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Chapter 1

The Enemy

 

Fish put his finger to his lips and Branch froze with her arms spread wide against the cliff face, her frightened eyes staring down into the abyss. 

The sound of sliding pebbles came closer. Fish plucked Branch's shirtsleeve to signal for them to continue as silently as possible.

It was middlenighting and the Moon Goddess was hiding her face. The track was rough and littered with stones, which was to be expected; it had only been used twice by Ant's cluster after they'd been ambushed on the Old Chain path. Now others had discovered this new track; others who were stalking Fish and Branch for no good purpose.

Fish stretched his long leg over the rock fall, and then he leant back to help Branch, whose legs were shorter. Her nervous brown eyes held his green ones as he pulled her over the void. Behind them the noise of their pursuers sounded closer.

"We must hide," mouthed Fish.
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Branch didn't bother to ask where. Her raised eyebrows said it for her. Above her curly head was sheer rock, while below her clothbound sandals the cliff fell away into a bottomless gorge. As far as she was concerned, they were as exposed as two stink-flies on a muscat's carcass. All they could do was move faster and hope they reached the desert before their stalkers caught them. Or, she surmised without much enthusiasm, they could stand and fight. But as she was last and Fish could not change places with her, it was she who would have to fight in a space so small that her toes hung over the ledge. Fighting, she decided, was not an option.

"Perhaps it is Twig's cluster," she whispered for the twentieth time as they edged along the rock face.
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Fish didn't bother to remind her that they'd lost Twig's cluster on the other side of the old chain-path. Or that had it been Twig's cluster, Twig would have signalled to them.

Rounding a boulder, he stopped short, holding his hand out to halt Branch. One more step and they would have plunged into the gorge exactly as the ledge in front of them had. There was no way over the landslide and to slide down such a steep slope into whatever was below, would mean their end-of-living.

Fish's eyes narrowed with desperation then he pointed above their heads. "We must reach that ledge."

Branch leant back in an attempt to see the ledge and would have toppled over if Fish hadn't grabbed her kilt and pulled her back.

"I can't climb that hi..." she started, but he was already cupping his hands for her foot.

She didn't believe there was a ledge. What she believed was that she would over-balance and fall to her past-living, but at his urgent whisper, "Leap as I heave," she put her foot into his hands and her hands against the rock face. As he heaved he felt her sturdy body spring and then she was above his head, her sandals scrambling as she pulled herself onto a space no wider than a one-horned ground hog's hollow.

Fish quickly dislodged a larger boulder to make it look as if they had gone down the landslide. Smaller boulders, stones and gravel followed. Then he stripped off the cloth from around his feet and stretching up felt for the dents and bumps in the cliff face. There were too few, and these barely big enough for his fingers and toes to find a surface to grasp. Suddenly, there came a shout and he sprang. Clawing his way up the perpendicular surface he prayed to the Moon Goddess for her help.

Branch squashed herself into the wall to take up the smallest space possible, yet there was still scarcely enough room for two. She clung to Fish's shoulders so that he would not over-balance as he pulled his legs up just in time.

Below them the hunters had discovered the rockslide. "They've gone down the landslide!"

"They'd be head-sick if they have!"

"Or past-living!"

The loudest voice argued that he'd heard the noise of them descending. Another shouted that they'd reached the opposite side. But the other three voices disagreed. 

Fish listened for the leader's voice but there wasn't one particular voice more commanding than the rest.

"Are they Rebels?" mouthed Branch.

He shrugged.

It was common for nine-fingered Rebels to roam the Highland gravel pits and the Lowland charcoal hills, ambushing newly crossed-over Zoners or attacking Outcast couples crossing-back after their time in the Arid Zone.

The cluster groups and traders, who had once paid the Rebels' toll price to travel the Eastern Highway, had stopped using it after the Rebels began demanding half of what was in their carts. Now the only trade done between the Outcasts and their Eastern Zone families was done in secret.

The Rebel attacks frightened the weaker and smaller clusters, but other than fortifying their bases with extra metal, there was nothing they could do. The Megas continued to remove the forefingers of any Outcast they caught stealing in their city, and without ten perfect fingers the Outcasts could not enter Megalopolis. So unable to scavenge from the Mega's rubbish, the survival of the nine-fingered Rebels depended on their preying upon any Outcast cluster they could find. It was as simple as that.

An argument broke out amongst the Rebels. The insulting taunts were so colourful that Fish was unable to contain his curiosity. He peered over the ledge.

Are they Southerner? hand-signalled Branch.

He shook his head. 

Southern Outcasts wore goggles resembling blind frog's eyes, hideous metal masks, knitted metal helmets covered in spikes or head-coverings of spotted margat fur stretched over a one-horned ground hog's skulls. They were also taller and more muscular than Eastern Outcasts. The four males below wore dung-coloured cloth draped over their shoulders and heads. Fish and Branch wore similar head-coverings to protect themselves from the Wasteland dust that could parch their throats and dry out their eyes so fast that without protection, they would become sightless within one sunning.

