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Chapter 1

The Delta

 

For four hot and thirsty sunnings they squelched across the Nertsea Delta's foot-sucking sand and swirling estuaries. At sun's dying they slept where they fell, their hairy-swine cloaks and Ari's Oriacan sacrificial cloak doing little to halt the cold seeping up from the wet sand. Twice they were attacked by serpents lurking amongst the riverweed and three times they sank into the sinking-mud, saved only by the blessing of the Moon Goddess and Fish's quick thinking.

Ari was the slowest, for although she'd lived the hard life of an Eastern Zoner and had travelled with the Wilderness gypsies, she was not used to such relentless trekking. Fish, with his seasons in the Arid Zone; and Weed and Branch with their stocky Zoner bodies showed no fatigue until they stopped to sleep. 

When they waded through the estuaries Fish helped Ari by tying her to him. Weed also helped. But as it was forbidden for him to touch a female not of his cluster and as his female, Sky, was waiting for him back in Tsae Lake village, he could only advise the fragile Mega where not to step.

Branch did not help Ari. She did not like the too tall, too skinny, white-haired Chiphead. It made no difference that she and Weed had followed Fish into the Southern Zone to find her. That she had fought a Mighty Arena Champion and was almost eaten by sloths while helping save her. Branch had done it all for Fish; not for this weak armed, wobble-legged female with the bad fortune green eyes. The odd thing was that Fish was just as tall and with the same grass green eyes and white hair, yet he did not disgust her. Her head swivelled round to look at Fish and she tried to remember the aversion she'd felt when she was first told by Ant that his Mega Outcast sibling was joining their cluster. It was seasons ago and Fish had become her best friend. So, as her best friend, when his time in the Arid Zone was over and he had to steal a female, he deserved to steal one who was better than this pale skinned Ari. Trudging through the sand, lifting one heavy foot after the other, she thought of whom Fish could steal. In the end she had to admit that as no Eastern Zoner female would agree to be stolen by him Ari was the only one. Unless Ari decided to become a Mega again; or a four-fingered Rebel or Body Harvester hadn't already stolen her.

Branch shuddered. Being stolen by a Body Harvester and carried across the Northern Sea was her greatest fear.
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Fish was sure that by continuing west they would reach the Wilderness Mountains. Weed disagreed. Twice the scar that stretched from his left eye to his lip had itched. Twice he'd gone into a chanting trance repeating the golden-clawed Bear's warning of danger ahead. Each time they'd turned south and travelled for two sunnings before heading west again. Now they'd reached the end of the Nertsea Delta and could see solid land ahead but to reach it they must cross a slick of sinking-mud and a fast-flowing estuary.

With Weed's rope tied around his waist, Fish raced towards the mud slick. On reaching it he threw himself into a belly slide exactly like a marsh crabben. Sliding across it he reached the estuary just as the mud began to suck him under. He kicked hard and swam towards the knife grass that grew along the opposite embankment. Grabbing a clump, he tried to pull himself out of the water but the grass gave way bringing down a blinding shower of dirt. Five times he tried before he found a clump that held his weight.

Once on land he tied the end of his rope to a tree and signalled for Branch and Ari to do as he had done. Although reluctant to touch Ari's pale skin, Branch clasped the Mega's hand and together they ran across the sand and flung themselves belly first onto the mud. Above their heads stretched the rope held taunt by Weed on one side of the estuary and Fish on the other. 

"Grab it and pull yourself along!" yelled Fish. 

But all Ari could think about was how the mud was sucking her down and how deep the water had been when she'd jumped from the Sacrificial Platform into the river Or-Mool; how she'd kicked until her lungs felt as if they would split apart while aiming the gulping gypsy baby towards the river's surface. She'd tricked Or-Mool that time. She'd stolen two sacrificial victims from his hungry mouth, the child and herself. Was it here in this estuary that the god Or-Mool would take his revenge? 

 Branch shouted for Ari to move faster as she pushed the Mega out of the mud and into the river. More shouting and pushing had them finally reach the far bank where Fish grabbed Branch's tunic and Ari's long white hair and heaved them to safety. 

Then it was Weed's turn. Racing across the sand he flung himself onto the slick, but he was heavier than the others and the mud sucked at him faster. Fish, Branch, and Ari hauled him waist deep through the mud until he reached the river. Here the current swept him and the rope he was clasping around in a semi-circle much like a hooked silverfin.

The river serpent rose from the centre of the river. Its double-spiked head was the size of an adult Zoner's fist, its large bulbous eyes, half hidden beneath sharp, bony protrusions, resembled poached pigeon eggs and its gaping mouth showed four rows of dagger-sharp teeth. Weed barely had time to loosen his knife before it dragged him under. A slick of blood rose to the surface as Fish hauled on the severed rope and a spluttering Weed surfaced further downstream only to be dragged under again. 

