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Prologue

 

 

The bleached bones behind the cold glass abruptly took his breath away. She lacked air and couldn't believe her eyes. Suddenly, her breathing quickened as she realized the horrifying nature of her contemplation: her own grandmother's skeleton, exposed in this vast room, seemed to bear down on her, overwhelming her. The intense light, penetrating through the large windows of the main pavilion, blinds her. She staggered, nearly falling, determined with all her strength not to lean on the gleaming window. Her head was spinning. A lump in her throat hindered her from swallowing. She looked up with difficulty. She forced herself to inhale deeply. Progressively. Painfully. And the sensations rushed back to her, grounding her in reality. First, her vision, misted with tears.

She fixed the engraving on the side of the thick glass, with the portrait of the one she had loved so much. The macabre exposure of her bones almost made her vomit. Then, she deciphered in English – the language she began to hate with all the strength of her eight years old – the scientific, anatomical, factual description of the one who was now the heroine of her heart: Truganini. A courageous woman, beaten, judged, exiled, condemned to end her life in a world different from her own, withering away. And, once dead, her body was finally butchered and then displayed there, in a glass cage amidst the deafening din of the crowd that came and went in the indecent light.

That noise was unbearable. The girl plugged her ears. It was too much. All these well-dressed gentlemen and ladies, all these whites, who stopped to study the shins, the phalanges, the gleaming skull of her grandmother. Haggard, she caught a fleeting glimpse of her own reflection in the window. Indeed, she was as black as the deceased, as dark as her people—her decimated clan, displayed in all these cabinets of curiosities. Suddenly, she couldn't bear it anymore. She screamed, voicing her rage and revolt at the indifference of the people around her. Didn't they realize it was wrong? How unfair was it?!

Her cry stopped the stream of visitors. The frou-frou of the long dresses paused briefly. Faces turned. Indignant eyebrows rose. 

"Ah, you were there!" thundered the guttural voice of James Dandrigde, her guardian emerging from the motionless crowd. 

The man's powerful hand fell on the girl's frail shoulder. She struggled, in vain, wanting to spend a few more seconds in front of the bare skeleton that looked like nothing. Barely concealing his exasperation, James pulled the girl by the arm, as outraged and accusatory glances mixed with the child's shouts and cries of anger. Eventually, she found herself on the grand white staircase of the building that had been specially constructed in Melbourne for this one-of-a-kind occasion in the world. She no longer heard James' remonstrances, no longer felt his fetid breath that overwhelmed her nostrils, no longer flinched under the slaps that fell on her black skin and her little dress of white. She could no longer feel the excruciating pain in her shoulder, nor her crushed hand. 

She looked up, gazing at the poster hanging above the imposing entrance to the 1880 colonial exhibition. With her heart overflowing with a revolt she still struggled to comprehend, she felt her free fist clench and then rise in a gesture of vengeance toward the window displaying the bones of the last woman of her clan. She uttered, in her mother tongue, these few words: "One day I will avenge my clan. My clan of the forgotten island."

Showering her with remonstrances she could no longer hear, James pulled her towards the house, almost tearing off her arm. Weeping silently, the girl held tightly in her other hand the only memory she had left of her adoptive mother and her forever vanished clan: her shell necklace.
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1. 
Lowinné

The girl progressed attentively under the relentless sun of the southern hemisphere. Practically naked – only a loincloth of emu feathers covered her waist – she was not afraid of the rays that hit her shoulders and back. In fact, she didn't mind. Her dark skin was her best defense against the scorching rays, even though she now glistened with sweat. “It’s so hot!” she noticed, realizing that the sun wasn’t beating down as intensely during wildflower season. Instead, it was during the next season, the one of butterflies, that he gained strength, reaching its peak during the eel season. 

