all over the world. 
 Second, and somehow more disturbingly, how had the NSW police 
forensic recovery unit been wrong so many years before? How could a 
carriage full of the dead show up when the official records said it had 
already been recovered, the dead identified and remains shipped 
respectfully to loved ones for burial? 
 Wild stories and scientific conjecture flooded the airwaves and 
networks of the country for the rest of the day, discussion seeping into 
every corner and over every water cooler or lunch counter in Australia. 
 Careers rose and fell on the back of offhand comments to the press. 
Politicians who hadn't received their media coaching (or the urgent email 
warning not to talk to the press before they'd been briefed on the official 
departmental line) were vilified. Any academic a news crew could track 
down who knew anything about weather or the undersea topology of 
Sydney Harbour shot into the public eye, the wilder their theories the 
better. 
 When most people tuned into the morning news on the way to 
work, a barge had been moored beside the floating carriage while police 
frogmen swum to and fro collecting bodies and securing what evidence 
they could. 
 By midmorning a floating barrier had been erected in a tight circle 
around the carriage, a floating pontoon barge almost 40 metres long set 
up alongside, moored to the carriage and anchored in place. Two twin 
prop army helicopters hovered in clear view of the city and airlifted the 
carriage to the deck of the barge where a thousand scientists, policemen 
and advisors converged upon it like ants to a lizard dying in the sun. 
 By midday, three official statements had been issued by the police 
senior inspector in charge of the investigation saying no significant 
progress had been made owing to the sensitivity of the operation. 
 Behind the scenes, one of the wars going on was between the NSW 
Police and the State Transit Authority about why a whole carriage from 
the 3.29 service from Lidcombe to Chatswood that went down with the 
bridge hadn't been accounted for. Or if it had, how such a mistake could 
possibly happen when the actual carriage was still sitting on the harbour 
floor somewhere. 
 The Authority records had to be retrieved from ancient PC hard 
disk backups. They were tracked down to a cracked blue plastic archive 



box at a self-storage facility in Wallacia, contracted by the Transit 
Authority for 35 years until the year 2050. 
 After an old desktop computer was unearthed to read the data on 
the disks (from the department of Premier and Cabinet, who had offices 
in the same Goulburn Street building), it was revealed that all six 
carriages from the train were indeed identified under all the wreckage and 
rubble and gradually recovered over the course of the days after the 
disaster. 
 Seats had been stripped out, recovered and repainted – several still 
existed throughout the rail system. The vinyl flooring panels were thrown 
in a warehouse and gradually rotted or taken away to be floor covers in 
mechanic workshops. The remaining metal was sold as scrap for $42,000 
and could be found anywhere from computer chips in the servers of a 
major bank to a craft stall at Paddington markets. 
 In a statement issued just before 1pm the police had to admit their 
records told them they'd already found and retrieved the carriage now 
resting like a dead animal in the middle of the harbour. 100 people had 
spent two decades rotting on the harbour floor because of an 
administrative oversight. 
 Conspiracy theories and anger over government ineptitude 
exploded. If rolling stock unit K3455322 had only just appeared now, so 
much later, what had they dug up back them? What had they given 
grieving families all over the world in pace of the earthly remains of 
loved ones? 
 Had they lied? Not been able to find the carriage and covered it up? 
Video footage of the number of carriages that went into the water was 
exhaustive – it had been online for 20 years from every possible angle 
and at every possible quality, from news crews hovering just dozens of 
metres away in choppers to the millions of shaky mobile cameras and 
camcorders pointed at the collapsing bridge. 
 But there as scant information about what had been bought out of 
the water the in the weeks that followed apart from news stories, official 
records and some tourist photos. Train carriages and the bodies of 
vehicles came up looking like the twisted beams of the bridge itself, 
much of the detritus smashed and flattened almost beyond recognition. 
 Had the police command of the day decided it was too expensive 
or dangerous to collect the last carriage? Had the brass decided to declare 
the whole train found, knowing part of it was still a watery tomb on the 
ocean floor? Worse still, had they simply not found it, instead telling 
grieving families desperate for any information they had and producing 
falsified evidence, even fake bodies? It couldn't happen in this day and 
age, the network and media chatter wondered incredulously, could it? 



 After the police and government clamped down for the rest of the 
afternoon, promising more details as they circled the wagons around the 
worst PR in living memory, the howls for answers reached fever pitch. 
 The other prominent theme of the day – now the scientific and 
pseudo-scientific community had had the morning to make themselves 
heard – was how the train had been missed. 
 Sydney Harbour was deep, certainly. But how could the combined 
forensic expertise of the some of the best post-mortem investigative units 
in the country miss an entire train carriage, even with the technology of 
2018? 
 Points appeared, talking heads arose to shoot them down and 
counterpoints appeared in turn, the eyes of the nation back and forth 
across the media sphere like a cartoon audience at a game of tennis. 
 One that came to the forefront of debate was that the carriage had 
become disconnected from the rest of the wreck on impact with the water 
and had floated away separately as it sank. 
 But, as some suddenly-famous expert pointed out, it wasn't the 
Titanic splitting in two, the pieces sinking 4 kilometres to the floor of the 
Atlantic. How far away from the rubble of the bridge could a train 
carriage end up after sinking through only a few dozen metres? 
 Even so, another viewpoint asserted, most of Port Jackson was 
only 15 or 20 metres deep but several 'holes' could be found, some of 
them as deep as 45 metres. One was just west of the bridge off Circular 
Quay – who was to say the carriage hadn't plunged end-first down one 
and then been hidden under crushed beams all this time? Despite the best 
efforts of police divers and ocean-going cranes it had been impossible to 
recover every piece of wreckage and plenty was still down there. 
 

**** 
 
 Tim tried to fight the feeling of dread plunging down in his 
stomach at the calculations on the screen in front of him. 
 After the media circus that had kept the rest of the country 
enthralled for most of the day, Dale had gone to bed early, exhausted 
from the fearful revelations that emerged. 
 Tim had assured Dale he wouldn't be up much longer either, but 
first he had to get to work. The unnerving appearance of the train when 
all the evidence pointed to it already existing in the world had got him 
thinking about the arch creature, which is what he'd started to call the 
thing that had terrorised Vicki in her car the night of the disastrous field 
study. 



 He'd done his best to ignore the news reports coming in over the 
feeds and channels he was signed up to – he knew little that he heard or 
saw would shed the kind of light he and Dale needed on it. 
 But he found his attention wandering to the notifications that 
showed up on his CMD and array screen, admonishing himself even as he 
sat enthralled at the speculation. It seemed by the end of the workday the 
most popular theory (one nobody had commandeered the media machine 
loudly enough to dispute, at least) had been the vacuum seal idea. 
Different scientists and semi-informed, self-interested commentators had 
proposed different parts of the story, editors and news producers doing 
the rest. 
 As the carriage hit the harbour's surface (so the story went) and 
water started to pour into the windows, those who weren't dead of broken 
necks from the impact would have closed the windows tight in a panic. 
 As the clean-up operation showed, the entire train did in fact sink, 
either under its own weight or underneath a piece of the bridge that had 
fallen from above, and the terrified people would have been treated to a 
frightening show of undersea life in Sydney as the carriage floated down 
to the harbour floor and settled among an endless sea of bottles, cans, 
plastic bags, cables and wire, beams, planks, machinery, shells of old cars 
and the wrecks of small boats. 
 Once there, they would have spent the most terrifying few hours of 
their lives. Their only company would have been the steady whoosh of 
water as it leaked through cracks in the vestibule doors or panels on the 
floor or ceiling. 
 Inquisitive sharks or rays might have left the silty depths of the 
harbour mouth to examine the shiny new acquisition and drifted by the 
dark windows to stare inside at the petrified commuters, everyday people 
with husbands and wives and kids and homes and jobs and new cars and 
front fences to paint and new restaurants to try on the weekend and affairs 
with their secretaries to hide. 
 They crossed this expanse of water every day and now here they 
were, in the centre of all that was so familiar to them but so alien. 
 Even the hundreds of litres of water spilling in wouldn't have filled 
the carriage by the time the victims used the last of their air and 
asphyxiated. By then, the carriage would have been filled with maybe 10 
percent water and 90 percent with pure carbon dioxide. 
 As water seeped in steadily, the carbon dioxide (together with the 
gases gurgling and belching out of corpses) would be forced out through 
the body of the carriage to bubble to the surface. The water, instead of 
just seeping in, would be sucked in harder to try and occupy the space 
inside left by the carbon dioxide – the same way water is drawn up into a 
pump. 