Branch breathed a sigh of relief. If the voices had belonged to Southern Outcasts then she and Fish would have been chased, mocked, jeered and tortured before being strung up upside down to die slowly. Even she would have suffered great pain before death. As unlike the Northern Zoners, the Southern Outcasts had no desire to steal Eastern Outcast females. A Southern Outcast male preferred a female who could wrestle, ride a bucking eight-wheeled vehicle, and guzzle fig wine as fast as he could.

Branch leant closer. "What's happening?"

"They're Rebels, and they are arguing as to whether they should go over the landslide after us."
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Branch relaxed a little. Rebels might not kill them. Especially if they saw that she and Fish were only poorly clothed, unarmed Outcasts, unarmed except for Fish's Western Zoner stone-sling-shot. But then again, if they were hungry, the fact that she and Fish were carrying no food might infuriate them and they might push them off the track. Her newfound relief evaporated at the thought of being hurled down the landslide.

"If they didn't cross over, they must be here," announced a new voice. Fish drew back fast, hand signalling to Branch that Four-Fingered Gull was below.

"Or they could have hidden somewhere along the track," argued another. 

"Then we are wasting our time," said a third. "There is only one full moon-nighting, and there are other pushed-over Zoners with full backpacks wandering the charcoal paths. Let us hunt for them instead."

"I want these two," growled Four-fingered Gull.

"Then search for them yourself!"

There was a burst of angry muttering, the sound of shuffling and a few blows, then the Rebels backed along the track. 

Fish counted one hundred heartbeats before looking again. The track was empty. He smiled back at Branch. "They're gone, but I think it best if we rest here until sunning. What say you?"
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Branch agreed. She hadn't slept since returning from scavenging in Megalopolis. Then there had been the long trek to accompany Bird and his stolen female to the beginning of the Highland Gravel Pits, followed by their return and ending in their hurried flight down the new track with the Rebels behind them.  

"You sleep first," urged Fish. "I'll watch and make sure you don't roll off the ledge."

"What if you roll off the ledge?" she countered, annoyed that he had sensed how tired she was.

Fish stifled a yawn, "I am not sleepy. I also wish to consider what we must do now we are a cluster of two."

His words caused her even more annoyance. "I have been a cluster member longer than you, and I have the right to a voice. I will stay awake and we can discuss it."
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Fish wanted to smile at such determined demands coming from so small and tired a female. But he knew that a smile would turn Branch's annoyance into anger, and a small ledge was no place to be angry on, so he spoke carefully.

"Then this is my voice. To enter Megalopolis, a cluster must contain at least four members. Even then the Western Outcast clusters will attack and steal anything of value that such a small cluster has scavenged. So we have two choices. One, to wait and see if any new Outcasts will join us, but that is unlikely, as who would choose a small cluster when one's survival depends on a larger cluster? And then," Fish touched his long brown hair where the white-blonde roots were beginning to grow through, "There's the problem of me."

He didn't elaborate, but Branch knew that no Zoner family would agree to their son or daughter joining a cluster that included such a dangerous element as a Mega Outcast. And no matter how Fish disguised himself--dying his hair and covering his narrow un-Zoner face with layers of cloth--he was a Mega Outcast.

Knowing that his next words would not please her, Fish continued slowly, "Or we could join Twig's cluster; that which was once Rock's cluster."

 

[image: Image]

 

Branch frowned so hard that her eyebrows almost met in the centre. She disliked Twig with a passion. She hated the way he watched her out of the corner of his too small, too close together eyes. She thought his behaviour too bossy and arrogant towards his four cluster females and had no wish to join them. She was also sure that Twig would not welcome the older and more experienced Fish. Branch had not told Fish, but she had already decided that she would not join a cluster that did include him. He was her cluster brother and had saved her living more than once. She would not leave him.

"Did Twig invite us to join his cluster?"

Fish shook his head.

"Then hadn't we better wait 
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Fish wound his long scarf around his head and neck and settled down to wait for the next sunning. Beneath the cloth, his narrow face--so different from Branch's flat-cheeked, snub-nosed one--turned serious as he thought of Twig. It was likely that the younger Outcast would not welcome him into his cluster; but he would welcome Branch. Twig had a great liking for Branch, although it was clear Branch had no similar liking for Twig. Fish sighed at the thought of losing his small stubborn companion, and he wondered how he would survive alone.

Living the last four seasons with Ant and Bird's cluster, he had forgotten how different and lonely he'd been back in his home zone. Now it flooded back. He was too tall, too thin; his straight blonde hair had to be dyed brown with wild purple-onion juice; and his sharp features had to be hidden for fear of him bringing calamity to his cluster. If Twig would not accept him, he would have to become a Rebel. But would a Rebel cluster accept him any more willingly? Or would he be forced to live out his remaining seasons scavenging through the rubbish piles of the Arid Zone like a tremble-squirrel or a wounded margat until he starved to death or was captured by Southerners? 

