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Prologue
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The forest spread out over the land as far as the eye could see. The trees were ancient. No human hand had touched them except to remove some bark (which always grew back) for a canoe or hut and so the trees grew and grew. The trees stood as tall as giants but they looked small beside the three rocky crags that jutted out of the forest. The enormous crags were smooth, hard and grey. They looked like the stubby fingertips of some huge stone hand rising out of the earth. Trees spotted the tops of the crags as if caught on the giant’s fingertips when its hand pushed up through the forest floor.

The Wiiyang, the Clever Man, stood on the largest of the crags. His name was Nyimbiny. His dark skin glistened like a dolphin’s in the heat of the afternoon. His gaunt face was hidden behind a long, white beard. He wore a red loincloth. Scars lined the lean muscles of his chest and limbs. He stared out over the treetops. One eye sparkled with intelligence and wisdom; the other was dull, white and sightless. The rainforest’s canopy spread before Nyimbiny like a green sea.

It had been three days since he had returned from Goanna Headland where he had cast the sacred stones into the rain cave. He had been sitting on the crag since - in the hot, still air - as he waited for the rain to come. His keen eye caught movement, way off in the distance. A faint breeze rippled through the trees, flattening the leaves of the treetops as it rolled towards him. It looked like a wave, rolling across the canopy. A gust rose out of the forest, raced up the face of the crag and washed over him. His long, white beard flapped gently in the breeze. He gazed out, over the forest, at the thin strip of blue ocean beyond it. He shut his eyes and inhaled. He smelt the pungent dirt from the forest floor and the tangy salt from the sea...

He opened his eyelids and his clear, blue eye grinned. He smelt rain. A southerly wind was bringing a storm with it.

Nyimbiny walked across the flat, hard earth towards his shelter. The scattered gravel and twigs crunched beneath the leathery soles of his feet. A tiny twister, twirling dust and leaves in its funnel, danced across the dirt. The shelter consisted of three slabs of rock leant against one another to create a lean-to. He crawled under the overhanging rock and sat with his legs crossed. He looked at the items he had arranged earlier: a curled piece of paper bark, a coolamon filled with water; a coolamon filled with red clay, a coolamon filled with white clay. He unfurled the paper bark. Inside it lay some small chunks of fibrous, red bark. Globs of a thick sap clung to the bark like honey. He picked up a piece of bark and scraped the sap onto a smooth, flat stone.

Thunder grumbled on the horizon as the head of a black cloud peeped above the treetops. Babaraa grows impatient, Nyimbiny thought. A gust of wind whipped Nyimbiny’s long, white beard into his face. The dark clouds grumbled again and tumbled over the forest like roiling clouds of black smoke towards the Clever Man.

Nyimbiny calmly dabbed a stick with a bristled end into the gooey sap. He brought the frayed end, now tacky with sap, to his mouth and chewed slowly on it. He swirled the sap around in his mouth and swallowed it. Some of it stuck to his teeth. He used his tongue to search for the syrupy substance and pried it away. He dabbed the bristled stick into the thick sap and sucked it between his lips once again.

The black clouds filled the sky and billowed towards him. Babaraa rumbled angrily, shaking the crag beneath him.

The Wiiyang lifted the canoe-shaped coolamon to his mouth and sipped at the cool water. One last splotch of sap lay smeared on the smooth stone. He lowered the coolamon to the ground, then poked and prodded at the thick goop.

The storm clouds loomed above him now, covering the crag in shadow. The lightning flashed, bathing the sea of green beneath him in a brilliant white light. A thunderclap boomed like a mad man’s laughter. Fat raindrops pattered on the dry earth around the cave, leaving dark circles as big as beetles. The thunder crashed again, so loudly, that it sounded like the rock itself had cracked. A gust rocked Nyimbiny and then the clouds opened. The rain teemed down. The fat drops drummed harder and harder against the dirt until the tiny dark circles joined and the earth was wet.

Nyimbiny breathed out. The plant’s magic was beginning to work. He picked up the coolamon with water and trickled it into the two with clay in them. He picked up a twig and began mixing the red clay and water into a paste.

