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      As I lie in my bed, my mind wanders into a strange and terrifying dream. I find myself amid a chaotic scene, where the land is being consumed by massive waves that rise and fall with a menacing force.

      The buildings that once stood tall are now being torn apart by the unforgiving current, as cars, human bodies, and debris of all sorts are swept away in the torrent. The sea water is mixed with a thick layer of foam, and the chaos it brings seems to grow with each passing moment.

      The destruction is beyond anything I have ever seen before, and the lightning that strikes from the sky only adds to the horror of the situation. It is as if nature itself has turned against humanity, unleashing a biblical wrath upon the world.

      Amidst the chaos, I see a man clinging for dear life to a chimney on a rooftop, while a woman holds her child up high to grant it a fraction of its life. But their efforts are futile, as the next wave of destruction is already on its way.

      In my dream the water around me evaporates. The giant waves withdraw into the open sea by an invisible force. And just as suddenly as the scene has appeared before me, it vanishes, leaving behind a vast and empty red desert. The scorching sun beats down upon the sands, melting the land beneath it. In the distance, a group of black figures stand out, gathering around a large fire that burns in the centre of a sandy island.
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      The black people stare out into the distance, as if searching for something that cannot be found. The silence of the desert is broken only by the crackling of the fire and the faint whisper of the wind. And for a moment, I feel a sense of peace, as if the world has finally found a moment of respite from the chaos that has consumed it.

       

      I suddenly feel a mysterious presence when I roll over in my bed. A voice whispers in my ear, urging me to help the last remaining people on earth. I can hear the urgency in the voice, as if the fate of the world rests upon my shoulders.

      'How can I help?’ I ask, my voice quivering with fear.

      'Protect them from the Erinyes,' the voice replies. 'These goddesses of revenge will stop at nothing to punish those who have committed moral offenses, envy, and jealousy. You must shield them from harm.'

      But I am sceptical. 'The Greek gods have no power over these people!”

      'Who are you to question the power of the gods?' The voice is now sounding devilishly shrill.

      I shake my head. 'These people are Aborigines. They have their own gods and beliefs.'

      The voice fades away into the mist, leaving me alone with my thoughts. And in my dream, I find myself standing amongst the Aborigines, watching as they gather around an elder who sits cross-legged, his body adorned with intricate patterns of circles and spirals. He supports himself with a stick to keep his balance. His wild grey hair reaches down to his shoulders and his uncombed beard touches the dust of the earth.

      The elder begins to speak, his voice calm and measured as he recounts the legend of the miraculous frog. And as he speaks, I feel a sense of peace wash over me. Perhaps the fate of the world is not solely in my hands after all. Perhaps the Aborigines have their own ways of protecting themselves from the wrath of the gods. For in their wisdom and their ancient knowledge, they hold the key to their own survival, and to the survival of the world itself.

       

      
        
        'Long ago, in the days of our ancestors, in the dreamtime, there was a terrible drought. The trees had no leaves; the grass was yellow and withered. A hot wind blew, and the dried reeds rustled along the riverbank. The burning sand of the desert shimmered like a silver lagoon. The water had left the earth. Rivers and waterholes had dried up. The sea had retreated to the deepest valleys of the earth. The sun stood in the cloudless sky like a fiery glowing ball. Over the land there were only shadows of death and night. Many creatures died of thirst.'

        

      

      The sound of the wind rustling through the trees silences the old man for a moment. The Aborigines, sensing the shift in the air, lift their faces towards the breeze. Some of them close their eyes, as if in a trance, while others tremble with pleasure as they breathe in the cooling draught.

      I, too, am entranced by the moment. I want to know what they smell and how they feel, to live through the same sensations they are experiencing. I resist the urge to wake up, knowing that I need to hear the story to the very end.

      And after a long stillness, the old man begins to speak once more. His voice is calm and soothing, like the gentle rustling of leaves in the wind.

      
        
        'To find a solution, all the animals gathered in the middle of Australia. They came from far away, from the mountains, the remaining sea valleys, the air, and the bush. After everyone had arrived, they found out that a frog named Moloch had swallowed the water, which had caused the drought. Moloch held all the water of the earth in his bladder. He was bloated and couldn't move. The animals sat in a large circle around the frog. Kangaroos, wallabies, koalas, possums, crocodiles, snakes, emus, cranes, and other birds. Together they conspired against Moloch to release the water to end the drought. An old wise owl coordinated the efforts of all animals. A bird called Kookaburra sat on a tree and laughed at his own jokes with an echo coming back, until he almost fell. But Moloch didn't want to move and stared stupidly ahead — as stupid as only a frog can stare. The next animal was a frill-necked lizard. She inflated her neck ruff, but the frog didn't think it was funny. Then the crane tried to cheer up the frog with his dance, but without success. The kangaroos jumped and leapt over each other, but Moloch just sat there staring at everyone.

        When the animals ran out of ideas and after some arguments, which were alleviated by the old wise owl, Nabunum, a big eel, came out of a deep dried out waterhole. None of the animals believed that Nabunum could make the frog laugh, but the eel snaked back and forth until it touched the end of its tail with its head, bouncing up and down like a top, and knotting itself. Moloch opened his sleepy eyes, his face relaxed and he burst into a laugh that resembled a thunder and all the water of the earth came out of his body. It filled the dried-out riverbeds and waterholes and flooded the land. Only the highest mountain peaks stood out — like islands in the sea. The flood killed many people, animals, and plants.'

        

      

      As he speaks, I feel myself being transported to a world that existed long before I was born, a world of magic and wonder, of beauty and danger. And I know that, no matter what happens to me in my waking life, I will always carry a piece of that world with me, deep in my soul.

      There is a long break. No one speaks. Still in a circle, the Aborigines do not move and meditate in the dream time. 

      'We have to find Moloch,' one of the children speaks into the silence.

      The elders of the group nod unanimously.

      'We find him underground. He has been there since our dream time, waiting to come out to lay his eggs. He is now very thirsty and will free us from the flood.'

      'Where is he?' one of the smallest asks.

      'Mirabooka will show us,' one of the elders replies, pointing to the sky where the stars sparkle like diamonds.

      'Who is Mirabooka?' another child asks.

      'Mirabooka is our protector. He looks after us Aborigines and makes sure that we are well. Mirabooka's hands, feet and eyes are the stars of the Southern Cross. He is the eternal spirit of our well-being and looks down on us. He will show us where Moloch hides.'

      I feel a sense of unease as I toss and turn in my sleep, my mind racing with what I just witnessed. Suddenly, my dream takes an unexpected turn, and I find myself transported to a futuristic city. The towering buildings that surround me stretch up to the sky, their mirrored facades gleaming in the bright light. The air is thick with the smell of pollution and the constant hum of flying drones and honking vehicles fill my ears.

      Still dreaming, I wander the city streets and stumble upon a large square dominated by a massive, petrified frog. The people around me are puzzled by its presence and are searching for an explanation. That's when I notice an old Aborigine elder called Jika-Jika sitting at the foot of the giant statue, lost in deep thought.

      Curiosity piqued, I approach him and ask about the frog's origins.

      ‘The frog turned into stone as a punishment for being too greedy and holding all the water on earth in his bladder. Moloch’s greedy actions caused a great drought’, Jika-Jika explains. His tale sends shivers down my spine and leaves me pondering the wisdom of the ancient spirits.

      Jika-Jika's words are like magic, drawing the children into a world of imagination and wonder. Their eyes light up with excitement as they listen to the stories of his ancestors, sung into existence by the spirits of the earth. They hang on every word as Jika-Jika speaks of the dream time, a time when the world was still young and full of magic.

      But for the adults, Jika-Jika's words are bittersweet. They know all too well the truth behind the stories. They saw the destruction wrought by the white man, who came and took everything from them - their land, their culture, their way of life. Jika-Jika is one of the last remaining Aborigines in Australia, and with each passing year, their numbers dwindle.

      Still, they smile and nod, eager to hear more of Jika-Jika's stories. For in the world of the dream time, they find solace and hope, a reminder of a time when the earth was whole, and the spirits still sang.

      'Moloch embodies the greed of the destroyers,' Jika-Jola says, looking very sad. His eyes look worriedly into the distance, and he seems to have forgotten his listeners.

       

      As I drift in my dream, my mind makes up a surreal scene. The air around me grows dense, cloaking the landscape in a thick shroud of mist and haze. Soon, the heavens open and the wetness descends upon the earth. The buildings around me lose their form, fading into eerie shadows that seem to vanish into thin air. It is a terrifying sight.

      The gentle patter of the rain gradually grows into a deafening downpour, assaulting the earth with merciless force. Every pore of the soil soaks in the relentless deluge, transforming the ground into a quagmire of sludge and stench. The filth of the city mingles with the muddy mess, creating a nauseating blend of odours.

      As the tempest rages on, the raindrops pound relentlessly on every surface, unyielding in their fury. People scurry for cover, seeking refuge in the safety of their homes, while animals take shelter in the nooks and crannies of the city. The storm is unrelenting, and the sea roars in a terrifying symphony, adding to the pandemonium.

       I am still tossing and turning in my bed, and my dreadful dream starts again from the beginning. I find myself amid a chaotic scene, where the land is being consumed by massive waves that rise and fall with a menacing force.

      The buildings that once stood tall are now being torn apart by the unforgiving current, as cars, human bodies, and debris of all sorts are swept away in the torrent. The sea water is mixed with a thick layer of foam, and the chaos it brings seems to grow with each passing moment.

      The destruction is beyond anything I have ever seen before, and the lightning that strikes from the sky only adds to the horror of the situation. It is as if nature itself has turned against humanity, unleashing a biblical wrath upon the world.

      Amidst the chaos, I see a man clinging for dear life to a chimney on a rooftop, while a woman holds her child up high, trying to keep it out of harm's way. But their efforts are futile, as the next wave of destruction is already on its way.

      Before the image before me turns into a red desert, I wake up wet and sweaty. My heart is gripped with fear as the realization dawns on me that I have dreamt the same dream twice. Beside me lies my beloved wife, Brolga, her pregnant form heaving gently with each peaceful breath. Her protruding belly hints at the twins growing within her womb.

      As she turns over onto her side, her rhythmic breathing has a calming effect on me. I recline back against the soft pillows and let my thoughts drift to the past, where my journey began.
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      As an avid adventurer and explorer, I've always been fascinated by the mysteries of the past. My life's work has been devoted to uncovering the secrets of the world's ancient civilizations. But it wasn't until I heard about the discovery in Australia that my heart truly started racing.