Before leaving the camp three hours earlier, Lowinné had taken care to cover herself with gray clay by dipping her fingers in the large coolamon that remained in the shade for this purpose. The light [image: Image]markings were thus distinguished everywhere on her limbs, face and breasts, like the white spots that termites made on the dark red soil of the immense territory where her people lived. She carried another coolamon on her head, using it to store what she collected as she moved forward. Within the woven herb container, a handful of nuts, coo-yie berries that she gathered only when they turned red, and kutjeras skewered on thin pikes bore witness to the success of her collection.

The gatherer moved through the tall grass barefoot, gripping her burrowing staff firmly on her right shoulder. The sturdy piece of carved wood, nearly as long as her leg, had a pointed and extremely hard lower end. The opposite bulging end enabled her to grasp the tool firmly with one hand and grip the handle with the other. This allowed her to concentrate all her strength when she needed to break the surface of the dry ground, push it in, and energetically dig for the hidden food beneath the soil by vigorously turning it. From a distance, she appeared to wander without purpose, yet she was perfectly aware of her destination—to retrieve the tubers she had excavated a few months prior from the same location near a stream. Moreover, she quickly saw the pretty yellow flowers at the bend of the path. She smiled.

“There they are! I'm going to gather some to cook tonight for my sisters and our father”, she whispered to herself, feeling a sense of inner joy. “But some of them should be left”, she repeated to herself, reflexively, recalling what she had been taught as a child—a lesson imparted to all the children of the clans. Most murnongs had already been picked by their peers during the previous season of bird nesting. But she was sure to find a few and be able to leave what was necessary to ensure their survival. Nature never let her down: tubers and seeds would sprout and grow silently in her absence. All she needed to do was let it be, avoiding overuse or interrupting its cycle. 

Her clan had been nomadic for generations on a vast loop that stretched from the Earth at the end of the world, in the south, through the rather narrow isthmus that still connected it to the vast continent to the north. The stages of this yearly journey spanning several hundred kilometers enabled her people to live, hunt, perform rituals, and also tend to their various cultivation sites without the need to stay permanently in one location. They traveled this route following the cycle of the six seasons of nature, accompanying it to be an integral part of it. The camps were abandoned and then rehabilitated at each passage of the group.

Concentrated, the nomadic farmer pulled out several tubers with her digging stick, washed them in the water of the stream and put them in her woven bag of plant fibers that was on her shoulder.

Lowinné was rather lonely, and her two older sisters did not fail to constantly reproach her for her reserved attitude. However, she liked to go alone in the bush, unlike the other women of the Nyu clan who remained together to chat while gathering roots, berries and larvae. These discussions bored her deeply most of the time and she invented any excuse to go elsewhere when her patience reached the limit. Lowinné was aware of her reputation as a "strange woman", but she did not mind what was said about her.

What truly mattered to her was finding tranquility in nature, allowing herself to contemplate the rhythm of her steps in peaceful reflection. Feeling the wind in her long, curly hair and among the leaves of the trees, listening to the creaking of eucalyptus trunks, the chirping of insects, the melodies of multicolored birds, and the rustle of a bush as a wallaby, startled by her presence, darted away. She loved to feel the energy of living beings, water and stones pulsating all around her. Yes, she loved to feel the kurunba that accompanied her wherever she went, that animated everything, breathing life into her. Everything her father had shown her, taught her without revealing everything, captivated her.

For Lowinné, solitude was a refuge, a space-time of tranquility far from the members of the clan whom she certainly needed to survive, but whose intrigues and baseness often weighed on her. And then, alone, she could at leisure take the time to think of her lover, the handsome Tughanah. For several days now, his own clan, the Noni, had joined hers to traverse the final stretches of their extensive yearly journey south. They had discreetly celebrated their reunion with passionate kisses whose memory still made her vibrate. She had almost fainted with joy and fear when he tenderly embraced her and she felt his enthusiasm and muscular body. But they both knew it was too early to go any further. The promise they had shared in the depths of their hearts needed to be spoken before all the clans at the edge of the world, enabling them to truly live as a couple.

