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Next in the Series
Unga Bunga!!!: Rock, Cradle, and Roll
Chapter 1 — Ape Expectations

Unga fell out of the fig tree with a branch in one hand and somebody else's breakfast in the other.

He had planned to take only the breakfast. A pale split ran through the branch beneath his foot. Unga stretched past it for the last fig just as an angry bird landed at the far end. His heel twisted the split open, and the wood snapped beneath him.

The bird could fly. This gave it a tremendous advantage in the argument.

Unga struck the hanging tangle of vines beneath the tree. They bent under him, spilled him onto a bed of old leaves, and whipped the branch out of his grip. He rolled once, clamped both hands over the figs, and came up crouching.

Three figs lay squashed between his palms. Unga scooped up the purple mess and lifted it above his head. Yes! The tree could throw him out, the bird could scream itself bald, and he would still have breakfast.

Above him, the bird shrieked from a sound branch. Unga bared his teeth at it and ate the largest fig in one bite. Purple juice ran through the chestnut fur on his wrist.

Victory tasted sweet, with a small crunchy bit that might have been an insect. The insect had chosen a poor place to stand.

Across the African plain, gazelles lifted their heads from the tall grass. Beetles dragged balls of dung past their feet. A lioness lay beneath a thorn tree with one paw on a torn antelope haunch, licking blood from between her toes.

What a feast the plains had laid out! Meat on the hoof, meat on the wing, meat with claws, and Unga licking fig juice off the fingers he hoped to keep.

Unga examined his second fig.

The troop had stripped the low branches before sunrise. He had arrived late because Enk had been asleep on his arm, and moving Enk required either patience or a bite. Unga had tried patience. By the time he resorted to the bite, the ripe fruit near the ground was gone.

Now he had climbed higher than the others, survived an aerial dispute, and returned with food. He tucked the smallest fig against his chest, held the second between his lips, and started toward the sleeping grove.

A rustle followed him.

Unga stopped with one knuckle on the ground.

The bird had followed him too. It hopped along a low branch, glaring at the purple stains on his muzzle. He swallowed the second fig slowly, maintaining eye contact through the entire act.

The bird tilted its head. Unga tilted his. He ducked behind a root, and it hopped sideways to keep him in view. He tried the other side. The little bastard moved again.

Unga spread his sticky fingers in front of its beak. The bird turned its backside toward him and dropped a white streak onto the root.

His accuser had submitted evidence.

The bird opened its wings and screamed.

Something much larger screamed behind it.

Unga dropped flat.

A baboon crashed through the foliage where his head had been. It caught the lower branch with both hands and swung there, showing teeth long enough to improve almost any conversation. Two more shapes shook the leaves above.

Those were not the bird's figs either.

Unga's understanding of property had developed considerably in the past few moments. It now included an urgent interest in leaving.

He ran on hands and feet beneath the branches, holding the last fig in his mouth. Behind him, the first baboon landed hard. Another cut across the low boughs to his right.

Unga knew the grove. He knew the bent tree with the hollow beneath its roots, the fallen trunk that moved if enough bodies crossed it, and the thorn bush that appeared soft until touched. He went straight for the thorn bush.

The baboon behind him gained ground.

At the last instant Unga caught a sapling, swung around its narrow trunk, and squeezed through a gap between the thorns. His fur brushed the points. The baboon tried to follow at speed and met the bush chest first.

Its shriek brought a grin around Unga's fig.

Then the second baboon dropped in front of him.

Unga skidded to a halt. The baboon planted its feet on either side of the trail. Its eyes fixed on the fruit bulging in his cheek.

There was still room to retreat. There were also thorns, another baboon, and a very strong smell of offended monkey behind him.

Unga pointed over the blocking animal's shoulder.

The baboon looked.

Unga leaped past it.

Wonderful trick. Worked on Enk too.

He broke out of the trees with his pursuers close behind and found a grazing antelope exactly where he intended to put his next foot. The animal sprang sideways. Unga flung himself the other way, rolled beneath its belly, and scattered the rest of the herd.

Hooves drummed around him. Dust filled his nose. The baboons stopped at the edge of the grove, unwilling to join an argument involving so many feet.

Unga crawled behind a mound and waited for the herd to pass.

His final fig had flattened against his tongue.

He ate it.

For a little while, the world improved.

From the grass beyond the mound, Enk watched him lick his fingers.

Enk had a long muzzle, deep brown fur, and a shallow notch in his left ear. He had earned the notch by investigating a creature that looked asleep. Unga had recommended the investigation. Their accounts of whose idea it had been still differed.

Enk extended a hand.

Unga displayed his empty palms.

Enk pointed at the juice on his wrist.

Unga licked that too.

Unga offered the clean side of his wrist. Enk took his hand, turned it over, and scraped a purple seed from the fur. He held it beneath Unga's nose.

“Mine.”

Unga opened his mouth.

Enk ate the seed himself. Then he pointed at the bite mark on his arm.

Enk cuffed him on the shoulder, then crouched beside the mound. Unga rubbed the spot while his friend inspected the grass.

That was fair. Unga left him a patch of shade.

Beyond them, the antelope herd slowed. Dust drifted away from raised heads and twitching ears. The baboons climbed back toward the figs, already quarrelling among themselves.

Enk reached into the fur beneath his arm and produced a small, hard fruit.

Unga's hand shot out.

Enk moved the fruit behind his back.

Unga pointed over Enk's shoulder.

Enk took a bite without looking.

The trick had limits. These were worth remembering.

After a second bite, Enk handed over the rest. The fruit was sour enough to pull Unga's lips back from his teeth, but it filled the empty space left by the figs. He chewed, swallowed, and bumped his shoulder against Enk's.

Enk returned the bump a little harder. Balance restored.

They should have gone back to the troop. The sun was climbing, and the patch of shade behind the mound was shrinking. Water lay beyond the grove. So did the others, and places to rest while the worst heat passed.

Instead, Unga spotted the hare.

It sat beneath a low bush thirty paces away, turning something pale between its front paws. Each bite made its ears twitch. Its hind legs were folded close to its body, thick and ready, and its belly rested comfortably on the cool dirt.

An animal with a full belly and spare food. Unga appreciated both features.

He nudged Enk and pointed.