      For years, I had been developing a theory about the origins of the Aborigines. Many scientists believed that they had come from Africa. The gene experts based their theory on gene flows that were supposed to prove a connection between the Aborigines and indigenous Africans. I had become critical by the frequently interrupted gene flows in the human migrations.

      I believed that the first Aborigines may have migrated to Australia from Asia, tens of thousands of years ago. At that time the continents had still merged and the way across the country would have been possible. The other possibility that I had in mind was that the Aborigines were of purely Australian origin. And now, finally, I had a chance to investigate it.

      The discovery was made deep in the heart of northern Australia, in a remote area that few humans had ever set foot in. It was said to be a complete skeleton, possibly belonging to a Homo erectus, one of the earliest known species that lived about 1.9 million years ago. This prehistoric man had been the first to use fire and hunted for food. If they were the bones of Homo erectus, it would strengthen the theory that the Aborigines had originated in Australia.

       

      The call came in from the head of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, and my heart leapt with excitement. They wanted me to come to Australia and study the bones, to determine whether they belonged to a Homo sapiens or a Homo erectus. It was a dream come true for me.

      I packed my bags and set off on the long journey, eager to discover what secrets the bones might hold.

      

      The small town of Gulgooru had always been a place of great spiritual significance for the local Aborigines. But when extraordinary heavy rains exposed a set of bones in a nearby excavation site, the town became a hub of excitement and activity.

      The local inhabitants of the land declared the place sacred and demanded that the bones not be removed for their spiritual value. Instead, they had to be buried again after the examination. For the Aborigines, this discovery was not just a window into the past, but a bridge between the past, present, and the future.

      To ensure that the find was treated with respect and dignity, the Australian Archaeological Authority was brought in to supervise the project. They assured the local Aborigines of an ethical treatment of the bones and worked to preserve the site's significance.

      

      When I arrived in Darwin, I was met by my team of Ken and Peter, both of whom had grown up in Australia but spoke German fluently. Over lunch and dinner, we discussed the project and the importance of the discovery.

      Ken was a geneticist. He was supposed to determine whether the DNA of the new find matched or deviated from earlier finds of Homo sapiens. In the latter case, the origin of the Aborigines would have to be researched again, something he hoped. For all of us, that was an exciting prospect.

      As we made our way to Gulgooru, I couldn't help but feel a sense of awe at the significance of this discovery. It was a rare opportunity to learn about the past and to connect with the spiritual and cultural significance of the Aborigines. I felt grateful. It had come at just the right time when I needed to escape my troubles and find a new purpose. My failed marriage had left me desperately searching for something to fill the void.

      As the miles stretched on, I thought about my ex-wife, Brigitte. The memory of our failed marriage still stung, but I knew deep down that we were never meant to be. She had always put her career and figure first, unwilling to sacrifice either for the sake of starting a family. And for me, the absence of children had been the final straw.

      But then fate intervened in the form of this interesting project, and I found myself driving through the blazing heat of the red steppe in a Land Rover. The air conditioning was blasting, and my mood was lifted by the promise of adventure. I glanced out the window, taking in the vast expanse of the outback. It was both beautiful and unforgiving, a reminder that life could be both harsh and awe-inspiring.

      Despite the heat, we were all in good spirits, chatting and joking as we drove. And for the first time in a long time, I felt a glimmer of hope that maybe, just maybe, things would turn out alright. As I looked out at the vast expanse of the outback, I realized that there was a whole world of possibilities out there. Maybe I would find love again, or maybe I would discover a new passion that would make me forget all about my past.

      

      As we arrived in Gulgooru, my colleagues showed me around the office and laboratory. I was impressed by the modern facilities and state-of-the-art equipment. It was clear that this institute took their work seriously, and I was eager to be a part of it.

      As for my living arrangements, I was pleasantly surprised by the apartment that had been rented for me. It was a small but cosy place on the third floor of a newly built block of flats. The rooms were bathed in natural light, and the furnishings were modern and tasteful.
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      I especially loved the balcony that extended off the small bedroom. From there, I could see the red desert and the horizon in the distance. It felt like I was on top of the world.

      The living room was furnished with a comfortable sofa and armchair, but it was the pattern of small kangaroos on the curtains that caught my eye. It was an unusual choice, but it gave the room a sense of warmth and comfort that I appreciated. The kitchen was basic but functional, with a stove, fridge, and small dining table with four chairs. It was enough for my needs; I had a place to cook my own meals when I felt like it.

      After a long day of exploring my new surroundings, I headed to the restaurant opposite my apartment for a juicy steak and a cold beer. The food was delicious, and the atmosphere was lively and welcoming.

      Exhausted, I crawled into my large, comfortable bed. I had made it to Gulgooru, and I was ready to start this new chapter of my life.

      

      As the first rays of sunlight illuminated the horizon, and my colleagues and I set out towards the excavation site. The cool morning air greeted us, carrying with it the distant sound of rhythmic beats. Curiosity piqued, we hastened our pace, eager to discover the source of the sound.

      When we not closer, we saw fifteen Aborigine elders seated in a circle around their sacred site, their voices raised in song. One man beat a pair of wooden sticks in time to the melody, and we watched in awe as the group entered a trance-like state.

      Peter, my colleague, explained that the find we had come to examine was of immense spiritual significance to the Aborigines. According to their beliefs, the events of the dreamtime were manifested in the physical world, in landmarks such as rocks, springs, and even incidents from the past. The present, they believed, was a constant process of creation that filled the dreamtime with new historical processes. The Aborigines lived by the unwritten laws of their dreamtime, and it was clear that we, as non-Aborigines, could not hope to comprehend their spiritual life fully.

      Aborigines had something special, something that transcended material wealth. 'That's right’, I said, 'it's a little hard to understand, but I admire and respect it. If non-indigenous people could only bring up a little of their spiritual sense, our lives would be more bearable. Greed for material values would diminish to prioritise other enriching values.'

      'But unfortunately, we live in a different world than the Aborigines,' Peter reminded me. That brought me back to reality.

      As we approached the circle, the elders did not move or acknowledge us. I greeted them with a friendly hello and a show of hands, but still, there was no reaction.

      Luckily, a cultural mediator named Phil was there to bridge the gap between our worlds. Judging by his facial features he was part Aboriginal. Deep-set, smiling eyes under prominent eyebrows looked at us in a friendly way. Phil wore his long, silver-grey, and curly hair open but artfully styled with gel that gave him an unconventional look. He explained to the group that we would do everything in our power not to violate their land rights and that meaningful communication was crucial. The archaeological team was there to examine the bones in a laboratory for a limited time, and we hoped to do so with their blessing.

      In a graceful movement, one of the elders rose to their feet and addressed us in hesitant English. 'We know that scientific research is important. Please understand, however, that it is important for us to act as our forefathers taught us.'

       We nodded in agreement, hoping to convey our respect for the Aborigine's traditions. I noticed that the group seemed to avoid making eye contact with us.

      Phil continued, explaining that the team would require a year to investigate the anatomy and genes of the bones, assuring the elders that everything would be buried back on the site once the investigations were completed.

      The group murmured among themselves in their native tongue before one elder rose to speak once more. 'I feel with my body. I feel the trees and when the wind blows, I feel it. I feel the earth and what it carries, with which I am one. You can see it - I can feel it. That's what I'm made of.'

      Phil nodded in agreement, and I felt a sense of reverence wash over me. Despite our different ways of understanding the world, it was clear that we shared a deep connection to the earth and all its wonders. My colleagues Peter and Ken seemed equally moved, and I felt grateful for this moment of unity amidst the vast differences that often divide us.
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      In the weeks that followed, a daily ritual began to take shape. Each day, we arrived at the excavation site where we meticulously removed the ancient bones. With the precision of skilled surgeons, we carefully packed them up and transported them back to our laboratory. Our long days were exhausting, some stretching up to fourteen hours, but we persevered and found comfort in one another's company. On Friday evenings, we celebrated our hard work with a cold beer and good conversation.

      But one weekend, a different kind of excitement awaited me. I had purchased a ticket to a dance performance some time ago, and I couldn't wait to finally experience it. I had always been interested in ballet and knew that the Australian Dance Ensemble was known for expressive performances. Dance and music were used to convey the culture and traditions of the Aborigines. This special dance performance was to represent ideas of ceremony, connection and transformation between the human spirit and the spirit of the Brolga, a large Australian bird named after the legend of Brolga, the dancing bird.

      Despite my exhaustion from the long hours at work, I dressed up formally according to German custom in dark grey trousers and a white shirt and headed out to the show.

      As the curtains rose and the music began to play, I found myself transfixed by the movements of the dancer. Sitting in the front row, I watched as a young woman took the stage, embodying the spirit of the bird herself. Her movements were graceful and fluid, each one telling a story of its own. Every step and gesture held great meaning. I couldn't help but be swept up in the magic of the moment, transported to a world far beyond the lab and the bones we worked so tirelessly to uncover.

      The young woman on the stage was dressed in a white dress that hugged her slender form. The dress was frayed and tight, with silver-grey feathers adorning every inch of it. As she began to dance, her body seemed to transform before the audience's eyes. Suddenly, she was the long-necked crane that the dress had been modelled after. Her movements were confident and graceful, as if she had spent her entire life in this body.

      The scene around her had changed as well. She now stood in the sacred place of the Brolga bird, deep in the marshlands of the Arnhem region. The air was thick with magic and mystery, and the woman seemed to revel in it. With each movement, she imitated the bird's mystical dance, exploring and discovering the enchanting and sensual nature of the place.
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      As the music swelled, the dancer twisted and turned, stretching her body in every direction. She carefully placed her legs in front of her, and held her arms crossed on her back, mimicking the bird's wings held to its body. With each step, she swung and floated with the rhythm of the accompanying music, inspired by the spirit of the holy place. The music was interspersed with the magical sounds of the landscape, the air, and the earth, transporting the audience to another realm.

      It was clear that the woman dancer knew the secrets of the sacred knowledge of the great bird. She was playing the role of the Brolga bird, after all, and she knew that she must guard the secrets of the land and its creatures at all costs. And as she danced on, the audience was spellbound, transported to another world entirely.

       When the sound of the didgeridoo filled the room, the ensemble burst onto the stage, bringing with them a flurry of movement and energy. The spotlight shifted away from Brolga, illuminating the entire group of dancers. They were a flock of cranes, each played by a different member of the ensemble. Their mission was to protect and teach Brolga on her path of discovery and transformation.

