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Timeline



	1500–1700


	Indonesian Trepang fishermen visit northern Australia.





	1606


	Dutchman Willem Jansz explores the western coast of Cape York Peninsular and clashes with the natives.





	1623


	Jan Carstenz has several armed encounters with Aborigines on the northern coast.





	1688


	William Dampier becomes the first Englishman to explore and map parts of Australia.





	August 1768


	James Cook and the Endeavour depart England for Tahiti, anchoring in April 1769.





	October 1769


	Cook anchors in Poverty Bay on the eastern side of New Zealand’s North Island. The crew have their

first contact with the Maoris, who prove unfriendly.





	November 1769


	Cook begins to chart North and South Island, New Zealand, extreme weather conditions severely hampering progress.





	April 1770


	Cook leaves New Zealand intending to reach Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania). Storms force the Endeavour to

anchor at Botany Bay.





	May–August


	The Endeavour is seriously damaged whilst trapped on





	1770


	the Great Barrier Reef. Attempted repairs to the Endeavour and to the discovery of a safe passage through the reef

take place at a shallow river estuary now named Cooktown. It is here that the crew are influenced by the survival

techniques of the native Aborigines until a route is discovered to take them back into open water.





	July 1771


	The Endeavour anchors in England following the loss of a number of crew from disease and consumption; men

included were Sydney Parkinson and Robert Molyneaux.





	1786


	The British government choose Botany Bay as a penal colony.





	1788


	Aborigines watch as Captain Arthur Phillip and the First Fleet (11 ships carrying 778 convicts, 191 marines and

10 officers, both military and civil) arrive in Botany Bay, before sailing on to Port Jackson. Only 717 convicts

survive, and following fleets also suffer due to overcrowding, disease and starvation.





	


	Frenchman La Pérouse and two more ships arrive in Botany Bay.





	


	Resistance and conflict between the British and French navies and the native Aborigines begins.





	1788–89


	Smallpox decimates the Aboriginal population of Port Jackson, Botany Bay and Broken Bay, and spreads inland

and along the coast.





	1790


	Second Fleet of six ships arrive in Port Jackson. Two-hundred and seventy-eight convicts dead. Supply ship

founders on ice, leaving the colony starving.





	1791


	Third Fleet of eleven ships arrives in Port Jackson. Two thousand convicts on board, including first Irish Catholic

convicts. One hundred and ninety-four men and four women dead.





	


	The New South Wales Corps is formed by the British government to police the colony.





	1791–2


	Time-expired convicts are granted land around Parramatta whilst colonist holdings spread rapidly to the areas of

Prospect Hill, Kissing Point, Northern Boundary, the Ponds and the Field of Mars.





	1798


	Aborigines dispossessed of land around Georges River flats and Bankstown.





	1799


	Two Aboriginal boys are killed by five Hawkesbury settlers who are later pardoned by the Acting Governor King.

This incident is indicative of a long period of conflict between the Aborigines and the Western settlers; a period

later known as the Black War.










    

        

        

    

    

    

        

    

    

    





I travelled among unknown men

In lands beyond the sea.



Wordsworth, 1770–1850





Foreword

This is a work of fiction and should not be regarded as anything more, but I have done my best to stick to the historical facts concerning the discovery of Australia and its subsequent history. The fictional characters are witnesses to the painful birth of the Southern Colony, and they move alongside the true pioneers who made Australia what it is today. The Cadwallader and Collinson families are fictional, and any resemblance they may bear to anyone living or dead is purely coincidental.

   William Cowdry was the chief gaoler on the hulk Dunkirk.

   Captain Cook, Joseph Banks, Solander and the young botanic artist Sydney Parkinson are true figures of history. The one-armed cook on board the Endeavour existed, and Banks indeed took three greyhounds on board – one of which caught a small wallaby during their sojourn in Cooktown.

   Arthur Phillip was the first governor of Australia, and the Reverend Richard Johnson was the first minister.

   The horrors of the Second Fleet are well recorded.

   Donald Trial, master of the Neptune, was charged with his chief mate of murder at the Old Bailey in 1792. They were both acquitted.





Prologue: Veils of Morning



Kakadu, 50,000 years ago

Her name was Djuwe, she was thirteen and she was beautiful. Djanay watched as she laughed with the other young women, noting the delicate curve of her back and the promise of her buttocks as she strolled away, the reed basket held provocatively against her hip. He’d wanted her from the moment he’d set eyes on her.

   As if aware of his scrutiny, Djuwe glanced over her shoulder, her amber gaze meeting his, the challenge unmistakable. With a flash of her eyes and a smile, she turned and was soon lost in the dappled shadows of the trees.

   Djanay rolled over in the long grass and stifled a groan of frustration. He could never have her, for such a union would be against their sacred law, their mardayin, and to break it meant banishment, even death. So why did she taunt him? He closed his eyes. Because, he knew, she had power over him – and was not afraid to use it.

   ‘Get up, lazy boy.’

   A sharp kick in the ribs startled him and he glared up at his half-brother. ‘I’m not lazy,’ he retorted, clambering hastily to his feet. Malangi was many seasons older, more than twenty years, with silver glinting in his hair, the initiation scars etched deeply in his lean torso. An experienced hunter and respected Elder, he was not a man to cross.

