THE Governor put on his feathered hat and a stern expression and indicated that Maggie should take especial care to ensure Yilgarn understood. “You have broken the enshrined British legal code which protects you. Respect it and you shall be treated well; break it and you are punished severely. Tell your people this.”

While Maggie and Billy between them were  repeating the threat, and striving not to lose its original fervour as they faced the fierce prisoner, the Governor considered how he should make an example of him. “Clearly the natives have no concept of right or wrong,” he commented to Irwin. “They steal freely from us and murder at a whim.” 

“An eye for an eye,” proposed Irwin. “A leg for a leg of lamb. One merciful stroke of the axe, sir.” 

The prisoner Yilgarn showed no expression on his proud face. Governor Stirling shook his head, pondered a moment, then told the black man, via Maggie. “I sentence you to fifty lashes. It is for your own good.”

Watching Yilgarn’s eyes for some sign of understanding, Maggie passed on Stirling’s promise: “You shall feel great pain, but your crime shall be atoned. It is the just British way.”

YILGARN the Bold made no resistance when they strapped him to the flogging triangle at the fort. In accordance with naval and army custom, all ranks were paraded to witness the punishment. The Governor made it known this event held significance for the future of the colony.

Ordered to be there, Maggie shuddered as the drum rolled and the flailing cat sliced Yilgarn’s back. He gave not so much as a grunt. Fifty times the weighted scourge tore flesh, a burly soldier striking with enthusiasm until the muscular back was red mush. 

With each stroke, as blood and chips of flesh sprang away, Maggie saw the whipper’s frustration grow in failing to force a cry from the victim. She knew Corporal Butcher’s reputation. This sallow sadist with flaring grey sideburns was notoriously expert with the

“Boong!” he grunted as he slashed. It was one of the few Noongar words learned by the white settlers and adopted into their slang with glee, and used when they disparaged the Noongars. It meant arsehole.

Corporal Butcher succeeded in stripping the prisoner’s back to  the bone, yet could not make him scream. “Bloody animal!”  he cursed at the end, flinging down the gory lash. “They can’t feel pain.”

As they loosened the wrist and ankle straps, a medical orderly doused Yilgarn’s rawmeat shoulders with a disinfecting bucket of brine, and the sting of it drew up that noble head. The prisoner stood tall, his eyes met Stirling’s and he took a purposeful step, blocked instantly by two marines.

“Let him pass,” Stirling ordered.

Yilgarn was slightly stooped from his wounds, but showed his teeth in an amazing smile. “British me,” he rejoiced. “Brother you.”

Stirling asked Maggie to assist and she passed on Yilgarn’s astonishing speech: “Great Whiteskin Elder who goes walkabout upon the ocean, thank you. Now all is well between our people. You and I are brothers in the British Way. Now that I have earned the protection of the British Law, it is fitting that you, Great Whiteskin Brother, must visit my homeplace in the hills. We shall make a grand corroboree and exchange firesticks.”

“You see?” crowed a delighted Stirling to Irwin and the other assembled officers and government officials. “He wants to have a special ceremony to show me respect and to cement our friendship.”

To Maggie he instructed, “Tell him it is a great and generous invitation, which I am delighted to accept most readily.”

She delivered this acceptance, while Yilgarn continued grinning at the Governor. Then, fingering the tribal scars on his shoulder, Yilgarn added effusively, “You shall be honoured by my people by having your shoulder marked, and your honourable foreskin shall be lopped.”

At first, Billy Cockroach translated this as “receiving the traditional honours”, but when pressed for more details he gave them  baldly. “He want slice your prick. You drink his piss, he bite your foreskin, everybody eating small  piece. Circumspection. Sub-division.”

“Circumcision?” puzzled Stirling. “Sub-incision?”

“That it. Cutting white cock. Great honour.”

Maggie suppressed a giggle. “Governor, he thinks he has just undergone the white man’s initiation rites,” she explained. “He is offering the same honour to you.”

The Governor paled. “My god, Irwin, will these wretched people never learn the British way of doing things!”

He managed to extend his gratitude to Yilgarn but added they must talk further about the friendship rites at a later date. “Tell him much later,” he stressed to Maggie. “Much, much later.”

Yilgarn, released, was allowed to depart but Billy Cockroach ran after him. “Hey, wait! One moment.” Maggie heard his question: “I didn’t know you hills people went in for sub-incision and circumcision?”

“We don’t,” Yilgarn winked, “but did you see his face go like a swamp toad?”

“Wah! After so much pain, you joke!”

“To the death, brother,” vowed Yilgarn, “to the death.”

Dutifully, Maggie reported this overheard exchange to Major Irwin but it was not taken seriously. Four days later, when Corporal Butcher, the British punishment expert, was patrolling the perimeter of the army barracks, a boomerang sliced him just above the adam’s apple. At least, that was the opinion of Doctor Collie, who had become familiar with the various kinds of wounds his vocation threw up for treatment. 

It was a guess, because the weapon was not found, and Corporal Butcher died before he was able to tell anyone what had happened.

There was never an explanation and no further pow-wows, but Maggie felt each race recognised the slaying as a declaration of war. Unless checked now, she feared it would rage through the generations ahead, across the bridgeless chasm of beliefs that were sacred to each side.

