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      WHEREVER JESSICA went, people watched her. Like those two teenage boys leaning on the fence, Akubra hats pulled down to shade their eyes. One of them dangled a cigarette in careless fingers; the other swigged beer from a stubby. Neither was watching her now, but she hadn’t missed their gawking, nor their voices barely elevated over the noise of bellowing cattle, shouts and truck engines.

      Wow! See that really tall one?

      Bloody hell, yeah.

      How’d you reckon she kisses a guy? On her knees?

      They laughed and, when she came closer, faced the yard to watch the cattle as if they had said nothing.

      Jessica walked past them to the gate, glaring at their straw-covered backs. Well, I bloody heard you. She was used to it, anyway.

      It hadn’t been the worst thing people said about her. They hadn’t said the words ugly, or creepy, or freak, but she was used to hearing those words, too.

      They went into a little hard spot inside her where she scrunched up the hurt and forgot it. She might look like a freak, but when she helped John Braithwaite and his mates from the Rivervale Stud Farm at a cattle show and Angus went into one of his fits, they still needed her to get him into the truck without spooking him. No one else could do that. No one knew how she did it, and no one should ever know. Because no one was crazy enough to get into a pen with a stroppy bull, right?

      Well, we’ll see about that.

      She grasped the top of the gate with both hands, stepped onto the middle bar and swung her foot over. Jumped. Landed in sun-baked mud churned with cloven hoof prints and cow pats.

      At least when Angus looked at her he didn’t hide his dislike. He rolled a beady eye and blew a gust of hay-scented air from his nostrils. He stiffened, all fifteen-hundred-odd kilograms of Brahman bull-flesh of him. Then lowered his head, horns poised.

      Someone yelled, “Watch it!”

      No, he wasn’t going to charge. He’d charge at the boys, he’d even charge at his well-heeled owner, but never at her. Call her arrogant, but she knew that; and how she knew it would remain a secret, too, thank you very much.

      She stopped a few paces inside the pen and crossed her arms over her chest. Well, bugger that. She had a bloody audience. About twenty people, mostly men, sitting on the fence, with cynical hey-look-at-this-mate expressions plastered on their faces.

      Beef cattle farmers, their lackeys and other hangers-on, those clowns who had partied in the pavilion last night, those who owned the bulls that had occupied the pens next to Angus’. All their animals were already in the trucks, ready to be taken home from the Pymberton show. None of them with a “best of show” ribbon, like Angus, and none with a diva mentality.

      It looked like the boys had been trying to get Angus to move for a while. The gate on the opposite side of the pen was open, the ramp in place. Brendan held the door to the truck, ready to slam it. Everything about his expression said, rather you than me. The coward.

      “Come on, Angus, in you go.”

      Men sniggered, including the two teenage boys. The one with the cigarette flicked ash into the pen and said something about a whip.

      Now who was more stupid? Them or the bull? You did not frighten such a prize animal if you could help it. He might bolt and injure himself. An unsightly gash would take him off the show circuit for months. Sheesh!

      Jessica reached through the fence into the bucket she had dumped there. Her hand came away black and sticky with molasses. Angus loved it.

      She inched closer, holding out her hand Come on, look me in the eye, if you dare.

      Angus blew out another snort, as if he knew what was coming. Backed into the fence. Met her eyes.

      Jessica exhaled. Her breath seeped from her in tendrils of sparkle-filled mist, which sought out Angus’ fur and crept over his grey-mottled back, a bit like glitter-glue, but alive.

      Jessica lunged for the rope that dangled from Angus’ collar. She couldn’t quite reach it, and while Angus backed further away from her, scraping along the fence, he planted his hoof on the end of the rope, squashing it neatly in a fresh pile of dung. Just her luck.

      A bit closer.

      She pulled the mist tighter around him, so his coat sparkled and glittered with lights. His outline became fuzzy. She didn’t know what to call it, and had learned not to talk about it to anyone. It wasn’t that she could communicate with him, but she could tell him what to do. Sort of. In a weird way she couldn’t explain in words. The mist soaked up emotions, as far as bulls have emotions, and dampened them, and she could override them with her own. If it worked.

      Her audience had stopped talking. Anyone who watched always did that, even though they couldn’t see the mist and didn’t realise it influenced them, although not as much as it affected the animal. That was just as well, because she was making an idiot of herself. Angus was being bloody stubborn, his head still lowered, trampling the rope further into the shit. Something must have spooked him badly. Maybe it was the yapping from the dog pavilion. Well, she and Angus seemed to have something in common—she didn’t like lap dogs either.

      But he was going to get into that bloody truck, preferably before she missed her flight back to Sydney. All kinds of hell would break loose if she wasn’t at the school basketball team meeting that night.

      Jessica focused on Angus’ beady eye and let out another deep breath. More sparkling vapour flowed. Pinpricks of light soaked into Angus’ mottled fur. Angus relaxed, stuck out his head to nuzzle her molasses-covered hand.

      But then . . .

      The threads solidified and the mist spun into tightly-coiled cords, which wove into a formation like a spider’s web.

      What the hell. . . ?