A bolt of lightning flashed in the air and the thunder boomed, shaking the rocky crag. Babaraa’s laughter roared above Nyimbiny. The Wiiyang looked up into the clouds. He could see the god clashing his rocks together, like clapping sticks. The sparks flashed through the clouds from the force of the god’s blows. Big flashes, little flashes, large booms, small booms all worked together as if the storm was a corroboree.

The Wiiyang sat silently, stirring the paint. He watched the gabal, the forest, swirl like a current in a stream with each gust of wind. Nyimbiny sniffed the air. He loved the rich smell of the rain mixing with the earth of the forest. The trees were happy when it rained.

The Wiiyang dipped his fingers into the red paint and began drawing sacred patterns on his face, his chest, his arms and his legs. The patterns were secret.

They were magic symbols, only used by Clever Men of the highest degree. Nyimbiny could feel the symbols drawing the magic out of the sap as it moved through his body. His eyelids grew heavy, his eyes sluggish. He licked his teeth and swallowed. His throat was dry. Good, he thought. I am almost there. He picked up a twig and stirred the white clay and water together. He rocked back and forth and began to chant. He closed his eyes and looked inward.

Babaraa smashed his rocks together harder and faster. The sound was deafening. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed around Nyimbiny.

The Wiiyang’s eyes flew open. The Dreaming swirled around him, like the gusting wind. The scene around him dissolved and the past, present and future mixed, like clay and water. Nyimbiny staggered to his feet on legs as heavy as boulders and stared at the rock wall of the lean to. He groped for the white ochre, his eyes never leaving the barren wall, and stumbled towards it, the paint splashing onto the ground in his haste.

Thunder rumbled above him.

The Wiiyang frantically dabbed the twig brush into the white paint and drew broad strokes on the rock. He dabbed the twig into the paint and painted furiously. Images soon covered the wall. With a final stroke, Nyimbiny tossed the twig aside. Exhausted, he stepped back. Lightning flashed, lighting up the cave wall. Pictures flared across the rock’s surface. The Wiiyang glimpsed colour, line and shape and then the surface sank back into darkness. What had he painted? The sky lit up as Babaraa’s sparks flew. This time the images hung in the air.

The Wiiyang saw a pictogram of a great battle between two mobs. He saw a janagan and a dubay, a young boy and girl, kneeling beneath a tree. A magpie floated above the janagan. He saw a kangaroo hunt and a strange canoe with wings. He saw a great gathering and a black snake and a magpie fighting in a tree. The boy from before? Who was the black snake? He wondered. He saw the janagan with the magpie totem and the dubay surrounded by angry people.

One of the men had a nguunybaa, a black snake, beside him. Here was the black snake figure from the tree. He saw a picture of a line of men hurling spears at the magpie boy... and there was more.

The painting covered the entire wall.

The Wiiyang staggered back. How had he painted all of this? What did it all mean? Was it the past, the present or the future?

The lightning flashed in the distance. The storm moves away, thought Nyimbiny. Babaraa chuckled a few heartbeats later. The sky god was growing calmer as the storm moved on.

The Wiiyang’s eyes drifted over the paintings. They settled upon a large image at the centre of the picture. It was the janagan with the magpie and the dubay. Nyimbiny’s sight slid over to an image beside it. It was the canoe with wings. Nyimbiny’s eyes narrowed. The thunder boomed above him, startling him. Babaraa had tricked him. The god roared with laughter, one final time, and then floated away from the gabal.
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Chapter 1
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Two wiry men with skin as dark and smooth as basalt, stood in the middle of a large clearing in the sprawling rainforest. They were Clever Men and they had important things to discuss.

The sun woman was still early in her path across the sky. The air was hot and still and smelt of the rich earth of the rainforest. Soft grass spread like a huge mat across the clearing. Anyone stumbling upon it would think that the clearing was a natural break in the rainforest, but it was not. The Nyangbal mob had cultivated and nurtured the grass long ago. Their songs and dances taught them how to remove any seedlings and weeds. These songs and dances also explained that the clearing was a battleground where the Nyangbal people settled disputes with neighbouring mobs. The ground was a sacred meeting place where two mobs could come together and do battle in a Bumaalii to decide the rule of the lore.