      At first, Brolga seemed unsure, her arms fluttering like the wings of a startled bird. But then, the ensemble began to circle around her, sometimes moving closer and sometimes pulling away. Brolga's movements became more and more confident, her jumps and jerky head gestures expressing her vigilance and her connection to the sacred knowledge of the great bird.

      As the dance progressed, more dancers appeared on stage, each one decorated with feathers and adding to the collective energy of the group. The background noise grew louder, resembling the screeching of birds at a breeding ground. The dancers reacted to each other, their individual movements changing into a cohesive and powerful dance.

      In the end, Brolga surrendered herself completely to the others, realizing that she was just one small part of a greater whole. As the dancers knelt on the floor, crouched low and connected to the earth, it was clear that they were united in their quest for sacred knowledge and transformation. The dreamtime seemed to envelop them all, as they basked in the afterglow of a truly mystical and transformative performance.

       

      The performance fascinated me and I couldn't take my eyes off Brolga. She was simply mesmerizing, with her black curly hair, big brown eyes, and a face that exuded calmness and serenity. I was captivated by her, drawn to her in a way that I couldn't quite explain. There was something about her that was different from other women I had known. She had a special quality, a gentleness and warmth that radiated from within. She was profound and sensitive, with an aura of femininity that was simply enchanting. And her dance style was so harmonious, so balanced, that it seemed to reflect the inner workings of her soul.

      Watching her dance, I felt that she was communicating something deeper, something more meaningful than just movement and rhythm. She was channelling the essence of the legend, the spiritual sense that connected the human to the divine, and she was doing it with such artistry and grace.

      I knew right then and there that I had to meet her. I had to know her, to talk to her, to understand the magic that seemed to flow from her very being. I had a feeling that this encounter would change me, in ways that I couldn't even begin to imagine.

      

      As the first light of dawn peeked through my window, I was stirred from a restless sleep by vivid visions of a crane, each feather more iridescent than the last, shimmering in the sunlight. It seemed to be renewing itself in a mysterious and beautiful way.

      Eager to capture this magic, I made my way to a flower shop before starting my day, where I handpicked a large bouquet of vibrant blooms for Brolga, the lead dancer of the ensemble. Along with the flowers, I left a simple message:

      
        
        'Your performance moved me deeply. I would be honoured to meet with you. Please feel free to reach me at 0518863780. Sincerely, Michael.'

        

      

      Two days passed by like a lifetime as I anxiously waited for a reply from Brolga. I was consumed with thoughts of her and the mesmerizing performance she had given. Every beep of my phone had me on edge, hoping for a message from her. Finally, on the second day, I felt a buzz in my pocket. My heart racing, I pulled out my phone. The message was brief.

      
        
        Thank you for the flowers. Are you the gentleman in the front row with the white shirt?'

        

      

      My heart skipped a beat as I read the text message from Brolga. Her question left me speechless. I couldn't believe that she had noticed me amid the colourful mixed crowd that had gathered to watch her performance. I read her message over and over again and realized that I was almost the only one who had dressed formally in a white shirt, while others were dressed rather casually. Her attention to detail and appreciation of my style made my heart flutter.

      
        
        'Yes, I am. May I invite you to dinner at the Rusty Pelican tonight at 7:00?'

      

      

      It was the best restaurant in the area known for good food and a warm atmosphere.

      
        
        'Okay, see you then.‘

        

      

      I thought her answer was short and concise - almost arrogant, but it gave me such joy that I trembled all over my body and my eyes watered.

      I stood in front of my wardrobe feeling a wave of indecision wash over me. I had always prided myself on my fashion sense, but the mention of my white shirt had thrown me off balance. Should I dress up or dress down? I rifled through my clothes, my eyes scanning over my collection of suits, shirts, and casual wear. Finally, I settled on my new pair of tight jeans and a white T-shirt. I paired them with my favourite Adidas shoes and slung my well-loved leather shoulder bag over my shoulder. The bag had been my trusty companion on countless journeys, and its worn leather and numerous compartments gave it a unique and stylish look.

      

      I arrived at the restaurant ten minutes early. It was still too hot to sit outside, so I chose a table inside by the window. The air conditioning provided a welcome respite from the heat. I sat at the table with my heart racing with anticipation, and to calm my nerves, I sipped a glass of ice water.

      Finally, I saw her approaching the restaurant. Brolga was running towards me, her dress flowing behind her like a gentle breeze. I stood up and greeted her with a bow.

      'Good evening, my name is Michael Sturm,' I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

      Brolga's beauty was overwhelming. I noticed the way her dress hugged her curves. The plunging V-neck showed off her ample cleavage and I felt a wave of desire rise through me.

      'Thank you for coming. I looked forward to meeting you,' I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

      'Hello, I'm Brolga.’ She laughed. ‘But you already know that.'

       

      As we sat down at the table, I could feel the tension between us. Brolga's eyes darted around the room before settling on me. I tried to smile reassuringly, but I wasn't sure if it came across as genuine. I noticed the slight sheen of sweat on her forehead and the way she was breathing a little heavily, as if she had been rushing to get here. It made me wonder if she was feeling as nervous as I was.

      Years later, she would tell me what she had thought of me in that moment. She saw that I was not the type of man who usually tried to unsuccessfully connect with her. I was tall, with a beautifully built body that hinted at my muscular physique, but she also noticed my bad posture that had crept in over the years due to my profession. She also thought that I had a handsome face with kind eyes.

      For our first meeting Brolga had decided on a loose-fitting summer dress. The foreign pattern of this fabric captivated me.

      'Your dress is interesting. What's the pattern about?'

      'These are Aboriginal symbols. The blue circles stand for water holes.'

      I took a closer look. 'And those spirals and lines?'

      'Hills and fire.'  She gave me a piercing look and went on. 'You know, the meaning of the symbols depends on the tribe, the origin and the style of the artist. But these symbols always refer to scenic features. Not to mention our mythology.'

      'That's very interesting.' I said.

      Taking a short pause, I shifted the conversation to a different topic, not wanting to come across as intrusive. Perhaps, I thought to myself, she might have reservations about delving into her indigenous roots during our initial meeting. 'I would like to congratulate you on your performance. It was an experience watching you.'

      'Thank you very much. That's nice of you,' she said, exposing her white teeth with the most charming smile.

      Then she looked at me inquisitively. 'What brings you to Gulgooru?’ She hesitated. ‘Let me guess ... You're an archaeologist and here for the bones.'

      I was amazed. 'Yes, how do you know?'

      'Gulgooru is like a village, news spread fast,' she replied. 'And besides, you're very conspicuous here with your appearance.'

      Another allusion to my looks. I was amazed again. 'I probably don't look like an Australian. Can't be because I'm German after all.'

      'Exactly,' she said, laughed and then studied the menu.

      I took the chance to study Brolga's features. Her face was an intriguing combination of European and indigenous features. Her deep, dark eyes were almost hypnotic, surrounded by long, thick eyelashes, the kind of perfect eyes without the need for makeup. They had a dreamy quality to them, as if she was always lost in thought. Her lips were full and painted a light shade of red, perfectly accentuating her beauty. Her nose was small yet broad, and her long, curly black hair was tied loosely at the nape of her neck. It was a face that exuded confidence and relaxation.

      'How long have you been dancing?'

      She looked up from the menu. 'I was sung into being and grew up dancing. My grandmother was a dancer too.'

      I was taken aback. Sung into being? Didn't I dream about that?

      'And your mother?' I asked.

      'My mother has passed away. My grandmother raised me and taught me the wisdom of our ancestors.'

      The unfamiliar surroundings made me feel like a lost wanderer in a strange land. The ancient wisdom of my forefathers had never been a part of my upbringing, and I was unprepared for what lay ahead. But I decided to take a leap of faith and give her the opportunity to ask me questions while I perused the menu.

      After much deliberation, we ordered different meals but chose to share a bottle of rich red wine. The cosy ambience of the place enveloped us, and we lost ourselves in deep conversation. We explored every nook and cranny of each other's minds. Our opposing views, shaped by our distinct origins, priorities, and values, only added to the intrigue. Despite our differences, we found common ground in the warmth of the evening and the shared love of wine.

      Growing up, my parents had been wealthy, and their harmonious relationship had set a precedent for our family. I had been blessed with a life of luxury, growing up in a grand mansion with my three siblings. My education had culminated in a doctorate in archaeology, leading me to travel extensively for work. Politics and economics had become the cornerstones of my worldview, shaping my rational and straightforward way of thinking. Religion and spirituality were alien concepts to me, as I saw myself as a separate being from the natural world, let alone from God.

      Brolga was the opposite of me. She had grown up alone, without the privilege of a formal education. Yet, her body moved in ways that defied the laws of physics, revealing an intimate and deep connection to everything around her. Her childhood was marked by the tragedy of her parents' early passing, leaving her grandmother to raise her. However, this was not an anomaly in her culture, as grandparents were responsible for imparting the ancestral knowledge and traditions to their grandchildren. Brolga's world was one in which the spiritual realm was ever-present and palpable. Her knowledge of the physical world was rudimentary at best.

      Our mutual interest lay in the past, but from vastly different perspectives. For Brolga, the ancient times were not just a matter of history but a spiritual relationship with the laws, legends, and songs of her ancestors. As for me, I was fascinated by the material evidence of human history and the artifacts that spoke to it.

      On this unforgettable evening, we were two individuals from vastly divergent worlds, drawn irresistibly to each other in an electric and seductive embrace.
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      Subsequently, we met on a regular basis, at first once a week for relaxed dinner dates and leisurely chats, slowly teasing out interesting titbits about each other.

      Soon, our meetings became intimate walks, and then one night, I took the plunge and invited her back to my apartment for a nightcap after dining at our usual haunt.

      The tension between us was palpable, and the air crackled with electricity as our hands began to wander, caressing each other's bodies with abandon. Brolga was supple and soft, sensual, and warm, and her touch set me on fire. The passion between us built steadily until we were consumed by a fiery desire that could not be sated. I greedily inhaled her scent, savoured her taste, and felt the softness of her skin against mine as we fused together in a moment of ecstasy.

      Brolga's extraordinary beauty emanated from her very soul, and her gentle character made her even more alluring. At times, she was predictable, while at others, she remained an enigma, forever just out of reach. I was entranced, completely under her spell, and unable to resist her charms. Her elusive something captivated me more and more with each passing day. I found myself increasingly devoted to her and craving the potent cocktail of emotions she stirred within me. It was as if she was administering a powerful drug that I couldn't resist, and I became addicted to her presence. The more I was with her, the stronger the attraction grew, and I found myself being drawn in deeper and deeper. She filled a void within me that I had not even known existed, and I could not imagine life without her.