      She froze, staring at the writhing construction. It looked like someone had cast a living net over the bull, one made of sparkling mist that yanked and stretched of its own volition, or . . . as if something pulled at the other end. There were shadows in a nebulous space over Angus’ back, and a male voice, just outside the edge of hearing, calling out to someone. The web vibrated and strained.

      A tug of war between herself and . . .  Who was pulling the other end?

      In her panic, she broke loose from the construction. The shadows at the other end of the web faded. The strands dissolved into mist once more.

      A wet nose touched her palm and Angus’ rasping tongue curled around her wrist. The molasses was clean licked-off, but he probably liked the salt of her sweat, because her arms glistened with it. She hoped no one noticed.

      Her legs still trembling, Jessica pulled the rope and inched towards the gate. Angus followed her meekly, up the ramp, into the truck, where one of the boys was ready to tie him up.

      The onlookers applauded.

      Jessica leaned against the truck, forcing herself to grin at her audience.

      “Can anyone give me a lift to the airport?”
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      THE UTE CAME to a screeching halt, scattering gravel and dust in a cloud that wafted past the open windows.

      Brendan grinned. “There you are, Jess.”

      Across the fence, beyond a section of desiccated grass, the tarmac spread out; a grey expanse of asphalt with white painted lines. On it waited a single-engine plane. A man in blue uniform sat on the folded-out stairs.

      “Is that it?” asked Brendan.

      Jessica glanced at the dashboard clock. Ten minutes late, if the thing could be trusted. “Bloody hell, I hope so.”

      She grabbed her bag and opened the car door, stepping into the dust and late afternoon heat. “Thanks for the lift.”

      “No worries.” He tipped his hand to the rim of his hat. A broad grin split his face, and his eyes betrayed that he still held hope for the date he’d asked her on a few weeks back. As far as John Braithwaite’s farm hands went, Brendan wasn’t that bad, but after that business with Luke, she wasn’t getting involved with any of them again.

      She slammed the door and ran. The man in the blue uniform—the pilot, she now realised—pushed himself off the steps.

      She called out, still running, “Is this Westways flight 265 for Sydney?”

      “Sure. You’re Jessica Moore?”

      “Yes.” She stopped, panting. They’d waited for her. How . . . good of them; how . . . totally embarrassing. Stupid bloody bull.

      Jessica handed her bag to the pilot, took off her hat and clambered up the stairs.

      A man in a grey suit looked up from his computer, his expression vacant. What would he be seeing? An exceedingly tall girl with lanky black hair, in a dusty shirt and jeans, smelling of cattle shit. Wonderful.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He grimaced and went back to his machine. OK, so he was annoyed. Missed a meeting, an important deadline. I bloody said I was sorry.

      He looked up again, meeting her eyes. A slight frown.

      The other passenger paid her no attention. Also a man, perhaps in his forties, he wore faded jeans and a black leather jacket that had seen better days. He had tied his greying blond hair in a ponytail, the end of which disappeared under the collar of his jacket. He looked, for all she could think, like an ageing hippie escaped from a commune up the north coast somewhere. One of those with no pesticides, no poisons and no bloody crops either. He held a book on his lap and didn’t even look up when Jessica excused herself to squeeze between the seats. She slid sideways into the back, bumping her head on the ceiling. Her phone beeped in her pocket.

      She pulled it out. The screen displayed a message, please return my call when you can, from an unknown number.

      The businessman glared over his shoulder.

      Yeah, yeah, I’m turning it off.

      She pressed the off button down and the screen went blank. Her mind churned. Who could that be? The only people she knew who would write in full sentences were her parents and John Braithwaite. Their numbers she knew off by heart, especially her mother’s, because she sent messages every day to check on her well-being. Sending their shy, weird, traumatised and vulnerable daughter off to boarding school in the city hadn’t been easy on her mother, but after the events at Pymberton High when Jessica was fourteen, there had been little alternative.

      Jessica stared at the blank screen, pushing down memories of receiving vile messages she used to receive daily at that time. Apparently some people in town bought phones just so that they could harass her anonymously.

      She shivered.

      That crap wasn’t about to start again, was it? Nothing had happened for over three years.

      She settled on the back seat, wriggled to find the seat belt while the pilot slammed shut the luggage compartment and climbed into the cabin, pulling up the stairs behind him.

      A few flicks on the instrument panel and the propeller rattled into life.

      Bloody noisy, it was. It was only that John Braithwaite paid for her ticket, because otherwise she preferred the train.

      But she had made it.

      Stupid bull. Stupid . . . whatever had happened.

      That should teach her not to play with this strange ability anymore. Every time she thought she understood it, some shit like this happened.

      The pilot threw off the brakes and the plane jolted into action. He had put on headphones and was talking to air traffic control, his voice barely audible over the rattling propeller. Outside the window, wing flaps moved up and down and back into their normal position. Jessica knew the motions; she had been through this before. She still didn’t like it.

      The plane turned onto the runway and gathered speed. Engine noise exploded; a weight settled on her chest. The rumbling of the wheels stopped and the plane rose sharply until the cockpit window showed only merciless blue sky.