Fish and Branch raced along the riverbank but there was no more blood or bursting of air bubbles. They had gone a good distance when they heard Ari's shout. Doubling back, they found her hanging over the river with her long legs hooked around a sapling and her thin arms wrapped around Weed's limp body.

They pulled him out onto the grass. Ari cleared his mouth of river grass while Branch pushed on his back, counted to five and pushed again. Muddy water gushed from his blue lips but his chest did not rise. 
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Help him, Moon Goddess, prayed Fish. Save the Future Teller for he and I have yet to find the golden-clawed Bear as the golden-clawed Bear promised.

It was Fish with his head swimming from the lack of oxygen that heard Weed's first hoarse intake of air, and Ari who saw his eyelashes flicker.

Weed gasped, coughed, and filled his lungs and Fish fell back onto the grass. "What took you so long? Were you visiting your golden-clawed Bear?" he demanded.

"Don't joke," hushed a tearful Branch.

For they all knew by the stunned look in Weed's eyes that it had been his birth cycle deity that he'd been visiting and who had almost claimed his living. 

"We saw blood on the water," burst out Ari.

Weed blood-shot brown eyes focused on her. "I stabbed the serpent. How did you find me, Fish?"

"Ari found you."

Weed smiled gratefully at Ari. "I thank you for saving my living, Ari. I will return the favour."

"You already have," answered Ari, pleased that Weed, the eldest of the group, had acknowledged her. Then she saw Branch's annoyed look. 

Ari wanted to tell Branch that she was sorry for refusing to move along the rope when they'd been stuck in the mud. She wanted to explain that she'd thought Or-Mool was going to drown her. But how could she say she was sorry to someone whose ox-brown eyes were filled with such dislike? 

 

[image: Image]

 

Fish squeezed the water from his and Weed's gypsy shirts, pantaloons and felt boots while Branch and Ari squeezed the water from their gypsy skirts and tunics. Branch would have given anything to be wearing her village weave kilt and goat leather boots, but they only had the clothes given to them by the Wilderness gypsies.

Fish helped Weed to his feet, and then shouldering their backpacks, wet capes and his ball and chain weapon, he pointed to the setting sun. "We must find somewhere to sleep before nighting comes."

They left the riverbank with its tubular-rooted shrubs and finger-cutting sword grass and entered a forest of tall trees. Far above their heads stretched a thick canopy that, Fish hand-signalled to Ari, could contain snakes and animals that could hurt them so they must be silent and take care.

Scarlet-leafed katydid vines and nets of hairy-stemmed lianas hung from the canopy, blocking their way or tripping them up. One vine's yellow, trumpet-shaped flowers hung so low that the flowers' sticky petals touched Ari and Fish's heads; leaving a glue-like sheen on their hair.

Beneath each of the trumpet flowers grew a fleshy-leafed plant, its centre full of rainwater and stinkflies. Fish sliced at a leaf of this plant and a red sap resembling blood appeared. Suddenly, the trumpet flower hanging immediately above the wounded plant aimed a stream of sweet-smelling syrup into its quivering centre.

Branch stepped back fast. "Did you see that? It's as if the ground plant called for help to the tree plant--as if they are connected!"

Weed's finger came to his lips. "Sssshhh! We are being followed."

They froze as a rustling noise sounding like something large wriggling over the dry leaves came towards them.

Not hunting animals, hand-signalled Weed, otherwise they'd have stopped when we stopped.

But large, hand-signalled Branch.

Fish pushed Ari ahead of him. "Run," he hissed.

They forced their way through vines as thick as a Zoner's arms, ducked beneath creepers that caused a burning rash when touched and struggled through curtains of hairy-vines that tried to ensnare them. Each time they stopped they heard the rustling behind them.

"I hate this place!" muttered Branch after a third trumpet flower had released its syrup over her head, causing a swarm of stinkflies to settle on her face.
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Ari wanted to agree that she hated the forest too, but she said nothing.

They pushed on through the vines until it became so dark they couldn't see each other, and then Fish pointed to a tree with five buttress roots spreading out over the forest floor. "We'll camp here. If whatever is following us had wanted to, it could have caught us by now, so I think we're safe. I'll take first watch."

Ari and Branch spread their cloak over the roots and crawled beneath them while Weed undid their food bag and shared out the last of the Wilderness Gypsies' sugar plums.

"Next sunning we must find food; even if it has to be tree gorf or nebbuk," he told them.

"Tree gorfs taste foul and I can't eat a nebbuk. I once had one as pet," grumbled Branch. 

"You once had everything as a pet," teased Weed, trying to make her laugh. "It's as well you can't make pets of fruit and vegetables or you'd starve."

Instead of being amused, Branch's voice became even more sullen. "I can't kill and eat something that is soft and cuddly."

Ari wanted to agree; but didn't.

Weed laughed. "Then it's as well you can't see the big grandfather nebbuk crouching above your head waiting for you to throw away your sugar plum pips."