As always when he was alone, he began thinking of Ari and wondering how fast she was learning the Eastern Zoner ways. If she were happy and if the Zoners treated her better than they had treated him? He wondered if she was still Mega thin; if Wing was training her to stoop so that her height wouldn't single her out, and if her silver-white hair was dyed with wild purple-onion juice as his had been since his birth.

His thoughts became more personal as he wondered if when Ari had learned enough to be pushed-over, would she demand to be returned to her Mega family? Or would she join the cluster he was in? If he had a cluster. And when she was of crossing-back age would she accept to be stolen by him? If so, how could he steal her? Stealing a female from one's own cluster was forbidden. So would he do as scarred-faced Weed had done? Would he join another cluster? Once again, the question of which cluster would have him came up.

Reminded of Weed, his thoughts began to wander again. Weed, the wise future-teller, had done the unspeakable; so why couldn't he? Weed had chosen Sky as his stolen female. Sky, who had been entitled Shamrock before Northern Body Harvesters stole her and contaminated her. Sky, the untouchable and forgotten until Fish had demanded that their cluster save her, and who had joined their cluster, making her Weed's cluster sister and so unstealable by him; until he'd done the unthinkable and joined Rock's cluster.

Everyone missed Weed. They missed his kindnesses and his gentle, healing hands. They even missed his weird chanting and his foretelling of the future through the words of the golden-clawed Bear. But within two seasons Weed had stolen Sky and Ant's cluster had more things to worry about.

On the full moon nighting that Sky and Weed crossed-back into the Eastern Zone and Rock and Ant's clusters had accompanied them to the edge of the Highland Gravel Pits, the Moon Goddess's cream-coloured disc was scarred by a jagged, red streak much like the scar that disfigured Weed's left cheek. On the two clusters return journey everyone remarked upon the Moon Goddess's strange disfigurement, and all pondered on its meaning, but only Fish knew.

Minutes after leaving their quarry base a distraught Weed had dragged Fish behind a pyramid of metal out of sight of the rest of the cluster. Here he'd whispered that the golden-clawed Bear had spoken to him and had foretold a terrible happening. "He predicted that just as the moon's face is split in two, so will Sky and I be parted until the Punisher is punished." Weed's eyes were full of anguish. "Parted as if Sky was stolen again by the Body Harvesters."

"Did the Goddess tell you who the Punisher is?"

Weed clasped and reclasped his hands while shaking his head.

"Can't you ask the golden-clawed Bear?" 

But Fish already knew that any second the distraught Weed would be rubbing his scar and staring at him with blank eyes, the golden-clawed Bear's future prediction forgotten as if he had never heard them.

"Ask who what?" demanded Weed. "What are we doing in here? Where is Sky?"

"You brought me here to tell me what your bear told you."

Weed looked alarmed. "What did it say? Nothing bad about our crossing-back?" Nothing bad about Sky and me!"

Not wishing to cause his friend grief over something that could not be explained, Fish, while making the sign of the Moon Goddess on his left palm, lied to Weed. "He said you must take care when passing through the Highland Gravel Pits."

"So we must," agreed Weed, relieved that it wasn't anything more sinister.

Regardless of the scarred faced moon, Weed and Sky crossed-back safely to much rejoicing in Weed's tent village, or so said the message carried back to Ant's cluster by an Eastern message-bird.

The next to leave was beautiful, black-eyed Spider who had agreed to be stolen by Rock. Once again, the two clusters travelled to the edge of the gravel pits. This time the Moon Goddesses' face was round and golden as she smiled down upon the couple.

Fish mourned Spider's leaving. She was his best friend. He missed their lively conversations and their animated arguments as they'd crouched over the quarry's campfire. Spider had been the first female, other than his mother, to accept him. The first female close to his own age to say that she could see nothing wrong with his white hair and uncanny green eyes. Adding, a little tactlessly, that although Eastern Zoners knew that green eyes brought bad fortune and that his hair was truly ugly, now that she knew him better she found neither as repulsive as she thought she would. Nor, she'd insisted, could she see anything wrong with him being taller, thinner and sharper-featured than his brown-eyed, brown-haired double brothers. She'd added proudly that she was the tallest female in her home-zone and it had done her no harm.

Spider was also the first cluster female to touch him; to link arms with him, to lean close and whisper secrets in his ear, her warm breath touching his too white skin. Skin that should have made her shudder but hadn't. Fish loved her for that. Not in a female-stealing way but in a brotherly way. He believed that if his blood sister, Grass, had not lost her living in the Arid Zone, she would have resembled Spider. 

After Spider and Rock's crossing-back, there was a gap of two seasons before Fish's double brothers, Ant and Bird reached their crossing-back age. 