Enk inspected the open ground and flicked his fingers away from his legs. Fast. Unga held up both hands, then scratched a circle in the dirt with a mark on either side. One finger drove toward the circle. The other waited beyond it. He pinched them together and showed Enk his empty mouth.

Enk caught the pinching hand. He pointed back toward the troop, then at the hare. Home had fruit scraps. This had meat.

Unga slapped his own belly.

Enk grinned and chose the far side. He pressed Unga's reaching hand down once before parting the grass: wait until he got there.

Unga waited until Enk vanished. That was nearly the same thing.

Above the grass, a hawk traced a slow circle. From its height the hunt was wonderfully clear: one hare, two apes, and a fresh trail of movement through the grass. The hawk adjusted its circle. There might be a meal in this, provided the mammals continued helping.

Unga crawled toward the bush, belly low and crown tuft brushing the seed heads. A grasshopper struck his muzzle. His hand followed it halfway before the hare bit its root again. Bigger food deserved a little discipline.

Unga stopped beside a flattened patch of grass and studied the little animal. Its ears turned separately. One followed a bird call; the other tilted toward a faint scraping sound from Enk's side of the bush.

A shape brightened at the edge of Unga's attention.

It had no smell and cast no shadow. He blinked. It remained, hanging beside the hare as plainly as a mark scratched in soil.

Observe — attend to a visible target. Details depend on distance and attention.


The meaning arrived whole. Unga had no letters for it, and no need of them. He understood where to direct his attention much as he understood the direction of a pointing hand.

He poked the bright shape, and his finger passed through it. The hare raised its head. Unga froze with his hand outstretched while breakfast inspected the waving threat beside its bush.

The hare lowered its muzzle. Unga tucked his hand beneath his chest and attended to the animal again.

The shape returned. This time it settled around details he could already see: the folded hind legs, the angle of the ears, the open ground to the hare's left. The brightest edge rested along that clear escape route.

Enk crouched beyond the bush, blocking a narrow patch of thorns. The open escape lane lay beside Unga.

Unga had drawn the circle from where he stood, and Enk had read it from where he stood. Between them, they had invented a map and immediately discovered a reason to improve it.

Unga clicked his tongue and pointed across the escape lane. Enk pointed at the hare, then slapped the grass beneath his own feet. He was waiting exactly where Unga's scratched finger had told him to wait.

Unga dragged one finger sideways over the soil. Enk leaned out to see it. The hare's ears turned toward him.

Unga opened his mouth to call him back.

The hawk dropped.

Its shadow slid across the bush an instant before its wings folded. The hare sprang away from the root. Enk launched from cover. Unga lunged after the hare, which changed direction so sharply that all three hunters missed it in three different ways.

The hawk beat its wings above Enk's head. Enk ducked and slapped the air. Unga caught a mouthful of grass where the hare's back had been.

The hare shot toward a line of pale stones beyond the next rise.

Unga spat out the grass and ran.

Enk ran beside him. The hawk climbed above them, furious at the size of the idiots now occupying its landing space.

This time the hare had only one clear route, a narrow run between the stones. Unga could see it. Enk could see it too. Their eyes met over the streaming grass, and both apes bared their teeth in delight.

They had the beast now.

Under the pale stones, something long and heavy uncoiled in the shade.
Chapter 2 — A Bad Hare Day

The hare cleared the first stone without slowing. Unga cleared it with both hands, one foot, and enough noise to spoil a much larger hunt.

Enk went around.

That put Enk ahead.

Unga objected with a bark and hurried after him, scrambling over warm rock. The hare flashed between two thorn bushes, turned uphill, and bounced onto a shelf of pale stone. Its ears rose above the edge for an instant.

Enk took the shelf's left end while Unga scrambled toward the right. The hare sprang over Enk's reaching hands, landed behind him, and paused beside coarse grass farther down the slope. Enk turned to Unga and pointed at the empty space above his own head.

Below them, the hare's nose twitched. One ear turned toward the apes while it began eating.

Eating! In the middle of their hunt!

Unga slapped the rock hard enough to sting his palm, then waved Enk down the slope. If breakfast wanted to take a break, he would be delighted to join it.

They descended through the stones on opposite sides. Unga kept his eyes on the hare's ears. The bright trace from before returned when he held his attention steady, resting along the animal's crouched body.

Observe — visible target: grass hare. Alert posture. Clear retreat behind cover.


Behind cover. Unga looked beyond the clump instead of staring at the mouthful he wanted. A narrow passage ran between a leaning slab and the slope. Beyond that stood a low mound, and beyond the mound the ground fell away.

He clicked to Enk, pointed at the passage, and pressed his palm downward.

Wait there.

Enk followed the gesture. He moved behind the slab and flattened himself against it, his long arms tucked close. This time Unga waited until his friend looked back. He pointed again. Enk nodded.

Enk planted his feet across the passage and showed Unga both empty hands. Unga answered with a low click. This time the hare's open retreat led straight to his friend.

He crept closer.

The hare chewed.

Unga advanced another hand's length, planting his knuckles between two dry stalks. His shadow lay behind him. The breeze moved toward his face. He watched one ear turn toward a sound uphill and kept still until it turned away.

Then he charged.

The hare bolted for the passage. Enk lunged from behind the slab and spread his arms across the gap.

Enk's hands covered the passage from thorn to slab. His legs left a much smaller opening below.

It shot between his feet.

Enk folded in half and grabbed. Unga arrived behind him at full speed, saw the lowered head, and tried to stop on loose grit. His feet slid out. He struck Enk with his shoulder, and both apes rolled down the passage in a knot of elbows and furious calls.

They landed in deep, dry grass below the slab. Unga lay across Enk's back. Enk had one foot beside Unga's ear. Each waited for the other to move first.

The hare thumped away along the mound.

Unga untangled himself and slapped the dirt. Enk sat up, plucked a stalk from between his teeth, and held it out.

Breakfast.

Unga threw it at him.

Enk ducked with a grin. He had been ducking things thrown by Unga for most of his life. The trick was to watch the shoulder. Unga's face could promise anything; his shoulder always announced the throw.

For a moment they crouched in the grass, panting. The fig grove stood behind them, its dark trees breaking the bright plain. A small troop could travel that distance comfortably before the day grew hot. Two hungry fools could cover it more quickly, provided they stopped sprinting past their own food.

Enk turned toward the trees.

Unga caught his wrist.