      Jessica looked to her right. Down there was the main road, the Henderson orange farm and the place of those city folk who’d come to town a few years back to breed emus. A bunch of the silly birds clustered around a feed trough. She’d heard the owners were doing quite well. In the distance, farmland merged into wooded hills which, further still, ended abruptly in the cliffs of the western Blue Mountains, tinged orange in the afternoon sun.

      The sight gave her a shiver of excitement. She might live in the middle of the city, but she had no doubt about where she belonged. I love a sunburnt country, so the poem by Dorothea Mackellar described the bush. Well, she wasn’t much of a poet, but that was her world, all right. No stress, no nosy idiots, and space to get away from it all when life became too complicated. For her, it meant space to let the sparking mist flow from her and let it whip at the trees and tear bushes bare without anyone noticing. Things had become better since she figured out that she needed to do this every few days, because the tension built up inside her, especially in hot weather or if she’d spent a lot of time in the sun.

      The memory of the incident with Angus still chilled her. There had never been other people in the mist, or voices.

      She wiped the sweat from her upper lip.

      No need to worry. Nothing had happened, right?

      Jessica took a book from her bag and opened it on her knees. Sunlight slanted in through the window, spilling across pages of Japanese text. Of course she didn’t need Japanese for Vet Science, but she liked languages and she was good at them. She squinted through her eyelashes, letting the patterns of the text draw themselves before her, as if floating in the air above the page. Then she hesitated. If she used the mist for seeing the patterns in the text, would the web form again and would there be someone else at the other end?

      She gazed out the window, feeling uneasy.

      A puff of smoke from a bushfire rose in the distance. From up here, the landscape looked grey, washed out, parched. A road sliced through paddocks directly below her, and on it a tiny white car moved. A mother collecting kids from school, a farmer going into town, a sales rep travelling to his next assignment.

      Without warning the familiar landscape melted before her eyes.

      [image: ]

      She saw rolling hills covered in rainforest. Mist hung in the valleys, with wispy clouds reaching over the ridge tops. Ahead, the hills fell to a floodplain with reeds and small pockets of trees. Sparkles of light reflected off a huge stretch of water. At the horizon was the grey silhouette of an island, its outline jagged, square and stair-like, as if covered by buildings. The evening sky was deep green above, fading to yellow and orange at the horizon.

      [image: ]

      Bloody hell, what was that?

      Jessica clawed at the armrest of her seat, heart thudding.

      The hippie flipped a page in his book. The businessman’s head drooped.

      She looked out the window. Brown paddocks, white specks: grazing sheep. Nothing strange, just the dull greyness of the Australian bush.

      It was so stuffy in this cramped cabin. Jessica turned her face into the flow of cool air from the air-conditioning vent.

      God, now she was getting worried. She’d dealt with all that shit when she was younger. Her parents had traipsed off with her to countless doctors and other professionals, yet the only thing they’d found out was that no one knew what it was, and the only thing she could do was to learn to live with it. Up until now, she’d thought she was doing well, but obviously she had thought wrong. Damn it, damn it.

      Something tickled the skin at her elbow. She lifted her arm to look for the culprit—a tiny spider or some such—but found nothing.

      Feeling sick, she leaned back in her seat, but as soon as her elbow touched the armrest, a shock went through her. She sat up with a jolt and placed her hand on the window—a current went through it and the panel underneath it, and . . . Now tendrils of mist spread from the floor and the walls of the plane.

      The two male passengers sat reading and sleeping, and the pilot stared ahead, moving his head in a rhythm as if singing to himself.

      The tickling spread from her hands to her back and her legs, everywhere her body touched the plane.

      This was ridiculous. Fool or not, something was going on here.

      She called out, “Excuse me.” Her voice was hoarse and didn’t rise over the noise of the engine.

      Now the very air tickled, as if it was alive with static electricity. Jessica reached for her seatbelt, ready to push herself up and tap the pilot on the shoulder.

      There was a flash, turning the world into a seething mass of white. Jessica couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe.

      The plane lurched and shuddered.

      She must have been knocked out, because the next thing she knew her eyes had gone funny and everything looked blurred in rainbow colours.

      Her ears popped. Fog trailed past the window, and the only sound was the ominous rushing of air. The propeller turned idly at the nose of the plane. Her ears popped again.

      The pilot’s voice was loud in the eerie silence. “Repeat—reporting engine failure . . .”

      Jessica sat stiff in her seat, every muscle cramped with fear. No, she didn’t want to die, she didn’t want to die . . . she didn’t . . . Heat flowed from the seat into her hands.

      The trickle of warmth grew into a flood. It made its way up into her arms and though the soles of her shoes into her legs. Pain stabbed her forehead, as if a vial of acid had exploded there, spreading down her neck, her shoulders, her arms; burning, eating everything in its path.

      She was flying, flapping her arms, which had become great white wings. She was a swan, and as long as she kept moving her wings they would never reach the ground. Pain increased until it felt like her skin was on fire, and still it grew. Over the thuds of her pounding heart, the world slowed to an unreal, hypnotising pace, in which the pilot’s attempts to restart the engine felt like they were part of another universe.