 As more gas emptied from the train with nothing to replace it, the 
carriage walls would have gradually buckled to try to close in on the 
vacuum – perhaps no more than a few millimetres, but enough so the 
doors would be jammed together, split panels would be pressed back into 
one piece and the intake of water would be cut off. 
 After several weeks the carriage would be a virtual laboratory on 
the harbour floor, a simulation of some far-off planet unfit for human 
habitation, completely devoid of matter except for the fittings of the train, 
the water slowly turning stagnant on the floor, and the strewn corpses of 
horrified people as they had clawed and fought for one final breath. 
 It would have been a vacuum, a shell of neutral pressure and 
temperature, and the chemical conditions inside would lay untouched and 
unchanged for the next 20 years. The bodies and train fittings would be 
perfectly preserved, the salt water filthy but with no oxygen in the air to 
propagate or sustain the growth of bacteria or algae. 
 Then, several days before, something dislodged it from its final 
resting place. Maybe it was a storm surge (the storm the Thursday before 
last had certainly been enough to generate tidal surges). Maybe a large 
animal has visited the harbour and nudged the carriage with its nose out 
of curiosity. Maybe a car a gang of joy riders had stolen, driven around 
the city and sent careening off the edge of Balmain had landed on and 
moved the single large rock holding the carriage in place. 
 The shift might have caused a new split or smashed one of the 
windows, allowing water to thunder in again. The carriage would have 
slowly filled and some of the corpses would have washed out. 
 Air trapped in the fittings or mechanics then could have formed an 
air pocket could then have dragged the whole thing slowly back to the 
surface with the dead still inside or floating out as they'd tried to do two 
decades before. 
 Even though the carriage had resurfaced no sooner than late the 
previous night just hours before the Sandalwood Spirit found it, there 
would be enough time for the water to bloat and wrinkle the skin of the 
dead, for fish to take the odd nibble. 
 Maybe it hadn't been a stolen car or the snout of a curious whale at 
all, some people wondered. Maybe after the cover-up, a heroic troupe of 
retired police divers who knew the truth had decided 20 years was 
enough now the suffering had started again and gone back down to 
dislodge the last carriage and expose the whole terrible secret. 
 As for the bodies that had been retrieved, only the police 
themselves and the small army of attending medical specialists knew 
what an inexact science it was to identify the dead under such horrible 
circumstances. 



 Many of the people declared dead were only presumed to be. 
Doctors had sent pieces home to families they thought belonged to them 
but nobody was really sure. A huge number of people had simply 
disappeared off the face of the Earth in any number of horrible ways – 
crushed to pulp beneath falling debris, vaporised in the several fires that 
broke out or what was left of them eaten by undersea life. 
 So when it came to the 67 dead who floated to the surface nearly 
two decades later, there was actually a historical precedent. Like tragic 
disasters from Pompeii up until the waves that washed almost half a 
million to their deaths across North Africa in the 2027 undersea quake, 
some found salvation amid the missed buses or late meetings that saved 
their lives. 
 Philandering husbands slipped away to live in secrecy with 
mistresses, bankrupted entrepreneurs let insurance companies clear their 
debts and deliver their families from financial ruin rather than rejoin 
them. Women escaped stalkers, teenagers finally got to run away from 
home, some merely waited to see if the anonymity of their official death 
could be of use to them. 
 Or some that had presumed to have done so finally showed up, 
dead and buried in a watery grave after all. 
 



It's Scary, But... 
 
 One of the mandates I set myself in the LMR was that – to the 
extent it made sense to the story and the behaviour of the phenomenon – 
Falling was a horror novel, so it had to be scary. 
 Originally, the following scene just wasn't. It's the scene of Vicki 
and Dale at home in bed when Dale's had the terrible nightmare about life 
after the brace that prompts him to decide to keep it. 
 Figuring the decision's been made, they both hope it means nothing 
else will happen to cause any harm to Dale or the brace (especially after 
they've established by this time that the entity needs both intact). Besides, 
a repeat of Dale's possession and attack on Vicki at his flat a few nights 
before seemed like the most urgent thing to worry about. 
 Nothing really happens in the scene except for the brace breaking 
down, and while you or I would undoubtedly be terrified to find ourselves 
woken by involuntarily jerking up and down in bed between a laying and 
sitting position, there wasn't anything supernatural in it. 
 So when I embarked on rewriting the scene I decided to give it a 
haunted house kind of feel, and the hallway leading down to Vicki's 
bedroom with the mirror at the end provided the perfect foil. The original 
passage that follows is indeed terrible, it just wasn't scary enough. 
 
The scene 
 
 The nightmares came back as usual, and it was almost a relief to be 
having the old, simple dream about the bridge falling. No corpses, no 
vengeful spirits, nothing supernatural. Only Dale, 19 years old and so 
scared he could feel his heart hump against the inside of his ribcage, an 
orchestra of clanging metal chasing him down a concrete path as he ran 
for his life. 
 The four people calling him desperately to safety, the two women, 
the jogger, the skinhead. 
 The path opening up beneath him. 
 Swallowing his body and spewing him into the empty air. 
 Clutching for anything, seeming to hand in midair. 
 The grass and strip of road suddenly darting towards him. 
 Limbs flailing. 
 Screams falling upon his own deaf ears. 
 Falling, 
 falling, 
 falling... 
 

**** 



 
 Violent movement and sound awoke Dale. He hitched in a breath 
to try and scream, but the buffeting he endured forced it back down. It 
felt like he'd woken up rolling down a hill. He seemed to tumble over and 
over, and it was dark. He couldn't see a thing. 
 But it wasn't a hill. It was warm, and he was flailing around in 
cotton sheets. 
 Then he realised nothing else was moving, only he was. He was 
sitting up and crashing down violently onto the bed, the sound was his 
own groans and yelps as he tried to fight it. A hundred tiny knives of fire 
were embedded in his back and after a second Dale realised he couldn't 
control himself. The brace, the motor and the computer were moving him 
themselves. 
 And then, he did scream. 
 