Ant went first, stealing Blade; a female closely resembling Lell, the beautiful Western female he'd fallen in love with eight seasons earlier. No one thought the finicky, arrogant Blade a good choice. For although her hair was thicker and darker than any other Eastern Outcast female's and her eyes were beautifully-shaped, they stared brazenly at other males, and her lips turned sulky when she did not get her own way.

"Her beauty does not reach her heart," Weed warned Ant.

 But Ant saw only how much Blade favoured Lell, and he was sure that once in his home-zone he would change her sullen nature to one more closely resembling that of the happy, laughing Western Outcast. So he and Blade crossed over with the mastiff stolen from Megalopolis by Fish.

Bird's crossing-back preparation came next. First he asked Feather the eldest female in Twig's cluster if she agreed to be stolen by him. Feather could not believe her good fortune, as Bird was by far the most popular of the Outcast males of crossing-back age. Everyone agreed that Feather was the perfect match for handsome Bird. She was as garrulous as he was silent and as expansive as he was controlled. So Fish and Branch travelled to the pits for the fourth time in four seasons. Only this time, whilst returning through the middlenighting mist, they'd become parted from Twig's cluster, and wary of the Old Chain path had taken the new track.

Fish changed position. Hanging his cramped legs over the ledge, he studied the fading stars. The mighty silver city of Megalopolis was so far away that its metal walls were below the horizon, but its silver light shone above it like a false rising sun.

As the new sunning appeared, Fish visualised the clusters; tired after a nighting of cleaning the Inner Circle, or scavenging in the three outer circles, rushing to empty their carts onto the piles of rubbish that dotted the Arid Zone. 

A cluster of three; Bird, Branch, and Fish had been refused entry into Megalopolis. Instead, they were forced to live off their provisions until Bird stole Feather. Then there was only Branch and Fish.

Thinking of food made Fish realise how hungry he was, and how hungry Branch would be when she awoke. Food made him think of Wing and how hard she must have worked preparing for her double sons' crossing-back celebrations. How busy she must have been collecting tantenberries to mix into the stuffing of the one-horned ground hogs that Thorn would have trapped. How late into the nightings she would have baked the sweetmeats, tarts and sauces that would be talked about seasons to come. He wondered if Wing had taught Ari to bake such delicacies. His stomach rumbled and he shook his head to stop thinking of food and thought of Thorn instead.

Thorn's pol pouch must be empty after providing fig wine twice in two full moons. If he had been able to buy fig wine, that is. What with the Rebels laying in wait to steal it from those who brought it from the Western Zone border market through the Arid Zone to the Eastern Zone border market.

"Something has to be done about the Rebels," he muttered to the fading Moon Goddess. What, he wasn't sure. Many of the Rebels had only done exactly as he'd done every middlenighting. Steal a few extra pieces of a Mega's fruit and a few metal garden implements to exchange for one-horned ground hog meat. Just a few bits of this and that to stay alive in the Arid Zone.

Only the Rebels hadn't only stolen food. Many of them were caught kidnapping High Megas to have their Knowledge Chips removed, or caught when selling the chips to other not so High Megas who couldn't afford the more up-dated Knowledge Chips. But hadn't he also been party to just such a theft? Fortunately, he had not been caught. Because if he had what would have become of him once the Megas discovered he was one of them?


 

 

Chapter 2

The Message

 

The western-facing cliff remained in deep shadow long after sunning, so Fish let Branch sleep, waking her only after the sun's rays touched the edge of their ledge.

Ever since his first nighting in the Arid Zone, when Branch had squirmed under his arm to watch the six grotesque machines driven by the drunken Southerners, Fish had looked after the youngest Outcast in their cluster. Over the seasons he had taught her how to read and write the Ancient Knowledge writing and how to protect herself with his elgae style of fighting. 

How Ant had scoffed when he'd seen Fish teaching Branch how to trip, snatch and toss a heavier opponent. But after Branch had successfully thrown Ant five times, Ant had reluctantly agreed that the entire cluster should learn to fight like the elgae bird. So Fish had taught them all, but Branch remained his best pupil, for she was the smallest and the most afraid. Two ingredients Fish insisted were of paramount importance in making a good fighter.
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Branch woke refreshed and ready to go until she peered over the ledge. Within an instant she was no longer interested in hurrying anywhere. Especially over a ledge with a drop six times the height of Megalopolis's silver metal walls, and especially as she had to go first.

Fish handed her the end of the rope he wore coiled around his waist. "Tie this around your waist and I will lower you."

"And who will lower you?" she queried, mainly to waste time while she gathered her courage.

"I climbed up. I can climb down."

Branch rolled onto her stomach, hung her legs over the ledge and felt for the footholds and the finger-holds Fish assured her were there. After a scary moment of waving her feet about she found one, but couldn't find a second. Suddenly her foot slipped. With a shriek she fell and then floundered against the rock face as she hung suspended over the dizzying abyss.

