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This book literally began with a dream. In it I saw the cover of a book, one that I would write somewhere in the future.


Well: The Future has Arrived!


My thanks to Cover Artist APOLLO WONG for perfectly recreating that long-ago dream. Phew! It was a journey! 


DEDICATION (LONG OVERDUE):


To my beloved Daughter Ascia Maybury - who in a single flash stepped me forward in life like no other moment ever did; from 'Man-Alone' to being a FATHER.  You sang to me. 


[ Literally, people! She was 5 minutes old, and she was singing. Sweet as, eh? ]
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IT WAS HOT, AS ALWAYS.  Kynn Wheeler tugged at the restrictive collar of her starched blouse as she paced the confines of the trading store.  She paused at the doorway and looked down the slight slope towards the Supial village.  The aliens were moving about with that fluid rolling walk of theirs: greeting, talking, carrying babies, getting on with life.  Despite their fur they seemed unaffected by the heat.

Behind her, from the other end of the colony compound, came the sound of the survey plane warming up for another flight.  Kynn glanced at Judkins (Doctor Judkins, properly speaking) who was hunched at the rough-sawn counter, studying a huge lobster shell he had acquired from a Supial some ten minutes earlier.

“Where’s the plane going today?” she asked conversationally.  

He didn’t reply, didn’t even glance up at her.  

Kynn heard the plane lift vertically on its jets, cross the security fence, and gain speed over the beach.  It was turning north, passing.  She glimpsed it briefly beyond the Supial village, heading north-west towards the tropical forest that blanketed the hilly land.  A faint smell of half-burnt fuel drifted back on the sea breeze.

Kynn turned to Judkins again.  “An interesting specimen then?” she asked to get his attention, then rebuked him piously, “Father has told us to give them only money for samples, not the food cans.”

Judkins shrugged and waved at the stack of used metal canisters behind him, saying, “They’re more useful than money.”  He turned his specimen end-for-end and added, “Anyway, don’t take your father too seriously.  He isn’t perfect.”  Then Judkins’ tone turned sour, “He does make mistakes.”

She stiffened.  “If you mean our first landing site, well it was no mistake.  It was the Will of the Lord.”

“Whatever,” muttered Judkins without looking up, “but you were there.  You saw how he made that decision.”

Kynn went silent, remembering.
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THE STARSHIP HUMMED around her, so familiar and comforting that it had almost ceased to be noticeable.  She was sitting in the background as she often did while the adults talked.  Once again they were discussing the latest satellite results, trying to decide where to land.

“The best location has to be here,” Judkins was saying, touching the tabletop screen, “central to all these mineral deposits.”

“But isn’t there an issue with the landing pods?” asked Doctor Kei Nam, her dark eyes shifting cautiously toward Pastor Wheeler, “Don’t they need to land on water?”

Judkins answered, “Not necessarily, but it’s definitely the safest option.  We’ll just have to wait till the end of the next wet season.  See this green patch?”  His finger was on the map again, “That’s the extent of the flooding.  There’ll be enough depth, even for a bad landing.”

The Pastor sighed impatiently and then snapped, “Where is your faith, man!?”

“With all due respect, Pastor, there are some technical things we cannot...”

“Stop!” said the Pastor in that loud angry way of his, swelling up to his full height and glaring down at the scientist, “Judkins, you are not in charge here. I am not even in charge.  Let us allow the Lord to decide!”  Then, as Kynn had seen him do many times, her father thumped his big leather-bound book onto the table and released the clasp.  Closing his eyes and murmuring a prayer, he braced his hands then suddenly opened the book at random.  His long finger stabbed down with a thud and he bent to read, ‘...and so Saint Curran landed upon the edge of that land, and there he began to seek Believers.’  There!  The Lord has chosen!  Now go make yourself useful and find out how to make those pod things work!”
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“IT... IT WAS JUST BAD luck,” Kynn finally answered Judkins, “We didn’t know about the leech-worms...”  She broke off, trying to suppress a sudden sickening memory.  Quickly she looked outside for reassurance.  There was no rain, nor any darkness.  Just heat and a bright sky. 

And a group of Supials coming purposefully towards her.

“I think we have visitors,” she announced, glad of any distraction.  Then her spirits lifted, “It’s Old Leatherback!”