“Only a few days left before our union...” she thought, with a radiant smile on her lips. “And then, we can finally live together and give ourselves to one other!”

Suddenly, she stopped, her beautiful black eyes having landed on a totally incredible track, right in front of her. Startled by her discovery, her digging stick tumbled to the ground. The coolamon and its contents slipped from her grasp, spilling a bit farther.

In front of her, amidst the grasses, a colossal footprint rooted her in place. Her eyes widened, and she instinctively twirled a strand of her hair around her index finger, all the while keeping her gaze fixed on the discovery. Unable to move, she studied the five towering claws that had sunk into the earth. Her heart began to beat at full speed. Slowly, she brought her foot closer and put it next to the spoor. Realizing that her foot didn't even cover a quarter of the huge hollow figure, she nervously tugged at her buckle, looking for an explanation. This imprint still reminded her of a familiar shape. Suddenly, a loud growl rent the air, jolting her out of her thoughts. Instinctively, she bent down, attempting to steady her breathing and the forceful pounding of her heart within her rib cage. 

Sharpening all her senses, Lowinné managed to detect a very strong tension around her. Barely breathing, she continued to wrap her curl of hair around her finger. Large drops beaded on her forehead and her breathing became difficult, as if the air had suddenly become scarce. She waited several minutes. Yet, nothing else happened. She finally decided to move forward, curiosity driving her to discover the nature of the extraordinary creature that could leave such footprints and produce such sounds. 

A few steps further, her eyes fixed on a giant cube that lay on the red, burning ground. Greenish and fragrant, it was bigger than her own head. Its appearance reminded her, again, of something very familiar.

“But... How could it be so big?!”, she wondered, perplexed.

Slowly, she picked up her digging stick and the empty coolamon, which she tied firmly to her loincloth with a string of woven herbs. She then collected the victuals scattered on the ground and stored them in the bag that hung over her shoulder. Lowinné decided that the day's gathering was now at an end. She needed to unravel the mystery of this spoor, which likely belonged to the same animal that had created the cubic mound on the path. "It's the one that growled like that, and it can't be very far," she concluded, attempting to muster her courage. She wiped the beads of heavy sweat from her forehead with her arm.

The young woman touched the surface of the giant cube with the tip of her wooden tool. The strange thing moved a little under the impulse. It seemed heavy. Maybe as much as a lukomb half filled with water. Its texture resembled that of other cubes familiar to Lowinné, although those were minuscule in comparison to this singular specimen. The small pieces that could be seen on the path of marsupials could fit two or three in one's hand, but for this particular one, it was clearly impossible! Moreover, it was fresh, which only reinforced what she thought: the creature that had produced it was nearby.

She crouched down slowly, turning to face the wind. The powerful smell of the cube of digested vegetation then struck her nostrils: grassy, fresh, moist. She can't go wrong.

"A wombat's dropping!" she whispered, leaping with both joy and surprise, then curling up, conscious of having shattered the tranquil hush of nature, unveiling her presence. “But... The poop of a giant wombat!” she whispered this time more discreetly, as an icy shiver spread along her spine.

Unable to fully rein in the fear that mixed with her enthusiasm, she shifted into "hunting" mode, bending over and carefully committing the exact layout of the area to her memory. To the north, two eucalyptus, one leaning towards the sea coast. To the east, a wallum shrub whose erect, yellowish floral spikes she immediately recognized that embalmed the air with their powerful fragrance. To the northwest, at a spear's throw away, a colossal termite mound—resembling an index finger and a ring finger pressed together—cast its shadow over several wallums, a few of which were positioned near the massive mound of excrement. She gently broke one of the flowers, hanging the yellow brush down to mark precisely the spot of her discovery.

Lowinné then strained her memory. Throughout all the previous hunts of the clan in which she had taken part, and during which all signs left by animals were scrutinized by the trackers, she had never encountered a dropping of such exaggerated proportions. The wombats that were hunted by all the clans at the edge of the world were much smaller, about the size of a large baby. However, this one must have belonged to a wombat that must have been... at least twice as big as her! Maybe even more!