      The businessman shouted, “Come on, fucking re-start the engine!” He grasped the back of the seat before him as if ready to do so himself.

      The pilot called into his headset, “Mayday, mayday, mayday.”

      The burning heat inside her grew so strong that Jessica could no longer bear it. She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out.

      The pilot turned around. “You guys wearing your seatbelts? Lean on the seat—Fuck!”

      Glass exploded everywhere. Jessica was thrown into the wall. The noise was horrible: screeching, something tearing at the outside of the plane. Then a gentle cracking of wood, and the hammering of her heart in her chest. And pain, like molten lava, flowed over her skin.

      Silence.
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      SEMI-DARKNESS, mist, the dark shapes of tree trunks.

      Jagged shards of glass jutted out from above the plane’s instrument panel. Pieces of glass also glistened in the pilot’s hair. He hung sideways in his seatbelt, almost a silhouette in the dim light.

      Humidity mingled with the overpowering smell of fuel, which clung to Jessica’s skin like a film of grease.

      “Are you all right?” asked an unfamiliar voice, deep and male, muffled in the stuffiness of the cabin.

      Jessica tore her gaze from the pilot’s limp form and almost screamed. Her eyes, her face, her skin burned like fire. Waves of sparks travelled under the skin of her forearms, swirling over her hands, disappearing under the sleeves of her shirt, where she could feel them running up her shoulders, down her back . . .

      Shit, I can’t move.

      “Are you all right, girl?” the hippie repeated. He had an accent she couldn’t quite place, Eastern European maybe. Diffused light cast a silky sheen over his sweaty face.

      Yes, Jessica wanted to say but she only managed a tiny nod. Tears stung behind her eyes. She should have cheered and laughed. Still alive. How often did people survive small plane crashes? But she had felt this burning over her skin only once before and that was a time she didn’t want to be reminded of. She worried that he could see the sparks. Had people seen the sparks back then, with Stephen Fitzgerald? Her parents had said nothing, and her mother was the first to see her, after . . .  Shit, shit, shit.

      “We’re leaking fuel.” The hippie turned the door handle. Branches cracked under the weight of the door as it swung down.

      “If you’re not injured, this is not the time to play damsel in distress. Let’s get you out.”

      He reached for Jessica’s arm. A spark crackled from her elbow, over her lower arm, down her hand to his fingers.

      “Shit!” He jerked back, hitting his head on the ceiling. “Damn it, you could have blown us up.”

      Jessica glared at him. Do you think I can bloody help it?

      His eyes were an eerie light blue, lighter than she would have thought possible. His face was very narrow and his skin looked as soft as that of the year-seven boys at St Patrick’s College whose beards hadn’t started growing.

      She muttered, “Sorry.”

      But the spark had released some of the tension and she could now move her arms, even though it still hurt. She would need to rage at something and release the mist to fix this. Quite a bit of mist, too.

      She scrambled over the seat he had vacated and slithered backwards out the door. Every time she put down her knees, a burning pain flowed through her. Sparks flew from her shivering hands, warming metal, fabric or plastic under her touch.

      A knee-deep carpet of broken branches littered the forest floor. Her shoes caught on twigs, causing her to stumble on unsteady legs. Out here, the smell of fuel was even stronger.

      “Help me, girl. We need to get them out.” The hippie flung aside a black bag and a newspaper. The businessman leant against the window, his eyes half-open, blood seeping into the collar of his shirt.

      Something clicked in her mind. What was she doing? Forgetting everything she’d learned about first aid? “You’re . . . you’re not supposed to move injured people. You might make their injuries worse.” Her voice sounded high, awfully childish.

      He shot her an irritated look. “Yes, if the victim is in a safe place—which we are not. You know how flammable Avgas is? Even a mobile phone signal can set it off. Here—get a move on. Take that somewhere safe.” He shoved the first aid kit into her hands.

      She had no energy to argue with him, tell him that mobile phone story was an urban myth. Besides, the sparks she gave off might do the trick and she didn’t want to argue about them either.

      Jessica clutched the first aid box to her chest and pushed up the slope through the tangle of branches. Pain spiked through her feet with every step, as if she were walking on knives. On her arms the sparks swirled, forming patterns, as if schools of tiny fish swam under her skin.

      “Hurry up, girl,” came his voice from behind her; the staccato accent heightening the unfriendliness.

      Damn it. Who did he think she was? She would hurry if she could, if only she had some time to get rid of these sparks. Jessica plonked down the first aid kit and retraced her steps.

      He had pulled the pilot out of the wreck and placed him against a rock. The man’s chest moved in shallow breaths, and he clutched a bloodied hand in his lap.

      “Girl. Help him to wherever you’ve put the first aid kit. Do something about his hand.”

      Irritation boiled. “I have a name. It’s Jessica.”

      Again, she met those weird eyes in a moment of silence.

      Like this, he didn’t look like an ageing hippie at all. Much too uptight, no Peace, Man attitude. Maybe he belonged to a bikie gang, and was used to bullying his minions around. Not the best character to get into a fight with when you were stuck in an isolated valley.

