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Sinkhole
The rounded silhouette had been broken by a 

deep slash. Thousands of years of legend had just 
been torn in two. Could the snake swallow its tail 

if the tail were ripped apart?

Al Onia

fiction

Allan Balford stepped outside the Cultural Center to stretch and 
have a smoke. A kilometer away, Uluru stood bathed in sunset glow. 
The visitor mob he’d escorted had gone. The tourists who cared would 
rise early in the morning to catch the red dawn of the rock but Allan 
preferred this dusk silhouette. The sun would set but Uluru would 
remain. Stronger than the sun, it would return every dawn until time 
itself vanished. He finished his cigarette. The night would be clear 
and cold. Should he stay until dark and imagine the elemental battles 
which created Uluru re-enacted under the stars? His imagination 
wasn’t up to it. Too many days of repeating the same stories to adults 
locked into reality far removed from the Dreamtime. Being ignored 
by teenagers addicted to VR glasses powered by the latest streams 
of microwave broadcast power and signal. Even the children, ones 
who had the imagination to learn the hidden realities, suffered parental 
guidance away from the Dreaming. He walked to his dirt bike for the 
trip home to Yulara.

In the midst of throwing a leg over the seat, Allan saw the fire 
glow, sharpening the top of the sacred rock’s silhouette. He turned to 
check. The sun was behind him, where it should be. What was this? 
The light behind Uluru grew brighter and brighter. Tourists returning 
on the walkway stopped and gaped. Even the ever-present flies ceased 
their annoyance. The light became blinding, then split into a thousand 
points as it exploded into Uluru. The main light streaked overhead, 
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followed by the crack of impact and the roar of its trajectory though 
the air. 

Allan shaded his eyes, trying to follow the invader. A further 
explosion of light followed to the west. Two days’ walk, he judged. 
Kata Tjuta?

He turned back to stare at Uluru. Tons of rock-dust motes coloured 
the sunset blood-red. A stench unlike any in his experience wafted over 
him. Burnt rock, his instinct cried. Burnt bloody rock. The rounded 
silhouette had been broken by a deep slash. Thousands of years of 
legend had just been torn in two. Could the snake swallow its tail if 
the tail were ripped apart?

February 20, 2026. Impact plus eight days
Doctor Neville Connor studied the wildly varying gravimeter 

readings over his assistant’s shoulder. “If it had been a simple 
meteorite, I’d be happy to let it rest where it fell. Leave it to the 
meteorite hunters.” Whatever had torn up the outback, it was far more 
complicated. “We don’t know how deep it burrowed on impact. This… 
matter-eater is a career maker. For both of us.”

Marcus passed him a note. “Cambridge wants a growth rate 
estimate for the void.” Neville’s student aide banged the inside of the 
van. “How can we estimate rate of growth without knowing the size of 
the initial crater? I’m not volunteering to get close enough to the edge 
to measure how fast we’re literally losing ground.”

“We’ll have enough data in a week,” said Neville. “Once the 
mobile observation rig is set up.”

Neville shook his hands, forcing his frustration aside. “What’s the 
timetable?”

“Woomera’s on the boil. Transport should arrive at Yulara 
tomorrow.”

“Man the camp. I’m driving out tonight to track down a local who 
witnessed the event, chap named Allan Balford. He watched Uluru get 
cut in two.”

Neville laid a hand on his assistant’s shoulder. “How do you like 
your first week as a doctoral candidate, Marcus?”
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Marcus grimaced. “Not what I expected. I thought field work was 
for geologists, not physicists.”

“Won’t seem so bad when you cram years of research into a few 
months. We’ll co-publish, how’s The Kata Tjuta Devouring Whatsit 
by Neville Connor, PhD and Marcus Brand, PhD?”

“Change ‘whatsit’ to ‘dofunny’ or ‘thingamajig’ and I’m in. As 
long as there’s enough data to maintain funding until I get tenure, I’ll 
endure a bit of field work. I’ll put up the tent.”

“We’ll be the ones to provide data for the world to figure out a 
way to stop it.”

“What’s plan B?”
“I become good friends with Mr. Allan Balford. Maybe the 

aborigines have a secret legend dealing with the end of the world.”