Branch sat up so fast that she became entangled in her cloak. When her short curls finally appeared, she was face to face with a large, red-eared male nebbuk busily combing fleas from his long black tail. While jumping up to shoo him away she left her sugar plums unguarded and with a flash of a black paw the nebbuk stole them.

Weed and Fish couldn't stop laughing. 

Branch crawled back under her cloak. "There's something sour about this forest," she muttered bad-temperedly. "Something very sour."

 Ari waited a moment then she pushed half of her sugar plums under Branch's cloak. A second later the plums were pushed out.

While the others slept, Fish, with his knees pulled up to his chin, listened for the ominous rustling but all he heard was the croaking of a lovesick tree gorf and the yelp of a small creature preyed upon by a larger one. Soon his thoughts strayed to Ari. He'd seen her kind gesture and Branch's refusal and it upset him. Branch was his cluster sister just as Weed was his cluster brother, so what was Ari? Not a friend as he barely knew her, but someone for whom he had travelled far and fought hard; someone who would soon be pushed-over into the Arid Zone to join his and Branch's cluster, but what if Branch didn't want Ari to join them?

No other cluster would accept a Mega just as none would have accepted a Mega Outcast who's Eastern Zoner parents had kept him regardless of their village elders' warnings. Worse still, unlike him, Ari had no family. Her parents, the High Dean Ta and his High Lady Dean thought their daughter to be past living. But what if - once her brain caught up with her sixteen summers living - she wanted to return to their Inner Circle Megalopolis palace? How would her High Dean parents explain to the other High Deans that Ari had been living in an Eastern Zone village with a family of Zoners? And what if she didn't return to Megalopolis? How could he convince Branch that Ari's lack of knowledge wasn't dangerous to their cluster? He sighed and glanced over to where Ari slept. He supposed it all depended on how old her brain was now.

Wing had said that Ari's brain had been around eleven summers old when she'd been stolen and taken to the Southern Zone by the Wilderness Gypsies but Fish was sure her brain was older now. Sometimes her knowledge seemed to equal that of Branch and himself, other times there were great gaps, which left Branch impatient and irritated.

Weed was kinder and Fish hoped that he was too; only things had changed since he and Ari had met in Oriac. Their escape by jumping into Or-Mool and their trek across the Nertsea Delta had left no time for being alone or talking. Also, there were Weed and Branch's feelings and opinions to consider. He looked at the rejected sugared plums, but then there were also Ari's. Pushing the plums under Branch's cloak he shook her shoulder none too gently. 

Branch awoke instantly. "What is it?"

"It's your turn to watch and Ari kindly gave you half her plums. You'd better eat them before they're stolen by a nebbuk."

With his word 'kindly' ringing in her ears Branch threw aside her cloak ready to tell him where Ari could put her sugared plums, but the look in Fish's green eyes warned her. Instead, she whispered sarcastically, "Then I shall have to thank her, otherwise I might find myself crossing the Wilderness Mountains alone."

Fish frowned. "Don't be a thick-headed sworc! Eat the plums!"
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Next sunning, Fish awoke to Weed's shout that Branch was gone. It was the six plum pips piled in a neat pyramid that reminded Fish of her whispered words.     

 


 

 

Chapter 2 

The Grubs' Kitchen

 

They found Branch's cloak behind the tree. Around it were deep scratch marks and beside it lay a puddle of toffee-coloured mucus. 

Weed poked at the mucus. "This rules out burrowing snakes, sworc, tree gorfs, and Wilderness Mountain cats."

Ari pointed to the height of the broken vines around the cloak. "Or anything taller than our knees."

Fish, feeling guilty at arguing with Branch, picked up her cloak and squashed it into his backpack. "Whatever took her mightn't be far away, if we hurry we might catch them." 

The mucus puddles were hard to see in the shadowy light filtering down through the canopy so they travelled slowly. Too slowly, thought Fish glancing up through a gap in the branches. The overcast clouds threatened rain at any moment.

Their stomachs were rumbling hungrily when they found the grubs' kitchen. They'd been climbing steadily when Fish, who was leading, reached the crest of a hill and dropped to the leaf-littered ground. Ari and Weed crawled up beside him.

 On the other side of the hill lay a bare-earthed valley. Within it grew four, enormous, wide-branched trees from which hung hundreds of white pods ranging from tree gorf size to Zoner size. Lying in pulsating pyramids beneath the trees were hundreds of eye-less grubs resembling Tsae Lake water slugs. Except that water slugs were as long as a Zoner finger and without limbs, and these wriggling giants were longer than the tallest Zoner with hundreds of tiny, undulating legs, each ending in a clicking claw.

Fish pointed to the ground around the grubs. It was littered with broken pod shells and bones. Carnivorous, he hand-signalled, and those trees aren't growing seedpods, the seedpods are attached to the branches by dried mucus.