      Prior to meeting her, I believed I could manage my life as it was. However, one day I came to the realization that I desired much more, including the ability to truly live, to love, and to be loved. It's possible that subconsciously, I had been seeking her out my entire life. I simply craved her presence. Her smile and accidental touches were a source of yearning for me. My affection for her grew stronger each day. Brolga captured my heart, and I knew it was secure with her.

      She responded with intense emotion and the unmistakable essence of her feminine strength. My loving and devoted admiration was received by her as a treasured gift, one that she safeguarded and cultivated, and reciprocated with ceaseless affection and concern.

      However, her profound connection to her heritage remained ingrained in her. She held a great reverence for her ancestors and traditions and understood the significance of imparting her ancestral history through her dancing. Even with her great love for me, Brolga never lost sight of her identity.

      Without fail, I occupied the front row for every one of her performances. How could I possibly forego such a remarkable and profoundly moving exhibition? From my vantage point, it appeared as if she was dancing solely for me. During one of our intimate moments, I confided this sentiment to her, but she was uninterested. Her dance was driven by entirely different, deeply spiritual motivations for her. She was fused with the legend of her ancestors, existing as one with them in the dreamtime, and protected this portion of her existence as a sanctuary. During these moments, I was unable to reach her, as she appeared completely content within herself.

      I was inherently a foreigner in the environment I was in, and still felt alien in this culture. This reality initially caused comical and intriguing misunderstandings between us, but over time, they began to unsettle me. Brolga was born into this milieu, and her roots were here. She felt secure. She comprehended everything happening in her immediate surroundings. She was acclimated to the food, the people's behaviour, and the scorching climate, which was still a challenge for me. She possessed long-standing friends and relatives with whom she spent her time while I was at work. I obstinately adhered to my routine of going to work and returning home, not just because I was exhausted, but also because I felt content alone with her in my apartment. However, this companionship was inadequate for her in the long haul. She chose to introduce me to her circle of friends.

       

      At first, I felt like an outsider, but the more I delved into their way of thinking, the more I tried to blend in. But the cultural gap was gaping, and the more I tried to bridge it, the more apparent it became.

      I couldn’t get used to simple things like the lack of a handshake, the awfully tasting beer, and their fascination for rugby. I had to contend with these daily nuances, trying to adapt to a way of life so different from what I was accustomed to. Then there was the odd separation of the sexes that puzzled me, especially during parties or at the local pub. The women would huddle together, engaging in their conversations, while the men drank themselves into a stupor, leaving no room for mingling between the sexes.

      The local youths and adults would indulge in binge drinking, pushing themselves to the brink of oblivion. If they didn't pass out, they became increasingly aggressive, with shocking brawls erupting in the streets. It was a barbaric and brutal spectacle, with the police using Tasers to subdue the unruly crowd. The supposed non-lethal weapon proved to be a deadly tool in the hands of the officers, resulting in several instances of serious injury and death.

      The small town nestled in the heart of Australia was a melting pot of cultures, with Aborigines from the north and Australians of European descent living together for generations. The vibrant mix of diverse backgrounds had blended seamlessly over the years, forming a unique community that was all its own.

      As the harvest season approached, the small town braced itself for an influx of youthful energy from all corners of the world. The young and adventurous arrived in droves, eager to work in the orchards during the week and explore the local nightlife on the weekends. They brought with them a new language, appearance, and attitude, transforming the town into a hub of excitement and possibility.

      Brolga was one of those who relished the arrival of these young wanderers. She loved to sit among them, soaking in their energy and engaging in lively conversations that lasted well into the night. I, on the other hand, was more reserved, aware of the fleeting nature of the moment and unwilling to waste my energy on shallow chit-chat.

      My focus was solely on Brolga, the love of my life. I reveled in her joy and happiness as she mingled with the newcomers, her eyes shining with excitement and wonder. It was a sight to behold, watching her connect with people from all walks of life, finding common ground and forging new friendships.

      While the visitors may have been transient, their impact on Brolga was anything but fleeting. Her experiences with them helped her grow and thrive, opening new avenues of thought and experience that would stay with her for a lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      The scientists were baffled by this find, and my contract was extended for another year as we delved deeper into the mystery. We explored every possible theory, but even the genetic experts were confounded by the implications of this discovery. It seemed that two distinct populations, Homo erectus and Homo sapiens, had coexisted in Australia during the Pleistocene about two million years ago, leading to the creation of a hybrid species that would ultimately give rise to the modern Aboriginal man.

      But for Brolga, the situation was not so cut and dried. She had a different perspective, one that was rooted in the ancient traditions of her people. She believed that the Aborigines had existed long before man ever set foot on this land, that their origins stretched back to a time that was beyond comprehension.

      As she spoke, her gaze drifted off into the distance, lost in thought and contemplation. It was a dreamtime moment, a time when she was inaccessible to me, lost in the mysteries of the universe and the secrets of the land. I could only watch in awe and wonder as she spoke, sensing that I was in the presence of something far greater than myself.

      

      My desire to start a family with Brolga was like a seed that had been planted deep within me, slowly taking root, and growing until it burst forth in a beautiful bloom. It was a feeling that had been brewing within me for some time, but now it had taken hold of me with a fierce intensity.

      In my previous marriage, my ex-wife had never wanted children, and I had accepted that for the sake of our relationship. But now, with Brolga, I felt a renewed sense of hope and possibility. The thought of building a family with her filled me with joy and excitement, and I knew that this was something I truly wanted.

      The memory of my past frustration and disappointment lingered in the back of my mind, but with Brolga by my side, I felt a renewed sense of hope and optimism. Everything felt special with her, and I knew that together we could create something truly beautiful and meaningful.

       

      As we sat on my terrace, the wind picked up, carrying with it the scent of the vast steppe that stretched out before us. The sun hung low in the sky, casting a warm glow over everything in sight. The heat of the day began to dissipate, and a cool breeze swept across our faces.

      Brolga sat beside me; her eyes fixed on the horizon as the sun slowly sank below it. A soft, pleasant light filled the sky, bathing everything in a warm, golden hue. The sounds of nature began to fill the air: the chirping of crickets, the rustling of leaves, and the sweet melodies of birds singing in harmony with the approaching night.

      I felt a stirring within me, a sense of something building up inside. Brolga sensed it too, and she gently took my hand in hers, her touch sending a shiver down my spine. 'I trust you with my heart,' she whispered, her gaze fixed on mine. My heart filled with warmth at her words. We sat in a comfortable silence, basking in each other's company, until she spoke again. 'Do you ever think about having children?', her voice soft and hesitant. I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of her question. 'Yes, I do,' I said, looking at her with hope in my eyes. 'It would be wonderful to have a family together.' Her face lit up with a smile, and we hugged each other tightly. In that moment, I felt like everything was possible.

      But as time passed, and we tried to conceive, it became clear that it wasn't going to be easy. Despite our love and patience, Brolga didn't fall pregnant.

      Years ago, I underwent a thorough medical examination to assess my fertility and overall health, which confirmed my fitness to bear children. After lengthy discussions, Brolga agreed to undergo the same, and the results were equally positive.

      

      'I must go to Goorrandalng,' she announced resolutely.

      'What do you want there?'

      'It is a special place steeped in the primal power of my ancestors that I want to immerse myself in.'

      As so often, her answer confused me as I felt lost on her spiritual level. Instead, my alarm bells rang, and my protective instinct came through.

      'A place of primal power? I'll come with you, of course.'

      'No, darling, you can't go there. This place is for women only.'

      I swallowed. 'But where is it? And what exactly do you intend to do there?'

      'It's a dreamtime sacred place in Keep River National Park in Wiram Country. Women go there to get pregnant. There's a spring called Bingi Bingi. Bingi-Bingi also means pregnant. According to the Goorrandalng legend, women who visit this spring become pregnant.'

      I looked at her in disbelief.

      She was upset about my reaction and spoke in a slightly raised voice.  'It's true! Women have three or four babies after they’ve been to this place!'

      I was shocked at her firm faith and determination on this issue. 'But how do you know about this place?'

      'Mama Pippa and Aunty Fa are among the narrators of this legend. They are one of the oldest people in Wiram County. They're my great-aunts, too.'

      There was a pause. I was fascinated now and decided to check this place on Google Maps. 'But that's a long way to go! It's about forty kilometres from here! How are you going to get there?'

      'I'm taking my car. I leave in the morning. I'll be back soon.'

      My objection was gently noted but rejected. For Brolga, this matter was closed.

      

      As the sun rose over the horizon, Brolga climbed into her car and set off towards Keep National Park. Her destination was Goorrandalng and the spring that flowed from it, known as Bingi Bingi.

      When she arrived, the air was crisp and cool. She hiked to the sacred place, feeling the wind rustle through her hair and the leaves of the trees. As she reached the spring, she began to dance, her movements mimicking the swaying branches of the coolibah trees. The dust under her feet stirred up, creating a swirling cloud that quickly dissipated into nothingness.

      

      The next day, I anxiously waited for Brolga's return. When she didn't show up, panic began to set in. Had something happened to her? I tried calling her cell phone, but there was no answer. Had she turned off her cell phone, or was there no network at that place? I couldn't shake the feeling that something was terribly wrong.

      I couldn't bear the tension any longer, so I contacted the police to report her as missing. But to my frustration, they informed me that they wouldn't begin a search until three days had passed, as Brolga had gone into the outback on her own free will to seek spiritual fulfilment. Brolga’s situation was of low risk, as this was not unusual for Aborigines and the chance that she would reappear within the next few days was high.

      Anger boiled inside me. How could they not understand the gravity of the situation? This wasn't just a case of a missing person; it was my beloved wife's life that was at stake! The risk classification meant nothing to me when it came to her safety. As the days passed, I feared the worst.

      The next morning, I set out on my journey towards Keep River National Park. I was on a mission to reach the sacred place that had been held in reverence and spoken about by the Aborigine women for generations.

      The path was treacherous, with rocky terrain and dried-out undergrowth that tore at my skin with every step. I regretted my decision to wear shorts, as the pointed twigs and branches seemed to be out to get me.

      As I drew closer to my destination, a sense of unease began to gnaw at me. I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched; that something or someone was lurking just beyond my line of sight.