March, 2026. Impact plus five weeks
The building-sized stone mound tilted, then slid below the 

horizon. Allan watched, fascinated and disturbed, courtesy of Neville’s 
monitors.

“It’s sinking.” Neville combined the four views of the last Olga. 
Monsoon-like rain coated the normally red-hued granite with a sheen 
akin to burnished steel.

Allan squirmed in the tight confines of the scientists’ tank. 
“Photographers’d pay thousands to take such a shot of Kata Tjuta in 
the old days. Chrome-plated rock. Everyone’s got pictures in the dry.”

The inside of the mobile bunker hummed and blinked. “This is 
quite the beast you have, Nev. I’d prefer my bike for a quicker retreat. 
Do you rule this tank or other way ‘round?”

“I wonder myself. Your question’s well-founded even though 
a jest. The invisible appetite somewhere in that crater rules both. 
Marcus’ll drive.”

“Startin’ the platform forward,” said Marcus. “Camera one on 
line.”

Allan scanned the video monitors. A jerky image on the upper left 
had to be ‘one’. The rest were all views of the platform from varying 
distances. Marcus’s hand hovered atop the controls. “Camera four 
down. God, look at it.”
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Allan turned attention from the video back to the view out the 
window. The bunker inched away from ground zero where the last 
of the 36 rock domes had disappeared from sight. A column of flame 
spewed up, beyond the camera’s range.

“Jesus,” Neville whispered. “Check the satellite view.”
Allan stayed frozen for ten, fifteen seconds. The flame collapsed 

upon its source. Extinguished.
“Kata Tjuta, gone,” Marcus whispered. “Half a kilometer high 

and half a billion years old. Consumed in a month.”
“Allan, how do you feel?” asked Neville.
“We Anangu are tight-lipped about our origin mythology. This 

destruction is new to me. Sharing my thoughts isn’t easy. Perhaps the 
‘eater’ validates our myths.”

“Uluru’s next,” said Neville.
“How long?” Neville and Marcus were too detached, Allan 

thought. Their myths had to have physical support. They couldn’t just 
believe.

“Another month? Maybe six. The ‘eater’ or whatever-the-hell-it-is 
is like your Dreaming stories. It doesn’t like to share.”

Marcus tapped a screen. “The visual wavelength shot is useless 
with the cloud cover but satellite infrared confirms the inexorable 
growth of the infinity pit.”

Allan stared in fascination as tendrils of red, yellow and white 
writhed within the main view like a tortured bonfire. The remains of 
the final part of the meal lost their form and were absorbed into the 
maw.

“There go the buggies to relocate the sensors.” Two unmanned 
mini-ATV’s slid and bucked over the perimeter, on ground as yet 
undisturbed by the voracious, invisible, interstellar visitor.

Allan shook free of his shock. “What is it in your terms? A black 
hole?”

Neville lit a cigarette, hands trembling. “Not even a micro black 
hole. The atmosphere would’ve been sucked in before now. This thing 
restricts its appetite to denser material. It’s new to our ‘legends’ as 
well.”

New? Or very old? Allan palmed the wood charm in his pocket. 
Lighter than water, he knew from school. Wood floated on water. Not 
dense. Stronger.
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Marcus shut off the engine and locked the brakes. “Observation 
station fourteen established. GPS locked and confirmed.” He rebooted 
the video feeds. “Camera four still offline, Doc.”

Neville looked up from his own data feed. “No worries. Visual 
is more for the news channels. And the resulting sponsorship. Our 
twenty-percent share from the Anangu will keep the department’s 
research going for a decade. Ten years is a long time in academia. 
You could be department head by then. I’ll be sitting in a rocking 
chair on my porch in Melbourne reading your results. While sipping 
my evening Scotch.” He squinted through a porthole. “Assuming this 
anomaly has ceased consuming the outback and we’ve not all fled to 
survive sailing the Indian Ocean.”

Marcus stood from his seat and stretched. He spun the roof hatch. 
Before he flipped the access hatch open he said, “Ten years. I’ll be 
barkin’ mad watchin’ this for ten years.”

“Plenty of time to refine our theory of what and why.”
“Your friend Allan’s as likely to explain it as we are. I have 

the feelin’ he suspects but the Aborigines aren’t talkin’. Not to us, 
anyway.”