   ‘You sleep in the sun like the old women,’ Malangi snapped. ‘There’s food to be hunted before our journey.’

   Djanay nodded, unwilling to meet his gaze; Malangi might read in his eyes his yearning for his brother’s young wife. He strode away, his emotions in turmoil, all too aware of Malangi’s stare following him, like a well-aimed spear at his naked back.

   The sun was high, the shadows of the surrounding trees reflected in the lagoon. Djanay turned towards the bush and the towering peaks of the red cliffs that plunged towards the snaking river. He began to climb, sweat washing away his longing for the unattainable. He was typical of his clan, tall and slight, ebony flesh imprinted with tribal markings. Naked but for a thin rush belt and a necklace of kangaroo teeth, his eyes were amber, his hair a tangled halo of black curls that fell about his round face. His nose was broad, pierced by the bone of a bird, the lips curved in youthful fullness above the first few wisps of beard. At fourteen he was newly initiated into manhood and was expected to gain the respect his father and brother had earned as hunters.

   He swiftly reached the smooth, flat stone that jutted from the face of the cliff and afforded him a magnificent view of the great forests, the thrusting mountains and the glint of water far below.

   This was the land given into his clan’s care by the Ancestor Spirits. It was sacred, with reminders of the Creation Spirits in every rock and boulder, in each twist of the river and whisper of wind. Like the rest of his clan, Djanay would be its custodian until his bones turned to dust. Mother Earth was provider, comforter and tutor, and it was important he learnt to harmonise with the seasons, and the ebb and flow of the creatures that walked with him, for each depended on the other and their spirituality must be guarded at all cost.

   The Kunwinjku people had come to this place when Djanay’s Ancestor Spirits lived in the Dreamtime – a time before all man’s knowledge, a time when the Spirits had shown themselves and guided the clan into this land of promise. They had been led by the great Elder Bininuwuy, who had long passed on to live with the Spirit People in the sky, but the journey lived on in the story-telling of the Elders and in the pictures painted on the walls of the cave behind him.

   All was silent high on the cliffs, and Djanay could feel the weight of his ancestors’ expectations as he flexed his muscles. It was a heavy burden to obey the laws when every fibre of him ached to be with Djuwe. He thought of the girl who’d been promised to him since he was five years old. Aladjingu was of the Ngandyandyi tribe, who lived further to the north-east, and was the daughter of his mother’s uncle. They had met only fleetingly, but after the corroboree she would become his wife. She didn’t set his loins on fire as Djuwe did.

   With a sigh he padded into the sacred cave hoping to find solace. It was forbidden for women and uninitiated boys to enter it, but Djanay had gone through the ceremony with honour as the flesh was cut from his manhood and the sharpened stone traced the sacred lines into his chest and arms. He was now familiar with the secret rites performed here, and experienced in the dangers of surviving alone in the great wilderness called Kakadu.

   Standing before the ochre wall-paintings, he followed the tale that the Ancient Ones had left behind.

   The first picture was of a vast land the Elders called Gondwana. It showed his people living there alongside other tribes, and the bitterly cold white rain that froze the earth and made it difficult to hunt. The second showed Gondwana breaking away, shallow water separating it from a greater mass filled with trees and animals. The third showed the members of many tribes crossing that water in canoes and on foot, and a fourth followed their trek across the broad expanse of land where Djanay now lived.

   There had been wars between the tribes with many deaths. Females had been kidnapped, warriors slain; there had also been marriages and alliances as even more tribes made the journey south. Soon the hunting became difficult, communication between the clans almost impossible because of tribal friction and the many different languages and dialects. Eventually they had dispersed to all corners of this vast new land, leaving the Kunwinjku people in charge of Kakadu.

   Djanay wondered what lay beyond the hunting grounds he knew so well, but he had accepted that he would never find out. There were unmarked boundary lines – song lines – around the Kunwinjku territory that were crossed by permission of the Elders, which was granted only during a corroboree. If he were to go without their leave, he would die.

   After he had muttered the time-honoured blessings over the sacred bones of past Elders, he began the long, rocky descent. It was time to hunt.



The ducks had proved easy prey. The delicious aroma of baking goanna and wallaby rose with the smoke of the camp-fire and his stomach rumbled as he presented the twenty birds to his mother.

   ‘You did well, Djanay.’ Garnday’s face wrinkled into a grin as she settled the suckling baby more firmly in the crook of her arm.

   Djanay squared his shoulders and tried not to look too pleased at her praise, but he couldn’t resist a swift glance at Djuwe to see if she had noticed his cleverness.

   She was bent over the berries she was preparing, but her sidelong peep through her hair told him she was aware of him.

   ‘Your father waits for you,’ muttered Garnday, her gaze keen. ‘You would do well to hurry.’

   Djanay realised he must be careful: his mother’s eyes missed nothing. He joined the other initiated boys at a respectful distance from the Elders, who were lounging beneath the trees with the usual collection of dogs. The yellow-coated dalkans provided warmth in winter, food in times of famine, and guarded them against danger; although far from tame, they seemed to have an affinity with the men of the bush.

   Djanay’s father sat cross-legged with the other Elders, his grey hair and wizened features testament to his great age and wisdom. Djanay still felt awkward in the presence of such worthy men. Without them, there would be no initiation ceremonies, no telling of the Dreamtime and no cohesion in the lives of the spiritual and law-abiding Kunwinjku.

