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AND first the spotted cameleopard came,

And then the wise and fearless elephant;

Then the sly serpent, in the golden flame

Of his own volumes intervolved – all gaunt

And sanguine beasts her gentle looks made tame.

They drank before her at her sacred fount;

And every beast of beating heart grew bold,

Such gentleness and power even to behold.

From The Witch of Atlas

Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1820
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The Return of The Truemore is a story is set in Animaia, a magical realist land contemporary with existing nations on Earth yet with a defining characteristic – the compassionate treatment of animals and the ability of a select few to converse with animals in an unusual and direct way called syncing. Driving the tale are underlying myths and legends, a mysterious school, shadowy secret habitats, and a story based around a famous school, four friends and their teachers – and of course their animal friends.
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​Chapter 1
Arno Steele and The Truemore
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Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, and night birds peeped as Julian Steele watched stars and a wan moon peek from behind the remnants of an evening thunderstorm on this sultry, mid-summer night in Animaia. Julian Steele just knew: he’s going to want The Truemore story again. The mauling, the terror, the descent into animal savagery; whatever happened to happy endings, to playing with wildcats in a forest? But surely that was only one part of the story, and he didn't quite understand the fine details, did he . . .?

Arno Steele loved The Truemore story, especially when his dad did the high-pitched singing voice. And Julian Steele enjoyed reading stories to his son very much. With Tales of The Truemore, Julian knew Arno would giggle when he did the singing, and he knew it made him sound like a real goose even though you did not laugh at geese in the town of Lemurville in the country of Animaia, and you would never say “boo” to one. Yet apart from the singing, and the cute story of a young woman who swam with killer whales – that Julian had read many times before – Julian knew this was mostly a very pleasant way to spend time before bed – for both of them.

“C’mon Dad, read me Tales of The Truemore again . . . please?” Arno’s pleading was difficult to resist, but Julian always made a game of it.

“I read it to you last night, Arno, and your mother read it to you before that – give us a break! I do think it’s more for grown-up kids. How about something else: Bear Makes a Splash is good isn’t it?”

Julian watched Arno’s bottom lip drop. “Bear Makes a Splash is for kids, Dad. Just this once more and I won’t ask you again until after Animas. I promise. Pretty puleease . . .?”

Julian was obliged to give a different interpretation of the words of the song and embellish the story a little each time. At least that was how it started out when Arno was younger, but now he was running out of ideas.

“Maybe it means The Truemore will come over the mountains, Dad . . . huh? Or fly like a bird to help all the animals?” Julian sighed. Most young families in Animaia had a copy of the lavishly produced little children’s book with words in large print and colourful pictures of animals.

Julian didn’t know. No one knew; at least no one he knew, knew. Or even if there was anything to know. The story was very old and the Anima revered it, while some believed in it as much as they believed in life itself. Yet he did know one thing: it was not quite a nursery rhyme, and the truth probably languished in the historical foundations of Animaia. Elanor Steele poked her head around the corner into Arno’s bedroom. “Julian, don’t let him stay up too late, we’ve all got a big day tomorrow. Elanor gave Arno that ‘bed time’ look. “He won’t sleep much, will you Arno?” 

Arno grinned and did the funny thing with his mouth like he didn’t care.

“We’re nearly done . . . The Truemore story . . . again!” said Julian. He tousled his son’s wavy blonde hair.

“Dad, hurry up; you can have the big pillow tonight.” Arno shuffled the pillows at the top of his bed.

Julian knew Arno was especially excited because it was the night before Animas Day, the yearly celebration of the birth of Animaia. On this special day, people re-lived legends of the old days, children played and had a great time along with an exchange of presents, and adults celebrated, got a bit tipsy on bluegrape wine and prepared for a few days holiday. Some Animaians even paid special attention to the legend of The Truemore – a saviour who would one day return to help the country in time of need.  The Truemore was mostly a figure of goodwill and seasonal gifts and most people didn’t take the legend too seriously – although many did, especially the Anima.

Julian could not help being a little excited himself – and even sad. The history of Animaia always bubbled to the surface at this celebratory time of the year. The Steele family, like many others, honoured ancestors killed or wounded in the Great War, and Julian was proud of his country, very proud. Julian loved the rambling, Steele family home on the outskirts of Lemurville—which was a much better name than the old name of Limevale, Julian thought. And it didn’t stop there: Duckster, Montmouse, Batburg, Gorillavilla, Anacondia – Animaia’s history saw to that. After the Great Animal Independence Conflict many decades ago, citizens chose a new name for Midsouthland – Animaia – and many cities and towns got animal names in honour of the glorious revolution. In the Flesher Uprising twenty-five years ago, Elanor’s father Munro, badly wounded at the Battle of the Slyme in an elephant charge, had taken months to recover. 

Animaia cherished a beautiful flag of bright, sky blue with a black, leaping killer whale in the centre against a background of a crystal-white wreath. It flew high above the tallest buildings in the land and many householders flew the flag proudly in honour of their amazing free country – free for humans . . . and animals. 

The Anima, the animal talkers and leaders of the revolution, finally got their way. The new Animal Bill of Rights banned fleshers, skinners, zoomongers and cagers. This made most people very happy and a few people very angry, especially the fleshers. The old zoos became animal hospitals and sanctuaries, and animals became companions naturally rather than surviving locked up in cages. The new government Wildervoid Regimentary worked hard at this animal integration, which was no surprise to Julian because Elanor Steele worked for the Regimentary. Elanor was an Anima, an animal talker and a psi worker who could communicate with animals in that mysterious silent stream they called ‘syncing’.

“Okay Dad, let’s go.” Arno snuggled up to Julian’s shoulder as they both lay propped up on Arno’s bed.

Julian yawned. This night, he was a little tired and mildly irritated. It was not as if Arno had not learned to read a little: at six years of age he had just about memorised The Truemore story word for word because he loved it so much. Yet Julian knew it was much more fun for Arno when he read it aloud.

“Do I have to do the high-pitched voice thing Arno; I’m not quite in the mood for that tonight. Can’t I just leave that part out . . . you already know how it goes?”

“Of course you have to do the voice, Dad, that’s why I’m askin’ ya,” said Arno with one finger poking repetitively at the front cover.