**** 
 
 Vicki felt the wall of Dale's bathroom behind her head and the pain 
exploded like a light at the back of her skull. The thing was too quick, too 
strong. Every time she tried to recover it had struck her again. 
 She knew even if it gave her the time to act she would be too 
terrified of the consequences to try anything. She felt the hand slide 
roughly down her short floral dress and the nails dug into her stomach. 
When the fingers found the waistband of her underwear the hand dove in 
and cupped her crotch. The fingers were cold and obscene, digging and 
prodding at her, and her whole body went stiff with absolute terror. 
 No, please, anything but that. 
 The dream melted and Dale and her were together, somewhere she 
didn't know, but she was sitting on the edge of some diffuse object (a 
table? bench? car?) while he stood close. Her arms and legs were 
wrapped around him. They were fully clothed, only their shirts were open 
and she rubbed her bare chest against his. She pulled him close and 
breathed him in deeply, like soap and aftershave, smooth and clean. 
 That thing in the bathroom at his house had been something she'd 
never seen – it was just wearing his clothes. The dream dissolved and she 
would be aware later in the waking hours that her sleep had turned sweet 
as trust for Dale cascaded back into her heart. 
 But now, her sleep dissolved like the dream and sounds broke 
through, becoming deafening. 
 Screams. 
 

**** 
 



 "Dale!" Vicki shouted, sitting up and snapping on the bedside 
lamp. His entire upper body was flying violently into a sitting position 
and crashing back down so his body was straight as a board. Spit was 
flying from his lips in the dark, tears of terror were streaked across his 
face and neck, and his screams were pleading. 
 Vicki scrambled to a kneeling position and grabbed his shoulders, 
feeling the stab of pain in her shoulder as she asked more of it than it 
wanted to give. She was nearly thrown off the bed as he dragged her 
forward. He was like two huge blocks of iron with a joint in the centre. 
She couldn't even slow the speed of his body slamming back and forth, 
let alone stop him. 
 She stood quickly, fighting for her balance, looking at his back, 
trying to calm his screams of panic. 
 The brace. It must be. It was going haywire. 
 Something about the way he moved made her think of a record 
with a scratch, jumping back over and over to the same place. She had to 
break the connection or knock the battery loose or something, and 
anything she did would require major surgery to correct it, but Dale was 
beside himself with terror, and she had no idea what to else to try. 
 The next time he was upright, she used the instep side of her right 
foot and crashed it against the small of his back. The crack of flesh rang 
out, and Dale's body jolted stiffly, every muscle straining against the skin 
for a split second. He became inert, falling back down before he was still. 
 The tears of panic and terror were a splatter across his face into his 
hair. Saliva ran from the corners of his mouth. Sweat pasted his hair to 
his head and the pillow. His eyes were like saucers, vivid with terror. His 
body shook fiercely. 
 Vicki cradled up to him, holding him close, brushing hair away 
from his forehead and trying to soothe him, holding her bad arm as still as 
she could against his shuddering. "Ssssh... you're all right now," she 
whispered, kissing him softly under his eye, brushing her cheek against 
his. 
 Dale shuddered violently and spoke "Wh-what happened to me?" 
he said, his voice shivering. 
 "I don't know baby," Vicki said, "what do you feel?" 
 Dale wiped his face clumsily. Vicki finished for him, wiping the 
fresh tears away. "I was in agony," he said, "I could hardly feel myself 
going up and down because I was in so much pain. But I knew I was 
going up and down, and... I was terrified. I didn't know what was 
happening to me." 
 "You're all right now, it's over," Vicki whispered. 
 "How did it stop?" he asked, starting to breathe normally. 



 Vicki stopped for a second. She didn't want to induce fresh panic. 
It was the first rule in psychiatry as well as fire drills – stay calm no 
matter what. "It just stopped," she said. "Do you feel better?" 
 Dale looked around the room, wiped his face, and looked suddenly 
back at Vicki, fearfully. "Vicki..." he reached for her, clutching. 
 She put her arms around his shoulder. "I'm here, hon, it's all right." 
 "Help me..." he whispered, "...I can't feel my legs!" 
 



Just ...Ew 
 
 Something else that hadn't made narrative sense in previous 
versions but had to stay for the sake of character motivation was the way 
Vicki's phantom appeared to Dale during the climax, right before the 
entity displays its most terrifying power and sends he and Tim 20 years 
back in time. 
 When I wrote the dream Dale has about her while he's falling 
asleep in Tim's front room – just before the phone message conversation 
from beyond – I really liked the visuals in it; the iron-grey sky, the 
billowing cloud of dust, Vicki staring straight at Dale out of the TV. It 
provided a neat connection to the way she finally appears to Dale, and 
gives his quest to save her a bit more heartbreak and urgency. 
 Prior to all that she'd simply appeared out of the light, looking to 
Dale like the same beautiful woman he loved but to Tim like a zombie 
intent on eating their brains. 
 
The scene 
 
 Before Tim could protest any more he could see something in 
Dale's eyes change. His friend was a million miles away, looking over 
Tim's shoulder. 
 Tim spun around and down the highway, maybe 50 metres, was a 
dark hue casting shadows beneath it from the waterfall of light that roared 
down from above. 
 A human figure. 
 There was a flash beside Tim and Dale was running towards it. 
Tim felt terror start to gnaw at his gut as he followed. Who could it 
possibly be? 
 The shimmering blue wasn't just from the light above, Dale saw as 
he drew nearer to the figure. It was the colour of a spray of fabric, a dress. 
 The light grew brighter, somehow heavier, as if he could feel the 
weight of billions of individual photons the closer to its epicentre he 
came. 
 There was no sound but it seemed like a howling wind hammered 
down from above, a hurricane after the eye had passed bearing down and 
slowing Dale down to a stumble as he neared the figure. 
 As he closed the last few metres he saw it was facing away, and as 
soon as he saw the brown hair spilling over its shoulders he hardly dared 
hope. 
 Vicki turned and Dale's heart gave out. "I knew you'd be here," he 
whispered. 



 Behind him by only a few steps, Tim skidded to a halt, horrified. It 
was definitely her, standing there in a blue dress, a shortish ballgown of 
some sort. Just like Dale had said she'd be. 
 Only nothing like he wanted. 
 Her head was horribly bruised, a bag of swollen purple blood while 
a hundred cuts dribbled blood down her face, her hair matted flat to her 
head with the blood and sweat she'd produced in the fearful agony of her 
death. Her nose, chin and neck were painted with a carpet of dried blood 
where the thing had punched her repeatedly. She reached out a hand and 
a bloody, bitten-off stump to Dale. 
 Her face was a mask of amazed fear, but as Dale reached for her a 
stomach churning smile crept to her lips, of wide-eyed, lustful glee, the 
blood streaming down her face, dribbling into and filling her mouth. 
 Dale took her arms. She fell heavily against Dale's chest and he 
bent his lips to hers, smearing blood and pus across his cheeks. 
 Tim stood, appalled and transfixed with horror. He could see 
sluggish liquid – pus, maybe blood, maybe spit – oozing from between 
Vicki's broken lips, dribbling between their cheeks as they brushed 
together in whatever blind lust gripped them. 
 The only thing that saved him was because for some reason the 
weight of Penny's handle in his palm struggled through into his conscious 
mind. 
 Penny! Even if Tim was losing his mind with fear, she'd tell him 
the truth. If this really was Vicki, there'd be nothing to see, just two 
people standing together, kissing like it was the last page of a stupid 
romance novel ...one where the heroine had just been exhumed. 
 After Dale's misadventure with death had occurred, one of the first 
things Tim had done was train Penny on him. If there was no result, just 
the background radiation of organic processes, Tim felt sure this was the 
real Dale. If there'd been abnormal readings, Tim would be fearful it 
wasn't the real Dale but another horrible apparition thrown up to bring 
them all undone. Maybe the real Dale was really dead, Tim had surmised. 
 But he'd been relieved at the time to see Penny didn't report 
anything out of the ordinary. 
 He bought her up in front of his face now and trained her at the 
scene in front of him. Nothing of Dale showed up through the LCD 
viewfinder. 
 The figure of Vicki was a shaft of bright light, a swarm of 
electromagnetism in the visible spectrum. 
 Vicki was dead. This thing was an illusion. 
 "Dale," Tim lurched forward, grabbing Dale's arm, "get away from 
it! It's not really her!" 