“Anangu,” Neville corrected. “Stuffy in here.”
Marcus clanged the hatch. Rain spit through the hole. The pair 

climbed out.
Neville swung over the side, using the grab rails to reach the 

ground. Flies invaded his nose, ears and eye sockets. “Damn, forgot 
the bloody nets.” He helped Marcus erect the awning with one arm 
swatting flies.

The shade up and anchored, Neville stood sheltered from the rain, 
looking across the bleak landscape to an even bleaker future. “We’ll 
put up side screens and sleep out here until the crater gets close enough 
to force our next retreat.”

“Flies shouldn’t be out in this rain,” said Marcus. “Nature is a bit 
confused. Any sign of the locals?”

Neville gazed away from the direction of the pit. “Smoke in the 
distance. Allan said his folk’re joining the Pitjantjatjara on the far side 
of Uluru. Hell of a fire meeting to see the smoke from here. I wonder 
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what oral traditions this’ll become in a millennium.”
“We won’t have a millennium if the world-eater isn’t stopped. 

What’s the latest strategy from the big-brains?”
Neville sighed. “The Tiddalick plan, I call it. Children’s story of 

the great frog in the Dreamtime who drank all the earth’s water. Got 
so full, had to give it all back in a flood.”

“We don’t have water.”
“We overfeed the sucker with super-dense matter. It vomits mass 

at the singularity and theoretically will evaporate.”
“An emetic? Cosmological chunder?” Marcus laughed.
“Basically.”
Marcus looked nervous. “Uh, when is this going to happen?”
“Tomorrow. I should have told you earlier but I only found out 

last night as we set up to move. Five road trains will deliver the super-
dense matter gathered from round the globe. Hell of a note to pull 
nations together but nice to know Aus has friends.”

Marcus strung up the first hammock and climbed in. “I know 
you’ve got your plan ‘B’ with Allan. Think mine will be to get the hell 
out of here. What’s plan ‘C’?”

“Working on it. A thousand physicists are working on it with 
no consensus. In fact, there is a movement to block the road trains. 
Fortunately, the Anangu are on our side.”

“I remember the concern over the Hadron Collider a decade back? 
Some postulated a black hole would be created.”

Neville shook his head. “A black hole pales in comparison to this 
anomaly. But it didn’t manifest and we gained ten years of progress 
before the cosmos delivered a cosmological shark to our doorstep. 
This monster lives to eat, eats to live.”

Marcus turned up the volume of the ONN newsfeed. “…warn of 
accelerating the anomaly’s influence. Professor Chadwick leads the 
Cambridge block trying to halt the super-dense mission. Professor 
Chadwick.”

A bespectacled, wispy-haired man spoke agitatedly. “More matter 
is not the solution, Ms. Chang. In simplest terms, the Kata Tjuta event 
horizon,” he paused to adjust his glasses, “could rapidly expand with 
the addition of more fuel.”

“Professor, I remember my grandfather’s car would flood with too 
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much gasoline.”
“Mineral annihilation is not carbureted combustion. More will 

beget more.”
The reporter recovered quickly. “Isn’t that what you scientists call 

a positive feedback loop?”
“She’s well prepared,” said Marcus.
“Chadwick could be right.”
Chadwick’s impatience didn’t diminish. “This strategy is folly 

based on some Aboriginal legend. Our model predicts disastrous 
results. We must stop it. I plead with the Anangu to block the passage 
of these road trains.”

“What is the Cambridge solution?” Chang prodded.
“Positrons. Antimatter. Rather than feed it, we suck it dry. Reduce 

input, reverse the process before it accelerates beyond any control.”
“A negative feedback loop?” The reporter’s voice was tentative.
Chadwick ignored her. “We shall have sufficient material within 

a week. I ask for delay to at least allow us to try, before risking the 
growth the current agenda will undoubtedly foster.”

She pressed on. “Despite the danger the Kata Tjuta event poses, 
Professor Chadwick, would you repeat the comment you shared before 
we went on the air? The positives arising from this emergency.”