“Who?” queried Judkins distractedly.

“The village elder, the one who taught us their language.”

“Ah yes,” murmured Judkins without looking up, “a valuable resource.”

Kynn sighed angrily and went out to greet the approaching aliens.

“Yo, Dudes!” she called in Supial, making the greeting gesture, “Yo, yo!  How’s a-living been?”

Old Leatherback smiled and waved back, even though he was now only some ten steps away, “Yo, Kynn Wheeler.  Is good, is good.  How’s a-living, you?”

“Is good, is good.”

Kynn looked to the other adult, a very old female covered in sparse silvery fur.  There were also about a dozen Supial children, all holding hands, peering curiously at her and past her into the trading store.  But this was normal.

“Who are you bringing me?”  It was the best Kynn could manage in her faltering Supial.

“This is Old Burrawang,” said Leatherback, “Keeper of the Oldbooks from Far End Village.  She is visiting, wanting to see you Humans close up.”

Kynn made the correct touches of greeting to the old female, then asked politely, “Far End Village, a good place I’m sure.  Is that in the Outback?’

The old woman laughed.  “Nowhere near!  Just three-day walking, north of sunset.”

Kynn put this into her mental map of the area, “further on from Lower Cliff?”

“Yes, northaways, walk-a-day from Lower Cliff.”  Then the old Supial gazed disconcertingly into Kynn’s eyes till Kynn glanced modestly away.  

“Leatherback’s been saying you’re a pretty cool dudettie,” rumbled Burrawang, “Yes, I reckon too.  You’re welcome any time in my village.”

Kynn answered shyly, “Thank you.  So... so your people do have books?”

“I keep the Oldbooks, yes.  Very special.  You have books, Kynn Wheeler?  We know the Pastor Wheeler has one, but are there others?”  

It was an innocent question.  Kynn knew the alien would hold no judgement if the answer was ‘no’.

“I will bring you a book,” Kynn promised, glancing around nervously in case the Pastor himself was in earshot, “A very special one.”
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MICA PAUSED ON HIS way across a fallen tree above a narrow river, coiled his tail around a branch and gazed down at the muddy water.  Ah, he thought, there’s a croc in there, for sure!  Hanging by one hand and his tail he called aloud, “Hey-ya crocadilly, you're looking silly!”  It is something all toddlers learn to call.  

Mica sat back smiling to himself, remembering how important he’d felt, how invulnerable, calling this nonsense into every pond and creek he passed.  One time his mother simply picked him up and carried him swiftly from the edge.  Fast; no explanation!  He chuckled at the memory, remembering his mother.  Then he sighed and gazed into the tree-tops.  A flock of parrots had arrived, screeching and flashing their colours.  He thought maybe one of them might be his mother.  

He hoped so.  Mica loved parrots.

Then carefully, lest he should drop it (and of course he never did, never would, for Mica was a dexterous yoodie), he opened his dangle-pouch and took out a single large flake of mica. He gazed at the milky flake of stone, held his fingertips under it and looked through it, marvelling at its simple perfection.  

“I am Mica!” he shouted suddenly at the parrots, “Yee-hee-yoo!”  

They all took off together, screeching back at him.  

Mica chuckled, then slid the mica flake carefully back into the thin flat pouch where the steel plate would keep it from breaking.  He wouldn't open it again for a long time.  Private, it was.  Very personal.

And now it was time to move on.  He was off on a little walkabout, just for a few days, maybe five.  He wanted to bring back something really good for Lorikeet.  

Ah, Lorikeet!  He remembered her eyes right then, her sleek perfect fur, her lovely tail, the way she moved, her smell...  Mica stopped his thoughts abruptly.

Ayee!  No place for this.  I’ll get all dizzy off my branch!  Ol’ crocadilly would be glad to eat me!  Probably grab me right here!  Good big handle it would make right now!  Yeah, wouldn’t ol’ crocadilly laugh about that!  

Mica sighed.  Is being a grown-up always gonna be like this, he wondered, always dizzy off my tree?  No wonder the Old Dudes spend all their time on the ground now, no wonder!