The Nyangbal mob sat in the shade at one end of the clearing waiting for the Clever Men to finish their talk. Three boys crouched amongst the huge gathering of Nyangbal men watching the Clever Men. Patterns, symbolizing the men’s totems, were painted on their faces, limbs and torsos in a rich white ochre. Some of the men had feathers tied or glued into their hair. They carried a bagaa, a wooden shield, as long as a man’s leg, in one hand and three spears and a woomera in the other. They were naked except for a loincloth and a tough kangaroo hide belt tied around their middle. A nulla-nulla (a club), a throwing stick and a long hunting boomerang were secured in their belts. The boys too were painted in white and their hair was adorned with feathers. Irindilli and Yirinyin had brightly coloured parrot feathers in their hair, but Balagaan always wore the black and white feathers of his totem, the magpie.

Balagaan flicked a spider from his arm and gazed through the cover of the bush. “Are they the Clever Men?”

Irindilli crouched beside him, peering through the thick foliage, his eyes agog. He shook his head. “I don’t know. But they look powerful.”

“They’re Wiiyangs all right,” whispered Yirinyin.

“So those blokes direct the battle and decide the winner?” asked Irindilli. 

“Yaway,” said Yirinyin, nodding.

Balagaan had never seen a Wiiyang before. But he knew of them. Clever Men were magic men. They used spells and rites to control the weather, to heal people and make them sick. They could even kill people, if they wanted to.

All with magic. Every mob had one. The Clever Men did not live in a camp with any of the mobs, but wandered the lands freely, camping on the tops of mountains or other djurabiils, sacred sites, where the strongest magic was.

“Which one’s ours, uncle?” asked Irindilli. “They look the same.”

Uner, Balagaan’s father leant forward and pointed. “That baygal,” he said.

Balagaan studied the Wiiyang. His beard and hair were still radiant but had grown white with age.

“The old baygal?” asked Irindilli. “Ei.”

“Don’t worry about his age, it’s his magic that matters,” said Uner. “And Nyimbiny is as powerful as they come. Look closely at the two men and you’ll see they’re not the same.”

Balagaan peered at the two men.

“They look the same to me,” said Irindilli. 

Uner pointed. “Look at their faces.”

Balagaan had very good sight, like his totem, the magpie. He studied the men’s’ faces. “His eyes are different.”

Uner nodded. “He only has one seeing eye.”

Balagaan saw that the other eye was a dull white colour like the colour of a goanna egg. “What’s wrong with his eye?”

“Some say he gave it to Babaraa. In return, the Great Creator gave him the power to see into the future.”

“Do you think he knows who will win this battle?” asked Yirinyin. 

“Maybe. Their Wiiyang is wondering that too,” said Uner. “Look.” Under pointed towards the younger man. “He’s wary. He doesn’t know if his magic is strong enough to ward-off Nyimbiny’s magic.”

“Our Wiiyang’s stronger than theirs! We’re gonna win for sure,” said Irindilli.

Uner smiled. “If only it was that easy. Their Wiiyang is not without his own tricks.” Uner motioned towards the other end of the clearing where another group of men, from the Rain Forest mob, sat huddled in the shade. “And their army is bigger than ours. It’ll be a close battle. They are about to talk. Listen.”

Balagaan heard Nyimbiny’s softly spoken voice drift across the clearing. “Janguy has broken the lore. He has taken a Gudjin woman by stealthy means. He has not got consent from Wudjaabiny’s parents and her people to wed her. Not only that, she was promised to another baygal from the High Country mob. This is not the way the people of our nations behave,” said Nyimbiny.

The younger Clever Man stroked his beard thoughtfully. “It is true that Janguy did not follow the proper ways when he took Wudjaabiny, but she went with him willingly. She does not want to marry Buyam. He is three times her age.”

Balagaan watched Nyimbiny look at the ground and guide a dislodged lump of turf back into place with his toes. Nyimbiny looked up at the younger man and cocked his head. “It is not for Wudjaabiny to decide. It is for Wudjaabiny’s parents and Buyam to decide. Janguy and Wudjaabiny cannot wed. Without agreement, only war can settle the dispute.”