Julian picked up the thin, well-worn hardcover book with blue binding, fancy writing and a picture of a beautiful young dark-haired girl and a leaping whale on the cover, sighed – as he often did – and started to read, knowing that he was expected to spark up and perform with all the silliness that Arno required, singing voice and all.

Tales of The Truemore.

Julian waited for Arno to burst into laughter at the appropriate page, as Julian knew he would, at the sound of his singing. And, at the exciting but gruesome climax to the book, Julian waited for Arno to cheer, as he usually did. 

Then finally, looking up at Arno’s wide, gleaming blue eyes, and relieved to be finished, Julian clipped the short book closed.

*
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Arno cocked his head and screwed up his nose and face, his eyes wrinkling into a sort of squint that emphasized his wispy, fair hair. “Dad . . . one day I’ll be able to swim with a killer whale, huh? . . . And will The Truemore come again do ya think? What could happen t’us and all the animals?”

Julian saw that as Arno got older and spent more time at little school, he asked increasingly thoughtful questions about The Truemore legend.

“Arno, it’s just a story from the past that some people believe and some don’t. There’s no saying that there ever would be such a person as The Truemore again . . . or even if there was back then. Okay?”

“Do you believe in The Truemore, Dad? . . . I do, I really believe in The Truemore.”

“That’s it, time for sleeping, tiger boy. Wonder what Animas will bring you tomorrow?” Julian wasn’t quite ready to answer the question about The Truemore.

“Maybe something for Arkie, Dad? He’s my new friend.” 

Julian raised his eyebrows. “I don’t know Arkie . . . is he a friend from little school?”

“Daad! He’s out there now . . . in that ol’ tree. Open the window and I’ll show ya.”

Julian slid apart the mosquito screens, pushed open the shutters and looked out. He could just make out a big black bird fluttering quietly but powerfully in the large twibble tree. The motion light came on in the garden, showing up the glistening feathers of a shiny-black Animaian forest raven perched on a branch that extended near to the window of Arno’s room. 

Arno grinned. “I told you he’d be there, Dad.”

“Yeah, right, very good Arno . . . but that’s probably where he roosts at night.” As he slid the screens shut, Julian glanced at the raven again. “By the way, how do you know he’s a ‘he’ and not a ‘she’?”

“Don’t be silly, Dad . . . he told me. He hasn’t got a girl raven friend yet but he’s looking.”

Julian stared at Arno with raised eyebrows and they sat quietly for a moment. Arno seemed to catch the surprise on his dad’s face, and he grinned back like a feisty cat. Julian knew that Anima did not usually start showing animal psi ability until ten or eleven, and it was rare for any child under ten to be able to talk with any meaning, let alone a four-year old.

Now, Julian could see Arno concentrating, his face mask-like, staring at Arkie through the screen. Then, without warning, like some night spirit, the big, black bird swooped, claws up, landing on the window sill right in front of father and son, claws piercing the screen, wings flapping, the bird emitting a raucous “aaark, aaark, aaark.”

Julian flinched and put a hand up in front of his face. “Arno, what are you doing?” He thought he noticed an evil smirk break across Arno’s lips. 

“Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll ask him not to mess with your garden, but I can’t promise anything. By the way, Arkie says he likes you.” 

“Aaaark.”  

The realisation ripped Julian Steele like a leopard’s claw.
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​​Chapter 2
Snakes Alive
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The day was fine and sunny but Arno Steele was not. Thirteen years old, the last day of Lemurville North Junior ever, and Arno was thinking of how he could be attending Lemurville North High after the Animas holiday break. Even though the thought did not fill him with joy, he was looking forward to the holidays, spending time at the beach with his friends and generally enjoying family celebrations and gifts. North High might be better than the alternative he thought; if it came to that. Not sure – of anything.

Leroy Barker, Arno’s best friend, was in an upbeat mood as he and Arno headed down to Jeepers Beach after being let go early from school on the last day. 

“C’mon Arno, you just have to try to ignore them: it’s not going to get any better at high school . . . word gets around. Anima are like . . . not that cool.” They both smirked knowingly.

“You know Leroy, when I started school I was so excited about learning lots of stuff about the animals and maybe one day working as an Anima: it was all I ever wanted to do. But now . . . I don’t know. Maybe I could be a coder. Less hassle. I’ve got a great idea for an Anima game.” Arno looked at Leroy, searching for a sign of approval.

“Arno, look: you’re not a digitali or an artist, you’re Anima! You draw like a newt for one thing; leave the arty and techie stuff to the experts.” Leroy kicked a fallen jackfruit out of the way on the path through Sandtree Grove. 

“What about the Dolotty Institute? Isn’t your mum trying to get you in? I’m all signed up for the entrance and sync tests next week. Entry sounds like a load of crap, but I’m not worried. Usually troll toad syncs I think – they’re easy – unless they want me to do a king salamander . . . which could be a problem. Hope they don’t come up with a bushmanta frog. I’ve never seen one.”

“Me neither,” agreed Arno. “Bushmantas are found more in the southern provinces, I think. The truth is, I’m a little tired of the Anima thing, and I’d have to be away from home and all. I figure something different would suit me better.” The jungle path gave way to the beach, and they watched a flying fish launch just offshore as the sea spray and the swell hurried over the inner reef. Arno knew he was holding something back.

“You’ll get in easy, Leroy; male Anima that can sync amphibians are – like – rare as dragon bones.”

“Maybe, hope so. Come on Arno, apply for it. We could have fun if you get in. I think Ashley and Charlotte are applying . . . worth it, eh?” 

“Yeah . . .” Arno sighed then said, “Not sure what I want any more.” Arno threw a shell as hard as he could with underarm action and watched it skip across the waves.

Leroy chips in: “But Arno, any kid who can sync classes of animals like you will be a big deal at school. They walked along the beach that led to the lifeguard-patrolled swimming area – a large tropical ocean lagoon formed by a vast coral reef that ducked close to shore near Lemurville, and which formed the main beach resort area for the town. The sand was fine and white and adorned by bleached coral, broken shells, driftwood, and the occasional human litter.

Arkie fluttered down and perched on a low-growing beach bramble. “Hey, Arkie old boy, how’s it goin’?” Arno locked in to the silent, psi, synchronous stream that was Anima talk. “Lost his mate the other day. She got run over cleaning up road kill. Sad really...probably too old now to get another mate.”