      She glanced at the silhouette of the businessman in the plane. A trail of blood ran down the window.

      “Don’t you want help getting him out?”

      “I’ll get him. You worry about the pilot.”

      Jessica bent down, looped her arms under the pilot’s shoulders and heaved, clamping her jaws against the pain. When she lifted him to about knee-height, he became too heavy and she had to put him back down.

      “You feel hot,” the pilot whispered.

      Jessica pressed her lips together. Tell me something I don’t know. At least she no longer sparkled like a Christmas tree.

      “Can you get up?”

      Of course, she should have asked that first. Girls, her father had mocked often enough, always do things before they think.

      With a groan, the pilot turned over and managed to push himself to his hands and knees. Jessica draped his arm over her shoulder, and pulled him up until he stood on his feet. Apart from his hand, he had no obvious injuries.

      By the time she eased him down against the trunk of the tree where she had left the first aid box, the sparks under her skin had gone completely, although she still felt as tense as hell.

      He groped behind his back. “Ouch, what’s this? It’s all prickly.”

      He was right and she only started noticing the strange trees now. The trunks of all the trees were strange, all prickly with fronds and leaves as if a piece of lawn had wrapped itself around it. Weird. Very weird.

      She flipped open the first aid kit, a comprehensive affair that folded out, with bottles and syringes on the top shelf inside the lid. The pilot gave her a suspicious look.

      “I’m just going to bandage your hand,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before.”

      Lots of times, save that she had been working as assistant vet nurse, and her patients had been horses, breeding cattle and working dogs.

      He relaxed a bit. Looked away. “Sorry. My name is Martin.”

      “Jessica.”

      “You don’t look . . .”

      Didn’t look what? Old enough to have this kind of experience? “I’m studying to be a vet.” Slight exaggeration—she needed to make the entrance score first.

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      She found bandages and disinfectant—the pilot cursed when she put it on his hand—and affixed thin strips over the cuts. Then she bandaged up his hand.

      A cracking of branches announced the hippie’s arrival, stumbling backwards as he dragged the limp form of the businessman on a picnic blanket. He came to a halt next to the pilot, let go of the blanket and straightened, panting. His sweat-slicked face looked white. For all his bravado and bluster, she didn’t think he had much experience in emergencies.

      As he stood there, digging in the pocket of his jacket, it occurred to her that he was as tall as her. Few people were.

      The skin on the businessman’s face had faded to pasty grey, the cheekbone pushed in, the ear filled up with blood, which ran down his face, his neck and shoulder. His chest moved in slow, shallow breaths. Jessica couldn’t keep her eyes from his injury. Last year, when working for the vet, she had attended a horse that was hit by a car. It had a broken leg, and internal injuries, but there was much less blood than had seeped into the man’s jacket. The vet had seen no option but to put the animal to sleep.

      She knew: this man was going to die.

      Jessica took a wad of bandage from the first aid kit, intending to wipe blood out of his nose to make breathing easier.

      “What the bloody hell . . .” The hippie’s voice sounded loud in the silence. He held his mobile phone in front of him. “The battery has died.”

      “Try mine,” said the pilot, holding out his phone.

      The hippie took it, but it had the same problem. Jessica could see it in his face before he spoke. “Nothing. Not a bloody thing.”

      Both men faced her. She took her phone out of her pocket, but the screen was dead, too. Strange.

      Jessica turned back to the businessman, but her face tingled. Nausea washed over her, black spots floated before her eyes, she swayed . . . Long-fingered hands stopped her falling into the leaf litter and propped her up against a tree. A bottle was pressed to her mouth. She gulped, stale water soothing her throat, running down her chin, onto her shirt.

      “You’re sure you’re not injured?”

      The hippie’s face floated in and out of focus, his weird eyes fixed on hers; Jessica shook her head. Shit. Now he was going to think she fainted because of the blood.

      He sank down to his knees, wiping her face. “Your skin feels hot . . . what’s that?” Frowning, his finger traced the erratic pattern of small reddish spots on her upper arm. “Old injury?”

      She pulled her arm back. It was as if he picked on all her peculiarities. The spots were not that clearly visible, and there were many odd things about her that most people would comment on before mentioning them. The words “creepy” or Dracula featured commonly in those descriptions.

      “It’s nothing. A birth mark. I’ve always had that.”

      Always. Not even her mother knew how those spots came to be on her skin, or the burn on her leg, now hidden under her jeans, and she had been only three weeks old when she stopped being anonymous, abandoned “baby J” and started being Jessica Moore.

      She tried to soothe her nerves and convince herself that he knew nothing of the web of light she used to control animals. He knew nothing of her feelings just before the crash. He knew nothing of the sparks.

      But she wasn’t entirely successful.

      He smiled, uneasily. “Just take it easy, girl. None of us are made of steel.”

      “My name is Jessica!”

      He flicked up eyebrows of white hair. “Jessica.” In a tone as if he didn’t believe her. His gaze turned to the businessman. “You’re OK to clean him up a bit? You need help?”