Lowinné flinched, both shocked and intrigued. Feeling an irresistible thrill coursing through her, she fought back the urge to tremble. Desperately wanting to locate the formidable beast, she forced herself to scan the surroundings and then to walk very slowly, describing concentric circles in order to find another trace of the giant marsupial. Contradictory thoughts collided in her mind.

“Hum! It's impossible for a wombat to be so big! Its leg is not as huge... But its poop is! Where does it come from? Was it sent by the celestial spirits?! How lucky I found it! But it could kill me! The "small" wombats I'm familiar with don’t hesitate to charge and strike with their tough snouts when they're cornered in their burrow! So, this one could crush me without difficulty!”

Despite her confusion and fear, the opportunity seemed too good to pass up: what a feast her clan could share with others once they finally reached the Mountain of the Great Rainbow Serpent! She smiled, filled with gratitude at the prospect of such an unexpectedly abundant supply of meat.

“This is truly a sign of the celestial spirits! If only I could kill that wombat!” she said in a determined voice in her head.

But Lowinné laughed at the ridiculous thought. Given the current situation, this was impossible. She needed help, and fast! Moreover, she felt that the kurunba had already changed in this area of the bush. She seemed more aggressive, ready to annihilate, as when a fire broke out in the forest and the animals fled the flames. The monster had brought her mark and she felt its presence, threatening, in the vicinity. The young woman shuddered but continued her investigation. She absolutely had to locate it.

A moment later, she came across a new paw print. Then two, then three. Broken branches. It had been there. Another freshly dropped cube appeared in her path. She crouched down and got on all fours. The kurunba seemed to waver, distorting the energy of the place, and vibrating her own miwi on the left side of her body.

"It's here..." she whispered through clenched teeth.

Drenched in sweat, she blended into the grass and approached, following the ominous ripples of the kurunba. She gripped her digging stick tightly like a spear, prepared to thrust it into fur and tear through entrails or muscles to defend herself.

She halted upon spotting the giant's back, just a few strides away from where she stood, immobilized by anguish. She held back a sigh of horror and fascination: it was immense. She had never seen an animal of this size! Standing on its hind legs, it noisily nibbled at the bark of a tree. Lowinné could clearly hear the frightening crunch of its powerful jaws crushing the woody fibers without difficulty. Raised like this, it was as tall as two or three men! Then its massive head resembled that of a koala, with the notable difference that its nose was substantially larger, extending from its mouth all the way to the crown of its skull... She caught a glimpse of its impressive incisors and shuddered as she realized it could tear her apart in an instant.
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“I need help, now!” she pulled herself together. “No chance I could do any harm to this creature! I must find Tughanah to tell him what I found!”

Lowinné stepped back carefully, aware of the imminent danger, looking carefully where she was putting each foot. The wind could turn at any moment, and the monster would certainly rush at her without warning if it smelled her or heard the slightest noise. Although she knew wombats were herbivorous and rarely attacked humans, she couldn't be certain that this large specimen solely consumed grasses, roots, fungi, and tree bark. However, she was aware that when a wombat felt threatened or even in a bad mood, despite being smaller, it could easily overpower someone more robust than her. Their powerful jaws had already caused serious injuries to some reckless members of her clan. She shuddered as she envisioned the havoc that the incisors of the giant she had just encountered could cause.

Lowinné turned around, then gradually accelerated, before trotting and running as soon as she considered she had moved far enough. When she stopped running, she was drenched in sweat. As she made efforts to fill her lungs with air, she visually recalled a few details in order to find her way back to the giant wombat. After catching her breath, she strained her ear and focused all her senses. Where she was, the kurunba was back to normal. She no longer felt that intense distortion in the presence of the titanic animal. She sighed with relief.