The hare had stopped again.

It sat on the far side of the mound, half hidden behind a tuft of grass. One long ear showed. Then a hind foot. Then the small round shape of its tail as it slipped out of sight.

Unga pointed, held his hands a little closer together than before, and mimed a grab.

Enk looked at the grove. He looked at Unga. He looked at the place where the hare had gone.

His hand settled briefly on Unga's shoulder.

Together.

Unga nodded so fiercely that the tuft on his crown bounced. They scrambled up the mound side by side.

Below lay a dry watercourse cut through the earth. Its floor curved between steep banks, pale stones scattered along the bends. A few roots hung from the sides. The deepest shadows held strips of damp dirt where water had passed long before the morning's hunt.

The hare sat near a bend.

From above, its situation looked delicious. A bank on each side. Apes on the slope behind. All they needed was something to block the lower passage.

Enk found a fallen branch caught among the roots. It forked near one end and stretched from his shoulder to his foot. He tugged it free, tested its weight, and held it across the narrow gully.

Unga clapped both hands.

Yes! Bigger hands!

Enk turned the fork sideways, considering the width. Then he climbed down using the roots, keeping the branch against the bank until he reached the floor. Unga waited above while his friend worked around the bend.

The hawk settled on a thorn tree beyond the bank. Its head turned with Enk's raised branch, and it tucked its wings against its sides to wait.

Unga eased down the bank.

A thin root bent beneath his hand. He shifted onto a thicker one, pressed his toes into a crack, and lowered himself until the stones lay just beneath his feet. The hare's head turned toward him.

At the bend, Enk raised the forked branch.

Unga landed and charged.

The hare ran straight toward Enk. At the last instant it veered into the bank and disappeared through a hole scarcely wider than its body.

Enk thrust the branch across the empty passage.

Unga arrived with both hands open.

They stared at the hole.

The hawk lifted from its tree and flew away. There were standards to maintain.

Unga dropped onto his belly and pushed his arm inside the opening. Cool soil brushed his fur. His fingers touched a bend in the tunnel, then a tangle of dry roots. He stretched until his shoulder scraped the edge.

Too far.

He withdrew his arm and pointed Enk toward the hole. Enk's longer reach sometimes got him fruit Unga had meant to eat. It might get them this.

Enk knelt, reached around the first bend, and dragged out a dry leaf. He set it aside. Then he put his mouth close to the opening and blew a sharp chuff into the tunnel.

Dust puffed back into his nose.

He jerked away and sneezed against Unga's chest. Unga wiped the damp spot with the discarded leaf while Enk glared at the hole. Whatever breakfast was doing in there, it could do it without an audience.

Enk tapped the tunnel wall with the branch. Loose crumbs of earth fell from the opening.

Unga crouched beside him and studied the ground. If they could widen the hole, his hand might turn inside it. A sharp stone would dig better than fingers. A heavy stone could break the hard lip.

The bright shapes answered his attention when he examined a nearby cobble.

Quartzite cobble — blunt stone. Heavy for its size. Surface uneven. Grip must resist slipping.


Unga picked it up.

The stone was pale gray, with a rusty seam running through one side. It filled his palm and pulled at his wrist. He turned it, set his thumb against the shallow hollow beside the seam, and tried a short downward movement.

His fingers tightened at once.

Heavy. Useful heavy.

He set it near the burrow and looked for another. Enk had taken the forked branch farther around the bend, where the tunnel might have a second opening. The gully narrowed there beneath a slab leaning against the bank. Shade filled the space below it.

Enk crouched and reached toward something pale beneath the stone.

The sound that stopped Unga was soft, a long breath pushed through dry leaves.

Enk's hand stopped too.

A snake's head rose from the shade.

It was broad enough to fill Enk's palm. Dark chevrons crossed its thick body, and the head rested above a tight curve of muscle. Its mouth opened a fraction. The hiss spread along the gully.

Enk drew his hand back slowly.

The snake followed the movement.

Unga had seen a troop member bitten once. The bite itself had been small. The swelling afterward had filled an entire foot, and the calls had lasted until darkness. By the next morning the others were sitting well away from the still body.

He remembered the flies most clearly. They had crawled over eyes that no longer blinked.

Unga pressed one hand against the bank. Earth crumbled beneath his fingertips. The root he had used to climb down hung upstream, on the far side of Enk and the snake. Here the wall rose smooth above his head.

Enk eased his feet backward.

His heel touched the leaning slab.

The snake tightened its curve.

Unga could retreat down the gully. Beyond the bend, the banks opened and the grass began again. He knew that route because the hare had almost taken it. If he ran, he could be out before the snake crossed half the space between them.

Enk stayed very still against the stone.

He held the branch sideways, but its fork had caught behind a hanging root. Pulling harder would bring it toward the snake's head. Releasing it would leave his hands empty.

Unga clicked once.

Enk's eyes moved toward him.

Unga pointed down the gully, then at the space beside himself. Come here. Come now.

Enk shifted his weight.

The snake struck the branch with a hard wooden knock.

Both apes jerked back. The head recoiled immediately, resetting above the heavy body. Enk pressed against the slab with his lips drawn tight, the branch trapped across his knees.

Unga reached behind him without taking his eyes from the snake.

His fingers found the cobble's rusty seam.

He closed his hand around it, drew it forward, and stepped between the snake and his friend.
Chapter 3 — Hit Me With Your Best Rock

The snake's head turned toward Unga's moving hand.

He stopped the stone beside his thigh. The snake stopped too, its thick body folded beneath the raised head. A dark tongue flicked out and vanished.

Behind it, Enk held the branch across his knees. His left hand gripped the long stem. His right held the fork, which remained caught beneath a root beside the leaning slab. The branch stood between his leg and the snake's mouth.

Unga lifted his empty hand.

The head followed that instead.

Oh, good. Breakfast could be distracted. Breakfast also had needles in its face, so Unga gave this promising discovery his full attention.

He moved his left hand slowly to the side. The snake turned a little farther. Its body stayed planted in the dust, broad and heavy beneath the patterned skin. The raised neck curved close to the branch Enk held.

Unga glanced at his friend and pointed the stone down.

Enk bared his teeth.

Yes. Down. Hard. Preferably soon.

Unga drew the cobble above his shoulder and lunged.