 Dale did his best to shake Tim off, his and Vicki's lips still locked. 
Tim swung Penny over his head and brought it crashing down on the 
head of the monstrosity. 
 Vicki jerked backwards, away from Dale. Her mouth opened wide, 
sickeningly, the bones and muscles of her jaws cracking loudly. Her face 
was shadowed in a sudden darkness, her eyes were wide in fear and 
hatred. 
 As she stared at Tim, her arms by her sides, the hideous expression 
on her face her only weapon, a strangled hiss encrusted with phlegm 
came out of her mouth in a drawn out "Caaaaaaaaaaaa..." 
 Tim dragged Dale away. Vicki's eyes were too white and too wide, 
and she looked horrifying. He glanced down at Penny. There was an ugly 
split down the side of the cone and the LCD panel was hanging off the 
end by a twisted knot of wires. 
 Tim let it drop and pleaded with Dale as he dragged him away. He 
started to trot, Dale staring back with tears streaking his face as the figure 
of Vicki disappeared into the misty light. "We've got to get out of here," 
he yelled, trying to get Dale's attention. "We can try again-" 
 



THE SCIENCE OF THE PARANORMAL; AN ESSAY 
(warning – seriously creative pseudoscience ahead). 

 
 If there's a scientific theme in Falling, it's about the way the human 
brain really works and its interaction with the environment. 
 I set out to write a horror story with some scientific trappings, but 
it gradually (over the course of decades, in fact) morphed into a Grand 
Unified Theory of everything I know and like about ghosts, monsters, the 
paranormal, brain science and their intersections in biology and physics. 
 I wanted to write a ghost story that came as close as possible to 
explaining why ghosts exist. 
 By virtue of the demands of dramatic tension, most horror stories 
contain monsters or antagonists who don't seem to know they're scary and 
usually don't even intend to be. When the mystery is solved it turns out 
they're just trying to communicate something or kill someone (no 
differently than a lion hunts and kills a gazelle on the plains of Africa – 
an act of nature that can't be termed 'evil' no matter how brutal or 
frightening). 
 Even paranormal entities that are termed 'evil' are about much 
more than just frightening us. Sure, they want to consume our souls or 
something similarly nasty, but they're actually following strict rules and 
constraints about their own existence no different than a lion hunting a 
gazelle. 
 To me, that rendered a lot of what happens in horror movies that 
feature paranormal entities kind of redundant. Of course it's scary for us 
in the audience, but why would the ghost or monster choose that moment 
to burst out of the closet, appear behind the teenage heroine in a mirror or 
thrust a bloodied, grasping fist up out of a grave? 
 Falling was a way to figure out why all those things happened, and 
the more I (re)wrote it, the more important it became to me to use the 
story to investigate it. 
 In the first drafts and versions I did the same thing horror novels 
and films have done since time immemorial – I wrote scenes of scary 
stuff for their own sake, often with no real rationale about why specific 
things happened. 
 But after the central thesis gradually came together, the first task 
was to sketch out a timeline about how the supernatural entity at the heart 
of Falling grows and changes, how it seems to 'discover' new powers and 
wield them. 
 Next was to go through the whole book and mark down every 
instance of the paranormal – from power lines emitting sparks to the 
appearance of some hideous creature – and come up with a plausible 
reason for it to be there. 



 Every cultural artefact from the horror genre, be it a book, movie 
or anything else has a common thread, you see. Because of the nature of 
drama, the danger or threat has to start small and build to an inevitable 
climax. 
 It was no different in Falling – the first manifestation of the 
paranormal (although nobody has any idea at the time) is when Dale 
crosses the bridge by train early in the story and feels pain in his back for 
the first time in years, and its final manifestation is when it manipulates 
spacetime itself and sends he and Tim back to the past. 
 Why, the requirements of narrative plausibility demanded, did it 
build like it did, and why did certain 
phenomena/apparitions/manipulations of matter occur when they did? 
 Sometimes I had a cool monster I knew I wanted to keep, like the 
creature that attacks Dale and Tim in the Sydney Skyway cable car ride. 
And sometimes the timeline I constructed called for a new ghost or 
phenomenon. 
 A big part of it was making specific phenomena personal to each 
character. Dale has more than one interaction with what I eventually 
christened The Ghoul (the man with half his leg cut off trying to crawl his 
way out of the white Mitsubishi), which made it kind of easy – it just 
meant giving The Ghoul a starring appearance in the collapse sequence. 
 During young Dale's flight to escape the bedlam raining down 
around him as the bridge collapses, he passes the dead gaze of the man 
who became the poor victim, a memory that unconsciously stays with 
him and becomes a common feature of his relationship with what's going 
on. 
 For Donald, the metallurgist, it's a cheesy werewolf costume from 
a movie he saw on TV as a kid. For Vicki it's the oppressive panic that 
builds in her whenever she consciously thinks about the bridge, a panic 
only sexual release can tamp down. 
 And, happily, the cable car creature was able to stay thanks to a 
gargoyle on top of a headstone near Tim's mother's grave in Queensland, 
one that had never even given him so much as a sleepless night but which 
was there in his brainwaves somewhere. 
 
Waves and particles 
 
 Which leads me to the other major aspect of what I wanted to 
achieve with Falling. To say 'it's a demon from another dimension' means 
nothing to a physicist or a biologist. It must be – as everything in nature 
is – the manifestation of forces on the environment that human senses 
(and machinery) can perceive. But why these manifestations of energy? 



Why do they behave in this way? What – to apply inappropriately human 
motivations on natural forces – do they want? 
 Here's the thing about nature. Drill down as deep as we can 
measure or hypothesise with all the scientific enquiry we can apply and 
it's all just waves and particles moving in a medium according to four 
fundamental forces – the weak and strong nuclear forces, gravity and 
electromagnetism. 
 Everything – everything – is an electromagnetic field. You are, I 
am, trains and cars are, TV and satellite signals are. All matter and 
motion takes place on the substrate of an electromagnetic field. 
 All discussion of disembodied soul and personality and our most 
cherished beliefs about what makes us who we are aside, everything that 
goes on in our brains is part of that vast electromagnetic field known as 
The Universe. 
 Every thought, dream, fear, idea, your subconscious, your 
memories and experience, the constant narrative stream of your life is a 
series of electrical sparks in your brain as neurons connect and disconnect 
across synapses using tiny electrical signals. 
 It's an awful thought to many, but your entire life and everything 
you'll ever know, forget, want and love can be boiled down to a constant 
miniature lightning storm going on in a kilogram-and-a-half sac of pulpy 
flesh in your head. 
 Know what else is comprised entirely of electromagnetic impulses 
in a given field? Everything in the universe we can't account for – 
including ghosts, spirits and the supernatural. 
 If they manifest as apparitions moving through walls, that's visible 
light, which is an emission of energy along the electromagnetic spectrum. 
If they turn lights on or off, that's an effect on electrical currents, which is 
child's play for electromagnetic impulses. 
 If they appear to you as your long dead grandmother telling you to 
go and look in the locked chest in the attic for the real copy of her will, 
that's not only a visual manifestation of electromagnetism, it's something 
particular to you. Where do the memories and knowledge of your long 
dead grandmother live? In your head, among the tiny electrical sparks in 
your brain. 
 From there it wasn't too big a leap to imagine that the 
electromagnetism of a haunting or ghostly presence can interact across 
the electromagnetic medium with the electrical impulses in our brains, 
make us see ghosts and monsters and more importantly, make us see 
ghosts and monsters that mean something to us. 
 