"Don't panic! Slide down the wall to the track."

Branch inched her way down the cliff, with her legs feeling as boneless as the strange orange gelatinous blobs that fed at the mouth of the Tsae River. On reaching the track she steadied herself with her back against the cliff and then she shouted up for him to climb down.

"Tie the rope to something first," he called. 

But there were no jutting-out rocks and the boulders brought down by the landslide were precariously balanced and ready to roll at the slightest touch.

"There isn't anything!"

"Undo the rope from around your waist."

Branch didn't want to undo the rope. What if Fish slipped as she had? What if he plummeted past her? He would need her to pull him up. Instead she anchored herself as best she could then called that she was ready.

Fish slid over the ledge, found two footholds and a handhold. Then clinging like a stinkfly he searched for the next dent. It was a long stretch and his entire weight was on one foot when the rock crumbled and he fell. Landing on the track, he teetered and overbalanced onto the landslide.

Branch's knees collapsed as his weight jerked her into the air. For a moment she felt as if she were flying. She caught a glimpse of the Lowlands Charcoal hills strewn with fallen boulders then she somersaulted and saw the blue of the sky not yet hidden by the haze of Wasteland dust.

Fish landed where the dirt and gravel spread out like an open fan reaching all the way to the bottom of the gorge. He fell on top of stones that would have broken his back had they not immediately begun to slide with him.

Catapulting over him Branch hit the slope further down. She fell so heavily that she was knocked unconscious as the moving gravel swallowed her up.
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Frantically Fish pushed against the dirt and stones, but he couldn't stop himself from sliding past her. Behind him, larger stones--set off by the gravel--rolled down the slope; missing him by a hair's breadth. From higher up a new landslide began. It whooshed down the opposite side of the existing one, just missing Fish. He felt the earth shudder. The new slide drained gravel away from his side allowing him to dig in his heels and stop. Quickly he hauled on the rope knowing that once the gravel stopped it would be so tightly packed that he would never be able to dig Branch out.

He found her surprisingly close to the surface. Her scarf had been torn from her head and her face, hands and legs were lacerated so badly that it looked as if the top layer of her skin had been rubbed off. She was not breathing. 

Clearing her mouth and nose of dust and dirt, he pressed his hands onto her chest and blew air into her mouth in the same rhythmical manner he had seen Wing use on little Flea, when Flea had stopped breathing due to illness. Nothing happened, so he heaved her into a sitting position and slapped her on the back in case she had swallowed some stones and they were choking her. Still nothing. Once more he pressed and breathed into her mouth until his head spun with the lack of oxygen and his hands felt as if they were cracking her ribcage.

Finally, when he realised it was too late and that Branch's body-spirit had left her, he hugged her as tightly as he could, cursing the Moon Goddess for forsaking them; grieving at the loss of his cluster sister; and blaming himself for killing the only friend he had left in the Arid Zone.

He was about to lay her down again when he felt a faint flutter against his chest. So faint he wasn't sure that in his desperation he wasn't imagining it. It came again. A soft irregular pitter-patter followed by a shudder that shook her small body, forcing her eyes to blink open and her mouth to gulp in the dust-filled air.

Fish waited until she was breathing regularly then he manoeuvred her onto his back, securing her with his rope. She was conscious but she didn't answer when he asked if any of her bones were broken. The most she could do was cling to his neck almost throttling him. But he didn't care. She was alive. Now all he had to do was keep her that way.

Hunched over with his legs held stiff for balance he began the dangerous journey of sliding down the slope. The gravel moved with him. Rocks and boulders dislodged as he passed and any second he expected the two of them to disappear into a hidden crevice. Branch fell into a fitful sleep and he found it difficult carrying her limp body; especially with the sun burning down on his head and the red-hot gravel burning his hands whenever he slipped. Finally, when he was sure he couldn't take another step, he reached the end of the landslide and staggered over to the scant shade of a Lowland Charcoal hill.
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Branch opened her eyes to find herself propped up against a hill of loose charcoal with Fish asleep at her feet. She remembered being swallowed up by the landslide and her body being pushed along by a blanket of dirt, pebbles and stones, but nothing more. Tears of relief slid down her face when she realised how close she'd come to past-living.
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Fish woke as sunning was dying. He was much revived and overjoyed to hear Branch's hoarse whisper that it was time to go. "I hurt all over," she moaned, as she stood up. "All I want is to get back to the quarry."

Branch's complaints filled Fish with a sudden anger as he remembered how he'd held her and thought her dead. "Why didn't you undo the rope? Didn't you realise how dangerous it was? You endangered both of us and almost killed yourself."

At the harshness of his words, tears filled her red-rimmed eyes. "I wanted to help you if you fell." 

Seeing her tears running into the raw gravel rash that covered her cheeks, Fish felt ashamed of his sharp words. "I am only angry because I was afraid that your body-spirit had left you. I even cursed the Moon Goddess for letting it happen."