He was just uncurling his tail to move on when a great noise came whooshing across the forest, like thunder mixed with screaming.  Ahead of it came a cloud of parrots, all swooping wildly, screaming in terror.  

Mica looked up, frightened.  A thing went overhead, big and low, a huge metal thing with wings spread out like the feathers of a hunting bird.  The treetops swirled in the sudden hot wind that hit Mica moments later.  It smelt bad.

“Humans,” whispered Mica, relaxing a little as the thing moved on, “just those bloody Humans.  Stupid things.  What do they want now?”  
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THE TWO SUPIAL ELDERS stayed a little while, talking with Kynn.  Burrawang came into the trading store for a few moments, peering about suspiciously at the stocks of left-over technology and other oddments available for trade, then moved outside again.

Kynn made her farewells and the elders strolled slowly away with their whispering entourage.  She went back inside and resumed her seat, filled with a secret excitement.  So they did have books!  

Should I tell Judkins?  No.  Not yet.  But Dr Kei Nam; yes.  Next time I get on the Terminal!  

Then Kynn began wondering if there was an even better message she could write, a message to everybody.  Because now she was certain about one thing: her father was wrong about these Supials.  Very very wrong.
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THE HUMAN GIRL STEERED the skimmer through the trees, moving slowly to give herself time to glance at the navigation screen now and again.  According to the survey maps her target village was about two kilometres ahead.  She eased the motorbike-sized vehicle to a stop on the forest floor and dismounted.  After checking the screen one last time she shut off the power and quickly pushed the skimmer into the shade of a big loose-leafed plant before the coils lost the last of their lifting effect.  

Now, in the noisy silence of the forest, Kynn felt vulnerable and alone.  Even so she half expected a disapproving colonist to suddenly appear, scowling at the boyish shorts and short-sleeved work shirt she had secretly taken from the supply store that morning.  Pushing her anxiety aside she hefted up her backpack and began along a broad footpath through the trees.  It was a good sign of a village nearby.

Why am I so jittery? she wondered as she walked, It’s not the first village I’ve been to, nor the first time I’ve taken them gifts 

It’s Father.  He’ll be angry if he finds out how much paper I’ve used.  

Then she smiled to herself, a bitter twisted smile.  

Yes, but he’s always angry!
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MICA SAT WITH HIS FRIENDS, carefully working on the skin of the beautiful bronze lizard he had captured on walkabout.  They were all gossiping, as men always do, about food, love, and dudetties.  But today there was a new subject: Humans.

“They are so stupid,” his older brother Pumice was saying, “they fly in their metal air-bird all over our sky then go all the way back to their village before they get out to walk.  So they never get anywhere!”

“Yeah,” agreed another young dude, “and I hear they cut down all the trees in their village, so now they have no shade.  Crazy!”

“At least this time we Supials showed them a good place for a village,” added Gumnut Banyan, “Last one right on top of a leech-worm bed!  Rains they came and zoompf!  Up they all came!”

“I heard that too!” cried another in amazement, “How stupid could you get! ...”

And so it went on.  

Mica was happy just to listen.  He was the youngest one there, still a yoodie, but his Man-time was due on the next full moon.  His big brother Pumice had been a Full Dude for over a year, so it was okay for Mica to hang out with him sometimes.

“So who’s it for?” asked Pumice suddenly, leaning in to finger Mica’s project, “No, no, let me guess; it’s for Lorikeet, eh?”

Mica said nothing, just lowered his eyes self-consciously. 

Pumice tugged him about by the fur on his shoulder, “Ayee, you love-struck yoodie!  I keep telling you, she’s only interested in her silly old books.”  Then a playful glint came into Pumice’s eyes and he added kindly, “Hey little brother, this is what you have to do.”  He dipped his finger into Mica’s oil-of-oozewood then dirtied it in the cold remains of the fireplace, “You have to write some words upon your chest, see:” he scribbled backwards and forwards, messing up Mica’s fur, “word-word-word-word-word, now she’ll want to look at your bod, eh?”  Pumice and the others laughed.

“Ayee-ee,” whined Mica, feeling embarrassed, “Quit it already.  Hey, hey!  But see what else I got her!”  He dug into his waist bag and pulled out his other treasures, the five rough gemstones he had gone so far to dig.