A battery for fear 
 



 Why would they do that? Simple – does some stupid movie 
monster you saw as a kid still frighten you if you're in the right frame of 
mind, like the dumb werewolf costume from a movie as remembered by 
Donald, the university metallurgist? 
 Even if we're not frightened anymore as such, we can still 
remember how much it used to scare us. We remember how aspects of it 
(the monster's shaggy pelt, its Cro-Magnon lope as it chases a screaming 
victim through the dark streets, the sound of its angry growl) are 
ingrained in our memories of it, the specifics outsized after remembering 
it as many times as we have and far more frightening than the visuals that 
scared us so badly to begin with. 
 The secret I made up is found in the amygdala, one of the brain 
regions they say synthesises the fight or flight response. We've all seen 
those textbook cross sections of brains with dotted lines, section A 
devoted to sensory information, section B to emotion, etc. Even with our 
current understanding of neurology and cognition those diagrams are 
woefully inadequate – no brain region is as functionally cut and dried as 
we think, and they're certainly not so segmented as those high school 
biology textbook diagrams has led you to believe. 
 So I'm the first to admit it's not nearly as simple as saying the 
amygdala is the 'fear' centre of the brain, but it's certainly a handy and 
very large cheat I recruited to make sense in the story. 
 
A cloud of dread 
 
 Something else most of us don't realise about the brain is how 
perfectly insulated it is. If a thunderstorm prompts a wave of static over 
an old transistor radio or that rhythmic, repetitive two-beat buzzing sound 
rings out from PC speakers when there's an old mobile phone nearby, 
why doesn't electromagnetism interfere with the electrical signals in your 
brain? 
 If you stand too close to a magnet revolving around a coil in a 
power plant, why don't you suddenly think of a green car when you try to 
conjure up an image of your mother? 
 We have technology that does an okay job of watching brain 
activity like fMRI and EEG machines, but individual electric sparks 
across synapses are far too small to detect – there are billions of them 
every split second that are too low powered and take place in too small an 
area. 
 There's not much that can impact those electrical signals except in 
very overarching and crude ways. One is the historical practice of 
electroconvulsive therapy (which is like using a wrecking ball to tap a 
thumbtack into a corkboard), but a recent technique with a bit more 



finesse is called 'transcranial magnetic stimulation' – look that up and 
prepare to be horrified at the implication for your immutable sense of 
self. 
 So I needed to come up with a way of the electromagnetism out in 
the world interacting with and even changing the electromagnetic fields 
in our brains – which manifests as quite literal changes in our conscious 
experience. 
 The theory, you see, is that there was a huge and very strong field 
surrounding the nearby electromagnetic medium (buildings, cars, even 
the very air – which is after all part of the electromagnetic substrate 
because it's made of the same protons and electrons as everything else) 
after the collapse of the first bridge. 
 It came from brains. As so many people died or watched on in 
terror as others died, it prompted a giant spike in bioelectrical activity in 
countless brains as they all responded to such fear and threat, amygdalae 
across square miles of space firing furiously and collectively pumping out 
huge amounts of energy that would remain there, locked into the very 
fabric of spacetime. 
 That's one part of the theory I can't take credit for. As long ago as 
1925, British physicist and spiritualist Oliver Lodge wrote in his book 
Man and the Universe that; 
  
 'Occasionally, a person appears to be able to respond to stimuli 
embedded ... among psycho-physical surroundings in a manner at 
present ill-understood and almost incredible;- as if strong emotions 
could be unconsciously recorded in matter, so that the deposit shall 
thereafter affect a sufficiently sensitive organism and cause similar 
emotions to reproduce themselves in his sub-consciousness, in a 
matter analogous to the customary conscious interpretation of 
photograph or phonographic records. 
 'Take, for example, a haunted house ... wherein some one room 
is the scene of a ghostly representation of some long past tragedy. On 
a psychometric hypothesis the original tragedy has been literally 
photographed on its material surroundings, nay, even on the ether 
itself, by reason of the intensity of the emotion of those who enacted it 
and thenceforth in certain persons an hallucinatory effect is 
experienced corresponding to such an impression.' 
  
 Hack away at the archaic language and Lodge is suggesting that 
past events experienced under emotional duress are somehow 'recorded' 
upon the surrounding matter where they happened. Scientists had come 
up with the bare bones of electromagnetic theory as far back as the 1870s, 



but with Lodge's use of the outdated term 'ether' it seems they didn't 
understand the full extent of its presence in nature even 50 years later. 
 As a scientific theory – and however flawed – it rests upon some 
pretty exciting bedrock. Extrapolate out from Lodge's idea and in Falling 
the site of the old Sydney Harbour Bridge is just such a haunted room. 
The long-past tragedy is the death of hundreds of people and the terror of 
the millions who watched, and the ether is the electromagnetosphere – a 
field which comprises the surrounding city, the water, the air – even us. 
 Of course, the residents of Sydney for decades afterward went 
about their daily lives with perfectly insulated synaptic activity, so they 
would have had no idea of the electromagnetic thunderstorm raging over 
their heads and beneath their feet, manifestations of all that energy 
waiting to turn from potential to kinetic (active). 
 And it would have stayed that way forever had a device not come 
along that bridged the gap. 
 
The missing link 
 
 In Falling, that device is the special machine implanted in Dale's 
back that holds his spine together and gives him the power to stand and 
walk again. 
 I took great pains in Falling to not characterise the entity causing 
all the mischief as some evil demon or restless spirit intent on revenge. 
As Tim lectures his friends more than once (including me, I have to be 
honest), it doesn't have human intent. 
 It's a field of energy that wants to follow its potentiality, no 
differently than a ball wants to fall to the floor through the potentiality of 
gravity or electrons want to move around a circuit through the potentiality 
of a closed circuit (which happens when we flick a light switch. 
 It doesn't want to kill or maim or terrorise, it just figures out – not 
that it has human-like desires to figure stuff out – it can do so to achieve 
the aim of reaching its potentiality. 
 Remember, it's an electromagnetic field. It doesn't have a concept 
of emotion at all, let alone fear. All it knows is that it finds a switch it can 
close to complete a circuit, so it sends power to that switch in an attempt 
to do so. It feeds more power into the system. 
 The system is the electromagnetic field in and created by all of our 
living brains, and it can give the system the jolt it needs to try and close 
the switch by prompting the reaction that delivers the greatest activity in 
the amygdala – fear. 
 It does that by looking for reagents across the medium. In this case 
they're electrical sparks that make up our memories of that creaky 