Branch's tears stopped as her eyes filled with fear at him having cursed such a powerful deity. "Now she will send you a bad future," she warned.

Fish shook his head. "No. She sent me a good future. She gave you back your body-spirit."
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Branch wasn't so sure that it had been the Moon Goddess that had given her back her body-spirit, although she didn't say so aloud. She thought it was more likely that it had been her own Burrowing Snake deity. For hadn't an east wind, the sign of her deity, been blowing along the ledge when she was dragged from it? And hadn't she felt a huge gasp of air being forced into her lungs just before she'd shuddered and opened her eyes? Drawing the sign of the Burrowing Snake on her palm, she thanked it.

Walking slowly to accommodate Branch's wounds, they turned west towards Twig's base, it being closer than their own. Even so, by the time they'd skirted the Lowland Charcoal hills, keeping watch for Southern Outcast hunting parties, checked the Eastern Highway for Rebel explosive nets before crossing it, and zigzagged through the mounds of Mega rubbish, it was nighting before they reached the fort.

Built from scrap metal, discarded solar panels, plastic sheeting and fused metallic shreds, the fort's circular wall was impregnable due to it having no ground level entrance. To get in and out Twig's cluster, one used lowered metal and rope ladders or a metal crane to raise the cage that held carried their wagons.

Alerted by the barking of the cluster's mastiff, Leaf, who was on guard that nighting, poked her head over the wall and demanded who was there. Hearing who it was and that Branch was hurt, she immediately lowered the cage. It was as they were being hoisted over the wall that Fish saw Bird standing beside Twig. So shocked was he to see the double brother he had only waved goodbye to the sunning before, that he almost fell out of the cage as it was lowered to the fort's floor.

At the sight of Branch's wounds, Leaf quickly took charge of bathing and bandaging her while Bird and Fish greeted each other by clasping elbows in Zoner tradition.

"Why are you not at your Joining Ceremony? Why are you not in your Ceremonial Tent with Feather and our family and hers? Has something happened to Feather?" demanded Fish, holding tight to his favourite brother's arm.

"Nothing has happened to Feather," Bird assured him. "When I did not find you at the quarry I came here and was told that Twig's cluster had lost you in the fog. What took you so long?"

"I told him that it wasn't our fault," interrupted Twig, wanting to clear himself in Bird's eyes of any blame attached to the losing his brother.
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Not that anyone would think them brothers, thought Twig, averting his eyes so that his dislike of Fish wouldn't be seen. Bird with his shoulder-length brown hair, his dark eyes, thick brows and his sun-browned skin was so Eastern Zoner looking. Whereas Fish, with his tall, thin body, pale skin, pointed nose and dyed white hair was clearly a Mega Outcast. 

It was Fish's uncanny eyes and the knowledge that he would refuse Fish's request for him and Branch to join his cluster that made Twig nervous in front of Bird.
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Fish told Twig and Bird how after becoming lost in the mist, they had taken the new track; how they'd heard the Rebels behind them and had hidden on a ledge; and how they had fallen into the rockslide. But all the time he was speaking, Fish's mind was buzzing with questions of his own. Why had Bird returned? What dreadful thing had happened to make him do such a forbidden thing as to recross into the Arid Zone? And why hadn't he died while doing it, as they had all been taught.

The moment he finished his and Branch's story he demanded that Bird tell his own.

"On reaching the border, Feather and I were greeted by Wing--who was representing our family as neither Ant nor Thorn were there--and Wing was too distraught to speak." Bird stopped as if the words he was speaking hurt his throat. Fish urged him on with a flick of his long thin fingers.

Bird took a quick breath and continued, "Ten nightings ago Ari was stolen by Wilderness gypsies. On discovering her absence, Thorn and Ant followed them into the Wilderness Mountains. They have not returned and Wing fears they are killed or captured. She is frantic with worry and sick with guilt for not protecting Ari. Weed says she was tricked."

Fish had not heard a word after the news of Ari being stolen. His brain spun. Stolen for what? To become the female of a scraggy, melanic-haired, long-bearded scarecrow who performed in the Wilderness Circus ring. Or one of its scruffy, dirty-skinned followers who sold charms, hexes and spells, and whose thieving fingers itched to own everything they saw.

"Weed thinks she has been stolen to be put in a freak cage."

Fish was instantly plunged back in time to when Wing had taken him and his double brothers to see the visiting Wilderness Circus. Again he felt the horror he had felt when passing before the row of cages that flanked the tent's entrance. Behind the bars sat or lay the freaks. A female with an enormous head and four legs; a sheep with two heads; two tiny-limbed men who rolled around their cage laughing and making faces; four little animals that the cage-keepers vowed were of the same family as the Megas' mastiffs; an old man, with a long beard and no legs, balancing his egg-shaped body on a cushion, and a baby with a large body and a head so small that it resembled an orange. Then Wing had seen something that had made her whirl about and hurry them all away before they'd seen the circus performance.