“Oh . . . sorry Arkie,” said Leroy. They had both known Arkie the raven for a long time.

Arno’s fone rang. He had an idea who it would be. He answered and saw his mother sitting at home waiting to talk. 

“Arno, where are you? I thought you were coming home for lunch?” Elanor Steele, Arno’s mother with just a hint of anger. “You know I took the afternoon off for your end-of-term so we could do some practice.”

“Look around Mum – he flashed the fone in an arc – I’m at the beach; we’re going for a swim. I’m with Leroy and we’ll probably meet Ashley, Charlotte and a few others at Jeepers Beach. Sorry about lunch . . . I was about to call you. Always tomorrow to practise. I’ll be home a little later.” Leroy covered his mouth to stop the guffaws and Arno pulled his mouth wide to acknowledge the small lie.

“Don’t swim outside of the lagoon; you know there’s lots of spiral sharks out there and they monstered that poor woman from Armadillo Junction a few months ago. Lost an arm and four toes you know.”

“No Mum, I won’t swim with the sharks today. Maybe tomorrow though. . . . ” Arno liked winding his mother up a little. “Bye Mum.”

He turned to Leroy and shook his head: “She never gives up does she?” Then he changed the subject on purpose with a question tainted with mischief. “By the way, how’s Charlotte?”

“How would I know . . . but who cares, she’s boring,” whined Leroy. “I’ll be trying to talk to her and she’ll be looking around for pelicanos and gulls to talk to; anything but me. Who would want to marry an Anima? Sorry Arno . . . your Mum’s okay – really. Anyway, it’s not like that with Charlotte.”

“Maybe you should have been a goose,” said Arno. “Hey, you are a goose, man!”

They both laughed, then Leroy screamed, “Woohoo, no school,” and they raced each other down to the water’s edge, crashed through a few small waves, got soaking wet and then Arno called out, “Okay, spiral sharks, we know you’re out there . . . come and get us!”

As they proceeded along the shoreline after the burst of excitement, Arno went back to feeling glum. He loved his sprawling old brick and timber house. It stood only a few hundred metres from the coast and beach that hugged the massive Rounding Reef – home to a coral expanse and tropical fish sanctuary that ran right around the northeast coast. To the southwest, and forming the boundary of the urban and industrial estates in Lemurville, stood Ashok’s Jungle, a vast national wilderness and sanctuary for original tribes and exotic animals like sky leopards, café monkeys, yellow lemurs, dire wolves, drop bears, masked apes, strider elephants, big snakes and crocodillos. A narrow, populated coastal strip held most of Animaia’s population, but the interior was a primeval wild thing that had enchanted Arno from when he was a small boy.

The thought of leaving this familiar territory for boarding school did not appeal to Arno at all – except maybe to get to do that airship flight over the Crater.

Ashok’s Jungle formed a carpet of dense, sub-tropical and tropical forest with occasional swamps and grassed plains and clearings that stretched many hundreds of kilometres south and west, and which embraced the mysterious heart of Animaia, the Crater Nebula, almost universally referred to as the “Crater”. The geologists said the massive ancient crater was probably formed by a huge meteor impact (some even said a black hole) millions of years ago. Near the centre, the almost perfectly set Lake Zool sparkled in the surrounding green jungle like a diamond set in an emerald ring. The Starlight Mountains formed part of the south-western rim of the Crater and on the northern side stood the immense Mount Diabolo, a smouldering, part-active volcano towering above the slopes. 

Best of all, the Crater Nebula was a wildervoid, a unique, protected wild region from which human access was mostly impossible – and illegal. Except of course for the closely regulated airship flights for scientists, students, and the lucky citizens who won the yearly lottery to join a flight over the Crater at a height that would not frighten the amazing animals around the grasslands, lakes and jungle verges. This was one of the natural wonders of the world and Animaia intended to protect it.

People were passing them on the beach now as they neared the swimming area – some strolling, some checking out isolated rock and dead coral structures, and a couple of brave souls snorkelling in the shark alley shallows. Along the beach fringe, a coconut and vine jungle swept right down to the sand. Coconut palms grew tall and numerous and vines, creepers and big-leaved filodias, snake figs and other tropical plants filled in the understory. It was a rich and steamy coastal fringe with impassable thickets in places. Paths trodden by nearby residents angled through the most navigable parts to the beach. Picnic areas with tables and benches nestled in the grove in allocated areas along the foreshore.

Arno was thankful it was not the season for the chirona, the most poisonous jellyfish in the warm oceans of the north. Poor Fergal Merriman survived, but with serious scars on both legs when he fell overboard from his father’s sailing boat and a chirona stung him badly. “Is Fergal coming?” Arno asked Leroy.

“Fergal’s probably going to be there,” said Leroy as if it was important to him. “Beats me how he still likes the water and swims and snorkels after all that chirona stuff. He’s a bit different now, got quieter and doesn’t fool around as much . . . but he’s still a great guy.”

“Would not have wanted to be in his shoes,” murmured Arno. They did not talk about it much, but chironas were more of a worry in-season than spiral sharks.

Arno had a pic of a dead chirona jellyfish on his fone – and there were plenty of videos and warnings at school about them. About forty centimetres across the large body with tentacles up to four metres long with stinging barbs, one sting from the tentacles would see people writhing in pain as the potent flesh-eating poison dissolved flesh from the bone and left gaping holes in body parts. In chirona summer season, a double-strand safety enclosure protected the swimming lagoon. The only remedy for a chirona sting was to rub the affected part with the neutralizing sap of the settia plant within a few minutes of the sting. Settia grew in the coastal strip, and while special plantings surrounded the main beach, you could not find it easily elsewhere. Even then, helpers had to be careful not to get any chirona poison on their own hands. 

Leroy saw it first because he pulled Arno by the upper arm. “Look there, a gym cat. See it?” Leroy was pointing up the beach. “Just behind that big clump of coconuts. Over there.” He dragged Arno’s shoulder around to where he was pointing.

Arno caught it. The size of a large bobcat with yellow and brown striped markings, the gym cat stood very still, back arched, tail in the air, hair sticking up, looking around nervously for escape, yet not game to move. With extraordinary powerful hind legs, a gym cat could launch sharp talons three metres or more onto a fairy squirrel or beach rat in any direction, even up a tree. Not called gym cats for no reason, but here, it was in defensive mode.