Balagaan saw the younger baygal nod. “Then it is decided. The Nyangbal and Rain Forest mobs will go to Bumaalii and the winners will determine the decision.”

Uner shook his head as the two Clever Men parted. “Nyimbiny is not happy. The Rain Forest Clever Man is young and thinks it is okay to break the lore. Nyimbiny has lived a long time and knows this type of thinking can only lead to trouble.”

Nyimbiny made his way to the edge of the scrub on one side of the clearing, while the younger man made his way to the edge of the scrub on the other. Nyimbiny cupped his hand around his mouth and whistled shrilly, imitating a whippoorwill bird’s call.

Balagaan heard his father breathe out heavily. “That’s the signal.”

A great army of hundreds of Nyangbal warriors spilled out from the shadows of the scrub onto the field of battle.

As the Nyangbal army stepped into the clearing, Balagaan saw the younger Wiiyang call to his mob. A huge army of Rain Forest warriors swarmed out of the scrub. They took longer to emerge because their army was larger. They too were painted in their totemic patterns but in a red ochre rather than white. They had feathers in their hair and carried a similar array of weapons.

“Ei...” whispered Irindilli. “So many of them.”

Balagaan felt a stone of fear in his stomach as he watched the two armies face each other. He watched as a group of young Nyangbal boys, also painted in their mob’s colours, ran around the edge of the clearing towards the Wiiyang.

“Go on boys. Join the others. You have some work to do,” said Uner.

Balagaan and his cousins ran after the group of boys, who now stood at a respectful distance behind Nyimbiny. Yirinyin, Irindilli and Balagaan fell in behind them. And then something strange happened.

The Wiiyang turned his head and stared at them. His gaze settled on Balagaan, who stood near the back. The other boys glanced fearfully over their shoulders at him wondering what Balagaan had done to attract the Clever Man’s eye.

Balagaan gulped. It felt like the Wiiyang was looking not at him, but into him. “Sorry,” he stammered.

Nyimbiny’s gaze held on Balagaan for several heartbeats and then his head turned back to the warriors in the clearing.

The boys looked at Balagaan nervously.

“Ei! What was that all about?” whispered Yirinyin.

Balagaan put a finger to his lips. The Wiiyang was about to address the men.

“You are here because the lore has been challenged. Let this battle here today settle the dispute and restore the lore,” said Nyimbiny.

Balagaan held his breath. They were going to fight!

The Nyangbal men stood at one end of the clearing about twenty spear-lengths away from the Rain Forest mob. They carried spears twice the height of a man, with black, fire-hardened points. They looked deadly this close, as did the large hunting boomerangs and heavy-ended nulla-nullas tucked into their belts. Balagaan looked to the sky. “Babaraa, keep my father safe.”

Balagaan watched the men from his mob wish each other luck with the silent language of the eyes. He saw his grandfather, Bolim, nod to his father and then the men took position. The young baygal-mirr stood at the front. It was the safest place in the crowd because you could see the spears coming first. Balagaan saw that the young men were nervous. They breathed quickly and shifted from one foot to the other, as they waited for the battle to begin.

He did not blame them for being nervous. The older baygal-mirr were more relaxed. These men stood quietly, conserving all their energy, and just stared at their enemy with eyes as hard as stone. Balagaan shook his head. What a terrible thing it must be to go to war.

Balagaan heard muttering and realised the Clever Man was talking quietly. He thought he must have been casting a spell. Balagaan suddenly felt a small gust of wind on his cheek. The wind blew harder and Balagaan could see the Nyangbal men’s feathers flapping in the breeze.

“Look!” whispered Yirinyin. “The Wiiyang called in the wind. Now our spears can fly further.”

“The Bumaalii’s about to start!” whispered Irindilli. The boys watched on; their eyes as big as bagaas.

The two armies faced one another. Their dark skin gleamed with sweat. They clutched their shields in one hand and their long hunting spears and woomeras in the other.

Nyimbiny signalled to the Nyangbal warriors. The men jumped in the air as one and landed with a loud boom.