"They look like larvae cocoons," mouthed Weed.

Suddenly one of the grub piles began to heave as each grub attempted to climb onto the back and head of another. Finally, the highest reared up on its back claws and stretching up it hooked its front claws into a swinging pod. With the first grub forming a ladder the others wriggled over it. Soon the pod was covered with bodies chewing at its shell. Suddenly half the pod fell to the ground where it shattered into pieces exposing a mucus-bound body. The grubs that hadn't fallen with the shell dropped on top of the body and before Ari could close her surprised mouth, the body was devoured.

It wasn't Branch, Fish hand-signalled. It had no clothes or hair. But she might be in any one of the other pods, so we have to hurry.

Weed didn't point out that if Branch was wrapped in mucus and sealed up in a pod then it might already be too late. Instead, he hand signalled, Do you have a plan?

Fish shook his head and hand signalled back. Even running as fast as we can the grubs will over-power us before we reach the first tree.

"Not if you were on stilts like the stilt dancers in the Wilderness Circus," whispered Ari. 

Weed closed his eyes to visualise them on stilts. "Stilts might work," he mouthed to Ari. "But we'd need a distraction to keep the grubs from getting in our way."

"I could lure them away."

Fish looked worried at this. "What if they get too close?"

Ari glanced up at the canopy. She had never climbed a vine, but she was sure if she had hundreds of hungry grubs chasing her, she would be able to. "I will climb a vine and pull it up after me and anyway they can't see!"

Fish nodded, "It's a good idea. But I think they can climb vines without seeing, otherwise how do they hang those pods off the branches?"

Ari's green eyes filled with determination. "If they get too close, I will kill them with your ball and chain. Meanwhile we are wasting time. Branch may be suffocating."

With a glance at Weed to show he agreed with Ari, Fish hand signalled that they would go and look for something to make into stilts.

While they were searching for saplings, Ari tore her gypsy skirt off at her knees so she would have something to tie the stilts on with. Next, she plaited some of the material to make a loop, which she tied to the end of a vine. She put her foot into the loop and swung on the vine to see if it would hold her. It did.

The eight saplings Fish and Weed brought back were as tall and as sturdy as village wash-line poles. After cutting foot slots into six of them and tying knives to the ends of the other two, they climbed onto the stilts. Hanging onto vines while Ari tied them to their legs was difficult. Walking on the stilts was harder. Although the spear butts and the two extra stilts, which were for Branch, helped a little. At last, wobbling dangerously and keeping away from each other so they didn't knock each other over, they headed for the closest tree. 

The grubs knew they were coming, and over a hundred blind heads turned in their direction. Then, sensing that their kitchen was about to be robbed, they wriggled uphill to meet Fish and Weed, surrounding them so that it was impossible for them to reach the tree.

"Stab them with the spears," shouted Fish.

The dying grubs let out shrill screams. The wounded sobbed like Zoner children. The others reared up on the back halves of their fat, white bodies, and sprayed Fish and Weed with sticky brown mucus. Stabbing and shuffling, Fish reached the first tree, "Open any Zoner-size cocoon," he yelled.

Ari began shouting the moment Weed and Fish reached the valley floor. She'd chosen the Oriacan Sacrificial war cry, as it was the most frightening thing she'd ever heard. Its unearthly yodel rebounded off the surrounding hills as her long white legs flashed and her feet pounded down the hill after the two stilt walkers. She sped towards the first pile of grubs, only turning back after their blind heads swivelled in her direction. Then she raced back up the hill to safety. 

The grubs started after her but puzzled by the sound of the stilts going in the opposite direction, they turned back and began forming three attack groups. One for each of us thought Fish as the first group wriggled after Ari and the other two wriggled after him and Weed.

The first pod he cut open held a mummified nebbuk. The dry, bony body fell to the ground where the grubs immediately devoured it. The second shell cracked at the touch of his knife. Inside was a mummified animal with a ruffle of white fur around its neck. It too was covered in grubs within moments of hitting the ground. The third contained a living iguana with a gummy mouth and padded feet and no means of defence. It fell, tail thrashing, into the mouths of the grubs. When Fish realised it was still alive, he was sorry he'd released it so abruptly to fall to its death. What if the pod had contained Branch?

Weed found the next two living captives. The first was a large diamond-patterned snake. Its forked tongue flicked past his face as it slithered up the vine into the tree. The second was a grey-skinned male creature. 

Weed saw the grey face pushed up against the pod and thought it was a nebbuk. On his enlarging of the hole that it was breathing through, he almost fell off his stilts when a smooth grey hand reached out and stroked his face. The Grey-skin, as he called it, was smaller than Branch; and hairless. It had an oval face, slanting grey eyes, tiny nose and mouth and pointed ears. It did not speak as Weed cut it free of its mucus bindings.

"I don't know what it is," he shouted to Fish. "But if it drops it will be eaten."