“You been to the Gem Cliffs then?”

“Yep.”

“You ain’t supposed to go that far,” growled Pumice, “Not till you’ve had your Man-time.”

“Magpie took me there,” answered Mica defensively, “He said it was okay.”

“Yeah, and we all know who Magpie is...” began Platypus.  And right about then someone started shouting from the other side of the village.

“Hey!  Hey!  There’s a Human coming!  A Human!  Come see!”
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KYNN SAW SMOKE AHEAD and knew she was getting close.  Then she glimpsed the village through the thinning trees.  The buildings were up on poles and under them scuffled the domesticated fowl the Supials called ‘chookies’.  Supials moved about leisurely, or sat in the shade.  Then she was spotted and the usual commotion began: “There’s a Human in our village!  Come look!  Come see!”  

As dozens of villagers came running to look the chookies ran about in a panic, squawking and flapping. 

Kynn stopped on the edge of the housed area and the Supials stopped running too, that peculiar stand-off that happened every time.  She wasn’t quite used to it yet, all this attention.  It frightened her a little.  Drawing a nervous breath she called out, “Yo, Dudes and Dudetties!  How’s a-living been?”

“Is good,” they replied, eyeing her with suspicion, and amusement too.  Had she got it slightly wrong again, or did this village do the greeting differently?

“My name is Kynn Wheeler,” she continued loudly, “I have come to visit.  I have a gift for Old Burrawang.  Is she here?”

Everyone’s eyes seemed to swivel as one, turning up towards one particular building.  “Yo, Kynn Wheeler!” called a old voice from the high verandah, dry and husky but full of warmth, “We meet again!  Ayee!  Is good, is good!  Come on up!” 

It was Burrawang herself.  What a stroke of luck! 

Kynn clumsily climbed the flexing ladder as children came close to gaze at her, their tails waving in unison.  The bigger females scuttled up the poles and hung by their tails from the building’s many timbers, peering at her unashamedly and talking to each other too fast for her to follow.  But the young males stayed back and Kynn knew why.  This was a Women’s House.

Inside it was dim and smoky.  Meat hung in strips over the low fire, and a few women squatted at some domestic task Kynn didn’t recognise.  A baby cried suddenly in fright and scrambled into the safety of his mother’s pouch.  After a minute he poked up his little head and stared balefully at her.

Kynn noticed a slender female of maybe thirteen or fourteen, sitting away from the main group close to the light of an open window.  What drew her eye most was the large open book in the Supial’s lap.  Was it one of the ‘Oldbooks’?  Kynn could hardly believe her luck.  But she must not seem too curious.  There was still a lot of trust to build.

After the formalities were over, and she had taken a cup of their bitingly fresh ‘jump-leaf’ tea (sweetened, thank goodness, with honey), Kynn opened her pack and took out the book she had made.  The women peered curiously, murmuring and whispering, but they stayed back, letting Burrawang do the touching.  

Kynn glanced around.  The young female by the window had closed her own book, keeping her place with one finger between the pages, and was watching unashamedly.  Soon her curiosity became too great and she came over, unbidden.  Kynn noticed the notch in the left ear that indicated womanhood.  A new notch, still healing.  So this female was about her own age.

Burrawang silently passed Kynn’s book to the newcomer, who opened the plain cardboard cover with remarkable reverence.  Kynn held her breath.  She had spent days deciding what to copy from the computer files.  Had she got the right sized printing for their eyes?  Had she chosen the best stories?  And most importantly, would it lead them to start reading the Wordolord itself?  

The cover opened, revealing the title.

THE BIG PICTURE BOOK OF 

CHILDREN’S WORDOLORD STORIES.

The Supials all smiled.  They  touched the typeface, and peered closely at that one word; WORDOLORD.  Of course they would not know it.  The Wordolord – the one book that mattered above all others!  Kynn felt her breath squeezing in and out.  If this worked then maybe, just maybe, her father might soften.  Maybe, just maybe, he might change his mind about the aliens. 

Then the young Supial woman began flicking through the pages.  Kynn wondered why until Burrawang asked, “Where are the pictures?”

Kynn buried her face in her hands for a moment, unable to breathe.  No!  She should have changed the title, or printed the pictures after all, using even more of her father’s precious paper.  Oh, the work she had done!  All those nerve-racking hours!