But where could Tughanah be? She knew that the men of both clans had left for their daily hunting wanderings. Since she spent every year in this region of the isthmus during their circuit between the edge of the world and the Mainland of the north, she had a solid grasp of their route. The female opossums had already given birth and were carrying their young in their marsupial pouches. The wallabies were probably a little further inland. Her clan had arranged and maintained areas for them at each passage, achieved through controlled burning of grasslands that herbivores appreciated. By making it easier for them to find food, the clan was also benefiting itself by ensuring a constant supply of game.

Energetically, she climbed a small hill and cupped her hands around her mouth, then began to chuckle loudly, imitating the distinctive call of a kookaburra. Her call quickly traveled the surrounding distances. She repeated it four times, so that her lover would know that she needed her.

“Come on, Tughanah! Otherwise, the wombat géant will leave!” she finally implored.

After quite a while, she felt the miwi of Tughanah nearby. He had heard her. He was coming!

Lowinné couldn't help but tremble as he entered the clearing where she was waiting, impatient. Tughanah was a handsome man with strong, muscular arms. His intense gaze betrayed his desire for her, but she could also read in his big eyes the questioning and astonishment. "Anyah! What's going on, my little flower?” he said in his deep voice.

"You must come with me, Tughanah! I found the trace of a giant wombat!”

The young man seemed not to understand. He swayed from one foot to the other before asking: "What?!”

"I found a giant wombat," she repeated, fidgeting, a bit exasperated. "First I came across a spoor, then a dropping as big as this," she said, spreading her arms widely. 

"But there isn't such a huge animal!" replied Tughanah, laughing.

"Yes, it is! I tracked it, and I saw it with my own eyes!” she shouted, trembling.

Tughanah looked at her, taken aback. His adorned boomerang hung at the side of his loincloth, and he grasped his spear in his right hand, with his small thruster secured between his fingers. His lack of reaction caused his interlocutor to shudder with impatience.

"Come on, come now!" she said suddenly, before grabbing him vigorously by the arm and pulling him behind her to let go after a few steps.

She started running in the direction of her discovery, guided by the details imprinted on her gaze from her frenzied sprint. He followed her without difficulty, delighting in contemplating her magnificent forms that were revealed with each stride. They ran together for a while.

"There, it's there!" she whispered, pointing to the fresh cube on the ground. Tughanah halted abruptly, eyes widening, and crouched down to examine the massive droppings. He let out a few breaths of astonishment.

It was Lowinné's turn to gaze intently at her lover as she caught her breath. Numerous vertical scarifications adorned his back, stretching from his shoulders to just above his kidneys, intertwining in intricate geometric patterns. The still recent marks of his initiation, the intense pain that had been inflicted on him during the ritual and especially his courage, testified to his recent status as a man. He too carried traces of clay, which not only adorned his body but also served to identify his clan and shield him from the harsh rays of the sun.

“How beautiful my man is!” she thought with a burst of pride.

She was a woman now and had been for several moons. Blood flowed regularly from the hollow of her body, like the nourishing river bringing water to the cracked earth. Sometimes, she experienced pain during these periods of bleeding, but she also felt an unfamiliar and vague desire that occasionally made her head spin, like the Nabanunga women during the Dreaming time. Indeed, much like the Nabanunga who unsuccessfully sought the great snake Jarapiri for his seed despite their efforts to seduce him, she awaited the experience of such moments of intimacy with Tughanah. But it was still too early for that. And the giant wombat obsessed her. For her, it was clearly a sign from above whose implications she was not yet able to guess.

"You're right, little flower. It looks like a giant wombat!" Tughanah said with his usual calmness, slowly getting up after carefully studying the huge cube.

"So, are we going to pursue it? It's a gift from celestial spirits," she declared confidently. "To me, this wombat has come directly from the Dreamtime for our gathering, and I'm the one who discovered it! I have been chosen!" Lowinné concluded fervently, realizing the significance of the sign.