"Point for it to go up the tree, if we can, we'll come back for it later," yelled Fish.

Weed cut through the Grey-skin's mucus bindings and the creature leapt up the vine as fast as a nebbuk while Weed stepped over the ring of grubs that was forming around his stilts and staggered to the next pod.

Fish found the second Grey-skin. It was a female. After slicing her free she shinnied up the vine and squatting on a branch above him jabbered and pointed at another pod. 

The pod looked as if it was too small to hold Branch, and Fish would have passed it by if the Grey-skin hadn't become so agitated that she almost fell off her branch. Expecting to find another like her he cut open the pod and found a folded-up, mucus-bound Branch squashed tightly against the pod's shell, breathing through a hole she'd bitten in it.

"I've found her!"

The minute she was free, Branch warned him not to get too close to the grubs because the saliva they spat out had put her to sleep in less than half a breath.

Fish was too happy at finding her to care about spitting grubs, and for a moment while he cut through her bonds he took his eyes off the waving-limbed creatures climbing on top of each other to reach his material-bound feet.

Branch shrieked a warning. With a yell of surprise Fish stabbed downwards with his spear. This abrupt action caused him to lose his balance and stumble around like a drunken Southern Zoner. He tried to steady himself with Branch's stilt, but the grubs were everywhere and it was only by dropping the stilt and grabbing onto a branch that he saved himself from pitching face first on top of them.

"Climb," he yelled at Branch who was clinging to the swinging pod. "I'll come back with another stilt."

Weed was also in trouble. The grubs had formed a wall around him that was becoming higher with each determined grub. He'd tried knocking down the wall with his extra stilt but the grubs were too solid.
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Up on the hill, Ari heard his shout for help.

After the grubs had followed her a second time, she had raced up the hill to Fish's backpack, where dragging out his ball and chain, she'd spun round preparing to fight, but the grubs had returned to the valley to attack Fish and Weed. So, with the heavy ball and chain slung over her shoulder she galloped down the slope to Weed. Here, swinging the heavy weapon with all her strength, she aimed it at the grub wall.

The spiked ball sliced open the grubs as easily as if she'd been cutting fruit. But it made no difference. The wall was too thick and the grubs had reached Weed's bound boots. Dropping her weapon, she pushed at the wall as hard as she could.

The wall teetered, rocked and toppled. As spitting grubs fell around Weed's stilts Ari turned and ran for the hill. Some of the grubs followed, scuttling along at a speed she'd not expected. At the top of the hill, she leaped for the loop of material. 

The vine swung away from the closest grub's claws but she couldn't climb any higher because the palms of her hands were embedded with hundreds of hair-thin bristles. These hurt so much that when she'd first grabbed the vine, she had almost let it go. Below her the grubs began climbing on top of each other. Realising that if she hung stationary they would reach her she began to swing, crying out each time she put pressure on her hands. 

Above the forest canopy the sky turned a dark purple-grey and a drizzle of rain fell on her uplifted face.

With the collapse of the grubs, Weed soon reached Fish and Branch. "It's raining. We must get to the top of the hill before walking on stilts is impossible."

Fish shook his head. "We can't. I dropped Branch's stilt so I have to get another and there may be more living creatures in the remaining pods."

Weed glanced back at Branch. "She can climb on my back."

It was then Fish realised he had not seen Ari since she'd pushed down the wall of grubs.

"Where's Ari? Ari!"

"I'm all right!" answered a voice from the hill. "I'm safe!"

Relieved to hear her words, Fish wobbled towards the last tree. "Open the cocoons on your tree. I'll open these!" he yelled to Weed.

Moving from pod to pod he slit them open in search of anything breathing. His legs were so tired he could hardly feel his ankles and the material cut into the muscles below his knees but he didn't slow down. Ari was alone and he couldn't go to her until he'd opened all the Grey-skin sized pods.

Weed found an old living Grey-skin. Fish found three past-living Grey-skins and one living female, who once free followed him pointing and jabbering until he opened a small pod and found her living offspring.

Tucking the tiny creature under his arm he turned back in an attempt to reach its mother. Behind her he saw Branch hitch up her gypsy skirt and linked her feet around Weed's waist then the sky opened and down poured the rain blocking out everything.

Globules of water the size of sea-crow eggs drenched them as the trees were buffeted by a wild wind that rattled the empty pods and threw down the unopened ones to break and reveal their mummified prisoners. The three naked Grey-skins screamed as rivers of rain poured down the hills turning the valley into an instant quagmire. 

"Get behind the trees before we're washed away," shouted Fish at a smudgy shape he hoped was Weed and Branch. Then, holding the wailing offspring close to his chest, he hid behind his tree. Weed, with Branch on his back, did the same. Protected by the broad trunks they watched as the deluge swept away the grubs, the pods and the mummified bodies.
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Within a hundred heartbeats the storm was over, blown west by the East Wind. The same East Wind Branch had prayed to from the moment she'd woken up and found herself squashed inside a pod. By the last gust of piercing wind and the last heavy drop of rain, the grubs had drowned beneath a layer of mud that filled the valley. 