      Suddenly, a group of local Aborigines appeared before me, their faces stern and unyielding. Women, men, and children stood in my path, blocking my way forward. 'What are you doing here?' one of the men asked.

      'I'm looking for my wife. She said she wanted to visit the Bingi-Bingi spring but disappeared two days ago.'

      Their unresponsive gaze caused me to wonder if they understood my words. After all, I had spoken to them in English, the language we both shared. The silence was broken when an elder woman emerged from the group, wielding a stick that she plunged into the ground with a sharp thud, right in front of my foot. 'You can't go there. This place is for women only.'

      I stood there, rooted to the spot, as the elder woman approached me with an air of determination that made me take a step back. The scent of organic, earthy soap wafted towards me, mingling with the scent of the rugged wilderness.

      The Aborigines gazed at me with strange, introverted expressions. Did they look at me, or did they see through me? How could they be so indifferent to the disappearance of a human being? A glimmer of hope flickered within me, as I wondered if they knew where my wife was and were simply withholding the information from me. But the realization that our communication was doomed to fail quickly extinguished that spark of hope.

      As I stood there, helpless, and frustrated, I wondered if I would ever find the answers I so desperately sought. In my heart-wrenching desperation, I stumbled through the scorching outback without a destination, with no water or hat to shield me from the brutal sun. I screamed her name into the vast emptiness, my voice cracking with each futile attempt. I collapsed under the shelter of a tree, yearning for water.

      When I awoke, I was disoriented, covered in crusty sweat, and the dawn had already begun. My thirst was consuming me, and I frantically scanned my surroundings, grasping at my phone for help. There was a signal, albeit weak, and I tried to access Google Maps, but the reception was too poor. Frustration and confusion clouded my mind.

      Why hadn't Brolga used her cell phone to contact me? Had she turned it off? She could have called with that signal, even if it was a weak one! At least the emergency number would have worked after all. Did she deliberately want to stay hidden from me? She knew I’d look for her! Doubts about her love for me gnawed at my soul, and I fought to keep them at bay, telling myself that everything would turn out alright. As I trudged through the unforgiving terrain, my mind raced with fear and uncertainty. My throat was parched, and my skin was on fire from sunburn, draining me of my last energy. I pressed on, relying solely on my intuition to lead me back to my car. Every step was an effort, but my years of work in the African desert had honed my sense of direction. I scanned the barren landscape for any familiar landmarks, and finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I caught sight of my car in the distance.

      Relief flooded through me as I staggered towards it, my body battered and weary. The outback had taken its toll on me, leaving me dehydrated, sunburnt and utterly confused. But I had survived, and that was all that mattered in this moment.

      The night that followed was restless, and I found myself haunted by the memory of Brolga's enchanting face disappearing before my eyes. As the days wore on, my exhaustion deepened, and I struggled to maintain my balance while I waited for news of her.

      On the third day, the search party scoured the park to find her. As we arrived at the Coolibah, a powerful whirlwind suddenly appeared, and out stepped a majestic crane, dancing with all the grace and fluidity of Brolga herself. My heart raced as the bird spread its wings and soared away, disappearing into the distant horizon.

      The men of the search party, steeped in their belief in the spirits, were quick to conclude that my wife had vanished forever, sending me spiralling into a deep sense of despair. But then, as if by some miraculous intervention, the elders of Wiram Country suddenly appeared out of nowhere near the Collibah, singing the ancient legend of Brolga, the dancing bird.

      I couldn't believe my ears as they wove tales of her magical powers and the promise of her eventual return. Their words filled me with renewed hope and a sense of wonder, reminding me that sometimes, even in the darkest of moments, there is still magic and mystery waiting to be discovered.

      
        
        'A long time ago, in the dreamtime, there was a beautiful young woman. She was the best dancer in the country.

        When the beautiful young woman at her favourite place under the Coolibah tree stirred up dust, she attracted the attention of the Waiwera, an evil spirit, who was at home in the sky in the Milky Way.

        She was the most beautiful being he'd ever seen, wanted her in his possession.

        He turned into a whirlwind, a Willy-Willy, came to Earth, took Brolga to heaven with him.

        Her tribe searched for her long and everywhere, until they got to the Coolibah.

        A great crane stepped forward. He danced the same way as Brolga once did. They knew that she had turned into a crane.’

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Since that time, they call the big Australian bird Brolga.

       

      As a scientist, I rely on evidence and experimentation to support my theories. So, when the elders began to weave tales of magic and mystery, I found myself shaking my head.

      With a heavy heart, I turned away from their words, feeling as though we were speaking different languages entirely. For me, the world was a place of facts and data, a realm where every incident could be analysed and explained. But for them, it was a place of legends and lore, where the spirits held sway over every living thing.

      Despite our differences, I knew that we were both seeking to understand the mysteries of the world around us. Perhaps we could find a way to bridge the gap between our worlds and discover the truth that lay at the heart of our shared experiences. And again, at the bottom of my heart, I felt renewed hope for Brolga’s return.

       

      In the evening, as the sun began to set, I found myself in the confines of my hotel room. I sat on the edge of the bed, deep in thought, trying to make sense of it all. The elders' legend loomed over me, their beliefs demanding my respect.

      My mind wandered to the woman I loved more than anything in this world - Brolga. Her roots ran deep in this land, and the spirit of her ancestors flowed within her. I had always admired her unwavering connection to the spiritual world, and through her dance, she had shown me the importance of it all. She was a true embodiment of the ancient culture that thrived here, but she was also European. Her alienated father had Scottish roots.

      I reminisced about the time she had spoken about Bingi-Bingi, the spring where she believed she would conceive a child. She expressed confidence and certainty, a trust in her beliefs that I could only dream of possessing. But now, what had become of her? Had she succumbed to the spirit of this land, allowing it to infiltrate her being? Or had she fallen prey to some unfathomable tragedy, be it a wild animal, a human foe, or the ever-unpredictable whirlwind?

      The unknown plagued me, and the only thing left for me to do was to keep searching for her - to uncover the truth behind her disappearance and to hopefully bring her back to safety.

       

      The search for my beloved Brolga ended after two weeks of tireless efforts by the search party. The news shook me to my core, but at the same time, I felt grateful for the men who had dedicated their time and energy to finding her after the bird incident. Despite the setback, I refused to give up hope. The legends that surrounded this land spoke of transformations, not death, and I clung to that hope with all my heart.

      Just when I thought I couldn't hold on any longer, the local weather office issued a warning for an unprecedented low. The region was expected to be hit by violent winds, torrential rain, and floods. The Keep River National Park was the hardest hit, and tourists were advised to stay away. It was clear that my search for Brolga would have to be put on hold, and I had no choice but to return to Gulgooru.

      That night, as I lay in bed, I was overcome by exhaustion. My body ached, and my mind was consumed by thoughts of Brolga. But deep down, I knew that she was out there somewhere.

      I was jolted awake by an unknown force just after midnight. The urge to get some fresh air pulled me towards the balcony. As I gazed into the darkness, a silhouette of a woman emerged, slowly making her way towards me. I squinted my eyes, trying to get a better look, and soon enough, my heart leapt with recognition. It was Brolga!

      A myriad of emotions hit me all at once. Relief flooded my veins, but my body was drenched in sweat. Hot and cold flashes coursed through me, and my heart was beating faster than ever before. As Brolga approached, I took her in my arms, holding her tightly as I stroked her back. She nestled into me, seeking solace and security, and I held her even closer, afraid to let go.

      Gradually, we both regained our composure. Brolga's tremors subsided, and I was left in awe of her mysterious appearance. It was as though she had been transformed - her spirit imbued with the essence of the land. As we held each other, I knew that we had been given a second chance, and I vowed to never let her go again.

       

      ’Where have you been?'

      'I was at Bingi-Bingi, the source.'

      'But we searched the place. You weren't anywhere!'

      'My body wasn't there, but my mind was. My good spirit has defeated the evil spirit of Waiwera.'

      There was a long pause during which we held each other tightly. I didn’t know what to make of this, but I trusted her words. This was the part of Brolga's world I did not understand. I decided to leave it to her as her sacred secret and asked no further questions.

      'I must go to sleep now,' she said and went to bed.

      She slept for a total of fourteen hours.

       

      Following the strange night, Brolga and I went to the hospital where she underwent a medical examination. The doctor determined that Brolga was unharmed but was pregnant. In that moment, a profound sense of joy and elation overtook me. It was as if my heart had expanded and was filled with warmth. The thought of conceiving a child amid our passion was overwhelming. I could envision holding our baby in my arms, feeling a deep sense of love radiating from my soul. It dawned on me that Brolga and I would share the experience of pregnancy and childbirth together, ushering in a new phase of our relationship that would cement our bond even further.

      Brolga had an intuition that she was carrying twins even before the doctor confirmed it in the fourth week of her pregnancy. Moreover, she disclosed that one of the twins was weak.

       

      'How do you know this?’ I asked her.

      'My connection to the two is strong, but one of them gives me weird signals.'

      'What weird signals?'

      'His song reaches me without melody.'

      'Can you put it in other words, so I can understand it?'

      'His signals are interrupted and unclear.'

      'His?'

      'Yes, our boy.'

      'And the other one?'

      'A girl. Her voice is the voice of the earth with which we are one.'
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      The long-awaited dawn finally breaks, as the sun ascends above the horizon with a commanding presence, determined to liberate the earth from the shackles of darkness and illuminate it with its radiant beauty. As Brolga gradually awakens, I dress in silence, observing her movements as she stirs from her slumber. I notice her eyelids fluttering as her chest rises and falls at an accelerated pace, and her hands tenderly caressing her growing belly. It's as if she has just emerged from a profound dream that connected her with the spirit of the earth. As she opens her eyes, she gazes at me from a distance, as if contemplating our shared journey ahead.

       

      'It will happen today or tomorrow,' are her first words.

      'I'm taking the day off.' My spontaneous decision makes her laugh.

      'My darling, you are very determined.'

      'I had a weird dream,' I begin.

      'Tell me about it,' Brolga demands.

      I sit next to her and tell her about the flood, the destruction and then about the island with the Aborigines. About the drought and the frog and its petrification. About Jika-Jika and the next flood.

      'This is the legend of Tiddalik. And you dreamed it?' She asks somewhat taken aback.

      'I dreamed of an Aboriginal elder telling it. I could read the words from his lips. But in my dream, the frog's name was Toloch, not Tiddalik.'

      'Tiddalik is also called Toloch.‘ Brolga looks at me inquisitively. 'Then you understand now.‘

      'What do I understand?'