   He scanned the encampment and felt content. The women and girls were chattering like birds as they cooked the evening feast and shooed away the inquisitive dogs. Babies clung to their mothers’ breasts, and some of the small children played on the ground with a captured lizard. His mouth twitched with amusement. His mother was giving orders as usual, even though she was only a second wife and therefore in no position to do so.

   He looked at his father’s first wife, the mother of Malangi. She was old, frail and wrinkled. Soon it would be her time to hear the singing of the Spirit People and follow them to the stars. Perhaps Garnday sensed this and was testing her authority. She should do it with subtlety, he thought, for the senior wife was respected and wielded great influence over their husband.



Garnday’s mind was working furiously on what she should do about Djanay. He was foolish to have such hot eyes for Djuwe, and sooner or later blood would be spilt: Malangi was a jealous husband. Djanay was a man now, and expected to abide by the mardayin. She’d been so proud of him, and had had such high expectations of this most beloved of sons, for his imminent marriage to Aladjingu would bring him closer to the ruling Elders. One day, if all went well, she hoped to see him as leader of their tribe – Malangi was already thirty-five and would be long dead when Djanay came of age. Now her ambitions were turning to dust – and it was all the fault of Djuwe, the interloper, the bearer of troubles.

   Her eyes narrowed as she watched the girl. Djuwe had been promised to Malangi from babyhood. She was the daughter of an Iwadja Elder, and although the age difference was great, that wasn’t unusual. The alliance between the two tribes was important, for they shared hunting grounds and stood shoulder to shoulder when invading tribes attacked.

   Garnday suddenly saw that the old woman was watching her and, with a shiver of foreboding, knew that Djanay was in grave danger. It was only a matter of time before he took the girl into the bush, and the old woman would be swift to punish him. Despite her great age, she too had ambitions, and wanted to see Malangi lead the tribe.

   The two women glared at each other. There was little love lost between them, and Garnday knew that her own youth and capacity to give their husband many living sons was resented. Yet, as the junior wife, she had to show respect, had to learn the older woman’s special secrets for survival, bow to her wishes and care for her in old age. She squared her shoulders, swept back the cloud of dark hair in a gesture of defiance and hurried back to the fire.

   Djuwe had been with them for ten full moons, and still showed no sign of being with child. Garnday eyed her with loathing. She suspected she’d been eating the mixture of leaves and berries that would purge her of new life.

   All the women did it because it was impossible to suckle more than one child and remain a useful member of the clan. Should a woman give life to twins, one was slain immediately, for during the dry seasons they often had to take long journeys across arid plains in search of water when only the strong could survive.

   ‘She has no reason to remain childless,’ she muttered, ‘unless she’s barren – and I doubt that.’ She saw the girl shoot a provocative glance at Djanay. ‘No – she has another motive.’

   The ritual of the evening meal brought her back to the present and the division of the food. The men and initiated boys were served first with the choicest meat. The young women fed their children and then themselves, leaving the elderly to hunt among the ashes for the remnants. This custom did not show lack of respect: soon the aged would be sung to the Land of the Spirits, the food wasted on them. It was better to feed the hunters and gatherers, then give strength to the next generation.

   As Garnday ate the sizzling meat, she watched Djuwe surreptitiously. The girl was laughing with the other young women, lips glowing with the grease of the birds, eyes darting repeatedly to Djanay. She was beautiful, she admitted grudgingly, but Malangi was already suspicious, watching her every move. Trouble was imminent, unless Garnday could prevent it.

   The meal was finally over. The fire was stoked to give light, warmth and keep predators at bay, and the story-teller’s soft voice related the Dreamtime legend of why the owl hunted at night. Families lay together beneath the pelts of wallaby and wombat on the soft red earth, and soon the encampment was silent but for snores or the occasional whimper of a restless baby.

   Garnday nestled into the curve of her husband’s bony body, the two little boys and her baby snuggled against her belly, the dogs curled close by. The older woman huddled at their husband’s back, her arm snaking across his waist as if to underline her claim of seniority.

   Garnday knew she wouldn’t sleep easily tonight. Djanay was with the other unmarried boys on the far side of the camp, and although she could see his prone figure in the firelight, she could tell he was not yet asleep. Malangi and his three wives lay some distance away, and Garnday noted how Djuwe had placed herself on the outer perimeter of the tangle of women and children around him. There was a stillness in the air that boded ill and made Garnday’s heart beat faster. She lay watchful and tense as the moon-shadows danced beneath the trees.



Djanay’s belly was full, but he couldn’t sleep. He moved stealthily away into the deeper shadows, for he could no longer bear to see Djuwe lying with her husband, and needed to escape his mother’s watchful gaze.

   His bare feet made little sound as he headed for the solitude of the riverbank where the water swirled in eddies as it caught on rocks and tumbled over ledges. Djanay squatted on a boulder, still warm from the day’s heat, and stared down at his reflection. He saw a man at the peak of his virility, yet he’d never been with a woman. Tribal law forbade it until marriage. He knew Djuwe could never be his, yet the excitement she promised made it impossible for him to think straight. He dipped his hands into the water and drank deeply, hoping the wanjina, the water spirit, would help him.