monster costume, the uncle that used to wear a horrible clown mask and 
chase us around the house, the time we were lost at the mall. 
 The brace in Dale's back becomes the intended switch of the circuit 
and the epicentre of all that activity. Compared to the electricity in the 
brain it's a very imperfect, clunky and badly insulated system, so it was 
an easy target (again, ascribing inappropriately human intent). 
 It soaks up electromagnetism from the environment very easily – 
the reason why the first manifestation of the paranormal is no scarier than 
pain in Dale's back as the brace heats up. The power surging through it 
directly connects the outside world with the 'fear processor' of Dale's 
brain (the amygdala) because it taps directly into his brain to deliver the 
electrical signals the on-board computer deciphers from his muscles. 
 We all know what static electricity does when it tries to overcome 
the surrounding air resistance. Reach for a metal door handle after 
walking on synthetic carpet and an electrical spark will bridge the last 
few millimetres with a loud snap. On a grander scale, positive and 
negative electrons between clouds and the ground will send a surge of 
static towards each other to connect in the form of a lightning bolt. 
 The entity simply sends more power to the brace, and in doing so 
tries to 'tune in' the signal to close the switch, again like the static from an 
old radio as you get closer to the station's position on the dial. 
 It 'learns' (enough already with the human-like objectives!), to tap 
into the entire electromagnetic substrate created and maintained by the 
world around us, including our own brains. For want of better 
terminology, it can read your thoughts and figure out what scares you, so 
it tries to send more power to your own amygdala by showing you all the 
creepy crawly creatures and monsters under your bed – whatever prompts 
the strongest reaction of fear in you. 
 When the characters are afraid in response to those stimuli, the 
power to the system (the electromagnetic field) goes up, and it gets closer 
to completing the circuit. 
 
The barrier within 
 
 But just like the resistance air exerts between the storm clouds and 
the ground, the entity trying to close the circuit can't quite manage it 
because the well-insulated biomass of Dale's brain and body themselves 
are the stumbling block. The more power is sent to the brace through his 
brain, the higher the resistance grows, keeping it from closing the circuit. 
 Of course, as Tim realises from his equations, that doesn't mean a 
point won't come when the field is given so much power it overcomes the 
resistance, just like the static buildup of a lightning bolt-to-be grows high 
enough to overcome the air resistance. 



 The same thing happens when we flick a switch and close a circuit 
in the wiring of our walls – the light comes on because electrons are 
moving around the system, including through the filaments of the bulb, 
causing it to glow. 
 But what'll happen when the circuit is closed after the switch of 
Dale's brace is tripped? The mathematics and physics of the situation 
don't say, but one thing's for sure, it can't be good. 
 It starts out by causing electrical heating of the brace, and by the 
time the story ends it's deployed all kinds of hideous visual illusions, 
manipulated matter and even rebuilt matter according to its own aims 
(which is why it's a big deal when Tim discovers that the southern pylon 
structure has turned into the giant monster that attacks Vicki). 
 Unlike a monster from a horror movie that acts as a screenwriter 
intends for the purposes of simply doing scary things, the entity in 
Falling develops over time – learning new skills to bring about its aim 
(that's the last time I'll describe it in human terms, honest). 
 When the train carriage turns up floating in the harbour having 
exhumed its grisly cargo, it's another terrifying reveal because when 
Albert reports to Tim that the original carriage has actually been 
recovered and accounted for, Tim realises that it might be conjuring 
matter out of nothing at all. 
 It's final and most shocking act is of course time travel. Tim 
surmises when they recover from the shock of what's happened to himself 
and Dale that they've been bought back to the site of the original collapse 
because it's the point in spacetime where the field was strongest, the fear 
of a million amygdalae contributing to a churning maelstrom of active 
electromagnetic energy that would never be replicated to the same 
degree. 
 When the effects thus far have included giant electrical explosions, 
creatures that attack the living, forces that seem intent on killing, even an 
electromagnetic pulse that knocks out communication and affects the 
magnetic field of the Earth itself, it seems like the phenomena associated 
with the haunting will only get more destructive. 
 Though it seems ridiculous to a group of professionals in Sydney 
in the 21st century who aren't in the middle of a Marvel superhero mash-
up or a CGI-assisted alien invasion blockbuster, they might be dealing 
with death and destruction on an unimaginable scale... 
 



TIM'S RESEARCH 
 
Position Paper introduction; The Mathematical Basis for Evidence of 
Paranormal Phenomena as Electromagnetic Reactions Reproducible in 
a Laboratory Setting. 
 
(Notes taken by Dr Tim Hacker, Sunday, February 1, 2037) 
 
-- Finding; on the interaction between electromagnetic fields to explain 
paranormal phenomena. 
 
 It's easy to think the prevailing 'tape recorder' theory is now 
obsolete, but it actually forms the basis for this finding. 
 It works when an event occurs at a particular point in spacetime. It 
doesn't matter what it is, at the atomic level every event shares the same 
basis – the vibration of particles according to the strong and weak nuclear 
forces, gravity and electromagnetism. That's true for the collapse of a 
star, the flight of a bird and even a human emotion, which is nothing in 
the physical world but a series of electrical sparks. 
 If an inordinate amount of energy is released from collective high 
emotion when we suffer or are involved in an emotionally intense event, 
the outflow of electromagnetic energy is anchored to that point in 
spacetime and will affect the physical world repeatedly according to the 
energy that interacts with it in the future. We see the paranormal when 
the energy of our own brain activity interacts with fields that already 
exist. 
 Manifestations of apparitions or paranormal phenomena result 
when the two fields react, sometimes in the environment and sometimes 
in our own brains. It's therefore very hard to say whether apparitions and 
other instances of the paranormal are merely in our mind or actually exist 
in the world because when it comes to electromagnetism there's no 
physical difference, only an experiential one. 
 Sometimes the manifestations are particular to the past event and 
sometimes they're particular to us as individuals. The reason is because 
they're interacting with the electromagnetic fields that make up our 
memories, experiences and sense of self (see further note '-- Finding; on 
the manifestation of images and artefacts within paranormal phenomena 
specific to the experiential memory or cultural awareness of witnesses, 
and the consequences of the electromagnetic field they seem intended to 
generate growing in magnitude' below) just like we're interacting with 
them. 
 So the original instance of spacetime that contained such high 
amounts of energy can reappear at any time, to anybody's perception or 



any measuring instrument and in any form. The manifestation of it is 
what we call a haunting, and in most cases, it's simply like watching a 
film of what's come before. 
 Manifestations of energy could even appear from what we know as 
the future. Extrapolated from Relativity Theory, all instants of history 
theoretically exist at the same moment, spacetime simply a field that 
keeps events separate according to the local gravitational environment. 
When such manifestations appear from elsewhere in history, be they the 
past or the future, a sort of intra-time, intra-space field transposes echoes 
of the event across time as we experience it. 
 
-- Addendum; application of the findings to one particular subset of the 
paranormal – poltergeist phenomena 
 
 Poltergeists consistently centre on households with pre-pubescent 
or young teenaged children. According to the new theory this case has 
helped me formulate, electromagnetic fields already at or near to the 
location of children are likely to be stimulated into manifestations to a 
more heightened degree than normal. 
 The reason is because the initial firing of the pituitary gland, which 
sparks the onset of puberty, involves the strongest electrical activity the 
individual human brain will ever produce. Colossal power surges 
associated with hormone production and rapid growth as well as the 
mental turbulence of accompanying emotional and sexual development 
overshadow any normal levels of local electromagnetic fields. The 
subject of the poltergeist 'attraction' becomes a human conductor. 
 In the same way lightning can't strike until the charge overcomes 
air resistance, the path across spacetime between an event and the 
associated paranormal phenomena usually offers heavy resistance, but it's 
no match for the electrical powerhouses of the comparative electrical 
overactivity of young, developing brains. 
 