The snake struck toward the motion. He flinched, twisting away as his arm came down. The stone slammed into bare earth beside the animal's head. Dust burst into its open mouth.

Unga sprang back on three limbs. The cobble pulled at his right hand, almost slipping free. He clamped it against his chest as the snake recoiled.

The snake spat dust and opened its mouth wider. Unga had improved the wrong end.

Enk kicked a loose stone across the floor. It bounced against the snake's flank and drew the head away from Unga. Enk used the instant to pull his branch upward.

The fork held fast.

He pulled again. Bark squealed against the root, and a pointed stub dragged across his shin. Enk hissed through his teeth but kept his grip.

Injury — scraped shin. HP 63/66 | MP 22/22.


Something had counted the pain. Enk looked down at the smaller amount where a larger one belonged.

The snake moved before he could object.

Unga threw a handful of grit at its head, drawing the strike toward himself. He lurched back as the jaws snapped shut on empty air. His elbow raked the rough bank, tearing through fur and skin.

Hot blood ran toward his wrist.

Injury — scraped forearm. HP 54/60 | MP 22/22.


Unga stared at the falling number. He disliked it at once. Whatever that thing was counting, he preferred having all of it.

Enk slapped the dirt with his free hand.

Look here!

Unga raised his head. His friend pointed along the forked branch, then shoved it toward the slab. The stem bent. The caught fork rotated slightly beneath the root.

He had been trying to pull it free. Pushing changed the angle.

Unga shuffled closer and held up his empty hand again. The snake tracked the motion, head swinging away from Enk. Unga swayed his fingers left, then right, keeping them well beyond its reach.

The snake gathered itself.

He retreated before the strike, which fell short and drove the animal's chin into the dust.

Enk pushed hard.

The fork slipped free with a crack of bark. He dragged the branch across his body and jammed the two prongs against the ground between his legs and the snake.

Free! Enk could move!

He sprang sideways toward Unga, hauling the branch with him. The snake struck the wood again. One fang caught in the bark for an instant, long enough for the twisting body to pull the branch from Enk's hand.

Both apes scrambled downstream.

They stopped beyond the bend, pressed shoulder to shoulder against a sunlit patch of bank. Unga clutched the cobble. Enk clutched Unga's uninjured arm.

The snake remained beneath the slab. It shook its head free of the bark, folded itself into another coil, and hissed after them.

The gully opened a short distance ahead. They could leave now. Climb into the grass, go back to the trees, and eat whatever the others had missed. Enk tugged Unga toward that opening.

Unga moved with him for two steps.

Then he looked at the blood on his forearm.

No holes from teeth. The bank had scraped Unga; the branch had scraped Enk. That bastard beneath the slab still had all its meat.

He looked at the stone, then around the bend.

The flat, thick body lay in almost the same place. Only the head had moved quickly.

Unga knelt and drew a crooked line in the dust. He put a finger at one end, wiggled it, and pulled it away from his descending fist. Enk watched, still holding his arm.

Unga repeated the movement. This time he struck the middle of the line.

Enk released him.

His eyes moved toward the branch beneath the slab.

Enk pointed at the far end of the line. Unga moved his finger there and brought his fist down on the middle again. Enk planted a hand across the wiggling finger.

Hold that end. Hit this end.

Unga tightened his grip on the rock.

Enk nodded toward the branch.

Ah, well. Sensible creatures could have the leftovers.

Enk crept around the bend first. He stayed close to the outer bank, where the passage widened, and lowered his body until his chest nearly touched the ground. The snake's head swung toward him.

Unga followed along the opposite side.

Enk extended a hand, withdrew it, then slapped the dust beside his knee. The snake shifted, tightening the front of its coil. It had already chased both intruders from striking distance. It would do so again.

Unga set his feet against a shallow ridge in the ground. He held the cobble low. His right thumb pressed into the hollow beside the rusty seam, while his left hand cupped the far side.

Both hands. Short lift. Middle of the snake.

Enk slapped the ground a second time and scooted back.

The head followed him.

Unga stepped forward and drove the rock into the thick coil. Flesh crushed against the hard ground with a wet crack.

The snake whipped around his hands. Unga released the stone and leaped back, but the cobble remained on the struck curve of body. The snake's head twisted toward him, jaws opening wide.

Enk lunged for the branch.

He caught the long end with both hands and thrust the fork down behind the snake's head. One prong struck the earth. The other skidded across a stone, turning the fork sideways.

The head slid free.

Enk hauled the branch back before the snake could reach his grip. He spread his feet, lowered his shoulders, and thrust again. This time both prongs dug into dirt, trapping the neck between them.

He shoved with his whole body.

The branch bent. The snake heaved beneath it, its thick tail beating against the slab. Dust rose around Enk's hands. He grunted, planted one heel against a buried stone, and bore down harder.

Unga darted in from the side. The first cobble had rolled off the injured coil. He grabbed it, kept his hands behind the pinned head, and raised the stone only as far as his chest.

He shouted as he struck.

“Bunga!”

The word burst out with the blow, a rough, booming call that filled the narrow gully. The cobble hit the neck behind the fork. Unga lifted it again.

“Bunga!”

Enk held. His long arms trembled beneath the dark fur. The fork moved a finger's width, and he forced it back into place.

Unga struck a third time.

Bone cracked under the third blow. The skin behind the head split, spilling blood over the fork and Unga's knuckles. The long body lashed once, dragging a crooked mark through the dust, then settled into slow tightening motions.

Unga raised the stone for another blow.

Enk clicked sharply.

Wait.

They held their positions. Unga crouched beside the body with the stone above it. Enk kept the branch pressed down. The snake's tail moved again, weaker this time. Its mouth remained open beneath the fork.

The gully filled with the apes' breathing.

After a while, Enk shifted his grip along the branch. He held the ruined head against the slab while Unga pulled the body across a sharp edge of rock. Split scales caught on the edge. Unga pulled harder, and the crushed neck tore through, leaving a pale splinter of spine in the blood. Enk pushed the head away with the fork and pinned it beneath a second stone. Unga helped with the cobble, keeping his fingers well clear of the mouth.

They had seen enough of those teeth.

When the dangerous end lay covered, Enk climbed onto the sunlit shelf. Unga followed with the heavy length of snake hanging from one hand. He set it on the warm rock between them and sat down.

For several breaths neither moved.