   The whisper came out of the darkness: ‘Djanay?’

   Startled, he looked up. His determination fled.

   He rose to his feet, entranced by the way the moonlight played over her beautiful body. The touch of her hand sent fire through him and he followed her wordlessly into the bush.

   They stood facing each other, their breath the only sound between them. Djuwe’s fingers traced a line of heat from his temple to his lips, then down his chest to his belly and beyond. She smiled up at him through her lashes, the dimple appearing fleetingly as she moved closer and whispered, ‘At last.’

   Djanay could hardly breathe. Tentatively he touched her breasts, marvelling at how they filled the palms of his hands, at how the dark nipples stiffened as he ran his thumbs over them.

   Djuwe’s hand moved over his belly and down to the aching, throbbing pulse of his manhood. ‘Quick!’ she gasped. ‘Before we’re discovered.’

   At last he gave vent to the pent-up desire he’d held back since the first moment he’d seen her.



Spent, they lay on the ground, limbs entwined, sweat slicking their skin as they waited for their breathing to steady. But the forbidden fruit had been tasted and as their hands explored one another again, the need returned ever more urgently.

   They were so engrossed in their love-making they didn’t notice the silent, watchful figure that eventually moved away and was lost among the shadows.



It was not yet dawn, and Garnday’s eyes were heavy as she suckled the baby and sent the two other boys to fetch wood. Her husband still slept, but the old woman was already stirring the embers of the fire. Garnday yawned and scratched her head, picking out the ticks and lice with practised skill, then pinching them dead. She’d managed to stay awake long enough to hear the old woman’s snores, but when she’d woken at dead of night, a glance had told her she was too late to prevent the inevitable.

   Her only solace was that the old woman had remained asleep, and Malangi had snored on, oblivious to his youngest wife’s adultery. Garnday knew she had to talk to her son before someone noticed what was happening. He had to grasp the danger he was in – she would speak to him when the rest of the clan was occupied elsewhere.

   She squatted by the fire, picked up the smooth pounding stone, and began the tedious process of grinding seeds and herbs into flour, which she mixed with water and kneaded into patties to cook in the embers. This unleavened bread was a staple of their diet, and they would eat it with meat and fish before sunrise, and again at nightfall, if they’d been blessed with good hunting.

   Djuwe approached the fire with a rush basket of freshly caught fish, which she let slide into a silvery shoal beside Garnday. ‘I am a good fisher,’ she said. ‘I catch big fish.’

   The triumph in her eyes bordered on insolence, her words double-edged, and Garnday’s palm itched to slap the pert face. She bit the inside of her lip and remained silent as she wrapped each fish in leaves and herbs and set them beside the baking bread. She would bide her time but, sooner or later, Djuwe would know the strength of her anger.

   Not that she blamed the girl entirely. Djanay was foolish, headstrong and weak – but, then, he was a man and couldn’t help it. For all their hunting prowess and boastful talk, men could not survive without women: they had their needs, and therein lay their weakness.

   The sun had only just breached the horizon and the night chill still glittered in the long grass. There was an air of excitement as plans were discussed, and as soon as everyone had stuffed their bellies to bursting, the fire was doused and the men gathered up their spears, boomerangs, woomeras and shields.

   The senior wife began her yearly ritual of collecting emu eggs. To her barked orders, Garnday and the other women carried them carefully to the river. The meat of the ngurrurdu was tough and held little goodness, but the unhatched eggs, whose contents had long since evaporated, made excellent water-carriers. A sharpened stone had pierced a neat hole in each, and after the shells were filled, the holes were plugged with wads of knotted grass.

   ‘We have enough,’ the old woman declared. ‘Share them out. They must not be used except in an emergency,’ she rasped. ‘There are other sources of water in the desert.’

   Hitching the baby on to her hip, Garnday settled eggs and child more comfortably, leant on her sturdy digging-stick, and waited for the Elders to sing to the Spirits before they began the journey. There had been no chance to speak to Djanay – it would have to wait.

   A flock of tiny, brightly coloured birds swooped over the encampment in a great cloud, dipping now and again towards the water before finally settling in the trees. It was a good omen. The birds had returned home – and so would they.

   With the necessary songs and rituals over, the Elders stamped their feet, raised their shields and gave a great cry of triumph. It was time to go.

   Once the clan had left the long, cool shadows of the cliffs, they entered a land of great contrast. The earth was as red as blood, the trees stunted and wilting, and the heat rippled across the parched ground. Eruptions had formed cavernous gorges and soaring, rocky peaks of red and black; giant anthills stood sentinel as, slowly, the clan travelled south. The sky was the clearest blue, darkened on the horizon by a pillar of grey. This was the Spirit of the Hollow Mountain belching fire and smoke as a warning to trespassers, but Garnday knew they would not cross the angry spirit’s land, for their path lay to the south, to the heart of the Dreaming and the sacred mounds of Uluru and Kata Tjuta.



Sweltering days were followed by freezing nights, and the trek south had lasted a complete cycle of the moon before Garnday found an opportunity to speak to her son – Djanay had been avoiding her.