Chadwick settled in his chair. “Cooperation. Despite the scientific 
controversy and difference of opinion, the citizenry of the world is 
united in their concern for the Australian people and their country.” 
His picture faded to black.

“There you have it,” she said. “The ones who would eliminate the 
threat are the ones most deeply locked in dispute. I’m Carmen Chang, 
live from Alice Springs.” She touched a finger to her earbud and her 
jaw dropped a fraction. “When ONN returns, a story from Florida 
about a ‘gator-hunting pooch named Midnight.” She looked pissed at 
the apparently waning importance of her lead.

Marcus shut it off. “Antimatter? Is he serious?”
“The ten-year reprieve. I tend to agree with Chadwick.”
“Lots of plans. Feed it more matter, feed it anti-matter. Too bad 

there isn’t a third type of matter. We could generate more debate.”
Neville pondered Marcus’s words. Or overrule the existing debate.
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Allan followed the five road trains and their armed escort inside 
the secured perimeter of the eater-spirit’s hole. His tribal card and a 
quick frisk from the soldiers ensured his passage.

“Certain you want back inside? We’re pulling back when the 
convoy leaves.” The guard handed his identity card back.

Allan put his bike in gear. “Certain? Nope. I survived once, can’t 
get those images out of my head. My mum says I need to witness 
confirmation of my people’s myths. Or create new ones. And my mate 
Nev’s in the observation tank. Time I checked on him.”

“My opinion? I think those superminds should ask you fellows 
how to deal with this.”

“Maybe they will,” he answered and revved the throttle. He tore 
after the trucks, hoping to watch the unloading.

Half a dozen electric-powered forklifts carried their heavy cargo 
from the assembly station to a converted railway flatcar supported by 
tank treads. He shut off the bike, soon-to-be obsolete as the broadcast 
power developments would render gas burning vehicles extinct.

Nev came up as he watched. “You’re the only local to come this 
close, Allan.”

“I witnessed its arrival. Awesome. Before the fear.”
“Cigarette?” Nev pulled a pack from his shirt pocket.
“Thanks.”
“We don’t know more than we did last week or last month. What 

do you think?”
Allan snapped his lighter open and lit the pair. He inhaled the 

smoke. “Better’n the crap we get in Yulara at the tribal shop.” He 
rolled the tight cylinder in his fingers. “Oh, you meant the demon, not 
the cigarette.”

Nev laughed with him.
“Magnificent. Dangerous. Nature’s power. Nature’s evil.”
Nev said, “Right on all counts. Evil doesn’t really apply to 

nature though, does it? Nature being itself is neither malevolent nor 
benevolent. From a certain perspective.”

“My ancestors’ perspective was born from ‘you could not risk 
a mistake more than once’ experiences so I fall on the side of good 
versus bad rather than your explanation.”
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Nev blew smoke into the air. It whirled and dissipated. “And your 
interpretation?”

“This is bad.”
They watched while the forklifts delivered the last of the loads. 

The platform bowed under the weight.
“What now, Nev?”
“The flatcar is remote-controlled. We’ll get everyone clear then 

signal it forward to the crater.” He extinguished his cigarette in the 
sand, then picked up the butt and dropped it in a pocket.

Allan did the same.
“Your mates at the university. Astrophysics, right? Do they think 

this’ll work? Do you?”
Nev stared at the flatcar. “I fear it’s one hell of a way to test a theory 

but time is another consequence of nature.” He waved a hand across 
his eyes in habit before realizing the flies no longer were around. “Do 
your legends reveal any wisdom on overfeeding the enemy?”

Allan hesitated. Legends were not to be shared with outsiders. He 
chose a neutral path. “Overfeed the snake and it can’t move as fast. 
You can take your time killing it. Overfeed the crocodile and it sinks 
safely from sight. When it returns, it wants more.”

Nev nodded. “Sums up the debate. Damned if you do, damned if 
you do. The trucks are leaving. So should we. You’re welcome in the 
tank with Marcus and me. We’ll retreat a safe distance.”

Allan recalled the flight of the demon, shattering the air, scorching 
the earth and threatening the future. Myths originated in events distant 
in the past, real meaning lost to the eons. “Claustrophobic, but yeah, I 
can’t miss this. Hop on the bike.”