The hunter looked at her for a while, incredulous, swinging from one foot to the other, before retorting:

"Lowinné, we can't hunt this monster alone. There are kangaroos that are as big as me and could take me out! That's why we hunt in groups," he tried to reason with her. "You can imagine, such a monster! Only you and me?" he blurted out, astonished by the young woman's lack of judgment. She was usually much more reasonable... What was going on?

"I think we can do it! Or at least try... While we're chatting like that, we're wasting time, and maybe it's gone!"

She tapped her foot in anger before continuing, "I will not let go of this gift that the celestial spirits have given me!" she declared defiantly. "We have to do something! Right now!"
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2. 
Nubré

The entrance to the circular hut was guarded by a carved trunk as tall as a man. At its summit, one could clearly distinguish a large eye carved in the center. Surrounding it, finely chiseled plant motifs adorned the pole, and a bird with outstretched wings crowned its upper part. Right next to it, driven into the ground, stood a tall spear with its tip fitted with barbed wire, as if awaiting the moment to be grasped and hurled forcefully at a remarkable prey.

Suddenly, the door opened, revealing an old man with a penetrating look. Wrinkles dug into the tanned skin of his face marked by time and wisdom. The reddish clay applied on his curly hair masked their whiteness, which was nevertheless bright on his thick beard. His tall, lean, yet still robust body rose swiftly, propelled by a powerful inner energy.

"Nubré, what's going on? What's wrong?" a concerned woman inquired of him.

Without a word, the old man approached the spear and, with a violent effort, tore it off the ground with one hand. His face was visibly worried.

"Why are you taking the spear of the law?!" the woman shouted, with a hint of anguish in her voice.

This time, she started running and reached Nubré. She squeezed his arm, urging him to explain. The elder looked at his eldest daughter calmly before speaking: "Latawinné, I felt a presence... Something old, something dangerous... The kurunba is disturbed."

He held the spear close to his body, his muscles taut. He furrowed his thick eyebrows.

"What?! Calm down, maybe it's nothing serious..." the woman added with a more condescending air. She was used to the mood swings of her elderly father, whose behavior was sometimes unexpected.

Nubré turned around, wrathful. "You don't know what you're talking about, my daughter! I will warn Tonytah of my visions, and I need the spear of the law!"

Without further ado, he left Latawinné behind and walked with a firm step towards the chief's hut.

The women were squatting or sitting in the middle of the camp and talking loudly. There were good reasons for that! Indeed, for a few days, the Noni clan had joined that of the Nyu. The camp had doubled in size and exchanges were going well. They discussed the latest news, deaths, births, the well-being of the elders, and most importantly, the sea, which continued to rise steadily, varying in pace with the seasons. This relentless rise was shrinking the beaches and making it increasingly challenging to access certain food cultivation areas. Some of them had even heard of animals running away from their burrows and crossing large swamps, chased by the rising waters. All this generated a bunch of stories to tell, and the following weeks would be devoted to the walk to the sacred mountain in the south, but also to conversations. The wildflower season had already covered the heathland with multicolored carpets of orchids, and the bushes were adorned with their most beautiful colors. Brown butterflies and bees were active, as cicadas emerged, leaving their pupae on tree trunks. The powerful stridulation of males calling females strained human eardrums, while cicadas relaxed theirs own, preventing damage from the intense and constant noise they produced.

Cross-legged or kneeling, wives, mothers, and daughters crushed tubers, sorted peas and berries, all while chatting in the midst of the general hubbub. Laughter and discussion allowed them to cope with their daily tasks. Children ran and played nearby, without minding about the work needed in preparing food and cooking.

Absorbed in his own thoughts, crossing the group of women at work, Nubré stopped: "Women, tell me, have you seen Lowinné?"

 Bursts of laughter immediately erupted from all around.

"What? Are you kidding, karadji?" said one of them. “You know your youngest daughter is a loner, don't you? Do you think she would be bored staying with us here grinding or chatting? She has better things to do, I guess," she said, rolling her eyes.