      “No!” Spoken more angrily than she intended, but who the hell did he think he was, bossing her about? She was not a softie. She unwrapped a clean wad of bandage and drenched it with disinfectant.

      The hippie turned away and spoke to the pilot. “Did air traffic control reply to your distress signal?”

      The pilot gave a helpless shrug. “It was all so fast I never got a chance to talk to anyone. As soon as the lightning struck us, the radio went dead. I’m not even sure anyone heard my call.”

      “You’re sure it was lightning, mate? Couldn’t have been flying too close to power lines or anything?”

      “Not at that height. Yeah, I think it was lightning. No idea where it came from, but the weather does weird things at times.”

      “You’re not wrong there, but that would have been the strangest lightning I’ve ever seen.”

      Jessica shivered. It wasn’t lightning, she was sure of that. Anyone else would know that, too, having noticed the distinct lack of clouds in the sky. What sort of brain did this man have in his head? A brain that was avoiding the obvious conclusion: that the crash had something to do with her.

      Things had started to go wrong the moment that . . . whoever it was . . . started tugging at the web she had cast at Angus. Something had happened. She had felt the prickling sensation of a current through the plane, so there was no reason the hippie couldn’t have felt it. She saw the sparks under her skin, so he might have seen them, too.

      He had definitely seen the sparks leap off her skin.

      He sank down on a knotted root next to the pilot, not looking at her, or avoiding her gaze.

      “Any idea where we are?” he asked.

      The pilot shrugged. “Not the faintest fucking clue, mate. I mean, according to the map we’d be somewhere on the western slopes, about fifteen minutes out of Lithgow, but I don’t know of any country like this on the western slopes. It’s like we’ve landed in some kind of fucking hidden valley. Like the one where they discovered this . . . this . . . flaming tree . . . oh, what’s it called?”

      “The Wollemi Pine?” Jessica said.

      “Yeah, that’s the one. A prehistoric kind of valley. I mean, aren’t there supposed to be gum trees in this country? You got any idea where we are?”

      Soft thuds of drops of water falling from trees were the only reply to his question.

      “How long before the airline discovers we’re missing?”

      “Not too long. What’s the time?” Eyes wide, the pilot stared at his wrist. “Would you believe it? My fucking watch has given up the ghost, too. It says it’s just past four, but it must be later than that. It’s getting dark.”

      Jessica’s watch too, said five minutes past four, but the seconds were still ticking over.

      The pilot looked up where tree trunks disappeared into the mist. “They’d be searching for us right now. I don’t know how long it’d take.” He groaned. “Shit, my head hurts.”

      The hippie got to his feet. “Well, it looks like we’re stuck here for the night unless the mist lifts. Do we have any food?”

      Silence.

      He shrugged. “Suppose that would be asking a bit much. Let’s see what we do have. A tent of some sort? It looks like it might rain.”

      “There’s a tarp in the plane,” the pilot said.

      “Come on, girl, you look big and strong; I could use some help.”

      Jessica very much wanted to tell him where he could stick his patronising comments and orders, but there was nothing else to do, so she pushed herself up and followed him back to the wrecked plane, thinking that even though she and the pilot had introduced themselves, he had not. When he stopped to hold a branch aside for her, she looked into his sweat-slicked face.

      “Forgive me asking, but do we know each other?”

      A closed look came over his face. “Should we?”

      “I didn’t think we did, so I don’t know your name.”

      “Uh, sorry. My name is Brian.”

      A slight hesitation. Not his real name, no way, not with that accent. Someone on the run? She forced a smile. “Nice to meet you, Brian.”

      He didn’t reply.

      They reached the plane wreck, where he crawled into the luggage compartment and extracted the tarpaulin, which he handed to her without meeting her eyes. The uncomfortable silence lingered.

      By the time Jessica had helped Brian string the tarpaulin between the branches of two trees, it was almost dark. Since he had told her his name, Brian had spoken only the most necessary words. Silence hung between them like heavy syrup. He glanced at her, and she glanced at him, trying to do so when he wasn’t watching, and being unsuccessful at least half the time. Those light blue eyes chilled her. He was sizing her up or something. Not quite a pervert, since he’d made no move to touch her when they were alone. But something was odd and creepy about the way he looked at her.

      To get away from his stare, Jessica collected pieces of dead wood and put them in a pile, but however much Brian tried, the pilot’s cigarette lighter would not cooperate. He went back down the hill to the plane wreckage and came back with a container. The look on his face spelled thunder, so Jessica was happy to get out of his way and watched from a distance as he sprinkled Avgas over the wood. The smell of fuel drifted on the air. He flicked the cigarette lighter.

      Nothing.

      He flicked the lighter harder and harder, his mouth set in a grim line. His lips were very thin.

      After a while, Jessica started feeling sorry for him. He so clearly wanted to play scout leader. “Maybe the lighter is out of fluid.”

      “Don’t you think I’d have checked that?”

      He flicked the lighter again and again, sweat sheening his arms. It was probably not such a good idea to needle him so much. She could almost feel his anger.