At a sign from the young Wiiyang, the Rain Forest men stomped the earth with their hardened feet with such force that the ground trembled.

The ground shook so much that Balagaan and his cousins had trouble staying on their feet!

The Rain Forest men yelled, gnashed their teeth, spat and cried out. Some warriors worked themselves into a frenzy. Yelling, they darted towards the Nyangbal men, aimed their spear aggressively at the men and then dashed back. This went on for some time and then suddenly, the clearing grew silent.

Nyimbiny signalled to the Nyangbal men and Bolim stepped forward. In the blink of an eye, Balagaan watched him notch a spear to his woomera, flick his wrist and launch it at the Rain Forest mob. The spear soared through the air, wobbling as if alive, towards its target. When it finally speared downward at the foremost warrior, it was a blur. But the Rain Forest warrior was faster. In one easy step he dodged it and swept the spear aside.

“That’s Janguy. He’s the fellah that’s caused all this mess,” said Yirinyin.

Uner stepped up beside Bolim. The warriors from both mobs were yelling at one another, taunting, ridiculing, and name-calling. Their shouting grew louder and louder until the Rain Forest Wiiyang raised his hand.

The Nyangbal men grew silent and waited. Janguy stood at the front of the Rain Forest mob.

The young Clever Man signalled to the men. In a heartbeat, the warriors shifted their spears to their shield hand, whipped out their hunting boomerangs and hurled them, at ground level, towards the Nyangbal men’s shins and knees. They were made from wood that was so hard it broke bones. The lethal boomerangs spun through the air like flying clubs.

The Nyangbal warriors effortlessly dodged the boomerangs or deflected them with their bagaas. They stared defiantly back at the Rain Forest men. Janguy glared at Bolim. He was furious.

The Rain Forest Wiiyang signalled again. The Rain Forest warriors plucked another hunting boomerang from their belts and hurled them upright, straight at the Nyangbal warriors. The boomerangs flew through the air like a swarm of mosquitoes. If even one struck a man, it would kill him; here, the air was thick with them.

Nyimbiny yelled a warning and the Nyangbal men fell back out of range. The deadly boomerangs skittered harmlessly to the ground.

Nyimbiny gave the signal. It was the Nyangbal men’s turn. Their boomerangs were shaped like snakes balancing on their tails ready to strike. The Nyangbal men selected their targets, gripped the long handles of their boomerangs and hurled them at the Rain Forest men. The huge boomerangs tumbled, sighing, end over end towards them. But the Rain Forest warriors were ready. The massive boomerangs clattered off their wooden shields, thudding to the ground.

Nyimbiny signalled again. The Nyangbal warriors lifted their spears to their woomeras, took a short run forward and flung them at their foe. The heavens hummed as hundreds of death-dealing spears soared through the blue sky.

The Rain Forest warriors were too skilled. Their mob’s Wiiyang urged them to break left, right and to the middle to dodge the wave of spears, so that only a handful bore down on their mark. The Rain Forest warriors swept the spears aside, with their shields, to fall harmlessly on the soft grass. As a warrior knocked the last spear aside, the younger Clever Man called out another instruction. The Rain Forest warriors notched their spears in their woomeras and flung their own deadly missiles at the Nyangbal men.

This time, the sky turned black and a shadow fell across the clearing as the huge number of Rain Forest spears raced across the sky to rain down on the Nyangbal men.

The Nyangbal warriors scurried to the sides, out of harm’s way to avoid the deadly spears. Before they could regroup or retaliate, the Rain Forest warriors unleashed another wave of savage missiles.

There were so many spears soaring through the sky that Balagaan thought they looked like an echidna’s quills! The huge cloud of spears sent the Nyangbal warriors scrambling away from the centre out of harm’s way. Now, there were two smaller groups of Nyangbal warriors. 

Nyimbiny was not daunted. He commanded each wing, organising and directing the men to avoid the next wave of spears. He shouted to Bolim, who turned just in time to catch the deadly missile on the edge of his bagaa.

The boys looked on, wide-eyed.

The Rain Forest Wiiyang smiled. One last barrage would win them the battle. He
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