      'The never-ending emergence of the earth. The development that is constantly rebuilding itself.'

      'I think you're talking about cause and effect.’

      She laughs. 'Yeah, something like that.'

      When she laughs, I feel happy. 'There's neither a  beginning nor an end, right? Beginning and end are social constructions. We are constant, uninterrupted, boundless, infinite energy, and energy never stops, it is simply transformed.'

      'This is the scientist speaking,' she says, bursting into another fit of laughter.

      Shortly after, the contractions begin, causing Brolga's smiling face to contort with pain. I frantically pace around her, while she calmly reassures me and directs my actions. Admiring her inner strength, I quickly retrieve her pre-packed bag and assist her into the car.

      During the ride to the hospital, another intense wave of labour strikes her. Her water breaks, and the excruciating pain becomes increasingly frequent, occurring every few minutes.

      'Focus on the road,' she says sternly. 'This is my business!'

      'This is our business,' I respond, emphasising the word 'our'.

      As we navigate through the potholes and the splattering of insects on the windscreen, the imminent arrival of our children fills us with anticipation and laughter. However, the laughter soon fades as Brolga's moans of pain intensify. I quickly call the hospital to check us in, my excitement causing my voice to rise an octave.

      'We're waiting for you,' the person on the other end says.

      'We need a stretcher!' I yell into the phone.

      'It's ready. Go straight to the emergency entrance!'

      'They're twins!' I shout.

      'We know that. Now calm down and drive carefully.'

      At last, we arrive at the hospital. Two male nurses await us outside the emergency ward with a stretcher. They help Brolga, who is nearly on the verge of passing out, out of the car. Sweat pours down her face, and a few strands of hair cling to her forehead while her dress is damp. Another wave of pain overcomes her, causing my heart to ache. The nurses carefully place her on the stretcher and carry her away. I just stand there, motionless, and helpless. A third nurse approaches me, taking hold of my arm and leading me inside.

      'Sit down while we examine your wife.'

      'But I want to be present during the birth!'

      'I'll call you when its time.'

      'Why do you have to examine her?'

      'To see if she can deliver the babies naturally or if emergency surgery is required.'

      'A C-section?' I'm so upset I am screaming at the nurse.

      'Yes.'

      'But that would be against her will!'

      'Like I said, I'm going to check it out and I'll be right back.'

      I watch her depart, and time seems to drag on endlessly. Then, I suddenly hear shuffling and clattering of sticks. I turn my head to see two elderly Aborigine women slowly making their way towards me down the long, empty corridor. In the cold sterility of the hospital and against the bright light from the window at the end of the hall, they appear almost eerie. Their crooked postures and heavy reliance on their sticks only adds to their frailty. The worn and faded appearance of their clothes suggest many washings, and their tangled grey hair and chin hair make them seem almost feral. However, their unwavering determination is reflected in their unflinching gazes as they come to a halt in front of me.

      'I am Mama Pippa and this is Aunty Fa. We are Brolga's great aunts. We look forward to welcoming you into our circle.'

      Surprised that they know me, I get up. Mama Pippa's missing teeth create gaping holes in her smile, but the women’s presence brings me some comfort in this moment of uncertainty. At least I can share the concern for Brolga with them. I extend my right hand in greeting, which they receive with their left.

      'We brought stones and sand.'

      'What for?'

      'So that Brolga and the babies can have their connection to Country.'

      I am sure that her words have deep meaning, but I cannot dwell on them now. My desperate concern about my suffering wife is killing me.

      'I think there may be complications.’ I tell the women. ‘The doctor is examining her right now. She's in a lot of pain.'

      The two old women look at each other. A solid understanding lies between them. They talk to each other without words.

      'Is there a spiritual sign for a totem?' Aunty Fa looks at me expectantly.

      'I don't know. You'll have to ask Brolga.'

      A door opens and the smiling nurse's reverberating footsteps approach. 'It's all right. The babies can be born naturally. Brolga is in labour, but she's okay. You can go to her now.'

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Mama Pippa turns to me. 'This is women's business.'

      Now I'm getting angry. 'I beg your pardon?'

      The nurse interferes. 'Mama Pippa and Aunty Fa, we respect your tradition and your beliefs, but Michael is not one of you. You can't expect him to stay away from Brolga during the birth of his children.'

      The women look at each other again in deep agreement.

      'What are Brolga’s words?' Aunty Fa asks.

      'She wants Michael to be there of course.'

      'Well, then, so be it.'

      Once more, a sense of relief washes over me. These women give me an uneasy feeling. Just a moment ago, I shared my concerns about Brolga with them, but now they're engaged in discussions about sand and stones, totems, and prefer to exclude me from the birth of my own children. It's perplexing to me. Didn't Brolga refer to them as the narrators of a sacred legend that she firmly believes in and from their place she returned pregnant? Brolga once portrayed them as heroines, but my perception of what constitutes a heroine differs significantly.

      

      My wife lies on the bed, her legs covered and spread apart, while a doctor and obstetrician attend to her. As I enter the room, Brolga flashes me a smile. 'It's almost time.'

      Mama Pippa approaches her bed and inquiries about the totem.

      'For the girl it shall be the frog and for the boy it shall be the eel.'

      The two elderly women carefully arrange the stones in front of the bed and sprinkle them with sand, all while softly singing to themselves. As a powerful contraction grips Brolga, the obstetrician assists her with guidance for breathing and pushing. As the first baby's head emerges, the women's singing grows louder, welcoming the boy into the world. Meanwhile, the girl takes her time. I sit beside my beloved wife, holding her hand, and we speak in hushed voices.

      'Why did you choose the frog and the eel?'

      'Because they manifested themselves in your dream. It is a sign that we take very seriously.'

      'And why the eel for the boy and the frog for the girl?'

      'The frog announces fertility. It is also heliothermal. It speaks for an ability to adapt.’ She took a deep breath. ‘The eel advises to control feelings and driving forces. Eel is tough and viable.'

      'What is the advantage of having a totem?'

      'The children will develop a special relationship with the animals. They'll protect each other in different ways.'

      Brolga moves and moans. As the girl is delivered, Mama Pippa and Aunty Fa's singing grows more high-pitched. The newborn girl is taller and sturdier than her brother, with a louder cry. Mama Pippa and Aunty Fa bestow blessings upon the newborns with eucalyptus branches before bidding farewell.

      At last, my new family and I are left to ourselves. We're drained but embrace each other tightly. As I turn my attention to our newborns, I admire them wrapped in their cribs.

      'Jacaranda,' I say, stroking my daughter’s cheek.

      'That's a nice name for a girl,' Brolga says.

      'Yes, I love the trees and because they are in bloom at the moment, I think the name fits.'

      'Then let our boy be Orad,' Brolga says quietly. She's exhausted and her eyes are half closed.

      'What does Orad mean?'

      'Earth.'

      

      We purchased a house two months before the arrival of our children; it boasts ample space and luminosity, with a room designated for each child. A grand, wooden terrace connects to an open garden adorned with two mango trees. Upon returning home with our newborns, Mama Pippa and Aunty Fa sit beneath one of the trees, where a small fire is smouldering and emitting copious amounts of smoke. I groan in response.

      'They just want to welcome our babies, then they leave,' Brolga explains with a smile, gently putting her hand on my arm to calm me down.

      A small ceremony, featuring eucalyptus branches, smoke, songs, and dances, bestows a second round of blessings upon Jacaranda and Orad. Aunty Fa makes a proclamation: 'We are but transient guests of this world, merely passing through. Our mission is to observe, learn, evolve, and love before we head back home.'

      Following this, the women leave small, handcrafted gifts on the infants' cribs. Jacaranda receives a small woven bag, while Orad gets a wooden toy spear. Their gestures of kindness stir me deeply, and the women touch my arm as they bid their farewell, peering into my soul. Brolga wraps me in a warm embrace, and I experience a sense of belonging for the first time in my adopted country.
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        * * *

      

      More than a year has passed since then. Jacaranda has started to walk, but Orad struggles. He has poor coordination and even falls over when crawling. It is difficult to make eye contact with him. Despite the months that have passed, his physical abilities continue to lag behind. His irregular eye movements, with no discernible pattern or fixation, are becoming more pronounced. Brolga grows increasingly silent.

      'We have to have him checked for Machado-Joseph disease,' she mentions one night over dinner.

      My alarm bells start ringing. 'Does this illness run in your family?'

      'Yes, my mother died of it.'

      'Why didn't you ever tell me?'

      'I didn't want to worry you.'

      As my thoughts race through my head, my professional knowledge of the disease comes to the fore. We discovered a mutation on the prehistoric bones that suggests a neurodegenerative disease. Machado-Joseph is not uncommon in this region. The disease affects the brain's movement co-ordination centre, leading to abnormal movements, unusual eye movements, a decrease in spatial awareness and perceptual problems. One theory is that the disease originated in Asia and was introduced to this area through trade with the Macassans of Indonesia around seven thousand years ago. However, this timeline does not match the age of the prehistoric bones, making this theory less plausible. But if the being behind the bones we are studying did indeed suffer from a neurodegenerative disease like Machado-Joseph, it would suggest that there was a gene variant shared by modern Aborigines and the prehistoric being. Lost in my thoughts, a sudden realisation jolts me back to the present moment.

      'Grandchildren have a twenty-five percent chance of inheriting the mutated gene from one of their grandparents.'

      'His symptoms indicate it,' Brolga replies.

      I take Brolga in my arms and hold her tight. 'Symptoms don't actually appear until the age of ten at the earliest.”

      She looks at me with a tearful face. 'It is said, however, that the symptoms will appear earlier and earlier with each subsequent generation.'

      'Yes,’ I explain, ‘this has to do with the fact that the disease-causing mutation usually repeats and extends with each subsequent generation.'

      My scientific thoughts are quickly replaced by feelings of sadness and empathy. I realise that this disease will significantly affect Orad's quality of life. We hug each other tightly, seeking solace in each other's comfort.

      'This would mean that the disease has already occurred in previous generations of your family?‘ I ask.

      'I don't know. Aunty Fa and Mama Pippa, however, tell of strange behaviours in the family.'

      This makes me think. ’The disease was not identified until 1972. In this respect, they could not assign the symptoms to any disease at that time.'

      There is a long pause. Brolga stiffens in anticipation of my next question. I lift her face to me and look at her. 'Have you ever had yourself tested for Machado-Joseph disease?'

      'No.'

      'Why not?'