      “It doesn’t really matter. I mean—do we really need a fire? It’s not cold.”

      He turned around, glaring at her. He took a deep breath, held it for a second or two before letting it out again. “Look, girl, why don’t you attend to the others?”

      “My name is Jessica, not girl.”

      He gave her a withering look.

      Jessica sat down next to the pilot under the tarpaulin, glaring at Brian’s back. All right, so he didn’t want to be helped. Well, fuck him.

      She pulled her knees up under her chin.

      “Are you all right?” came the pilot’s whisper.

      “Yes, it’s just . . .” She shrugged.

      “He’s a bit odd, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah.” She was glad the pilot volunteered.

      “Do you know him?”

      “No.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Oh. I thought you did. You know he’s the only reason we waited for you at the airport?”

      “He is?” Her heart jumped.

      “He told me he’d be happy to wait when I said there was another passenger coming.”

      A chill crept over her back. This guy kept staring at her. He made no effort to introduce himself, but picked up on peculiarities of hers that no one noticed—and yet seemed to gloss over the most obvious ones. Between that and the accident and the mysterious message on her phone . . . It couldn’t all be a coincidence, or could it? Or was she being overly suspicious? Heaven knew she’d had plenty of reason for that.

      No, her imagination was running away with her. She had never met anyone who knew about the mist. Why would she be sharing a plane with one?

      In all likelihood, she would have asked the pilot to wait, too, knowing how hard it was to find alternative transport in the country. But somehow he didn’t feel like the kind of person who would have that much concern for other people.

      “I’m beginning to wish I missed the flight,” she said.

      “You’re not the only one. I was rostered on a different flight and took this one only so that I could go to my brother’s birthday tomorrow.”

      “I’m—ouch!” Something pricked the skin just above her sock. Something black, soft and slimy, like a slug. She swiped at it, flicking it into the bushes. “Yuk, these things bite.”

      “What is it?”

      “Some kind of black slug. Look there, on your shoe.”

      He pulled his foot closer to see. His face twisted into a disgusted mask and he flicked the creature off. “Great, leeches.”

      It wasn’t a leech, she had seen plenty of those on last year’s school kayaking camp, but Jessica wasn’t going to argue about it. Blood-sucking slugs were the last thing she felt like dealing with. She pulled her socks up as far as they would go and stuffed the hems of her trouser legs in them. From the sound of shifting leaves, she gathered Martin was doing the same.

      A bit later, Brian joined them. He sank down in the leaf litter and heaved a great angry sigh. The pile of sticks lay like a large dark mole hill. No one spoke.

      They sat in the advancing night, sharing drinks from Martin’s water bottle, while drops of water plocked on the tarpaulin. Every now and then, Brian would get up to check on the businessman, but he never said anything when he came back and Jessica never asked. She knew the news couldn’t be good.

      Martin fell into some kind of fevered sleep. He mumbled and tossed and turned, every now and then letting out snorting snores that made Jessica sit up straight and strain her ears. When would the rescue team come?

      The night drowned in shrills and cries and buzzes. Wings fluttered close to her face and tickling creatures ran up her legs under her trousers. Some time later, a breeze picked up and blew away the veils of mist. Gnarled black shapes materialised: the trunks of enormous trees covered in growths so they looked like yetis with arms stretched towards the sky. Mossy boulders dotted the hillside like marbles thrown by a giant hand. A patch of moonlight travelled across the treetops, showing the canopy above.

      “The mist is lifting,” Brian grumbled and after the long silence his voice sounded loud. It was very deep, and rumbled in his chest. “That means tomorrow the search party will have no trouble finding us.”

      Oh, she hoped so. He creeped her out. Seriously.

      More drops of water fell on the tarpaulin; strange noises drifted from somewhere far off. Jessica scratched exposed skin at every itch. Carnivorous slugs. Furry trees. In all the time since the crash, she had not heard a single familiar bird call. The trees, with their covering of ferny plants and large branches so close to the ground, did not look familiar either. On kayaking trips with school, she had traversed rainforest gullies full of tree ferns and giant gum trees with white trunks like graceful nymphs, where the sound of whipbirds and the laughter of kookaburras rang in the forest. Here, there were none of those familiar things. Just where had they landed?

      “You have a sleep,” Brian said after a while. “I’ll keep watch and wake you when I hear something.”

      Jessica was not tired in the least, but she lay down anyway. Her thoughts went around in circles. Maybe she was silly, but she didn’t trust him. He was weird and made her nervous.

      She couldn’t stop scratching herself, checking her skin for the horrid black creatures. Every now and then, she held her breath for as long as she could, listening for the sounds of the forest, as if the slugs made a hungry sucking noise. Then she would remember the crash, the frightening sensation of falling, and she would try to piece together how it could be that the day had passed so quickly. Nothing made sense. Then she would drift off, only to be jolted by a grunt or a snort from Martin. And remember that she wanted to stay awake. And find herself covered in sweat. She would look up to see Brian’s silhouette sitting there, staring into the dark. But somehow, sleep managed to claim her.
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      “GIRL, WAKE UP!” Someone shook Jessica’s leg.