After that, whenever the Wilderness Circus pitched their tent on the shores of Lake Tsae, Thorn took his sons hunting. 
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Twig would dearly have loved to hear more about this female, Ari, that Bird and Fish spoke about. But it was close to middlenighting, and if his cluster did not set off immediately, they would arrive at the Eastern Gateway too late to be allotted a section in Megalopolis's Inner Circle. And the rubbish left by the Megas in the five outer circles was seldom worth foraging through.
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Splashing his face with water to remove the dust, Fish scooped a cup of fresh water out of the drinking cask and followed Bird to the fire. Sitting beside him, he asked, "If this happened ten nightings ago, why didn't Wing send me a message by message bird?"

"She thought that Thorn and Ant would catch the thieves within a few sunnings. When they didn't return, she was afraid that if she sent you a message bird, that you would become a border-breaker and cross-back before your time."

"Which I will!"

"Which is why I did not pass-back with Feather and why I returned to remind you that as a border-breaker you will be banished from our home zone, which will only add to Wing's guilt and distress while not guaranteeing Ari's return. Also, Weed has a better plan. Only he did not wish to tell Wing for fear she would forbid it."

Fish leant forward. "Tell me."

"You must travel south until you reach the Eastern and Southern Arid Zone border. Follow the border markers east until you arrive at where the four borders meet. Here you may cross over into the Southern Zone without breaking Eastern Zoner law. He will await you there."

Fish looked puzzled. "Why will he await me?"

"He says the golden-clawed Bear told him that he must accompany the Rule Changer, which is what the bear has entitled you, to search for someone called the Punisher. Sky agrees to be parted from him so that he can help you save Ari the way you saved her. I hope this makes sense to you, for it makes none to me."

Fish grinned ruefully. "I don't suppose the golden-clawed Bear said who this Punisher is?"

Bird grinned back at his younger brother's hopeless tone. "In the twelve seasons that I have shared a cluster with Weed, his golden-clawed Bear has never explained anything. Why would it start now?"

"Does that mean that you don't believe in the Bear?" 

Bird's handsome face became thoughtful. "I believe that Weed believes that a golden-clawed Bear speaks to him. I believe that Weed would not live happily if he thought the voice in his head were not that of the golden-clawed Bear. What do you believe, little brother?"

Fish's voice was full of firm conviction. "I believe the golden-clawed Bear exists and that it speaks to Weed."

Then, remembering that Bird was sitting beside him when he should have been with Feather celebrating their joining, he placed his hand on his brother's arm. "I am sorry that your crossing-back was ruined."

Bird's hand patted his. "Not ruined, little brother, only postponed. Wing had little thought to prepare a Ceremonial feast without Thorn, Ant and Ari and she is worried sick about you."

"Tell her it is not her fault."

"I am glad to hear you say so. So you will not mind signing an earth pledge to her."

Fish looked surprised. "What sort of earth pledge?"

"One that promises Wing that whether you find Ari, Thorn and Ant or not, you will not become a border-breaker. You will not cross-back into the Eastern Zone before your crossing-back time."

Fish's green eyes flashed with indignation. "How can I pledge such a thing when I don't know my future?"

"How can you not when I have done you such a kindness as to forgo my crossing-back Ceremony and my Joining Ceremony with Feather?" retorted Bird. "Pledge it so I can set Wing's mind set free from the worry of it. Pledge it so Feather and I can be bonded. Pledge it for Ari's sake, for it will do her no good to have you banished as a border-breaker."

So Fish scratched his pledge in the earth at their feet, but even as he wrote it he was not sure he would keep it.
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Later, while Bird slept and Fish kept watch, Branch crawled out of Leaf's metal shelter, and walking stiffly, joined Fish at the campfire.

"Leaf told me what has happened. I am very sorry," she croaked, her throat hurting too much to speak properly. "The Moon Goddess has given you a bad future after all."

Fish made a disagreeable face and then shrugged. "I hope not, because next sunning I travel to meet Weed at the Southern and Eastern Zones borders."

"But you can't! I won't be mended by then! I need two or three sunnings to recover," she cried, forgetting her sore throat.

Fish looked at her scab-covered face, arms and legs. "You'll need many more sunnings than that, and I cannot wait."

"But you can't leave me. I am your cluster sister."

Fish looked away from the hurt in her eyes. "You are Twig's cluster sister now."

"But I don't wa..."

"Hear me Branch! No Eastern Zoner has ever crossed into the Southern zone. Nor has any Eastern Zoner ever followed the Wilderness Circus across the Wilderness Mountains. It is a journey fraught with danger and your wounds would hold me back. Nor do I want your living on my conscience. What happened in the rockslide was bad enough."

"So you are abandoning me?" Her accusing look belied her soft words.