-- Conclusion 
 
 The key to the paranormal or supernatural is the human brain and 
the electromagnetic power it's capable of interpreting and producing. 
 The stronger the activity in the brain we perceive as emotion, the 
more power is produced, and the more chance the resulting 
electromagnetic field will somehow imprint aspects of the event upon the 
spacetime field. 
  
-- Finding; on the manifestation of images and artefacts within 
paranormal phenomena specific to the experiential memory or cultural 



awareness of witnesses, and the consequences of the electromagnetic 
field they seem intended to generate growing in magnitude. 
 
 As this case has shown, paranormal manifestations (be they 
poltergeists, apparitions or simply a room where flowers consistently die 
for no apparent reason) aren't restricted to the physical proximity of the 
event, though that's usually where they're strongest. The disturbances 
we've seen associated with the Harbour Bridge have appeared over 20 
kilometres away. 
 When the bridge collapsed hundreds of people were directly 
involved, along with millions of terrified witnesses. In an environment 
like the bridge and city centre, with so much electrically conductive 
material, the entire area became a giant battery, the power in which was 
produced by trillions of volts quite literally generated by human fear. 
 The energy produced was undetectable at the time – it was 
potential rather than active energy. But according to the theory it was 
'anchored' electromagnetically to the site, which continues to store it like 
a battery. 
 Perceptions of the phenomena have not only been sensory but 
interactive in the immediate environment. Though most paranormal 
phenomena are by nature frightening simply because of their unexplained 
nature, the objects or entities depicted in them are normally no more 
mysterious than the behaviours we see in human or animal life. 
 But in this case, the phenomena have consistently manifested in 
forms specifically intended to invoke fear in witnesses – using 
representations of fears particular to the individual viewer him or herself. 
The personalisation or anthropomorphism of the phenomena produces 
stronger fear, so the field is interacting across the electromagnetism in all 
our brains to isolate and present images of what affects us all as 
individuals. 
 Though the reason why is fraught with the tendency to apply 
human-like intent to physics, it seems the only explanation can be to 
produce more electromagnetic energy. As astrophysics tells us, every 
field of energy is finite, and those that grow reach an inevitable endpoint 
of instability when they can't grow any more on the resources available. 
A common example is a star, which will collapse or eject its outer layers 
with incredible violence when it exhausts its own internal fuel. 
 If the field is growing and producing more electromagnetism by 
interacting with the brains of witnesses, it will either reach the physical 
expression of the potential energy in the system or destabilise. Just like 
the raw material that both powers and is consumed by a star, the question 
isn't whether the field will reach such a point but how strong it will be 
when it does. 



 If it's strong enough to selectively target objects over 20km away, 
that would make it at least powerful enough to create an electromagnetic 
blackout across the local area from an EMP burst, maybe even the entire 
metropolitan Sydney basin. Could it grow powerful enough to affect the 
whole world, or beyond it? 
 By the time it reached such a strength any expression of 
electromagnetic power would be enough to disrupt the magnetic field of 
the Earth and cause massive shifts to continental crusts and tides. It might 
even be enough to affect the electromagnetic force to the extent all 
atomic structure would spontaneously decouple on a local basis, 
effectively disbanding matter itself. 
 



THE STORY OF FALLING 
 
 Years ago, Stephen King talked about how he used to get so sick of 
answering the question 'where do you get your ideas?', that he started to 
answer with the name of a pawn shop near his house in Maine. 
 He doesn't anymore – his website just gives a pat answer about 
ideas coming from everywhere and adding the question 'what if?' – which 
is true, but not as much fun. 
 You get story ideas from things you read, things you see, people 
you talk to or see on the street, random things that occur to you in relation 
to something else and anywhere/everywhere besides. Sometimes a story 
presents itself to you, sometimes you have to tease it out of something. I 
once dreamed a very Lovecraftian short horror story and somehow 
remembered it all in enough detail to write it down in its entirety. 
 The kernel of Falling was given to me one day in 1991. If I'd 
known I'd still be working on it all this time later and that it would come 
to be not only a huge writing project but a defining artefact of my life, I'd 
have taken notice of the date. 
 There's a passage in Part 1 that's stayed pretty much the same 
through every draft and rewrite, and it goes like this; 
  
 A dozen or so steps later, the path shook – hard. 
 It was probably no more than a strong gust, but Dale's hand shot 
out to grab the rail in fright. 
 His heart lurched in his chest for a second. When you're only 
centimetres from a hundred and sixty foot drop, sudden movement can be 
scary. 
  
 If you're at all curious about where the idea for Falling came from, 
the above is a true story. I worked at 105 Miller St on the corner of the 
Pacific Highway in North Sydney. Having grown up in the Sutherland 
Shire, south of Sydney's central business district, I used to catch a train 
on the Illawarra line to work, changing at Town Hall to join the North 
Sydney line that goes across Sydney Harbour. 
 Occasionally if the weather was nice or I was just in the mood, I'd 
get the train from North Sydney Station to Milsons Point (the 
southernmost station before you cross the water) after work and walk 
across the Bridge to the city station of Wynyard to get another train 
home. 
 I did that one day, enjoying the view and the air, when the above 
happened. In my case it was a heavy truck that passed on the road just a 
few feet away, but if it's particularly windy you can feel 52,000 tons of 



steel sway in the breeze – quite unsettling for something so huge and 
seemingly unyielding. 
 The 'what if' Steve was talking about when asked where he gets his 
ideas came in the form of a question that subsequently occurred to me; 
'what if this whole thing fell down with me on it?' 
 The original idea didn't even have anything to do with ghosts or 
even the aftermath of the bridge collapsing. I just liked the idea of a 
character who'd been through the horror and trauma of barely surviving 
the Harbour Bridge falling down and wondered what kind of guy he'd be 
decades later. 
 Somewhere along the way the paranormal leached in, and 
somewhere after that the science and science fiction leached in after it to 
make it about the bridge, the collapse, the aftermath and the survivors. 
The next 'what if' asked what might happen if they built a new bridge but 
it was haunted with the souls of all those who'd died so horribly on the 
old bridge. 
 It seemed like a good premise for a grand, gothic haunted house 
story, the kind with dark, musty rooms and parapets with grotesque 
gargoyles looking down on spiritualists in Arthur Conan Doyle's day. 
 But this time, what about setting it in a major modern city (like 
Sydney) in a time when secular pragmatism enjoys a deeper penetration 
across society than spirituality or religion ever has (like today), among a 
practical, self-effacing people who have little time for high-minded 
science or metaphysical theory (like urban Australians)? 
 The seed was planted and I sat down and started to write in 
longhand in a foolscap notebook, my first ever PC still a couple of years 
away. I wrote an introductory coda about how some famous people 
become well known for much darker reasons like Dale has, not from 
being a prominent or talented public figure but because they've survived a 
great tragedy. 
 The story proper opened back during the time of the Second World 
War, chronicling the events that led to the bridge being weakened that 
would cause its collapse decades later and the men who were interrupted 
carrying out the repairs. You can read it as a deleted scene amongst these 
very pages. 
 I moved to the UK for a year and continued to write (filling up a 
second longhand notebook), half a world away from the bridge but with 
the tastes, textures and memories of city life and the Sydney surrounds on 
easy recall after growing up among them. 
 I can't remember if I finished the first draft entirely in longhand but 
I got my first computer in 1993 and somewhere along the line I 
transposed the whole longhand version into digital form in a Herculean 
effort I'd throw myself off a cliff to avoid nowadays. It was all done in 