He started the cycle with a kick. Nev’s weight dropped the seat 
enough so both Allan’s feet touched the ground. He said, “You know, 
if you feed the crocodile the proper concoction, he’ll float. Then he’s 
vulnerable.”

“Are they stupid enough to eat what’s harmful? Crocs’ve had a 
few million years to experiment. We have weeks, months at the most.”

Allan pulled away. He shifted up twice, then remembered his 
passenger, whose tightening grip assured him Nev wasn’t comfortable 
with more speed.

He shouted over his shoulder, “A crocodile in a hurry might forget 
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his instinct. Or you might feed it something new.”

“Three hundred meters,” Marcus announced. “Edge stable.”
Allan wondered if Nev’s assistant ever showed real passion. 

Marcus went through the motions but he lacked Nev’s internal fire.
Nev pointed Allan to the central monitor. “Drone view from one 

hundred meters’ elevation and eighty meters away from the rim.”
“Why don’t you fly it directly above the yabo?”
“We’ve lost four already getting too close to the vertical event 

horizon,” said Nev. “Sucks ‘em in like peanuts.”
“Look.” Allan’s gaze returned to the first screen. “Shaking.”
“Video feed breaking up,” said Marcus. “Don’t tell me we’re 

losing signal this soon. Dammit. One hundred fifty. Crap, we’re losing 
more than signal. The crater’s growing. We’re losing land.”

Passion from Marcus at last. Or fright. Allan watched in fascination 
as the cameras documented the ground’s collapse. The circular edge 
grew a lump, in line with the platform of mass, and rapidly surrounded 
it. The platform teetered a moment on the edge before toppling out of 
sight.

“Get us back, Marcus,” Nev yelled. “Full speed.”
“On it. Hang on.”
Allan sat. The aerial view showed a final glimpse of the demon’s 

meal disappearing into blackness. An incandescent blue flash marked 
the passage of the scientists’ offering to a dreamtime of unknown 
place. “It swallowed your gift. Whole.”

Nev’s fingers danced across his keyboards. “The crater’s growing. 
Accelerating.” 

“We gave it one hell of a boost,” said Marcus
“An appetizer,” Nev observed. “A bloody tasty appetizer.”
He switched on his headset. “This is Connor. How soon can we 

have the antimatter on site?”
Allan studied the yellow circles overlain on the image of the rim. 

Kata Tjuta gone back to the Dreamtime. Uluru next. If this evil’s 
appetite wasn’t satisfied, soon there’d be no legends to pass on. No 
place to walkabout. The scientists keep thinking the solution is to stop 
it. Could his people do any different?
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Allan decided he’d seen enough. “Can you open up, Nev? Think 
I’ll trust my bike to pull my retreat. Tell the elders what I’ve seen. Let 
them reckon it out.”

Nev cracked the hatch. He pointed in the distance. “You’re 
welcome to come back for attempt two.”

Allan climbed out, glad to be in the open. “I don’t know. Plans to 
make.” He waved and jogged his way to the bike. In his pocket, the 
feel of the wooden shards comforted him. He would begin carving 
tonight. Their magic isn’t strong enough.

A week later and fifteen kilometers away, Allan watched the 
newest platform begin its crawl toward ‘The Big Empty’, as the demon 
had been christened. The Yulara pub was crowded with resigned and 
thirsty locals and a few curious foreigners. He sipped his soda under 
the watchful eye of the publican. End of the world was no excuse to 
break the rules around serving alcohol to the Anangu.

The news anchor rambled on about the science and quantum 
physics. “On a promising note, Doctor Luyendyk of the Berne Institute 
announced today a breakthrough in universal broadcast power. A 
new microwave polarization method will transmit electrical energy 
in industrial quantities. Back to our reporter on scene in Australia’s 
magnificent, but shrinking, outback. Carmen Chang, over to you.”

The short-haired brunette stared silently into the camera for a few 
seconds, nodding. “Roger, I’m eight hundred meters, that’s half a mile 
in American terms, from the edge of the so-called ‘Big Empty’. You 
can see the antimatter carrier behind me to the right. Its journey began 
two minutes ago.”