      “Huh—what?”

      She pushed herself up, seeing nothing but pitch darkness. The scent of musty air. Her hands clawed in leaf litter.

      What the hell . . .

      Then it came back to her. The crash, the forest.

      “Someone’s coming,” Brian said. Leaves rustled as he jumped to his feet. He whistled so loudly her ears hurt. “We’re here!”

      Footsteps came closer. Male voices rang out. Jessica peered into the darkness, expecting to see the glare of torches and hear the barking of dogs, but all remained dark.

      Strange.

      The footsteps stopped quite close. From somewhere ahead came the sound of panting breaths. A musty scent wafted through the air, reminiscent of something that had been in stale water for days, mixed with a smell of fish.

      “Who are you?” Brian asked, his voice laced with the same apprehension Jessica felt.

      A man spoke in a foreign language, full of harsh and guttural sounds.

      Brian mumbled, “What the hell’s going on here?” He took a step back, stumbling into Jessica. “We need help. Our plane crashed. There are four of us and one’s been injured real bad—”

      The rest of the sentence drowned in a blue flash. By its brief burst of light, Jessica could make out five figures on the slope below. Small and lithe, with wild mops of hair in dreadlocks. The closest one held out a fist, pointing at Brian.

      “What the fuck, they’re shooting—”

      That was Martin’s voice.

      Holy shit! They must have stumbled on a group of poachers, or a drug syndicate’s hide-out, or some set-up like that. Her father often talked about those and how dangerous those men were. As a police officer, he would know.

      Jessica shouted, “Brian, get out of here, hide yourself!”

      She scrambled up the slope, slipping on boulders, stumbling over branches and fallen tree trunks. Shadows followed her, quick and silent. Something gripped her arm. She screamed and kicked. There were shouts, rough voices, more footsteps; hands on her arms, holding her, pulling a rag around her wrists. She wriggled. One of her arms shot free and hit what felt like somebody’s face.

      “Let me, go, let me go! I know nothing. I won’t say anything.”

      A wave of heat welled up from within her, rising to the skin in swirls of sparks. It flowed into her arms, up her shoulders, burning like boiling water.

      Oh damn it, that was the tension still inside her coming out.

      Blue-white light flowed out through her skin, engulfed her hands and crackled up her arms in a net of sparkling threads. Shapes formed in the air while the sounds of the forest dulled.

      [image: ]

      She was on the front steps to the main entrance of her inner city boarding school. There was a police car in the drive. The school principal stood under the arched entrance of the porch, surrounded by about half the girls from her year. Some were crying.

      A voice said, “They found nothing?”

      It was a male voice, unfamiliar, coming from her throat.

      The principal shook her head and glanced up over her reading glasses. “Are you a relative?”

      “I am . . .” She found herself hesitating, in her male vision-persona, and a wave of anguish washed over her. His anguish.

      Where are you?

      [image: ]

      Jessica tried to reply I don’t know but she was back in the forest again, in the noise, the shouting, the smell of singed vegetation.

      Panting, Jessica swayed on her feet. What the hell did she just see?

      Then she realised something else: her captors had let go of her hands.

      She sensed them standing at close distance, hesitant. Their fear rippled over her in the same way Angus’ feelings did, like a wave of cold.

      Jessica ran. She stumbled because she couldn’t see though the purple blotches that danced in her vision. Branches cracked and leaves rustled, slapping in her face. Jessica blundered through the forest, into trees and rocks, tripping, falling.

      After a while, when no one followed her, she stopped and listened.

      Wings buzzed. Animals croaked, shrilled and wailed in the night. The smells had returned to normal: mushrooms, dead leaves and the faint whiff of fuel.

      And silence. For a long time, she stood there, waiting to hear footsteps and voices, but nothing came. The poachers were happy to have chased her off? They were scared and were going back to get reinforcements?

      She had to get back to Brian and Martin. They needed to get out of here.

      “Brian?” she whispered and when there was no answer, a bit louder, “Brian?”

      Silence. A patch of moonlight touched the tree canopy. Ghostly shadows turned the forest into an impenetrable mass of black and grey.

      “Brian!”

      Half-blind, she pushed through the undergrowth. Branches and boulders tripped her, twigs scratched at her face. She had no idea where she was going, except down a hill—because she had run up a hill to flee the men. She lifted her foot to step over a boulder. The ground crumbled under her, and she slid, legs-first, down a gravelly slope . . . into knee-deep water.

      A creek gurgled past her, murmuring and whispering in a bed of soft sand. She sat there, dazed, wet all over. In the daylight, she hadn’t seen a creek. If she had, she could have refreshed the stale water from Martin’s drink bottle.

      Bloody hell. She could have injured herself badly. That was really stupid, to go thrashing about in the night like a chook without a head. There could have been snakes, or a ravine. Brian was a big boy, old enough to keep his head down until he could see enough to move around. She’d worry about him in the morning.

      The truth was, though, the stupid oaf did have her worried. Those idiot poachers had been shooting. She couldn’t recall hearing shots after they had tried to grab her, but Martin
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