Arno could hear Arkie carking wildly somewhere in the grove. He’s seen it, he thought. Maybe.

Leroy crouched and moved up quickly, bent over, eager to get a better look. The cat seemed to be concentrating on something else, looking the other way. Arno noticed this as he moved slowly forward. Leroy was now in the jungle verge among filodias and vines but moving deeper for camouflage and a better look. 

The strike happened like lightning on a hot night in summer. It came out of a thicket of undergrowth. “Lee . . . roy!” Arno saw it and screamed a warning at the same time as the snake struck. Leroy had walked straight into it. It was huge; maybe eight metres long and thick as a large drainpipe. The delicate, feathery skin pattern of blood red, white and yellow stood out as it wrapped its body around Leroy. 

Feather boa!

The gym cat got such a fright it jumped a metre in the air – straight up – then shot up a nearby fig tree.

“Demonstatus, Leroy, demonstatus!” yelled Arno. He knew Leroy would recognise demonstatus – drilled into them from childhood – but Arno also knew that Leroy’s first instinct would be to escape without hurting the animal. That did not appear to Arno a likely prospect.

Demonstatus: If an animal threatens your life or physical health, you are entitled to protect yourself, even if you have to kill the animal.

Demonstatus was a standard protective measure against monstering in Animaia. It meant ‘to demonster.’

Leroy was now swinging his arms wildly, flailing and lashing out as hard as he could, but that didn’t seem to be making much difference. “Demonstatus . . .? I can barely breathe,” wheezed Leroy.

Arno was now very close, calling out for help, and he had his fone out. He hit the emergency beacon button that automatically called paramedic headquarters and told them the caller’s exact geographical position. A voice said: “Confirm please.” Arno tapped a button twice more, said “boa attack” into the fone and put it away. He had no time to explain. The paras would be on their way – he hoped. The boa had Leroy trapped in its monstrous coils and Arno could see him struggling with one arm free as he gouged and punched at its large head. The snake tightened, Leroy’s eyes bulged. He could not talk; he was going blue. The snake practised a jaw lock on Leroy, its wide jaws snapping onto the top of his head, ready to start swallowing him.

Arno could hear the siren. The closest paramedic station was behind the main beach. They were coming but it would be too late, and anyway, what could they do to save Leroy?

He felt faint; nausea built in his stomach; his head swam – like the time he ate a jen-jen mushroom because Tomas Nickleberry said they made you laugh. Time slowed for Arno. Everything seemed to happen in micro layers of one instant in time.

“Arkie, get help from Jeepers if you know someone,” synced Arno. Arkie was on his way. Arno stared at the gym cat: his head was blazing with a kaleidoscope of fractal orange colours, muted sounds and flashes of light. He was syncing the cat – and more. He needed to be calm, but he was not. He hurt, he reeled. It must have taken seconds, but it felt like minutes. “Get down here and worry that snake!”

The cat passed a response. “Who are you? Frightened . . . try –” The gym cat leaped down, cautiously looked around, then snarled at the snake, half circling it back and forth, tail thrashing, making it watch the would-be attacker. 

The boa seemed to relax its grip on Leroy and he blurted, “Arno . . . get . . . this thing –” Then Leroy gasped as the cat viciously attacked the snake’s tail with a leap so fast and high that the boa thumped Leroy to the ground as it repositioned itself to try to avoid the feline onslaught.

Others from the beach had run to the site to check out the disturbance. Some took up sticks and were shouting at the snake, banging the ground, not getting too close. A few had fones pointing, recording and transmitting every moment to Skwarker. The gym cat was at the rear, attacking when it could, harassing, snarling, cat-hissing. Arno asked the others to hold back. He was calm now, more focussed. A shimmering orange tunnel, black in the centre, vibrated before him. Low-grade rainbow colours flashed in bouncing star shapes at the perimeter. He saw something at the other end. Then he felt a thrill of anticipation and ZAP! Like an electron on a wire. . . .

“What do you want?” Arno had synced the boa. The first time he’d synced such a large reptile. It was staring straight at him – two metres away, bone still, menacing and aloof, head like a dinosaur.

“Let go of him,” said Arno. He flash-synced across to the gym cat. “Terrific, that’s enough now – see you later.”

The feather boa loosened its coils a little more, but not so that Leroy could escape. 

“Hungry.” Arno was getting text and meaning from the snake.

“You shouldn’t be here,” said Arno. “Uncoil, talk to me.”

“Leroy, please be quiet and still, I’ve got a sync with it.” Leroy’s face now had colour in it and he managed a lazy-eyed nod of thanks. Arno locked onto the snake again. “You should be down at Monkey Swamp south of town. Are you lost?”

“Female here. Eat cat . . . man.”

“You chased a female boa up here and then got hungry? . . . Oh, I see.”

Arno was aware of the buzz of activity around him. A standoff was taking place, but fones were streaming live video and the incident was going viral over Skwarker as they stood there. Reporters were no doubt hurrying on their way to the scene right now. Fones were ringing out of control as people tried to contact anyone who was likely to be in the area. It took only minutes for the throng of beachgoers at Jeepers to start receiving calls and even video on their fones. Some had already started to run up the beach.

Then the paramedics arrived, two of them bursting from a nearby jungle path onto the sand. Various items of resuscitation equipment hung from them. “Godwit, it’s Oscar. What on earth are you doing here, Oscar?” said the man called Callum, more or less to himself. “Duke, get the local Wildervoid people on the fone and tell ’em stupid Oscar’s on the loose again – he’s probably chasing Shirley . . . she keeps wandering away.” Callum looked at Arno. “Happened last year too . . . she’ll be somewhere nearby. They gonna have to do somethin’ about it soon. We’ll be lucky if we don’t have another monstering on our hands.”

Arno watched Duke load a quick-acting anaesthetic dart in a dart gun. “Not for Leroy,” explained Duke, “for the boa . . . if things go badly –” 

“Please give me a moment,” said Arno, “I’m Anima; I’ve got a sync with it.” He had never declared himself in public before. It was weird, but he felt powerful, majestic, and in control of a subtle strength. Arno liked that feeling very much. He turned back to the snake. The crowd had swelled to dozens of people, including a few kids from school. Duke was steadying the dart gun. Callum was now making a call near the water’s edge away from interruptions. The cat had run off.