Unfazed, the old man continued his questioning: "I need to know where she is. Has no one here seen her?”

"But why are you looking for her?" dared to ask another older woman.

Nubré cleared his throat before answering: "I feel a great disturbance of the kurunba. As if something threatening and ancient was among us,” he added thoughtfully. “A dangerous creature... It prowls the surroundings.”

"What?!" cried a Noni woman, leaping all at once. "A monster? What if it was Garangara emerging from its cave?!" she screamed, pressing her hands to her face in fear.

More cries erupted, but the man raised his arm, and there was sudden silence among the female assembly. All eyes turned to the Karadji. Standing as tall as a eucalyptus tree, he exuded a majestic presence, his spear of the law held high towards the sky. Everyone respected him and no one dared to contradict him. The sage of the Nyu clan had accumulated knowledge that the other members were totally unaware of. He spoke to the celestial spirits, to Baiami  – the Sky-Father – but also  to the Mimi people who  had taught so many secrets to the Ancestors and who now find themselves frozen, drawn on the stone walls of rock shelters.

"No, it's not the scorpion, or even Jirinji the centipede," declared Nubré. “But I feel a very old miwi. I also feel a tension... as a worry. This spirit is a powerful, old animal, and I think it is afraid.”

"Afraid?" asked the first woman, wide-eyed. “An animal spirit that is afraid ?!”

"Yes, as if it sensed a threat...”

"But who would be able to threaten an ancient spirit?" inquired a young woman with very short, cropped hair.

"Perhaps we would. Or our two clans, now reunited?" said Nubré, gazing vacantly, turning his back on the women who had surrounded him.

A Nyu woman approached and touched his forearm with devotion and respect.

"You should go see our leader!" she implored him. “Your powers and knowledge are as true as the sun rises every day. Go ahead, karadji! Meanwhile we will try to find Lowinné.”

The old man turned around, looked at her kindly, and left without a word. Behind him, the women rose, preoccupied, attempting to identify who among them had last seen the girl. The moment was no longer for discussion.

Nubré advanced in long strides towards the chief's hut, the spear of the law in his hand. He could see it right in front of him. It was then that he heard a snap behind him. Then calls were addressed to him. He turned around, surprised. A few meters away, he recognized Lowinné and Tughanah who had just rushed into the camp. They caught their breath and seemed to have run at full speed.

Curious, he approached the newcomers. The chief could wait. He needed to know quickly if his fears were confirmed.

"So, Lowinn, where were you?! I was worried!" he thundered as she approached.

Lowinné raised her head, exhaling deeply. Breathless after such a prolonged effort, she stole a sidelong glance at her father. She opened her mouth, irritated. Quickly, all the women got closer, listening: there was going to be enough to feed the gossip for a few days!

"Father, I have received a sign from the celestial spirits!” she announced, panting. She grabbed a curl of her hair and began to wrap it around her finger, struggling to catch a steady breath.

Tughanah nodded, confirming her statements. The crowd all around sighed in astonishment. Definitely, the show looked promising.

"I suspected it," Nubré replied. “I had a dream about you. Baiami sent it to me while I was resting in my hut. You're in danger, Lowinné! The Bunyip is after you!”

[image: Image]

New astonished and frightened sigh of the crowd, who finally fell silent, wanting to understand what it was about. The women's eyes widened: how was it that the karadji spoke of this monster?!

"What?! But what are you talking about, father?” Lowinné wondered, pulling on her curl nervously. The young woman straightened up and inhaled deeply before continuing: “We found a huge animal that could feed all the clans during our gathering at the sacred mountain!” she announced as a radiant smile appeared on her face.

"It's the Bunyip," Nubré repeated, his eyes darkening further.

"But no, it's not the Bunyip!" she protested, as moans were heard this time in the crowd. Some women did not agree with Lowinné's brazen attitude that did not show the respect due to a karadji, or even a father.