   They had reached the searing heart of their great island, and the earth was softer here, lifting as dust as they made their way to the traditional campsite. Scattered around them lay enormous boulders, each as round and smooth as an egg. This was Karlwekarlwe, and these were the eggs of the Rainbow Serpent, left here during the Dreamtime.

   It was a sacred place with a special aura that kept voices hushed and children close to their mothers, for evil spirits lived among the eggs. They took the form of humans who lured away children. The lost children were never seen again unless the special songs were sung – and sometimes even they didn’t work, for once the spirits had taken the little ones, they were loath to give them up.

   Garnday joined in as the women chanted to the Rainbow Serpent. The medicine-woman rattled her magic gourd and the men banged their shields with their spears to chase away any evil spirits. Finally the site was declared safe.

   The men had caught a couple of snakes and a big fat lizard during the day’s trek, which were thrown on to the fire. Garnday hunted out the broad fleshy leaves of the plants that grew in the shadows of the Serpent’s eggs. The leaves contained water and sap, and when crushed would provide a healing balm for insect bites, cuts and grazes. But she had a far more pressing reason to leave the fire: she had seen Djanay wander into the darkness.

   ‘We must speak,’ she began.

   ‘I have nothing to say to you,’ he retorted. ‘Leave me alone.’

   ‘I have eyes,’ she snapped, her voice low, for others might be listening. ‘I know what you and Djuwe are doing.’

   He wouldn’t meet her gaze. ‘You know nothing,’ he muttered.

   She grabbed his chin, forcing him to look at her. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘and it must stop. Now. Malangi is watching her, and he will kill you both.’

   He looked down at her. ‘Tend your children, Mother. I am a man now.’

   He was about to turn away but she grasped his arm. ‘As a man you know the penalties for breaking the sacred mardayin. Djuwe brings only trouble.’

   Djanay’s thoughts were unreadable. He pulled free of her and in two strides was lost in the darkness.

   Garnday’s lip trembled and she felt the rush of tears. Angrily she brushed them away, gathered up the precious leaves and looked back to the glow of the fire. Her son was lost to her. ‘What to do?’ she moaned. She closed her eyes and prayed to the Rainbow Serpent for help, but in her heart she knew that even that Great Spirit couldn’t fight her son’s lust, or the wiles of a wanton girl.



Once the evening meal was over and the ritual story finished, Garnday settled her children close to her husband. Her heart was heavy, and she knew she would sleep little tonight despite her weariness, for Djuwe was again on the perimeter of her family group, and Djanay’s excitement was almost tangible. She pulled the kangaroo pelt over her sleeping children and encouraged the dalkans to share their warmth. Satisfied that they were safe, she slipped into the darkness.

   The spring moon was almost a third of the way on her night’s journey when Djuwe sat up and shed the animal pelt.

   Garnday tensed, her gaze flying to Djanay. He feigned sleep, but she could see the gleam of the dying fire in his half-open eyes.

   With a glance at her sleeping husband, Djuwe stretched and yawned. Carefully disentangling herself from the group, she padded softly into the scrub.

   Garnday froze.

   Malangi was sitting up, watching his wife.

   Garnday glanced across at Djanay, her heart drumming. He still feigned sleep.

   Malangi pulled the kangaroo skin over his shoulders, his expression grim as he glared at Djanay, then beyond the circle of fire.

   Garnday held her breath.

   Djanay was stirring, easing back the wombat pelt, rising on an elbow, poised to follow the girl.

   Malangi stiffened, alert to the movement.

   Garnday wanted to cry out, to warn him, but Djanay’s fate was no longer in her hands.

   Malangi’s hard stare settled on his brother and, as if he was aware of it, Djanay froze.

   For endless moments he remained propped on his elbow. Then he shifted as if trying to find a more comfortable spot, and rolled back beneath the pelt.

   Garnday breathed a sigh of relief, but her heart was pounding and her mouth was dry. That had been too close. She moved silently from her watching place. She had to find the girl and make her understand how dangerous it was now that Malangi’s suspicions had been roused.

   The eggs were eerie silhouettes against the night sky. Their size and majesty almost unnerved her as she crept along the ancient, star-lit tracks. Her pulse was racing and when a lizard skittered from beneath her feet, she had to stifle a cry of alarm.

   A soft noise that had no place in the night sounds made her falter. She stopped and listened, but it didn’t come again. She shook her head, steeling herself to move on, but the tension was so great that every sigh of the wind made her flinch.

   She rounded the voluptuous curve of a giant egg and froze.

   ‘Go away,’ hissed the senior wife. ‘This is not for you to witness.’

   Garnday stumbled past the sacred rock and approached the crumpled figure on the ground. ‘What have you done?’ she whispered.

   The old woman weighed the heavy rock in her hand as she looked down at Djuwe. There was surprisingly little blood, considering the gaping hole in the girl’s skull. ‘She broke the law,’ she said. ‘She had to be punished.’

   Garnday looked at the body with horrified fascination. Her stomach churned and her mouth tasted bitter, but somehow she mastered herself. ‘It’s for the husband to punish,’ she breathed.

   The other woman tucked the rock into the pouch of wallaby pelts at her waist. ‘Help me get rid of her.’

   Garnday took a step backwards. The killing of another of the tribe was against the law – and to do such a thing on sacred ground would anger the Spirits and bring their wrath upon them all. This was the work of a mad woman and she wanted no part of it.