Then she noticed that the Supial girl’s neglected book was being held open, one page at least turned towards Kynn’s hungry gaze.  

Ay-eee!

The print was tiny!  Hundreds, if not thousands of words per page!  And it had pictures!  Small, detailed, perfectly coloured pictures of animals.  Kynn’s fears vanished in her astonishment.  

Oh Lordie!  What a beautiful book!  

She leaned closer, trying to read the page heading from upside down.  Finally the strange words became organised in her mind:

LIFE ON EARTH.  THE AUSTRALIAN ANIMALS

What?  Life where?  What sort of animals?  But as she twisted further, trying to read more from the upside-down pages in the young Supial’s lap, she became aware of the Supials looking at her, talking to her.

“Where are the pictures?” they were still asking.

“I ... ah, I had to... I - I shall bring them next time.  They are not ready.  Sorry!” 

They were gazing at her, they so calm and she so flustered. 

“It’s the tea,” she said hastily, fanning at her face, tears starting down her cheeks.  

What do I look like to them?  Some sort of mutant: bald-faced and tail-less?  And now crying!  

“I have to go,” she said hastily, “Thank you... for the tea.”  She stood, forgetting all the ceremonies she had learnt, all the right words to say.  “I... I have to go and see now if the pictures are... are... are coloured right.” 

She hurried out, down the ladder into a sea of wide-eyed children.  “Hello,” she said, “hello...” as she edged her way through.  Her hands were shaking as she did the shoulder touch to all she could reach, but she did not stop her flight from the village.  The children set off all around her, scuttling along, whispering, pausing to peer up into her tear-streaked face.

“Why is she crying?” she heard one little voice asking.

“Because she has lost her tail,” came the authoritative reply.
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SHE THOUGHT ABOUT IT as she turned the skimmer back towards the coast. Why was she crying?  Because she hadn’t got it right?  Because she had failed?  Because she had underestimated them?  

No, it’s because of Father.  I expected them to be angry like he would have been. And they weren’t.  They weren’t at all!
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“HEY!  HEY, MICA!  THERE it is!  There’s the Human!”  

Mica woke up, having only just dropped off.  He sat up with a grunt and looked around.  The human was coming out of the Women’s House, wobbling on the ladder.  Without a tail she looked hopelessly unbalanced.  

He got up and ran silently after Pumice across the village, under the houses wherever necessary.  They drew up in the shadows of the Banyan Clan House, as close as they were allowed to go to the Women’s House, and watched the strange creature leaving.  She was so like a Supial in so many ways, but so different too.  Ugly.  Ungainly.  Furless (except for her head, where she had far too much), and she wore way too much clothing.

But Mica could see - and it was so very very obvious - she was female.  

“Eeyurgh,” murmured Pumice beside him, fascinated and revolted. 

Mica did not reply.  He was still looking, responding, and catching up on his breathing.   He did not dare reveal to his brother what had flashed through his body.  

He did not even want to admit it to himself. 

The Human was leaving, walking in her tall stiff way amidst a surging crowd of children.  The toddlers soon fell back, afraid to venture too far from the village, but the bigger ones went on.

“C’mon,” urged Pumice, the glint of a little yoodie in his young dude’s eyes.  He wanted to follow too.

“No,” answered Mica, trying to cover his unease, “I, ah, I got some sleeping to get back to.”

“Okay dude,” said Pumice with a puzzled shrug, and hurried after the Human anyway. 
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BUT MICA COULD NOT sleep again.  He lay in the shadows of the Yoodie House, surging quietly with feelings.  Ayee!  What was happening?  Should he go talk to one of the elders about it?  But then what would they know about this kind of love?

Pumice came back an hour later and told Mica all about it.  “...Then she gets out this thing, like an upside down canoe, ‘cept too short, with like a big dent in it too, and she gets onto it, one leg each side, and then it goes woodle-oodle-oodle-oodle, smooth as a burrow-snake, straight as a scared parrot, flying just this far off the ground,” (Pumice showed with his hands) “shooosh away through the trees!”

“Whereabouts was this?’ asked Mica, curious for more details.