Then Unga stood, lifted both arms, and let the whole plain hear him.

“BUNGA!”

Enk sprang up beside him. He banged the branch against the shelf and answered with a call just as loud. The apes stamped around their prize, shoulders bumping, teeth flashing, their shadows leaping across the pale stone.

Let the hare keep its root! They had dragged a great, murderous rope out of the earth and beaten it until it became food!

Unga struck his chest with his free hand. Enk copied him, then shook his fingers because he had done it harder than intended. Unga laughed, a breathy series of barks that brought Enk's answering grin.

Above their shelf, a round white cloud hung over the stones. It had arrived just in time for the triumph. Enk wiped his bloody hand on his arse.

The System waited until they stopped dancing.

'DING!' [Rock adder] defeated — Unga crushed the body and neck while Enk restrained the head. Unga earned 60 EXP. Enk earned 30 EXP.


Unga blinked at the bright meaning.

More shapes unfolded behind it.

Name: Unga
Form: Plains Hominid
Class: Unshaped
Level: 1
EXP: 60/100
HP: 54/60
MP: 22/22
Strength: 6
Endurance: 5
Dexterity: 4
Perception: 5
Ingenuity: 3
Unspent attribute points: 0


He reached toward the partly filled measure. His attention drew out its empty stretch: forty more to the next level.

He understood enough to become greedy.

Enk crouched beside him and pointed at a smaller measure only he could see. Then he pointed at Unga's stone, mimed the downward strike, and tapped the branch. Unga nodded toward the smashed snake and lifted his rock.

Enk set the fork behind Unga's wrist. The stone stopped in midair.

Both.

Unga glanced from the branch to Enk's grin. He lowered the stone. His stomach wanted all the snake, but he put the thicker end in front of Enk.

Enk slid it back until the body lay between them.

They tore away a small strip where the skin had split. The flesh was tough and tasted strongly of snake, which was a considerable improvement over tasting strongly of nothing. Unga chewed with his mouth open, turned the cobble in his other hand, and studied the bruised place where the first blow had landed.

The bruise spread across a thick curve of meat. He set the stone against it. A short lift, two hands. His first wild swing had hit nothing worth eating.

Unga laid the snake aside and raised the stone slowly. He watched his own fingers, shifted his thumb along the seam, and tried the movement again without striking.

The weight pulled more smoothly this time.

Enk chewed another strip and watched him. Unga glanced at the measure, tightened his grip, and raised the stone again. Enk moved the snake out from under it.

Unga lowered the stone and pointed toward a flat patch of exposed rock.

He had forty more to find.
Chapter 4 — That's the Way the Bunga Bounces

Unga hit the flat rock.

The flat rock hit him back.

The shock ran up his wrist and made his fingers spring open. His cobble bounced, struck the slab a second time, and rolled toward Enk, who caught it beneath the forked branch.

Enk looked at the cobble. He looked at Unga's hand. He held the branch a little closer to himself.

Unga shook his tingling fingers and inspected the slab.

It had a pale mark where the cobble struck. The mark was small enough to cover with one fingertip. The snake had suffered much more enthusiastically when struck with the same stone, and Unga wanted an explanation.

He retrieved the cobble, raised it with both hands, and brought it down again.

This time he held on. The shock still jolted through his arms, but the rock stayed in his grip. A second pale mark appeared beside the first.

He waited for the bright measure to move.

It remained at sixty.

Unga frowned at it.

The measure stayed where it was. The System could be remarkably unmoved by a frown that worked quite well on smaller apes.

Practice — repeating an unchanged result yields no additional experience. Improve control or solve a new difficulty.


Unga aimed his frown at the slab instead.

Enk sat nearby with the snake laid across a strip of loose bark. He had dragged the bark from a fallen branch and curved its edges around the meat. The little tray kept the food out of the dirt, though Unga had already eaten a fair amount of dirt and seemed to be thriving.

Enk watched the next strike, then pointed to the ground beside the slab.

Soft.

Unga pressed a fingertip into the earth, then drove the cobble into the same patch. The ground gave. His wrists stayed steady.

He grinned and struck again. Dust puffed around a shallow hollow. Enk lifted the food tray out of the cloud and waited for Unga to admire his new hole.

Sixty.

The bright thing had very little respect for digging.

Enk had begun easing the snake's skin away from a torn edge. His fingers slipped on the flesh. He scraped the edge against a rough stone, pulled again, and freed a longer strip. The movement changed each time he met resistance.

Unga watched the skin peel back, then set the cobble over his two marks on the slab. One stone. Two misses.

Unga placed a dry seed on the flat stone.

Enk paused with the skin between his fingers.

The seed was small, hard, and entirely innocent of the ambition now gathering over it. Unga crouched close, raised the cobble, and struck.

He missed.

The seed bounced off the slab and disappeared into the dust.

Unga lunged after it. Enk caught his ankle before he rolled over the food. The two apes froze, one stretched flat with an arm in a crack, the other gripping a foot and lifting the snake tray out of danger.

Then Enk started laughing.

Unga found the seed and held it up with a triumphant bark.

Enk laughed harder.

The seed had escaped more successfully than the snake.

Unga returned it to the slab. This time he brought the cobble close before beginning the strike. The short movement landed nearer, clipping the edge of the seed and sending it spinning.

He caught it with his empty hand, set it back, and adjusted his wrist.

Again.

The seed cracked.

Unga sucked in air through his teeth. There! He brushed the pieces apart and inspected the mark beneath them. His hand had gone where he wanted it to go.

Enk leaned over to see. Unga found another seed and put it farther away. This time his arm drifted outward. He moved his knee beneath his shoulder, lowered the stone, and cracked the target with both hands.

One hand was quicker, but the heavy end dragged his wrist off course. Two hands kept it steady. He chose two and held up a third smashed seed for Enk's inspection.

Enk collected fresh targets and put them along the slab's edge. Then he began nudging a round seed with his branch just before Unga struck.

The first moving target escaped. Unga reset it, waited for the branch to move, and swung where the seed had been. Enk pushed another.

Unga caught his wrist and stared into his friend's face.

Enk pointed toward the covered snake head down the gully. Then he moved the seed again.

Things moved.

Unga released him.

That was disgustingly true.

He watched the seed roll. It followed a faint groove across the slab and slowed where a patch of grit caught it. Enk pushed another along the same route.