"Mud or stilts?" yelled Weed.

"Mud! I can't walk on stilts and carry this wailing thing."

Fish need not have worried about the crying offspring. As the last rivulet ran into the valley its mother slithered down her vine and dropping into the mud she waded over to Fish and held up her grey hands for her offspring.

Fish leaned so far over to hand it to her that he would have toppled over if Weed hadn't grabbed hold of his belt. Hugging her offspring, the Grey-skin waddled back to where the Grey-skin males waited. Then, without a wave or nod of recognition to their saviours, they waded towards the hill and disappeared into the drenched trees. 

Fish sliced through the material that secured his boots to the stilts and was splashing up the hill before Branch had slid from Weed's back.
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Ari couldn't believe the strength of the wind that had tossed her about as if she weighed no more than a dry leaf. Nor could she believe the force of the rain pelting through the torn canopy showering her with twigs and leaves. But, eyes shut, she swung on, afraid that if she relaxed her aching fingers she would fall and the grubs would eat her. 

Fish grabbed her as she swung past him but her grip was so tight that he had to wait for Weed to undo her fingers while he supported her.

"The grubs!" she cried.

"All gone with the rain!"

Then he saw the blisters on her palms and fingers, each one formed around a hair-thin barb embedded in her skin.
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Fish and Weed were trying to pluck out the poisoned-tipped bristles and Branch was flattening out the torn, wet material to make bandages when the younger Grey-skin male stepped out of the forest. 

Without embarrassment at his nudity, he placed two sliced-open leaves from the fleshy-leaf plant onto Ari's hands. The blood-like sap dripped through her fingers and dribbled down her wrists as he jabbered at Branch. Seeing that she didn't understand him he took the material from her and bound the leaves to Ari's palms all the time warbling at Ari in a sympathetic voice.

"Does it make any difference?" asked Fish, staring hard at the large 'circle within a square' scar cut into the Grey-skin's chest.

Ari's green eyes were full of relief as she nodded. 

On finishing the bandaging, the Grey-skin patted her on the head. Next he patted Fish's cropped white hair and Branch's short brown curls. Then he stopped in front of Weed and smiled. Realising that the head patting was a greeting, Weed smiled back and patted the Grey-skin's bald head, then catching hold of the creature's right arm, he greeted him in male Zoner fashion. Fish did the same and then they all stared at each other.

Branch nudged Weed. "I think he wants you to look into his eyes the way he's looking into yours." 

Weed leant forward and gazed down into the Grey-skin's slanting grey eyes and saw an amazing thing, but before he could react the Grey-skin had spun round on his child-size feet and disappeared into the forest. Weed gasped in surprise.

"What's wrong?" asked Fish. 

"When I looked into his eyes I saw hundreds just like him with the same scar on their chests, standing on a long white bridge decorated with snakes." 

"Was looking into his eyes the same as when the golden-clawed Bear talks to you?" asked Branch.

Weed shook his red and brown head. "No. It was as if I were there on the bridge."

"Were there any grubs?" asked Ari.

"Yes. At the jungle-end of the bridge. They were being kept away by fire."

 


 

 

Chapter 3 

Thom-Shri

 

Sunning was almost over by the time they'd found their cloaks, backpacks and the ball and chain, but still they hurried west hoping to put as much distance between them and the grub's kitchen before nighting fell. As they pushed through the vines each of them was thinking about the strange Grey-skins.

Branch tried to guess their ages, but their grey faces were as smooth as the water-washed stones along the shores of Tsae Lake. Fish tried to fathom whether the noises they made were a language or just jabbering, while Weed suggested they might be the Primitives that the Oriacans hunted for sacrifice. But Ari, who'd seen the Primitives, said they weren't; and that Primitives didn't have scars.

"The female didn't have a scar," said Branch, then thinking of her own breasts, she was glad that Eastern Zoners forbade the disfiguring of bodies, and equally glad that she wasn't a Southern Zoner who thought metal piercing, body scarring, and face tattooing were beautiful.

"I'm hungry," said Fish, slicing at a trumpet flower. "What do you think that sheep-like animal with the fur collar ate when it was living?"

They watched the yellow flower empty into the wounded red flower, and then Weed answered. "Roots, leaves, trumpet flowers. Any might be edible." 

"Or poisonous," added Branch. "Have you noticed that there aren't any birds?"

Fish gestured up at the canopy. "That's because the fruit is above the canopy. The birds don't need to come below it." 

Branch glanced up and then behind her to where the forest was darkest, "Which leaves the big, creepy things down here. That snake Weed set free didn't look too friendly and the iguana was big enough to swallow a three-horned hog."