“Carmen, is this the world’s complete supply of antimatter?”
She looked as though her thunder had been stolen. She recovered 

the plastic smile and continued. “Good question, Rog. The platform 
will deliver only a portion of the supply on site. I’m told if this test 
sample brings positive results, the remainder will be introduced. The 
rest of the global supply will be ready within hours.” She held a finger 
to her ear, apparently receiving information. She turned her back to the 
camera for a moment.

The split-screen monitor feed following the platform lit up with 
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a sudden arc of light, obliterating the image. As quickly as the flash 
appeared it faded. The light and platform were gone.

Roger voiced over the picture. “No doubt Carmen is privy to 
breaking news. Carmen, can you share the update?”

She spun back, the plastic smile replaced with panic. “It’s vanished. 
Antimatter’s gone, swallowed by a tentacle of plasma energy.” She 
snapped her finger and thumb. “Like that. Sorry about the equipment.” 
She tore off her headset and ran past the camera lens.

“Carmen? We have picture. We don’t have you. Carmen?” Roger’s 
pleas were overrun with nervous laughter from the bar patrons.

“Your girl’s no fool, Rog,” someone shouted. “She’s done a 
runner.”

“Better have another pint before she gets here and cleans you out, 
barkeep.”

“A long thirsty run.”
Allan moved close to the television. Roger was still talking, the 

camera’s view framed in one corner of the screen. “I’m informed the 
remaining antimatter is being rushed away by helicopter to a waiting 
jet at the Yulara airport. Destination unconfirmed. It’s rumoured China 
has an orbital launch vehicle available to send the flasks into orbit and 
possibly beyond the reach of Earth’s gravity. I have Neville Connor 
of the University of Melbourne on the line. Doctor Connor has been 
onsite since early days almost two months ago.”

Allan shushed those around him. “Quiet, he’s my mate. Hear what 
he says. No rubbish from this bloke. Nev’ll give us the straight goods.”

Allan’s mate had aged. The scrub beard didn’t help and couldn’t 
hide the sunken cheeks. Nev’s eyes were weary beyond words.

“…pulling back.”
Roger asked, “Doctor Connor, this is Roger McDonnell, ONN. I 

gather from the reaction, the antimatter gambit failed. In your opinion, 
what went wrong and what’s the next step?”

“What went wrong? Did you not see it?”
“Perhaps you would explain for the benefit of our viewers what 

we did witness.”
Nev glanced aside. “It came after the antimatter like a dingo to 

a steak. Tell Chadwick his plan didn’t work.” Nev returned attention 
to the camera. “Look, we won’t call this a failure. We’ll learn from 
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the data and proceed. Scientists around the globe are working as one. 
We’re sharing all of our data as I speak. I want to assure everyone 
watching we’ll try harder. Adversity makes us try harder. Right now, 
the best and the brightest are trying their damnedest.” His head nodded 
quickly as though trying to establish belief in the words.

“There you have it; today’s setback contains tomorrow’s solution.”

October, 2026. Impact plus 250 days
Neville Connor knuckled his eyes. Eight months watching the 

inexorable advance of the rim-to-nowhere had taken a toll on his 
eyesight. The bank of monitors held images of giant parabolic dishes 
carved into the ground outside Mutitjulu. Gorging the beast with matter 
had failed. The antimatter attempt had been a greater debacle. Now it 
was time for their last hope. Direct broadcast power, eliminating the 
need to convert matter into energy.

“I never thought the Saudis would come on board,” said Marcus.
Neville stretched. “There’s a dozen or more nations I never 

believed could or would cooperate at this level. Once they saw the 
energy beams’ successful trials, you couldn’t argue the science any 
longer.”

“Just religion, politics and economics.” Marcus counted off on his 
fingers. “I saw your friend Allan yesterday. He says ‘hello’ and he’s 
ready to go rough.”

“If this doesn’t fulfill prediction, we all better prepare to go rough.”
“Hell of a thing. Luyendyk refines broadcast power and we need 

all of it to counteract a threat rather than globalize cheap, accessible 
energy.”

“The net’s halfway.” Neville’s finger traced the northern 
hemisphere grid mesh.

Marcus counted them. “Nuclear, on line. Coal-fired, check. LNG, 
on. Hydro, on.”