“Please let him go!” It was more a stern command than a request from Arno.

Not much more time passed; the snake swung its head wildly. “Find female now.” Oscar released Leroy with a swish and a thump and turned to slink off into the coconut forest.

“Thank you!” Arno called out so all could hear, syncing at the same time. Sometimes a verbal expression of animal talk just felt better to Arno. The big bad boa paused, turned its head ever so lightly to acknowledge Arno, or so he thought, lifted its mighty jaw to the sky so it was pointing straight up, and then disappeared into the undergrowth at surprising speed.

Leroy stumbled onto the beach and lay in the sand resting on his elbows. The crowd clapped and cheered. Arno wrapped his arm around Leroy’s shoulder. Leroy winced. He was a little tender and still shaken. He took out his fone, but it didn’t work. Arno lent him his to call his parents.

A few schoolmates had gathered around them and one said: “Wow, Arno . . . that was fabulous what you did. Where did you learn to do that stuff?” It was Charlotte Webber and she laid one hand gently on Arno’s forearm as she sat beside him and next to Leroy. She wore shorts and a lime green top over her swimmers and her wet hair clung to her head.

“I dunno, Charlotte . . . just happened. Where’s Ashley?”

“We were down at Jeepers for a while, but she had to go home and practice. Her father will kill her if she doesn’t pass the DIPI entrance test.” Charlotte said it with a slicing action across her throat with a finger. “Arkie came and got me. My bike’s just up there off the path. Ash’s probably on her way here; she would have seen the video by now . . . poor Leroy.” Charlotte looked over at Leroy, cocked her head to one side and did a sympathy thing with her lips.

Leroy, off the fone now and looking on in amazement, said: “Hey, what about me? A boa just about eats my arse and . . . well, how about some hugs over here. . . . ?”

“Oh Leroy, I knew you’d be okay – you always are,” said Charlotte, teasing. “Yuuuk . . . you probably got snake saliva on you.” Charlotte tossed the fringe of her short-cropped, blonde hair away from her brown eyes in mock disgust as she cringed from Leroy and set her arm now on Arno’s shoulder as they both considered Leroy. “Now boyo,” Charlotte said firmly, “we need to get you to hospital for a check-up.”

Arno liked her touch. In fact, he liked any girl’s touch!

The lean figure of Fergal Merriman pushed through the crowd. “Thank The Truemore you’re okay, Leroy. Nice job Arno.” He brushed his hand across Arno’s wavy, sandy-coloured hair, with real sand in it, and then lightly shook Leroy by the shoulder. “Just heard about it.”

Callum and Duke had issued a general warning to all beachgoers in the area and at Jeepers. The Wildervoid Regimentary would hastily send a team to tranquilise the snakes, if they could find them, then transport them back to Monkey Swamp, or perhaps well beyond. This would be a major project considering the weight of the animals. Arno knew from his mother’s experience in the Regimentary that it was likely the snakes would be transported far away into Ashok’s Jungle. Monstering was a serious problem and they could not take chances.

Later that day at Lemurville Hospital while surrounded by his parents and a few friends, Leroy told Arno he saw what had captured the cat’s attention: Shirley. He and the gym cat had interrupted the feather boas courting, got stuck in the middle and looked like lunch. What rotten luck! Leroy needed attention for bruised and potentially broken ribs (there were none), rasping abrasions to his head where the snake’s jaws had locked on, and an injection for protection against tetratus disease, but otherwise he was okay in body if not so much in mind.

“I owe you one, Arno . . . big time. I’d given up, I could not breathe. I saw my life flash before my eyes and there wasn’t much of it!” Leroy laughed a small laugh and it hurt his ribs, and his face immediately twisted into a frown that showed his disbelief. 

“What in the world did you do out there? Arno . . . you hooked into a snake and a cat – and Arkie? You can’t do that. No one can sync reptiles, mammals and birds. A Duali maybe, there’s a few around, but no Anima does three classes. . . . ”

Arno stared at the end of Leroy’s bed. He had tried to put it out of his mind but it was too late now; Animaia had seen Arno Steele’s implausible talents.

“I can do amphibs as well . . . sorry I haven’t said anything before, but –” Arno looked appropriately hangdog. “Over at Aunt Melva’s, a troll toad – big croaker called Fredly, about this big.” He gestured with his hands. 

“Dragonspew Arno –” Leroy’s stare told it all. Arno held back; the utter burden of it. He quickly pulled himself out of it and said: 

“Man, did you see how awesome that gym cat was . . . incredible. We both owe her something. What a cool cat in the end – female I think – she went totally ballistic with that snake when I asked for help. You probably didn’t see all of it, being half choked to death.” Leroy stuck his tongue out and goggled his eyes. 

“Think I’ll call her Maddie,” said Arno.

Leroy was still shaking his head about it all. “And the snake?” asked Leroy. Naming famous and even infamous animals – Arno knew most of them – was a tradition with a long history in Animaia. Great animal characters featured in books, net sites championed or chided them, and even paintings of legendary animals decorated government buildings, especially at Wildervoid offices. There was Killa the crocodillo, a one tonne gigantus that monstered eleven people in three years until they moved her to the northwest straits. And Leopold the sky leopard who, after ten years, still assisted teachers in Anima training at the Dolotty Institute of Primal Intelligence. Arista the Great was a commanding strider elephant who gave his life in battle in the Great Animal War of Liberation. A magnificent bronze statue of Arista standing on hind legs took pride of place in the main square of the capital, Feral City.

“Your pick, man,” said Arno.

“You’re right: Oscar doesn’t sound good enough for someone who tried to eat me. Name change. Hmm . . . maybe . . . Skweezie. How about that? S K W E Z I E.” Leroy spelt it out.

“Skweezie it is,” said Arno. “And may we never meet Skweezie the feather boa again – not that close anyway.”

“Yeah, but he owes me a fone.”

*
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The next day, Arno found Leroy stretched out on the lounge at home with Charlotte and Ashley keeping him company, making small talk and fooling around on their fones. Fergal was reading something about swim training.

“Let me give you a big hug,” said Arno, arms outstretched, feigning a crushing embrace.

