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This book was written on Gadubanud land. The author would like to acknowledge the Traditional Custodians, and pay her respects to their Elders past and present.


For Kerrie – thank you so much for sharing Kimmi’s family story and for keeping them all safe.


And for all the dedicated people working to protect dingoes.
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CHAPTER 1




In the land of the boab tree and the endless bright sky, dingoes have walked the red earth for thousands of years.


They were respected. They were free. And they lived in harmony with the land. But not long ago, all of that changed.


Into this new world a small tropical dingo cub is born.


Destined to become a queen.





She was born in a place that is older than time. Where wild rivers rage into deep canyons. Where desert plains run on to jagged mountains. Where the blue-winged kookaburra calls for the sun to rise, and the cicada’s hypnotic song pulses all through the night.


She was born beneath a full moon that was as red as blood. Her mama said it was a sign of her great power. She said she had felt it the whole time she carried her in her womb.


Her mama said she was special.


A queen.


She came out first, her tiny eyes closed. Three boys followed, all in a rush. They were much larger than her, much darker, and they were her brothers.


Her mama licked her clean and she knew she was safe. She knew she was loved. She fed on her mother’s milk and felt herself growing stronger.


Her father was not there. But her mother was not alone. Her sister was with her. They would raise the cubs together.


For the first few weeks she slept, this little queen, in the heat of the day, with one strong female at her back and one strong female at her front. With her three brothers squeezed in beside her.


There, in that embrace, nothing could touch her. She was part of a clan. Part of a family. And she was never alone.
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CHAPTER 2


Her mama let out a sharp cry.


A warning.


She saw her mama’s ears shoot up.


Her eyes pointed in a single direction.


Focused.


Now her aunty was up too. Another sharp warning bark pierced the sky.


A tall, mean-looking animal stood in front of them, blocking the sun. It had an angry heartbeat. It held a large, black stick.


Before she could think, before she could move, a loud crack ripped through the air. It tore open her ears and it shook her whole frame.


Everything fell silent then, until her brother collapsed against her. Blood was pouring from his body, and his heartbeat slowed, slowed, then stopped.


Mama and Aunty backed in tight so that she and her brothers were shielded by their strong bodies. Mama let out a cry from deep inside.


LEAVE US!


The tall animal took one step closer and her aunty began to growl.


Suddenly, there was a high-pitched wail.


‘Don’t shoot!’


Another of these animals, a smaller one, was jumping up and down, its round face red.


She heard its heartbeat racing.


‘These are my dingoes,’ it said. ‘I know them.’


The tall animal did not move. ‘Get away!’ it shouted. ‘These are wild dogs! They’re not your pets!’


The small animal crouched down next to her mama, its eyes wide. ‘Please,’ it begged. ‘Please don’t kill them.’


The tall animal stepped back. Slowly, it lowered the black stick.


‘I shot one a month ago. It dug up my water pipe. I lost a whole tank of my cattle’s water! I can’t lose any more.’


Papa, she thought. This tall animal had killed her papa. And now her little brother was dead too.


The tall animal stepped forward again, but the small one did not move. It stayed in front of her mama and aunty.


‘If any of those cubs are female there’ll be more born next year. I won’t have wild dogs on my property.’


The small animal leant forward and reached out a hand to her mama. It stroked her side, and she let it move closer. She let it see her cubs.


‘Look,’ it said. ‘They’re all boys. And I’ll make sure they stay at our place.’


The tall animal was shaking its head. It kicked the dirt.


‘You tell your mum she has to get rid of them. If I see them again, they won’t be alive for long. Got it?’


‘Yes,’ the small animal said.


And the tall animal walked away.


Nothing moved then, not even breath. There was only the sound of their heartbeats, racing. One heartbeat was missing.


‘Oh, Ding!’ the small animal said. Its nose and eyes were leaking. ‘Your baby,’ it said. It hugged her mama, put its strange face right in her fur.


Her mama turned. She nuzzled her dead cub softly with her nose. She let out a long, haunting cry.


‘We know this Human,’ her aunty said. ‘He is a young Human, a boy. He is a friend.’


She thought her heart would break as her mama picked up her dead brother by the scruff of his neck and carried him gently. She let herself be carried by her aunty in the same way, while the small Human boy scooped up her brothers in his long arms. Together they walked, with the boy leading the way.
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CHAPTER 3


She felt numb. She could not stop looking at her dead brother cradled by her mama’s jaw. The tall Human could have shot her too. It could have shot her mother, her aunty. All of them.


But why?


She did not understand.


They walked for a long time in the shimmering heat, the sun still high in the bright sky. She longed for the evening to come so she breathe in the cooler air.


They came to a large clearing, shaded and green, and the boy put her brothers down.


‘Mum! Mum!’ he called.


Her aunty let her down and she watched her mama put her brother down, her nose touching her baby’s lifeless body. She licked his head, his face. Her mama cleaned the blood away.


Nothing moved. She could hear no bird call. She could hear no wind. Not even the creak of a tree or the crack of a cricket. The world had fallen silent.


A figure approached slowly. Another Human.


‘We know this Human too,’ Mama said quietly. ‘She is the boy’s mother. She is a friend.’


Her two brothers came over and sat at her mama’s side. ‘How do you know all these strange creatures?’ they asked.


But her mama did not answer.


The Human stroked Mama on the cheek. Her face was wet, water coming from her eyes, just like the boy’s.


‘Oh, Ding. Your poor baby. I am so sorry.’


Then the Human sat down and she put her hands to her face.
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