Neville tallied the geographical links. “Northern hemisphere on. 
South American in queue. My God, look at the dishes’ readings.”

Spiked graphs quivered on the monitors.
Marcus asked, “Can they handle it?”
“God and technology willing. I’m switching over to the ‘event’ 

readings. Density and gravitational distortion lessening.”
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“We’ve done it? Feed it electromagnetic energy instead of mass.”
“We’re doing it.” Neville crossed his fingers. He scanned the 

monitor. “What capacity?” How much of the world’s energy fought 
for the planet’s continued existence?

“Satellite view over Europe should give you the answer.” Marcus 
brought up the nightside view of Earth from orbit.

Neville rose to his feet and moved in front of the screen. “A barely 
discernible glow. Like ‘earth hour’ only permanent.”

“Too right.” The lights and screens flickered. “Switch to 
backup batteries.”
“Switching. We’re losing them too.”
The inside of the bunker grew quiet. The only illumination came 

from outside daylight.
Neville spun the hatch lock and swung open the access. Sunlight 

poured in. He hoisted himself outside and stood atop the vehicle. The 
air between his vantage point and the Big Empty shimmered from 
heat waves. Nothing else. The ground seemed stable. Unconsumed. 
Normal?

Marcus poked his head out. “Reckon it worked?”
“Don’t know how we’re going to measure it with no instruments.”
“We could take a walkabout.”
“It’ll be smoldering hot, but I have to know.”
Neville dropped to the ground and Marcus joined him. The pair 

walked toward the anomaly.
“Uh, Dr. Connor, if nearly every megajoule on the planet’s being 

used to maintain stasis, how do you propose we get out of here?”
They heard the ring-a-ding howl of Allan’s motorbike.
“Primitive but effective,” Neville said.
“Magneto, no battery,” said Marcus. “Works great. Until you run 

out of petrol.”
Allan stopped the bike and leaned it against the inert tank. He 

pulled off his helmet and handed it to Neville. “Take it if you want. 
I’m walking. Northwest. Have a last look at the devil and go rough 
into traditional lands.”

Neville hefted the helmet in his hand. “Thanks. I’ve a sense you 
and your people will have an easier tomorrow than the rest of us. 
Living off the land.”

“With the land. Land no one else wanted is our home. Been away 
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too long. ‘Luck, Nev. Marcus.” Allan hoisted his small pack and strode 
away.

Marcus straddled the bike behind Neville. “We’ll need more than 
luck. Carmen Chang’s positive feedback loop has turned into a one-
way energy sinkhole. Every new source of energy will be targeted to 
replace what’s sucked into the devil. We’ve held the beast at bay.” 
He wondered about the conceit of their less-than-scientific method, 
rolling cosmic dice. “At the cost of what makes the world run.”

“We solved this challenge. Solving the solution’s going to be a bit 
tougher.”

They roared off. “Think Allan’ll be okay?”
“I reckon better than us, Marcus.”
“You’re not too far wrong there, mate. Not too far wrong.”

Allan watched the scientific magicians disappear in the heat 
mirage. He squatted and poked around in the bushes until he found 
the carving and pulled it free. Eight months in the earth had changed 
it. He brushed the sand clear of the base. The string of dots bored in 
the wood curled around the larger hole, their original colours replaced 
by black. He turned it over. On the reverse side, a painting of a snake 
swallowing its tail remained barely intact. The wood was charred from 
its struggle. The demon fought against the Anangu but couldn’t defeat 
the greater spirit of legends interminable. The Anangu honoured their 
legends, creating a most powerful magic. It gave him hope. Whatever 
had been consumed would be returned. Fire wasn’t the end.

Allan reached in his pack and withdrew another carving. He 
walked for an hour before finding a suitable, undisturbed spot to plant 
it.

He stood and scanned the horizon. Two more to add before night. 
Tomorrow the other three. Then into the rough. Eating, sleeping, 
carving new wood. Old traditions for a new world.

He imagined addressing the tourists once again. What would he 
say?

“Uluru survives, bloodied and torched; less than intact, but re-
forged in nature’s crucible. The legend, also re-forged, will survive as 
long as there are those to preserve the tale.” ▪