Leroy gestured. “Get outa here snake charmer, I've been told to rest! I know, why don't you handle all the freakin’ calls I get from the stupid journalists looking for a big story.”

Arno made out to punch Leroy on his bruised chest. “Nuh. I've got enough press to deal with as it is. And you can pay me back any time. Goldies would be best though.” They both laughed a little.

Journalists were constantly hassling Arno and Leroy – asking for interviews and appearances on shows such as Animal Gotcha, which was exclusively about monstering incidents. Stella Fontanella, the lead journalist, drove them crazy. Then there was the never-ending stream of fone requests for voice or video interviews. If they turned off their fones and slates, the reporters came around to their houses. Fergal and Charlotte got hit as well, and even the search for Skweezie and Shirley by Wildervoid officers was filmed for the evening news. Monstering was reasonably common but a boa incident close to town was hot news. 

Arno spared a thought for poor Lucy Postlethwaite, a former student at Lemurville North High. She was camped over at Bludant Creek on the northern coast a few years ago, got up at night to pee in the bushes and was never seen again. Crocodillo, leopard, boa . . . who knows? He hated to think of her bones scattered around a big wartburr tree somewhere in Gnashers swamp. Animals killed and ate more people than there were people killed in car crashes. Everyone knew this.

The lore of the jungle: carnivorous animals eat other animals – and sometimes people. Or you lost a leg or arm or had a chunk bitten out of your butt. No one wanted an artificial butt . . . not a buttress, no, not that. Old Pete Laslo had a buttress. Happened when he was young. Wouldn’t talk about it though, even to Arno – and he had known Arno from when Arno was a little kid living in his street. Tomas Nickleberry reckons he saw it – the buttress that is – when old Pete showed it to his dad at their place years ago when Tomas was supposed to be in his bedroom. The kids called old Pete ‘bad arse’ behind his back.

The hospitals had special wards called monster wards. The monster toll was always a public news topic and people shook their heads and said: “Did you hear about the poor guy who got eaten by that bear up at Bruinsburg? Tore him up limb by limb . . . geez that was a bad one,” and stuff like that. And the news media featured headlines like:

Call for Calm on Monstering Toll

Yet most of the citizens of Animaia no more held it against the animals than they would blame a car for a car crash. That was how much people cared about animals in Animaia. ‘Wild and willing’ was the motto of the Anima school, DIPI. This caused Arno to smile . . . seeing that his mum was a former student and that she quoted that saying about all sorts of things, especially him.

Like everyone, Arno accepted the risk of being monstered as a part of daily life  (he had to), but like driving a car, most people knew to be careful and not to take risks, even though the Regimentary coaxed or moved dangerous animals further into the wild when the risk of monstering became too great. Arno liked going for a swim at the beach; mostly it was good fun inside the nets – swimming, snorkelling and clowning around – but everyone knew that a shark or crocodillo could tear an arm or leg off or bite you in half at any time, or a chirona could kill you or paralyse you for life if you swam outside the nets – and many people did. “Fools, heroes and adventurers,” his dad would say. “Trust to The Truemore,” they would say before entering the water or the jungle, “Trust to The Truemore. . . .”

*
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Their fones and the skwarks on Skwarker had run hot. Everyone had a story to tell. Videos of Leroy and Arno, Skweezie and Maddie were all over the place. School buddies were calling them up – “what did you see . . . what did Steele do?” Bystanders at the incident had videoed every second and pushed the videos up to Skwarker as the scene played out. Ashley had monitored the whole thing at home.

The Animaian, a prominent net news broadcaster, had called Charlotte for an interview: “Miss Webber, what do you know about Arno Steele? How do you think he managed to talk that snake out of eating your friend; what Anima techniques did he use? He seems too young to be able to pull off something like that . . . and he synced a reptile and a mammal at the same time; that’s very unusual for an Anima is it not? And is it true that Leroy Barker had the snake in a headlock in the early stages?”

“You forgot the raven,” snipped Charlotte. “I don’t know; you’ll have to talk to Arno about all that. Good luck, keeps pretty much to himself about these things.” 

Charlotte was now looking directly into Arno’s eyes and said, “Arno, we’re all giving you a ‘please explain’ you know.” The others butted in, too.

“Yeah pal, when are you going to come clean?” asked Fergal.

Then Ashley said, “That’s right, cough up freak boy . . . we’re waiting!”  

Leroy demanded, “Come on hero . . . tell ’em about the troll toad as well.”

Arno cringed. The thing was, just about all Anima were born with a distinct and limited psi ability to sync with only one class of animals – either the mammals like cats and monkeys and dolfins; or the birds; or the amphibians like frogs and salamanders; or the reptiles like snakes, turtles and crocodillos. Multis were rare, and the ability of any Anima to talk to all four classes remained speculation, even in The Truemore chronicles. Mammal talkers might get mixed signals from a reptile or amphibian or bird, but it would be too indistinct to form words and meaning. Arno knew he was different, and he was not sure how to deal with it. He wondered what it would be like to be a spam and not have to communicate with animals at all. ‘Silent Person Animal Mute.’ Spams couldn’t send or receive animal psi talk; they weren’t Anima people.

“I’m mute as a rubber boot, guys . . . trust me.” They were still staring at him, waiting. . . . “It’s a matter of science, you know,” Arno continued, trying to rationalise his Anima abilities. His dad had told him that Friedman Schlumpf, the famous Anima scientist, reckoned it was something to do with the deep genetic roots in each Anima’s family tree from the days when ‘the wilding’ was common – times when humans actually lived much more closely with wild animals in the Midsouthland. And that it may even have had evolutionary origins in the first vertebrates – animals with a skeleton – many millions of years ago. 

“It can happen at any time Schlumpf says – even you guys – and I could lose the ability as I grow older. It’s a brain thing. Genes and biochemical switches and stuff, whatever that means. So don’t make a big deal of it. . . and don’t tell anyone.”

“Tell anyone? Everyone knows now you zoob,” wailed Leroy. “Look at a screen sometime. And Schlumpf can’t be right; how many multi talkers do you know?” 