Fish leant closer and clasped her wounded hands. "Never, Branch! Never! When I return we will be a cluster even if it is just the two of us. Now come eat with me and do not be unreasonable. I have much to fret about as it is."

But Branch was unreasonable. She refused to eat or speak with him again. Instead, she crawled back inside the metal shelter and lay on Leaf's bed crying with disappointment.

She had no blood family other than Sky, her sister; and Fish, her cluster brother. He had taught her to swim and fight and had always been there when she did something that annoyed Ant. Which had been often, as Ant had little patience with her. She depended on Fish and he was leaving her. The hurt she felt inside was worse than the pain from her face, arms and legs. 
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Bird awoke when Twig's cluster returned from Megalopolis. After a quick goodbye, he and Fish were hoisted over the fort's wall; but not before Fish crept into Leaf's shelter and placed a small black box beside Branch's head. Without it she would not be able to turn off the blue-tipped fence that guarded their old quarry base. But more importantly, by leaving the box with her, Fish was promising to return.

It was still early when they set off for the Old Chain track. Most clusters were resting in their bases after a nighting of scavenging. Fish and Bird saw no one as they jogged past the pyramids of discarded metal, twisted plastic and rows of solar panels. Arriving at the chain path a short time before middle sunning, they uncovered their faces and unwound the cloth from their sandals worn so that they would leave no tracks, clasped elbows and bid each other goodbye.

Fish waited until Bird had reached the top of the cliff before turning south.

There was no path to follow because no one came this way, so he kept to the shadow of the cliff. On his right were the undulating Lowlands Charcoal hills, while on his left, cutting into the cliff base, were a series of dead-end caves and canyons full of ancient rock-falls. Nothing grew here and there were no animals or insects, which was to be expected; the ancient Mega's fire-sticks had poisoned everything. It was a silent place with only one living being moving through it, and Fish was determined to cross it as fast as he could.

By sun's dying he had still not reached the Southern Arid Zone border, but he was too tired to continue. Curling up beside the cliff, he wrapped his cape around his shoulders and without bothering to eat, fell asleep before the first star shone on his weary face.

Sunning came late to the cliff base and he awoke later than he planned. After a meal of cold fried dough and water he hurried on. The sun's rays, bouncing from the cliffs to the charcoal hills and up from the stone-strewn ground, soon had him sweating. Stripping off his dung-coloured shirt, he continued on in only his low-slung red kilt and sandals.

He would have crossed into the Southern Arid Zone without knowing it if a giant elgae bird hadn't swooped down to see what was moving on the desert floor. The elgae's wingspan was as wide as Fish was tall, and its flight speed faster than the flying stones used in Ant and Bird's stone-throwing weapons. Fish's only warning that he was about to be attacked came from the whistle of air through the bird's arm-long wing feathers. Suddenly two gigantic talons clasped his backpack and he was lifted off the ground.

But he was too heavy for the elgae to carry aloft. Its huge wings beat the air furiously causing the charcoal dust to rise in a black, gritty cloud around them. Fish undid his headscarf before he choked. Seeing the fluttering scarf, the elgae let go of the backpack to grab the material one claw, forcing the other to carry Fish's entire weight. As the giant bird flew in an unbalanced circle, Fish struck out at its scaly grey talons with his knife.

The elgae let go of the scarf and tried to catch hold of Fish's shoulder, but Fish twisted this way and that to keep out of its way. Used to killing its struggling prey by bashing it against the cliff the elgae flew lopsidedly towards it. As its sheer sides loomed up before him, Fish used them to kick off, thus forcing the screaming elgae to fly precariously close to the ground; while at the same time scraping its wing across the cliff's rough surface. With a squawk of pain the elgae let go of the backpack and Fish fell to the ground, landing face down beside a broken Southern-Eastern border marker.

The marker-spike had been snapped off at the base so that its mirrored disc was missing. But it had retained its necklace of rodent skulls. Snatching up the spike, Fish turned in time to see the elgae swooping towards him with its stiff, feathery legs and six sharp talons aimed at his face. The tip of the spike barely parted the bird's thick breast feathers, but its barbs caught and tore out six of its golden tail feathers. Cawing with pain the elgae flew straight up the cliff face.

With his breath coming so fast that he could barely catch it, Fish pulled off his backpack, opened it and dragged out the bundle of fried dough that Leaf had prepared for him. If the elgae returned he would throw the food at it. If two elgaes returned--they usually flew in pairs--he would hide in a cliff cave or under an overhanging rock while they fought for the dough. But the elgae did not return, and Fish resumed his journey.

Soon afterwards the cliff curved towards the east. The ground changed from being covered in charcoal to smooth brown pebbles and finally to white crystals the size of an oburt ant. The reflection of the sun on the crystals hurt Fish's eyes and he had to cover his head with his shirt.

Eventually he passed a second border marker. This one's silver disc shimmered above its necklace of tiny skulls. By sun's dying he had counted thirty markers and still he had not reached the end of the Arid Zone.
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