Unga held his stone above the slow patch and waited.

The seed reached it.

Crack!

Both apes shouted. Enk slapped the slab so hard that the remaining seeds jumped. Unga caught one before it rolled over the edge, put it at the start of the groove, and pointed at the branch.

Again. Faster.

Enk sent it around a bump. Unga shifted the stone to meet it at the other side. The cobble came down on the seed, and Enk's next target followed before Unga had finished cheering. Shade climbed across the slab while they tried to beat each other at a game neither intended to lose.

When his arms grew tired, he sat back and discovered the bright measure filling.

'DING!' [Impact control] improved — corrected grip, stance, aim, and timing against moving targets. 40 EXP earned.
Unga: Level 1 → 2. EXP: 0/200. Attribute points: 0 → 2. HP 54/60 | MP 22/22.


Unga put the cobble down very carefully.

Something inside the new meaning offered him five directions. Each had a familiar feel: the pull of his muscles, the stubbornness of a long effort, the quick movement of his fingers, attention reaching outward, and the hot little leap between a problem and an idea.

Two small choices waited among them. The stubbornness of a long effort tugged at his tired arms. He could keep going longer with that.

But the stone had slipped before he grew tired. More strength would keep it in his grip, and quicker, more exact fingers might catch Enk's next sneaking seed.

He chose strength and control.

Strength: 6 → 7. Dexterity: 4 → 5. Attribute points: 2 → 0. HP 54/60 | MP 22/22.


Unga lifted the cobble.

It felt lighter.

He lifted it again, suspicious of this excellent development. Same stone. Same rusty seam. His thumb found the hollow more easily, and his wrist held the weight without wobbling.

Unga threw both arms wide and barked into Enk's face.

Enk shoved him back before the demonstration became a collision.

Another shape opened beside Unga's hand.

Bunga — Rank 1. Add 25% force to one committed physical impact. Cost: 4 MP. Recovery: 10 seconds. Reach: bare hand or an object cupped against the palm. Requires contact and secure footing. A missed strike spends the cost.


His own call! The bright thing had kept his call!

Unga touched his chest, pointed at the shape, and shouted the word again. The sound burst out louder than he intended. Enk flinched, then peered past him as though the reward might be hiding in the air.

Unga seized the cobble and turned toward the slab.

Enk caught his elbow.

He pointed at the stone surface, mimed Unga shaking his hand, and directed him toward an old branch instead. The branch lay across two smaller rocks near the foot of the bank. A split ran along one side.

Unga liked the branch. It had already begun breaking without help.

He planted his feet, raised the cobble, and reached for the new feeling behind his usual strike. Heat gathered through his shoulder and forearm. His fingers tightened around the stone.

“Bunga!”

The cobble hit the middle of the branch.

Wood snapped. The near half dropped between the supporting stones. The far half sprang upward, whipped past Unga's shoulder, and shot directly toward Enk.

Enk threw himself flat.

The broken wood struck the bank behind him and showered his fur with dry earth.

Unga stared at the empty place where his friend had been standing.

Bunga used. HP 54/60 | MP 18/22. Ready in 10 seconds.


Enk lifted his head.

A long silence followed, during which he brushed dust from the notch in his ear.

Unga pointed at the broken branch with an uncertain grin.

Enk pointed at the mark in the bank where his head had been. Then he took Unga by the elbow, hauled him into that exact spot, and raised the forked branch.

Unga ducked.

Enk lowered the branch without throwing it. He could be generous when someone understood him.

He dragged the next target against the foot of the bank and took his place beside Unga, clear of either end. The fork held the wood against rolling. Unga rehearsed the strike slowly while Enk shifted his hands farther from the target.

They waited until the burning readiness returned.

This time the impact broke the branch cleanly against the earth. Fragments scattered low across the ground. Enk's fork held the larger piece in place.

Bunga used. HP 54/60 | MP 14/22.


Enk lifted the intact fork and tapped where its prongs had held. He turned another loose piece against the bank, spread his grip, and pressed from the side. The wood stayed put; his head stayed out of the path.

The meaning of the work brightened for him too.

'DING!' [Bracing] improved — controlled movement by changing grip and support angle. 35 EXP earned.


Enk crouched with a broad grin and showed Unga his own growing measure: sixty-five. He tapped the branch, then covered his head with his free hand.

Unga touched his shoulder. Good. Keep that part.

At sunset Unga reached for the cobble again. Enk put the snake tray in its place.

Unga tried to reach around it. Enk caught his hand, pressed a strip of meat into the palm, and took a strip for himself. His mouth was too full to hear an argument.

They ate what they could tear loose, covered the rest with bark, and climbed into a sheltered tree beside the gully. Unga tucked the cobble into a fork within reach. Enk laid his branch along a bough and curled against the trunk.

During the night, food and safe rest closed their shallow scrapes. Unga's bruised forearm eased, and the spent warmth behind his new ability returned. Enk slept with one foot hooked over a branch, leaving Unga both arms for once.

At dawn, Unga woke to a sharp click below.

Two apes stood beneath their tree. One held a stone flake. The other held a length of twisted fiber and was looking up at the snake bundle.

The one with the flake sniffed, pointed at their badly torn meat, and made a noise of such complete disapproval that Unga checked the bundle himself.

Then she pointed at the cobble.

Her hand opened, palm up.
Chapter 5 — Sister Act: Stone Edition

Tik wanted the stone.

Unga wanted her to stop looking at his breakfast that way.

Her expression suggested he had found the snake already dead, stepped on it, and stored it in the warmest available armpit. Since he had personally fought the snake, this was a serious insult to several fine achievements.

He held up the cobble and gave her his best account of the battle.

“Bunga!”

Down went his arm. Up went his shoulders. He stamped on the branch, bared his teeth, and made a hissing noise that brought Enk awake beside him.

Enk grabbed his forked stick and nearly fell out of the tree.

Tak laughed so hard that she dropped her fiber.

Unga pointed at Tik, then the meat bundle. He hissed again, more softly this time, and mimed Enk holding the snake while he struck it. Tik followed the performance with steady brown eyes. A line of sunlight caught the reddish fur along her shoulders.

When he finished, she applauded twice.

Then she pointed at the stone again.