"Where did you see this animal?" asked Nubré calmly.

"I haven't seen him," Tughanah interjected, swinging from one foot to the other.

Lowinné immediately continued: “Near the stream. And it wasn't the Bunyip because this monster lives in the swamps, right?”

“Indeed, but not just there. It can walk on dry land as you should know...”

"Yes, it’s true, I saw it too!" shouted a frail old woman's small voice. “It has thick and strong legs, with long claws!” she continued, drawing all eyes towards her. “It walks on its hind legs and is as tall as two or three men!” she said, raising her hand to the sky. Several voices were raised, either confirming or denying the woman's claims.

"She's right! It looks like a huge crocodile walking upright!" Nubré thundered. He already knew the stories of all the members of his clan who had encountered the monster.

The Bunyip had existed since the dawn of time and had already claimed several victims. It fed the legends and often made its way into the stories told during the vigil to frighten the little ones and discourage them from straying away from the camp.

"That's right, the giant animal I saw was that size, but it was a giant wombat, not a crocodile!” Lowinné argued firmly.

"A giant wombat?!" several voices shouted simultaneously, followed by muffled laughter. “That doesn't exist!" a woman responded in an amused tone.

"Yes, it does! Tell them, Tughanah!” Lowinné intimated as she turned to him, without understanding his silence.

The young hunter stopped rocking and several emotions flashed through his expressive face. He was aware of the importance of what he was going to say, especially for Lowinné.

"I think she's right," the man finally said after a long silence, when no one dared to speak anymore.

"Why do you say that?" Nubré asked, leaning on his long spear. “Didn't you say you didn't see it?”

"I have seen its droppings, and they are like those of a wombat," the young man replied.

"And why would it be giant then?!" a high-pitched voice asked.

"Because I've never seen such huge droppings ... and because the wombat that made them must be giant. There is no other possible explanation!” Tughanah retorted, turning toward the voice.

"Huge how?" Nubré asked again with patience.

"Almost as big as a child's head," he said.

Eyes widened, exclamations sounded, but Nubré remained silent, seeming to think intensely. He closed his eyes.

"We must go and hunt it," Lowinné interjected, impatiently. “We are wasting time and while we are talking, it may run away! Already, the time I call Tughanah, and it had moved away! Let's go and announce this to the chief and the men to organize a great hunt!” she finished in a determined voice.

"Describe it to me, since you say you saw it!” her father asked, placing his arm firmly on the girl's shoulder.

"I've told you before: like a wombat, but giant!”

"It walked on all fours?"

"I didn't see it walking; it was standing," Lowinné replied, irritated.

"How many wombats have you seen walking upright, my daughter?"

Several stifled laughters were heard in the crowd.

"It didn't walk!” she shouted.

"It's the Bunyip," the old woman interjected again. “It had a beak, didn't it?”

Lowinné turned to her. Her features betrayed impatience, but also a certain resignation to the turn of events. She stated: "I don't think so. It looked more like a large kangaroo or koala snout. It was eating bark on a tree and had teeth as big as my feet," she said, raising her leg. “In addition, the Bunyip does not make droppings of the same shape as those of the wombat as far as I know, right?”

"Did it have fur?" Nubré continued, ignoring his daughter's question.

"Yes," she replied.

"And claws?" the old woman asked, not giving up.

"Yes, but wombats have them too! Besides, it also had five claws and even the imprint of its paw was shaped like that of a wombat!” Lowinné replied, annoyed.

“Wombats as big as two men do not exist!” another woman protested in a high-pitched voice. “You must have seen wrongly.”

"No longer exists," Nubré said. “But they existed long before we were born...”

The women's eyes widened, and they dared not say anything more. A heavy silence settled in.

"What do you mean?" Lowinné asked finally, also astonished, but rather by the fact that her father finally seemed to believe her.

"A long time ago, our elders said that there were giant wombats that lived and migrated in groups, a bit like our clans," he explained.
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