   The senior wife’s clawed hand fastened round her arm. Her breath was foul when she leant close. ‘She broke the law with your son. She brought disgrace to my son and to our family. Better she is removed before the Elders hear of it. Better for you if you do as I say.’

   There was no mistaking the menace, but Garnday was more afraid of the Spirits. ‘But what you’ve done is worse,’ she hissed back. She tried to release the vice-like grip on her arm, but the old woman was surprisingly strong. ‘Why didn’t you leave her to Malangi? He knew that something was happening between them. He has been watching her all night and is probably on his way to find her now.’

   ‘Then we must hurry.’ The old woman released her. ‘We are the mothers of sons,’ she murmured. ‘It is our duty to defend their honour – no matter what they do.’ Her wrinkled face and faded eyes were a death-mask. ‘Your son is to be married soon and you have others to follow him. I have only one and he is destined to lead the tribe. This girl would have destroyed all of it. Will you help me?’

   It was not a request. There was no escape. ‘But where can we hide her?’

   ‘I know a place. Come quickly.’

   Garnday grabbed the girl’s feet as the older woman took the arms and led the way. Garnday realised she had special knowledge of this sacred place, for a deep fissure in the rock led to a secret, narrow cavern.

   ‘Hurry!’ hissed the old woman, as Garnday hesitated. ‘My work isn’t finished. We have little time.’

   Garnday obeyed, and soon they were carrying their burden down a long tunnel. The echoes of their breathing sang in the walls, and she thought she could feel the eyes of the evil spirits watching her as they went further into the cave.

   ‘This is far enough.’

   The darkness was complete. Garnday dropped her burden and took a hesitant step back. Her nerve was at breaking-point, the walls of the cave closing in.

   The old woman’s voice echoed in the blackness. ‘There’s a deep hole here.’ Her bony hand clutched Garnday’s arm, pulling her forward until her toes were at the edge of the unseen abyss.

   Garnday trembled at the danger, but she knew she had to obey if she was ever to leave this terrible place.

   On the older woman’s command they swung Djuwe out into the void, and listened as her body thudded, like ripened fruit, against unseen walls, loosening rocks and pebbles. There was something obscene about that screamless drop, and the time it took for the corpse to hit the bottom.

   The old woman threw the heavy rock after her. ‘There,’ she muttered. ‘It’s done.’

   Garnday raced back down the tunnel. She scrambled into the cave and, heedless of the cuts and scrapes of the sharp stones and clinging, spiky plants, shoved her way through the fissure and out into the open. Slithering down the steep curve of the egg, she fell to the ground and clawed gratefully at the soft red earth, gulping in the cold, sweet night air.

   The tumble of pebbles heralded the older woman’s descent, and Garnday heard a sharp intake of breath and a low keen of pain as she collapsed on the ground beside her. ‘What is it?’ she demanded. ‘Are you hurt?’

   She was waved away imperiously. ‘It’s nothing. Go back to the others.’

   Garnday didn’t need encouragement. She ran towards the welcoming glimmer of light still coming from the fire and crept beneath the kangaroo skins. As she lay there shivering, she sensed rather than felt the older woman’s return. She moved like a shadow. No wonder she’d managed to spy on the lovers.



‘She’s gone! My baby’s gone!’ The terrible scream ripped through the silence.

   Garnday sprang up, heart pounding, clutching her startled children. Everyone woke, the men rising immediately, spears poised.

   The young woman’s face was streaked with tears as she tore at her hair. ‘She’s disappeared. My little girl’s been taken by the Spirits.’

   ‘How long ago?’

   ‘When I woke she was gone!’ the mother wailed.

   Malangi strode into the circle. ‘My wife is also gone,’ he proclaimed. ‘I have been searching for her most of the night.’ He glanced at Djanay. ‘Perhaps the Spirits have her too.’

   Djanay’s eyes were wild. ‘She’s too old for the Spirits,’ he blustered. ‘They take only children.’

   There was a murmur of agreement, broken only by the wail of the bereft mother. ‘We’re wasting time!’ she shrieked. ‘We must find them!’

   The senior wife pushed her way to the centre of the group. ‘Search the stones and the hidden ways,’ she ordered. ‘If they are not found we will sing to bring them back.’

   Garnday looked sharply at her. Surely she wouldn’t take a child to cover her evil-doing. And if she had, what had she done with her?

   ‘Come! What are you waiting for, Garnday?’

   Garnday watched her hobble away, favouring her right hip. Perhaps that was her punishment from the Spirits for the evil she had brought – injury meant death if she could no longer keep up with the clan.

   As the sun rose higher the women gathered into a dancing circle and began to sing. They had to appease the Spirits of Karlwekarlwe if they were to see their lost ones again.

   Malangi’s face was like stone as he stared into the flames. Djanay’s eyes were red, but he had strength enough to hide the extent of his emotion. Garnday turned her attention to the songs. The punishment that the Spirits would mete out to her would be far worse if the child was also lost.

   The words they sang were ancient, handed down from mother to daughter since the Dreamtime. One by one the women left the circle and walked among the sacred stones, calling to the Spirits to release the lost ones. All eyes turned in hope as each returned, and the song faltered when she was seen to be alone.