Unga climbed down carrying it against his chest. His forearm had healed during the night, and the full warmth of his new ability waited behind his right shoulder. He felt splendid. Stronger hands, whole skin, food already caught. Surely Tik could recognize a creature enjoying a very successful morning.

She sniffed the bundle he lowered beside her.

Her upper lip rose.

Apparently she could recognize other things first.

The sisters fed with the same loose troop around the fig grove. Tik dug roots other people walked past. Tak kept bits of things long after the rest had been eaten. Unga understood Tik's collection better. Hers went in the mouth.

Tik opened the bark covering and examined the snake. She prodded the torn belly with the tip of her natural stone flake, sniffed the opening, then separated a small discolored piece from the rest.

That piece went into a crevice beyond reach.

Unga lunged after it.

Tik blocked him with one forearm and held the flake beside the exposed flesh. A narrow line of dark fluid ran from the damaged gut. She touched its end with a grass stem and brought the smell close to Unga's nose.

He recoiled.

Tik pointed at the discarded piece.

Unga sat down.

Fair enough. That part could stay lost.

The rest of the snake was a different matter. Tik worked along the skin with short strokes, using the thin edge to open a line far cleaner than anything the boys had managed with their teeth. When the flesh shifted, she put two fingers against the far side and held it away from the cutting path.

Unga leaned closer. The thin edge caught his attention, and the System supplied a use he could grasp.

Natural stone flake — a sharp edge for slicing soft material under tension. Brittle: twisting or striking hard surfaces can break it.


Tik stopped.

His shadow had covered the place she was cutting. She pushed his head gently to one side, returned to the flake, and drew another neat length of skin away from the meat.

Unga shuffled around to watch from the other side.

She allowed that.

Enk climbed down with the forked branch. Tak took one look at it, caught his wrist, and turned the fork toward herself. She ran her thumb along the marks left by the snake's teeth.

Enk puffed his chest.

Tak pointed at a different set of marks near his grip.

Those were his own teeth. He had carried the branch in his mouth while climbing into the tree.

He lowered his chest a little.

Tak grinned and gave the branch back. Then she picked up her twisted fiber and stretched it between both hands. It held together as one narrow length, thicker than a grass stem and much more willing to bend than the branch.

Enk reached for it.

She moved it out of reach and pointed at the snake.

Food.

Enk looked at Unga, who looked at Tik, who continued cutting.

The morning had developed terms.

Unga put the cobble on the ground between them. Tik touched its rusty seam, turned it over, and tested the shallow hollow with her thumb. She placed it beside a piece of hard shell she had brought in a leaf.

Then she struck the shell with the rounded end.

Crack!

Unga's whole face brightened. Yes! That was exactly what it did! At last, somebody understood the central attraction of his rock.

Tik opened the shell and removed the soft kernel inside. She split the kernel with her fingers, offered half to Unga, and set the other half beside herself.

Unga lifted the kernel toward the sun and barked in delight. Enk raised an empty hand beside it. Tik put an uncracked shell in his palm and pointed at the stone. He looked from the sky to the shell. Ah. A revelation with chores.

She pointed at the cobble, the flake, and the snake in turn.

He could help hold things. She could make the meat useful. Both could eat.

Unga considered how much snake remained, then how little he had managed to pull from it. He considered the kernel, which tasted rich and oily. Most of all, he considered the long clean strip she had freed with three movements of the sharp stone.

He pushed the cobble toward her and held the snake where she pointed.

Tik nodded once.

Their first shared task began with Unga gripping much too hard.

The flesh squashed beneath his fingers. Tik tapped his knuckles with the flat side of her flake. He eased his grip. She set his other hand against the skin and showed him how to pull while she cut.

The next strip came away whole.

Unga let out an eager bark.

Tik smiled around the piece of kernel she was chewing, then moved his hand to the next section.

Nearby, Tak divided a bundle of bark fibers into two uneven strands. She rolled one against her thigh, held it under tension, and crossed it over the other. Then she twisted the second strand and crossed it back.

Enk watched the movement of her thumbs.

Tak put the free end in his hand and drew his arm outward. Hold there. Keep it tight.

He obeyed. She worked farther along the fibers, making a length that bent smoothly instead of splitting into loose hairs.

Enk tried to copy the rolling movement with his free hand.

His first attempt unwound as soon as he released it.

Tak caught the loose end, showed him the opposing twist, and gave him another piece. This time he turned each strand one way before crossing them the other.

The length held.

Enk raised it with a delighted grunt.

Tak took the new length, tugged it, and rolled more fiber into a thin patch. Enk stretched it between his hands. This time the patch held.

He set it beside her other lengths and fetched his uncracked shell. Tik pushed the cobble toward him without lifting her eyes from the cut. Enk hit the shell, paused, and hit it a little harder. A crack opened beneath the rusty seam.

He dug out the kernel and put half beside Tak. She ate it, tucked his cord into her bundle, and pulled another handful of bark from beneath the root. Food, then more things to keep.

Tik separated the edible meat into portions on fresh leaves, away from the discarded gut. Unga brought water in folded bark and lost half through a crack. He tried the same fold with his palm beneath the leak. His wet fur held less than he had hoped.

For the third trip he found a sound piece.

Tik accepted the third load with a pleased click. She rinsed the flake and her fingers, then let him rinse his hands. Clear water ran over the pale old scar above his eyebrow when he tried to drink from the same fold.

Tak watched him spill it down his muzzle and quietly held a leaf beneath the leak.

Enk accepted the rescued mouthful.

Unga pointed at him in outrage.

Enk swallowed before answering with an open-mouthed grin.

The meal tasted better than the last one. The strips were small enough to chew, grit stayed out of the flesh, and Tik knew where to find the tender parts near the crushed section. Unga ate slowly at first, suspicious that something this easy might be somebody else's portion.

Tik pushed another strip toward him.

That settled it. He ate with enthusiasm.

The System marked the work after they had finished dividing the food.

'DING!' [Food preparation] practiced — held skin under tension, controlled the pull, and kept grit from exposed meat. Unga earned 30 EXP.


The new measure stood at thirty of two hundred. Unga touched the place where it appeared in his attention, then pointed at Tik's hands. This counted too!

Tik tapped his fingers, spread them, and mimed his first crushing grip. Then she mimed the gentler pull that had worked.

Unga spread his fingers against the empty bark tray and made the gentler pull again. Tik nodded. He pushed it toward her, ready to help with another snake.