“I’m just pretending . . .”
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​​​Chapter 3
Secrets
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Splendid big-leaved and wide-trunked trees and elegant palms reached through this lower life and created their own community of living things in the treetops. Milkwood, brutense and paralip trees; frelimo and rockwater palms; giant gurdylines and sappy, leaking climbers; yelper gibbons; yellow lemurs; blud ants the size of mice; things with long, flashing tongues; colourful birds that preyed and preened; insects born to prick and suck; strange slow things that oozed and slid and clung and stank – this, all of it, was the primeval place, the thrum of life. The Truemore hid here; he felt her – unseen, watching, waiting, ever vigilant. Not this place in particular, not this Winklewort House, but here, in this thing that stretched a thousand eternities –  alive, immortal, looking over us, yet of us. Of this Byron Dolotty was certain. And he was pleased with this remote location; for the work he had to do. He feared ‘the Return’, as did everyone in his profession.

*
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Byron could see the perimeter of the clearing that hosted the two-story timber dwelling in which he sat. A diffuse light supplied by strategically placed solar lamps illuminated the surroundings modestly. An early evening half-moon supplied extra light, but he knew it was not required because the patrolling guard had such acute hearing, vision and innate stealth that an intruder would have had little chance of approaching, let alone breaching the secure boundary. And if they did . . .

The guard prowled and pranced, now walking upright, now crouching low, now using strategic cover and traversing wet and mossy ground silently like some wraith in the night. The creature bore no weapons and stood no taller than a small man. The guard knew the regular inhabitants of the surrounding jungle and the man and woman in the nearby building, too. This was a creature of the night and his name was Slikr.

The tall woman beside Byron Dolotty listened quietly with enthusiastic eyes. Outside on the veranda stood a masked ape the size of a small planet. His name was Kung. He did not move. His eyes flashed regularly from side to side and his nostrils flared erratically, testing the air for unfamiliar scents and smells.

“What do you know about Arno Steele, Sybylla? Son of Elanor Steele; seems to have special ability . . . not surprising I suppose, considering –” Byron Dolotty paused and gazed out the window across the vast jungle darkness highlighted by a pale moon. “Can you recruit him? If he’s anything like his mother and grandfather . . .” Byron Dolotty pushed his long, greying hair back on his head.

“He couldn’t be a Multi could he? There’s not been one for so many years. . . . Been another incident you know – over in the northwest on the Plains of Putaroo – the second one this month that we know of. And you say there’s another boy – a Pisca – surely not: we don’t know that it’s possible.” 

“Settle down Byron; probably nothing that can’t be explained,” the woman said firmly, trying to calm him. And the Imizi . . .?

“Don’t be daft, Sybylla. You and I both know the Imizi do things a certain way; we all know that, and this is not their way. We found intestines, bones slashed cleanly through . . . the poor beasts had been slaughtered then butchered, remains left in the sun to rot. Besides, I’m in regular contact with the Imizi – Noonuc was here last week to report in. It’s not their work.” 

He was agitated and he knew it was not like him to be so. “Dark days, Syb. Long campaign I fear.” Byron Dolotty wandered over to the veranda and nodded to Kung.

Sybylla Dolotty stood up and they both listened to night noises in silence for a while. Kung moved on the veranda and then he was still again. She turned to her brother. 

“I’ll let you know when I know more about Arno Steele: I’ve been watching and waiting . . . to see if it’s all true. He might be something to work with.”

*
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Byron Dolotty lived alone here at Winklewort House (at least he was the only human), the old jungle hill station on the northern side of the Crater Nebula. Once an outpost of the Wildervoid Regimentary, it remained so to most people – and that suited him fine.

The large, sprawling, high-set timber and iron building stood on a hill covered in thick rainforest. Moss and lichen grew from its walls and roof and just about any other object they could latch onto. In the rainy season, the rain came down in great splurges of water that lingered in mist and fog and made everything seem cloud-like for many weeks. Tendrils of vines and large-leaved creeping plants threatened to engulf the entrance road. And the Winklewort constantly attempted to overwhelm gardens, lawns and open spaces. 

Two, four, six and eight-legged things lived here – and things with no legs – avoiding detection, feeding, reproducing, renewing themselves and each other and you and me. At least this man was sure of it. He’d lived here for twenty years. He melted into it. He became it.  Fungus grew on him. He could not conceive of any other way. 

The road to Winklewort House wound its way up from Feral City, the national capital and the commercial and political centre of the northern provinces. The Slyme River flowed down to the Far Sea from the northern slopes of the Crater Nebula, carving a river valley, sliding by the hilly outcrop that harboured Winklewort House, and then on to create the fertile river plains and estuary that grew the original settlement of Feral City. 

At the edge of town, and on a sweeping ridge above the coastline a few kilometres along the coastal road that eventually swung inland and on to the hill station, stood the main building and grounds of the Dolotty Institute of Primal Intelligence – DIPI – the premier Anima training school in the country. There were others of course: The Irawina School of Lizardry; Jemima Goodbalm Academy of Anima; The Delilah Flossing Anima University of the South; Dilip Attaboy Creature Novatech – all fine institutes for sure, but DIPI had the longest history and a buzz of mystique and political intrigue going way back to the civil war. Byron Dolotty would never have it that any other school could match the tradition and historical splendour of DIPI, which he had attended as a boy, even if with family privilege. 

DIPI produced some of the best animal talkers in Animaia, many of whom claimed jobs in the Wildervoid Regimentary and in businesses that thrived on communication between humans and animals. Not surprisingly, the Wilderborg also recruited DIPI’s best. This most secret Animaian intelligence agency worked to protect the political freedoms of Animaia and the country’s bill of rights. The Wilderborg’s actions and plans were never public, which drew considerable speculation as to their designs and motives from a few. Byron knew the Wilderborg well: he worked for them.

Zuzu Mansions, the magnificent old central staff and student quarters at DIPI was over 120 years old. Originally a military college, the large, whitewashed stone, brick and timber building with elegant columns, wide verandas, a maze of rooms, connecting passageways and an imposing sloping tiled roof dulled with lichens, stood at the end of a circular drive that began at a set of large and now antique iron gates. The original building and surrounding grounds now sparkled with renovation and renewal to provide all the facilities required to teach the best in Animaia. Nestled into a coastal corridor of Ashok’s Jungle, its sprawling grounds, futbol playing fields and animal reserves spread over a broad estate that led right down to a fine beach and the sea. Like the dining room, many of the classrooms opened onto a wide veranda that overlooked the Far Sea and the Rounding Reef from on high. 