WordPerfect 5.1 – among the many memories attached to Falling is the 
clean blue screen. 
 In the original story, the main action was set in the far-off year of 
2017, the time of the bridge collapse around four in the afternoon on a 
day in October 1998. I was driving to work at a video store in Sutherland 
at the appointed minute, so I knew the current draft of Falling was 
useless. I had to rewrite it so it would happen a few years hence. 
 It was quite a task. The word count of the eight-part book was at 
that stage a little over 250,000 words (most commercial fiction is around 
the 60-100,000 word mark), and it meant a lot more than just searching 
and replacing for mentions of the year. 
 There's plenty of mentions of the day of the week, for instance, so 
in moving the action a few years forward I had to go right through and 
flag every mention of a date, day, month and year because plenty of 
scenes that had previously taken place on weekdays were now on 
weekends and vice versa. Not only that, plenty of historical events had 
found their way in, like the opening of the Sydney Harbour Tunnel in 
1992 or, in much later drafts, the September 11 terrorist attacks. 
 After that I spent the next five or 10 years occasionally trying to 
get Falling published. It wasn't yet the era of ebooks and the self e-
publishing revolution, and the commercial fiction market in Australia for 
unknown Australian writers was miniscule. American writers like John 
Grisham and Stephen King (later JK Rowling and Dan Brown) got the 
lions' share of fiction sales like they did everywhere, and fiction has 
always been a tiny share of the whole market anyway. 
 There were a handful of Australian writers like Matthew Reilly 
doing popular fiction rather than hoity-toity politically correct stories for 
social workers and grant winners, and at some point I decided to do what 
he did – get his own novel edited, designed and printed and take it to 
bookstores around Sydney hoping they'd stock it. 
 His success is now industry lore – an editor for Pan Macmillan 
Australia saw and bought a copy and offered to publish it, and he now has 
the kind of success most kids who want to be authors dream about. If he 
could do it, I surmised, I could too. 
 
It's all in the rewriting 
 
 One day in around 2005, I realised the date of the bridge collapse 
had again come and gone. A friend had read Falling and enjoyed it but 
had comments that got me thinking. 
 I joined a critique group that took a cursory look over a document I 
put together to describe the structure (the whole book was way too long 
for most people to commit to) and they had questions and comments – 



some of them brutal, as people who don't know or care about you are 
wont to do, and which is invaluable. 
 I'd even had a proper (albeit small) publisher ask for the whole 
manuscript after I sent them a query – a place in Queensland that's no 
more. 
 By that time I'd written about 10 novels over my lifetime but I still 
believed in Falling. I resolved to get it perfect by rewriting it from 
beginning to end, publishing it myself and moving on. 
 But the plan of printing and distributing thousands of paper copies 
to bookshops around Sydney was by then far less workable since I'd 
moved to Perth, Western Australia. 
 It was also likely to cost at least several thousand dollars even for a 
short digital print run, and my career as a freelance magazine and 
newspaper journalist meant there was little chance of being able to afford 
that any time soon. Even if it did, I was often so busy on writing day to 
day assignments to keep my family's heads above water I had little time 
for creative writing of my own. 
 The epublishing revolution was just starting to kick off (a mere 
sliver of the industry it today as I write these words) so it seemed like my 
chance. Authors like Amanda Hocking and EL James became self 
publishing phenomena, with readership numbers that put even the old 
names from traditional publishing to shame and in many cases with no 
apparent talent for writing. Surely I could do that? 
 And so began the third major rewrite, and this one was a doozy. I 
expected it to take me about a year, given the amount of actual paid work 
I had (and the seemingly paltry – and shrinking – sum I made every year 
from it). When I was preparing to move again a couple of years later, this 
time to Los Angeles, I wasn't even close to finished. 
 This time around I had to do all the same day, month, year and 
historical accuracy stuff above, but I also made a list of everything I 
could possibly think of to improve, and added to it as I went through the 
process. That document ('DO.doc'; right in there with the 14 documents 
comprising the manuscript) ended up 20 pages long. 
 I system carded the whole thing and did a new chronology. I recast 
characters. Amalgamated characters. Updated the technology to what it 
would look like 20 years hence from the viewpoint of the mid 2010s 
rather than the early 1990s. I did background documents explaining the 
appearances of paranormal entities, figuring out how to have characters 
do new things, how many times people move between work and home 
and much more. 
 I came up with better reasons for things like characters' motivations 
by asking myself why they happened and making the answer ironclad in 
the context of the plot. I wrote out a rhythm of scenes to make sure I 



didn't have too much action over exposition or vice versa. I storyboarded 
complicated scenes like the Part 6 expedition to make sure of where each 
character was. 
 Most parts in the story ended up with new documents dedicated to 
them to sort out the new structure, some of them long enough to be 
novellas themselves. I combined scenes, cut them, expanded them, 
moved them and moved them back again. I wrote backstories for 
characters, I killed them off. I even realised at one point I'd ended up 
plotting out and including the same scene in two different places. 
 I felt really sorry for orthopaedic surgeon and Dale's friend Barry, 
who went from surviving the whole book and having a great marriage to 
suffering a terrible marriage and dying horribly, both fates originally 
attributed to another character. 
 I found tiny talismans amid the plot like the plastic loveheart and, I 
hope, creepy places for them to appear – in fact the loveheart ended up a 
lot more important to the story than just the scary object it had been in 
earlier drafts. I planted things early in the story that I hoped you wouldn't 
guess would become critical later, like the killswitch code for Dale's 
brace, hiding them in innocuous conversations about something else. 
 I referred to a million blog posts from agents and publishers online 
about what readers hate. I coloured a thousand sequences red and blue 
with accompanying notes for things I had to clean up when I'd done 
something somewhere else that was connected to it. 
 I flagged a hundred sequences with a big question mark, asking 
myself if they really propelled the story forward or if I could lose them. 
For example, I agonised over the scene of Tim and his research 
colleagues on the rural property a lot, never quite deciding whether to 
keep it or lose it until I found a way to relate it more closely to the core of 
the story. 
 A lot of it was mechanical. I had to search for every instance of 'its' 
and 'it's' and make sure I had the right syntax in each place. I searched for 
every occasion I'd used the words 'of' and 'or' to make sure I had them 
right, because when I'm typing quickly they're two words I tend to mix 
up. 
 I had to decide which break needed a '****' and which needed a 
new chapter. After chopping and changing and moving so much I had to 
go right through and put the chapter numbers in sequence again. 
 I had to do a word count on every chapter and make sure they 
weren't too long, because I'd made an artistic decision to keep the 
chapters short so the story feels more propulsive. The intention (and my 
hope) is that if you know the chapters are short and you're really enjoying 
it you'll want to read just one more, and Falling will have the most 
elusive and sought after quality in fiction; unputdownableness. 



 The hardest task was whether or not Vicki could really be Dale's 
former girlfriend despite them having forgotten each other in the ensuing 
years (I lost count of how many sections were coloured blue and entitled 
'THE GIRL'). 
 And then it was time to unleash Falling on the world, the definitive 
version of which you now hold in your hands. In its quarter century-long 
development I've gone through 15 drafts (with multiple changes in each), 
something like 3,000,000 words and total manhours that probably add up 
to several months, maybe even a year or two. 
 It was a wild ride and I hope that – like your own relationship with 
Falling if you liked it – it's only just begun... 
 Keep up to date with everything happening at the blog and 
everything else about the novel and me at falling.io 
 And, as promised, if you want to see where it all began, you can 
download and read the very first draft of Falling right here, and with all 
the misspellings, grammatical errors and clichés intact, it's where the real 
horror lies.... 
 
 