They all agreed and they all walked closer to each other into the gloom.
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As there were no wide buttressed trees in this part of the forest they chose a flat sparsely-covered space with a rock-face on one side and a deep drop on the other. With Ari and Fish taking the first watch, Branch and Weed, with their heads on their backpacks, were asleep within minutes when Ari pointed to two flames dancing through the trees towards them. 

Fish prodded Weed awake and they felt for their knives while Ari woke a reluctant Branch. The flames stopped two arm's length from where they crouched. They heard a soft jabbering and then one of the torches was held close to the young Grey-skin's face before being handed to Weed.

While Weed held the torch up so they could all see, the Grey-skin circled their camp miming how they must light a fire to keep the grubs away. To make sure they understood, he handed the second torch to Branch and began dragging firewood out of the undergrowth. Weed and Fish joined him. Soon they were surrounded by a ring of heaped-up wood. The Grey-skin then mimed for Branch to set the wood alight.
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Only Ari saw him leave. The others were too busy trying to keep the damp wood alight. Once the fire took hold, they looked up to thank him and saw that he was gone. Weed stared over the flames into the darkness. "I vouch he is out there. If we'd been able to understand him, we could have asked him where to get some food." 

As if the Grey-skin had heard and understood, three large, melon-shaped fruit sailed over the flames. The fruits were covered in a thick, black rind but when split open were full of sweet pulp that tasted like Eastern Zoner porridge. With their hunger appeased, Weed and Branch lay down again while Ari and Fish sat watching the fire.

Fish glanced at the Mega female. Her face was dirty, her white hair was tangled and mud encrusted, and her thin arms and legs scratched. "How are your fingers?"

"Better. Next sunning I will not need the leaves."

"You were very brave to push down the grubs."

"No braver than you."

"You didn't have stilts."

"If I had I would have fallen off them. My legs are too long. In Tsae Lake village the Zoner offspring entitled me Fishing Ibis or Stumble Stork."

Fish smiled as he remembered how the village offspring had teased him in the same way. "I like the title Fishing Ibis best. I could never steal a female entitled Stumble Stork."

There followed a silence punctured by gorf croaks while Fish waited to see if Wing had explained the Outcast stealing process to Ari. Finally, she asked, "Why would you want to steal me, Fish?"

"Because every Outcast male must steal a female and every Outcast female must be stolen!" Then he added quickly. "But you do not have to agree to be stolen by me. Once you are in the Arid Zone you may wish to re-enter Megalopolis."

Ari shook her head. "I don't think so. From what Wing has told me it is not a kind place. When will I be pushed-over into the Arid Zone?"

"When Wing says you're ready."

"Will you wait for me at the charcoal pits and guide me to your cluster base?"

"Of course."

"And when will you steal me?"

Fish felt his face turn red. "When your Arid Zone time is over and you must cross back."

After that, they fell silent while Ari thought about her Pushing-Over Ceremony and Fish wondered how he could change the Outcast rule of not being allowed to steal a female from one's own cluster. Then Ari asked if living in the Arid Zone was as hard as everyone said it was.

Fish nodded, "The Arid Zone is dangerous. There are four-fingered Rebels who place explosive nets on the highway so they can demand a toll payment from those going to trade at the border markets. There are drunken Southerners with monstrous machines that hunt us and try to run us down and there are Northern Body Harvesters waiting to steal Eastern Zoner females. Each middle nighting we enter Megalopolis under the gaze of the blank-faced Mega guards and their enormous mastiffs and finally, no matter what we scavenge, there is never enough food."  

"Then why are we pushed-over?"

 Fish frowned at her question. Perhaps Wing had not explained everything after all. "If we don't clean Megalopolis the Megas will stop the rain. Tsae Lake will dry up and our villages will perish. Or they will send too much rain and flood our village and we will drown."

"Is that why the Tsae Lake villagers hate me?"

Hearing the pain in her voice, Fish wanted to hug her, but instead he chose his words carefully. "Zoners have hated Megas ever since the Megas poisoned the Arid Zone that the Ancient Pre-Knowledge writing tells us was once as fertile as any Eastern Zoner field and since the first Knowledge Chip was invented. Zoners think the Megas are selfish and wasteful, that their muscle-less bodies are useless, and that their green eyes bring bad fortune." 

Ari turned to stare at him with worried green eyes. "Do the Eastern Zoners hate you too?"

Fish ran his fingers through his short white hair and narrowed his own bad fortune green eyes. "I am an Eastern Zoner and a Mega Outcast. Before me, all the other Tsae Lake Zoner Outcasts were sold as freaks to the Wilderness Circus or left to be eaten by the bears in the Wilderness Mountains. I am the first Outcast in my village to reach pushing-over age."

"But do they hate you?"

"My older sibling Bird doesn't, but his double brother Ant does not care for me. My mother, Wing, loves me but my father, Thorn doesn't. My cluster brothers and sisters, Weed, Sky, Spider, Rock and Branch, like me; but the Tsae Lake villagers don't."