Enrolment at DIPI was by application and then invitation and entry test. The test had a frightening reputation – second only to the reputation of the head of school, Prima Sybylla Dolotty. Also known furtively as the DIPI Witch, no student or aspiring student would dare utter that phrase within many kilometres of Zuzu Mansions, or to anyone vaguely connected with DIPI.

*
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“That’s settled then,” said Sybylla with a tone that suggested agreement was not required nor dissent tolerated. “I’ll contact Steele and his parents tomorrow. I’ve already agreed to meet the other boy. Byron, you do need to settle down a little . . . you’re acting like one of my hysterical students. Don’t panic; we will find an explanation for the fleshing and deal with it. Take some time off at our beach cabin, dry out a bit and I’ll join you when I can.” She stopped and gave her brother a whimsical look. “Godwit, you’re starting to look like a cave man on a bad hair day, and you need a good feed of Vegetime; you’re getting skinny.” She kissed him a loving but glancing kiss on the cheek through several days of extra beard born of his exploits in the jungle and started toward the door. “And take a bath, you smell like mushrooms!”

Byron Dolotty tugged at the green-tinged, fine edges of his facial hair. He raised his eyes, pushed his long grey hair (or was it green) back in a mock combing action, and grinned. “I’ll walk you to the car, Syb – as long as you don’t consider me a health hazard.” 

“Oh,” Sybylla whispered in a lower voice as she briefly turned her head, “any news about the Crater and you know –?”

Byron looked through her. “Things are not looking good. Talk later.”

Byron pondered the contrast. He, a dishevelled wild man with features blurred from an overgrowth of hair, and Sybylla, a tall, neatly groomed woman with dark yet slightly greying hair, elegant nose and grey-green eyes, and a strong mouth and voice that apparently served her well in her role as head of the Dolotty Institute of Primal Intelligence. She left the room and swept down the stairs towards her electric forest vehicle. Kung, and the man close confidants and those who knew no better called “Dotty,” followed her. Lulu, a pixelated python, moved slowly across a near rafter as they crossed the veranda. 

“Thank you Kung, I’ll see you before too long. Keep an eye on him won’t you.” She synced and spoke aloud. The big masked ape shook his head and placed a hand the size of a banana bunch ever so lightly on her shoulder before retreating to the jungle.

Waiting in the vehicle was Sybylla’s assistant and school Animasti, Harry Carey, a nuggety man with large hands, a flat nose, cropped hair and a permanent suntan that made him look like a carved idol. As Animasti, Harry was responsible for all managed interaction between students and school animals at DIPI. An accomplished Anima in his own right and former Regimentary field staffer, he was a mammal talker; and as was the way with just about all Anima, he had unreliable syncing ability with other animal classes.

“Evening Dotty, Kung –” Harry nodded a greeting. “Prima Dolotty!” He addressed her with some urgency. “That thing is out there . . . can’t see it fer sure, but know it’s there. Locked m’self in the Zipper. Don’ like the feel of it you know . . . not sure I could sync it even if I needed to. Got weak signals from time to time but – don’ mind me saying so, sir; frightens me – don’t trust ’im.”

Byron Dolotty smiled again – at Harry’s unease this time. “Slikr’s not a ‘thing’ Harry; “he’s not quite as human as you are, but not too far off it.” Harry grimaced, not certain of compliment or insult. You probably won’t get through by syncing mammal though, and he talks verbally to few people. You need to get to know Slikr better. He’ll not betray me, I’m certain of it.” Harry switched on the car’s near-silent engine. The speed limit was a strict ninety kilometres an hour in all wilder regions of Animaia, except for emergencies of course, but they had better be emergencies. “Hey Harry –” Byron made sure he caught Harry’s eye, “you do know this is confidential, Slikr I mean, you do understand?” Slikr was not exactly a secret among senior DIPI staff – his existence if not the details – but Byron Dolotty was uneasy about Harry’s attitude.

“Don’ know anything about him, sir, do I?” Harry was already reversing the Zipper.

Sybylla and Harry had not been gone long when Byron Dolotty wandered down the path at the back of the building to the bottom of the hill where a deep but narrow stream flowed and eventually worked its way into coastal swamps. Darkness prevailed as the moon hid behind a cloud – except for the fireflies that splattered pinpoint light among the trees, and the beam from the small glower he used for personal light on the path. He sat at his favourite place – a grassy bank overlooking the fast-flowing waters – and turned off his glower. He could see little until his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, the oily night waters gradually reflecting reality courtesy of the modest light of the rising moon. The stream gurgled quietly, various insects chirped, and night animals howled and shrieked from time to time, close by and in the distance.

A rustle of foliage behind did not surprise him. Kung stole out of the darkness and settled himself on all fours nearby without syncing anything meaningful. They sat in silence, listening to the waters and the night noises, observing little, saying less, and passing wordless messages of camaraderie built on tough times and true in a shared history of friendship.

Abruptly, all nearby jungle noise stopped. Byron Dolotty knew this sound; he’d been in this silence before. It came when the jungle collective sensed the unknown, the unusual, something to fear: this was a time to be unseen and unheard lest this foreign thing targets you. The way of the jungle. 

Byron Dolotty could barely see Kung now, who swayed rhythmically on all fours. He judged Kung’s superior senses had detected more than he revealed. A minute of silence passed. Neither of them moved. Now, a few metres to the left of Dolotty, and in the stream, the regular form of the rushing waters changed, and fleeting as the splash was, he felt it rather than saw or heard it in that cloaking darkness. It was not time for a glower just yet. The guttural purr that he knew so well grew from a subtle hint to something much more substantial. Out of the corner of his eye, he detected Kung to the right standing on two legs, arms at his chest in readiness.

“Kung, can you leave us now please? It’s Slikr. I’ll be okay; Slikr and I will talk.” Dolotty turned on his glower at a reduced level. The grommat was crouching at the water’s edge with only his upper body showing. In a silent half-slither, half-pounce, he was on the bank, standing upright, human-like on short, powerful legs, long arms dangling, angular, green-black body tight with fine-scaled skin glistening in the evening ambience. With a sideways motion of his lizard-like head, and with flat nostrils vibrating and long teeth flashing, Slikr uttered a primeval greeting.
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