   The singing grew more fervent as the sun beat down and there was still no sign of the child or the young wife. Garnday returned to the circle, and watched as the old woman took her turn. She was gone a long time, and a frisson of expectation rippled through the circle. She appeared finally, but her arms were empty. Garnday eyed her with suspicion. She could have sworn she’d seen triumph in her face. But how could that be when she’d returned without the child?

   A single trembling wail rent the air.

   There was instant silence, and they turned as one towards the sound, hoping beyond hope to hear it again. And there it was, strong, angry and determined.

   The mother screamed and raced towards it, the other women following closely. The little girl was lying on a rock shelf, unharmed but hungry and afraid. There were shrieks of joy as the mother snatched her up, and no one thought to look back at the two women who had not joined the stampede.

   In that single moment Garnday understood the cunning and strength of the senior wife and knew that she and Djanay were in mortal danger.



The celebrations were joyous, but necessarily short, for all were sharply aware that the Spirits had not returned Djuwe. The rituals must be held immediately if her spirit was to be set free into the Great Beyond.

   Garnday hugged her children as she watched Malangi smear his body with cold ashes from the fire, and begin the long, repetitive song for the dead. What were his thoughts? She couldn’t tell. Usually the widower would mourn for twelve moons, leaving his wives and children in the care of relatives while he roamed the land, but because of the corroboree, Malangi’s solitary expedition would be postponed.

   Garnday slipped away to look for Djanay. She found him eventually in the lengthening shadows.

   ‘Why did they take her?’

   Garnday knew she must reply with wisdom. ‘She angered the Spirits.’

   He nodded as he stared out on to the plains. ‘Then they should have taken me too, not the child.’

   She squatted at his feet. ‘They chose to return the little one,’ she said quietly. ‘It is not for us to question their reasons but to give thanks for their timely warning.’

   There was a long silence as Djanay absorbed her words. ‘You tried to warn me, but I was too proud to listen. Now Djuwe is lost.’ He turned to her and she saw the terrible fear in his eyes. ‘We broke the sacred mardayin – what will happen to me?’

   ‘There will be punishment,’ she said carefully, ‘but it seems that the Spirits have been appeased for now.’

   He looked over her head towards the singing. ‘What shall I do, Mother?’

   There were many dangers and too many secrets: Garnday had to choose her words wisely. ‘You will forget Djuwe,’ she said, with a firmness that belied her own fear. ‘Mourn her with the rest of us and continue the trek to Uluru and your marriage ceremony.’

   ‘How can I, knowing the terrible punishment the Spirits have forced on Djuwe?’

   ‘Because you are a man with responsibility to your family, your clan and your intended wife. The Spirits will be watching you, Djanay. You must tread carefully for they have been angered.’

   ‘They’re watching me?’ He glanced around fearfully.

   Garnday pressed her point: ‘Always. That is why you and Aladjingu must not return to the Kunwinjku people once you are married,’ she said. Ignoring his gasp of horror, she hurried on: ‘You must travel towards the north wind and make your place with the Ngandyandyi. They are related to Aladjingu’s mother’s uncle and you will be welcomed.’

   ‘But my place is with the Kunwinjku,’ he said. ‘I am a son of the clan leader, and destined for the Council of Elders.’

   ‘The Spirits are vengeful,’ she told him. ‘But they are also just. If you accept the banishment, and the loss of your true place among our people, they will be satisfied.’

   Djanay was silent, and Garnday could see the nervous energy within him in the way he paced, fidgeted and gnawed his thumbnail. When he turned to face her, he looked defeated. ‘Then I have no choice.’

   She shook her head.

   His shoulders slumped. ‘I listen to your wisdom, Mother.’

   He bowed his head, and she was tempted to reach out and touch the wild black curls, yet she knew he was past the age for a mother’s caress, needing only her strength to get him through this time. At least she had guaranteed his safety from the vengeful Malangi and his witch of a mother – for he would pose no threat once he’d left the clan.



After ten journeys of the Sun Goddess across the sky they reached their destination. The ancient mound of Uluru rose majestically out of the surrounding forests, its curves, folds and pitted sides shadowed in the setting sun. An aura of power emanated from the steep red slopes and sprawling grandeur of this most spiritual of places, and the clan watched in awe as the setting sun burnished the ochre-brown to gold and orange, then through deeper, darker shades of red to charcoal. They had returned to their spiritual home and now they must pay their respects to the guardians of Uluru, the Anangu people.

   This was the most important corroboree of the year, attended by every man, woman and child who could make the long journey. The fires burned as the sun disappeared, and a host of different dialects and languages drifted with the smoke – yet the excitement was shared, and past irritations or enmities were forgotten as they prepared for the ceremonies.

   The Kunwinjku set up camp and began to trade spear-heads and stone tools for boomerangs, bull-roarers, ceremonial masks and headdresses. As night drew in, the Elders and initiated boys painted themselves with ochre and clay, and donned the masks and headdresses in readiness for the first ritual, which would be held at the base of Uluru.

   Then came a distant, vibrating hum of a dozen or more bull-roarers. The flat, ornate slivers of wood were being whirled through the air on lengths of fine plaited hair. The volume of sound ebbed and flowed, increasing like the noise of a mighty wind at one moment and at the next diminishing into a moan, like the voices of departed spirits. The ceremonies were about to begin.