      'Because I don't want to break up my dancing career.'

      'But you're not showing any symptoms, or am I wrong?'

      'If I am diagnosed with the disease, with or without symptoms, I must report it to health insurance and the dance school. This would greatly increase my health insurance premium and secondly, it would jeopardise my future as a dancer. They would discriminate against me based on my genetic preposition.'

      'So … you'd rather live in ignorance and take your chances.'

      'Exactly. There is neither a curative therapy nor a cure. Why should I suffer without symptoms?'

      'But we will suffer with Orad.'

      'Yes, we will.'

      ‚Do you agree with me that Jacaranda must also be examined for the disease?'

      'I am finding it disrespectful to my ancestors to place my indigenous child's DNA in the hands of genetic engineers.'

      'But why?'

      'DNA samples are often immortalised and misused for future studies.'

      'What do you mean? How could the DNA sample be misused?'

      'Well, it's impossible to say who's using it and for what purpose.'

      'What purpose are you thinking of?'

      'The DNA sample from our Jacaranda could be used to represent our people.'

      'And what if it was?'

      'The problem is the right to a say. The spirit of our ancestors, which is in the genomes of our children, does not belong to a single person. Aborigines have group right. We need the permission of our tribe to pass on our knowledge and spirit to third parties.'

      'Okay, I understand. 'But if we knew that Jacaranda was the carrier of this disease, we could prepare for it.'

      'Through Orad we will learn how to deal with it.'

      'So, you refuse to have Jacaranda tested.'

      'A positive diagnosis would affect her future, just like it would affect mine. If we knew she had the disease, we'd always wait for the symptoms to appear.'

      'I don't think it makes any difference to me to know or not know. I'll always look for symptoms on her. After all she's Orad's twin sister.'

      'Our twins are individual people. Every child has a right to a carefree and unconditional life, no matter how it presents itself to them.'

      Her words set off a chain of thoughts in my head. It dawns on me that Brolga and I have very different views of the world and of life. To her, everything is sacred, and she treats every living thing with reverence. She finds satisfaction in accepting things as they are, without feeling the need to seek answers to the questions that haunt me. She drifts in the existence of the given. I admire her for this.

      'Good,' I say. 'I'll request a DNA analysis just for Orad. Before that, I'll have a contract drawn up for his DNA to be used solely for the purpose of diagnosing his disease and the sample to be destroyed afterwards.'

      She smiles at me. Not as a winner or a loser, but on a level that I am only slowly beginning to understand. There is no winning or losing in her world. Surely, she was treated with respect by others because of her extraordinary dancing talent, and that made her feel special. Even as an only child, she never had to measure herself against another person and did not learn to be competitive. What she says and does comes from deep conviction. She doesn't care how others perceive her - she's just herself! I believe that this wonderful free spirit also reflects the history of her people, who did not know formal social or dogmatic hierarchies like many other cultures in our world, especially the Western ones. What a wonderful freedom she lives in!
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        * * *

      

      Orad spends his formative years confined to a wheelchair, unable to stand or walk, and even swallowing is a challenge for him. A DNA test reveals that he carries a Machado-Joseph mutation, which affects only his bodily functions. Intellectually, he remains unaffected and has a remarkable thirst for knowledge. He spends his days reading and solving complex mathematical formulae on the computer. A gifted teenager, he uses his talents to develop genetic engineering software, earning a reputation as a respected expert in the field. His algorithms are designed to activate enzymes that act as DNA scissors, identifying and editing faulty genes in embryos fertilised in vitro. In addition, these algorithms can correct genes associated with alcoholism, obesity, diabetes, baldness and even aggression. Orad believes that every individual should have the best possible start in life, and his software even allows the manipulation of physical attributes such as hair colour and height. He is driven by the belief that everyone deserves the chance to live a healthy and fulfilling life.

       

      'Such things should be left to chance,' his mother says.

      'Oh, then live with chance first, then you'll probably change your mind,' Orad replies bitterly.

      Brolga's eyes fill with tears. She knows that her son suffers deeply from his illness. There is not a moment in her life when she doesn't think of him with a heart full of love. Carefully, she explains her point of view: 'But you allow genetic benefits to be obtained as if on a market. For the future, this would mean that a lower and upper class of people emerge. Those who cannot afford to have their babies designed will be the subclass. These people will be discriminated against in all areas of life, be it in school, in career or in starting a family. They will carry the burdens of previous generations because they are susceptible to disease and do not look perfect. They will become the slaves of those conceived in the test tube — the slaves of the genetic elite!'

      Orad thinks deeply. We are aware that he may not fully appreciate the long-term implications of his work. As a young person confined to a wheelchair, he is also limited by his disability and unable to fully engage with the world around him.

      ‚But Mum, I know that you and Dad would like a healthy son. I could help you with that.'

      'No, Orad, that's out of the question.'

      'Why?'

      'Because the healthy natural human genome has enough variety in it to let everyone navigate successfully through the world and realise their own vision of happiness.'

      'But you could limit the gene manipulation to the destruction of the Machado-Joseph mutation only,' Orad suggests.

      'This is against the holiness of our ancestors.'

      'Look at me and explain to me what you think is sacred about the damn gene?'

      

      In the evening, Brolga and I share a passionate moment, and we then come to a mutual decision to be more receptive to Orad's proposal. We acknowledge that Orad has been silently observing us over the years, and his proposal is based on his inner instincts that have been shaped by his experiences with us. Although we have been hesitant to consider it before, Orad's suggestion has piqued our interest in having another child. But we are apprehensive about leaving it to chance and not fulfilling our moral obligation.

      'If we do have another baby,' I tell Brolga, who is lost in thought beside me, 'we need to ensure that the child is born healthy.'

      ‚Sadly, it has come to that. Since the onset of genetic engineering, it has become our moral obligation to only give birth to healthy children.'

      'What's not good about that?'

      'In nature, genetic engineering upsets the balance. For example, the interrelationship and dependence of living beings is an aspect of creation that should be respected. Every form of life has a place to which it has been adapted.'

      'But we would limit it to health!'

      'Even the sick life-form has a purpose. What we call sick and weak gives strength to others.’ She pauses, then says with a broken voice: ‘Just like Orad does.'

      As we embrace, my heart aches to see the boy's suffering. His disability has confined him to his home, leaving him isolated from others. He can neither attend school nor engage in activities with his peers, except for his online friends. A teacher visits him every day to provide him with education, while a nurse assists him with bathing and dressing. He is almost entirely dependent on his wheelchair, making even basic tasks such as using the toilet a challenge.

      But amidst all this darkness, Jacaranda is a bright light in his life. She bears a striking resemblance to her mother, except for her fair skin, which contrasts beautifully with her dark brown, shining eyes and cascading black curly hair. Her sense of humor has blossomed over the last two years, and it seems that her jokes are only for him. With others, she remains stoic and serious.

      Every day, after school, Jacaranda rushes to Orad's room to share the evening with him. They laugh and cry together, finding solace in each other's love. She is the only one who can cheer him up, and he cherishes every moment they spend together.

      We are blessed that the same harmony that exists between Brolga and me has been passed down to our children. I'm amazed at how much Jacaranda and Orad care for each other. It's commonly believed that fraternal twins are prone to engage in power struggles and compete, but that's not the case with Jacaranda and Orad. They complement each other perfectly, offering each other tender and loving care.

      Orad's physical disability doesn't hinder the bond between the two siblings. Jacaranda never tries to control him but can’t help to have compassion that she tries to conceal, knowing that he struggles with it. Orad could always see through her, and when they turned seven, he told her to stop feeling sorry for him or he would end up feeling sorry for her feeling sorry for him. They both laughed at the pun, a trick that Orad often uses to convey his deepest emotions.

      The doctor visits once a month to check on Orad, but he never answers the doctor's questions. Orad has always been an introverted person, but this doesn't mean that he's closed off from his family. He's only reserved and shy when dealing with other people. He doesn't like to discuss personal matters, particularly not his own body, which is a source of burden for him. This is where Jacaranda steps in. Already as a child, she answered on Orad's behalf, surprising everyone with her precise and detailed responses. She knew about her brother's pain, new symptoms, and reactions to different medications, his dietary habits, how often he went to the bathroom, his sleeping patterns, and whether he slept well or not.

      Nowadays, Jacaranda is aware of Orad's emerging sexual needs, a topic that we discuss openly and naturally within the family. Orad doesn't feel comfortable discussing such intimate topics with others, but with Jacaranda by his side, he's more at ease. She's always been his confidante, and he knows that she will never judge him or make him feel ashamed.

      One day, Jacaranda invites her schoolmate Ina to their home. Ina is a beautiful and open-minded girl, and surprisingly, Orad is unusually charming and courteous towards her. He chats with her and even comes out of his shell for a while. But when Ina leaves, Orad retreats to his room without saying a word. Later that evening, Jacaranda sneaks into Orad's room to check on him. She finds him sitting quietly with a helpless look in his eyes. Without saying a word, Orad looks up to his sister for comfort and understanding. Jacaranda knows just what to do. She starts to talk to him, allowing him to express his feelings openly and honestly. The next day, Jacaranda tells us about their conversation, assuring us that she was able to comfort her brother and help him work through his emotions.

       

      'Oh, how I'd like to fall in love, like all the other boys have a girlfriend. But what girl would want to get involved with me?'

      'I know what you mean but try to see it with my eyes. I know you and I know what a wonderful person you are. And if I can see that, so can others! You just must give them a chance. Ina likes you — it's obvious.'

      Orad, visibly moved, cleared his throat with a hint of embarrassment and spoke hesitantly: 'I know you want to comfort me because you love me, because you are my sister. You're right, but not everyone thinks so.'

      'How do you think the others see it?' Jacaranda asked.

      'Well.’ Orad appeared uncertain about how to articulate his thoughts, hindered by his difficulty with swallowing. With a shaky voice, he continued: 'For example, I want to kiss Ina and feel her body, but who would want to be touched by a cripple?' Orad's voice was filled with sorrow and self-doubt as he expressed his innermost thoughts.

      Silence. The weight of Orad's words hit the room like a bomb, brutally exposing the hopelessness of his situation. The siblings exchanged a glance, both with tears streaming down their faces. Jacaranda felt her heart ache with an overwhelming sadness. 'I know I can't replace Ina in this sense' she whispered.

      The siblings reached out for each other's hands, holding on tightly for support. Jacaranda's throat tightened as she tried to regain her composure and find her voice once again. 'Look what you've achieved with your research — for so many people. You never give up and although you are sick, you care for others and enable them to be healthy and happy. Everyone loves you for it!'