Ari sighed. "Link and the Wilderness Gypsies liked you enough to save us from the Punisher and the Oriacans."

Fish smiled as he remembered Link and Hail. "And I have friends in the Southern Zone," he added.

Ari wrinkled up her nose in distaste at the thought of the Southern Zone. "I have no friends there. Fuar Papul's female called me a spell-spinning hexard and blamed me for her offspring's white hair. But your mother Wing likes me, and you and Weed like me, but Branch..."

 "Likes you," grunted Branch from beneath her muddy cloak. "But I would like you more if you would let me sleep."

Fish put his finger to his lips, and he and Ari waited for Branch's breathing to grow heavy; then Ari placed her mouth close to his ear. "I've been thinking about the fire giving Grey-skin. Except for his language and his grey skin, he is the same as us, the Oriacans, the Wharfs, and the Primitives. If we see him again we should ask him his title and if he doesn't understand we should entitle him Fire-giver."
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They changed watch at middle nighting and awoke to the aroma of roasting roots and fat, red worms brought by the Grey-skin. While they ate, Fish repeated Ari's words about the Grey-skin having a title and how they should ask him what it was.

Weed looked dubious. "Have you heard how he speaks? It's a mixture of bird chirps and nebbuk hoots."

Branch swallowed a red worm without chewing it. "I think Fire-giver is a good title. I just wish he wore clothing. I spend all my time staring at his face so I won't be ill-mannered."

"Me too," giggled Ari.

 Ari's giggle made Branch giggle. The more they looked at each other the more they giggled.

In the end a disgusted Weed and Fish picked up their cloaks and backpacks as a sign that it was time to move. Ari and Branch, still giggling, followed. 

The air beneath the canopy was warm and steamy but Weed and Fish did not remove their leggings or their shirts due to Ari and Branch's amusement at Fire-giver's naked body and the many rash-producing vines that blocked their way.

So intent were they on avoiding these vines that they didn't see the shadows flitting through the trees until their way was blocked by a crowd of Grey-skins males. All had scars similar to Fire-giver's, and many had long, striped snakes slung around their necks worn much like an Eastern Zoner wore a tree-squirrel fur scarf.

"They have no weapons," mouthed Ari.

"One bite from a snake that big and you'd sleep for two sunnings. Two bites and you wouldn't wake up," warned Weed.

Fish smiled at the Grey-skins and pointing west, he mimed the four of them passing through the crowd and climbing the distant mountains. The Grey-skins mimed the group turning round and returning the way they'd come. Fish shook his head and stepped forward. The jabbering grew louder the crowd parted and a new group of Grey-skins pushed through. The new comers all had a 'square within a square' scar carved into their chests; all carried spears, and only one wore a snake.  

Weed recognised the older Grey-skin who he'd saved at the same time as the Grey-skin seemed to recognise him. Shaking off his attendants, he limped up to Weed and staring deeply into Weed's brown Zoner eyes, then he patted Weed's brown and red striped hair. Weed, with his eyes on the Grey-skin's snake's flickering tongue, returned the pat. This caused a murmur of pleasure to pass through the 'square within a square' scarred Grey-skins and a combined grunt of annoyance to come from the 'circle within a square' scarred Grey-skins.

The old Grey-skin moved on to stare into Fish and Branch's eyes, pat their heads and to receive Fish and Branch's pats in return. On reaching Ari he did not stare into her eyes instead he stretched up and released her hair from its silk string. The sight of her long white hair falling each side of her slim face so surprised the watching Grey-skins that their jabbering stopped. Then the 'circle within square' group began to shake their heads and the 'square within a square' group began to stamp their feet.

Suddenly Fire-giver broke through the barrier of grey bodies. Ignoring the old Grey-skin but nodding to Fish's group, he turned and jabbered at the crowd. Smiles broke over the faces of those with the 'circle within a square' scars, while those with the 'square within a square' scar began to frown and mutter. With a grunt of impatience, the older Grey-skin elbowed Fire-giver out of the way and then turning to face Weed he tapped his scared chest and jabbered, "Chirr."

Weed tapped his chest, "Weed."

Chirr tapped Fish, Branch and Ari's chests. Each said their title, which Chirr and the crowd repeated. Then clasping Weed's arm, Chirr led Weed, with the others following, through the crowd to the other side. In front of them was a well-used road.
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As they walked along the road with Chirr and his Grey-skins, they saw, hidden amongst the vines and trees, the ruins of many buildings, some large some mere heaps of rock. Finally, they reached a ruin that interested Chirr more than the others. It contained a square tower with a huge, pointed doorway. Inside this doorway were five more doorways each set within the other. On both sides of all the doorways was a carved frieze of three dancing females. Dwarfing the tower was a tree with roots so intertwined in the ruins that tree, tower and doorways had become one. 
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