“You know the place where all the blanket-trees grow on the dry-top?  You know, on the way to the coast?”

Mica said nothing, just nodded, letting Pumice babble on, “They say them Humans’ve built more houses down there now.  Something called a ‘trading’, and some other big thing called a ‘temple’.”

“Who told you that?” asked Mica, glad to shift the subject away from the female for a while.

“Feldspar Banyan.  He’s been down to Ocean Village a lot lately.  Hey, get this, he says he’s taken a liking to their sea-fish.  He wants to bring it back here, trade it. Dunno if I like sea-fish.  Give me river-fish any time.  But anyways what I reckon is he’s got a lovie down there. You can see it in his eyes.  So I reckon one of these days he won’t be coming back.  Then what do you reckon, eh?” (Pumice mimicked a baby’s cry, cupping his hands over his belly to make like a woman’s pouch ) “He-he!  Ol’ Feldspar he’ll be running around!  Picking pouch-moss every day!  Looking as silly as a new dada, eh?”

Mica laughed, politely.  His mind was elsewhere.  
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KYNN SLID THE SKIMMER quietly through the garden gate on the western side of the settlement, ready to answer any tricky questions.  She knew how far she could have gone on the skimmer’s charge.  She had the distances all worked out in her head.  But fortunately there was no-one around.  The day was at its hottest and everyone was indoors, probably for lunch.  

All the same she sensed there were eyes behind some of the windows.  She knew that questions would come later.

She parked it in the skimmer bay under the main solar panel array, plugged in a recharging cable and touched a control.  As usual she glanced at the tech-screen, quickly scrolling through the data.  Village power was at 88% and charging.  Some-one was using the kitchen.  All the fans were running, plus four computer terminals and the air conditioner in her father’s office.  The communications dish was on stand-by, no transmissions in progress. 

She sighed, wondering if the next pod drop would ever come, and more importantly, would her father let Doctor K finally join them.  What does he have against her?  Is she ever going to get here?

But the greatest worry on her mind was where her transmission had gone.  Two nights ago she had seized the chance to get onto Judkins’ terminal and wrote:

Dear fellow Believers, I know I’m young, and that I do not have the great wisdom of my father, but in the Wordolord it says, ‘follow your heart to the Truth’.  Well in my heart I feel sure now that the Supials are people like us, part of the Lord’s Wonderful Creation.  I believe they have souls, and I believe they need to hear the Wonderful News as written in the Wordolord.  Please open your hearts to them as well.  

She set it as an email to every user and queued it onto the next transmission, then snuck away.  But nothing had happened.  No-one had commented.

Did I do it wrong, she wondered, is there some setting I don’t know about?

“Kynn!” called a sharp voice behind her.  She spun around.  

It was her mother, standing in the sunlight.  Beneath her hat and sunglasses her face seemed thinner and more lined than ever before.  Her voice was thin too, but hard and sharp as well, like a power drill.  “Where’ve you been!?”

Kynn began on her prepared story, but her mother cut her off.

“Never mind that!  Your father is furious with you!  I think you better go explain yourself, before he gets any worse!”

“But I haven’t done anything...”

“Just go!  Or we will all have to suffer.”

There was no point in arguing. “Yes, Mam,” Kynn murmured.

Suddenly her empty pack and skimpy clothing seemed like a shouted confession.  She slipped off the pack as unselfconsciously as she could and left it on the skimmer, then hurried to her bare little room to change.
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PASTOR DIRK GARRETT Wheeler was sitting, reading softly aloud from his big leather-bound copy of the Wordolord when his daughter knocked hesitantly at his door.  His voice banged out like the thud of a pneumatic punch.

“Come in!”

Kynn came in, unnaturally straight and nervously resolute.  She was wearing her second-best temple gown, in an effort to mollify him.  “I hear you were calling for me?” She kept her voice calm and neutral, in ‘safe mode’ as she liked to think of it.  

But he wasn’t running in safe mode.  “Have you been consorting with those animals again?” he growled dangerously.

“No,” she promptly lied, “I just took a skimmer down the south beach, just to pray to the Lord and...”

“Don’t lie to me!” he roared, “I know where you’ve been!”

How? she wondered, as the shock of his words hit her,  Of course, a tracer beacon!  How
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