At her side, her own work produced a completed gain.

'DING!' [Butchery] improved — recovered clean portions from a difficult, damaged carcass. 30 EXP earned.


Tik laid the flake beside her portion while she considered the two points. Both could go into Dexterity, taking it from six to eight. She had held the skin clear of the edge while Unga learned to pull it taut. Surer fingers would make that work easier.

Ingenuity offered another choice. One point would take it from four to five, opening four more spaces in her MP measure. She chose one point for her hand and one for that larger reserve. The four new spaces stayed empty, waiting for rest. She wanted room for the next work the bright thing offered.

Tik: EXP 70/100 → 0/200. Level 1 → 2. Attribute points: 0 → 2 → 0. Dexterity: 6 → 7. Ingenuity: 4 → 5. HP 60/60 | MP 26/30.


She flexed her fingers, lifted the flake, and tested the angle of its edge with a short cut through loose skin. The movement came cleanly. She studied it for a moment, smiling, before wrapping the tool in a leaf.

Enk received his own reward for the twisting work.

'DING!' [Cordage] practiced — maintained tension and corrected opposing twists. Enk earned 20 EXP. EXP: 65/100 → 85/100. HP 66/66 | MP 22/22.


Tak's improvement followed his: twenty more, taking her measure from fifty to seventy of a hundred. She checked the strongest new length and set it apart from the thinner trials.

There was enough to do something interesting with it.

She looped one end around the forked branch, passed the other through, and pulled. The loop tightened against the wood. Enk tugged the branch while she held the fiber.

It held.

Unga reached across them and seized the middle. He had stronger hands now and a powerful need to discover whether the fiber knew it.

Tak released her end. The branch rolled into Unga's lap. He caught it before it struck anything he would miss.

She grinned, unwound the loop, and divided the ends between the boys. Her hands came up, palms facing them, then moved apart a little.

Slowly.

They pulled.

The cord straightened. Its strands compressed together. Unga leaned back farther, feeling the pressure across his palm. Enk spread his feet and matched him. Neither could take a step without the other feeling it.

Unga's grin widened.

He had seen a snake held by wood. Now he could hold Enk from farther away than his arms could reach.

What else could they hold?

A clatter of stones answered from the ridge above.

A small horned goat picked its way along a ledge, reaching for leaves beyond a thorn bush. Its forefeet stayed on the shelf while the hind feet searched for purchase. A low branch brushed its neck.

Unga looked at the goat.

He looked at the loop.

Enk followed his gaze and slowly bared his teeth.

Tak reached for her cord.

Both boys held on.
Chapter 6 — It Takes Two to Tangle...

By the third morning, Unga had developed a complete plan for catching the goat.

First, put the loop around it.

Second, keep the goat.

He had explained both parts to Enk. Enk had considered them, scratched his chin, and added an important improvement: stay on the same side of the goat as the food.

They presented this splendid body of knowledge to Tak beneath the sleeping tree.

Tak took her cord away from them.

An outrage! Unga followed her around the trunk, describing the goat with his hands. Horns here. Legs there. An excellent quantity of everything between. He made the loop larger, smaller, then larger again, trying to convey the enormous opportunities she was carrying past him.

Tak kept walking.

Tik watched from a root with her stone flake in her lap. They had carried the surviving snake meat toward the troop the previous afternoon, eaten together, and worked on the cord until dark. Now the four had returned from a fed, sheltered night's rest to discover what Unga thought the cord was for.

Now Tik tapped the root beside her.

Unga sat.

She pressed one hand against the ground, then pointed toward the ridge. Her fingers climbed imaginary steps. At the top she flicked both hands backward, showing the goat's kick.

Unga rubbed his chest and bared his teeth. He could take a kick.

Tik pointed at his teeth.

He closed his mouth.

Tak returned with the longer cord coiled over one shoulder. The afternoon's added fiber stretched it across several body lengths. A pale patch marked the bark they had twisted into a weak join.

She laid it out and showed the boys the loose end. Her hand held it open, fingers ready to release.

Then she closed the same hand around her wrist, twisted it, and made a sharp sound.

Bad.

Enk copied the open grip.

Unga copied Enk.

Tak looked between them for a long moment before handing over the cord.

They followed the goat's route uphill. Tik went first, moving lightly between the stones. Tak carried the coil. Enk brought his forked branch, and Unga kept the quartzite cobble in his right hand, thumb settled beside its rusty seam.

Above them, leaves trembled on a thorn bush.

The goat stood on the same shelf where they had seen it the previous day. Its narrow muzzle stretched toward the new growth. One forefoot balanced on a stone scarcely wider than its hoof. Below that stone lay a slope of broken shale ending at the old watercourse.

Unga studied the goat's feet.

His own feet spread wide against the rock, toes curling for purchase. The goat balanced on little hard points. It could step onto places that would scarcely support his palm.

A very badly designed meal. Still worth having.

Tik crept along the upper side of the bush. She reached beneath the leaves, snapped a soft shoot, and laid it near a narrow gap between two stones. The goat turned its head but kept eating.

Tak made a broad loop and set it flat in the gap. She placed loose grass over part of it, leaving the opening clear. The long end passed behind the lower stone, where Enk could pull from cover.

Unga crouched on the other side with the cobble ready.

Tik glanced at him, tapped the rock with one fingernail, then shook her head.

Later.

Unga lowered it reluctantly. Everyone had become terribly interested in deciding when he could hit things.

The goat tore another mouthful from the thorn bush. Tik laid a second shoot beside the first and withdrew a hand's length. Its muzzle lowered. Its left forefoot edged toward the gap.

Enk leaned forward.

Tak put two fingers against his wrist.

Wait.

The hoof touched the edge of the loop.

Unga held his breath. Enk held the cord. Tak held Enk's wrist. Three of the hunters were now holding something, while the fourth was slowly being robbed of her bait.

The goat reached farther, took both shoots, and backed away.

Unga made a strangled noise.

The goat chewed with its head high.

Tik examined the distance between the bush and the loop. Then she moved the bait deeper into the gap. Tak widened the opening a little and shifted a small stone that had lifted one side of it.

They tried again.

This time the goat put its whole foot inside.

Tak released Enk's wrist.

Enk pulled, his forked branch clamped under one arm.

The loop rose around the goat's
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