      Jacaranda's words came from her heart, and they comforted Orad in a miraculous way.
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      FIVE YEARS LATER, January 26, Australia Day.

      

      The sweltering heat is relentless, yet Brolga and Jacaranda have made their way to the protest. It is a national holiday, but for many, it is a day of pain and remembrance. As the first British fleet arrived in Port Jackson, New South Wales, in 1788 and raised their flag, it marked the beginning of a deep loss for many Aborigines. A loss of sovereignty, family, and culture. For some white Australians, Australia Day is a day of celebration, but for the indigenous population, it is a day of mourning. The government claims that Australia Day should be inclusive of all Australians, regardless of their origins. The public holiday ought to honor the diverse peoples of the nation. Nevertheless, First Nation People refer to Australia Day with different names such as Invasion Day, Day of Mourning, and Survival Day. Since 2006, it has been named Aboriginal Sovereignty Day, highlighting that all Aboriginal communities have sovereignty and work together in their ongoing fight for justice.

      I think back to my research on the ancient bones, now buried in a sacred site adorned with Aboriginal art and a constantly burning fire. The hybrid from primeval times was an upright person who likely lived in the trees for protection. Their backbone was straight, and their wrists and ankles adapted for climbing and gripping. Genetically, there was no evidence that this being came from other parts of the world. This confirmed my theory that the Aborigine originated in Australia, an independent people who once ensured their survival through hunting and gathering.

      It is heartbreaking to see how the Aborigines have been overrun without scruples, everything important to them taken away. The smoke of the burning fire is a symbol of their struggle, driving out the evil spirits of colonization.

      As Brolga and Jacaranda return from the protest, their faces filled with determination, I feel proud of them for standing up for what is right. The fight for justice and recognition for the First Nation People must go on.
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        * * *

      

      For my family and me, January 26th marks another sad occasion. It is the anniversary of Orad's passing, a day that is forever etched in our memories. Three years ago, we found him sitting peacefully in his wheelchair under the shade of the mango trees in our garden. His eyes were closed, and he appeared to be sleeping soundly. But as we attempted to move him to his bed, we realized with a heavy heart that he had already departed this world.

      We mourned Orad's passing but took solace in the knowledge that he was no longer in pain. As we placed his lifeless body on his bed, Jacaranda, his loyal companion, lay beside him and gently caressed his face. She whispered in his ear, recounting a dream she had where an eel had fought valiantly against drought, but ultimately succumbed and buried itself in the mud. ‚But the mud also dried out,‘ she whispered softly.

      Orad had always been a person of simple desires, and as per his wishes, we honored him by cremating his remains. He wanted his sick DNA destroyed, and we respected his final wish. We scattered his ashes under the same mango trees where he spent countless hours in quiet contemplation. It is a fitting final resting place for a man who had always found peace and solace in nature.

      

      The memorial service was filled with people who had never met Orad, but knew of his reputation as a genetic engineer. As the sun set on the horizon,  Brolga and Jacaranda danced to honour Orad’s memory on an erected stage in the shade of the mango trees.

      The first notes of the orchestra sounded. The initially melancholic music brought the deep feelings of the two dancers to the surface. The audience listened up and devoted their attention entirely to the acting on stage. Smoothly and gently, Brolga and Jacaranda moved to the lifting and lowering tones, which reflected the sounds of nature. Jacaranda was dressed in a frog costume and mimed the movements of the amphibian.
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      She cowered on the floor with her legs tightly folded and close to her body. Then she set to jump. Bit by bit she stretched out her legs and then her feet, while her body straightened up. She pushed off with her toes as she stretched out her arms to prepare for the landing. Bent forward, she flew through the air and managed a considerable distance. She repeated this jump over and over again and every time she hit the ground with her palms, she stirred up a cloud of fine, glittering dust that spread in the air and slowly settled in the surrounding environment, enclosing every being to a part of the whole.

      Brolga embodied Orad's power animal, the eel.
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      All eyes were on her as she snaked back and forth on stage. Her arms held firmly close to her long, slender upper body and her feet were tied together. In her earth-coloured, tight and polished latex suit, that covered her from head to toe, she appeared like an eel in many details. Light reflections made her second skin shimmer as if it were slimy and each of her gliding movements made a sound like a slithering eel in the mud. She turned in herself and formed tops by touching her head and feet and then separating again. In a playful dance, the eel circled the frog while the frog jumped from one place to the other. Sometimes the eel managed to slip through the legs of the frog, which each time brought the show to a climax.

      As the eel's dance came to an end, the music suddenly shifted, and the didgeridoo's haunting sounds filled the air, accompanied by the rhythmic beat of clap sticks. The audience was held in thrall as the solemn notes signaled the eel's approaching demise. Brolga's movements grew slower and more deliberate, as if she were struggling to stay alive. Her body began to contort and twist, until finally, she lay motionless on the ground. The frog, sensing the eel's passing, let out a mournful cry and hopped away from the still form. The audience was silent, awed by the power and beauty of the performance, and moved by the sense of loss that hung in the air.

      The mournful sounds of the didgeridoo continued as Brolga and Jacaranda walked away from the stage. The audience was left in awe, their emotions stirred by the raw and emotional performance. As the two women disappeared from view, the audience remained silent, not knowing what to say or do.

      The somber mood of the crowd gradually lifted as our little Billy came running out of the house, bouncing and laughing after the soap bubbles blown by Mama Pippa and carried through the crowd by the light breeze. The bubbles drifted faster than Billy and his attempts to grab them with his little hands failed. The playful show transformed the atmosphere from one of mourning to one of joy. Brolga and Jacaranda, who had just performed a poignant dance in honor of Orad, also joined in the festivities, their weary faces now alight with smiles. It was heartening to see them momentarily free from their grief.

      I stepped up to the podium and began my speech, honoring Orad's life and his deep passion for genetic engineering. I reminded everyone that he had always wanted his death to be celebrated, not mourned. His spirit lived on in his younger brother Billy, who now had the opportunity to experience life without the burden of illness, thanks to Orad's tireless efforts.

      As I opened the buffet, the crowd gathered around, chatting and laughing as they enjoyed the food and each other's company. It was a beautiful tribute to a life well-lived, and I knew that Orad would have been proud.
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        * * *

      

      I gaze longingly at the gentle sway of the mango tree's branches, their shadows dancing across the vibrant meadow where Orad's ashes have been scattered. It is as though every blade of grass and every flower carry a piece of his essence. Brolga's enigmatic yet profound wisdom has taken root within me, offering solace, fortitude, and optimism. Every creature, no matter its strength or fragility, has a purpose in this world.

      Billy's arrival has been a source of great comfort to Brolga, bridging the gap between her people's mysticism and scientific understanding. I silently thank Orad for his immense strength and selflessness in granting his younger brother a life free of illness, and for departing from this world in a state of pure love.
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        Amidst the land of Aborigines, where heritage runs deep,

        Where new cultures blend, and memories we keep,

        Where love is a force, that transcends all bounds,

        We find our souls, and our love surrounds.

        Mixed children of the land, born of two worlds,

        With a strength that shines, and a love that unfurls,

        They bring together, what was once apart,

        A love that heals, and mends the heart.

        Yet life can be cruel, and illness can strike,

        A battle we must fight, with all our might,

        Through the struggles and pain, love remains,

        A beacon of hope, that never wanes.

        As we honor our ancestors, and their stories we share,

        Our love is a bridge, that spans everywhere,

        From the depths of our hearts, to the heavens above,

        Love is the legacy, that we pass on with love.

        And when death comes knocking, as it does for us all,

        Love is the bond, that will never fall,

        For in the land of Aborigines, where love reigns,

        Our spirits live on, and love remains.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY BEA ESCHEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I Was One Of Many Slaves

      

      The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

      Naguib is a slave who falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his temple.
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        * * *

      

      The Fruit Picker

      

      Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay, and this urges him to break out of his everyday life and see the world in a different light. An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey where he learns about Australia in all its facets; from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.
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        * * *

      

      Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

      

      Homeless and lonely, Sofia has faded into a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she learns of a secret that changes her life in many ways. She meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past.

      In a dramatic turn of events, Sofia is drawn into the lives of others who, like her, are struggling to overcome poverty and grief.
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        * * *

      

      I, Yana

      Since she was a child, Yana has lived in the Cradle, a place for homeless children. Her life is defined by a work routine and being a constant witness to the misery of street children.

      As she grows into a young woman, Yana becomes involved in a mysterious series of dog murders. Together with the charming Inspector Jack Renna, she helps to solve the case, which eventually leads them to a thirty-year-old murder.
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        * * *

      

      Seventy-Five

      By law, like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things are happening around him. His adored daughter reveals a secret that seems too good to be true. It gives George, his family and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.
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        * * *

      

      Orontius, God’s Juggler

      

      In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is that Eberlein and his troupe take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen on his 15th birthday. An adventurous time begins for the boy.

      At the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. It is during this time that he meets Gregory of Metz, with whom he forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the abbot's integrity.

      After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he learns about life in all its brutality, but also in all its beauty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mafalda, the Juggler’s Daughter

      

      Mafalda, third daughter of the juggler Orontius, discovers an ancient coin that bears an eerie resemblance to her own head profile.

      Driven by curiosity, she and her childhood friend embark on a perilous journey to the monastery of St Catherine in Egypt.

      As fate would have it, disaster strikes when their ship sinks. Mafalda's childhood friend vanishes, and she and a young man named Augustus are taken prisoner by the Ottoman Empire.

      As Mafalda and Augustus struggle to survive in a foreign land under threat of slavery, they rely on their quick thinking to escape and seek refuge with Augustus' relatives in Alexandria. Along the way, a love story blossoms between them.

      In Alexandria, their journey takes a dark turn when they uncover a shocking secret that threatens the very foundations of society.

      Undeterred, Mafalda and Augustus continue their quest to unravel the mysteries of the ancient coin. Accompanied by a group of pilgrims, they walk across the desert to St Catherine's Monastery. Mafalda plunges deeper into her spiritual episodes, where she's surrounded by mystical visions and discovers profound truths about her double from the distant past.

      This thrilling and enchanting tale weaves together history, romance, adventure and spirituality. 'Mafalda, the Juggler's Daughter“ is a mesmerising journey through time and space, where a young woman's search for truth takes her on an unforgettable adventure of danger, love and unexpected discoveries.
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        * * *
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