   Garnday watched Djanay stride off, proud that he’d accepted her wisdom and begun to prepare for his marriage. She turned back to the fire, glancing across at the old woman. The days following Djuwe’s death had not been kind to her. The injury to her hip meant she had fallen further and further behind as they had crossed the desert. Garnday had seen the effort it had cost her to continue.

   Their eyes locked, and Garnday read the fear in the other woman’s and understood it. Malangi’s mother knew that the Spirits were calling her, and that her final punishment was at hand. Yet a fierce determination had set her aged mouth in a thin line and the fiery brightness of fear had become a gleam of defiance, for she knew she had power over Garnday and was not yet ready to relinquish it.



The corroboree lasted for fifteen journeys of the sun across the sky. With much singing and dancing the ancient rituals were carried out, alliances made, future marriages arranged and great feasts consumed. The story-tellers enthralled their audience with different interpretations of the Dreamtime, and the artists recorded the event on the hallowed walls of Uluru.

   The wedding of Djanay and Aladjingu, a union of two powerful tribes, was to be held at midnight on the last night. Aladjingu’s people were camped at the proper distance from Djanay’s, and just before sunset a huge fire was built. Then the soft, pulsating hum of the bull-roarers sent out their mesmerising call.

   As midnight approached, the uncles began to chant the declaration, announcing to the gathering that there was to be a marriage ceremony. The procession started with each member of both tribes carrying a fire-stick. They moved in a line to form a spear-head, and as they came together, the fire-sticks joined and the flames rose high into the clear, still air.

   Djanay’s nerves were on edge as he and Aladjingu approached their uncles. Malangi was standing to one side, his face grim beneath the white clay and ash of mourning. One word from him would bring the ceremony to a terrible end, and Djanay didn’t dare to meet his eye.

   ‘Children,’ called the senior uncle. ‘The fire is symbolic of the severity of the mardayin. You must neither abuse nor make light of the privilege of becoming husband and wife, father and mother. It is the will of the Great Spirit that you honour and respect the bond of marriage. As fire consumes, so will the law of your fathers destroy all who dishonour the marriage bond.’

   Djanay trembled as a great shout went up, and hundreds of spears clattered against shields as the fire-sticks were thrown into the flames and everyone danced and sang. The vows he’d taken tonight were a terrible reminder of how close he’d come to feeling the wrath of the Ancestor Spirits. He looked down at Aladjingu, the powerful words of their marriage vows ringing in his ears.

   The girl looked back shyly and took his hand. ‘Husband,’ she murmured, ‘together we will travel towards the north wind, and one day you will lead my people wisely, for I have heard the whispers of the Ancestors.’

   Djanay realised he had been blessed with a wife who held the same ancient wisdom as his mother. ‘Wife,’ he replied, ‘together we will be strong.’



The great meeting of the tribes was over and they dispersed. The Kunwinjku started their long trek north, but it soon became apparent that the senior wife could no longer match the pace. The clan slowed for her to catch up, and rested indulgently for a day by a water-hole for her to regain her strength. But it was soon agreed she had become an impediment: she leant so heavily on her husband that the pace was a crawl.

   On the fourth day, when it was expected that they would leave her behind, Garnday came to her husband’s side. ‘Let me help you,’ she said quietly, taking the old woman’s weight on her arm.

   But as dusk fell, they had fallen far behind the rest of the clan with little hope of rejoining them. With a sigh, her husband helped Garnday to settle his dying wife on the ground beneath a tree. ‘It is the last night,’ he said mournfully.

   Garnday picked up one of the smaller water-filled emu eggs and presented this last offering to the senior wife, as was the custom. ‘We must leave now,’ she said quietly. ‘I bring you farewell, Kabbarli.’

   The old woman accepted the respectful title, ‘grandmother’, and took the offering, but her eyes were shadowed with death.

   Their husband touched the aged forehead. His tears fell into the deep crevices and wrinkles of his face as he bade farewell to the woman he’d married more than thirty years before. Then he turned to walk swiftly after the others. He did not look back.

   Garnday leant on her digging-stick, and reflected on the time they had spent together and the things they had done. Then she strode off to assume her rightful place as senior wife.



Djanay and Aladjingu settled in the north-east. The land was lush with grass that encouraged the grazing animals, and trees gave shelter from the heat. Fish could be caught in the sparkling ocean and oysters prised from its depths. It was good hunting country, and as Djanay and his wife watched their family grow and prosper, he accepted that he’d been given another chance.

   The strength and wisdom he’d gained from his youthful experiences made him a popular Elder, and when the time came for him to lead the Ngandyandyi, he proved to be one of the wisest. And in the centuries that passed after his death, his legend lived on in the cave paintings that lay hidden in an area that was eventually known as Cooktown.



When the great drought came once more, Garnday was almost forty, but the Spirits spoke to her in dreams, and she led her depleted tribe in a great trek south to the lush hunting grounds, plentiful rivers and crashing seas of Kamay and Warang and lived in the strict but simple way that hadn’t changed since the Dreamtime.

   However, as the world grew hungry for new land and riches, the nature of the clan’s life was about to die. Kamay would soon be at the heart of the white man’s invasion and its name would become notorious throughout the world as Botany Bay.
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